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Issues on open water aquaculture operations in Georgian Bay and the North Channel of Lake Huron

October 27th, 2006, 

Meeting with Mr. Craig Hughson and Ontario Nature representatives:

Rosemary Speirs, President, ON

Mary Muter, VP, Chair Environment Committee, GBA

Dr. Karl Schiefer, Aquatic Biologist/Ecologist, GBA Resource,

Councilor, Eastern Georgian Bay Fisheries Stewardship Council

Claudette Pintwala, Chair Aquaculture Committee, GBA

In Brief

Ontario Nature along with the Georgian Bay Association, is concerned about the impact on water quality and the native fishery of Georgian Bay from open water aquaculture.

Water Quality:  Still mainly an oligotrophic lake, Georgian Bay is already under impact from increasing development, exotic invasive species, climate change, and water level decline.  Aquaculture represents another impact.

The Great Lakes Fishery Commission’s project report by the Lake Huron Technical Committee, March 2004, states: The potential for cultural eutrophication of spawning reefs in Canadian waters of Lake Huron has increased in recent years with the advent of cage aquaculture. This industry which utilizes floating cages to raise rainbow trout in open waters has expanded from 20 cages in the mid-1980s to over 100 by the late 1990s (Gale 1999). These operations are concentrated at the east end of the North Channel though two are located in Georgian Bay. Currently, the level of production is approximately 3.0 million kg, or roughly the equivalent of the total Ontario commercial fishery for all species, with an estimated discharge of 15,000 t of phosphorous, 90 t of nitrogen and 500 t of solid waste per year (Gale 1999). The selection of suitable operating sites and methods for reducing nutrient waste will be important areas of future inquiry
.

Excerpts from the Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement:
The Parties adopt the following General Objectives for the Great Lakes System.  These waters should be:



a) Free from substances that directly or indirectly enter the waters as a result of human activity and that will settle to form putrescent or otherwise objectionable sludge deposits, or that will adversely affect aquatic life or waterfowl; (Article III)

· The purpose of the following programs is to minimize eutrophication problems and to prevent degradation with regard to phosphorous in the boundary waters of the Great Lakes System.  The goals of phosphorous control are:


…
d) Maintenance of the oligotrophic state and relative algal biomass of Lakes Superior and Huron; (Annex 3)

The millions of dollars spent by Municipalities to comply to limiting Phosphorous loads is offset by the privately owned cage culture industry:

Municipal Wastewater Phosphorous Loads from 3 Communities into GB, 2006

Parry Sound:  1.8 tonnes/year

Collingwood: 2.0 tonnes/year

Owen Sound:  2.4 tonnes/year

Total 6.2 tonnes/year into Georgian Bay

Estimated loading from 3 privately owned cage farm operations, 2006

Total annual feed quota: 4236 tonnes/year

Determining phosphorous loading at 8.3 kg/tonne

(4236 t/yr X 8.3 kg/t = 35,159 kg/year)

Total 35 tonnes/year into Georgian Bay

Existing Cage Farms are permitted free use of the public water basin for full disposal of feces, soluble waste products and excess feed lost through the netcages.  They are the only stakeholders given this right to pollute the waters.

The Impact on the Native Fishery:

Changes from the various impacts mentioned above are resulting in a decline of certain native prey species such as alewives and diporeia.

As a result, both the U.S. and Canada have cut back stocking programs of introduced species such as Chinook salmon and steelhead or rainbow trout.

But the major spills of domesticated species of farmed rainbow trout continue to occur resulting in “accidental” stocking. (See Appendix A)

Populations of native sport fish have been in decline for a number of years.  Large efforts have been made by individual stakeholders and stakeholder groups to reverse this trend and restore populations of lake trout, pike, walleye and muskie.

We are concerned about the negative impact cage culture operations may have on these species as escapees compete for food and habitat, possibly carry disease to the wild, and spawn with wild fish.

Have regulators determined what basin wide levels of escapees are deemed acceptable? 

Is there an upper limit for such impacts?

Net pen operations are greatly subsidized

· Unlimited free clean water

· Unlimited free wastewater treatment

· Essentially free use of public space where you can’t limit impact

· No requirement to remediate environmental damage

· Regulations favour net pen aquaculture over land-based

Wide ranges of alternative land-based systems of aquaculture (fish farms) exist where the water use and waste disposal is regulated, including: ponds, flow through tanks or raceways, and closed re-circulation tank systems.
These operations can be partnered with other advancing industries: alternative energy providers, land-farms of crops for which fish manure can be collected and used as non-chemical fertilizer, and even aquaponics and green-house crop operations.
Net-cage aquaculture is being promoted as an economic opportunity in spite of the environmental costs.  The preferred alternative is these areas is the rebuilding of natural fish stocks in the Great Lakes and the movement of aquaculture operations to contained systems where wastes can be treated and which are bio-secure.

A Problem arises with the present use of A Class Environmental Assessment for MNR Resource Stewardship and Facility Development Projects.

Of all the existing cage culture sites that have applied for licencing since 2000, even those requesting greater amounts of feed (expanding their operations), none have been subject to the full structures of the Class EA for MNR Resource Stewardship.  We see this as a grave oversight on the part of MNR and a loophole for the commercial cage-farm industry.

Existing cage farm operations are enabled to proceed with the Licencing process without screening due to the Exception clause within Section 2.2.13.

