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Sometimes, it takes a personal story to understand just how far
Atlantic Canada’s salmon farming industry has come.
For me, that story came from Steve Backman, a fish health
veterinarian at Skretting who is jokingly called “Grampy”.
That’s because in 1988, Backman was the first and only private
sector veterinarian in Atlantic Canada who had specialized training
in fish health medicine.

Imagine that.
Just 24 years ago, no private veterinarians specialized in fish health
medicine in Atlantic Canada. Today our region has an incredibly
robust fish health sector with about two dozen veterinarians as well
as the Atlantic Veterinary College and its Centre for Aquatic Health
Sciences. Those facilities attract students from across Canada plus
fish health experts and researchers from around the world.

Yes, we’ve come a long way.
We know that our people are our strength. The people who work
in our industry are incredibly enthusiastic about what they do.
They work hard. They take pride in their work. They are innovators
and problem solvers who love to learn and collaborate. They are
always looking for new ways to continue to build a locally-based,
globally competitive, sustainable aquaculture industry. They are also
passionate stewards of the environment where they work.
In 2012, the Atlantic Canada Fish Farmers Association made it a
priority to start telling some of these stories and to find ways to
help the thousands of people who work in our industry tell their own
stories and demonstrate their pride in their industry.

Why?
Because it’s time to challenge the myths and misinformation about
Atlantic Canada’s salmon farming industry. The voices of thousands
of people who work in aquaculture continue to be drowned out by a
vocal minority opposed to what we do. We led the development of a
new website – www.ActforAquaculture.ca – to help provide factual
information about our industry. People who work in our industry and
many others are signing up to use this new tool to ensure the facts
about salmon farming are heard.
We also developed a “Who is Fish Farming” series (included in this
report) that puts a face on our industry by profiling some of the
professionals who work in a variety of fields, including fish health,
environmental monitoring, net making, repair and maintenance,
processing, farm management, engineering and research.

was another communication piece that has been very well received.
This too put a face on our industry and allowed viewers to see a fish
farm and learn about how our industry operates.
Our farmers are committed to building a world-class, responsible
and sustainable aquaculture industry. As this report details, the
ACFFA has continued to move forward with a solid plan to help
them do that. And to meet the other objectives we have set for
ourselves.
While our companies continue to make significant investments
into research, recent budget cuts affecting fish health research
at both the provincial and federal levels are worrisome. As a
science-based industry we will continue to advocate with our
government representatives to ensure that our country’s scientific
expertise and capacity is not lost. We will continue to advocate
for a collaborative Pan Atlantic approach on key focus areas of fish
health, environmental management and industry development. We
will continue to work toward achieving a fully operational Integrated
Pest Management Plan for sea lice.
We were pleased to see the Nova Scotia government unveil its
Aquaculture Development Strategy in 2012, which is an important
step in the development of that province’s sustainable salmon
farming sector. Nova Scotia has an unprecedented opportunity
to create jobs and economic growth in its coastal communities by
capitalizing on aquaculture’s potential. The province’s strategy will
help guide that growth and we look forward to working with our
government colleagues to realize this potential.
And finally, this report details many examples of our members’
commitment to their communities - from our new Five Easy Pieces
Heart and Stroke Challenge and our award-winning work on the
Inner Bay of Fundy Salmon Recovery Project to our complimentary
farm tours to celebrate the Charlotte County’s 2012 Seafood
Festival. The people of our industry love the communities where
they live and raise their families and are proud to contribute to their
growth and prosperity.
Their stories are part of the fabric of our communities, and we
should be proud of that.

Pamela Parker
Executive Director

The release of our “Farming the Ocean in Atlantic Canada” video
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ACFFA Members

Who We Are
The Atlantic Canada Fish Farmers
Association (ACFFA) is an industryfunded association working on behalf
of the salmon farming industry in
New Brunswick and Nova Scotia. The
ACFFA represents salmon producers in
addition to a wide range of supporting
companies and organizations. Salmon
farming employs over 3000 people in
our region and generates over $330
million to our provincial economies.

Our Vision
Atlantic Canada’s finfish aquaculture industry will continue
to be an innovative, competitive economic sector that is a
recognized world leader in sustainable finfish production.

Our Mission
To provide value to our members by taking a leadership
role in the development and implementation of strategies
that are focused on fish health and welfare, environmental
stewardship, innovation and social responsibility within our
communities.

