
As a Salt Spring Island resident for 25 years, I consider
myself fortunate to live in the Gulf Islands, and I know
how important the natural beauty and health of our local

environment is to fellow Gulf Islanders. The waters of the
Southern Strait of Georgia and Salish Sea provide critical habitat
for our Southern Resident Killer Whales and thousands of other
marine species. These waters are also the lifeblood of our coastal
communities. 

As MLA for Saanich North and the Islands, I regularly hear
concerns from my constituents about increased tanker traffic
and proposals for new industrial projects. The recent oil spill in
Vancouver showed that our ‘world class’ spill response is
anything but! Even for a spill in the heart of downtown
Vancouver and under perfect conditions, oil spread up to 12kms
from the source, closing down local beaches. 

However, it is important to recognize that the continuing loss
of critical marine habitat such as eel grass beds, and the decline
of keystone species like herring and other vulnerable species
have all occurred historically due to an accumulation of other
factors. Commercial fisheries in the Gulf Islands have been
largely reduced to the crabs and shrimps at the bottom of the
food chain, since larger, bigger fish are now scarce. 

Quite simply, our marine environment, our home, is under
threat. The bulk of the channels, straits, reefs and bays that make
up the Southern Strait of Georgia need to be better managed
and protected, and a National Marine Conservation Area
(NMCA) is the best way to do this.

I hear from many of you about your support for creating a
NMCA, something that our local island conservancies, along
with respected organizations such as the Canadian Parks and
Wilderness Society, have been championing for over 20 years.
As a former Board member of the Salt Spring Island
Conservancy, as CRD Director for Salt Spring, and now as an
MLA in the legislature, I’ve also been advocating for the
establishment of the NMCA and protecting our threatened,
southern resident Orca. 

The idea of establishing a Conservation Area to protect these
waters is not new. In 1970, world famous ocean explorer
Jacques Cousteau called this area ‘the best temperate water

diving in the world’, but he also noted the urgent need to protect
the southern Gulf Islands from considerable development
threats and to save species that were already in decline. 

Some 30 years later, after a few false starts, the BC
government and Parks Canada finally began work on the NMCA
in 2003. However, after more than a decade, little progress has
been made, despite widespread public support. 

NMCAs prohibit harmful activities such as ocean dumping,
oil and gas exploration and extraction and mining, but allow for
carefully managed commercial and recreational fishing, other
sustainable uses like tourism, and must respect the
constitutionally protected rights of First Nations. According to
the Canadian Parks and Wilderness Society (CPAWS), a 2011
study for Parks Canada found that National Marine
Conservation Areas generate hundreds of millions of dollars in
economic activity and thousands of jobs. Local commercial,
recreational and First Nations fisheries, as well as other sectors
such as tourism, will all benefit from restoring and sustainably
managing our marine resources. In short, NMCAs are good for
business. 

There is some good news about the state of our marine
environment. Over the past year we have seen five new killer
whales born to our southern resident population, great news for
a population that has struggled for decades. These iconic
animals face many threats, but we can reduce or even eliminate
many of these problems.

Given the lack of progress by the Harper federal government,
it was surprising when this August, a promise was made to
complete the Southern Strait of Georgia NMCA at a cost of $35
million over 10 years. I know that all federal parties support a
NMCA. I hope this support across the political spectrum means
we’ll see real progress over the next year.

With widespread support there is no reason that this cannot
happen. We just need to keep the spotlight on the Southern
Strait of Georgia. I urge you to meet with your MPs and ask them
to act urgently on the NMCA. 

Those five baby orcas do not have a voice in Ottawa, but you
do. As residents of the Gulf Islands we need to advocate for the
protection of this very special place that we all call home. 0
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Let’s Get to “Yes” on a National Marine
Conservation Area - Gary Holman, MLA


