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“The region is arguably the site of extraordinary natural 

beauty that has animated what I call a reverential natur-

alism among many residents.”

PAUL BRAMADAT, 
PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR, 

RELIGION, SPIRITUALITY, SECULARITY, 
AND SOCIETY IN THE PACIFIC NORTHWEST
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The British Columbia Coast
From the exposed west coasts of Vancouver Island and 

Haida Gwaii, to the deep fjords and channels cutting into 

the British Columbia mainland, to the sparkling Salish 

Sea, diversity along the B.C. Coast is unrivalled. A rich 

array of sea life has supported Indigenous peoples along 

this coast since time immemorial and settlers have con-

tributed cultural diversity over the past few centuries.

Much of the B.C. coast is still relatively pristine, but the 

impacts of human activities extend far beyond popula-

tion centers. Plastic and other trash is finding its way 

to remote beaches and into the food web, disease in sea 

stars remains a mystery, increasing underwater noise is 

making it harder for whales to find food, and the eco-

logical consequences of ocean warming and sea level rise 

have no boundaries. 

Pressures degrading the health of our marine ecosystems 

are mounting, but increasing awareness, a broadly based 

stewardship ethic, and more and more people taking 

action are changing our directions for the better.

The Coastal Ocean Research Institute 
and Ocean Watch
Keeping our coasts and oceans healthy starts with under-

standing what is happening. The Coastal Ocean Research 

Institute (CORI), an Ocean Wise initiative, was estab-

lished to do just that. Ocean Watch delves into what’s 

happening in our coastal ecosystems through a series 

of articles organized into seven themes. This B.C. Coast 

Edition is our second report, following the 2017 Howe 

Sound Edition.

In the full report, we present a collection of scientific 

articles on a wide array of topics, some contributed by 

guest authors. Article content has undergone technical 

review by experts in the appropriate field.

In order to provide a visual snapshot summary of all the 

status and trend information we compiled, we developed 

and applied a rating scheme to help people understand 

what is happening at a glance. From there you can dive 

in deeper.

Browse and download the 
full report at oceanwatch.ca/bccoast

This project was undertaken with financial support from



Species and Habitats

PHYTOPLANKTON
Monitoring spring ‘blooms’ of these essential species yields important information about the overall 
dynamics of the entire marine environment. Monitoring is insufficient along the B.C. coast, except in the 
Strait of Georgia.

   

SEA STAR WASTING
Despite anecdotal reports of recovery in some areas, a mysterious condition continues to ravage sea star 
species along North America’s west coast.

   

ROCKFISH
Twenty-five years after several rockfish species were severely depleted, stock assessment models predict 
90 years or more before meaningful recovery occurs for long-lived species such as quillback rockfish.

   

LINGCOD
After a decline in lingcod population triggered restrictions on commercial and recreational fisheries, 
indices show no clear trends in populations. Outside stocks are assessed as healthy but catches are 
decreasing.

HUMPBACK WHALES
Humpback whale populations have rebounded significantly, but their return comes with risks, such as boat 
strikes and entanglements, especially in the busy Strait of Georgia.

MARINE BIRDS
Declining populations of some marine birds on B.C.’s coast have come to the public’s attention due to 
multiple die-off events. Citizen science audits are critical in monitoring bird populations and assessing 
potential threats.

   

Clean Water

PCBS IN SEDIMENTS AND MUSSELS
Starting in 2015, PollutionTracker began monitoring sediments and mussels along the B.C. coast for a wide 
range of contaminants. Legacy pollutants remain a concern in some areas.

MICROPLASTICS
From microbeads to fibres from fleece and other textiles, microplastics are finding their way into 
marine ecosystems and entering the food chain.

RADIATION AFTER FUKUSHIMA
Testing following the Fukushima nuclear disaster in 2011 has detected radiation associated with the 
disaster, but levels determined to date are far below those considered harmful to human or marine 
health.

HEALTHY 1) The status is healthy according to available 
data, 2) the trend is positive if known, 3) some data are 
available, and/or 4) actions to address or mitigate are well 
underway and are known to be effective. Actions should be 
taken to maintain positive status and/or trend.

CRITICAL 1) Impacts or issues are high risk or have 
resulted in a low or vulnerable status, 2) improvements are 
uncertain, minor, or slow, and/or 3) actions to address or 
mitigate are non-existent, vague, or have low effectiveness. 
Actions are needed to move into positive status and trend.

CAUTION Status, trend, data, and/or actions provide 
contradictory or inconclusive information. Actions are needed 
to move into positive status and trend and avoid negative 
status and trend.

LIMITED DATA/ NOT RATED Not rated due to the 
nature of the article, or there are not enough data to produce 
an assessment.