Association Goals
•	Assure the ongoing improvement and implementation of
fish health initiatives that support the production of safe,
high-quality farmed finfish
•	Build effective structures and relationships that result in a
single voice for the finfish aquaculture industry in Atlantic
Canada

Our Association
2012 ACFFA Board
of Directors

Our board of directors is
representative of our membership.
Larry Ingalls (Chair)

Northern Harvest Sea Farms

Nell Halse (Vice Chair)
Cooke Aquaculture Inc.

Bob Sweeney (Secretary/Treasurer)
Sweeney International Marine Corp

Bev Bacon

•	Facilitate the development and awareness of training
and education programs that support increased career
opportunities, especially in rural and coastal communities
in Atlantic Canada

RDI Strategies

•	Collaborate with all levels of government in developing
sound regulatory frameworks and effective support
structures and relationships

Glen Brown

•	Support scientific research and technological development
that is industry-driven and ensures the ongoing
sustainability of an innovative Atlantic aquaculture industry

Ben Forward

•	Continue to respect the environment in which our
members operate and work with other stakeholders to
enhance environmental stewardship

Allison MacKinnon

•	Ensure a secure business climate that provides the
infrastructure necessary to support growth in the Atlantic
Canadian farmed finfish sector
•	Build and maintain positive relationships with local
communities, other marine resource users and
conservation organizations
•	Forge a positive image for Atlantic finfish aquaculture
through regional, national and international initiatives

Morton Benson

Benson Aquaculture
Admiral Fish Farms
Research and Productivity Council (RPC)
Novartis Animal Health Canada

Trevor W. Stanley

Skretting North America

Len Stewart

Aqua Fish Farms

Tom Taylor

Northeast Nutrition Inc.

Our members are leaders in
environmental stewardship and part of
the social fabric of their communities.
They adhere to rigorous, science-based
environmental performance standards
that are among the most stringent in
the world.
Producer Members
Admiral Fish Farms Ltd.
Aqua Fish Farms Ltd.
Benson Aquaculture
Cooke Aquaculture Ltd.
Northern Harvest Sea Farms
Northeast Nutrition
Skretting

Associate Members
Aqua Pharma Inc.
Atlantic Veterinary College
CoastalSmith Inc.
Dominator Marine Services
Don Atkinson Trucking
Downeast Plastics Ltd.
Future Nets&Supplies
Marine Systems International
Marsh Canada Ltd.
Mitchell McConnell Insurance Ltd.
New Brunswick Community College
Novartis Animal Health Canada Inc.
Open Ocean Systems Inc.
Rainbow Net & Rigging Ltd.
RDI Strategies Ltd.
Research and Productivity Council (RPC)
Silk Stevens Ltd.
Sweeney International Marine Corp

ACFFA Staff

The ACFFA is staffed by a dedicated
team of full-time, part-time and
contract individuals.
Pamela Parker Executive Director
Sybil Smith Director of Operations
Doni McGee Executive Assistant
Betty House Research and Development Coordinator
Murray Hill Nova Scotia Regional Manager
Kathy Kaufield Communications Manager
Jim Hanley Wharf Manager

•	Manage the Association ensuring it remains a strong,
representative organization providing value to its members
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Strengthening
Atlantic Canada

Part of our
Communities

The amount of food that will be consumed in the world
in the next 50 years will exceed ALL the food eaten in the
rest of human history. Aquaculture is crucial for supplying
the world’s food needs for the next 50 years.

farmers have built a locally-based, globally competitive,
sustainable aquaculture industry that has, and will
continue to, bring prosperity to our region, especially our
coastal communities.

Atlantic Canada has everything it takes to help realize
aquaculture’s incredible potential to help feed the world.

Atlantic salmon is by far the most important finfish
species grown by our fish farmers, but many companies
are now expanding to include other species such as trout
and arctic char as well as mussels and seaweed from
integrated multi-trophic aquaculture farms.

Our region’s abundant natural ocean environment
makes it one of the best places in the world to farm fish,
especially Atlantic salmon. Over the past 30 years, our fish

World-class salmon. Local commitment.
Atlantic Canada’s salmon farmers love
the communities where they work and
raise their families and are proud to
help contribute to their growth.
In 2012, the ACFFA, with the support of our members, contributed to
our communities in a variety of ways:

“Aquaculture is crucial for supplying the world’s food needs for the next 50 years.”
Former UN Secretary General Kofi Annan
AquaVision, June 2012

•	Volunteering on the organizing committee for Charlotte County’s
Seafood Festival
•	Hosting complimentary salmon farm tours as part of Charlotte County’s
Seafood Festival and New Brunswick Open Farm Day
•	Continuing to operate the Limekiln Service Centre for the benefit of our
industry, government, local fishers and recreational users

Bringing prosperity
to our region
New Brunswick
• $400 million in economic activity
• $147 million to NB’s GDP
•	$69 million direct, $47 million indirect and $31 million in
induced impacts
•	Employs 2,420 men and women, in direct and supply and
service jobs, largely in coastal communities
Nova Scotia
• $80 million in economic activity
• $41.9 million to NS’s GDP

Did you know?

