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Understanding the compounding impacts of Marine Protected Areas on 
commercial harvesters in British Columbia, Canada.

Abstract

Commercial fish harvesters are facing cumulative pressures impacting multiple aspects of 
fisheries in British Columbia (BC), Canada. Alongside shifting policy and licencing 
landscapes, harvesters contend with the economic, social, and cultural impacts of Marine 
Protected Areas (MPA). In this article we analyse the often-overlooked lived experiences of 
small-to-medium scale commercial harvesters whose wellbeing is affected by established 
MPAs. Reported challenges include mental health and safety concerns, infrastructure and 
supporting industry degradation, knowledge loss, and changing social dynamics.

The impacts of MPAs are only set to be compounded. As Canada responds to international 
commitments to conserve 30 percent of the ocean within its jurisdiction, it is creating regional 
MPA networks to increase potential conservation outcomes. One of these, situated off the 
coast of BC, is the multi-government Northern Shelf Bioregion (NSB) MPA network. This 
article provides insight into how harvesters entered discussions of the network. Among other 
concerns, respondents felt that their participation in the process, and the spatial data that 
they themselves collected and provided, have been used against them to inform the 
designation of closure areas. Additionally, interviewees contended that conversation 
management is not the only motivating factor behind the creation of MPAs. The Federal and 
Provincial government’s lack of transparency about its motivations, had further eroded their 
trust in the process. Looking ahead, this article summarises the social, economic and 
cultural effects that harvesters reported as priority areas for consideration and monitoring by 
the network.
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1. Introduction

Commercial fish harvesters are facing multiple and cumulative pressures that impact 
social, economic and environmental aspects of fisheries (Harper et al., 2023). These 
challenges include adjusting for climate change and adapting to changing fisheries 
management policies. At the same time, in response to globally declining marine 
biodiversity, states are increasingly conferring protected status upon areas of the 
ocean. This acceleration follows many states signing onto the Kunming-Montreal 
Global Biodiversity Framework (GBF) and committing to conserving 30% of Earth’s 
land and oceans by 2030 (CBD 2022). Marine Protected Areas (MPAs) are among a 
suite of area-based management tools that states’ position as a way of achieving 
these commitments. Alongside being proposed as a means of realising long-term 
conservation goals, MPAs also have human wellbeing and social considerations 
integrated into their design (Francolini et al., 2023; Watson et al., 2021). 
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Within MPAs, human activities are restricted and regulated to varying degrees. This 
includes the restriction of activities such as oil and gas extraction, shipping, and 
commercial harvesting. Globally, commercial harvesting activities often predate and 
overlap with MPAs (Bennett et al., 2021; Rees et al., 2021) and some MPAs have 
contributed to the displacement of harvesters through a loss of access to previous 
fishing grounds (Oracion et al., 2005). Harvesters' access to fisheries may be subject 
to protection measures that range from prohibiting fishing entirely (in the case of no-
take MPAs), to allowing only specific fishing activities to continue (Arkema et al., 
2024). These protection levels are based on the rationale that the restrictions 
imposed will safeguard marine biodiversity (Kriegl et al., 2021). This is particularly 
the case with no-take MPAs (Manson et al., 2021). However, not all MPAs result in 
the same ecological benefits (Devillers et al., 2020; Jones & Long, 2021; Kriegl et al., 
2021). Additionally, despite the integration of wellbeing considerations, the social 
and cultural implications of MPAs vary. While researchers have recorded benefits to 
local communities when MPAs are designed through a participatory process 
(Álvarez-Fernández et al., 2020), MPAs have also impacted the livelihoods and 
wellbeing of harvesters and undermined and perpetuated environmental injustices 
(Parsons et al., 2021; Peer et al., 2022). 

The importance and complexity of harvesters' wellbeing and equity is widely 
recognised and extends beyond quantifiable economic impacts such as landings and 
revenue (Campbell et al., 2021; Fudge et al., 2023; Micha & Kelling, 2025). 
Wellbeing can be understood as “a way of being with others that arises when people 
and ecosystems are healthy, and when individuals, families, and communities 
equitably practice their chosen ways of life and enjoy a self-defined quality of life now 
and for future generations” (Donkersloot et al., 2020; 3). Scholarship has 
increasingly highlighted the importance of recognising the socio-economic, cultural 
and governance implications, alongside ecological impacts, of MPAs  (Bennett et al., 
2018; Gómez et al., 2006; Hogg et al., 2017). Ignoring these dynamics, including 
access concerns, can also significantly impact the extent to which communities 
perceive the outcomes of MPAs (Bennett et al., 2020).

Within a holistic understanding of harvesters’ diverse perspectives on MPAs, it is 
also important to discern the varying levels of legitimacy they attribute to MPA 
processes and management. For example, support for MPAs in Oregon has been 
shown to increase if harvesters are involved in, and kept informed of, the process 
and regulations (Manson et al. 2021). MPAs have also exacerbated commercial 
harvesters' pre-existing concerns about how conservation management practices 
have been developed and established (see Mangi et al., 2011) and how fisheries 
management institutions have diluted their autonomy over their practices (Parlee and 
Foley 2022). For example, the often unpredictable and shifting policy landscapes has 
been shown to affect the wellbeing of harvesters who work within “interventionist 
management approach[es]” (Pinkerton & Davis, 2015; see Pollnac et al., 2019). 
Studies have also demonstrated that the neoliberalisation of fisheries and use of 
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governance technologies have contributed to an increase of harvesters’ distrust and 
feelings of being over-surveyed (Boucquey, 2020; Bresnihan, 2019; Choi, 2019; 
Jenkins 2021).

British Columbia fisheries
In this collaborative article we analyse the lived experience, through in-depth semi-
structured interviews, of small to medium scale harvesters in British Columbia (BC), 
Canada, who have been affected by established MPAs and RCAs. Canada is an 
example of where MPAs have led to the displacement of commercial harvesters. 
This has created challenges in balancing the interests of harvesters and marine 
protections and shaped how harvesters have engaged with subsequent MPA 
processes. Commercial harvesters in BC not only provide sustainable seafood, 
contributing to domestic food security, but are integral to the socio-economic 
wellbeing of coastal communities. Harvesters in BC (like harvesters in other contexts 
such as California (Ordoñez-Gauger et al., 2018)) have raised concerns about how 
MPAs and associated regulations have, and will continue to, affect their - and their 
communities’ - viability and multiple dimensions of their wellbeing (see Yates et al., 
2019). While Canada’s Fisheries Act was updated in 2019 to incorporate “social, 
economic and cultural factors in the management [and decision making] of fisheries” 
(Government of Canada 2019), these considerations are left to the discretion of the 
Minister of Fisheries. As a result, the relationships between the economic, social and 
cultural aspects of harvesters’ wellbeing is often overlooked (Bennett et al., 2021). 

To people in BC, the ocean has always been essential for a multitude of reasons 
including enabling the sharing, “consumption, trade or sale” of seafood (Bennett et 
al., 2018; 187; Manson, 2019) as well as supporting cultural practices and promoting 
relational wellbeing (George & Wiebe, 2020; A. J. Reid et al., 2022). Concurrently, 
the ocean has also been a site of settler-colonial dispossession and violence, and 
fishing activities have supported colonial expansion (Todd 2018). Prior to their 
enclosure, areas designated as MPAs were relied upon for the above purposes 
including by Indigenous and non-Indigenous commercial harvesters. In addition, 
Indigenous Peoples may have also exercised their right to fish for food, social and 
ceremonial (FSC) purposes in these areas (Ban & Frid, 2018; M. Reid et al., 2022). 