All existing cage-farm sites, whether MNR operated for stocking purposes, or commercially operated for the owner’s profit are categorized as 

low-risk projects (Category A). Section 3.1.1 

Existing cage farm operations, even those requesting higher feed quotas (expanding operations) thus become exempt from the Screening process required for other resource projects such as new cage site project proposals. 

The oversight:  Within MNR’s Guide ,Section 2.2.3.4 clearly defines Fish Culture Stations and Substations and their role for enhancing the fisheries, and Fish Stocking (Section 2.2.3.1) as fisheries management.  But nowhere in the guide does it distinguish between the above mentioned MNR operations and privately owned and operated commercial fish culture stations which have as their main goal, to grow-out fish for sale to markets and earn as much profit as possible by use of the publicly owned water resource to both nurture their stock and dispose of the biological and chemotherapeutant wastes from the feedlot operation.

Hence, it seems clear that MNR needs to revise this Guide in order to eliminate this oversight which provides the private cage operators with the unique right to use the freshwater of Georgian Bay/Lake Huron as their waste disposal, and breeding/foraging grounds for their accidental spills of genetically modified (grow-out breed) rainbow trout.

The oversight within the guidelines of the Class EA for MNR Resource Stewardship and Facility Development directly contravenes many of the guiding principles and objectives of other MNR strategies listed within the following: Lake Huron Fish Community Objectives (GLFC); Beyond 2000; Strategic Plan for Ontario Fisheries, 1990; Our Sustainable Future, 2005; Protecting what sustains us, 2005 Biodiversity Strategy; and strategies to protect lake trout populations in Ontario.

There are wide ranges of alternative land-based systems of aquaculture that virtually eliminate these risks posed by open net-cage commercial feedlot operations to the fragile aquatic ecosystem within which they presently are licenced to operate.

On behalf of the public interest, Ontario Nature and the Georgian Bay Association urges the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources to accelerate the development of a comprehensive screening process that will consider all potential environmental impacts of open water aquaculture by subjecting all licensing proposal projects, including those of existing cage facilities, to a Class Environmental Assessment with Screening Criteria appropriate to a water resource and with a requirement that the potential environmental risks of the facility be measured with reference to an alternative system of land-based aquaculture operations.
Furthermore, the Environmental Commissioner of Ontario, in his annual reports to the Legislature since 2000, has continually addressed these same concerns and requested that MNR release clear policy and guidelines for which to guide and regulate this growing industry. His 2005/2006 Report released recently also addresses the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources on this pressing issue. (See Appendix B)

Ontario Nature and the Georgian Bay Association wish to extend our appreciation to Mr. Hughson and the Ministry of Natural Resources for turning their effort towards these concerns

Appendix A. 

Table 1.  Summary of escapes from cage aquaculture facilities into Lake Huron   from 1999 to 2005.

Appendix B.

A Message from the Environmental
Commissioner of Ontario
 2 0 0 5 / 2 0 0 6   E C O   A N N U A L   R E P O R T 
Neglecting Our Obligations
… I have come to the conclusion that we are neglecting our obligations to protect and conserve the natural environment as we have promised. 

 Cage Aquaculture

The ECO requested an update from MNR on the finalization of cage aquaculture policy,

and asked whether the policies would ensure use of Environmental Registry notices to

consult on cage aquaculture approvals. MNR indicated that it is committed to providing

a transparent, streamlined approach to cage aquaculture licence application review and

approvals. The ministry also asserted its commitment to appropriate public consultation

under the EBR and under the Environmental Assessment Act (EAA). The ECO finds the

ministry’s response on this point ambiguous. It remains unclear whether the ministry

plans to address the consultation weaknesses detailed in the ECO’s 2004/2005 annual

report.

MNR has initiated a project, with the involvement of Fisheries and Oceans Canada,

Transport Canada, the Canadian Environmental Assessment Agency, OMAFRA, MOE,

and the University of Guelph, to develop a Harmonized Application and Review Guide

for Cage Aquaculture in Ontario and an electronic Decision Support Tool. MNR indicated

that these two products will clarify the roles and responsibilities of regulatory agencies,

identify information requirements and decision criteria, streamline and harmonize

the application and review process, and bring transparency and consistency to the

decision-making process.

MNR stated that harmonized guidelines would provide clear direction on screening cage

aquaculture projects under the Class EA for MNR Resource Stewardship and Facility

Development Projects, where applicable. The ministry added that requirements for

public and Aboriginal consultation will be identified for all cage aquaculture licence

applications, and will meet or exceed those of the Class EA, the Canadian Environmental

Assessment Act and the EBR.

The ministry committed to consulting with the public and First Nations communities

on the development of these tools, including a proposal notice on the EBR.

The ECO notes that MNR did not commit to finalizing its own Aquaculture on Crown

Land policy (FisPp 9.2.2), which was not released in August 2004 when MNR’s 10 other

policies on aquaculture were finalized. Nor did MNR commit to posting Registry notices

for all site-specific cage aquaculture applications and undertaking public consultation

under the EBR. MNR also did not indicate a timeline for delivering the guide and

the Decision Support Tool described above. The ECO urges MNR to finalize its cage

aquaculture policy to ensure the protection of Georgian Bay and other public waters.
(p.195-196)
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