•	Participating in the Nova Scotia Federation of Anglers and Hunters AGM

•	Farmed salmon is New Brunswick’s biggest agriculture-based
export and has the same potential in Nova Scotia.

The ACFFA also supports the following local initiatives:

•	Our region produces over 30 per cent of Canada’s farmed salmon.
•	Our industry includes ocean farms, processing plants,
hatcheries, feed plants, cage and equipment manufacturers,
research facilities, and a range of service and supply
companies including diving, engineering, maintenance and
transportation.
•	Salmon farming has successfully co-existed with a thriving wild
fishery and a vibrant tourism industry for over 30 years in this
region.

•	670 men and women, in direct and supply and service jobs,
largely in coastal communities

•	Lobster landings have increased in areas where salmon
farming thrives.

Jacques Cousteau, 1979
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• Participating in the Sherburne County Exhibition

•	Over 90 per cent of the jobs in the salmon farming industry are
full-time. Seven per cent are part-time and only three per cent
are seasonal.

• $
 22.8 million direct, $10.6 million indirect and $8.5 million
induced impacts

“Ocean farming – mariculture – can protect
the natural stock in the sea as well as vastly
supplement our food supply.”

•	Providing tourism and community information within our farming
regions

• Participating in the Atlantic Prosperity Summit in Halifax, NS

• Citizens for Sustainable Aquaculture, Shelburne, NS
• Musquash Advisory Committee
• Atlantic Salmon Advisory Committee
• Nova Scotia Salmon Association
•	Lobster Science Symposium
• Charlotte County Seafood Festival
• Inner Bay of Fundy Salmon Recovery Project

Five Easy Pieces
Challenge for the
Heart and Stroke
Foundation
Could you wear just five pieces of
clothing to work for an entire month?
ACFFA staffers discovered that, yes, they could.
And they raised $3,000 for the Heart and Stroke
Foundation in the process.
For the entire month of April, both full and parttime staff with ACFFA in New Brunswick and Nova
Scotia selected only five pieces of clothing to wear
to work. Sure, they could choose different shoes,
jewellery or ties to spice things up – but think about
it – five pieces for one whole month!
Yes, they did a lot of laundry!
We’ve all been touched by heart disease and stroke,
and this is a terrific way for us to raise awareness
and support research into Canada’s biggest killers
while also promoting our heart-healthy Atlantic
salmon.
The Five Easy Pieces challenge was created by our
friends at the BC Salmon Farmers Association who
launched this successful initiative in 2011. In 2012
they invited us to take up this challenge with them
and help spread heart-healthy messages from
coast to coast.
The ACFFA staff raised funds largely through
pledges, but this year we’ve already started to raise
funds through a variety of activities we host – like
collecting donations when we did our tours for
Open Farm Days.
We want to grow this worthy initiative so we are
challenging our members to join us this year.

•	Wild salmon numbers fluctuate in areas both with and without
salmon farms.
•	Salmon farming is transforming coastal, rural communities
from areas of high unemployment to relative prosperity. In
Charlotte County NB alone, the industry creates 1,870 jobs – 16
per cent of the workforce.
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Other fish health challenges
Nova Scotia was challenged this year by an outbreak of Infectious
Salmon Anemia (ISA), a serious but manageable virus that occurs in
nature but can also affect salmon farms.

Growing our
Fish with Care

Evidence of ISA has existed in the wild fishery on the east coast for over
100 years. This year’s ISA occurrence in Nova Scotia was the first in
many years. ISA has not been confirmed in New Brunswick since 1996.
Since 1996 when ISA was identified on New Brunswick salmon farms,
farmers have worked with scientists, veterinarians and government
to manage and prevent outbreaks. Atlantic salmon farmers work with
biologists, oceanographic specialists and private and government
veterinarians and regulators for advice and oversight on their everyday
farming practices. They follow innovative farming techniques such as
area management, crop rotation, fallowing of farms between crops
and strict biosecurity protocols to keep fish healthy until they are ready
for harvest.

Atlantic fish farmers follow the highest
fish health management standards and
are dedicated to producing high quality
and nutritious food.