Snapshot Assessment



Clean Water

PERSISTENT ORGANIC POLLUTANTS IN SEALS
Despite the phasing out of many persistent organic pollutants (POPs) from industrial use in Canada, 
marine organisms are still testing positive for these harmful chemicals.

CONTAMINANT TRENDS IN SEABIRDS
Long-term studies show substances like mercury, brominated flame-retardants and PFAs are present at 
different levels in various seabird populations. 

SHORELINE CLEANUP 
Between 2014 and 2016, more than 10 metric tons of marine debris were removed annually from the 
west coast of Vancouver Island.

Sense of Place and Wellbeing

POPULATION PROFILE
Coastal regions account for nearly three-quarters of British Columbia’s growing population and many 
coastal communities shoulder high rates of dependents — children and the elderly — in the population, 
compared to those of working age.

CITIZEN PARTICIPATION
Participation in volunteer conservation groups and citizen science initiatives is growing, benefitting those 
programs and creating strong community ties that boost overall wellbeing for participants.

PACIFIC MARINE LIFE SURVEYS 
What started as underwater observations by a local marine naturalist has turned into a database of 
nearly 5,000 dives in 1,200 locations and has become a critical tool in monitoring the biodiversity of 
B.C.’s coast.

FISHING AND SENSE OF PLACE
Fishing, particularly in smaller communities, promotes strong cultural ties, intergenerational 
exchange and deeper community trust. However, recent changes in the industry may be threatening 
these intangible benefits.

INCOME DISPARITY AND WELLBEING 
Income inequality has been on the rise throughout Canada for decades, a troubling trend linked to 
poorer health and wellbeing outcomes. Some coastal areas of B.C. are particularly affected.

Coastal Development and Livelihoods

POPULATION & MAJOR PROJECTS
B.C.’s growing population is increasing development pressure along B.C.’s coastline, particularly in the 
province’s more densely populated south, highlighting the need for tracking the cumulative effects of 
development. 

INCOME & EMPLOYMENT 
With few exceptions, incomes in coastal B.C. are lower than the provincial average, while the percentage of 
low-income residents and unemployment is higher. 

UNDERWATER NOISE
Underwater noise from shipping, construction, recreation and shoreline development has been doubling in 
intensity every decade since the 1950s. This impedes whales’ ability to hunt, communicate, rest and breed.

  



Coastal Development and Livelihoods

SEAFOOD INDUSTRY JOBS
Jobs in the seafood industry have declined since 1984, as have the number of commercially active fishing 
vessels and licences. Emerging trends include diversity in catch, improved sustainability, and stable 
employment.

  

Stewardship and Governance

MARINE PROTECTED AREAS
Several new marine refuges and marine protected areas have been established or proposed recently. 
However, comprehensive oversight is still needed to ensure various marine protection areas function 
as a cohesive network.

  

EVOLUTION IN GOVERNANCE
Once strictly top-down, a more collaborative approach to conservation is emerging. Indigenous peoples are 
increasingly recognized for their role in stewardship and governance of conservation efforts on land and 
sea.

  

Oceanography and Climate Change

OCEAN WARMING
B.C.’s ocean surface temperatures in recent years have been consistently warmer than the 30-year baseline. 
We must track ocean warming to understand its effect on aquatic ecosystems and human settlements. 

  

SEA LEVEL RISE
New science suggests sea levels may be rising faster, and by a greater amount, than initially predicted, 
rendering many planning guidelines and adaptation tools in B.C. insufficient. 

Seafood

SUSTAINABLE SEAFOOD
Interest in sustainable seafood has grown exponentially since 2005. The Ocean Wise Seafood Program 
includes more than 700 partners and has recently launched its own monitoring program for small-scale 
Canadian fisheries.

INDUSTRY PRODUCTIVITY
The seafood industry contributed over $400 million to B.C.’s economy in 2016 and the value of exports 
continues to grow. 

HEALTHY 1) The status is healthy according to available 
data, 2) the trend is positive if known, 3) some data are 
available, and/or 4) actions to address or mitigate are well 
underway and are known to be effective. Actions should be 
taken to maintain positive status and/or trend.

CRITICAL 1) Impacts or issues are high risk or have 
resulted in a low or vulnerable status, 2) improvements are 
uncertain, minor, or slow, and/or 3) actions to address or 
mitigate are non-existent, vague, or have low effectiveness. 
Actions are needed to move into positive status and trend.

CAUTION Status, trend, data, and/or actions provide 
contradictory or inconclusive information. Actions are needed 
to move into positive status and trend and avoid negative 
status and trend.

LIMITED DATA/NOT RATED Not rated due to the 
nature of the article, or there are not enough data to produce 
an assessment.
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Marine protected areas

are enhanced
when protected as part of a

cohesive
network
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Facilitate the movement
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foraging, and over-wintering.

