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“Trawling is a highly e�ficient method of producing profit for large fishing firms but  
does not achieve the social and environmental objectives that Fisheries and Oceans 
Canada is explicitly expected to consider.”

—  d r .  b r y c e  j .  c a s a v a n t

Director, Conservation Intelligence, Pacific Wild Alliance
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Foreword
This white paper (the “report”) is 

intended as a descriptive policy analysis 
relating to the trawler fishery in British 

Columbia (B.C.). The discussions compiled 
herein review open-source information 

pertaining to records and holdings of the 
commercial trawler fleet in B.C.. Further, 

original public opinion survey data com-
missioned by Pacific Wild Alliance (2022) is 

discussed. 
It is noted, during the background 

research for this report, the authors were refused 
certain records through the federal freedom of 

information process. This matter is currently sub-
ject to appeal through the office of the information 

commissioner and will be reported on later. In the 
authors’ view, such refusal underscores the primary 

importance of this report’s general findings and 
discussions. 

As core concerns, the report finds an over-com-
mercialisation and capitalisation of trawler licences and 

fishing quota in B.C.. The local impacts of over-commer-
cialisation (on coastal communities and individual fish-

ers) are then compounded by a general lack of transparen-
cy and accountability in the B.C. trawler fishery. 

The practical result of increasing corporate interest 
and consolidation (in ownership of the B.C. trawler fishery) 

is an erosion of the livelihoods of our coastal fishers and col-
lapsing economic opportunities for coastal B.C. communities. 

This is especially salient in coastal Indigenous communities, 
which are shown to suffer a disproportionate rate of economic 

impact. This erosion of coastal livelihoods and local economies 
is highlighted by a comparison between the reduction in fishers’ 

wages over time and the increasing values of product, licences, and 
corporate marine asset ownership as speculative assets.

A trawling vessel operating on Canada’s Pacific Ocean.
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for a political party that considered a trawling 
ban in its platform. 37% of British Columbians 
would do the same, regardless of past voting 
preferences. Significant percentages of the 
voter base in all major political parties 
express levels of concern about the trawler 
industry — our public servants and 
politicians should do the same. Sound 
management practices would consider 
the concerns Canadians and British 
Columbians have expressed.

Dr. Bryce J. Casavant
Director, Conservation Intelligence

Pacific Wild Alliance

This report highlights unsatisfactory transparency in 
the industry and raises serious questions regarding ongoing 
environmental and marine ecosystem harms, as well as the 
ability to identify otherwise potentially illegal fishing activi-
ties or non-compliant corporate behaviours. 

Recent public opinion polling conducted by Research 
Co. (2022) (commissioned by Pacific Wild Alliance) shows 
the Canadian public broadly, and B.C. more narrowly, do not 
completely trust the federal government’s management of 
the trawler fishery. Further, on this single issue of trawling 
and regardless of political affiliations or past voting practices, 
members of the public may be willing to change their voting 
behaviours to align with a policy platform that brings more 
transparency and accountability to the trawler fishery — no-
tably through the implementation of an outright prohibition 
on the fishery practice. This highlights the critical importance 
of policy reform within the management of B.C.’s trawler 
fishery (Pacific Wild, 2022).  

The authors note reference made to the Cullen Com-

mission’s recent work on money laundering in B.C. and the 
similarities between real estate speculation and the use of 
trawler licences as speculative assets for foreign and corporate 
holdings. The Commission referred to the trawler fishery in 
B.C. and made identifying remarks about a single company 
and owner. The authors here maintain those concerns while 
noting that the structure of the trawler fishery allows for such 
loopholes to exist. As such, mere ownership of fishery assets 
(speculative or not) is not illegal per se — barring any identifi-
able non-compliant individual or corporate behaviours.  

The result of treating fishery licences and quotas as 
speculative assets has been the value of the fishery, on paper, 
skyrocketing. As an example, fishery assets in B.C., in 2003, 
reached $1.8 billion in total value. Of that $1.8 billion, 14% 
were vessels and fishing equipment and 86% were licences 
and quotas. Quotas and licences have highly inflated values 
which prevent entry into the fishery except by people or firms 
with considerable financial resources — often foreign entities. 

Trawling is a highly efficient method of producing profit 
for large fishing firms but does not achieve the social and 
environmental objectives that Fisheries and Oceans Canada 
is explicitly expected to consider. For free markets to function, 
access to capital needs to be relatively equal, information 
freely available, and economic transactions transparent. As 
this report shows, B.C. has none of these conditions in the 
trawler fishery. 

The continual releasing of the market on environmental 
and economic problems in B.C.’s fisheries has led to the most 
powerful economic actors assuming an ever-greater share 
of the market while small-scale fishers and processors have 
withered — often disproportionately affecting Indigenous 
fishers and communities. Various fishery management poli-
cies and practices have allowed speculative investors to realize 
large economic rents while simultaneously downloading risk 
and operational costs onto fishers, and by extension small 
coastal communities. This report therefore renews and am-
plifies previous calls for increased transparency and economic 
reform of B.C.’s trawler fishery. 

A significant increase in transparency is a fundamental 
component of the policy changes needed. Environmental 
impact data, including onboard observer reports, should be 
made publicly available. Both environmental impact data and 
ownership information can be incorporated into a search-
able database that allows the environmental and financial 
records of companies operating in B.C. fisheries to be openly 
searched.

A failure to adopt policy reform in B.C.’s trawler industry 
is expected to contribute to large voter swings, especially in 
British Columbia. Individual fishers, coastal communities, and 
Indigenous peoples are feeling the impacts of poor fishery 
management practices. This is reflected in economic data as 
well as public opinion surveys. 

A large majority of Canadians and British Columbians 
are concerned with the various impacts bottom trawling has 
on the environment. Over a quarter of Canadians would vote 
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Introduction
Trawling is a contentious topic in discussions of fisheries 

management, economics, and conservation. The technique 
involves dragging a large net either along the seabed (bottom 
trawling) or a suspended seine net (midwater trawling), 
though the water. Due to bottom trawling’s severe ecological 
impacts, the practice has been substantially restricted in 
multiple jurisdictions around the world including two of B.C.’s 
neighbors, specifically, Alaska1 and Washington State.2 B.C. 
has not followed suit despite trawling’s high rate of bycatch 
and severe impact on ecosystems.3

Fishing is a central part of B.C.’s economy with harvest-
ing, fish processing, and aquaculture. Fishing employed 9,722 
people in 20204 and, in 2018, extracted 266,800 metric tons 
(mt) of seafood products valued at a projected $1.814 billion in 
wholesale value. B.C.’s ground fisheries accounted for 141,600 
mt, or 48%, of landed catch while only accounting for 16% 
($284.5 million) of landed value. Groundfish targeted include 
hake, halibut, rockfish, arrowtooth flounder, pollock, and 
lingcod.5 Groundfish are primarily caught through trawling, 
which typically accounts for 90 to 95% of the landed volume 
of groundfish annually.6

Federal fisheries policies and management practices 
have had negative impacts on B.C. fishers and coastal com-
munities. As this report discusses further, federal fisheries 
policies and management practices have resulted in long-run 
processes of economic consolidation and the exploitative 
practice of quota leasing. This report will review the major 
policies that have led to the worsening economic position of 
fishers and coastal communities in B.C. including: the Davis 
Plan (1968), fleet rationalization (1982), and the Mifflin plan 
(1996). A severe lack of transparency in the B.C. fishing indus-
try is a consistent theme throughout this report. 

This report argues that fisheries in B.C. need to be 
reorganized to serve the interests of fishers and coastal com-
munities. Further, that trawling should be phased out due to 

its severe ecological effects. The discussions here highlight 
an immediate need for increased transparency and account-
ability in the policies and management practices of B.C.’s 
trawler fishery.  

r e f e r e n c e s  a n d  f u r t h e r  r e a d i n g

1 Anna Baxter, “Largest Area of Ocean in the World Saved 
From Destructive Bottom Trawling,” Oceana, 2009, 
https://oceana.org/press-releases/largest-area-ocean-
world-saved-destructive-bottom-trawling/.

2 Craig Welch, “Coral Concerns Spur Vast Trawling Ban,” The 

Seattle Times, 2005, https://www.seattletimes.com/
seattle-news/coral-concerns-spur-vast-trawling-ban/.