Access and licencing rights

Harvesters’ livelihoods and coastal communities’ wellbeing depend upon the 
availability of fisheries and their access to them (Bennett et al., 2021; Silver & Stoll, 
2019). Access to BC’s marine environment for commercial harvesters varies 
depending on a combination of rights and capacities, including licensing and 
allocation rights as well as the designation of MPAs (Bennett et al., 2018). Alongside 
this, both the BC provincial and the Federal governments are pursuing reconciliation 
policies as part of an ongoing process that attempts to respond to the historical and 
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continued dispossession and marginalisation of, and harm towards, Indigenous 
Peoples. Following the publication of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s 
report in 2015, MPAs have increasingly been accompanied by narratives of 
government principles of reconciliation (Akins and Bissonnette 2020). Similarly, 
Fisheries and Oceans Canada (DFO), the Canadian fisheries management agency, 
has signed Fisheries Reconciliation Agreements with some First Nations in BC to 
enhance access to, and Indigenous governance of, fisheries (Brown 2021; see 
Harper et al., 2023).

As of 2023 there were 4,057 individual annual commercial licence holders in the 
Pacific region of Canada (30% of the commercial harvesting sector are First Nations 
(Malatest 2024)). The licence holders were issued 5,512 species-specific licences 
(DFO 2024). These licences (and permits) allocate harvest rights to harvesters and 
limit the number of harvesters for each fishery (Silver and Stoll 2019). However, 
since the 1960s, BC’s commercial fisheries sector has seen its fleet shrink, while 
facing an increasingly complex “licensing landscape”. This shift has seen licences 
being limited for abalone, groundfish trawl, halibut, herring, salmon and shrimp, while 
concomitantly, newer fisheries have been developed including geoduck, sablefish 
and sea urchin (Silver and Stoll 2019; 1001). The number of licence holders in BC 
peaked in 1990 and since then, year-on-year decreases in the number of licence 
holders have been associated with harvesters retiring or leaving commercial fishing. 
The number of registered commercial fishing vessels has decreased by 33% from 
2004 (Fisheries and Oceans Canada 2024). This exodus has in part been in 
response to the effects of corporate capture by a small group of industrialised fishing 
entities (Silver & Stoll, 2022). Research has indicated that industrial interests have 
condensed and controlled licences across several fisheries, creating challenges for 
owner-operators who are priced out of obtaining or leasing licences and quotas 
(Silver and Stoll 2019; see also Ecotrust and T. Buck Suzuki 2015; Mansfield 2007). 
There has also been a marked decrease in the number of registered commercial 
fishing vessels (a 33% decrease since 2004 and 14 % since 2014). Smaller vessels 
(under 45ft), represent 82% of the total fleet as of 2023 (Fisheries and Oceans 
Canada 2024), demonstrating the need to understand the experiences of smaller 
scale harvesters in BC (Gibson & Sumaila, 2017; 122).

BC MPA Landscape
The number of MPAs in Canada has increased in line with global trends, with more 
areas proposed to come under area-based conservation measures. At the time this 
research was conducted (2024), 6 MPAs have been designated off the coast of BC - 
(SG̲áan K̲ínghlas-Bowie Seamount Marine Protected Area, Hecate Strait Glass 
Sponge Reefs, Gwaii Haanas National Marine Conservation Area Reserve and 
Haida Heritage Site, Scott Islands marine National Wildlife Area, Endeavour 
Hydrothermal Vents and the Offshore Pacific Seamounts and Vents Closure) 
(established between 2003 and 2023, see Figure 1). Additionally, the Strait of 
Georgia and Howe Sound glass sponge reef conservation areas, Offshore Pacific 
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area of interest and 164 Rockfish Conservation Areas (RCAs) have been 
established. RCAs differ from MPAs in that they do not have protected-area 
designation, but they are akin to MPAs, and hence included in this study, because 
they are long-term spatial closures that restrict access to several fishing gear types 
to facilitate the recovery of rockfish (Fisheries and Oceans Canada 2006). 

Figure 1. Map of MPAs/RCAs in BC at the time of interviewing (2023)
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(Fisheries and Oceans Canada 2023)

Table 1. Commercial fishing restrictions in BC (2023)

Marine Conservation 
Initiative

Associated commercial fishing closures and 
restrictions (relevant in 2023)

SG̲áan K̲ínghlas-Bowie 
Seamount Marine Protected 
Area

At the time of MPA designation, the Northern 
Seamount Sablefish trap fishery was the only 
commercial fishery that DFO permitted within the 
MPA. However, since 2018 the MPA has been 
closed to all commercial fishing activities 
(Fisheries and Oceans Canada 2019a). 

Hecate Strait Glass Sponge 
Reefs

Core Protection Zones are closed to all 
commercial, recreational, and Aboriginal fishing. 
The Vertical Adaptive Management Zones and 
Adaptive Management Zones are closed to all 
commercial bottom contact fishing, as well as for 
midwater trawl (Government of Canada 2017). 

Gwaii Haanas National 
Marine Conservation Area 
Reserve and Haida Heritage 
Site

Commercial fishing prohibited (Government of 
Canada 2025).

Scott Islands marine National 
Wildlife Area

Commercial fishing is permitted in the Scott 
Islands marine NWA so long as it is carried out in 
accordance with the Fisheries Act and the Coastal 
Fisheries Protection Act and their regulations 
(Government of Canada 2018).

Endeavour Hydrothermal 
Vents 

Bottom trawl fishing prohibited (Government of 
Canada 2023).

Offshore Pacific Seamounts 
and Vents Closure and 
Offshore Pacific area of 
interest

Bottom-contact commercial and recreational 
fishing activities prohibited (Fisheries and Oceans 
Canada 2019b).

Strait of Georgia and Howe 
Sound glass sponge reef 
conservation areas

No commercial, recreational or Indigenous Food, 
Social and Ceremonial bottom-contact fishing 
activities are allowed within defined areas. The use 
of downrigger gear in recreational salmon trolling 
is also prohibited (except Defence Islands) due to 
the potential risk of damage to shallow reefs 
(Fisheries and Oceans Canada 2023a).

Rockfish Conservation Areas Commercial harvesters may not fish for:
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Salmon by troll, groundfish by means of bottom 
trawl, hook and line, mid-water trawl, or trap, tuna 
by hook and line,
shrimp by trawl (Fisheries and Oceans Canada 
2023b).

Fisheries and Oceans Canada (DFO) is federally mandated to ensure both the 
sustainable management of fisheries as resources, and the prosperity of the 
communities and harvesters who rely on Canada’s fisheries (Bennett et al., 2021; 2). 
BC’s MPAs and RCAs were established through federal level - and in some 
instances, Indigenous governments - designations and invoke various forms of 
protection from fishing and industry over the areas they span (Wilson, 2021). These 
designations have increasingly included safeguarding marine biodiversity alongside 
areas of economic and cultural significance for coastal First Nations. 

Alongside existing MPAs, regional MPA networks—which bring together a collection 
of MPAs with the aim of achieving connected and increased conservation outcomes 
(Watson et al., 2021)—are being established. These include the Northern Shelf 
Bioregion MPA (NSB MPA) network off the coast of BC. The NSB MPA network has 
been co-designed and co-governed by the Federal government (DFO), the Provincial 
government, and 15 signatory First Nations. However, representatives of BC’s 
commercial fisheries sector have raised concerns about the impacts of the network, 
and associated access changes, on harvesters and the future of the sector. 
Research has demonstrated that recognition of the wellbeing of marine environment 
dependent communities must be considered at all stages of the MPA process, from 
conception through to management (see Bennett et al., 2020).Throughout this 
article, we therefore highlight how harvesters' insights not only provide an 
understanding of their experiences with already established MPAs, but some 
background to how harvesters entered discussions of the NSB MPA network. 
However, as previous studies have demonstrated, harvesters’ attitudes toward 
MPAs indicate that these effects, and harvesters’ perceptions of them, may change 
over time (Charles & Wilson, 2008; Mangi et al., 2011; 458; Pita et al. 2011). In 
recognising that there are immediate and long-term impacts, we also look to 
understand what social, economic and cultural effects harvesters believe should be 
monitored as the NSB MPA is established (see Pita et al., 2020).  

