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taking care 
OF Our OceanS  
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alexandra cOuSteau
Environmentalist, documentary fi lmmaker and granddaughter 
of marine explorer Jacques-Yves Cousteau

As a senior advisor to Oceana, I’m proud to be a part of the 
largest internati onal organizati on focused solely on ocean 
conservati on. 

I’ve been exploring the world’s oceans since I was a child. I’ve 
seen what’s at stake: corals, crustaceans, marine mammals 
and fi sh of every kind imaginable. I’ve also seen the damage 
we’re creati ng. Many of the fi sh that entranced me as an 
eight-year-old are disappearing. Ecosystems that used to be 
producti ve are now dead zones.  

As a species, we can’t aff ord to let this conti nue. Our oceans 
are incredibly rich, providing a home to most of the life on 
the planet. They sustain livelihoods for tens of millions of 
people and provide protein for more than a billion. They 
shape our cultures and feed our imaginati ons in many ways 
we are aware of, and others that we are not. 

Simply put, our oceans take care of us — now it’s our turn to 
take care of them.

We know how to do this. Although our oceans are at risk, 
I’ve seen fi rst-hand that they can recover. We can end 
overfi shing, halt the damage and stop irreplaceable species 
from disappearing.

Years ago, I was fortunate enough to sail around Canada 
— from the stormy Atlanti c, through the famed Northwest 
Passage, and down the rugged Pacifi c coast. I know that 
Canada is the steward of a wondrous bounty. I’m inspired 
by Oceana Canada’s vision to make Canada’s oceans as rich, 
healthy and abundant as they once were. 

I hope this report can serve as both a platf orm for discussion 
and a catalyst for change. I hope all Canadians will join 
Oceana Canada in protecti ng your beauti ful coastlines and 
diverse marine ecosystems, for the benefi t of Canadians and 
the world.

“ when i lOOk Beneath 
the waveS, i See a wOrld 
we all depend On.”

   – alexandra cousteau, Senior advisor, Oceana
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we’re 
taking StOck

“ canada’S OceanS deServe 
mOre. we can have a 
WORlD-ClAss REsOuRCE 
that SuStainS Our 
cOmmunitieS, Our culture 
and Our ecOnOmy.”

   – Josh laughren, Executi ve Director, Oceana Canada
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JOSh laughren
Executi ve Director, Oceana Canada

The depleti on of Canada’s fi sheries is a recent phenomenon, 
the bulk of which has occurred within the span of a single 
lifeti me. It began with a vast increase in the number and 
technological killing power of our fi shing vessels aft er WWII 
and reached an all-ti me low with the infamous cod collapse 
of the early 1990s. 

It’s a story of too many boats chasing too few fi sh, of 
destructi ve gear and enormous waste, with science too 
oft en falling by the wayside. It’s not just cod numbers that 
plummeted. We’ve seen a drop in abundance of all kinds 
of species. 

It’s easy to say that we’ve learned from the mistakes that 
led to the collapse of Atlanti c groundfi sh and other species. 
But have we?

To fi nd out, Oceana Canada commissioned scienti sts 
to assess the state of Canada’s fi sheries. The resulti ng 
report — Canada’s Marine Fisheries: Status, Recovery Potenti al 
and Pathways to Success by Drs. Julia Baum and Susanna 

Fuller — represents the most comprehensive and up-to-date 
public analysis of Canada’s fi sh stocks. Several troubling 
fi ndings stand out. 

First, according to the report, less than 25 per cent of 
Canada’s fi sh stocks can be confi dently considered healthy. 
The status of a whopping 45 per cent of stocks couldn’t 
be determined due to an absence of basic or up-to-date 
informati on.

Second, although most shellfi sh populati ons are in good 
shape, the state of many fi sh populati ons remains grim. 
The situati on is parti cularly dire for fi nfi sh: species like cod, 
haddock, mackerel and redfi sh.

In the wake of the groundfi sh collapse, rather than rebuilding 
these stocks, we have relied on a handful of shellfi sh species 
to prop up the industry: lobster, crab, shrimp and scallops. 
It’s a classic case of putti  ng all our eggs in one basket. If that 
basket ti ps over, the results won’t be prett y. 

The challenges the researchers faced in gathering this 
data were also disturbing. Coherent fi sheries informati on 
should be publicly and freely available and understandable. 

Only 24% of 
Canada’s marine fi sh 

and invertebrate 
stocks can confi dently 

be considered 
healthy.

Since 1970, the 
biomass of canadian 

marine stocks 
has declined by

55%.
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In the United States and the European Union, for example, a 
few clicks online allow any interested citi zen to understand 
the state of fi sh and fi sheries, including what’s working and 
what’s not. 

This is not the case in Canada. The report authors spent 
months tracking down basic data from Fisheries and 
Oceans Canada (DFO), oft en from individual scienti sts. 
Far too frequently, that informati on wasn’t available: 
in a few instances because some scienti sts would not 
share informati on. 

Without this data, Canada cannot manage fi sh stocks 
properly or assess the health of our oceans. Nor can we judge 
the eff ecti veness of management and rebuilding eff orts. 
Encouragingly, the new federal government has committ ed 
to more openness and bett er access to science informati on. 
We must ensure they see this commitment through.

In the past, fi sheries have shaped Canada’s economy and 
culture. They could conti nue to be one of our most valuable 
renewable resources in the future. In a growing and hungry 
world, oceans provide a sustainable source of protein. 

