
At the intersection of terrestrial, marine and freshwater
environments, estuaries are one of the most productive
natural habitats. However, humans tend to build cities at
river mouths, damaging the estuarine ecology. But in
Nanaimo, Vancouver Island’s second largest city, plans are
underway to protect and restore the downtown estuary. This
is good news, considering reports suggesting that every
dollar invested in estuary restoration returns up to five times
that amount in economic benefits. 

Following recent encouragement from the federal
environment minister, the Mid-Island Sustainability and
Stewardship Initiative (MISSI) is continuing its work to
extend the boundaries of the recently proposed Strait of
Georgia National Marine Conservation Area (NMCA). 

MISSI’s goal is to include the Nanaimo River estuary and
waters off Gabriola Island in the NMCA. Federal and
provincial recognition of the estuary would promote the city
and region, generate major economic benefits for the mid-
island, and reduce the need for local taxpayer funding of
restoration efforts. A decision on boundaries will be made
within six months by Canadian and BC governments.

Currently looking to form a committee of interested
parties, MISSI is proceeding with outreach to the City of
Nanaimo, the Regional District of Nanaimo, the
Snuneymuxw First Nation and the Islands Trust. Other
stakeholders include the forestry, fishing and tourism
industries, and of course, the public. 

MISSI are not proposing to protect the entire harbour

front, but about one-third–a plan that complements the
2006 Nanaimo Estuary Management Plan report. ‘We are
trying to accommodate business interests,’ says MISSI
President Laurie Gourley, ‘because some have been there
for some time already with minimal impact.’

Gourley describing the experience of hearing the birds
during a walk or paddle in the estuary as ‘a treasure that we
haven’t really appreciated to date. We kind of forgot all that
is there.’ 

The Nanaimo River that feeds the estuary also provides
water for the entire region. There are the seven types of
salmon in the area, diverse marine life in the eelgrass beds,
and migrating birds use it as a stopover. Critical habitat
protection for so many species would benefit the entire
Salish Sea region through restored fisheries and increased
biodiversity.

And as for the people? The estuary is close to the BC
Ferries terminal and downtown Nanaimo, so Gourley says
it is a wonderful place for residents and tourists to visit.

The biggest challenge of the project is the non-profit’s
‘own capacity for outreach’, says Gourley. He expects it to
‘hit a point where it will achieve its own momentum though,
once enough interest groups are aware and involved.’ 

Interested parties are encouraged to join MISSI to
support including the Nanaimo estuary in the NMCA. Their
annual general meeting is in May. Visit
www.missimidisland.com.0
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