2. Methodology
This research was developed in collaboration with the TBuck Suzuki Foundation, the 
United Fishermen & Allied Workers’ Union (UFAWU-Unifor) and researchers at the 
University of Victoria (UVic). In 2023, XX and XX attended the BC Fisheries for 
Communities gathering in Victoria, BC. XX hosted a workshop on MPAs and 
wellbeing. Following this workshop, a collaboration between TBuck and UFAWU-
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Unifor was established. Each stage of this research, from conception to 
dissemination, has been collaborative. The collaborators participated in a virtual 
workshop to identify research interests, suitable methods and time frames for this 
work. During this workshop a list of potential research questions were established. 
Themes identified included access, socio-economic impacts, governance, and 
infrastructure. This study was approved by UVic’s Ethics office (RAIS Application # 
21-0534).

The interviews focused on questions based on the effects of previous spatial 
closures on harvesters. These questions aimed to understand their perspectives and 
knowledge of MPAs and to inform future monitoring of the impacts of MPAs on the 
sector (Baker et al., 2023). We collaboratively developed our interview questions 
(see supplementary materials) based on four themes: 1) General introductory 
questions; 2) General context questions on the MPAs interviewees have been 
affected by 3) Impacts of these MPAs and 3) questions on tracking the impacts of 
MPAs on commercial harvesters. Given the NSB MPA network’s status as a 
proposal when we conducted interviews, and the ongoing nature of the discussions 
around best practices for impact monitoring, interviewees were asked to propose 
their own preferred impact indicators along with how these could be monitored. They 
were also asked which impact indicators, if any, were overlooked by current 
monitoring processes. 
 
The sampling frame comprised commercial harvesters based in BC. Between 
October 2023 and January 2024, XX and collaborators from T. Buck interviewed ten 
harvesters from BC. Interviews lasted for an hour, on average. Partners helped to 
identify interviewees as harvesters’ had a trusted relationship with these 
organisations and/or individuals which had been established over a long period of 
time (Emmel et al., 2007). All interviewees were harvesters; however, interviewees 
often had more than one affiliation. For example, as well as being active in fisheries, 
three individuals had official positions within their respective fisheries associations. 
These include individuals involved in the Pacific Prawn Fishermen's Association, the 
Pacific Halibut Management Association of BC, and the Underwater Harvesters 
Association. These individuals spoke on behalf of their association’s membership as 
well as reflecting on their own individual experiences. Four of the interviewees had 
been directly involved with MPA discussions and negotiations. 

In an attempt to also include perspectives from a more diverse range of participants, 
XX also undertook participant observation (Johnson, 2006) at the BC Young 
Harvesters Network (BCYFN) Annual Gathering in Nanaimo, in January 2024. 
Participant observation enables a deeper, but also narrower, inquiry into harvesters' 
social movements and work groups (see De Vos and Van Tatenhove 2011;Seim, 
2024). The gathering was aimed at new harvesters, those interested in exploring 
fishing as a career as well as industry members of all ages and experience (BC 
Young Fishermen’s Network 2023). Observations at this event captured the 
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perspectives of, and arguments from, young harvesters who may not be as 
representative in partners’ sampling strategies. XX recorded conversations and 
discussions, using field notes. However, these notes will not be as accurate as a 
transcript from a recorded interview and are acknowledged in the text as 
observations (Swain & King, 2022 see also Guillemin & Gillam, 2004).

XX transcribed and coded the interviews and participant observations using NVivo. 
We analysed MPA-specific questions through the lens of a human wellbeing 
framework (Kaplan-Hallam & Bennett, 2018) and drew our codes from the domains 
of the framework. The domains of human wellbeing are Economic, Social, Health, 
Cultural, Governance and Environment. While we recognise that there are 
heterogenous understandings and experiences of wellbeing (Fischer et al., 2022 see 
Carothers et al. 2021), we used this framework as a tool to analyse some of the 
wellbeing effects that interviewees shared. This paper also includes narratives to 
ensure that the individuals who shared their experience are represented in their own 
words and to provide insights into important details of events and relationships 
(Anderson & Kirkpatrick, 2016; 632). 

3. Results 

Interviewees fished a variety of fisheries and all but one fished multiple fisheries. The 
fisheries represented by participants were dogfish, halibut, rockfish, sablefish, 
salmon, scallop, shrimp and tuna. All interviewees were owner-operators. We 
recognise that there are multiple definitions of small-scale harvesters, including 
harvesters that do not use vessels, or that use vessels under 49ft in length, as well 
as family or individually owned and operated outfits (as opposed to corporate owned) 
(Johnson, 2006). Vessels used by interviewees ranged from 32–54ft in size, with the 
majority between 40–50ft, participants were therefore all small to medium scale 
harvesters. 

All interviewees had been impacted by MPAs, among which Gwaii Haanas and 
Hecate Strait Glass Sponge Reefs were the most frequently referred to. Participants 
also variously mentioned that SG̲áan K̲ínghlas-Bowie Seamount and the Scott 
Islands MPAs as well as Gwa̲xdlala/Nala̲xdlala (Lull/Hoeya) marine refuge and 
RCAs had previously been important fishing grounds prior to their closure. 

3.1 Impacts of MPAs on wellbeing

Harvesters were first asked about the impacts of previous MPAs on their wellbeing. 
The most prevalent domains of human wellbeing that harvesters referred to were 
economic, social and governance and these domains were interrelated.

Table 1: The impacts of established MPAs on harvesters’ wellbeing. 
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Wellbeing 
Domain

Key themes Illustrative quotes

Economic Livelihoods
Economic security
Employment
Access
Canada’s 
economic 
landscape
Fines and 
penalties 

“We’ve got mortgages to pay. I’ve got three 
kids to feed…it’s tougher to make a living…It 
affects us and it affects the coastal 
communities, the small towns that we live in 
because, if I’ve got less money to spend, then 
I’m not going to go to other businesses in 
town.” 

“You are already having concentration issues 
now and it's gonna get so much worse when 
we have even less area to fish in. You already 
have tensions now between fishers. It can be 
quite aggressive up there... Now imagine what 
it's gonna be like when you literally have your 
house on the line, your annual income on the 
line, your ability to even make the season work, 
because we already have hyper concentration.” 

Social Infrastructure
Ability to adapt
Knowledge
Crowding
Equity
Divisions

"The more protection areas we have, the more 
concentrated the fleet is. So now, instead of say 4 
or 5, or half a dozen, boats fishing at Pocket [in 
Gwaii Haanas] trolling salmon…it just 
consolidates everything a little bit more."

Health Mental health
Food security
Connection to the 
ocean
Physical safety

 “I think mental health over the past 5 years has 
been in a state of complete degradation, stress, 
terror. It's a stressful and horrible place to be in 
right now because of this… it’s got to be terrible 
for some of these guys that are borrowing the 
money for their licenses through banks and 
then on their house mortgage…we're watching 
fishers our age get out. We’ve never seen it like 
this, nobody I’ve talked to has ever seen this 
amount of exit-ing that is not retirees.”
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“It's a connection to the environment and the 
ocean and also a connection to the past. I 
guess I feel like there's part of my great 
grandparents and grandfather there with me all 
the time when I'm out fishing, and my grandpa, 
he passed away kind of young, and I always 
feel a connection to my family when I'm on the 
water.”

Cultural Identity
Succession
Intergenerational 
knowledge
Family histories

“It gets in your blood… [My daughter]’s taking 
over the boat with her husband and her three 
boys.  I always say that she had salt water in 
her blood.”

I’m just doubling the amount of fuel that I gotta 
burn [due to closures]…each individual prawn 
or fish is going to have a higher carbon footprint 
associated and it's going to have a higher price 
tag.” 

Environmental Gear concentration
Climate change 
targets
Scale

“We're bringing our food in from places with 
really poor environmental practices. So you're 
going to trade high quality, environmentally 
sound, sustainable fish from our own nation, 
our labor, our own people, for what?”

“I honestly believe that a lot of these things are 
put forward with people with really good 
intentions, without really delving into the whole 
picture of the consequences of that. They’re so 
focused on the environmental gain and the 
environmental protection that they're literally 
blinded to any kind of outfall, and it's the 
harvestermen that are trying to scream about it. 
But it's almost like the Government's gone too 
far down the path.” 

“We've been locked out and it's frustrating 
because we know our fisheries. That's our job 
and we know how everything works there and it 
just makes sense to communicate with us.”

