Canada’s CAD 80m geoduck industry at stake as more
marine protected areas considered

The process of harvesting geoduck is not invasive, asserts James Austin, president of the Underwater Harvesters Association
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Geoduck harvesters on Canada's Pacific Coast worry they will suffer significant losses if the federal government proceeds

with proposals for marine protected areas (MPAs) in the Canadian province of British Columbia (BC).

When it comes to seafood exports from that province, only Atlantic salmon (CAD 1.3 billion) and shrimp (CAD 98.3
million) had more export value in 2023 than the geoduck (pronounced "gooey duck"). This shellfish, commercially
harvested in BC since 1976, had an export value of CAD 78.6 million ($57.69 m) last year, according to Statistics

Canada.

However, a Canadian government plan to establish more MPAs could shut harvesters out of several lucrative geoduck
fishing areas, warn members of BC's Underwater Harvesters Association (UHA), a trade association that represents the

province's 55 geoduck license holders.

The Canadian government -- with involvement from Parks Canada, the Department of Fisheries and Oceans (DFO), and
Environment and Climate Change Canada -- in consultation with the BC provincial government and 15 First Nations, is
considering locking up an area known as the Northern Shelf bioregion. which stretches from Campbell River north to the

BC/Alaska border, representing roughly two-thirds of the province's coast.

If the concept becomes a reality, the geoduck industry could be shut out of nearly 40% of the underwater areas it currently
harvests in that Northern Shelf region. Grant Dovey, UHA's executive director, told Undercurrent News in a recent

interview.

British Columbia has the only commercial geoduck fishery in Canada. For the 2024/25 season, the quota for the North
Coast is 907.1 metric tons, with an additional 1.8t for biological sampling. This zone has 400 harvest blocks. There are

another 85 harvest blocks on the west coast of Vancouver Island, with a quota of about 200t.



In the 1980s and 1990s, the annual geoduck quota had remained steady at around 3.5m pounds (1,587t), said Dovey.

The decrease was due to a couple of factors, he added. notably sea otter predation and loss of access to areas designated

for marine conservation.
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government goal: 25% protected by 2025
The Canadian government's stated goal is to have 25% of its ocean areas deemed MPAs by 2025.

In a 2023 news backgrounder, Canada's Department of Fisheries and Oceans (DFO) said that 842,822 square kilometers,
or 14.66% of its ocean space, had been protected through MPA designation. DFO called it a "huge accomplishment,"

considering only 1% of its oceans had protection designations in 2015.

"By continuing to work together in a genuine spirit of cooperation and in ways that respect and incorporate the views of
our many partners, we expect that Canada will reach its target of conserving 25%n of Canada's oceans by 2025." DFO
said, adding: "Canada will "continue to advocate for the 30-by-30 targets internationally -- 30% of oceans space

designated as MPAs by 2030 -- with the hope that, in time, 100% of the world's oceans will be sustainably managed."
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(0] Proposed MPAs on the British Columbia coast are noted on this map. Areas in
green are already designated as protected areas. Areas highlighted in purple are
proposed to be designated as MPAs by 2025, and areas in brown are proposed
for designation by 2030. Screenshot of Underwater Harvesters Association
PowerPoint presentation.



Parks Canada, which operates under the mandate of Canada's Department of Environment and Climate Change, developed
the proposed MPA regulations, managed a public online consultation process in 2023, and produced a final "what we

heard" report earlier this year.

Among the comments were suggestions on how to handle fisheries within MPAs. Some suggested that fishing methods or

the harvest of specific species should not be restricted within MPAs.

Others suggested that prohibitions on bottom-trawl gear should not be part of the regulations but should instead be

assessed on a case-by-case basis based on conservation objectives in each protected area.

However, others opined that the proposed regulations should include bans on activities like bottom-trawling and that there

should not be too many exceptions or exceptions that are too general to ensure protection for these ecosystems.

Parks Canada said a "range of activities and uses" may be allowed in national conservation areas, including fishing,

navigation, recreation and tourism activities.

"These activities must be done in an ecologically sustainable manner and in alignment with the purpose of national marine

conservation areas," Parks Canada further explained.

The next opportunity for public comment will come when draft regulations are published in the Canada Gazette Part I.

