
 making our coasts
healthy oceans, healthy economies, 
healthy communities

work
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British Columbia’s economy was built on a healthy marine environment. For thousands 
of years, Canada’s Pacific coast has supported a vibrant fishing industry and provided 
transportation corridors against a backdrop of stunning and inspirational beauty, all of which 
have benefited local and national economies. But marine businesses, communities and 
ecosystems face real threats as overlapping uses of B.C.’s ocean and coast increase without 
adequate planning.

The best way to protect our economy and communities is to invest in marine planning and 
a variety of protection measures. Marine planning, like urban planning, aims to ensure that 
activities taking place in an area are not incompatible with each other or the area’s health. 
Adequate planning now will create certainty, helping to avoid future conflict and reduce the 
risks that development pressures bring.

summary
our economy relies on a healthy  

marine environment
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Economic activity in coastal 
B.C. is driven by ocean-based 
businesses

Ocean-based industries contribute $11.1 
billion* to B.C.’s GDP annually, of which 
ocean recreation makes up 32 per cent 
and the seafood sector 15 per cent.7 The 
2010 wholesale value of fisheries in B.C.’s 
Pacific North Coast region alone was $415 
million.17 

Ocean-based industries are a key direct 
employer for coastal British Columbians, 
directly providing 10 per cent of the jobs 
on B.C.’s North Coast. This employment 
number increases to 30 per cent when 
both direct and indirect jobs connected to 
ocean-based industries are included.10 

Clean water and abundant sea life are 
the foundation for the fishing and ocean 
recreation sectors. Safeguarding healthy 
oceans protects the assets that provide 
these industries with provincially signifi-
cant economic benefits. 

A healthy ocean protects a 
broad range of economic values

While the $11.1 billion of economic value 
from ocean-based industries in B.C. is  
substantial, it’s only a small part of the eco-
nomic benefits derived from our oceans. 

Ocean ecosystems provide habitats for fish 
and wildlife, cycle nutrients to maintain 
food webs, sequester carbon to mitigate 
climate change, and give us food, enjoy-
ment and more than half the oxygen in our 
lungs.12 Collectively, these kinds of outputs 
are referred to as “ecosystem services” by 
environmental economists. 

Ecological services tend to be shared as 
public goods — not bought and sold — so 
we often overlook, undervalue and mis-
manage them. Properly accounting for 
ecological services could help governments 
make better choices to ensure natural 
systems continue to provide these services 
that generate wealth and sustain health 
and well-being. 

The people of the Pacific North Coast 
region receive an astonishing $92 billion* 
per year in ecosystem services.13 Aquatic 
ecosystems in the Lower Mainland provide 
up to $61 billion in similar ecosystem ser-
vices, also known as non-market benefits, 
every year.23 

 

*These figures were converted to 2014 dol-
lars in the infographic that appears earlier 
in this report.

the value of healthy 
ocean ecosystems
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Ecosystem services 
enjoyed by healthy fishing 
communities include food 
security, strengthened 
families, continued tradi-
tions and a way of life.17

A 20-year study shows 
that ecosystems in marine 
protected areas are better 
able to withstand the 
effects of global warm-
ing, such as the entry of 
non-native species, com-
pared to fished areas.1
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Without fish habitat, there are 
no fish 

Fisheries are a cornerstone of B.C.’s econ-
omy. With increased pressures from devel-
opments in other ocean-based activities, 
it’s more important than ever to ensure we 
maintain the habitats needed to produce 
healthy fish stocks.

Aquaculture can lose money 
due to environmental 
degradation

Increased acidity of sea water is blamed for 
the loss of more than 10-million scallops 
and millions of dollars on a scallop-farm-
ing operation on Vancouver Island. The 
socio-economic impacts were immediate 
and severe to both the company and the 
staff, with one-third of the workers being 
laid off as a result.2

Tourists pay to see a clean, 
healthy ocean

People travel to coastal British Columbia 
from around the world to experience B.C.’s 
wildlife and spectacular ocean vistas. 
Visitors to Vancouver Island were asked in 
2008 what they like most about the region. 
Sixty-six per cent said scenic beauty, 30 
per cent said the environment and 14 per 

cent said marine activities.11 Revenue from 
nature-based tourism directly depends on 
a healthy ocean and coast.