Governance Equity
Transparency 
Consultation
Participation
Use of fisheries 
data
Access
Reconciliation
Monitoring

“I think the Federal and Provincial government 
thought, well, we're doing this ocean's marine 
protected area. Let's do reconciliation at the 
same time…I’m not against reconciliation but 
the way they are doing it here…[me] and a few 
other individuals, we shouldn't take the brunt for 

This preprint research paper has not been peer reviewed. Electronic copy available at: https://ssrn.com/abstract=5707088

Pr
ep

rin
t n

ot
 p

ee
r r

ev
ie

w
ed



12

the whole country, right? We shouldn't have to 
take the hit when it should be the country that 
takes the hit.”

“Pocket Inlet [in Gwaii Haanas], I believe that's 
one of the first ones that closed for 100% of 
access. When they put that one in, they used my 
data and where I put my net, that's where they 
made the boundary... The First Nations had no 
problems, they wanted a different boundary, but 
the government refused to listen on it. So that 
one had a huge effect for me."

3.1.1 Economic impacts
All harvesters felt that restrictions preventing their access to harvesting areas 
impacted their economic wellbeing, due to the commensurate erosion of their profits, 
and ultimately of their family income. Interviewees shared that, because of the 
cumulative effects of multiple MPA associated closures, fewer areas were open for 
fishing. Harvesters reported that their displacement from these fisheries had several 
economic implications. They had to travel further distances to fish, therefore 
incurring increased fuel and time costs, and reducing the number of opportunities to 
harvest. As one interviewee explained, “I have to go to other places to catch fish. I 
spend more time, more fuel, more money on bait. Everything is less efficient.” 
Interviewees explained that the increased cost has, in turn, caused them to truncate 
their fishing seasons.

The economic impacts of MPAs are further compounded by other factors such as 
weather. As another harvester explained

“if the trip is predominantly fresh fish, not frozen, you’ve got seven days to 
fish…so if you get a bad weather day you’re going to lose a day and a half, 
and you have two of those in your seven day trip, now you’ve lost three of 
your seven days…and then, to add the complexity there are areas that you 
can't go [due to MPAs].” 

This sentiment was echoed by another interviewee who raised concerns about the 
indirect impacts of increased travel time, due to closures, on the freshness and 
therefore price of the seafood landed. However, as a fisheries association 
spokesperson explained, these impacts will be felt unevenly depending on 
harvesters' vessel sizes and would be experienced strongly “especially in the 40 to 
55 ft range.” They explained that “there’s a huge fleet of guys in that size range…the 
big boats, we can go fish anywhere…but the little guys are local fishing out of Port 
Hardy, some of the smaller areas. A lot of these MPAs are affecting these little guys 
and they have no voice.”

The majority of interviewees highlighted that the impacts on harvesters’ economic 
wellbeing were compounded in the context of Canada’s economic landscape. For 
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example, when considered alongside rising inflation, the economic impact of MPAs 
is felt by the whole community: Despite raising the importance of recognising the 
wider economic context that harvesters are operating in, participants still considered 
that MPAs alone had substantive effects on their economic wellbeing. One harvester 
summarised this as follows:

“MPAs are devastating to the commercial fisheries. In my opinion, there's no 
comparison to other fishing issues affecting us as the implication of MPA's. 
This is the big one…job loss, coastal communities affected. The domino effect 
on other businesses within our communities… We've seen high prices in fuel 
and every time you look at your boat, there's a four-digit number to fix it, right? 
It's not three digits anymore, it's four digits. COVID was a tough one, 
absolutely not going to deny that, but this marine protected area is here for 
good.” 

Five Interviewees explained that, as a result of these economic impacts, they were 
discouraging young people from entering the industry. One interviewee shared that:

“you’re also seeing parents sell out their boats and licenses and have kids 
wanting to, and willing to fish, but not able to afford it. And again, like what kid 
is then gonna be able with current interest rates and everything; to find 
financing…they might go through all of that and then go bankrupt anyway 
because there's no fishing access.”

Harvesters' concerns about how MPAs impact younger generations extended 
beyond those intending to join the industry permanently. As one harvester explained, 
the potential economic impacts of MPAs on seasonal employees were often 
overlooked by DFO and ocean management monitoring processes: “I've had many 
deckhands, younger deckhands, come fishing with me and it's paid their schooling, 
their university, and they've got good jobs in whatever fields and careers they've 
gone into.” 

Finally, two interviewees raised the financial implications that can be borne by 
harvesters if they accidentally enter MPAs. They explained that if this happens, or 
even if a harvester’s line drifts into an MPA because of tides or currents, then they 
incur fines:

“ if you're not aware of an MPA or one that’s being implemented, and you 
don't have it mapped out properly on your computer, and you go and 
accidentally set your gear in these things you've got a minimum $70,000 fine 
now…It’s remarkable to me that more guys haven't got fined with their existing 
ones. And then with the ones that are coming, it’s gonna be crazy.”
 

This concern was shared by harvesters during participant observation at the BCYFN 
gathering, who were uncertain about how the boundaries of an MPA—and the fines 
for breaching them—are established. One participant shared their experience of 
being “fined $30,000 for ‘drifting’ but [we] won eventually. If the line drifts due to the 
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tide, then there is no control.” They explained that it is often years before harvesters 
receive (often unexpected) fines. They also raised that, if harvesters choose to 
dispute these fines, then they can incur considerable legal costs particularly due to 
the complexity entailed in “proving” that they were not fishing in an MPA. Participants 
therefore highlighted that they needed clearer definitions as to when harvesters were 
considered to be ‘fishing’ and therefore liable to be fined: “when repairing nets, or 
when nets are in the water, or when there are fish in the nets?”. 

3.1.2 Social impacts
Alongside economic impacts, harvesters reported that MPAs had impacted social 
dynamics both on the water and within their communities. Interviewees shared that 
fishing benefited them socially, enabling them to meet people and form connections. 
For each interviewee, their identity as a harvester was a source of pride and, they 
explained, fishing deepened their connections with their communities. One harvester 
elaborated, “It's about your own income and supporting your family, but it’s much 
bigger than that. It’s about feeding many more people than just yourself.”  
Interviewees noted that MPAs have also hindered their ability to pass on their 
knowledge of the coast, and then compelled them to commit time, energy and 
resources into learning new areas along the coast.

Crowding
Interviewees shared their perspective that the presence of MPAs has led to an 
increase in crowding and conflict on the water. For others, the crowding outside of 
MPAs has increased their reliance on family and community members:

“how am I gonna know that when I move, if there's somebody there already to 
even put my gear down? So I have to have somebody to go and spot for me 
to see if there's even room for me and put my gear. So I'm paying for 
somebody to do that… I'm lucky enough that I have quite a few relatives in 
fishing, and they've told me where there has been prawns in the past.”

Additionally, one participant shared that their fishery was indirectly impacted by 
MPAs: while they had never fished in any of the areas now closed as MPAs, the 
closures had significantly increased the number of prawn harvesters they observed 
in the areas they fished outside of those MPAs. 

Seven interviewees contended that access to MPAs was uneven across user 
groups, including between commercial harvesters and recreational harvesters, and 
between Indigenous and non-Indigenous harvesters. They explained that this has 
impacted social wellbeing. Displacement has led harvesters to raise concerns about 
relations between fishing lodges that cater to recreational harvesters (as opposed to 
“the solo guy taking kids out going fishing”) and commercial harvesters. According to 
one harvester, the scale of fishing stemming from the proliferation of lodges in BC 
was causing conflict: 
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“I've seen them come in with their fish into Masset [Haida Gwaii] and it is 
astounding the volume of fish that comes in...and this is only one fishing 
camp. This is a huge amount of fish, this is more than I am going to catch in a 
season.” 

Additionally, social dynamics between Indigenous and non-Indigenous harvesters 
were highlighted with three harvesters sharing that they felt that Indigenous 
harvesters’ access to MPAs was “creating divisions on the water.”  Concerns about 
the displacement of harvesters leading to concentration and increased competition 
were echoed during participant observation at the BCYFN. One young harvester 
spoke about the potential unevenness between access for commercial and 
recreational harvesters, sharing their thoughts with the room that “if they [MPAs] 
don’t close for sports fishing then there is an incredible bias. This is getting scary.” 

