
T
he Coast Guard is once again working on ‘de-

staffing’ lighthouses on the east and west coasts of

Canada. In BC, that means that the remaining 27

lighthouses that still have keepers are scheduled for

conversion to fully automated operation (see maps). The

keepers would be removed or retired, ending services to

mariners and aircraft pilots which, though traditional,

cannot be carried out by automated equipment. These

include detailed real time weather and sea state reports,

search and rescue work, communications relaying, and

assistance to RCMP, fisheries, marine pollution

monitoring, customs, first aid, scientific research, and

border security.

First west coast lights on the destaffing list in 2009

were Entrance Island (off

Nanaimo), Trial Island (off

Victoria), Cape Mudge

(Quadra Island), and

Dryad Point (north of Bella

Bella). However, strong

protests from both British

Columbia and

Newfoundland led

Fisheries Minister Gail

Shea to ask the Senate

Standing Committee on

Fisheries and Oceans to

carry out fact-finding and

submit an interim report

by the end of 2010. 

The Committee has

visited lightstations on the

east coast and has been on the BC coast over the past

week. No public hearings were held (these would require

the full panoply of simultaneous translation and

transcription) but the Committee has met with a number

of individuals and groups by appointment, but behind

closed doors. The Committee is chaired by Senator Bill

Rompkey, and includes Senators Michael MacDonald,

Elizabeth Hubley, Lowell Murray and Nancy Greene

Raine.

We’ve Been Here Before
The Coast Guard previously carried out destaffing of
lighthouses between 1985 and 1998, and eventually
abandoned the program in the face of a chorus of
objection from both coasts. Not only were staffed
lighthouses valued for the functions described above, but
also as centres of culture and leadership in coastal
communities.

Jim Abram, the now retired former keeper at Cape
Mudge, led  the opposition on the BC coast. But ‘it’s only a

matter of time’ he said, before
the Coast Guard started a new
campaign to destaff
lightstations.  He was right.

Opposition to the previous
campaign led to Senator Pat
Carney’s  Heritage Lighthouse
Protection Act, which came into
effect on May 29, 2010. As if to
mark the occasion, the Coast
Guard put almost a thousand
lighthouses up for sale,
including such iconic towers as
Point Atkinson (West
Vancouver), Prospect Point
(Stanley Park, Vancouver),
Discovery Island (Oak Bay), and
Sand Heads (off the mouth of

the Fraser River). And, we should add, Peggy’s Cove, in
Nova Scotia.

Government Policy
The program to destaff lighthouses was so unpopular that
the Conservative Party, in their platform for the 2008
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federal election, opposed it:
‘45. Marine Transportation
i) The Conservative Party supports the retention of

lightstations, their personnel, and their aids to navigation.
Lightstations are an important contribution to Canadian
sovereignty, provide for public safety especially for
recreational boaters and kayakers, are an essential
presence to monitoring sea-planes and marine traffic, and
assist in the interdiction of smuggling.

ii) We also recognize the historical value of the
lightstations and promote the concept that they are well
situated infrastructure and personnel which can be
utilized for scientific data collection and for other uses.’

Nevertheless, the new program, which emerged in
2009 despite this Conservative policy, has the same
rationale and methods as the previous one. Lightkeepers
claim that the Assistant Commissioner of the Coast Guard,
by continuing to refer to these stations as ‘automated’, is
attempting to lead the public to believe that the stations
being de-staffed are automated already and that it is only a
matter of removing the Lightkeepers. This, they say, is

untrue.

Weather Reporting
While increasingly sophisticated weather and seastate
measuring equipment is used, it still cannot match human
observers.

Seven times each day lightkeepers prepare a report of
current marine weather conditions. Each report includes
information on sky condition, visibility, precipitation,
wind speed and direction, wave height, and ocean swell
height and direction. Five of the weather reports each day
also contain supplemental aviation weather information
about clouds, air temperature and dew point for use by
aircraft. This information is transmitted on the
Continuous Marine Broadcast VHF Weather Channel.

The first marine weather report goes out at 0330 in the
morning. The last is sent out at 2130. This continues every
three hours throughout the day, 365 days a year. In
addition, mariners and flyers can obtain up-to-the-minute
reports via VHF radio.

Coastal Traffic
The majority of coastal marine traffic is smaller vessels,
fishing boats, and small planes, although many of the
remaining staffed lightstations are on ferry routes. But
ocean-going traffic is increasing.

Nathan Cullen (MP for Skeena-Bulkley Valley) says,
‘They want to run oil tankers in and out of some of the
most rugged coastline in the world, and now they are
saying they want them to do it without the help of
lighthouse keepers; this minister is completely out of
touch with our coastal communities.’ 

MP Peter Stoffer links lightstations to Canada’s
security: ‘In light of the current global security concerns,
we should not diminish the security presence on our
coastlines,’ he says. ‘We call on the Harper government to
reverse this decision and keep the lightkeepers at these
stations.’ 0
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