If we manage them right, Canada’s marine resources could 
supply a criti cal food source for the world. In the process, we 
can reverse the long, slow decline of our fi shing communiti es. 

This isn’t a pipe dream. There are many examples around 
the world and here in Canada of how stocks can rebound, 
oft en incredibly quickly, if we create the right conditi ons. But 
it’s not going to happen by accident. We must take acti on 
now, or our oceans will conti nue to decline and our coastal 
communiti es will suff er further economic and cultural losses. 

The good news is that the foundati ons are in place. The 
federal government is reinvesti ng in science. We have an 
insti tuti onal and legal framework to build on, and we have a 
wealth of fi sheries experti se.  

Now, we need a clear, honest assessment of our fi sh 
populati ons and a transparent approach to making fi sheries 
decisions. We need to catch up to other developed nati ons 
by strengthening Canada’s laws and regulati ons to prevent 
overfi shing and mandate rebuilding depleted stocks. Most of 
all, we need the politi cal will to implement the policies and 
rules already on the books.

the great 
abundance of 

Canada’s fi sheries 
can be rebuilt within 

our lifeti me. 
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in the 1950s, 
canada was the 
7th largest 
producer 

of wild fi sh. today we 
have dropped to 21st 

place.1



As we approach the 25th anniversary of the cod collapse, 
we have a rare chance to rewrite history. The great 
abundance of Canada’s oceans was lost in one lifeti me. It 
can also be rebuilt within a lifeti me. The choice is ours.

I’d like to thank Julia Baum and Susanna Fuller for the 
months of painstaking work that went into their report. I’d 
also like to acknowledge Jeff  Hutchings and Alan Sinclair, 
who provided thoughtf ul reviews, and the foundati onal work 
of the Royal Society of Canada’s 2012 Expert Panel report on 
sustaining Canada’s marine biodiversity. Most of all, I thank 
Oceana Canada supporters, whose generosity makes our 
work possible. 

Now, armed with this informati on, we need to act. Healthy 
oceans provide livelihoods for millions and protein for 
billions, and they feed the imaginati ons of us all. Oceana 
Canada calls on government, stakeholders and all Canadians 
to protect and rebuild our nati on’s fi sheries and the oceans 
that support them. 

1 dFo. 2016. average Landings 2005-2014, Fish stat J, release: 2.11.4.
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to produce their report, dr. Julia baum and dr. susanna 
Fuller identi fi ed the most important commercially 
harvested fi sh and seafood stocks in Canada and those 
of greatest conservati on concern. Altogether, they came 
up with a list of 165. 

In a number of cases, however, either no recent data 
was available or the informati on that was available 
was unreliable. The report focuses on 125 stocks 
where assessments have been done within the past 
fi ve years, representi ng 28 species on the Atlanti c 
and Arcti c coasts and 18 on the Pacifi c coast. Salmon 
stocks are not included because their life cycle is not 
exclusively marine-based.

The authors then reviewed stock assessments and 
DFO research documents. They compiled key data, 
assessments from the Committ ee on the Status of 
Endangered Wildlife in Canada (COSEWIC) — an 
independent scienti fi c advisory body — and listi ngs 
under the Species at Risk Act (SARA). They combed 
through integrated fi sheries management plans and 
rebuilding strategies. They compiled stock biomass 
fi gures, exploitati on rates and measures of abundance 
and compared them to DFO targets and scienti fi c 
measures of sustainability. 

drs. baum and Fuller also examined Canada’s laws 
and policies, in the context of best practi ces around 
the world. They assessed factors preventi ng fi sheries 
recovery and looked at best practi ces for rebuilding 
stocks, drawing on nati onal and internati onal examples. 

Finally, based on their fi ndings, they developed a 
number of recommendati ons to put Canada fi rmly on 
the path to healthy, sustainable fi sheries.

hOw we aSSeSSed 
canada’S perFOrmance 
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in 2015, canada’S atlantic, arctic and paciFic 
FiSherieS were wOrth $6 BilliOn.2 at Least 
46,000 CANADIANS ARE DIRECTLY EMPLOYED IN 
WILD FISHERIES, WHILE THE SEAFOOD PROCESSING 
AND PACKAGING SECTOR CREATES AN ADDITIONAL 
33,000 JOBS. ALL THAT DEPENDS ON HEALTHY, 
DIVERSE FISH STOCKS. THIS NUMBER IS LIKELY MUCH 
HIGHER, DUE TO SMALL-SCALE FISHING, PROCESSING 
AND RETAIL JOBS OFTEN BEING UNDERREPORTED.

For millennia, Indigenous people in Canada drew sustenance from the sea. When 
Europeans set sail for Canada fi ve hundred years ago, they were lured by waters 
heaving with cod. In the centuries that followed, fi sheries conti nued to drive 
Canada’s economy and shape our culture and communiti es. In 2015, fi sh and 
seafood exports were worth $6 billion.

Behind those fi gures is a story of serial depleti on. In the 1980s, Canada harvested 
cod to the point of collapse, putti  ng thousands of Canadians out of work and 
bumping us from our positi on as the world’s leading seafood exporter. The fi shing 
industry responded by shift ing its focus to shellfi sh, which exploded in abundance — 
in part due to the collapse of groundfi sh stocks.

why dO we need 
healthy FiSherieS?

