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Judicial Inquiry Called by Prime 

Minister into Decline of Fraser 

River Sockeye Salmon  
 

Prime Minister Steven Harper has called for a judicial 

inquiry into the disappearance of about 10 million Fraser 

River Sockeye Salmon that were marked to return this 

summer to the Fraser River. The decline in sockeye 

salmon has necessitated the closure of the fishery for a 

third consecutive year. 

 

B.C. Supreme Court Justice Bruce Cohen will head the 

federal inquiry into the decline of the Fraser River 

sockeye salmon stocks. As commissioner of the inquiry, 

Cohen's mandate will be to investigate the reasons for 

the collapse of the once thriving sockeye run and is not slated to report until May 1, 2011. 

 

Cohen will be expected to make recommendations for improving the sustainability of the fishery in the Fraser 

River, including any required changes to the operations of the Department of Fisheries and Oceans. 

 

A public inquiry is an official review, ordered by government, of important public events or issues. Its purpose 

is to establish the facts and causes of an event or issue, and then to make recommendations to the 

government. Public inquiries do much more than simply assign blame. They often attempt to find the 

underlying causes of an event or issue, and to provide advice and recommendations for future action. 

 If acted upon, the final report of a public inquiry can lead to important changes in government attitudes and 

practices. However, governments are under no legal obligation to follow the recommendations of public 

inquiries. Fraser Riverkeeper seeks to be involved in the public process as an intervener. We must ensure 

that the final report of this public inquiry does not go unheeded. 

Judicial Inquiry Must Consider Sewage Pollution as a 

Contributing Cause of Salmon Declines 

Known as one of the worldôs most important salmon rivers, the ñMightyò Fraser River and its tributaries, which 

drain a quarter of the province of British Columbia, provide essential habitat for the salmon during spawning, 

rearing, and migration. According the Department and Fisheries and Oceans, 80% of the Fraser's Chinook, 

90% of Chum, 65% of Coho, 80% of Pink, and a significant percentage of Sockeye are supported by the 

Lower Fraser River between Vancouver and Hope.  
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Photo by Mary Woodbury: Riverkeeper Doug Chapman at the wheel of new boat 

The Fraser watershed is under intense pressure in its lower reaches. Pollutants generated from domestic and 

industrial wastes from industries old and new are compounded with the pressures of inadequately treated 

municipal sewage. This threatens the health of the river and the salmon it sustains with high pollution loads. 

Water quality and pollution issues are significant factors that affect the survival of the Fraser River salmon 

stocks. Today, salmon making their way to and from our rivers and streams must swim through waves of 

industrial and municipal pollution to reach their destination to spawn.  

Municipal sewage is the largest source of pollution discharged to surface water bodies in Canada. Canada 

flushes some 200 billion litres of raw sewage into its waterways every year, enough to fill more than 40,000 

Olympic-sized swimming pools and generate an impressive 3 trillion litres of sewage annually: a mix of water, 

human waste, and the pathogens it can contain (such as cholera, typhoid, and hepatitis B), microorganisms, 



Turning of the Tide  
Issue 4 

Winter 2009 

 
 

  
Page 3 

 
  

toxic chemicals, heavy metals, and excreted pharmaceuticals. The waste threatens water quality and aquatic 

life as well as recreational users and fisheries.  

 According to the Outdoor Recreation Council of British Columbia, the Fraser River tied for second place in 

BCôs Most Endangered Rivers 2008 survey, due in part to the long-standing threat from sewage pollution --

singling out the Iona Sewage Treatment Plant, located in Richmond, as particularly problematic because 

millions of young Fraser River salmon pass through the discharge area on their journey out to sea. 

Ionaôs discharge outfall is located in the tidal waters of Georgia Strait immediately adjacent to the mouths of 

the Fraser River through which annually pass millions of salmonids. In fact, the Iona facility discharges into 

the Fraser River estuary. The Fraser River is one of the world¹s most productive salmon rivers and the Strait 

of Georgia is well known as both commercial and sport fisheries waters.  

These areas are extremely important migration routes for juvenile and returning adult salmon. To leave or 

reach the river, the fish must cross the Sturgeon Banks and pass by the area where the Iona discharge takes 

place. The estuary is also a rearing area for various salmon and trout. There are 14 fish species using the 

lower Fraser River that are migratory, six species having periodic migration, and 18 species that are not 

known to migrate regularly.' 

 Both the federal and provincial government have failed to enforce the federal Fisheries Act against Iona 

Island WWTP into Georgia Strait for its discharges that have regularly been acutely toxic to fish. 

Recently Prime Minister Stephen Harper called for a judicial inquiry to investigate the disappearance of 

millions of wild Sockeye salmon from BC. While other inquiry participants will investigate legitimate causes 

such as marine parasites from fish farms and climate change, Fraser Riverkeeper will focus on the role played 

by inadequately treated municipal sewage dumped into our waters and the impact these pollutants have on 

the demise of our salmon.  

Fraser Riverkeeper is ready to take a strong role in this judicial inquiry and is prepared to submit all of our 

evidence with regard to the impact that inadequately treated sewage and pollution has on our beloved 

salmon.  
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Fraser Riverkeeper Applauds False Creek Harbour  

Authority's (FCHA) Efforts 

  

Photo by Benjamin Adrion: The "Keeper" 

The False Creek Harbour Authority, which provides Fraser Riverkeeperôs boat mooring, offers long-term, safe 

moorage for commercial fishing boats and transient vessels in an environmentally responsible manner. The 

FCHA was the first harbour authority in Canada to have an environmental management plan. It uses energy-

efficient lighting and recycles paper, plastic, cardboard, waste oil, batteries, fluorescent lights, and propane 

tanks. It also operates a sailors' exchange, enabling old electronics and other equipment to be recycled by a 

business that re-uses the contaminants responsibly.  

The FCHA has made a commitment to join the Clean Marine BC Program, and will become the first certified 

Harbour Authority in Canada. After being awarded the Regional Environmental Stewardship Award and 

National Environmental Stewardship Award (Prix D' Excellence) in Ottawa, FCHA felt the next logical step 

would be to join the initiative.  

FCHA feels that the Clean Marine BC Program will provide our harbour with a range of environmentally sound 

best management practices and ideas for implementing new environmentally conscientious initiatives. These 

tools will help us to reduce our impact on the environment by minimizing our overall carbon footprint.  






