3 Scott Wallace, “Dragging Our Assets: Towards and Ecosys-
tem Approach to Bottom Trawling in Canada” (David 
Suzuku Foundation, 2007), 4–8, https://davidsuzuki.
org/science-learning-centre-article/dragging-our-
assets-toward-an-ecosystem-approach-to-bottom-
trawling-in-canada/.

4 “Fishing-Related Employment by Industry and Province, 
2017-2020,” Fisheries and Oceans Canada, 2022, 
https://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/stats/cfs-spc/tab/cfs-spc-
tab2-eng.htm.

5 “British Columbia Seafood Industry: Year in Review 2018.,” 
Government Report (Ministry of Agriculture and Food, 
2018), https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/industry/
agriculture-seafood/statistics/agriculture-and-sea-
food-statistics-publications.

6  “Pacific Region: Integrated Fisheries Management Plan 
Groundfish” (Fisheries and Oceans Canada, 2022), 
https://www.pac.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/fm-gp/ifmp-eng.html.

Trawling has a high rate of bycatch and severely impacts ecosystems. 

Photos: Anonymous
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Trawling’s  
Ecological Impact

Bottom trawling is a fishing technique that involves 
dragging a large, weighted net behind fishing vessels (often 
large ships). The technique is “non-selective,” meaning that it 
does not allow specific species to be targeted.7 Bottom trawl-
ing is responsible for a variety of severe and interconnected 
ecological problems including high rates of bycatch, habitat 
destruction and disruption, sediment resuspension, increased 
oxygen demand in ecosystems, and disrupted food chains. 
These symptoms of bottom trawling lead to a loss of abun-
dance in marine ecosystems and leave deep ecological scars 
that are slow to heal. Put simply, “the scientific consensus is 
clear: bottom trawls are the most damaging type of fishing 
to benthic populations, communities, and habitats”8 (benthic 
refers to the bottom of a body of water).

An often publicly discussed symptom of trawling is 
bycatch. Bycatch occurs when non-target species are caught. A 
report from Fisheries and Oceans Canada (2007) states that an 
average tow recorded by onboard observers caught between 
12 and 20 species.9 Non-target species caught in the wake 
of trawl nets suffer high mortality rates. For example, sea 
stars are estimated to decline 10 to 30%, molluscs 10 to 50%, 
and crabs 40 to 60%.10 These findings are consistent with 
another study that found between 20 and 50% of benthic 
invertebrates caught in the path of trawl nets are killed. Larger 
species, which are often predators, have a higher mortality 
rate from negative interactions with fishing gear as, due to 
their typically larger size, they are more likely to be caught or 
tangled.11 

Bycatch is often associated with the discarding of 
non-target species. Common explanations for discarding 
include: the species caught has a low economic value, the 
associated costs of landing the species (e.g., sorting, storage, 
and processing), and limited storage space either onboard or 

Coral reef ecosystems are extremely vulnerable since bottom trawling flatens any upright structure on the seafloor .
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Figure 1. Bottom trawling causes damage to habitats by dragging heavy nets across the seafloor. Illustration: Geoff Campbell

onshore.12 It is important to note that B.C. does impose “trip 
limits” on bycatch (a cap on how many non-target species 
can be caught). For B.C.’s groundfish trawl, there is a bycatch 
mortality cap of 454 mt imposed on vessels. Further, caught 
non-target species cannot be kept by fishers.13 Despite these 
measures, discarding remains prevalent with estimates in 
a 2009 report by Oceana Canada indicating that groundfish 
trawling in the province has a 23% discard rate.14

A further significant environmental harm of trawl-
ing is habitat destruction and disruption. Bottom trawling 
causes damage to habitats by dragging heavy nets across the 
seafloor (figure 1). Abrasion from trawl nets causes different 
kinds and severities of impacts depending on the ecosystem 
trawling is occurring in. Trawling is destructive to both hard 
and soft-bottom ecosystems. Notable hard-bottom ecosys-
tems include coral reefs, kelp forests, and seagrass meadows. 
Soft-bottom ecosystems primarily include soft-sediment 
habitats.15 Trawling a coral reef, or any ecosystem for that 
matter, is destructive because “bottom trawling flattens any 
upright structure on the seafloor.”16 This is pertinent to the 
B.C. context because the province is home to over 80 species 
of corals that occupy both shallow and deep waters.17 Impacts 
on coral reefs are particularly acute. Coral reefs, when intact, 
provide hiding places for lower trophic-level species and food 
sources in the form of plants and prey to species at every level 
of the food chain. Reliance on these features of coral reef 
ecosystems can be seen in the association between healthy 
coral reefs and higher levels of abundance of marine species.18 
As a 2009 Oceana report summarizes: “Trawling is the single 
largest threat to slow-growing seafloor animals such as corals 
and sponges, and is likely to cause widespread ecological 
changes and reductions in the diversity of life at all depths.”19 
Making the situation worse, coral reefs can be destroyed much 
faster than they can recover.20 In the B.C. context, while there 
are protections that prevent trawling on many coral reefs, 
there are still vulnerable coral reefs which are allowed to be 
trawled.21 Endangered glass sponge species are particularly 
vulnerable to trawl nets. 
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at a higher rate than prey. An important caveat to this impact 
is limited data on what the natural balance of ecosystems 
actually is. This data gap occurs because benthic habitats 
around the world have been extensively fished for centuries. As 
a result, available data represents less-fished ecosystems, not 
unfished ecosystems.27 The decline of predators can lead to an 
increase in the abundance of prey. This is tied to reductions in 
predator populations and increased opportunities to scavenge 
for food due to bycatch discarding. Temporary increases in 
food availability are typically enjoyed by pelagic species (those 
residing between the surface and seafloor) as they can easily 
scavenge but are at a lower risk of negative interactions with 
trawl nets. As a result, trawling can have an asymmetrical effect 

on abundance with some species seeing severe decline at the 
same time others see increased abundance.28 That said, as 
Collie et al. note, “the negative effects of bottom trawling on 
target fish species outweigh the positive effects.”29 In sum, 
trawling creates significant changes in the structure of food 
chains, thus creating imbalanced ecosystems.

The cumulative effects of trawling are summed up 
by Collie et al.’s literature review that estimates, based on 
an aggregation of data from 33 studies, that a single tow 
causes an average 55% reduction in abundance of animals 
in the trawled area. When specific species were considered, 
trawling was estimated to lead to upwards of 68% reduction 
in abundance of anemones, urchins, gastropods, ophiuroids, 

Scallop Abundance Fan Worm Abundance

-30%

-70%

Before 
Trawling

After
Trawling

Before
Trawling

After
Trawling

Figure 2

Soft-sediment habitats also suffer severe negative 
impacts from trawling. It is common for species in soft-sedi-
ment habitats to rely on burrowing in the seafloor. Dragging 
trawl nets over these environments causes changes in sedi-
ment particle size, increases the pace sediment particles are 
resuspended, and affects chemical balances. These impacts 
cause changes in ecosystem dynamics that lead to population 
decline in animals like scallops (70%) and anemones and fan 
worms (20-30%)22 (figure 2). The resuspension of sediment 
particles leads to ecosystems having less exposure to sunlight, 
which reduces the amount of available energy.23 Trawling dou-
bly impacts marine plants through the lethal combination of 
reduced sunlight and being bulldozed by trawl nets. Further, 
trawl nets create deep grooves/trenches in the seafloor that 
expose resident organisms to greater risk from predators.24

Sediment resuspension causes more problems than 
merely reducing sunlight exposure. First, trawling decreases 
the amount of dissolved oxygen by mixing it with methane 
and hydrogen sulfide. Second, the resuspension of sediment 
also resuspends bacteria from the seabed leading to in-
creased oxygen demand in water columns. Oxygen availability 
is further depleted by sediment clouds created in the wake 
of trawl nets that alter the natural chemical balances of 
ecosystems. Further, sediment resuspension can also lead to 
contaminants being flushed out of the seabed. This subse-
quently results in lethal gases like ammonia, methane, and 
hydrogen sulfate being released into the ecosystem.25 As an 
international example, “chronically trawled” soft-sediment 
regions along the continental slope of the Mediterranean Sea 
have seen a “significant decrease in organic matter.” Over the 
long term, the practical result of such situations is lower qual-
ity food being available to benthos — this, in turn, negatively 
affects ecosystem productivity (the rate at which new biomass 
is generated).26