SUSTAINABILITY

1
iSSue



SeaFOOd iS One OF 
the tOp 3 expOrtS 
in all atlantic 
prOvinceS and 
One OF the 
tOp 7 in BritiSh 
cOlumBia.5

eyeing the arctic

Arcti c fi sheries have long been a crucial source of food for Inuit 
communiti es. In the 1980s, subsistence fi sheries were joined by 
commercial interests, as southern fl eets facing the collapse of 
Atlanti c groundfi sh looked north to Greenland halibut (turbot) and 
shrimp in Arcti c waters — a trend set to conti nue as climate change 
extends species ranges and fi sheries north of 60.

canada expOrted 
$6 BilliOn OF FiSh 
and SeaFOOd 
prOductS in 2015.

While today’s numbers look good on the surface — thanks to the high value that 
lobster and other shellfi sh command — they hide a troubling truth. Currently, 
our seafood industry is concentrated on just a few key species, including lobster, 
crab, shrimp and scallops. The total volume of Canadian seafood conti nues to 
decline while the overall landed value has gone up. This lack of diversity makes 
communiti es and economies vulnerable. A lobster fi shery collapse, for example, 
would be signifi cantly more socially and economically devastati ng than the cod 
collapse because the value of shellfi sh is so high and because of the lack of other 
opti ons fi shers can turn to.

If we don’t act now, another major fi sheries collapse is a very real possibility. The 
lobster populati on in Southern New England, for example, peaked during the late 
1990s and then declined steadily through the early 2000s, largely due to disease 
and environmental conditi ons. Maine’s social and economic resilience is low due to 
how much is ti ed to the lobster industry.3

If Canada wants to ensure a sustainable economy and resilient coastal communiti es, 
we need to ensure healthy and diversifi ed fi sheries.

2  FAO. 2016. Facts on Canadian Fisheries. Retrieved from htt p://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/fm-gp/sustainable-durable/fi sheries-peches/species-especes-eng.htm.
3  Steneck et al. 2011. Creati on of a Gilded Trap by the High Economic Value of the Maine Lobster Fishery. Retrieved from htt p://www.fmap.ca/ramweb/papers-total/

Steneck_etal_2011_Conservati on%20Biology.pdf.
4 DFO. 2015. Consumpti on. Retrieved from htt p://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/stats/commercial/consumpti on-eng.htm.
5  DFO. 2016. Facts on Canadian Fisheries. Retrieved from htt p://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/fm-gp/sustainable-durable/fi sheries-peches/species-especes-eng.htm.

landed value and total volume of canadian seafood between 1990-2015 
Dollar value in $000s in dark blue and volume in metric tonnes in light blue.4

$6 BilliOn
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tOp 3 
expOrtS
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Canada exported $6 billion 
in fish and seafood in 2015. 

of Canada’s seafood value 
now comes from shellfish 

in the Atlantic. 

Shellfish are 
vulnerable 

to depletion from 
fishing pressure.

CONCENTRATED DIVERSIFIED

We need healthy fisheries

In 1992, a moratorium was placed on northern cod in the hope of rebuilding 
severely depleted cod stocks. The closure ended almost 500 years of fishing activity in 
Newfoundland and Labrador. It put about 30,000 people out of work, and hundreds of 
coastal communities that had depended on the fishery for generations watched their 
economic and cultural mainstay disappear overnight. We can and must do more to 
ensure the diversification of fishing communities to prepare for future shocks.

$6 billion 77% 

VS

WE’RE MAKING MORE MONEY FROM OUR SEAFOOD INDUSTRY THAN EVER, 
BUT ALL THE VALUE IS CONCENTRATED IN JUST A FEW SPECIES. 

THIS LACK OF DIVERSIFICATION IS NOT SUSTAINABLE. 

1992
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deSpite the impOrtance OF FiSherieS in canada, 
key data iS hard tO cOme By. THE REPORT AUTHORS 
SPENT MONTHS SCOURING GOVERNMENT WEBSITES 
AND REPORTS AND TRACKING DOWN INDIVIDUAL 
GOVERNMENT SCIENTISTS TO BUILD A PICTURE OF 
STOCK HEALTH. STILL, THE PICTURE IS INCOMPLETE.

Partly because of a lack of transparency and partly because of the failure of 
government to conduct regular assessments, we don’t have a clear picture of the 
health of Canada’s fi sh populati ons. This stands in stark contrast to the situati on 
in the United States and the European Union, where stock data and management 
plans are centrally compiled, publicly available and reported on annually.

why are we in the 
dark aBOut Our 
Own OceanS?

TRANSPARENCY 

2
iSSue

84% OF canadianS 
Believe the 
gOvernment 
ShOuld Share 
key data On the 
health OF Our FiSh 
pOpulatiOnS.6

84%

6 abacus data, 2015



In 2016, Environment and Climate Change Canada (ECCC) published 
a report that rated 48% of Canada’s fish stocks as healthy. Although 
Oceana Canada’s report drew on the same source of data — DFO —  
we arrived at far less optimistic conclusions. Because ECCC does  
not disclose how they arrived at those ratings, we can’t explain the 
striking discrepancies. 

The lack of transparency in Canada’s fisheries is a long-standing problem, 
exacerbated by the previous federal government’s cuts to Canada’s once  
world-class fisheries science capacity and by the rigorously enforced policy  
of discouraging scientists from speaking about their work. This lack of  
transparency — and therefore public scrutiny — and absence of up-to-date 
information creates an environment in which it is all too easy for officials  
to ignore scientific advice and avoid the tough decisions required to rebuild 
vulnerable stocks.