Infrastructure
Interviewees discussed how the denial of access to areas they previously fished, on 
account of the establishment of MPAs, forced them to land in different ports. They 
highlighted the ramifications this has had on infrastructure across the coast, 
particularly as coastal communities have been built around fishing and related 
support services. Harvesters reported experiencing closures of shore-side support 
facilities and how they have found it increasingly difficult to access services such as 
ice provision, fish processing, and vessel building, repair and maintenance. These 
concerns were raised particularly by interviewees landing in Port Hardy, Prince 
Rupert and Massett on Haida Gwaii. Harvesters also raised specific concerns that 
First Nations in the north of BC have been encouraged to invest in infrastructure, but 
are not now seeing sufficient use from harvesters, who are being prevented from 
travelling there due to MPAs. The fear that MPAs could lead to a collapse of fishing 
infrastructure was also observed at BCYFN, before a fishing association suggested 
that the BC provincial government needs to fund a full socio-economic review to 
understand these potential interrelated impacts.

3.1.3 Health impacts
Interviewees explained that the crowding resulting from MPAs has not only impeded 
their economic and social wellbeing but also inhibited harvesters' health and safety. 
The majority shared that they had either undertaken, or witnessed, increased risks 
as a result of displacement. As one interviewee explained:

“you're forcing fishermen to fish in suboptimal locations… one of the big 
pushes for why people put quotas in was because of all the maritime industry 
incidents, people fishing in poor weather because they felt they needed 
to…You're gonna go right back into dangerous situations.”  
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The interviewee further explained that older harvesters, who already have to 
undertake physically demanding work, are being forced by closure-linked 
displacement to stay out for longer and to take more risks. This has raised safety 
concerns, including that harvesters increasingly work in inclement weather 
conditions due to these pressures. 

With closures of facilities along the coast, harvesters have reduced access to safety 
gear and other necessities. Interviewees felt that this has been exacerbated by 
MPAs. Respondents also spoke to novel challenges in accessing hygiene facilities—
particularly showers—along the BC coast. Alongside reporting physical health 
impacts, interviewees shared that MPAs had degraded their mental wellbeing. 
Harvesters explained that they had strong connections to the ocean and derived 
happiness from being on the water. They reflected on how access to fishing was 
integral to their identity and mental wellbeing. Continuing, they expanded on how 
MPA-linked impacts on economic wellbeing were having corollary effects on 
harvesters’ mental health:  

 “There’s no mental health resources and stuff that comes with other high risk 
jobs… you're gonna have drug and alcohol issues. You're gonna have people 
making really sketchy decisions, having more marine incidents. You're gonna 
have major mental health issues, there's gonna even be a potential more 
strain on our healthcare system, just because of all these poor fishers who are 
in a bad way.” 

This sentiment was echoed by three interviewees who raised concerns around 
increasing stress levels, alcoholism and drug use, as well as rising suicide rates 
among harvesters. Other participants at the BCYFN were observed raising concerns 
about increased mental health impacts due to the uncertainty around closures and 
the future of fishing as a livelihood.

Finally, harvesters also felt that decreased landings would impact the food security of 
not only their communities but of BC. This was shared by participants at the BCYFN 
who called for a broader understanding of the health impacts of MPAs with one 
harvester asking “are they [the Federal and Provincial governments] thinking about 
food security? What is being lost?” 

3.1.4 Cultural
All interviewees related that fishing was more than a job to them. The majority of 
interviewees had been involved in fishing from an early age and reported that the 
practice allowed them to connect with oceanic family histories. “This way of life that I 
think my family's been part of for over 100 years, I think for me, it's very much an all-
encompassing lifestyle. Fishing becomes a core part of your identity” 
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Interviewees shared the multi-generational importance of fishing, which they 
believed connected them with past and future generations. One harvester 
elaborated, explaining that “it's an inheritance of a lifestyle as well and an inheritance 
of continuing it and paying homage to your past and making sure that that lifestyle 
continues.”  Despite themselves having intergenerational experiences of fishing, 
interviewees were concerned that their children would not want to follow in their 
footsteps due to MPA-associated closures, among other area management 
decisions. The interviewee continued, “my concern for now and in the future is that 
I'm nervous my kids won't maybe have the opportunity to fish due to these MPA 
implications, right? It would be nice to pass it [fishing] on, from generation to 
generation.” 

During participant observation at the BCYFN, the harvesters present called for unity 
among owner-operators to ensure that the industry had a future. One harvester 
addressed younger attendees, explaining that “we are here supporting new entrants. 
We are united…We are united against it [MPAs], fishing for our livelihoods. It’s great 
having you in this room, we need to be more united, louder, so that we can have a 
future.”

3.1.5 Governance
Finally, most interviewees explained that they already experienced high levels of 
monitoring, surveillance and management, which led them to question why MPAs 
were needed in Canada when harvesters already comply with existing conservation-
related regulations. Interviewees raised concerns about the MPA governance 
processes and the negative outcomes that past management measures and 
licensing changes had inflicted upon them. As one harvester shared, licences used 
to be good for the whole of the coast but then they were split into areas that are now 
affected by MPA related closures. They continued to explain that it is “getting harder 
to make decisions on what licences to buy, including in what fisheries, when there 
isn’t clear information about management changes.”

While some harvesters explained that they had initially supported MPAs—and even 
in some cases contributed to foundational discussions or provided information and 
data in support of their establishment—they later withdrew their support because 
they felt that their views had been sidelined in the subsequent process. Because the 
data participating harvesters provided was used to inform area closures, 
interviewees expressed their sentiment that their own data, information, and 
experiences were being used against them: “a lot of these areas are decided by the 
heat map of our fishing data.” Another harvester echoed this concern: “one of the 
things that was a big problem is that most of their information has been derived from 
fishing data. So, they're looking to see where we fished and how much fish is coming 
out of that area, and then they want to protect that…they use our science against 
us.” One harvester explained, “there's no consultation. There's no co-development or 
anything. They've got their check box that they check off, and then they just throw it 
out the window and say, ‘Oh, yeah, we went through. We did our meetings.’” 

Additionally, interviewees felt that, even though their data had been (mis)used, the 
polygons that delineate the MPAs, simplify the ocean. They shared that current area 
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management strategies and associated closures do not take into account the 
verticality of the ocean and how different fisheries and activities occur at different 
levels (e.g. bottom contact). Furthermore, the fixed nature of MPA boundaries 
ignores that climate change could lead to a shift in marine species and habitats.

3.1.6 Environmental
Interviewees reported that the potential environmental impacts of MPA-linked 
overcrowding was not being considered. One harvester unpacked this, explaining 
that, 

“they're so focused on what excluding activity is going to do for an area that 
they're not looking at what the increased fishing pressure is from the 
displacement. So instead of fishing pressure spread out throughout the coast, 
you're gonna have a heck of a lot of fishing pressure and you're gonna have 
dead zones, and the loss of biodiversity, and the loss of biomass in those 
areas. Is the MPA offsetting that substantially enough? Or are you really just 
causing bigger problems?” 

This concern about gear concentration creating “dead zones” outside of MPAs was 
shared by other harvesters. Several harvesters also mentioned that the increased 
travel time and fuel use incurred by closures sits at odds with BC and Canada’s 
sustainability aims and increases the carbon footprint of the sector.

3.2. Perceived wellbeing impacts of the proposed Northern Shelf 
Bioregion MPA network

Harvesters were then asked about their perceptions of the potential impacts of the 
proposed NSB MPA network on their wellbeing. In looking ahead and considering 
their perceptions about the NSB MPA network, harvesters articulated their sentiment 
that the themes discussed above will be exacerbated by more closures. All 
interviewees recognised the multitude of pressures on the sector and shared the 
common belief that the MPA network was the prelude of the overstretched sector’s 
demise. Harvesters shared their concerns that the network would further foreclose 
their access to fisheries in BC, and commensurately reduce their income, owing 
primarily to lower revenues derived from smaller catches. Even if this were not the 
case, they noted, their profits would be eroded by higher fuel costs they incurred to 
access new fishing areas. 