It can be generally argued that trawling disrupts food 
chains on a macro level. As discussed above, trawl nets select 
for larger species, which are typically predators. This warps 
the trophic structure of ecosystems as predators are removed 
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and malacostracans; and a 21% reduction in the abundance of 
sea stars, bivalves, sponges, and polychaetes.30 Further, Hiddink 
et al. estimates that trawling in the North Sea has led to a 56% 
reduction in benthic community biomass in trawled ecosys-
tems. This finding is consistent with Collie et al’s study.31 More 
recently, a study of the Gulf of Alaska found that large sponge 
density decreased 21.1% in ecosystems one year after being 
trawled.32

Overall Marine Abundance 
(Hong Kong Waters)

Carnivore Marine Abundance
(Hong Kong Waters)

+617%+335%

Before 
Trawling Ban

(2012)

After
Trawling Ban

(2015)

Before 
Trawling Ban

(2012)

After
Trawling Ban

(2015)

Figure 3

That said, there is a way forward that does not create 
conflict between the economy and the environment. Research 
by Wang et al. found that Hong Kong’s trawling ban led to 
significant increases in abundance of marine populations. 
Their study compared data from 28 sites when they were 
trawled in 2012 and three years after the practice was banned 
in 2015. Average abundance increased 335% (figure 3) and 
the average number of observed species rose from 27.5% to 

48.3%. Positive effects were universally observed in collectors, 
burrowers, carnivores, surface deposit feeders, omnivores, 
and suspension feeders. Consistent with previously discussed 
data, carnivores saw a dramatic 617% increase in abundance 
(figure 3). The authors conclude by recommending the use of 
trawling bans as an effective measure for benthic ecosystem 
rehabilitation. An important jurisdictional difference between 
Hong Kong and B.C. is that trawling represented 80% of fish-
ing in Hong Kong33 compared to only 48% (2018 data) in B.C..34 
Nonetheless, the remarkable rate of recovery in Hong Kong’s 
fishery indicates that a ban or severe restriction of trawling in 
B.C. would have a positive effect on the health of B.C.’s marine 
ecosystems and therefore the abundance of fish stocks in B.C..

r e f e r e n c e s  a n d  f u r t h e r  r e a d i n g
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Trawling Impacts on 
Climate Change in B.C. 

 Marine ecosystems have a vast capacity to sequester 
and store carbon dioxide (CO2), which is critical in the fight 
against climate change. Globally, seagrass meadows, salt 
marshes, and mangroves (B.C. does not have mangroves) 
sequester and store an amount of CO2 equivalent to the 
world’s forests. This is remarkable because these ecosys-
tems only have equivalent of 3% of the surface area of the 
world’s forests,35 yet account for 70% of the carbon storage 
and capture capacity of the world’s oceans (despite covering 
only 0.2% of the ocean’s surface).36 Economically, these rich 
biodiverse areas provide “ecosystem services” valued between 
US$6 and US$42 billion (2007 US$). This figure only reflects 
the value markets place on emissions reductions. When the 
full value of ecosystem services is considered, the estimated 
value increases to a figure between US$7 and US$81 billion. 
This larger figure reflects the costs of protecting and manag-
ing ecosystems, maintaining water quality, and lost economic 
opportunities caused by ecosystem decline.37 A similar study 
that examined the value of ecosystem services provided by 
the North Atlantic Ocean estimated that the total value pro-
vided, between 2010 and 2099, will be between US$170 billion 
to US$3 trillion. This projection accounts for what it would cost 
to mitigate the emissions sequestered by these ecosystems 
through alternative means and the social costs of ecological 
decline and collapse.38

Another central aspect of the carbon sequestration is 
phytoplankton. Globally, phytoplankton are estimated to 
fix between 30 and 50 gigatons of carbon annually, which 
amounts to approximately 40% of total carbon fixation. 
Carbon fixation is the process through which inorganic CO2 is 
converted into organic matter.39 Further, phytoplankton form 
the base of marine food webs meaning that their decline will 
have impacts felt across ecosystems and trophic levels.40 Un-
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fortunately, phytoplankton are negatively impacted by ocean 
acidification,41 to which bottom trawling contributes.42

In the B.C. context, the province’s approximate 745 km2 
of estuaries, salt marshes and seagrass meadows, sequester 
180,200 metric tons (mt) of CO2 every year. A mere 400 km2 
(53%) of B.C.’s estuaries have the same carbon storage capacity 
as B.C.’s entire segment of the boreal forest and sequester 
an amount of carbon equivalent to the annual emissions 
of 200,000 passenger vehicles. Despite the critical impor-
tance of these ecosystems, only 13.5% of B.C.’s estuaries are 
protected. Further, the world’s estuaries are disappearing at 
an alarming rate (2 to 15 times faster than forests) with one-
third of global estuaries disappearing in the past sixty years 
alone.43 Additionally, B.C.’s 190 km2 of kelp forests sequester 
an estimated 7,775 mt of CO2 annually. This equates to the 
annual emissions created by heating 3,900 B.C. homes with 
natural gas. Further, the carbon sequestration of kelp forests, 
in conjunction with winter storm cycles, transports seques-
tered carbon to deep sea sediments which are much more 
resilient to sediment disruptions that cause stored CO2 to be 
released.44

Seabed sediments face a wide range of human pres-
sures including shipping, fishing, construction, and trawling. 
Although estuaries are not “trawled” per se, the industrial 
practice of trawling does directly impact B.C.’s estuaries and 
kelp forests. This is evidenced by trawling’s significant con-
tribution to the primary marine ecosystem threats of rising 
marine temperatures and increasing ocean acidification:45 ac-
tions that disrupt sediments, thereby releasing stored organic 
carbon (OC).46 Seabed sediments hold an immense amount of 
OC, with the top five centimetres alone containing an estimat-
ed 44 to 130 gigatons of OC — one gigaton being equivalent to 
one billion metric tons.47 It can be argued that the ocean is one 
of the earth’s largest carbon sinks, storing between 700 and 
1000 gigatons of OC with over 37,000 gigatons in intermedi-
ate and deep sea regions. For comparison, the atmosphere 
only holds an estimated 780 gigatons of CO2.48

By disturbing marine sediments, bottom trawling emits 
a significant amount of CO2, releasing an estimated 0.58 to 
1.47 gigatons each year purely through the disruption of ocean 
sediments — an equivalent or greater amount of annual CO2 
emissions than the entire aviation industry. As regions are 
repeatedly trawled, OC is released, decreasing the amount 
stored in sediments. Regions that are continuously trawled 
for nine years are projected to have their annual emission 
stabilize at 40% of initial emissions. As a result, the 1.47 
gigaton figure reflects trawling in areas that still have large 
carbon stores and the 0.58 figure reflects trawling in regions 
with depleted carbon stores. These emissions represent 
between 15 and 20% of the CO2 absorbed by the oceans each 
year meaning that trawling is not only destroying ecosystems 
with carbon sequestration capacity but also offsetting the 
ecological benefits they presently provide.49

These underwater CO2 emissions not only intensify cli-
mate change but also have “far-reaching and complex effects” 
on marine ecosystems as they warp carbon cycles, reduce 
marine productivity (the rate new biomass is created), reduce 
biodiversity, and drive ocean acidification.50 Ocean acidifi-
cation is a particularly acute problem that is being driven by 
both trawling’s underwater CO2 emissions and emissions 
generally. Ocean acidification will reduce the ability of marine 
organisms to biocalcify. Biocalcification is the process through 
which sea life forms shells and calcareous (calcium-based) 
skeletons and is how corals grow and thrive. Undermining 
these processes negatively impacts a wide range of organisms 
including plankton species that build calcareous shells, corals, 
crustaceans, and sea urchins. Further, organisms that are able 
to adapt to harsher conditions will also be hurt as their shells 
and skeletons will be weaker and require more energy to 
grow and maintain.51 Non-calcifying plankton are negatively 
impacted as acidification has been found to cause diatoms to 
reduce in size and develop less resilient cell walls which leads 
to increased CO2 levels in ecosystems and longer blooms.52

In the B.C. context, ocean acidification will have a wide 

range of negative impacts. Specifically, ocean acidification is 
predicted to cause ecosystem changes that will critically impact 
juvenile fish; undermine B.C.’s prawn fishery by hampering 
biocalcification processes; warp hunting and foraging behaviors 
of fish across trophic levels; and reduce salmon production, 
wild caught and farmed, due to an increase in the frequency of 
lethal algae blooms. Trawling, while not the only driver of ocean 
acidification, is a significant contributor to these harms.53

Trawling also emits CO2 through the usage of fossil fuels 
to power vessels. Despite global fishery yields consistently 
decreasing since the 1990s, the fuel usage of industrial fishing 
fleets have continually increased, rising from 39 million tons of 
CO2 in 1950 to 159 million tons in 2016.54 In terms of industrial 
fishing techniques, bottom trawling has by far the greatest 
emissions tied to fuel usage and is estimated to emit 2.8 times 
more than non-trawl fishing gear.55 While these emissions 
contribute to ocean acidification less directly than underwater 
emissions, they should not be understated as the oceans absorb 
roughly 30% of anthropogenic CO2 emissions.56

Further, the heat waves and temperature increases that 
are being caused by climate change have direct negative effects 
on the health of marine ecosystems and sea life. Globally, rising 
temperatures are projected to cause an average 3.6% decline 
in marine biomass every decade. In the worst case scenario (no 
emissions mitigation), extreme temperatures are projected to 
cause an annual 6% decline in potential catch and a 77% de-
crease in the biomass of exploited species.57 Trawling, by being a 
major emitter, is directly contributing to these harms.

