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GBA Mission Statement
“To work with our water-based communities and other stakeholders to ensure the careful stewardship of the greater Georgian Bay environment.”

GBA Aquaculture Committee – October, 2018

Position Statement

The Georgian Bay Association is extremely concerned about the long-term environmental impact of open water cage aquaculture. The environmental impact of this commercial-size industry is being overridden by the economic benefits to food industry that is now at the point where truly, the only environmentally responsible method that will enable feeding the world without endangering the aquatic environment and impacting the ecosystem is by closed-contained fish farming methods. The two (environment and economy) can go hand in hand into the future when supported by government, the industry/technology sector, First Nation communities and by academia throughout Canada. By doing so the industry can be held to the same environmental standards as other industries and will be scientifically proven neither to compromise the principle of keeping clean waters clean, nor to impair the health and subsistence of the natural aquatic species.  Our efforts are focused on the achievement of ecologically-sustainable and environmentally-appropriate aquaculture operations in and around the Georgian Bay watershed.
Declaration on Freshwater Aquaculture Using Open Net Pens
in the Georgian Bay Watershed


As recognized in the above Position Statement, we assert that the following steps are necessary to achieve ecological and economic sustainability for Georgian Bay waters:
1.
Safeguard Freshwater Ecosystems 


There is an ever-growing interest by industry and government in aquaculture as a food source, a generator of wealth and a source of new jobs.  Canada has an opportunity to become a global leader by using modern technology to develop the aquaculture industry in an environmentally responsible and ecologically sustainable manner.  More important than simply supporting present industry, the governments of Canada and Ontario have a critical mandate to safeguard the clean freshwater of Georgian Bay (through Great Lakes Treaties and Agreements) for generations to come.
2.
Sustainability


The unique freshwater resources of Georgian Bay are both finite and fragile.  Compared to the massive dilution capacity of oceans and seas, Georgian Bay is extremely sensitive to the pollution impacts of open-net-pen aquaculture.  It is of great concern when the word “sustainable” is used to support the practices and policies of private gain at the cost of this public resource.  Truly competent and sustainable stewardship requires maintaining Georgian Bay’s historical oligotrophic state. Particularly in the nearshore water areas, it must continue to have extremely low concentrations of the nutrients (phosphorous) that cause algae and bacteria to grow and contaminate the aquatic ecosystem.  The definition of sustainable must retain the principle of “keeping clean areas clean.” 

3.
Insufficient Science: Preventing Degradation


The complete ecological effects of dissolved and solid nutrients and other fish-farm pollutants, particularly chemotherapeutants and other additives to feed, must be properly quantified for Georgian Bay.  Definitive studies must address the long-term consequences of this industry regarding:

a. large and recurring “spills” of farmed fish escapees and the cumulative impacts on native fish populations;

b. shifts in benthic, microbial and algal populations and in those of zebra mussels and other invasive species;

c. long-term impacts on Georgian Bay surface water used as a source of drinking water, especially those residents, wild and domestic animals, and campers who draw water directly from the Bay; 

d. any loss of aesthetic value, cultural heritage, and valued uses of Georgian Bay waters by shoreline residents, business owners, tourists, and First Nation Communities; 

e. impacts on Georgian Bay's multi-million-dollar recreational industry.

In the absence of a competent management plan based on these studies, a moratorium should be implemented immediately.  Until this information is in place, the only logical action is to halt site expansions and new site proposals for all open-water production systems in the Georgian Bay watershed.

Meanwhile, there must be economic analyses that include full cost estimates of the publicly subsidized components of free space, free water, free waste discharge to these waters, and exemptions from environmental remediation.  These analyses must also include comparative economic data on equivalent land-based operations that do not benefit from these publicly subsidized components.

4.
Sustainable Aquaculture: Closed Systems


Closed containment aquaculture systems use engineered barriers that capture and remove solid and dissolved wastes that would otherwise be released and pollute receiving waters.  Closed containment systems also provide a physical barrier to ensure biosecurity between the farmed species and those of the natural environment.
The practice of rearing fish in suspended nets in Georgian Bay is environmentally unsustainable because these net pens are essentially industrial feedlots that discharge pollutants without any treatment whatsoever, directly into a naturally oligotrophic body of water.  This is in direct conflict with, and in fact negates, regulatory measures for pollution control from municipalities and from land-based agriculture, both of which are required to restrict the flow of wastes into receiving waters.  Until there is peer-reviewed, authoritative science that proves conclusively that no harm occurs from open-cage systems, GBA endorses closed-containment systems as the best practice for environmentally sustainable aquaculture.  
5. Public resources must be maintained for public use
Water resources (including the water surface, water column, and lake bed) are governed by the provincial and federal government for the long-term public interest.  Management of the Great Lakes waters like Georgian Bay must also reflect the interests of each governing agency, including authorities like the International Joint Commission (IJC) and The Great Lakes Fisheries Commission. Giving license to open aquaculture systems allows escaped fish, disease, antibiotics, pollutants and microorganisms to move freely without restriction into the public resource.

