
Visitors must follow the guidelines in marine life protection
areas or face eviction. This could  headline newspapers in
2030—if some Gulf Islanders have their way. It is not a unique
idea. Already there are places in the world where humans are
not permitted to visit. Or may visit only with an official guide.
Gwaii Haanas is a case in point.

Canada should also protect its biodiversity in a bi-lateral
agreement with the US to enforce stringent rules on no bilge or
ballast dumping, the banning of fire retardants, and new
regulations on fishing quotas.

These and other suggestions emerged at a Pender Island
workshop convened by Parks Canada on June 7  to gather
public input for the feasibility study of a proposed National
Marine Conservation Area (NMCA) Reserve in the southern
Strait of Georgia.

Public Consultations
‘We’re trying get a sense from people what they value in the
marine environment and what they think about the NMCA,’ said
Bill Henwood, project manager for the study. ‘What they think it
should accomplish over the next 25 years, and what the 2030
Strait of Georgia should look like.’

Henwood believes that gathering the views and values of
people living in the area bounded by the study will help craft
the goals and objectives of the marine conservation area, and is
a fundamental part of the proposal.

At press time workshops and open houses hadalready been
held in Vancouver, Sidney, Duncan, Richmond, Nanaimo,
Victoria, Salt Spring Island and the Penders, with Mayne,
Galiano, Saturna and Brentwood Bay still to go. These are the
cities and Islands that form the periphery of the study area,
spread over approximately 2,600 hectares of land and sea. 

‘Everyone has their own ideas—whether it be helping
rockfish recover, protecting killer whales, improving water
quality or protecting habitat,’ Henwood said in his opening
remarks. ‘The public’s recommendations will be brought to [the
feasibility study].’ The workshops focus on the values individual
communities treasure, and what features should be protected.
An average of 25–30 people have attended meetings. 

‘Some places there’ve been only 10 participants, but in the
substantive content generated over a two-hour workshop
people talk beyond their personal values about what it would
take to reach their vision down the road said Nick Irving, the
project’s marine area establishment planner. ‘People are
connecting the dots for what is necessary for us to do, so the
southern Strait retains its many qualities.’

Ultimately the study will go to the federal and BC provincial
governments with recommendations on whether or not to

establish the marine conservation area reserve. If a
conservation area is recommended, decisions must then be
made on how and where it should be applied.

Top Concern is Water Quality 
During often lively interaction among Pender Islanders and
representatives from Poet’s Cove Resort and Spa, the overriding
concerns were in line with other communities heard from so
far—even Vancouver. Water quality is the biggest issue, with
sense-of-place as special and wanting to keep it that way also
topping the list, along with stewardship and protection of
species.

‘This is a marine life Mecca,’ said Islander, Derek Holzapfel.
The ensuing discussion on deterioration of water quality

brought forward a number of disturbing anecdotes. ‘Our
family’s been coming to Pender Island since 1952,’ participant
Bert Jervis told the group. ‘There’s been a change in the water
over those years. When our kids were little, the water was
crystal clear and the beach was beautiful. Now it’s slippery with
seaweed and clogged with debris. It’s essential we do
something to keep it clean.’

Others added their disgust over unhealthy-looking green
wash and what appears to be sewage sludge in the water.
Amanda Griesbach, an off-duty Parks Canada employee, said
she’d noticed an increase in the amount of garbage thrown
overboard by boaters. ‘I scoop it up and give it back to them,’
she said to roars of laughter. Added Tara Hodgins, director of
marine operations at Poet’s Cove, ‘We take a proactive
approach to garbage, picking up litter all day from the marina.’

‘We must have healthy fully-functioning ecosystems on the
water and on the land,’ emphasized participant Sara Steil to
nods of agreement. ‘We don’t know what we’ve got until we lose
it.’ She said the interaction of ecosystems is still barely
understood.

Education is Key
Henwood told workshop participants that Parks Canada is for
conservation protection and that education is key. ‘Whether it’s
cruise ships, pleasure boaters, sport or commercial fishermen.’

However, participants said they would like to see more
individual public education. Hodgins said it was not effective just
leaving brochures such as the Kayaking and Boating Guide
around for visitors to help themselves. ‘You have to hand it to
them.’

The most contentious issue raised was the impact of jet skis.
The consensus was that they are dangerous, ruin the seabed,
and although South Pender Island bylaws prevent their rental
or launch, workshop members would like to see them banned.
Neither water skis nor jet skis are permitted in national marine
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parks. ‘But that’s only a recommendation,’ said Henwood.
Whale watching craft also came under scrutiny. Several

people strongly objected to their high speed. ‘They race through
the Bedwell Narrows and the canal, ignore the speed limit, and
law enforcement is a problem.’ One person suggested
implementing a ‘sort of neighbourhood watch’ program to
report violators. ‘Their business license could then be revoked.’

All workshop members agreed that what works well in the
southern Strait is the respect fishers accord to no-fishing zones,
and their co-operation in following guidelines on open and
closed seasons for various species.

‘On the smaller Gulf Islands there’s a sense of community
that helps support local initiatives,’ said Griesbach. ‘We live
under the mandate of the Islands Trust, which is considered
imperative to our lifestyle and care of the ecosystems and
biodiversity.’ She pointed out that even the whales are ‘part of the
family.’ She warned, however, that Orcas are like canaries in the
mines. ‘If the Orcas are the canaries with toxins and PCBs in
their fatty tissue, it’s clear that all the other marine animals are
suffering.’

There were calls for the management of tourists and for
assisting new residents who have bought land to understand
island life, particularly on touchy issues such as clear-cutting.

When asked to give solutions to the various problems raised
during the Parks Canada session—education, preservation and
stewardship scored unanimously.

‘These are solutions that members of the public have typically
brought to the table,’ commented Laani Unila, public
consultation officer for Parks Canada who facilitated much of the

workshop.

What Lies Ahead 
Over the past 15 months Parks Canada has hosted over 100
meetings as part of its consultation process with the general
public and stakeholders for the NMCA feasibility study. First
Nations peoples, representatives from the shipping and
commercial fishing industries, power squadron members, sport
fishing and recreational boaters have all been consulted. Many
have said that a marine conservation area is a good idea that is
long overdue.

In response to questions on potential nay-sayers, Bill
Henwood said there have been two. ‘One is the Province of
British Columbia. The other is First Nations.’ He said his
department is working closely with the province and
consultations are ongoing with First Nations. ‘They are worried
about the potential impact of an NMCA on their traditional
activities and interests.’

In response to a question on commercial logging operations,
Henwood said that he has not encountered any opposition.

An interim management plan could be ready by 2008. With
agreement from both provincial and federal governments the
National Marine Conservation Area Reserve could be
established as early as 2009 in the southern Georgia Strait.  

NMCA is part of a national initiative comprising five other
areas including the Great Lakes and the Arctic, in addition to
the British Columbia component. Studies are also underway in
Hecate Strait, Queen Charlotte Islands’ shelf and Queen
Charlotte Sound. The Vancouver Island shelf is slated for study
sometime in the future. 0
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