A central theme of this white paper is an apparent lack 
of transparency and accountability in the trawl fishery, broadly 
speaking. Presently, publicly available data relating the climate 
and ecological impacts of B.C.’s groundfish trawler fishery is 
limited, dated, or absent in numerous areas. These limitations 
on available information result in further concerns about Can-
ada’s approach to the management of public fisheries assets. 
As has been covered previously in this report, other jurisdic-
tions (for example, Alaska and Washington State) have taken 
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the proactive step of significantly restricting the practice 
of trawling in their waters. Arguably, policy decisions like 
these are founded (correctly) in precautionary principles and 
public transparency, while also further assisting in the fight 
against global climate change. Conversely, Canada appears 
to take an insular approach that is advised by, and controlled 
through, industry affiliations. Baring public access to critical 
information (as the authors here have experienced during the 
research phase of this white paper) is an ongoing concern. 
Not doing climate change and impact research so one can 
say “there is no data supporting a link between climate and 
trawling in Canada” can be perceived by the public (and other 
stakeholders) as hiding the true costs and impacts of the 
decisions being made. While few profit in the short term, the 
ecosystems, species, and Canadian society bear the brunt of 
long-term impacts and recovery costs. Such an approach argu-
ably undermines the public’s trust in federal decision-making 
processes and places various marine ecosystems and species 
at further risk. A significant part of transparency in fisheries 
management is public access and proactive research in areas 
of environmental harms and climate change.
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B.C. Fisheries
This section will broadly review the economic devel-

opment and transformation of fisheries in B.C. to provide 
historical context for how the present inequitable, highly 
financialised, and overcapitalised situation developed. The 
authors here suggest that these outcomes are not the result 
of a well-functioning market, but rather the direct outcome of 
questionable government policies aimed at rationalizing the 
fishery.

First, it is important to establish what is meant by 
“equity” in the context of B.C.’s fisheries. This white paper 
defers to McCay’s definition of equity as “a shorthand for 
social matters such as how a regime affects the distribution of 
rights, power, opportunities and wealth or how it affects the 
quality of life and the function of communities, households 
and families.”58 In our view, the role of any fisheries manage-
ment regime, market or command-and-control system, is not 
only to produce economic value efficiently but also to create 
sustainable environmental outcomes, economic and political 
equity, gainful employment, and prosperity for communities. 
Assertions that societies must choose between environmental 

sustainability and economic prosperity are false dichotomies that 
only ring true when economic growth is pursued in isolation. 
Put simply, who sees the economic benefit from the fishery 
is as important as the fishery generating economic growth. 
When the economic well-being of coastal communities and 
fishers is pursued, conflicts with the environment are mitigat-
ed. With these presuppositions in mind, the economic history 
of B.C.’s fisheries will now be discussed.

Our account starts in 1968 with the Davis Plan, a policy 
named after then-fisheries minister Jack Davis. The stated 
purpose of the Davis Plan was to reduce “overcapitalisation” 
and “excess labour usage” in B.C.’s salmon fishery. The policy 
levers used to pursue these goals included: freezing the fleet 
size at a stable level, buying back fishing licences and fishing 
boats, improving the efficiency of fishing through inspec-

tions that would determine the quality of licence one could 
access (long-term A licenses were available to fishers that met 
desired standards and subpar fishers were given B licenses 
which were temporary), and, lastly, regulations on gear and 
fishing location were imposed to increase the usage of “eco-
nomically optimal gear.”

It is noteworthy that C licences were also issued to 
non-salmon fishers. These licenses were initially not restrict-
ed and later became subject to license restrictions. These 
policy measures failed to reduce the capital intensiveness 
of the fishery as they resulted in skyrocketing license prices, 
fishers investing in boats with more tonnage (a greater fishing 
capacity), and transferring their quotas to larger boats. In 
response to these developments, limits were imposed on the 
size of vessels quotas could be transferred to.59

The Davis Plan resulted in ownership becoming concen-
trated in the fishery. This was a result of the plan’s overarching 
aim of creating a “leaner” processing sector with fewer plants 
and greater efficiency. Vertical integration was a common 
element of the fishing industry with fish processors owning 
2,100 (40%) of commercial fishing vessels in the province 
at the time of the Davis Plan. Smaller processing firms were 
closed down and sold off. The outcome of the pursuit of a 
leaner industry was the rise of fish-processing conglomerates. 
Notably, Canfisco, a company that still operates today, saw a 
significant increase in market share. Further, workers lost mar-
ket share with fishing cooperatives seeing serious decline. The 
decline of fishery cooperatives was not a new phenomenon 
(worker-owned and -operated fishing and processing opera-
tions started to decline in the 1920s). The Davis Plan further 
relegated cooperatives to the margins of the fishery, making 
matters worse for coastal communities and fishers. Put blunt-
ly, the practical result of the Davis Plan was the concentration 
of market power in the hands of a few large firms, a situation 
which has caused ramifications that are still felt today. 

In terms of the stated goals of the plan, it was an utter 
failure. Between 1969 and 1980, total capital investment in the 
B.C. salmon fishing fleet quadrupled. This worsening of over-

capitalisation coincided with the number of commercial fishing 
vessels in the fishery decreasing from 7,000 to 5,000. The issue 
was that the policy pushed primarily small-scale fishers out of 
the fishery, in favour of larger and more intensive vessels. In 
sum, the Davis Plan was an “expensive failure.”60

These changes led to economic hardship for Indigenous 
peoples (communities and individual fishers) and non-In-
digenous fishers. Marked by additional declines in spin-off 
labour and manufacturing markets, the financial situation for 
fishers (Indigenous and non-Indigenous alike) was defined by 
spiralling debts and declining incomes. Multiple interconnect-
ed factors drove these harsh realities. First, the skyrocketing 
price of licences and quotas in addition to increased boat prices 
caused the overhead costs of fishing to increase. Increased costs 
combined with unchanged landed values produced an effective 
pay decrease for fishers. Further, the increasing costs associat-
ed with financing fishing operations forced fishers to assume 
significantly higher debt burdens. The combination of high 
debt burdens and declining incomes caused severe problems 
for fishers. The situation for Indigenous people working in the 
fishery was even worse. Indigenous fishers, at this time, typical-
ly leased quotas and fishing boats from processors. Part of the 
Davis Plan involved pushing processors out of fishing. This led 
to Indigenous fishers losing the opportunity to lease quotas, li-
cences, and boats from processors. Compounding the effects on 
Indigenous coastal communities, Indigenous fishers who were 
able to remain in the fishery suffered from the same economic 
pressures faced by fishers generally. Further, Indigenous people 
working in fish processing saw significant job losses due to the 
consolidation of the sector tied to the pursuit of a “leaner” pro-
cessing industry. Consolidation led to 37% of Indigenous men 
and 45% of Indigenous women employed in processing losing 
their jobs between 1968 and 1971 (figure 4).61

In 1980, B.C. fishers went on strike in protest of declining 
income and oppressive debt burdens. The strike meant that fish 
landings were very limited, forcing smaller processors to fold 
and declare bankruptcy. This only intensified the concentration 
of the processing sector with larger fish processors, that had 
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The committee asserts that there is a conflict between 
letting fishers have access to the fishery and environmen-
tal sustainability. The issue is that an equivalence is drawn 
between small-scale fishers and large industrial vessels that 
cause disproportionately severe environmental impacts. The 
problem is not, as the committee explicitly argues, “individual 
ambitions” but rather the use of highly destructive fishing 
techniques (e.g., trawling) and external economic pressures 
(high debt burdens, increased overhead costs, and depressed 
incomes) that push economically strained fishers to increase 
their incomes by any means possible.