Canadians must be able to assess how our government is doing and hold them 
accountable for management decisions.

Striking discrepancies

what CAN BE DOne?
To make sure our government is stewarding this public resource effectively, Canada needs: 

 A publicly available, comprehensive list of Canadian fisheries or fished stocks

 A central database from which fisheries data can be easily obtained online

 �A single source of information for each of Canada’s fish stocks, including assessments and research documents

 A vigorous peer-review process reinstated for all stock assessments

 A publicly available record of DFO management decisions

 A department-wide culture of transparency

Here’s the catch:
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“��Fisheries data is often 
unavailable, even though much 
of what is required is collected, 
and there is no central location 
where Canadians can easily 
understand the state of our 
fisheries and the reasons behind 
management decisions.”

 – �Dr. Susanna Fuller, co-author, 
Canada’s Marine Fisheries: Status, 
Recovery Potential and Pathways to 
Success

The experts say...



THERE IS A LACK OF 
EFFECTIVE MANAGEMENT, 
MONITORING AND PUBLIC 
ACCOUNTABILITY FOR OUR 
MARINE RESOURCES.

The Canadian government should be conducting 
and releasing comprehensive reviews of our fish 
populations and setting targets to rebuild our 
depleted fisheries. 

THE GOVERNMENT CAN PUT CANADA ON THE 
PATH TO HEALTHIER OCEANS BY:

1 2 3
LIMITING 
OVERFISHING 

IMPROVING 
TRANSPARENCY

IMPROVING THE  
LEGAL AND POLICY 
FRAMEWORK 

In the dark about our 
own oceans

45% of Canadian fisheries are 
dependent on species whose 
health is listed as unknown.
 

45%Of the 165 fisheries in Canada, 
only 125 have had the status of 
the population assessed within 
the past five years and only two 
have been assessed for three 
consecutive years. 

2 OF 165

Only ¼ of the species reviewed in Canada’s 
Marine Fisheries: Status, Recovery Potential 
and Pathways to Success had an estimate 
of fishing mortality or exploitation rate.

MANAGEMENT

ACCOUNTABILITY

MONITORING

HOW MUCH 
DO WE KNOW 

ABOUT OUR 
OCEANS?

VERY LITTLE
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tO date, nO 
recOvery 
StrategieS have 
Been develOped 
FOr marine FiSh 
SpecieS liSted 
under the 
SPECIES AT RISK ACT.

canada haS a gOOd pOlicy FramewOrk in place 
tO manage Our FiSherieS and reStOre depleted 
StOckS. the prOBlem? we’re nOt uSing it. we 
DON’T IMPLEMENT MANY OF THE LEGAL AND POLICY 
INSTRUMENTS WE HAVE, AND WE AREN’T LIVING UP TO 
our InternatIonaL CoMMItMents.

Canadian fi sheries are managed under the Fisheries Act (the Act), one of the oldest 
pieces of legislati on in Canada, enacted in 1868. The Act has been amended almost 
20 ti mes, in some cases to strengthen it, such as introducing habitat protecti on in 
1977, and in some instances to weaken it, such as successive omnibus bills in 2012 
that reduced habitat protecti on measures. 

Under the Act, the federal government can set quotas that conserve Canada’s 
fi sheries and enact closures to rebuild fi sh stocks or protect ecosystems. However, 
in some criti cal areas the Act has not kept up with modern fi sheries management.

hOw well are 
canada’S FiSherieS 
managed?

POLICY

3
iSSue



in the u.S., 
the MAGNUSON-
STEVENS ACT 
reQuireS the 
gOvernment 
tO reBuild 
OverFiShed 
StOckS. 

denied Or leFt in limBO

twenty-eight marine fi sh species that COsEWIC has assessed as 
endangered, threatened or of special concern have either been 
denied listi ng under sARA or have been waiti ng as long as 14 years 
for a decision. if they were listed under Sara, the government would 
be legally required to develop a recovery strategy and acti on plan.
 

In parti cular, the Act does not require that acti on be taken when overfi shing occurs 
and does not require rebuilding plans once stocks are depleted. Nor does it require 
quotas to be based on scienti fi c advice. Moreover, the Act gives the Minister of 
Fisheries, Oceans and the Canadian Coast Guard enormous discreti on in decisions 
about setti  ng quotas, determining how quotas are divvied up and implementi ng 
fi sheries management policies.

Ministerial discreti on also extends to endangered fi sh species. Even when the 
Committ ee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada (COSEWIC) judges that 
a marine fi sh species is in danger, it’s sti ll up to the Minister whether or not to list 
the species under the Species at Risk Act (SARA).

to keep up with modern practi ces, we need to make simple but fundamental 
changes to the Fisheries Act, adding clear directi ons and requirements to stop 
overfi shing and to rebuild depleted stocks. 

what elSe ShOuld we dO? 
  update the Fisheries Act to make it compati ble with 
current un agreements and guidelines.

  make all integrated fi sheries management plans 
publicly available and update them annually.

  use marine protected areas and other spati al protecti on 
measures to safeguard essenti al habitat for fi sh 
stocks at risk and help them rebuild.

  develop a work plan for achieving the 2020 targets 
set out in the United Nati ons’ Conventi on on Biological 
Diversity: managing and harvesti ng all fi sh and 
invertebrate stocks sustainably and legally and applying 
ecosystem-based approaches to avoid overfi shing and 
promote rebuilding.