6. All measures must be taken to avoid risk

All government policy and decisions must be in accord with standards set by the Precautionary Principle as enshrined in the Canadian Environmental Assessment Act and the Fisheries Act.  The Department of Fisheries and Oceans must make a clear distinction between its role as steward of Canada’s fisheries and its role in aquaculture development.  Its Aquaculture Policy Framework must distinguish between marine and freshwater aquaculture.  The Freshwater Plan must demonstrate a clear understanding of the far-reaching ecological impacts of open cage aquaculture on water quality, native/naturalized fish, the benthic community, and invasive species such as zebra and quagga mussels for this part of the Great Lakes.  
7. Government must enable and support a movement to closed systems

Government must take on the responsibility to develop and implement a plan to phase out existing freshwater open systems.  Within a reasonable time-frame, government must develop and enforce policies that enable operators to convert open cage fish farms through incentives to make use of new and viable technologies developed for closed (bio-secure) systems.  Government must begin to break ground with initiatives for fish farmers to be granted: financial incentives; liaisons with research and development agencies; opportunities to offset costs by implementing renewable energy systems; aid in the development of innovative methods (such as aquaponics); regulations for waste management; and opportunities for partnerships with equipment manufacturers and other farm cooperatives.  

8. Support transition

Existing open cage operations could be maintained during this transition phase so long as the operators actively and verifiably demonstrate their commitment to converting to closed systems while aiming for ever lower pollution and best management practices in the current facilities.

9. Endorse the Fisheries Act 

The Fisheries Act was originally passed by parliament to uphold stewardship of Canada’s fisheries.  We endorse this Act and oppose any changes that compromise its initial purpose.

Supporting Documentation

1. Oceans Act (Precautionary Principle)

2. Federal Fisheries Act (Sect. 35 & 36)

3. Ontario Water Resources Act

4. Nutrient Management Act (Sect. 42, 44, 58)

5. OMAFRA’s Guide to Agricultural Land Use (Sect. 3 & 5)

6. World Commission on Environment and Development (1987)

7. Bangkok Declaration on Aquaculture Development (Section 3.5, “Improving Environmental Sustainability”)

8. Agenda 21

9. Rio Declaration
10. Lake Huron Fish Community Objectives and Guiding Principles: Great Lakes Fisheries Commission

Rationale for GBA’s Aquaculture Initiative: Keeping Clean Areas Clean

1. GBA’s focus on aquaculture issues and concerns holds, as its sole objective, to preserve the unique ecosystem – the finite and fragile, relatively clear and clean (though increasingly threatened) water resource of Georgian Bay and its North Channel.

2. Both the industry and government will argue that the Georgian Bay water body has tremendous “assimilative capabilities”.  To us, what this equates to is the old, outdated concept that “the solution to pollution is dilution”.  We believe that clean areas should be kept clean. The limited capacity of Georgian Bay waters to assimilate open net farm wastes is illustrated by the profound impact on the ecosystems near aquaculture operations in the La Cloche Channel, Grassy Bay and Lake Wolsey.
3. Often, we have heard that land-based or closed-contained aquaculture is not economically competitive, and the focus continues on open water production. What this means is the greater public must subsidize the producers. The subsidies are:

a. Free water: unlimited fresh water at no cost;

b. Free waste discharge to public waters: free disposal of high concentrations of manure waste, non-recoverable excess feed, and antibiotics and any other chemicals delivered through the feed. 
c. Free space: cage farm owners do not have to invest in real estate, like land-based operators. By unbeknownst privilege, they are granted exclusive rights to a water lot belonging to the public.
d. No environmental remediation requirement: operators are not required to clean up abandoned sites or post a bond to deal with this in the event of business failure or ecosystem collapse caused by the farming operation.

4. These very generous subsidies are being paid for by present and future generations of Canadians for the short-term personal financial gain of the private operators. The government claims that these subsidies are required for economic competitiveness and jobs.  
5. No other Great Lakes jurisdiction besides Ontario permits cage farms in their Great Lakes waters. (See the Synthesis Report Regarding Net-pen Aquaculture in the Great Lakes, at https://www.michigan.gov/documents/mdard/Synth-Paper-_NetPENS-09Mar2016_516439_7.pdf) 
6. Large fish escapes of the domestically bred species are frequent and these escapees compete for food and habitat with the wild. 
7. There are technologically viable alternatives other than open net-pen, that are more costly in the short-term, but are the only truly sustainable methods from:

a. an environmental perspective (which should be self-evident); 
b. a resource allocation fairness perspective; and 
c. a long-term socio-economic opportunity preservation perspective.
8. Sacrificing, or even risking, globally-unique freshwater ecosystems for fish feed-lots may be defined as progress in a third world country, but is not worthy of Ontario or Canada.

9. GBA asserts that responsible stewardship of the greater Georgian Bay environment must retain the principle of “keeping clean areas clean”

10. If one needs a more visible comparison, the nutrient pollution created by just one very small (6 net cages) cage farm, each cage rearing about 30,000 fish, (totaling about 1 tonne of harvested fish) equals a small hog farm (maybe 24 pigs) floating on a barge in Georgian Bay that gets hosed down 3 times per day. The actual farms are commercial size and directly discharge more than 55 tonnes of nutrient waste (Phosphorous) into Georgian Bay and its North Channel to Lake Huron. At what real cost are we subsidizing this feedlot industry?
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