Fleet rationalization served to further cement the 
economic interests of licence holders and processors — the 
economic actors in the fishery which hold the majority of eco-
nomic power. The capitalization of the fishery only increased, 
leading to significant advancements in quota and licence 
prices, and thus preventing small-scale fishers from entering 
the fishery due to them having insufficient capital. In effect, 
the policy fully transformed fishing quotas and licences into 
speculative assets. The fishery became dominated by urban 
fishers and large companies who had the ability to outbid 
rural and Indigenous fishers. Between 1994 and 2002 rural 
ownership of fishing rights severely declined. A major factor 
driving inequality between large firms and fishers is the 
ability of companies and individuals that do not actively fish 
or own a fishing vessel to purchase fishing rights.64

Investors were able to see economic returns of pur-
chased licences and quotas due to the implementation of 
Individual Transferable Quotas (ITQs) in B.C.’s fisheries. ITQs 
were implemented in B.C. fisheries starting in the 1990s,65 
and for groundfish trawlers in 1997.66 ITQs are an approach 
to fisheries management that involve allocating portions of 
a cap on the amount of fish, and other marine products, that 
can be caught each year — termed Total Allowable Catch 
(TAC) — into quotas that are purchasable by private individu-
als or corporations. These fishing rights are then tradable on 
the secondary market. The goal of ITQs is to simultaneously 

the capital to weather a reduced supply of raw fish, able to 
purchase the now available assets from bankrupt companies 
and assume an even larger market share. Further hampering 
smaller fish processing operations, higher health standards 
were imposed on fish canneries. Financial supports were 
not offered to help smaller businesses pay for the expens-
es associated with upgrading equipment. As a result, fish 
processors had to pay upwards of $100,000 (over $300,000 in 
2022 dollars) per plant. This produced a new wave of plant clo-
sures allowing the larger firms to take advantage again. The 
resulting loss of employment disproportionately impacted 
Indigenous peoples.62

In 1982, the federal government again sought to solve 
the problems of overcapitalisation and overcapacity in the 
B.C.’s fisheries. This took the form of so-called “fleet rational-
ization.” In a 1982 report on the policy, the federal Fleet Ratio-
nalization Committee begins their argument by asserting a 
false dichotomy, specifically that:

Commercial fishing on the Pacific Coast of Canada is 
more than just an industry; it is a way of life, and is the 
only stable economic base for many coastal communi-
ties that still have relatively large fishing fleets.

However, commercial fishing is no different than any 
other industry in this respect: in the current atmosphere 
towards centralization, which narrows control down 
to a few companies, it could be efficiently arranged so 
that very few people with nets and traps would wipe 
out the need for, and therefore the existence of a fishing 
fleet. We are faced with fatal decisions: do we want a 

coast with no fishermen, or at best, a few large seiners? The 
majority of our coastal communities will then become 
dependent on one, frequently unstable, limited-season 
tourist resort for an economic base, with the fishermen 
added to the welfare rolls?63

37% of Indigenous men
employed in processing lost their jobs 

between 1968 and 1971.

37%

45% of Indigenous women
employed in processing lost their jobs 

between 1968 and 1971.

45%

Figure 4
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increase economic efficiency and conserve natural resources. 
The core assumption of the approach is that giving fishers a 
direct economic stake in the fishery, in the form of privately 
owned quotas, will incentivize them to engage in long-term 
thinking that will lead to environmentally sustainable behav-
iors. In short, the aim is to download both responsibility and 
economic risk onto fishers to induce rational behavior.67

The implementation of ITQs resulted in the separation 
of fishing rights from fishers as investors and shifted towards 
processors as investors through licence and quota owners. 
Subsequently, processors would purchase licenses and 
quotas and lease them back to fishers. Quota leasing typically 
involves right holders renting their fishing rights to fishers at 
70 or 80% of the expected landed value. This set up guaran-
tees an annual return on investment for licence and quota 
holders as the value of the quotas is realized in the form of 
liquid capital at the start of the fishing season. Further, licence 
holders are sidestepping the economic risks and overhead 
costs of fishing. In terms of avoiding risk, fish and other 
marine products do not have a stable value and fluctuate in 
price. Because the value of the quotas is paid upfront, licence 
holders suffer no negative consequences of caught fish being 
worth less than their estimated value. Additionally, fishing is 
an expensive business. Fishers have to purchase and maintain 
a vessel and equipment, pay for fuel, hire staff, and pay taxes. 
ITQs have allowed investors to realize large economic rents 
while simultaneously downloading risk and operational costs 
onto fishers.68 In effect, “the current structure completely insu-
lates quota owners from price fluctuations during the season 
and leaves 100% of the risk on fishermen and fish buyers.”69

Edwards and Pinkerton of the University of British 
Columbia’s Resource and Environmental Management 
program argue that this lucrative arrangement for investors 
and processors does not provide an economic benefit to the 
fishery and, in fact, is an economic detriment. By siphoning 
off economic rents from fishers, investors stifle reinvestment 
in the infrastructure of the fishery (vessels and equipment). 
This is a major problem for the long-term economic viability 

of the fishery as the assets which fishing is dependent upon 
continually depreciate and see reduced reinvestment due to 
how fishing rights are structured. Secondarily, the high costs 
of quotas (rented or purchased) produces unsustainable eco-
nomic conditions for fishers in the fishery and prevents others 
from entering the fishery. This leads to fishers facing higher 
debt burdens, which, due to their lower incomes, they will 
have a hard time repaying. Lastly, this arrangement produces 
inequitable outcomes where fishers are seeing less and less of 
the economic benefits of fishing while investors are thriving.70 

Concern was previously expressed about this economic 
outcome. The Federal Fisheries Committee (1982) wrote that 
“an ever-present danger is the eventual control of such quotas 
[ITQs] by other than genuine or bona fide fishermen.”71 This 
acknowledgement of concerns about economic concentration 
is just that: an acknowledgement. The possibility of prohib-
iting concentrated ownership is immediately hand waved 
away because “actual enforcement of this restriction would be 
extremely difficult.”72 They suggest that such restrictions on 
ownership would be better suited to trade practices instead 
and proceed to argue that such policies would be easily 
avoided by “a battery of lawyers and accountants” and tax ar-
rangements designed to superficially divvy up ownership.73 It 
is true that these options being available to companies make 
it difficult to effectively regulate economic concentration in 
B.C.’s fisheries. That said, antitrust measures exist for a reason 
and a necessary policy being difficult to pursue is not grounds 
for the government to not attempt to fulfill its mandate to 
manage fisheries in a way that creates economic prosperity 
for fishers and coastal communities, supports small-scale 
fishers, and equitably distributes the benefits of the fishery.74 
Despite these outcomes, the federal government doubled 
down in the form of the 1996 Mifflin Plan.

The goal of the Mifflin Plan was to reduce the capacity 
of B.C.’s commercial salmon fleet by 50%. This was ap-
proached by restricting entry to the fishery, allowing multi-
ple licences to be stacked on a single vessel, the allocation 
of funds to buy-back licences and quotas from fishers, and 

the government purchasing a portion of the fishing rights 
that would be available in the upcoming fishing season. The 
impetus for these policies was an economic downturn in the 
B.C. salmon fishery due to increased competition from farmed 
salmon and international producers which led to considerable 
decline in landed values.75

This policy produced further financialisation of the 
fishery, reduced employment, and had a questionable 
environmental impact. The government-sanctioned licence 
stacking favoured large firms with more financial resources. 
Specifically, licence stacking allowed two fishing licences 
to be applied to the same vessel. Licences could either be 
transferred from one vessel to another or an additional licence 
could be purchased. Once licences were stacked they could 
not be unstacked. This led to two main environmental issues. 
First, the gear specifications of licences being stacked did not 
need to match, meaning fishers could shift how they were 
fishing to more intensive techniques. Second, there were not, 
at first, size restrictions on moving a licence from a small ves-
sel to a considerably larger one. After this issue was identified, 
the policy was changed to require licences be transferred to 
vessels no more than 30% longer. Reducing the number of 
licences (while not reducing the total value) leads to access 
issues, not overcapitalisation problems. This is due to licences 
effectively doubling in price by being merged. As a result, the 
capital required to enter the fishery and purchase a licence 
significantly increased.76 This policy approach reflected the 
government’s disposition to rely on market-based approaches 
as “stacking provided a mechanism for reducing fleet size by 
private activity among licence holders and without govern-
ment subsidies.”77 The purpose of this plan was to “further ra-
tionalize the fleet” by enabling “fishermen with more efficient 
boats—and more money—[to] buy out smaller, marginal 
operators.”78

In 1997, the broad set of measures that fall under the 
category of fleet rationalization were applied to groundfish 
trawlers in B.C.. Specifically, ITQs were implemented, and the 
fleet was reduced from 142 vessels to between 60 and 80 (de-
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pending on the year).79 The cumulative effect of the Davis 
Plan, Fleet Rationalization, and the Mifflin Plan (among 
other policies) has been the privatization of B.C.’s fisheries, 
increasing costs of entry, worsening economic standing for 
fishers, and a continuous process of economic concentra-
tion leading to fishing rights being held by a small number 
of large companies — to the detriment of fishers, coastal 
communities, and Indigenous peoples.