“  Canada has fallen well short of the progress made 
by most developed nations in fulfi lling national 
and international commitments to sustain marine 
biodiversity. The slow pace of statutory and policy 
implementation, and absolute discretion by the 
Minister, has meant that many obligations to 
conserve and sustainably use biodiversity have 
not been met.”

 –  Dr. Jeffrey A. Hutchings, Chair, Royal Society of Canada 
Expert Panel on Sustaining Canada’s Marine Biodiversity

the expertS Say...
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acadian and deepwater redFiSh are FOund in the deep 
WAtERs OF thE NORthWEst AtlANtIC. thEsE lONG-lIVED 
grOundFiSh are particularly SenSitive tO OverFiShing 
BecauSe OF their SlOw grOwth rateS and the length OF 
time it takeS them tO reach a reprOductive age.

Redfi sh catch and TACs in Division 3LN. Figure from NAFO 2014.7

7  Avila de Melo AM, Brites N, Alpoim R, Troncoso DG. 2014. An ASPIC Based Assessment of Redfi sh (S. mentella and s. fasciatus) in NAFO Divisions 
3LN (assuming that the highest apparently sustained historical average level of catch is a sound proxy to MSY). NAFO SCR Doc. 14/022 
htt p://archive.nafo.int/open/sc/2014/scr14-022.pdf.

8  COSEWIC. 2010. COSEWIC assessment and status report on the Deepwater Redfi sh/Acadian Redfi sh complex Sebastes mentella and 
Sebastes fasciatus, in Canada. Committ ee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada. Ott awa. X + 88 p. htt p://sararegistry.gc.ca/document/
default_e.cfm?documentID=2045.
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A spike in redfi sh catches off  the east coast of 
Newfoundland in the late 1980s drove dramati c 
stock declines. By 1994/95, the stock biomass 
had fallen to just 12 per cent of sustainable 
levels. In 1998, the Northwest Atlanti c Fisheries 
Organizati on imposed a moratorium that closed 
the Grand Banks fi shery that straddles Canadian 
and internati onal waters. That closure was 
successful in rebuilding stocks. By 2010, the 
stock rebounded to levels that could support 
a sustainable harvest, and the fi shery was 
reopened.

a tale OF twO 
JuriSdictiOnScaSe Study 1:

 

within Canadian-controlled waters, it’s a 
diff erent picture. There is no rebuilding plan for 
redfi sh, nor has the government ever imposed 
closures to protect their habitat. In 2010, 
COSEWIC assessed the northern populati on 
of deepwater redfi sh as threatened following a 
98 per cent decline in abundance since 1978. 
The Canadian populati on of Acadian redfi sh 
received the same assessment, having declined 
by 99 per cent over the same ti me period.8

98% decline 
in aBundance 

Since 1978
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On canada’S three cOaStS, the SituatiOn iS mOre 
precariOuS and uncertain than we realiZed. 
EIGHTEEN STOCKS ARE IN CRITICAL CONDITION, AND 
THAT COULD BE AN UNDERESTIMATE GIVEN THAT WE 
DON’T HAVE DATA FOR ALMOST HALF OUR STOCKS. 

Finfi sh are in the most danger, accounti ng for 17 of the 18 stocks in criti cal 
conditi on. On the Atlanti c and Arcti c coasts, witch fl ounder, American plaice, 
mackerel, Atlanti c cod and white hake all have populati ons that have been assessed 
as criti cal under DFO’s precauti onary approach framework. On the Pacifi c coast, 
they’re joined by bocaccio and yellow-eye rockfi sh.

Based on current assessments, only 24 per cent of stocks can be confi dently 
considered healthy. Because we don’t know the status of a large proporti on of 
stocks, the actual percentage could be even more worrying. Another 17 stocks — 
15 per cent of the total — fall into DFO’s cauti ous category.

hOw healthy 
are Our FiSh 
pOpulatiOnS?

ACCOUNTABILITY 

4
iSSue

94% OF all 
StOckS aSSeSSed 
aS critical are 
FinFiSh, aS 
OppOSed tO 
ShellFiSh.

94% 
critical



Renewed commitment to science
In 2016, DFO announced the largest single recruitment of marine 
scientists in nearly 40 years: 135 new hires to significantly boost its 
science capacity. This is good news for our oceans if it translates  
to more frequent and thorough stock assessments and data-driven 
decision-making.

We don’t know 
the health  
status of 45% — 
almost half —  
of Canada’s fish 
stocks.

45%

The dearth of data doesn’t end there. In the case of many species, stocks are not 
assessed regularly and important information is missing. For more than a third of 
stocks, DFO assessments don’t provide the reference points needed to manage 
them wisely — benchmarks like the lowest population biomass that can still support 
fishing. Nor do they provide an estimate of fishing mortality or exploitation rate for 
nearly three-quarters of our fish stocks, a factor considered critically important in 
managing and recovering wild fish populations. 

Currently, 45 seafood stocks lack an integrated fisheries management plan. Of  
the depleted stocks, we don’t know which, if any, have recovery plans that have  
been implemented.
 

