
HERRING FISHERY COLLAPSES ON CANADA’S
PACIFIC COAST

Iconic forage fish population succumbs to decades of overfishing and mismanagement by Federal

Authorities

VANCOUVER, BC, CANADA, March 23, 2022 /EINPresswire.com/ -- The Pacific Herring fishery on

Without herring, we will

have nothing. And

eventually you will have

nothing. Everything will be

just a memory.”

Chief Eric Pelkey of the

WSANEC First Nation

the west coast of North America has collapsed, joining the

Atlantic Cod in the annals of Canadian fisheries

mismanagement. Conservancy Hornby Island (CHI), a

community-based organization that has been calling for a

moratorium on the Strait of Georgia herring fishery for the

past 5 years with the support of many First Nations and

environmental organizations and the public, has declared

the fishery defunct.  The Northern Gulf Islands region, the

epicenter and barometer of the commercial fishery, has

failed to see a healthy return of herring to its critical

spawning beaches this spring and the commercial fishing industry has  struggled to reach 50% of

a quota already cut in half by the Minister of Fisheries, Joyce Murray. 

“Normally, the Salish Sea is the epicenter of the last remaining herring spawn. This year, it's just

been a catastrophe. What I do know for sure is that I haven't seen this limited and short duration

of spawn in my 20 years of looking out over Lambert Channel. It’s a sad story” stated Grant Scott,

a retired commercial fisherman and chair of CHI, who now advocates for herring conservation

from his home on Hornby Island.

The Strait of Georgia (SoG) herring stock is the last remaining of five major B.C. herring stocks on

Canada’s west coast. Fisheries managers have been flirting too close to the limit for nearly a

decade, this year going past the point of no return, despite a reduced quota.

The primary goal of the fishery is to extract the mature eggs to be sold mainly to Japan as a

delicacy.  The remains of the females and all of the males, which is about 90% of the harvested

biomass, is not used for human consumption but for pet food and salmon farm feed.  

CHI and its allies are now calling on Fisheries and Oceans Canada (DFO) Minister Joyce Murray to

place an immediate halt to any further fishing, as the gillnet component of the fishery remains

open despite stalling catch numbers and failure to reach this year’s heavily reduced quota during

http://www.einpresswire.com
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the prolonged opening. 

Even after Minister Murray reduced the quota from 20% to 10% of the predicted biomass the

herring fishers could  only find and catch 4,300 tons of their 7,850 ton quota. “Continuing this

spring fishery is against the key principle of the Oceans Act — the precautionary principle. The

last tiny spot spawns must be left as they will be critical to understanding and rebuilding our

diverse coastal stocks,” stated Dr. Briony Penn, a herring advocate, author and Professor at the

University of Victoria. She went on to say, “From Victoria to Haida Gwaii, coastal communities are

experiencing a Silent Spring, up and down the coast and now the last spawn is on the brink”. 

Eric Pelkey, Hereditary Chief of Tsawout, WSÁNEĆ Nation who was encouraged by Minister

Murray’s recent interest in Pacific herring conservation, is disappointed that calls to end the

fishery have fallen on deaf ears: “We are saddened that the Minister did not heed WSÁNEĆ

Leadership Council’s requests to implement a much needed moratorium on the herring fishery.

Without herring, we will have nothing. And eventually you will have nothing. Everything will be

just a memory.” 

Despite DFO claims that their management of herring follows a precautionary approach, leading

scientists outside of the Fisheries Ministry disagree. Dr. Daniel Pauly, Professor of Fisheries at

UBC explains “Imagine if you have a fishery, such as we have in the Strait of Georgia that is

relentless and a big fishery…it can reduce it to nothing. And at that point, the stock might not

recover… The predators that depend [on herring] will themselves be endangered. So the herring

and all these animals that contribute to Beautiful British Columbia will be gone. And then we can

shorten the [slogan] to British Columbia because the Beautiful part will not be there.” 

A recent report authored by DFO Scientist Emeritus Dr. John Neilson, identified the Northern

Gulf Islands (using DFO data) as the most important area on the entire BC Coast for Pacific

Herring, home to half of the remaining critical spawning grounds in the Strait of Georgia. This

year, despite the appearance of some spawn, few herring returned and only 3 of the dozen DFO-

recognized critical spawning sites were active in the Northern Strait of Georgia, according to

Notices during the fishery, spawn surveys and reports by fishermen. With herring being repeat

spawners that home back to their natal sites, a lack of spawn one year can lead to the wiping out

of future generations of herring, as has occurred in the southern portion of the Strait of Georgia

and other regions of the west coast of Canada in recent years.

. 

“With Gillnetters still looking for opportunities and barely half of the heavily reduced quota yet

attained, it is clear DFO continues business as usual managing this fishery to extinction,” stated

Locky MacLean, ocean conservationist and circumnavigator who hails from the Northern Gulf

Islands.  “DFO claims they are running a sustainable fishery yet estimate peak herring by hiring

commercial fishing vessels to find the fish. They seem to find a lot of fish on sonar and on paper,

playing with the numbers and measuring the same dwindling fish as they move around. The fact

is herring populations continue to trend downwards year on year.  DFO may only close the

fishery once there are none left to catch.” 



Pacific Herring populations once stretched from California to the Beaufort Sea and Hokkaido in

Japan. Joining with The WSÁNEĆ Leadership Council, representing Tsartlip, Tsawout and Tseycum

First Nations, the call for a moratorium is echoed by 53 towns, cities and districts of the

Association of Vancouver Island and Coastal Communities (AVICC), 63+ NGOs and businesses,

leading environmentalists such as Dr. David Suzuki and close to 200,000 petition supporters.
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