Presently, B.C.’s fisheries are in an economic state that 
prevents fishers and communities from seeing significant 
economic benefits from fishing. The fishery remains con-
solidated, worker safety has decreased, the number of jobs 
in the fishery is shrinking, fishers have minimal political 
representation, and the economic prospects of fishers have 
gotten worse, not better. Tasha Sutcliffe, of Ecotrust Cana-
da, described the severity of the problem of consolidation, 
stating: 

First and foremost, this is extremely difficult to track, 
even for government, due to the lack of transparency 

in the licensing system. However, through an informa-
tion request to DFO for 2017 data, we can see that of 
the 345 licence and quota holders in the groundfish 
trawl, halibut and sablefish fisheries, the top 26, 
or 7.4%, hold 50% of the quota value, and the top 
four, or 1.2%, hold 50% of all the quota pounds. We 
can also see that the majority of groundfish quota 
pounds are not fished by owner-operators. They are 
held by processors, overseas companies and even 
fishing family companies that for the most part no 
longer fish the majority of their quota.80

The issue of transparency will be addressed in the 
next section of this report. This level of economic con-
centration has been, in part, driven by fishing quotas and 
licences being treated like speculative assets by industry 
and government policies. The result has been the value of 
the fishery, on paper, skyrocketing with fishery assets in 

A trawling vessel operating on Canada’s Pacific Ocean.
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2003 reaching $1.8 billion in total value. Of that $1.8 billion, 
14% is vessels and fishing equipment and 86% is licences and 
quotas. Quotas and licences have highly inflated values which 
prevent entry into the fishery except by people or firms with 
considerable financial resources.81

The inaccessibility of the fishery has been shown by 
Ecotrust Canada, which calculated how long it would take a 
fisher, who took out a loan to purchase 10,000 lbs of halibut 
quotas, to pay off their debt. The fisher is assumed to have 
$250,000 available to cover 20% of the $1.27 million they will 
need to purchase the quotas. The situation is bleak as this 
hypothetical fisher is estimated to only be able to pay off their 
debt after 35 years — this calculation is based on the fisher 
putting 100% of their income from fishing towards debt 
repayments, meaning that their effective annual income will 
be $0 for that 35-year period (figure 5).82

The situation for fishers leasing quotas is comparably 
poor with fishers subjected to high rents and exploitative 
contracts. Common aspects of contracts include: 

(a) fines being imposed on fishers when injury or 
death occurs,

(b) that the fisher forfeits all their equity if they ter-
minate the contract before a certain period,

(c) that the fisher agrees to pay additional damages 
if a payment is missed,

(d) that the fisher agrees to not have a right to see 
financial documents associated with their joint 
venture,

(e) that the fisher has to sell their catch to the firm 
leasing the quotas at a price set by the quota 
holder,

Time

35 Years of Active Fishing

0% overall return on investment

Loan
Payments

100%

of skippers

share

Operational 

Costs

Annual

Revenue

Loan Paid O�f

35 years
The time it took for the 

loan to be paid off

$0 per year
Skipper’s annual income

Start of Investment

$1.27 Million
Total Quota Investment

10,000 lbs
Halibut Quota Purchased

$127/lb 
Purchase Price

Figure 5

(f) that the quota holder can end the agreement at 
anytime without penalty,

(g) and that the fisher has to keep their contract 
details confidential to everyone except legal 
advisors.83

It can be generally argued that it is an effective im-
possibility for fishers to make a profit after adhering to the 
conditions of such contracts while paying the operational 
costs of fishing (fuel, maintenance, wages, etc.). As a result, it 
is not surprising that fishers in B.C. have seen an average 29% 
decrease in their incomes (this figure accounts for changes in 
the value of the Canadian dollar) between 2000 and 2015. This 
loss of economic standing is an issue unique to the Pacific B.C. 
fishery, as fishers in Atlantic Canada saw a 45% rise in their 
incomes over the same period.84
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The economic pressures faced by fishers have forced 
them to choose to engage in unsafe fishing practices to reduce 
expenses. Dangerous cost-saving measures include fishing 
for longer in poor weather to reduce the fuel costs associated 
with frequent trips to and from port and having smaller crews 
than are needed to properly operate their vessels. Such activ-
ities have resulted in the number of fatal injuries on trawlers 
doubling and a 76% increase in the number of onboard 
injuries between 2003 and 2008. Additionally, the number of 
disability claims increased 48% over this period.85

Further, the number of people employed in B.C.’s fisher-
ies generally decreased 18% with an estimated 5,860 to 7,190 
job losses between 2000 and 2015, which were primarily asso-
ciated with small boats leaving the fishery. Between 1985 and 
2015, 121 larger vessels (longer than 20 meters) left the fishery 
causing 545 job losses and 10,360 jobs were lost due to 4,144 
small vessels (shorter than 20 meters) leaving B.C.’s fisheries. 
Large vessels do not employ significantly more people as the 
average large vessel creates 4.5 jobs compared to 2.5 from 
small vessels.86

The escalating capital costs associated with fishing 
disproportionately impact small-scale fishers who have fewer 
financial resources. By pushing small-scale fishers out of the 
fishery at a higher rate, the more ecologically destructive 
fishing techniques, including trawling, associated with larger 
vessels remain prevalent, while boats using less intensive and 
impactful fishing methods leave the fishery. Further, a fleet 
comprised of smaller-scale vessels has the ability to employ 
considerably more people while using less obtrusive fishing 
techniques. The central issue is that emphasis is placed on 
continually increasing the efficiency of production in the fish-
ery and efficiency in terms of dollars produced, not commu-
nity well-being, sustainability, and the economic viability of 
small-scale fishers. These harms to communities, fishers, and 
the environment are not merely unethical but also against the 
mandate of Fisheries and Oceans Canada as, due to section 2.5 
of the Fisheries Act, the following factors are to be considered 
in policy decisions:

(a) the application of a precautionary approach and 
an ecosystem approach;

(b) the sustainability of fisheries;
(c) scientific information;
(d) Indigenous knowledge of the Indigenous peoples 

of Canada that has been provided to the Minister;
(e) community knowledge;
(f) cooperation with any government of a province, 

any Indigenous-governing body and any body — 
including a comanagement body — established 
under a land claims agreement;

(g) social, economic and cultural factors in the 
management of fisheries;

(h) the preservation or promotion of the indepen-
dence of licence holders in commercial inshore 
fisheries; and

(i) the intersection of sex and gender with other 
identity factors.87

Trawling is a highly efficient method of producing profit 
for large fishing firms but does not achieve the social and 
environmental objectives that Fisheries and Oceans Canada is 
explicitly expected to consider.

Exacerbating these issues is Fisheries and Oceans Can-
ada’s tendency to consult with quota holders, not fishermen, 
about fisheries policy. As a result, fishers have little to no in-
fluence in policy decisions while the investors and processors 
that predominantly control fishing rights are given access to 
the regulator.88 This leads to political inequality in the fishery 
that entrenches the inequitable distribution of economic 
and social benefits from B.C.’s fisheries. The harsh economic 
reality of fishing in B.C., for fishers and communities, needs to 
be addressed as the severe social and economic problem that 
it is. 