“�As Canadians, we perceive ourselves as good stewards of the environment. 
But when it comes to our oceans, we have failed to live up to that ideal. We 
need to get serious about ocean conservation in Canada. Sound management 
and recovery of our fisheries must become a political priority.”

 – �Dr. Julia K. Baum, University of Victoria

The experts say...

Stock status designations by DFO for  
115 stocks as compiled by Baum and Fuller (2016)        
Stocks are designated as being critical (red), cautious (yellow)  
or healthy (green), or are undeclared in cases where the status  
is unknown (blue). 
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mackerel playS an impOrtant rOle in canada’S FiSherieS. it iS 
FiShed cOmmercially and recreatiOnally and aS Bait FOr the 
lOBSter FiShery. it alSO playS an impOrtant rOle in marine 
ecOSyStemS, prOviding a SigniFicant SOurce OF FOOd FOr FiSh, 
SeaBirdS and marine mammalS higher up the FOOd chain. 

According to DFO, Atlanti c mackerel falls in 
the criti cal zone. The department’s scienti sts 
have called for a total allowable catch of just 
800 tonnes in 2014/15. Yet DFO has set a 
quota 10 ti mes that fi gure: a whopping 
8,000 tonnes. This quota doesn’t include 
mackerel in the bait fi shery or the recreati onal 
fi shery, which is unmeasured but thought to 
be signifi cant. 

Part of the problem is that Atlanti c mackerel 
is managed across Atlanti c Canada’s four 
DFO regions, making it diffi  cult to reduce 
the current quota without complicated — 
and politi cally charged — regionally based 
allocati ons. 

That’s compounded by inadequate data and 
a lack of transparency that prevents outside 
experts from scruti nizing the assessments 
and models. Part of the problem is uncertain 
informati on and lack of confi dence in the accuracy of the science models, which government scienti sts 
believe signifi cantly underesti mate the amount of fi sh in the water. What is clear is that mackerel 
populati ons have declined precipitously in recent years, with litt le evidence to suggest a halt to, let alone 
a reversal of, that downward trend. 

Canada urgently needs to set quotas that refl ect accurate scienti fi c advice. It needs to establish stock 
reference points and monitor the bait and recreati onal fi sheries so that data can be integrated into the 
stock assessment. Finally, it needs an update to the 2007 integrated fi sheries management plan for 
mackerel, to take into account the amount of mackerel that needs to be left  in the ocean to feed other 
creatures, among other things.

9  DFO. 2014. Assessment of the Atlanti c Mackerel stocks for the Northwest Atlanti c (subareas 3 and 4) in 2013. Can. Sci. Adv. Sec. Sci. Adv. Rep. 2014/030. 
Retrieved from: htt p://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/csas-sccs/publicati ons/sar-as/2014/2014_030-eng.pdf.

 

nO plan, 
nO recOverycaSe Study 2:

 

Atlanti c Mackerel stocks for the Northwest Atlanti c (subareas 3 and 4) 
from DFO 2013.9
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FOr every Five 
FiSh caught 
in the paciFic 
grOundFiSh 
trawl FiShery, 
One iS diScarded 
aS Bycatch.

while ecOSyStemS are cOmplicated, the math 
iS Simple. when yOu take mOre FiSh Out OF the 
Ocean than the Ocean can naturally repleniSh, 
the numBer OF FiSh drOpS. keep that up year 
aFter year and yOu’re laying the grOundwOrk 
FOr a maJOr criSiS.

Although the concept is simple, overfi shing takes many forms. One is bycatch: the 
fi sh and other marine creatures that wind up in nets and lines set for other species 
or the fi sh that are too young to be legally caught. The culprit behind this is oft en 
non-selecti ve fi shing gear. 

In a number of cases, alternati ves exist that can help reduce the bycatch of juvenile 
fi sh and non-target species. However, Canada has been slow to mandate low-
impact gear in the majority of its fi sheries. Moreover, although DFO has established 
a bycatch policy, it has not been fully implemented in a single fi shery. 

what iS driving 
FiShery declineS?

OVERFISHING

5
iSSue



70+ SpecieS are caught in the 
atlantic haliBut FiShery aS Bycatch, 
INCluDING COsEWIC-lIstED WhItE 
hake, atlantic cOd and cuSk.

Another key factor is setti  ng the total allowable catch too high, oft en because of a 
failure to take into account the amount of fi sh caught as bycatch in other fi sheries 
or because of signifi cant confl ict as to how a reduced quota should be allocated. 
In Canada, a lack of transparency creates situati ons where short-term commercial 
interests can take priority over long-term, science-based recovery planning.  

Rounding out the list of factors is illegal, unreported and unregulated fi shing and 
climate change, all putti  ng further pressure on Canada’s fi sh stocks.

hOw dO we tackle theSe iSSueS?
  Set and enforce science-based catch limits using precauti onary harvest control rules. 

  Identi fy and protect essenti al fi sh habitat.

  Eliminate unregulated fi sheries by putti  ng quotas or eff ort controls in place for all commercial and recreati onal 
fi sheries and ensuring they all have up-to-date integrated fi shery management plans.

  Provide incenti ves to encourage the use of lower-impact gear.

  Create a consistent nati onal approach to identi fying areas where bott om trawling and other harmful fi shing 
methods can and cannot occur.

   incorporate vulnerability to climate change into fi sheries recovery plans and rebuilding initi ati ves as part of a 
broad ecosystem-based approach.