The pattern of interviewees’ responses demonstrated a generally held concern that 
the NSB MPA, once established, would inhibit community and social connection, and 
that the multiple stressors facing the industry would ultimately curtail the opportunity 
for future generations to fish. Harvesters shared that even within their own 
generation, they had witnessed peers exiting the industry long before their 
anticipated retirement owing to fears related to the NSB MPA network. They felt that 
these factors could exacerbate and accelerate the already observed increasing age 
demographic of the industry. This concern was echoed by six young harvesters at 
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the 2024 BCYFN. One individual asked, “as a young fisherman, what is the point of 
staying? I don’t have the financial levy to foot these catch losses. This is super 
concerning.” Another shared that they were relatively new to fishing and had only 
recently heard about MPAs. They asked the other event attendees, “what does my 
future look like? Would you be scared for me and would you tell me to look 
elsewhere?” In addition to the themes discussed above, interviewees felt that the 
network will discourage investment into commercial operations and discourage gear 
innovation. This was echoed at the BCYFN.

Table 2: The perceived impacts of the proposed NSB MPA network on harvesters’ 
wellbeing. 

Key Themes Illustrative quotes

“It’s not just MPAs. It’s all of it put together that is making it 
continually harder and harder and more economically challenging 
to be able to fish. I think without the MPA it was stressful enough, 
and then add in this and it's just, ‘What are we gonna do? How do 
we adjust? How do we stay ahead of this?’” 

“There’s all sorts of problems compounding… there's always some 
nail in the coffin, but I think it's like all the nails in the coffin going in 
at once if they go through with it [the network]. It's gonna be very 
hard for any commercial fishing enterprise that's small scale like 
us.… it’s basically just cutting us in half. It's like that last big anvil 
drop.” 

Cumulative 
pressures

“The key thing about this MPA is there's been areas already there 
that are affecting us but it's literally a pin drop compared to what's 
coming and I think that's the terrifying thing.”

“If fishing dies, we're gonna have assets like boats and licenses 
that we bought for a lot of money that are gonna be worth nothing. 
We're gonna have money tied up in assets and people are gonna 
lose their houses... When we make investments, it's a 30 year 
investment, a lifelong one…if all of a sudden they change the way 
that they're managing it drastically like this, we can't change fast 
enough. You know it's gonna kill us.” 

Economic 
wellbeing

“Lots of harvesters are from small little communities, remote 
communities, and there aren't many opportunities for them but 
fishing. And if you take that away from those communities, it's 
gonna have a big impact on all of the multi-generational fishers. 
This is all they've ever done. And what are they going to do to 
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support their families?... These are also fishers in these small 
communities that are bringing income into those communities…The 
whole town might be in a real dire strait.” 

“The fishing group [the halibut association] is so jaded. We're 
apathetic. You're entering a phase of apathy where they can do 
whatever they want because we just feel so completely helpless 
and powerless in this situation.”

“What does DFO consider a successful MPA?...We don’t know the 
parameters of all of this.”

Governance 

Discussing circa. 2019 experience of the NSB MPA network 
discussions: “The marine planning team met with all the 
commercial fishermen and they would say, “we're going to talk 
about prawns today.” So you come down and they say, “well, what 
areas can you give up” and “what are the areas you can’t”?They 
had all these maps up. It was great. I mean, it was tough because 
you're showing your spots to your fellow fisherman, but we went 
through it and spent a day or two there and then the next day, 
“okay, we’re going to do ground fish”, “the next day we are going to 
do salmon, next day, we're going to do tuna and urchin,” right? 
They had all these overlaying maps, and they put it together after 
about four months of doing that. It was hard work for these 
individuals…so the marine planning team, we avoided an economic 
collapse so to speak. We did what the partners wanted, we gave 
up a lot of area but saved a lot of areas that the partners wanted ... 
.then COVID kicked in…then the partners finally came back and 
they gave us a new addition of what they wanted. I think they 
looked at ours and said that they wanted more…I think they just 
looked at ours and thought “thanks for sharing all the information 
this is what we want.”

They continued:

“It turned into a reconciliation thing…it totally changed what the 
goal was with this. We thought “well, we’re dealing with marine 
protected areas.” But now we’re dealing with reconciliation. So that 
really changed things, and we noticed the tone from oceans [DFO] 
changed. They didn’t want to deal with us as a commercial 
industry. They weren’t telling us anything anymore. Originally there 
were plans of “there might be a no-take zone here” for example “let 
fishing happen here.” There were different levels of protection. And 
now we’re not hearing a word of what’s going on and that’s a big 
issue.”
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“The process has changed. It’s no longer about 275 ecological 
targets, it’s more about reconciliation. We are not opposed to this, 
but we need to be at the table.”

Governance as key

Similarly to their experiences with established MPAs, interviewees were concerned 
that, following their provision of data about the areas they fished, those areas were 
designated for closure. They contended that these areas were closed therefore not 
because they were the most important to protect, but because the data they provided 
was the only data available to DFO. As such, interviewees concluded that their own 
data was used against them. They acknowledged that they were involved in 
consultation processes for the NSB MPA network, but thereafter, they contended, 
their concerns were ultimately ignored. They felt that consultation with commercial 
harvesters was a bureaucratic exercise that had no practical benefits for those who 
contributed to it. Interviewees also expressed their discomfort with the fact that, 
because they attended preliminary meetings, their names were used in reports 
without their consent, implying their support where this was not forthcoming. 
Interviewees shared that, due to the NSB network consultation process and 
subsequent communications, they had lost trust in government departments and felt 
ignored by and ostracised from the process. As one interviewee explained, “we feel 
so powerless because we're not part of this process. And the process that we are 
being fed doesn't make sense.” This sentiment was echoed at the BCYFN where 
industry representatives spoke to the history of the process and how they were 
initially very involved and provided input but felt they were subsequently ignored.

The perceived motivation behind the NSB MPA’s establishment set it apart, in the 
opinions of the interviewees, from previous closures. Several harvesters shared that 
they felt that the ocean, and indeed harvesters, were being used by the government 
as part of a strategy to address reconciliation commitments. Notably, interviewees 
highlighted that they were not against reconciliation but that the process has been 
unclear to non-Indigenous harvesters. One harvester argued that if reconciliation 
causes harm to non-Indigenous harvesters’ ways of life, then the Canadian 
government should compensate them. Interviewees called for transparency and 
explained that if MPAs are being implemented as part of the government’s 
commitments to reconciliation then the financial cost should not be borne by 
individual harvesters but all Canadians. They shared that they had previously 
contributed to management plans, which had entailed investing in cameras for traps 
and undertaking mapping for areas, including those which now fall under the SG̲áan 
K̲ínghlas-Bowie Seamount MPA which was collaboratively developed by the Council 
of the Haida Nation and DFO (CHN 2019). When the SG̲áan K̲ínghlas-Bowie 
Seamount MPA was established accompanied by reconciliation discourse, they 
explained that they felt that non-Indigenous harvesters’ inputs were ignored and that 
the relationships established through collaboration had been undone.
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At the time the interviews were conducted, the NSB MPA had not finalized any 
closures or restrictions resulting from the network’s establishment. This also 
exacerbated stress levels and the mental health challenges raised above: “The 
amount that's coming, and the fact that we don't actually even know ” Several 
interviewees also raised concerns that the network was exacerbating negative 
sentiments towards the fishing sector: “The MPA is, it feels like, they're painting 
commercial fishermen as bad people and that's why we need these MPAs...I’m just 
small scale  and we're a little fishing family and we like to get catch to local 
people…it's a whole mindset that it's really them bringing in this MPA and their 
propaganda. It really pitted people against us.”

