
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

June 2, 2010 

Senate Committee on Fisheries and Oceans 
The Senate of Canada 
Ottawa, Ontario  
Canada, K1A 0A4 
Submitted by email: fish-peche@sen.parl.gc.ca 

Dear Senate Committee: 

I am writing to reiterate the long-standing support of the Georgia Strait Alliance for the 
continued staffing of lighthouses in Canadian waters and to ask that the Department of Fisheries 
and Ocean cease any efforts to de-staff the remaining lighthouses on our coasts. 
Georgia Strait Alliance (GSA) has been at the forefront of efforts to protect the Strait of Georgia 
and its adjoining waters for 20 years, through initiatives such as our campaign to transition open 
net cage fish farms to closed containment technologies, our efforts to get better legal protection 
for the southern resident orca, our efforts to bring advanced sewage treatment to Victoria and 
Vancouver, and our various Best Practices programs, including Stewards of the Strait, and our 
Guide to Green Boating.  We have also worked to help eliminate toxic chemicals from homes 
and workplaces, and we work with a variety of organizations and local governments to ensure 
that British Columbians have a healthy marine environment. 
In the fall of 2009, Georgia Strait Alliance came out publicly in opposition to the sudden plans to 
de-staff the remaining 27 of BC's staffed lighthouses.  The first four victims slated for closure 
were Entrance Island (NE of Gabriola Island), Trial Island (in an Ecological Reserve near of 
Victoria), Cape Mudge (Quadra Island) and Dryad Point (North of Bella Bella), three of which 
are within the Strait of Georgia.   

Nothing replaces a human being when it comes to marine safety and environmental protection.  
Technology fails and we see this regularly on our coast, most recently during the worst of the 
Good Friday storm this year.  Automated reports from Entrance Island were not available and if 
the light keeper reports had not been at his post, boaters and others really would have had no clue 
of the conditions out there where rescues were happening.   

In such storms, lightkeepers are often called upon for assisting Search & Rescue, RCMP & 
Fisheries Officers. They play a major role in maintaining public and environmental safety of the 
Strait of Georgia, including spotting oils spills and other environmental incidents.  In addition, 
lighthouses work best with maintenance - the loss of the light's visibility due to condensation, 
snow during the winter and seagull feces means that the safety of mariners is at risk.     

 

 



Most critically, boat and small aviation traffic primarily relies on the lightkeepers' VHF weather 
bulletins as the automated reports are not always available nor are they as in depth.  

Finally, any decision to de-staff lighthouses goes against the current government's policy 
platform put forth in the 2008 election.  At that time, it was stated that they "support[ed] the 
retention of lightstations, their personnel, and their aids to navigation (see full text here: 
http://www.georgiastrait.org/files/share/Lighthouses-_2008-PolicyDeclaration-e.pdf) 

The decision last fall to de-staff lighthouses was a surprise to everyone on the coast as the 
announcement was made in the absence of discussions, consultations or impact assessments on 
coastal stakeholders reliant on lightkeeper's information.   It was only after a huge public outcry 
and pressure from organizations, including GSA, that the Department of Fisheries and Oceans 
rescinded its plans, committing to undertake the present appropriate consultations and review of 
lighthouse effectiveness. 

Early in 1995, Georgia Strait Alliance’s support of the ongoing staffing of lighthouses and the 
arguments made at that time stand today (see submission below).  Contrary to what some may 
say, the arguments for retaining staffed lighthouses are not an emotional one.  They are based on 
the reality of day to day life in coastal communities – a reality that is being ignored by decision 
makers. 

We strongly urge you to listen to the voices of residents on all three of Canada’s coast.  They are 
saying loud and clear that the remaining staffed lighthouses must be maintained, for the safety of 
our communities and our local environment.  

Thank you for your consideration 

Sincerely, 

 

Christianne Wilhelmson 
Executive Director  

**** 

Submission to the Canadian Coast Guard 

Laurie MacBride, Georgia Strait Alliance  

11 January 1995 

The Georgia Strait Alliance is a coalition of about 50 organizations (with a combined 
membership of 150,000) and close to 1000 individual members from communities all around the 
Strait of Georgia, working to protect, preserve and restore the marine environment and 
ecological well-being of Georgia Strait and its adjoining waters. Our member organizations 
include labour, environmental, aboriginal, community and recreational groups and small 
businesses. Our members represent a wide diversity of interests, including many people who 



spend a great deal of time on the water: commercial and recreational fishermen and guides, 
kayakers, recreational boaters and others.  

Georgia Strait Alliance went on record in 1992 to oppose the attempt by the previous 
government to de-staff 14 west coast lighthouses. We remain opposed to any further destaffing 
of lighthouses.  

