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Opinion / Op-Ed

Daniel Pauly: Marine sanctuaries are essential to combat over�shing
Opinion: Recent polling clearly shows that British Columbians see a healthy marine environment as key to the coastal
economy and support the establishment of Marine Protected Areas
Daniel Pauly
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MPAs are an essential tool to help recover ecosystems, rebuild �sheries, and support coastal communities, writes Dr. Daniel Pauly. Ryan Miller photo PHOTO BY RYAN MILLER /sun
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As a fisheries scientist, I have spent most of my career documenting the tragic consequences of overfishing and destructive fishing methods, especially
bottom trawling, a practice that herds and captures species by towing a net along the ocean floor. It is mainly European trawlers which, starting in the early
1950s, began destroying the Atlantic cod populations that had previously supported sustainable line and trap fisheries in eastern Canada for over 450 years.
And it is the practice of bottom trawling that continuously prevents the recovery of cod since its catastrophic collapse in 1992. Yet, in recent years, there is
evidence that coastal communities on Canada’s west coast could face a similar grim fate.

This is why I am heartened by the results of a recent survey suggesting that 92 per cent of British Columbians are concerned about the impacts of overfishing
and bottom trawling and support the establishment of Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) on their coast. The scientific evidence is clear that well-designed
MPAs are a major tool for mitigating overfishing, protecting marine habitat from destructive fishing, and will help to restore fish populations and ecosystems.

The risks associated with overfishing should not be news to Canadians. The collapse of Canada’s East Coast cod population in 1992 has become known
globally as the poster child for overfishing. The loss of 30,000 jobs and hundreds of millions in income was a disaster that could have been prevented. But the
fishing industry and those in charge were in complete denial and did little while stocks declined.

Fast forward to present-day British Columbia. Over the past 30 years, once thriving and abundant populations of rockfish, salmon and herring have been
reduced to a shadow of their formers selves, leading to reduced catch quota for our fishers. As any west coast old-timer will tell you, the abundance of fish
today is nothing like what it was, not even close. Yet a newcomer to the industry is likely to think current numbers are OK. This misperception is due to a
phenomenon I described in 1995 as “shifting baselines,” i.e., assuming that the situation we perceive also applies to the past.
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But we need not be limited by our subjective baselines; we can also learn from the past, and correct our course. Through my work and that of my colleagues at
the Sea Around Us Project at the University of British Columbia, we have documented the many benefits of Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) to fish and to
people. MPAs are an essential tool to help recover ecosystems, rebuild fisheries, and support coastal communities. We have found that fully protected MPAs
can be a supercharger for abundance; they help fish populations recover to the point that the fish spill out of the protected area, where they replenish
adjacent regions and can be caught by fishers.

This is the hope for the North Coast of British Columbia where Canada, the province of B.C. and First Nations have been working together to develop a
network of marine protected areas that would strengthen the protection of around one-third of the Great Bear Sea, which extends from North Vancouver
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Island, up the Central and North Coasts, and across to Haida Gwaii.

When designed as a “network,” MPAs amplify the benefits, as they encompass a broader diversity of species and habitats across a larger area. Networks also
allow species to move between protected areas, acting like stepping stones, so that we can protect both nursery habitats, as well as feeding grounds for adults.

The proposed Great Bear Sea MPA network has been years in the making. Some habitats have already been protected, but many new MPAs are still required
to complete the network. Finishing the job will be key to restoring marine abundance and sustainable fisheries for our coastal communities.

Recent polling clearly shows that British Columbians see a healthy marine environment as key to the coastal economy, they want to address the effects of
overfishing and harmful fishing gears. More importantly they want more Marine Protected Areas (MPAs). What’s stopping us?

Dr. Daniel Pauly is a marine scientist, a University Killam professor at the University of British Columbia and the former director of the Institute of Ocean
Sciences at UBC. He has authored or co-authored more than 1,000 scientific publications and spent much of his four decades of research documenting the
rapid decline of marine and freshwater fish. He gained worldwide recognition for popularizing the Shifting Baselines — which explains how knowledge of
environmental declines fades over time, leading to a misguided understanding of change on our planet. In 2023 he was awarded the Tyler Prize in
recognition of his scientific career.
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