The economic non-viability of small-scale fishing 
operations is not a rational outcome of a functioning market 
that can be explained as an externality. Rather, it is the direct 
outcome of government policy dating back to the Davis Plan. 

Fishers in B.C. have 
seen an average 29% 

decrease in their 
incomes between 

2000 and 2015*
*This figure accounts for changes in the value of the Canadian dollar
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A Lack of  
Transparency

The above-described issues in B.C.’s groundfish trawl, 
and fisheries generally, are worsened by the lack of transpar-
ency that surrounds economic and environmental matters. 
In the process of researching for this report, the authors here 
filed an access to information request for: “All observer reports 
for registered factory trawlers in the Pacific Coast region. Date 
range of records requested (January 1st 2020-April 1st 2022).” 
The government refused our request citing section 20(1)(b) 
and 21(1)(b) of the Access to Information Act. Section 20(1)(b) 
reads:

Subject to this section, the head of a government 
institution shall refuse to disclose any record requested 
under this Act that contains financial, commercial, 
scientific or technical information that is confidential 
information supplied to a government institution by a 
third party and is treated consistently in a confidential 
manner by the third party.90

And section 21(1)(b) reads:

The head of a government institution may refuse to dis-
close any record requested under this Act that contains 
an account of consultations or deliberations involving 
officers or employees of a government institution, a 
minister of the Crown or the staff of a minister of the 
Crown.91

The authors are in the process of appealing the govern-
ment’s decision. Due to the severe ecological harms bottom 
trawling poses to B.C.'s marine resources and environments, 
it is contended that it is in the public’s interest to have access 
to information on the ecological impact trawlers are causing 

in B.C.. The lack of transparency surrounding the ecological 
impact of factory trawlers and their operators in B.C. serves to 
shield a part of the fishing industry from public scrutiny and 
accountability, despite the fishing technique being known to 
cause great ecological harm.

The economic dynamics of the fishery are also obscured 
with specific information on who owns quotas and licences 
being unavailable. The lack of public ownership information 
is not the only transparency issue. It is common practice for 
companies to divide their assets across convoluted chains of 
subsidiaries. This makes it even more difficult to ascertain 
what is going on in B.C.’s fisheries. The heart of the issue is 
that fisheries, a natural resource under the purview of the 
Canadian government (which ostensibly represents the 
Canadian public), is arranged in a way that makes it nearly 
impossible to untangle what is actually happening in B.C.’s 
fisheries.92 The lack of financial transparency in B.C.’s fisheries 
has led the Standing Committee on Fisheries and Oceans 
recommending that:

(a) The beneficial holder of all fishing quota and 
licences in British Columbia, including penalties 
for failing to accurately disclose the holder of 
fishing quotas and/or licences, and that Fisheries 
and Oceans Canada work with Finance Canada to 
achieve this goal.

(b) All sales or leasing of quota and licence holdings 
be reported and made public by Fisheries and 
Oceans Canada, including buyer, seller and sale/
leasing price.93

This policy recommendation was endorsed by every 
witness whose testimony contributed to the committee’s 
report including quota and licence holders and processors.94

The harms of not instituting meaningful transparency 
for both environmental impact assessments and who owns 
what are presently being felt at the level of broad public 
concern and trust. A poll conducted by Research Co. (com-

missioned by Pacific Wild Alliance) found that significant 
numbers of Canadians and British Columbians are concerned 
about various impacts bottom trawling may have on the 
marine environment (Pacific Wild, 2022). Consequently, the 
public, both Canadian and British Columbian, do not have 
complete confidence in the federal government’s ability to 
manage the trawler industry. To increase public confidence 
in fisheries management, the government must take the 
public’s concerns seriously. 
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The B.C. Fleet
For this report, the authors set out to review what 

information was available about the companies operating 
groundfish trawlers in B.C.. There are 74 groundfish trawl-
ers presently registered in B.C. owned by 50 companies and 
individuals. An important note is that Tinshi Holdings Ltd and 
Tinlet Holdings Ltd are considered a single company as they 
are both subsidiaries of Tinlet Fishing Ltd. When only trawlers 
longer than 20 metres (m) are considered, the number of 
boats and companies drop considerably with the fishery 
having 36 vessels 20 m or longer owned by only 23 companies. 
Of larger trawlers, Jim Pattison Enterprises Ltd and Canadian 
Fishing Company Limited, a division of Jim Pattison Enterpris-
es Ltd, own 11 of 36 (30.6%) of large trawlers in the province. 
Jim Pattison Enterprises Ltd likely controls a larger portion 
of B.C.’s groundfish trawl, as this figure only represents 
registered trawlers owned, not quota and licence holdings 
and quotas being leased. Three notable cases will now be 
discussed followed by a review of the general transparency 
issues observed.

Tinlet Fishing Ltd, Tinlet Holdings Ltd, and Tinshi Holdings 

Ltd: Tinlet Fishing Ltd and associated companies own two 
registered trawlers: the Nemesis and the Karenora. The Nem-
esis, a 33.38 m trawler, is held by Tinshi Holdings Ltd while the 
Karenora is a 23.16 m trawler owned by Tinlet Holdings Ltd. 
Two other stern trawlers are listed on their website, the first, 
referred to simply as “Boat 3” is 32.9 m long and the second, 
referred to as “Boat 4” is 49.99 m long. Boat 3 is listed as owned 
by Tinlet Holdings Ltd and Boat 4 by Tinshi Holdings Ltd.95 
No identifiable information is provided on their vessel and a 
search in the Vessel Registration Query System for both “Tin-
let Holdings Ltd” and “Tinshi Holdings Ltd” only yields listings 
for the Nemesis and the Karenora. This lack of transparency is 
not evidence of wrongdoing as the absence of a listed vessel 
in Canada’s federal registry could simply mean that these are 
boats that have been ordered but not yet put into use.

Trawling in British Columbia. Photos: Anonymous
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A B.C. government report on money laundering and 
corruption discusses Guo Tai Shi, the sole director of Tinshi 
and Tinlet Holdings. The report does not allege he or any of 
his companies are engaged in any illegal activities. Rather, it is 
noted that his involvement in financial dealings in the ground 
fishery and B.C. real estate are difficult to trace96 and that:

The issue is that it is possible for our natural resources 
to find their way into the hands of a small number of 
owners, without a requirement that there be a vetting 
of individuals and their source of funds. This would ap-
pear to be a minimum expectation if we are to protect 
our natural resources for future generations.97

In sum, the issue is the absence of transparency in in-
vestments made in B.C. fisheries, the unclear origins of funds, 
ownership not being publicly available, and the economic 
consolidation of natural resources in the hands of a few 
investors.

In 2018, the company Tenshi Seafood Ltd, a seafood pro-
cessing company based in Richmond, Vancouver, was fined 
$75,000 for obstructing a Department of Fisheries and Oceans 
(DFO) investigation (by literally eating certain paper records 
as enforcement officers entered the building) and lacking 
the necessary paperwork for undersized Dungeness crabs 
found in a processing plant in violation of the Fisheries Act. A 
company official was also fined $25,000 along with a $10,000 
fine being imposed on one of their suppliers.98

Arctic Ocean Holdings Inc. and Viking Storm Holdings 
Ltd.: Arctic Ocean Holdings Inc owns the Arctic Ocean a 22.63 
m trawler; and Viking Storm Holdings Ltd owns the Viking 
Storm a 31.59 m trawler. Both companies have direct ties to a 
business officer named Steve Spencer of SW&W Registered 
Agents Inc.. Through SW&W Registered Agents Inc. and Steve 
Spencer, both Arctic Ocean Holdings Inc and Viking Storm 
Holdings Ltd are tied to Pac Seafood Quota Holdings Inc. A 
common aspect of these companies is a history of incorpora-

tion in the United States and British Columbia.99 Corporate 
records for Arctic Ocean Holdings, Viking Storm Holdings Ltd, 
and Pac Seafood Quota Holding Inc share 16797 Se 130th Ave, 
C/O Pacific Seafood, Clackamas, Oregon, as a listed business 
address.100 This information was found through corporate 
record websites external to any of the listed companies, not 
information provided by the companies themselves. Fur-
ther, none of the listed companies have a website. Lastly, it 
seems highly probable, based on the address shared by these 
companies, that these companies are associated (in some 
capacity) with Pacific Seafoods: a US seafood company head-
quartered at 16797 SE 130th Ave Clackamas.101 By arranging an 
enterprise into a complex chain of subsidiaries, the process 
of disentangling corporate activities and arrangements is 
made difficult or impossible. Lastly, Viking Storm Holdings 
Inc received $48,000 of funding from the federal government 
through the Fisheries and Aquaculture Clean Technology 
Adoption Program to upgrade the Viking Storm’s trawl doors to 
reduce towing time. Another, unrelated trawler, the Tantrum 

No. 1, also received $81,405 to reduce their energy consump-
tion by replacing their onboard freezers.102 It is irresponsible 
to fund trawling operations through sustainability initiatives 
due to the ecological harms caused by the practice.

