
The federal Ministry of Fisheries and Oceans is making a new
attempt to automate lightstations and remove or retire
lightkeepers. This time, they are targeting three very familiar
lightstations: Cape Mudge (staffed since 1898), on the southern
end of Quadra Island at the entrance to Discovery Passage;
Entrance Island (staffed since 1876), familiar to millions of
ferry passengers at the east end of Gabriola Island, and Trial
Island (staffed since 1906) off Oak Bay near Victoria. Also
named is the remote lightstation at Dryad Point, north of Bella
Bella on the mid-coast.

Fisheries Minister Gail Shea is clearly under the impression
that the only reason to have humans at the lighthouses situated
at key locations along the rugged BC coast is to maintain the
equipment. Since it is now all automated, goes the reasoning, it
is so reliable that lightkeepers have nothing to do, and they are
unnecessary. So their removal and retirement is a cost-saving
measure, and makes the lightstations ‘efficient’ and ‘cost-
effective’. 

And anyway, ships nowadays have GPS, radar, and
autopilots, so they don’t need lighthouses. These arguments are
reminiscent of the move by the Coast Guard some years ago to
remove the foghorns since they were only needed when it was
foggy!

The last ‘destaffing’ program on the west coast was halted,
after many objections from coast dwellers and mariners, in
1998. And it does appear  that little or no maintenance has been
carried out at the destaffed sites since then; buildings are
rotting, paint is peeling off, and steps and docks are collapsing.

But no matter how sophisticated the automated equipment
may be, it cannot do what a human can: keep a lookout. No
computer can pick up the nuances that indicate that an

approaching storm is far more severe than forecast, that an
aircraft is in trouble, or is soon going to be; that a fishing vessel
is drifting without power, that a vessel is doing strange things,
that a small powerboat is too close to the rocks (and wherever
there is a lighthouse, you can be sure there are rocks, fierce
tides, and dangerous currents), or that wildlife is behaving
strangely. No computer can get in a small boat and carry out an
immediate rescue of a mariner in trouble, or administer first
aid or CPR.

With current concerns about national security, is it
important that lightstation personnel are, frequently, the only
eyes and ears guarding long stretches of our deserted coastal
borders? And 24/7/365 at that.

Coast dwellers are aware of all this, which is why lighthouses
built in the nineteenth century are still staffed and maintained
at key locations. Twenty-seven staffed lighthouses remain in BC
and there is a strong suspicion that these four new destaffings
are just the start of a new program to de-staff all of them. The
current drive also appears to include lightstations on the
Newfoundland and Labrador coasts.

Objections have been raised by Steve Bergh of Chatham
Point light, north of Campbell River, representing the
lightkeepers (who appear to have been told not to speak to the
media); Jim Abram, who fought the last battle against de-
staffing from his lighthouse on Cape Mudge, and who is now a
Director of the Strathcona Regional District;  MP Nathan
Cullen, and MLA Gary Coons. There are also hundreds of
signatories to an on-line petition. 

Once again, our coast needs defending—from the
government. 0
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