Ocean recreation is predicted to be among 
the fastest-growing sectors in the B.C. 
economy for the next 20 years.3 In 2013, 
the northern Vancouver Island region alone 
saw $12 to $16 million in gross revenue 
from wildlife viewing, diving and kayaking.21 
Protecting the infrastructure that supports 
these industries — healthy ecosystems — 
is more important than ever. 

Marine protection and planning 
insure against future risk

Governments, industries and communities 
must work together to ensure we don’t 
harm the fish, wildlife and ecosystems 
whose health and abundance underpin the 
economic benefits derived from the ocean. 

The economic risks of some 
developments exceed their 
benefits 

The potential economic ben-

efits of industrial projects are 

the primary rationale for their 

approval; however, better atten-

tion must be paid to the poten-

tial financial risks from ecolog-

ical degradation. For example, 

the costs of a single oil tanker 

spill on the North Coast, includ-

ing spill response, cleanup and 

litigation (estimated at up to 

$9.6 billion), plus social, cul-

tural and environmental dam-

ages, would tally to negate all 

projected economic gains of the 

proposed Enbridge Northern 

Gateway project.10
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protect the ocean to 
strengthen economies  
and reduce risk
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Marine planning creates 
certainty for coastal 
communities

Marine planning helps make sure that 
when we transport goods, entertain tour-
ists, harvest seafood and operate other 
industries, we organize these activities to 
obtain lasting economic benefit without 
endangering each other, our livelihoods or 
our values. 

Investing in marine planning and protection 
can protect our coast’s value and bring 
long-lasting returns, providing us with 
seafood, enjoyment and half the oxygen we 
breathe. Clear, inclusive and meaningful 
planning can also help find solutions and 
avoid conflict among communities and 
marine users. 

Resource users, scientists and academics 
interviewed in Atlantic Canada suggest 
that designating specific areas for specific 
activities maximizes economic benefits 
through certainty, increased revenue and 
identification of suitable areas for various 
activities.4

Representatives of port, fisheries, oil and 
gas, tourism, recreation, aquaculture and 
renewable resource sectors in the U.K. 
reported a multitude of benefits from 

marine planning, including addressing their 
vulnerabilities, avoiding costly disputes, 
identifying acceptable sites, maximizing 
long-term benefits, involvement in deci-
sion-making and reducing costs.5 

Marine protected areas enhance 
fisheries

MPAs can be an effective tool to rebuild 
and maintain fisheries productivity.18,22 
Multiple studies from a diverse set of 
global locations demonstrate that no-take 
areas benefit fisheries, particularly those 
fisheries that are directly adjacent. The 
economic benefits from no-take zones 
include doubled catch without the fishers 
having to travel further for them14, doubled 
revenues per hour16, fish from these zones 
moving into fished areas8 and world record-
sized catches.19 MPAs have been shown 
to increase the value of adjacent fishing 
and tourism areas, with benefits offsetting 
costs of the establishment of the MPA in as 
few as five years.20

Marine protection can pay for 
itself

Marine protection can be financed through 
multiple means, including partnerships, 
donations and fees.15 Polling suggests 

Canadians are willing to pay to support 
research, monitoring and enforcement in 
protected areas, particularly if they offer 
interactive experiences — for example, live 
feeds from wildlife cameras.9 
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best strategies to protect  
our ocean economy
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Designate marine protected areas where the objective  
is conservation of biodiversity and protection of eco- 
system services. These designations must include 
no-take areas, and may include multi-use areas.

The provincial government should allocate $34 million 
over the next five years to implement the plans devel-
oped by the Marine Planning Partnership for the North 
Pacific Coast.

The federal government should implement the following 
recommendations from the Green Budget Coalition6, a 
collection of leading Canadian environmental organi-
zations that provides recommendations to the federal 
government regarding strategic fiscal and budgetary 
opportunities, by investing:

actions
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• $35 million per year to establish a 
network of marine protected areas 
that honours Canada’s commitment to 
protecting 10 per cent of our oceans 
by 2020

• $20 million per year toward 
cumulative effects and risk 
assessment, human use mapping, 
ecosystem valuation and marine 
spatial planning

• $10 million per year for state-of-
the-ocean reporting to set and 
track marine environmental quality 
standards for marine industries



We need a healthy ocean environment 
for a healthy ocean economy

219-2211 West 4th Avenue 
Vancouver, B.C. V6K 4S2
Phone 604-732-4228
www.davidsuzuki.org
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