Jim Pattison Enterprises Ltd: Jimmy Pattison Enterprises 
Ltd is a conglomerate of many companies, five of which are 
tied to various aspects of B.C. fisheries including: Bella Coola 
Fisheries, Premier Seafoods, Canfisco, Delta Pacific Seafoods, 
and the Canadian Fishing Company Limited. Canadian Fishing 
Company Limited is a division of Jimmy Pattison Enterprises 
Ltd. However, unlike the other four companies listed, they 
register vessels separately. The Vessel Registration Query 
System lists Jimmy Pattison Enterprises Ltd as owning 104 
active fishing vessels all of which are in B.C.. Of these, 15 are 
registered as groundfish trawlers. Boats registered as trawlers 
include: the Big Bay (26.52 m); Sea Crest (23.84 m); E.J. Safarik 
(19.81m); Ocean Rebel (18.59 m); Canadian #1 (26.88 m); Frosti 
(38.85 m); Storm Bay (22.25 m); Naas Bay (22.25 m); Northisle 

(20.88 m); Royal Canadian (28.59 m); Western Surf (16.55 m); Mini 

Pride (5.03 m); Point 4 (5.18 m) Power Skiff Point No. 25 (5.09 m); 
Ling Bank (37.68 m); and Point 6 (5.18 m). The Mini Pride, Point 

4, Power Skiff Point No. 25, and Point 6 are likely support vessels 
given their small size.

The issues associated with the case of Jimmy Pattison 
Enterprises Ltd is less reflective of their practices being worse 
than others in the industry but rather the structural problems 
of how fisheries in B.C. are economically arranged. According 
to a now-outdated estimate by Scholz et al. of Ecotrust Canada, 
Canfisco owned $105 million worth of quotas in 2002.103 There is 
no up- to-date information of Canfisco and the other companies 
tied to Jimmy Pattison Enterprises Ltd, due to the secretive na-
ture with which quota and licence ownership is treated. Further 
Jimmy Pattison Enterprises Ltd enjoys high levels of vertical 
integration with parts of the conglomerate involved in fishing, 
processing, and retailing fishery products. In effect, Jimmy Pat-
tison Enterprises Ltd has investments in every part of the fishery 
supply chain as they have a massive fishing capacity, can pro-
cess their catch, and then retail the processed product directly 
to consumers across B.C.. Corporate records show that Jimmy 
Pattison Enterprises Ltd enjoys a large market share which is, in 
turn, associated with the long-run trends of consolidation in the 
B.C. fishing industry. The success of fishing industry conglom-
erates in B.C. has been at the expense of small-scale fishers and 
fishing communities.

Common transparency issues: This section will cover the 
common transparency issues of smaller companies that are 
worth mentioning but do not warrant an individual case 
description. Firstly, it is common for smaller companies to 
have no website or other profile that can be found online. Two 
notable examples include 0863091 B.C. Ltd. and Viking Alliance 
Seafoods Ltd.. 0863091 B.C. Ltd. owns a 33.32m trawler named 
the Western Shore and has no online presence outside of a listing 
in a corporate registry that states their date of incorporation 
in B.C.. Similarly, Viking Alliance Seafoods Ltd had no website 
and owns a 40.77m trawler named the Viking Alliance. The lack 
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of any visible presence is problematic given the size of the 
vessels these companies operate. The complete absence of 
an online presence was especially common for numbered 
companies, which tended to only have information avail-
able on government web pages indicating when they were 
incorporated. Non-numbered companies with short (and/
or small numbers of) vessels also frequently did not have an 
online presence. As a result of most companies operating in 
B.C.’s groundfish trawl not providing information on their 
operations, it is very difficult to assess much of B.C.’s trawling 
industry. Larger companies do occasionally receive atten-
tion from news media or Non-Governmental Organizations 
(NGOs) aiming to get a grasp on what is happening in the 
fishery, but this is rarely the case for smaller companies. The 
information that is available is typically on government reg-
istries of corporations and commercial fishing vessels. These 
registries essentially only tell you if a company is presently 
active, when it was incorporated, the size of their vessel(s), 
and which company owns the vessel(s). This last data point is 
typically not revealing of anything substantive as the owners 
of the companies are not listed. Fishing operations are only 
transparent if a company chooses to relinquish information 
freely or as the result of extensive investigative work by jour-
nalists and NGOs. Further, as our attempt to get information 
through freedom of information channels shows, some basic 
and critically important information simply cannot be gained. 
This lack of publicly-available and specific information about 
the companies operating in BC’s fisheries is not abnormal and 
is consistent with the information that is publically available 
in other sectors of the Canadian economy. That said, because 
fisheries are publicly-managed and regulated resources, 
specific information about who owns fishing rights and is 
engaged in fishing should be publicly available.
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Conclusions and Policy 
Recommendations

B.C.’s groundfish trawl, and other fisheries, suffer from 
economic and political inequality, extreme levels of financial-
isation and over-capitalisation, and a problematic absence of 
transparency. Fishers are seeing their incomes decline and are 
being pushed into a choice between exploitative quota leases 
or untenable debt burdens incurred by purchasing their own 
fishing rights. The increasingly precarious economic position 
of fishers has been driven by the continual financialisation 
of the fishery. This financialization, in turn, has transformed 
quotas and licenses into speculative assets from which 
investors and processors may extract economic rents while as-
suming little to no economic risks themselves. Lastly, the true 
state of the fishery is obscured from the public, advocates, and 
fishers. This is due to financial information (such as who owns 
licences and quotas) and the environmental records of fishing 
companies being hidden. 

It is high time that Fisheries and Oceans Canada, in 
accordance with section 2.5(g) of the Fisheries Act, meaning-
fully considers the economic, social, and cultural impact of 
their policy decisions on fishers and coastal communities. 
B.C.’s fisheries (if managed with the interests of communities, 
fishers, and the environment in mind) can again be a source of 
jobs and economic prosperity for people across B.C.. The use of 
small-scale and less intensive fishing methods will make the 
fishery less capital intensive and reduce the fishing industry’s 
environmental impact. Fishing techniques like trawling are 
simply not compatible with sustainable fishing practices and 
should be phased out sooner rather than later.

A significant increase in transparency is a fundamental 
component of the policy changes needed. Environmental 

impact data, including onboard observer reports, should be 
made publicly available. This should be in addition to the cre-
ation of a public database of who owns licences and quotas as 
well as other financial information like penalties and to whom 
quotas are being leased or sold. This has already been pro-
posed by the Standing Committee on Fisheries and Oceans.104 
Ideally, both environmental impact data and ownership infor-
mation can be incorporated into a searchable database that 
allows the environmental and financial records of companies 
operating in B.C. fisheries to be searched.

A failure to adopt policy reform in B.C.’s trawler industry 
is expected to contribute to large voter swings, especially in 
British Columbia. Individual fishers, coastal communities, and 
Indigenous peoples are feeling the impacts of poor fishery 
management practices. This is reflected in economic data as 
well as public opinion surveys. A large majority of Canadians 
and British Columbians are concerned with the various im-
pacts bottom trawling has on the environment. Over a quarter 
of Canadians would vote for a political party that considered a 
trawling ban in its platform. 37% of British Columbians would 
do the same, regardless of past voting preferences. Significant 
percentages of the voter base in all major political parties 
express levels of concern about the trawler industry — our 
public servants and politicians should do the same. Sound 
management practices would consider the concerns Canadi-
ans and British Columbians have expressed.105

As a closing comment, this white paper draws attention 
to Ecotrust Canada’s previous call for: (1) access to licences and 
quotas being guaranteed for small-scale fishers and fish-
ing communities; (2) non-fishers, including processors and 
investors, being banned from purchasing licences and quotas; 
(3) the present market-centric ITQ system being moved away 
from; and (4) communities and fishers being given a mean-
ingful say in how fisheries are economically, socially, and 
environmentally managed.106 
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