70+ SpecieS
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The drivers of overfishing

1 UNSUSTAINABLE 
FISHING 2 BYCATCH

3 HARMFUL 
FISHING GEAR 4 ILLEGAL, UNREPORTED 

AND UNREGULATED (IUU) 
FISHING 

Unsustainable fishing means catching more fish than 
the amount needed to maintain a productive fish 
population and support the ocean ecosystem. 

FACT

There is no legal requirement in Canada that quotas 
be set at levels recommended by science to ensure 
the long-term sustainability of our fish stocks.

Bycatch results from fisheries capturing unintended 
species. This wildlife is treated as waste, thrown 
overboard either dead or dying. Some fisheries discard 
more fish at sea than they bring to port.  

FACT

There is no requirement to report on how many 
Canadian non-commercial species are killed through 
bycatch, so the amount of waste is ignored.

Harmful fishing gear such as bottom trawls, 
gillnets and dredges can affect seafloor habitats 
and increase bycatch.

FACT

There is no national policy on using less impactful 
fishing gear to minimize habitat damage and reduce 
the bycatch of juvenile fish and non-target species.

Illegal, unreported and unregulated fishing is conducted 
in violation of national laws or internationally agreed 
conservation and management measures in effect in 
oceans around the world.

FACT

Canada has sophisticated monitoring, control and 
surveillance systems. As a result, the amount of illegal 
fishing is likely low. 

C
AT

C
H

PRESENTPAST FUTURE
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in a wOrd, yeS. and nOt Only iS recOvery pOSSiBle, 
it can OFten happen Quickly. Canada and tHe 
rest oF tHe worLd CouLd InCrease tHe nuMber 
OF FISH IN THE OCEANS BY 40 PER CENT — AND DO IT 
sustaInabLY.10 THE KEY IS EFFECTIVE MANAGEMENT.

There are many examples where recovery has happened aft er extensive 
overexploitati on, from apex predators like Northwest Atlanti c swordfi sh to 
groundfi sh, herring and shellfi sh. In Canada, for example, Atlanti c halibut stocks 
have rebounded aft er the establishment of a total allowable catch, minimum size 
restricti ons and the cod moratorium, which reduced juvenile halibut bycatch.

Atlanti c cod — the global icon for fi sheries mismanagement — is now showing early 
signs of a comeback. Even slow-growing redfi sh on the Grand Banks are recovering, 
thanks to a 12-year moratorium that was lift ed in 2010. As a result, redfi sh catches 
in 2013 were the highest recorded in decades.

can we recOver 
canadian FiSherieS?

MANAGEMENT

6
iSSue

10  Bren School of Environmental Science & Management, Environmental Defense Fund, University of Washington: The Potenti al for 
Global Fish Recovery: How Eff ecti ve Fisheries Management Can Increase Abundance, Yield and Value. htt ps://www.edf.org/sites/
default/fi les/content/upside-model-report-summary.pdf.



24 Here’s the catch:
How to restore abundance to Canada’s oceans 

On the eastern 
Georges Bank, 
conservation 
measures 
increased 
adult haddock 
biomass more 
than 1,600% 
between 1993 
and 2009.11

“�What fishery scientists have taught us is that declining 
fish populations have great recovery potential when 
we take quick and decisive management action. The 
benefits of producing more seafood to feed our planet 
and diversifying our fisheries to safeguard our coastal 
communities are enormous.”

 – Dr. Robert Rangeley, Director of Science, Oceana Canada

The experts say...

11 DFO. 2015. Haddock. Retrieved from http://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/fm-gp/sustainable-durable/fisheries-peches/haddock-aiglefin-eng.htm.
12 �Protect Planet Ocean. 2010. Gulf of Maine, New England, USA. Retrieved from http://www.protectplanetocean.org/collections/

successandlessons/casestudy/gulfofmain/caseStudy.html.

elements that contribute 
to recovery
In total, Drs. Baum and Fuller analyzed eight success stories within Canadian waters 
and further afield, looking for common factors. They identified a number of critical 
elements that contribute to recovery:

 Accurate estimates of stock status or abundance

 �Reference points (or appropriate proxies) and effort controls in line with  
scientific advice

 Implementation of harvest control rules

 �Reduced fishing mortality, either by enacting moratoriums or significantly 
reducing the total allowable catch and bycatch

 A rebuilding or recovery plan

 Minimum size limits to protect young fish

 Closures to protect spawning or critical habitat

 �Catch monitoring, including observer programs, vessel monitoring systems and 
dockside monitoring

For too long, Canadian fisheries have followed a boom-and-bust trajectory. It’s time 
to focus on building healthy, resilient marine ecosystems that support sustainable 
fisheries. By rebuilding abundance in our oceans, we can create the conditions for 
long-term economic and social prosperity, decade after decade.

The number 
of Atlantic 
scallops inside 
the closed areas 
on Georges 
Bank is now 
four times the 
number in fully 
fished areas.12

4x

1,600% 
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cOmmercial FiShing FOr haddOck On geOrgeS Bank Began 
in the 1920S and hit itS peak in the 1960S. By the 1980S, 
unSuStainaBle harveSt rateS had taken their tOll and the 
adult BiOmaSS declined almOSt 80 per cent. By 1993, the 
adult BiOmaSS hit a hiStOric lOw OF JuSt Five per cent 
OF the level reQuired tO SuStain cOmmercial FiShing.