Following that, the final regulations are expected to be gazetted in 2025 or 2026, setting the date that the new laws will

take effect.

"Although there are many elements that could impact the timeline, Parks Canada currently expects that the proposed
regulations could be in place by early 2026 in national marine conservation areas that will be fully established under the

Canada Marine Conservation Areas Act at that time." the agency stated on its website.



The geoduck success story

The BC geoduck story is not one of overnight success. For decades, the geoduck, also known as king clams or elephant
trunk clams, was "seriously undervalued.” said JTames Austin, president of the UHA and a harvester himself of geoducks

for more than three decades.

However, the value of this strange shellfish, which has a sweet scallop-like flavor but a texture like squid, has slowly

gained ground.

Wholesale prices have been increasing by CAD 1.00 or 2.00/lb each year, said Austin, thanks partly to an increased

appetite from Asian markets, which buy about 95% of what British Columbia harvesters produce.

There's also potential for more sales in Europe, which is why the UHA was part of the Canadian pavilion at the Seafood

Global Expo in Barcelona, Spain, in April to offer potential customers a taste of the sweet-flavored clam.
Harvesters have been fetching about CAD 18 per pound for the catch in recent years.
Live, chilled geoduck retails for as much as CAD 60/1b.

In the early days of this fishery, geoduck was exported as a frozen product. These days, however, it's a fresh, live product,

and that's helped raise its value, Austin explained.

Export data from Statistics Canada shows that in the past two years, 2022 and 2023, the value of geoduck exports from

BC increased to CAD 66m and CAD 76.6m on exports of 2,412t kilograms and 2,901t respectively.
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For most of the geoduck license holders, this fishery is their primary source of income, Austin said. Some divers also

collect sea urchins and sea cucumber, Austin said, but geoducks definitely contribute to a better payday.

The quota is distributed across 550 harvest blocks and divided among 55 license holders, giving each 10 harvest blocks.

About 25% of the licenses are held by First Nations.

BC is home to over 200 individual First Nations, Dovey noted, adding a number of them are very concerned about the

potential impact of MPAs in the North Shore region on their commercial fishing investments.

"That's another reason that we just don't see the point of cutting off 30-40% access [within the proposed MPAs] because
these groups are spending their federal reconciliation agreement money on this fishery and other fisheries. And that's

setting them up for a big hit to their business plan if the government closes this much area," said Dovey.



The process of harvesting geoduck is not invasive, Austin assured. The shellfish are picked from the ocean floor, by hand,

by divers.

"It is also very conservatively managed. The recommended harvest rate is about 2-3%, but we only harvest 1% per year,"

Austin added.

Has BC already given enough?

The other argument the UHA offers is on the theme of fairness. BC, with about 35% of its shoreline already under
protection, has already contributed its share of ocean space, the trade association contends. Also, the province doesn't have

a vast expanse of ocean, like the Arctic or the Atlantic.
Geoduck harvesters in BC are not the only ones concerned about the potential impact of MPAs.

On Canada's east coast, lobster fishermen from Nova Scotia are also worried about being pushed out of their usual fishing

areas if MPAs are established there.

Dozens of areas are being proposed as MPAs on the Atlantic coast, and at a meeting in May in the community of Argyle,
Nova Scotia, lobster fishermen challenged a DFO official to guarantee that MPAs would not harm that industry, as

reported by Undercurrent.
Marty King, an official with DFO's marine planning division. assured the lobstermen that a MPA doesn't mean no fishing.

"There are MPAs in the world, and even some portions of MPAs in our region, where there's no fishing allowed. But
coastal areas, we are saying — blanket statement — no restrictions on lobster or those other lower-impact fisheries." said

King.

But without more specifics, and based on how established MPAs are currently ruled, lobster fishermen in Nova Scotia,
like the geoduck harvesters in BC, remain worried.

Meanwhile, the UHA's Austin and Dovey say their group will continue to raise their concerns with decision-malkers.

The worst possible outcome for the geoduck industry, as well as BC's halibut and shrimp fisheries, would be MPAs where

fishing is banned altogether, said Austin.

"Our entire industry is fighting for our lives here. If this goes through as is, it will decimate us." he said.
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