Interviewees also shared that they were suspicious of the reasoning behind the MPA 
network being established on the BC coast, and the scale of the ocean space it 
encompassed, compared to the east coast of Canada. Interviewees felt that the 
network was also an indicator that Canada was trying to appeal to international 
organisations, in line with the UN’s push for global oceanic protection. As a result, 
interviewees explained that they felt that the primary motivation behind the network’s 
establishment was political as opposed to ecological, and that BC was seen as a 
“low hanging fruit” where a higher percentage of marine space could be enclosed to 
avoid contention with east coast fisheries.

3.3 Monitoring the effects of MPAs on wellbeing

Throughout the interviews, and during participant observation at the BCYFN event, 
harvesters repeatedly raised concerns about how the NSB MPA network will be 
managed and monitored. As mentioned above, respondents already considered that 
they were overmanaged and over surveyed on account of existing fisheries 
monitoring practices. This includes the requirement for onboard cameras and 
hydraulic monitoring. Harvesters accommodate and pay for these monitoring efforts 
via their fees (see Table 3). Additionally, harvesters identified a certain futility in 
adding additional management solutions; they contended that, because the ocean 
was already heavily managed in BC, MPAs did not have as obvious a utility as they 
might, for example, outside Canada where existing fisheries management may not 
be underpinned by conservation led methodologies. 

Table 3. Harvesters’ perspectives on monitoring processes

Themes Illustrative quotes

Involvement of harvesters “If you want buy-in and you want this to work as a 
functional entity, you need to have the people 
who are on the waters dealing with everyday to 
be part of the solution, not dictating to them.” 
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Reliance on harvesters 
(including financial) 

“One thing that's been raised a few times by the 
fishing industry is that currently a lot of monitoring 
and management of fisheries is funded by 
fishers. If you reduce the amount of people 
fishing because it's just not reliable. Right? You're 
gonna reduce the money that is going into 
managing and monitoring. We already have 
fisheries that are not being opened because of 
lack of money for monitoring. We already have 
DFO saying we don't have enough information 
and not do it. If we already have that with the 
current model, what is it going to be like when 
you put a bunch of guys out of business because 
it's no longer viable or it's too concentrated, or 
you just can't pull enough fish out of the water to 
make it worthwhile? Then, are we gonna have 
this cyclic down spiral? Well, we can't open it, so 
we don't have monitoring, but we can't fund the 
monitoring because there are enough fishers."

High levels of current 
monitoring

“We're monitored 100% at all times. We have a 
lot of restrictions in place already… I don't think 
there's really a place here for MPAs.”

Harvesters interviewed first questioned how and when DFO would consider an MPA 
to be successful, asking what measures and parameters are used. Recognising that 
proponents of MPAs and MPA networks typically rely on the argument that their 
establishment will bring positive externalities for the surrounding area, harvesters 
advocated for more robust monitoring and sharing of such spillover effects and of the 
timeframes over which they occur. Interviewees highlighted that among the impact 
indicators, the displacement of harvesters should be monitored over the long-term. 
While they recognised some of the challenges associated with capturing this 
information accurately, and that this indicator would rely at least in part on anecdotal 
information, they explained that tracking this was vital to understand the processes 
and effects of displacement. They explained that this would also assist efforts to 
demonstrate the environmental impact of MPAs elsewhere. 

Several interviewees explained that they felt that the Canadian government was 
overly focused on the environmental aspects of MPAs, and that it was essential that 
they also monitored the impacts MPAs had on social and cultural wellbeing. 
Interviewees considered that the economic impacts of MPAs could be more 
accurately captured by simply asking harvesters about their costs and revenues. 
Respondents felt that it was important to ask harvesters about their mental 
wellbeing. They also highlighted that monitoring efforts should encompass the 
effects on coastal infrastructure and shore-support for harvesters. All interviewees 
were concerned with the future, and agreed that, to understand how harvesters and 
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harvesters perceived their own future in the industry, it is important that monitoring 
processes ask harvesters about their outlook. 

Table 4. Proposed wellbeing monitoring questions

Wellbeing domain Suggested question

Economic ● Are you going to continue to invest in fishing?
● What is fishing costing?
● Is it costing you more money to go fishing?
● Are you making money?
● Has your profit changed?
● Has the length of your season changed and if so, why is 

this the case? 

Social ● How are you being displaced into an area of high 
concentration? 

● Has your catch decreased because of this concentration?
● Have you noticed a change in the types of shore support 

available?

Health ● How has your mental health been impacted?
● Do you have access to the shore support you need?

Cultural ● Are you changing your plans for your children? If so, how?

Environmental ● Are there more fish in areas outside of the MPA since it was 
established?

Cross-cutting ● What's your outlook? 
● How do you perceive your future in the fishing industry?

In suggesting these questions, participants highlighted the importance of speaking to 
harvesters as responses would be anecdotal. They also asked those involved with 
the NSB MPA network, “why don't you just meet us on the water?” Participants also 
suggested that long term meaningful engagement and analysis is needed. In terms 
of timeframes, they suggested asking these questions every five years as fishing 
fluctuates. However, there may potentially be a “survivorship bias” which will skew 
representation away from those who have already exited the industry.

4. Discussion and conclusion

It is well established in the literature that the wellbeing of communities who depend 
upon the marine environment is an essential consideration in MPA processes 
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(Bennett et al., 2020). Harvesters interviewed for this study indicated that previous 
MPAs have impacted their economic, social, health and cultural wellbeing. Factors 
impacting their wellbeing included the degradation of infrastructure and supporting 
businesses in coastal communities, the outflow of individuals from the industry, the 
loss of knowledge, and the disconnection from culture. Closures have also caused 
harvesters to condense their effort into shorter time frames, thus reducing the length 
of the fishing season, eroding their profits, and hindering their ability to remain in the 
industry. These concerns reflect those observed in similar studies of commercial 
harvesters in Canada and the United States (Bennett et al., 2021; Brueckner-Irwin et 
al., 2019; Cook et al., 2024; Harper et al. 2024). Additionally, all interviewees 
highlighted the impacts of closures on harvesters’ mental health, as well as the 
safety concerns arising as they are increasingly made to travel in inclement weather. 
As previous studies have cautioned, mental health remains under-considered 
relative to other wellbeing impacts of MPAs (Ban et al., 2019). 

Consistent with other contexts, the majority of harvesters interviewed felt that any 
potential long-term benefits of previous and proposed MPAs are negated by the 
associated immediate loss of access rights to those same areas (Bennett et al., 
2018; Brueckner-Irwin et al., 2019). MPA-related impacts on harvesters’ wellbeing 
are experienced cumulatively—due to the combined impact of multiple MPA closures 
and the compounding effect of multiple socio-economic impacts. Harvesters 
interviewed for this study also highlighted the importance of considering issues in the 
wider sectoral landscape in BC, such as the corporate capture and consolidation of 
fisheries licences, and foreign and investor control thereof. As previous research has 
highlighted, this has rendered owner-operators and new entrants unable to own 
licences or to participate in BC’s fisheries (del Valle et al. 2024; Silver & Stoll, 2022, 
2019).  While multiple studies have demonstrated that harvesters continue to adapt 
to multiple pressures (Harper et al. 2023), participants in this study felt that MPAs 
impeded their ability to adapt. If these impacts remain unaddressed, harvesters may 
be forced to leave the sector, and young people may be less willing to enter the 
sector.

4.1 Hidden impacts on wellbeing
Interviewees were centrally concerned with how MPAs can and will negatively 
impact harvesters’ economic wellbeing. Research has highlighted how top-down 
approaches overlook some social and economic consequences of MPAs (Bennett et 
al., 2020; Lopes et al., 2025). This encompasses well recognised effects upon 
individuals and communities, as well as impacts that may be hidden to policy makers 
and remain unmonitored (Daw et al., 2015). Given that the majority of interviewees 
were owner-operators and small- or medium-scale fishing families relying on 
seasonal work, they highlighted how MPA closures had degraded their economic 
wellbeing, for example by restricting their ability to finance their education. Social 
wellbeing also suffered from hidden impacts: harvesters explained that MPAs had 
caused crowding and competition in open fishing grounds, which in turn forced them 
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to send family members, or otherwise pay someone, to scout potential fishing 
grounds. 

