
What do drying salmon in the Fraser Canyon, neighbourhood
plans in Squamish, the promotion of environmental
stewardship, bird counts, killer whales, application rules for
anti-fouling paint, and shellfish closures have in common?
They are all aspects of projects sponsored by the Georgia Basin
Action Plan and mentioned in its five year report, just
published. 

The Georgia Basin Action Plan is a cross-border
collaboration  sponsoring a wide variety of environmental
projects in the Georgia Strait/Puget Sound Area. The group
includes Canadian provincial and federal government
departments, the US Environmental Protection
Administration, the State of Washington, and the
Hul’qumi’num, Swinomish, and Tulalip Coast Salish Nations.

And where is the Georgia Basin, exactly? It stretches roughly
220km north/south, from Campbell River and Desolation
Sound to Olympia, and 55km east/west, from the Coast Range
divide to the middle of Vancouver Island, the mouth of the
Strait of Juan de Fuca, and the peaks of the Olympic Range. It
includes the Fraser Valley and all the watersheds draining into
the Salish Sea, which is comprised of the Strait of Georgia,
Puget Sound, and the Strait of Juan de Fuca.

Common Environmental Concerns
In the late nineties, people on both sides of the border began to
recognize that this enormous area had a shared ecology, and
required co-operative action to deal with environmental
concerns. The Coast Salish aboriginal groups had known this,
of course, for many thousands of years, and were natural
participants in the initial organization of the original Ecosystem
Initiative.

Half in Canada and half in the US, the Georgia Basin is
currently home to seven million people, including two-thirds of
BC’s population. Rapid urban growth around Vancouver,
Victoria, Seattle, Tacoma, and Olympia is expected to bring this
to a total of 9.4 million by 2025. The pressure on the Basin’s
environment is immense.

State of the Environment
Most of the early efforts of the Initiative concentrated on
establishing measurements and drawing together

environmental markers, and much of the recent work by the
Action Plan continues this, for example:

• 86% of Fraser Valley streams are lost, endangered, or
threatened;

• 72,000 hectares of shellfish harvest areas are closed;
• only 5% of Saanich’s Garry oak habitat remains; and
• more than 63 ‘species of concern’ are listed in the area’s

marine ecosystem.
The Action Plan also includes specific projects intended to

remediate environmental destruction and avoid future damage.
Some 23 projects of all types (out of over 100) are described in
the Plan’s recently published Five Year Update Report.

Salmon
Well, what does drying salmon in the Fraser Canyon have to do
with this? For thousands of years, the aboriginal residents
along the Fraser River have relied on the westerly winds
through the Fraser Valley and up the canyon to dry fresh-
caught salmon on racks for eating in the winter. Generally it
takes about a week to dry a batch, in mid-July. There was
concern that particulates from development and transportation
around Vancouver and in the Valley was leading to toxic
substances accumulating on the salmon, making them
unhealthy eating.

It turns out that it’s not that bad. However, the
measurement of wind-borne pollution yielded some interesting
results, and a baseline for the future. Related studies measure
sources of pollution around Vancouver and in the valley, and
have calculated that it costs approximately $223 million/year
in additional health care costs.

Smart Growth
The Action Plan has been a ‘mover’ behind the ’Smart Growth’
initiatives in Squamish, and Maple Ridge—the object is to plan
neighbourhoods so that they are environmentally responsible.
This type of planning includes not only land use, but also
transportation, and plans for a future with aging population,
rising fuel costs, climate change. ‘Green buildings’ with built-in
energy and water efficiencies are encouraged; increasing urban
residential space reduces pressure on agricultural and natural
lands. 
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Projects in the Islands
These two projects typify the variety of initiatives sponsored by
the Action Plan. But what’s happening on the Islands? Here are
some activities with which Islanders may be familiar.

• Shellfish harvesting in Boundary Bay (both the Canadian
and US shores): the subject to devastating closures, current
work focuses on reducing contamination in its tributaries.

• The Sandhill drainage project: in Saanich’s Keating
Industrial Park, focusses on reducing contaminants going into
drainage and sewage systems.

• The Green Shores plan for environmentally sustainable
coastal waterfront development.

• Oystercatcher study (not the Saturna baseball team): there
are only 10,000 of these distinctive shorebirds, black with
bright red beaks, which are considered an indicator of intertidal
ecological health.

• Bird Surveys: annually, volunteers throughout the Islands
participate in bird counts, enabling scientists to identify trends
and key habitats.

• River Otters are found throughout the Islands. They have
‘high site fidelity’ (meaning they tend to take up residence and
stay there, sometimes in your crawl space) and live a long time.
As ‘top predators’, their health is a good indicator of the health
of the waterfront; recently they have been found to have
elevated levels of PCBs.

• Saturna’s Lyall Creek habitat has been restored over a
number of years and is seeded with chum salmon fry.

• There is continuing study of toxins in resident orca whales,
also an indicator species for the state of the water in the Salish
Sea.

• Containment and wastewater treatment systems for the
cleaning and application of anti-fouling paint on vessels has been
included in ‘best practices’ .

• On the Shoal Islands, near Crofton, shellfish harvesting of
Manila Clams and Pacific Oysters has been closed since 1970.
Agricultural runoff, wildlife waste, or a nearby pulp mill may all
be causes; nvestigation by the Halalt Water Quality Project is
taking place.

• A Toolkit of ‘Green Bylaws’ for conserving sensitive
ecosystems  and green infrastructure has been developed to
guide local governments.

Cross-border Framework
The Georgia Basin Action Plan is not so much an organization
as a framework for co-operation between people on both sides
of the border who share a common waterway. It has sponsored
gatherings, both of scientists and of the Coast Salish. Some 900
people from around the world attended the 2007 Research
Conference, and Coast Salish gatherings were held in 2005,
2007, and 2008.

The challenges of protecting and preserving the Basin’s
environment are significant; the Action Plan provides one way
of encouraging collaboration between all the various
governments, organizations, and individuals involved. 0
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