In response, Canada and the United States imposed groundfi sh closures and restricted the number of 
days that fi shing boats could spend at sea. They increased the minimum trawl mesh size to prevent 
juveniles from getti  ng caught. In additi on, Canada introduced dockside monitoring programs to 
independently verify fi shery catches. 

Those conservati on measures worked. The haddock stock grew rapidly. In 2014, the biomass hit a 
high of 160,300 metric tonnes and is projected to reach nearly triple that in 2016.

Total landings for 5Zjm haddock for Canada (grey bars) and the U.S.A. (white bars), 
total stock biomass (black line) and Total Allowable Catch (blue line).13

creating cOnditiOnS 
FOr a cOmeBackcaSe Study 3:

 

13 TRAC. 2014. Eastern Georges Bank Haddock [5Zjm; 51,552,561,562] Status Report 2014/02.
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Although Canada’s seafood industry is more profi table than 
ever, its success is based on the viability of just a handful of 
species. Less than a quarter of our fi sh stocks are considered 
healthy. Not only does that put Canada far behind other 
developed fi shing nati ons, it also puts our coastal economies 
and the health of our oceans at risk. 

But that’s not our only opti on. The good news is that recovery 
is possible. with the right measures in place, and with the 
politi cal will to implement them, Canada can rebuild the 
diversity and abundance of our oceans and enjoy all the 
economic and ecological benefi ts that go with them.

Recent acti on by the new federal government is encouraging. 
In 2016, the Canadian government made some positi ve 
moves. The Mandate Lett ers from Prime Minister Trudeau 
to his ministers included a renewed commitment to science-
based decision-making. The 2016 federal budget committ ed 
unprecedented funds to oceans science, conservati on, marine 
protected areas and open data initi ati ves. And in May 2016, 
DFO announced the hiring of 135 marine scienti sts and 
science support staff .

To build on that promising start, the federal government 
needs to implement the following recommendati ons:

   
imprOve canada’S legal 
and pOlicy FramewOrk

•  Modernize the Fisheries Act — among other things, to 
include a legal obligati on to prevent overfi shing and to 
rebuild fi sh stocks to scienti fi cally based targets within 
clearly defi ned ti melines.

 
•  A pply an ecosystem-based management approach to 
    address climate change and to take species’ life 

histories and food chains into account.
 
•  Make sure marine protected areas and other spati al 

protecti on measures incorporate the recovery of 
depleted species.

•   Develop a work plan for meeti ng the UN target for
managing and harvesti ng marine stocks sustainably 
by 2020.

cOncluSiOnS and 
recOmmendatiOnS

canada haS a chOice. we can Stick with Our current cOurSe and Settle 
FOr lOwer catcheS FrOm depleted FiSherieS, with high riSkS OF Future 
cOllapSeS. Or we can put meaSureS in place tO increaSe aBundance and 
reap the BeneFitS.
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  �Improve transparency

• Improve and enhance the public availability of data.

• �Ensure transparency in management processes and 
decisions.

	
• �Promote a culture of transparency — by, among other 

things, reinstating a vigorous peer-review process for stock 
assessments and fisheries advice.

  �
Limit overfishing and  
the impacts of fishing

	
• �Set and enforce science-based catch limits as soon as 

overfishing is detected.

• Identify and protect essential fish habitat.

• �Eliminate unregulated fisheries by putting quotas in place for 
all commercial and recreational fisheries and ensuring they 
all have up-to-date integrated fishery management plans.

• Provide incentives for using lower-impact gear. 
	
• �Create a consistent national approach to identifying areas 

where bottom trawling can and cannot occur.

• �Incorporate vulnerability to climate change into fisheries 
recovery plans and rebuilding initiatives.

  �
Put a priority on three  
taxonomic groups	

• Groundfish (e.g., cod) and skates

• Forage fish (e.g., herring and mackerel)
	
• Apex predators (e.g., sharks, tuna and swordfish)

By following these recommendations, the government can  
put Canada on the path to healthier oceans, thriving fish 
stocks, a more stable and sustainable global food supply and 
more prosperous coastal communities. 



Oceana canada: 
Saving the 
OceanS 
tO Feed 
the wOrld 

Oceana Canada was established in 2015 as an independent 
charity and is part of the largest internati onal group focused 
solely on ocean conservati on. 

Canada has the longest coastline in the world, with an ocean 
surface area of 7.1 million square kilometres, or 70 per cent 
of its land mass. Oceana Canada believes that we have an 
obligati on to our country, and the world, to manage our 
natural resources responsibly and provide a sustainable 
source of protein for a growing world.

Oceana Canada works with civil society, academics, fi shers 
and government to return Canada’s formerly vibrant oceans 
to health and abundance. By restoring Canada’s oceans, we 
can strengthen our communiti es, reap greater economic and 
nutriti onal benefi ts, and protect our future.
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Oceana canada: 
Saving the 
OceanS 
tO Feed 
the wOrld 

pledge yOur SuppOrt
It’s ti me to do a bett er job of managing and protecti ng our 
fi sheries. Add your voice to Oceana Canada’s call for nati onal 
policies that rebuild Canada’s fi sh populati ons and return 
Canada’s oceans to vibrant health.

Sign up as a wavemaker today, and follow us on Facebook, 
twitt er and instagram. 

Join us at oceana.ca.

Oceana canada. 
we’re making waveS.

Oceana canada @Oceanacan oceana_canada
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