Lightkeepers provide a number of vital services to mariners and aviators that cannot be 
effectively duplicated by automated devices. Lightkeepers provide accurate and timely weather 
updates, help mariners with mechanical troubles, provide support to people forced to seek shelter 
from foul weather, and assist in many search and rescue operations. Many of our commercial 
fishing members contact lightkeepers for on-site weather information to help guide them in 
making important decisions when they are travelling to and from the fishing grounds. According 
to the head of the BC lightkeepers' union, records from 30 of BC's lightstations show that 
between 1986 and 1991 keepers answered public requests for information or assistance 
(including emergency response) a total of 32,042 times.  

Automated equipment cannot provide the level of certainty that staff can offer. While the Coast 
Guard commissioner has claimed publicly that there has not been a single instance of 
documented failure over past 10 years and the Regional Manager has claimed a 99.9% reliability 
record, statistics from the lightkeepers' union show that automated signals have a failure rate 
from 20 percent to 100 percent of the time. This difference in numbers, of course, results because 
the only "official" failure, as far as Coast Guard is concerned, is one that results in the issuance 
of a notice to shipping - and lightkeepers have done such a good job of watching for problems 
and repairing equipment before any notice to shipping is required, that they have, in a sense, 
been their own worst enemy.  

Besides safety, lightkeepers play an important role in protection of the marine environment. For 
example, they work with federal agencies to monitor illegal pumping of bilges and oil spills and 
file the necessary reports and complaints. Carmanah lighthouse was the first reporting station for 
oil from the Nestucca spill in December, 1989; this early warning probably gave agencies a 
three-day start on the cleanup process. With a continual increase in marine traffic, environmental 
monitoring is more important than ever, and therefore it makes no sense to remove the few 
people who are well placed to carry out this vital work.  

Lightkeepers also play a vital role in search and rescue. In the past two weeks alone, keepers 
rescued two boaters in Georgia Strait. On January 4, 1995, a commercial fisherman was en route 
from Nanaimo to Deep Bay when his boat suddenly caught fire and he had to abandon ship into a 
small inflatable, with no survival suit or other gear. He was rescued within 30 minutes by the 
lightkeepers from Chrome Island. Only eight days earlier, an experienced kayaker was en route 
from Gabriola Island to Nanaimo and hit a log; he was unable to get back into his craft was 
rescued by the Entrance Island lightkeeper after spending nearly 30 minutes in the water. 
Fortunately he was wearing a wetsuit and so developed only mild hypothermia, but had he been 
in the water much longer, it is questionable whether he would have survived.  

These incidents are not atypical, and even without considering commercial traffic, the increasing 
number of recreational boaters on the west coast makes lightkeepers and other Coast Guard 
services more vital than ever. According to a 1992 report compiled by Price Waterhouse for the 



BC Marine Trades Association, British Columbians own more than 400,000 boats and the 
recreational marine industry generates 22,000-person-years of employment annually. Marine 
tourism alone was worth $247 million and accounted for nearly 6,000 person-years of 
employment in 1989, the last year for which these statistics are available. A 1990 National 
Survey of Recreational Fishing in Canada showed that $1 billion is spent every year in the BC 
sports fishing industry alone. Pleasure boat traffic continues to increase steadily; in 1993, 
253,000 US citizens entered BC waters by boat, an increase of 26% over a four-year period. 
These figures almost certainly err on the low side, as they are a few years out of date and do not 
include the fastest-growing segment of the recreational boating population, ie. kayakers.  

Along with the increase in marine traffic there has been a corresponding increase in marine 
accidents: from 66 vessels in 1989, to 85 vessels and 49 deaths in 1992. Again, this doesn't take 
into consideration the increasing number of kayakers using these waters - who are also those 
least likely to have adequate navigational or safety equipment such as VHF radios, GPS, radar, 
EPIRBs, flares and survival suits - and most likely to need quick rescue as they do not carry 
liferafts or dinghies. With many new and inexperienced kayakers on the water, the watchful eye 
of lightkeepers has become more important than ever.  

Yet despite the increase in marine traffic and marine accidents, instead of increased spending on 
search and rescue and emergency services, the Coast Guard's budget has experienced a 12% cut 
over the past five years, with plans for continued cuts of 3% annually through 1998.  

We would again remind you, as we did in 1992, that the LeBlond Commission (1987) heard 41 
speakers and received 189 submissions - all of which opposed automation of west coast 
lighthouses. The ad hoc Parliamentary committee which toured BC communities in December, 
1994 found the same results. Coastal residents clearly want lighthouse keepers to remain in place 
and see automation bringing increased risk to commercial and sports fishers, recreational boaters, 
commercial mariners, aviators and others who frequent these waters.  

Georgia Strait Alliance opposes reduction in staff or services at any of the west coast 
lighthouses. Instead, lightkeepers' job descriptions should be expanded in order to officially 
recognize and support the important role they play in marine safety, environmental monitoring, 
communications and search and rescue operations, and they should be adequately equipped and 
trained to carry out these important roles.  
 


