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March 6, 2026 
 
Erin Dunne                 
Chair, 4RST Capelin Advisory Committee 
Senior Resource Manager, Pelagic Fisheries/Fisheries Management 
Fisheries and Oceans Canada/Government of Canada 
 

RE: Oceana Canada recommendations to the 4RST Capelin Advisory Committee 2026 
 

Dear Erin Dunne and members of the advisory committee,  
 
Background  
 
Oceana Canada is an independent charity established to restore Canada’s oceans to the 
richness, health, and abundance they once supported, and is proud to be a part of the largest 
international advocacy organization dedicated solely to ocean conservation. We respectfully 
work with civil society, academics, fishers, Indigenous Peoples and governments. As an 
engaged member of fishery advisory committees across Fisheries and Oceans Canada (DFO) 
regions, we advocate for science-based fisheries management that rebuilds fish populations 
and strengthens the economic and nutritional benefits they provide to fishers and coastal 
communities, now and in the future. This letter contains our management recommendations, 
following our participation in the 4RST capelin advisory meeting.  
 
Recommendations  
 
As a member of the Gulf of St. Lawrence (4RST) capelin advisory committee, I am writing 
regarding the 2026 management plan. Oceana Canada appreciates the opportunity to 
contribute to this process and provide input on the science guidance and policy 
requirements for managing forage fish such as 4RST capelin. Given their ecological 
importance, forage fish must be managed “in ways which are compatible with conservation 
of the full ecosystem, and that their sustainability is evaluated in that larger context”.1 

To facilitate a better outcome for this stock, fisheries management must draw on sustainable 
management practices within the existing Precautionary Approach (PA). At present, 4RST 
capelin lack all reference points and continued management under these conditions risks 
undetected overfishing. As such, Oceana Canada recommends the following measures: 

1. Implement a total allowable catch (TAC) of between 1,224 and 9,295 tonnes. 
Reducing the quota reflects the high level of uncertainty identified in recent stock 

 
1 Fisheries and Oceans Canada. 2009. Policy on New Fisheries for Forage Species. Policy on New Fisheries for 
Forage Species  

https://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/reports-rapports/regs/sff-cpd/forage-eng.htm
https://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/reports-rapports/regs/sff-cpd/forage-eng.htm


   
 

 

assessments and would return the TAC to levels comparable to those set from 2018-
2021.  

2. Adopt a limit reference point (LRP) and begin developing an upper stock reference 
(USR) and harvest control rules (HCRs). These measures must account for the unique 
role forage fish play in the ecosystem. 

3. Add the 4RST capelin stock to Schedule IX of the Fishery (General) Regulations. 
Including this stock in Schedule IX would establish an updated, science-based 
framework to guide management toward sustainable abundance. 

During the 2026 advisory meeting, no LRP was presented despite multiple viable options 
having been considered in recent years. The absence of a stock health status, combined with 
the expected long-term reduction in preferred capelin thermal habitat, raises questions 
about DFO’s commitment to rebuilding this population in the Gulf of St. Lawrence. Further, 
although the mature biomass index has remained relatively stable since the highest 
observation between 2010 and 2013, the absence of a robust science assessment means the 
potential for local depletion cannot be ruled out, as this uncertainty has not been addressed. 
 
Capelin are a foundational component of the Gulf of St. Lawrence marine food web and are a 
key prey species for depleted groundfish, including Gulf cod and winter flounder. In the Gulf 
cod rebuilding plan, prey availability is identified as a primary factor influencing the 
distribution and habitat selection of older, ecologically important cod.2 Given this clear 
ecological linkage, Oceana Canada advises a reduction in the TAC, which is warranted while 
reference points are being developed. Further, the Integrated Fisheries Management Plan 
(IFMP) states that current TACs are driven by commercial fishery market needs. As the TAC 
has not been fully harvested since 2021 (five years), maintaining current levels is not 
justified. We also urge the immediate adoption of an LRP for 4RST capelin to clearly inform 
harvest level decisions.  
 
Regulatory Guidance  
 
As stipulated in section 6.1(1) of the Fish Stocks provisions, the Minister of Fisheries and 
Oceans is mandated to implement measures that maintain major fish stocks at levels that 
promote their sustainability, accounting for biological factors and environmental conditions. 

Thank you for considering our recommendations and we look forward to continuing our 
work to ensure an abundant and economically viable Gulf of St. Lawrence capelin fishery. 

Sincerely,  

 

  

Jack Daly, M.A.     
Marine Scientist, Oceana Canada    
jdaly@oceana.ca      

 
2 Fisheries and Oceans Canada. 2025. Rebuilding plan: Atlantic cod (Gadus morhua) NAFO Divisions 4T and 4Vn. 
Rebuilding plan: Atlantic cod (Gadus morhua) NAFO Divisions 4T and 4Vn 

mailto:jdaly@oceana.ca
https://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/fisheries-peches/ifmp-gmp/cod-morue/2024/cod-4TVn-morue-eng.html
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