Benefits of Marine Protected Areas



Key Trends and Actions
The British Columbia coast hosts a diverse human population and several distinct ecological regions, each with unique 

characteristics. Socio-economic conditions along much of the coast have changed significantly over the last few dec-

ades, and ecological systems are now facing emerging issues, such as climate change. This report touches on emerging 

threats, highlights a few unhealthy trends, and acknowledges areas of positive action and change. Here, we summarize 

reported-on trends, positive and negative, that are influencing the state of B.C.’s coastal ecosystems. Further, we share 

ideas for actions that we can all take to reverse the negative and bolster the positive. The bottom line is — we are all con-

nected to the ocean.

Unhealthy Status and Trends
1. Recovery from depletion is prolonged due to con-

tinued harvest of some fish species. 

2. The increasing volume of underwater noise is a clear 
threat to endangered marine mammals.

3. Some contamination introduced in past decades still 
lingers and new pollutants pose emerging concerns. 

4. Economic indicators suggest that coastal areas of 
B.C. are less prosperous and have fewer employment 
opportunities than the provincial average. House-
hold income in coastal areas is below the provincial 
median and unemployment is higher, except in the 
more populated south coast.

5. Income disparity is increasing throughout the prov-
ince, emphasizing that not all citizens benefit from 
growth in GDP, or traditional economic prosperity. 

6. Commercial fishing quota prices and quota lease 
prices are increasing rapidly. 

7. Employment is falling in the seafood production 
sector.
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Patterns that Generate Concern or 
Uncertainty
1. Changing weather patterns, warming seas, and ris-

ing seas mean changing conditions. Sea star recovery 
is spotty and uncertain. Coastal waterbird declines 
may be a warning sign that favourable conditions for 
these species are shifting. 

2. Humpbacks, no longer hunted, are returning to the 
Salish Sea to face new threats, such as ship-strike or 
entanglement. 

3. Biodiversity needs room to thrive without anthropo-
genic threat. 

4. Coastal developments, whether it be expansion of 

human population centres or commercial, indus-
trial, and residential construction, are not equal-
ly dispersed along the coast. Neither are areas set 
aside to mitigate threats and to protect natural eco-
systems. Costs — such as threats to the environ-
ment —, economic benefits, and clusters of marine 
protected areas are concentrated in some areas more 
than in others. Without integrated planning, can we 
know this is the healthiest arrangement?

5. Limiting the study area for socio-economic indica-
tors to truly coastal communities — those in close 
proximity to the marine environment — is not sup-
ported by publicly available census data. 

Positive Trends to Encourage and Foster
1. Increasing focus on designating areas to protect 

species and habitats from threats resulting in more 
Marine Protected Areas.

2. Increasing co-management and collaboration 
among governments.

3. Increasing awareness and recognition of First Na-
tions’ rights and title and the importance of recon-
ciliation.

4. Increasing participation in citizen science, mon-
itoring, stewardship, and conservation initiatives, 
as these activities increase individuals’ ecological 

knowledge, boost wellbeing, and foster a positive 
sense of place.

5. Increasing seafood production — kept within eco-
logically sustainable limits.

6. Increasing sustainable seafood choices and increas-
ing access to those choices.

7. Monitoring of plankton blooms, and other sea life, 
all along the coast.

8. Ongoing monitoring of seabirds, marine mammals, 
sediments and mussels for contaminant levels and 
emerging threats.

What We Can All Do
1. Share monitoring data publically, as the default.

2. Support local fishermen and support initiatives to 
revitalize the fishing industry in smaller coastal 
centres.

3. Follow posted fishing regulations and stay well away 
from rockfish conservation areas with fishing gear.

4. When boating, slow down to reduce noise and mod-
ify your route to avoid whales.

5. Choose sustainable and local seafood; eat lower on 
the food chain.

6. Get involved in coastal monitoring through a citizen 
science program or conservation initiative.

7. Avoid purchasing things with plastic packaging, re-
cycle responsibly, and properly dispose of garbage 
to prevent debris from entering the marine environ-
ment.

8. Eliminate the use of toxic chemicals and single-use 
plastics around the house and garden.

9. Follow, promote, develop, discuss, and share best 
development practices.

10. Acknowledge and respect Indigenous peoples’ terri-
tories where you live and work.

11. Reduce personal energy use to produce fewer green-
house gases.

12. Continue to learn, share, and adapt.



“A thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, 

stability, and beauty of the biotic community. It is wrong 

when it tends otherwise.”

ALDO LEOPOLD (1968)
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Please visit oceanwatch.ca/bccoast 
to learn more.
You can browse and download the full report online.

Our aim is to produce independent, credible, and well-presented 

information so that you are inspired to make better decisions for 

nature and people. 