4.2 Governance

To understand how harvesters are entering discussions around MPA networks in 
BC, it is essential to account for how they perceive previous MPA closures. 
Consistent with the results of previous research on small- and medium-scale fishing 
families, harvesters reported that their contributions are not valued in conversations 
about the establishment and monitoring of ocean management tools such as MPAs 
(Dias et al., 2020; Reis-Filho et al., 2023). Interviewees perceived that, during their 
participation in the NSB MPA network and with previous MPA processes alike, the 
spatial data they themselves provided has been used against them, as it has 
informed the designation of closure areas. This has been similarly observed in New 
England where harvesters' contributions were used to inform fishing restrictions 
(Kilchenmann et al., 2024) and to counter fishing interests (Drakopulos, 2022; Ebel 
et al., 2018). Ambiguity over the extent of closures in the NSB MPA network has 
created additional tensions between harvesters and management processes (Beaty 
et al., 2024). Taken together, these effects catalyse the declining levels of trust in 
fisheries management that have been observed in BC and create a sensation of 
disempowerment among harvesters (del Valle et al. 2024; Kilchenmann et al. 2024). 

4.3 Reconciliation
In Canada, the ocean has been a site of settler-colonial dispossession and violence, 
and fishing activities have supported colonial expansion (Todd 2018). As a result, the 
state is pursuing reconciliation policies, including through signing Fisheries 
Reconciliation Agreements with Nations across BC (Brown 2021). Non-Indigenous 
harvesters interviewed for this study were supportive of the government's 
reconciliation efforts. However, they called for transparency on the drivers behind 
MPAs and the forthcoming NSB MPA network, which they contended were not solely 
related to conservation management. Rather, interviewees relayed their sentiment 
that the government was utilising MPAs to further Canada’s commitments to 
reconciliation. While interviewees were clear that they supported reconciliation, they 
emphasised that it was the absence of clarity and transparency that further eroded 
their trust in management processes and policies.

Interviewees argued that, if MPAs are contributing to government reconciliation 
commitments, then the financial costs stemming from this should not be borne by 
individual harvesters alone. Previous research has highlighted that trade-offs are 
necessary in order to equitably support Indigenous self-determination (Bodwitch et 
al., 2024; Evans et al. 2023), and while interviewees did not disagree with this, they 
argued that compensation should be negotiated between the government and 
commercial harvesters. This is consistent with previous research findings that 
compensation can be leveraged to avoid or overcome resistance to reconciliation 
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policies (Bodwick et al. 2024). However, previous studies have focused on non-
fishery sectors, arguing that resistance from those currently benefiting from settler-
state structures deter governments from considering initiatives that would support 
and uphold Indigenous rights (Elmendorf et al. 2021).

Harvesters explained that it is important to consider context when discussing trade-
offs and compensation to avoid vilifying the sector. Harvesters in BC face multiple 
pressures (Harper et al., 2023) and must navigate increasing corporate capture of 
the industry (Silver and Stoll 2019). Interviewees were concerned that MPA closure-
induced overcrowding has exacerbated divisions between Indigenous and non-
Indigenous harvesters, thereby impacting social wellbeing. In other contexts, 
contention over access to fisheries has created social divisions (Boucquey, 2020; 
Warrior et al., 2022). For instance, in Atlantic Canada contention over fisheries 
access has resulted in violence against Indigenous harvesters (Bodwick et al. 2024). 
While we are not suggesting that this would occur in BC, it demonstrates the 
potential implications of exacerbating and ignoring these divisions. It also highlights 
how recognising the unique characteristics of, and challenges faced by, the totality of 
the commercial harvesting sector is essential. As Warrior and colleagues argue, 
there may also be a need to address underlying assumptions about the realities of 
these policies for Indigenous harvesters and increase understanding on how these 
“rights are [or will be] exercised” within each Nations’ context (Warrior et al. 2022; 
1314). 

Despite the Canadian state's mobilisation of reconciliation rhetoric, the government 
(and DFO) continue to define fishery regimes and delimit Indigenous commercial 
fishing rights (Morgan et al.2025). The state continues to position itself as the de-
facto landlord of Indigenous fisheries rights through legislations and policies which 
are underwritten by Canadian common law. These uneven power dynamics were 
evident in the Maa-nulth Treaty, which set out the agreements of five Nuu-chah-nulth 
Nations (Ehattesaht, Mowachaht/ Muchalaht, Hesquiaht, Ahousaht, and Tla-o-qui-
aht) with regards to their rights and self-governance (Morgan et al. 2025). However, 
the state did not recognise the right to Indigenous commercial fisheries potential in 
the Treaty. As Morgan and colleagues argue this absence of recognition is “an 
example of the fundamental incompatibility with DFO’s perception and culture in 
regards to Indigenous rights and responsibilities” (2025:10). This incompatibility and 
the continuation of colonial legal structures, among many previously discussed 
limitations, challenges the suitability and appropriateness of DFO as a vehicle for 
fisheries reconciliation (see Nasady 2002; Rich and Haines 2017; Todd, 2014). 

4.4 Monitoring
Interviewees felt that they were already well-monitored and surveyed. Their 
sentiment is in line with previous research findings, including that current approaches 
to fisheries and ocean management observation are perceived as increasingly 
bureaucratic and ignorant to how harvesters and their practices are embedded in 
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communities (Boucquey 2020; Drakopulos 2022). Harvesters were concerned about 
how marine conservation technologies such as onboard observation have social 
implications in their creation of uneven power dynamics. The cost of this monitoring 
equipment is also borne by individual harvesters, impacting their economic 
wellbeing. This cost can lead to uneven socio-economic impacts, with research on 
the west coast of the US demonstrating that these financial burdens 
disproportionately fall upon “smaller fishing vessels and operations, and vulnerable 
crew” (Drakopulos 2022; 124). As previous research has demonstrated, the 
privatisation of observation and monitoring has raised concerns about the politics 
behind both how data is collected, and what stories this data can tell. This in turn has 
implications on shaping management decisions and fisheries science (Drakopulos, 
2022). As discussed above, this can lead to harvester’s feeling that their data has 
been used against them.

Despite these concerns, interviewees wished to be involved with monitoring aspects 
going forward because they wanted to ensure that governance partners recognised 
the multiple and cumulative impacts of MPAs and MPA networks. In support of what 
has been found in other contexts, harvesters feel that DFO and government officials 
continue to place more emphasis on ecological monitoring, as opposed to socio-
economic and cultural monitoring, of protected areas (Barnett, 2018). Interviewees 
proposed their own preferred monitoring questions that they believed could capture 
some of these dynamics (Table 4). In doing so, they highlighted that those involved 
with monitoring processes should also put their “boots on the dock” and speak 
directly with harvesters. This could help governance partners to (re)build trust and 
establish long-term relations with harvesters, as well as to better-understand the 
often-overlooked, multifaceted impacts of MPAs (Vis et al., 2024).

4.5 Limitations
This project drew on interviews with a small sample of harvesters, none of whom 
identified as Indigenous. Interviewees were identified by partnered organisations, 
and interviewees themselves also suggested other individuals that we could speak 
to. We are cognisant that partners have the power to grant or conversely to withhold 
access to a research population. This can limit not only sample size, but also the 
range of characteristics represented by the sample of interviewees (Lamprianou 
2022). These partners—organisations and individuals alike—can also be 
‘gatekeepers’ with considerable influence over what is to be considered as 
‘knowledge’ and who are believed to hold this ‘knowledge’ (Crowhurst & kennedy-
macfoy, 2013), potentially limiting the diversity of perspectives. In an attempt to avoid 
this, the potential to be interviewed was offered at a broadly scoped event where 
attendees were not selected or screened by partners. Partners were also asked to 
identify harvesters who participated in a variety of fisheries across the BC coast. 
These individuals had also fished for a long period of time, including prior to the 
majority of MPA related closures. We also interviewed three representatives of 
fisheries associations, and while doing so can give an insight into the drivers of 
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industry views (Jones, 2008), it can also homogenise the reported perspectives of 
harvesters involved in a particular fishery. As such, the results of this study should 
not be considered of all harvesters but are illustrative of how many harvesters have 
reported feeling.
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