Our farmers know that ISA is a serious threat to the health of their fish
so rigorous testing and monitoring is in place to detect the presence
of viruses, including ISA, as quickly as possible. These protocols and
proactive action on the part of our farmers helped ensure this year’s
occurrence affected only a small percentage of fish and provided
evidence that our fish health management protocols are effective.

Integrated Pest Management Plan

During the current year the ACFFA has accomplished
the following:

Sea lice are naturally occurring parasites that affect wild and farmed fish
alike. They do not pose a risk to human health, but too many sea lice can
stress salmon, making them vulnerable to disease. High concentrations
of sea lice are not found in every farming area. For example, sea lice
treatments on salmon farms have not been necessary in Nova Scotia for
close to 20 years.

•	Provided communication on IPMP and sea lice management
in New Brunswick and Nova Scotia through the development
and distribution of fact sheets, newspaper editorials, media
tours, public speaking events and farm tours

Avoiding sea lice treatments is the top priority of Atlantic salmon farmers
who have developed management practises to reduce the likelihood of
high concentrations of sea lice. Those practises include: selecting farm
sites with good water circulation; reducing stocking density on the farms;
fallowing production sites; ensuring only salmon born in a single year are
present at each farm site which prevents older farmed salmon already
exposed to the parasite from transferring it to incoming smolts. While
these management procedures, along with cold winter temperatures,
greatly reduce the incidence of sea lice, outbreaks may still occur and
sometimes our fish need to be treated by a veterinarian.
Since 2010, the Association has focused significant resources on gaining
support for an Integrated Pest Management Plan (IPMP) for sea lice in the
Bay of Fundy based on science.
An IPMP combines farm management practises with stable access to a
variety of approved treatments that veterinarians can use strategically
to target various life stages of sea lice while considering environmental
constraints such as water temperatures. This approach allows farmers to
use the right product at the right time, thus reducing the overall amount
of treatment used while keeping lice numbers at an acceptable low level.
To date, our efforts to make real and lasting progress on a fully
operational IPMP have met with limited success. Fundamental to an
effective IPMP are regulatory approvals for a full suite of treatments
and timely authorizations to evaluate products and delivery methods
(such as well-boats). Advocacy on this front will continue to be a priority
for our industry.
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Healthy Salmon
Program
2012 marked the seventh year the ACFFA
operated the Healthy Salmon Program
in collaboration with the Canadian
Aquaculture Industry Alliance. Betty
House, who began managing the program
this year, conducts farm audits that
ensure approved treatment use on fish
farms complies with the requirements of
the Canadian Food Inspection Agency.
Audits include an assessment of: onfarm fish health management practices;
therapeutant handling, storage and use;
the recording system used for tracking
treatments and withdrawal times.

•	Collaborated with provincial regulators in issuing treatment
notifications to a broad range of stakeholders
•	Issued an annual report on sea lice management in New
Brunswick which also contains an overview of lice numbers by
Bay Management Areas
•	Invested in research in a variety of areas including: neutralizing
active ingredients in treatment products, environmental fate
and impact to non-target species from treatment products,
biological controls for sea lice such as the use of cunner fish
and mussel filters
•	Developed a collaborative and coordinated sea lice
management and treatment plan for New Brunswick
•	Supported on-going evaluation of sea lice management
practices and treatment plans
•	Advocated for the creation of a national IPMP to support fish
health through the National Fish Health Working Group
•	Worked with the Atlantic Veterinary College to develop a sea
lice certification program for salmon farm staff
•	Continued to advocate with the Canadian Food Inspection
Agency for changes in feed regulation to enable us to access
novel feeds for sea lice management

Sustainability
and Innovation
Atlantic Canada’s fish farmers are committed to
building the most responsible and sustainable
aquaculture industry in the world. We care about
the marine environment in which we live and work.
If we are not cautious stewards of our environment,
then we can’t farm, our neighbours can’t fish, and
the ocean we love won’t be here in its present form
for our children and grandchildren.

•	Continued to work with industry and regulators to evaluate
and to explore access to other sea lice treatments and/or
technologies
• Supported regulatory amendments for improved sea lice
monitoring
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Sustainability
and Innovation

We support scientific
research and technological
development that is
industry-driven and ensures
the on-going sustainability
of an innovative Atlantic
aquaculture sector.

A performance-based system for environmental
management of freshwater salmon aquaculture
The ACFFA has been working with the NB Department of the Environment and
Local Government on the development of an environmental performance based
management system and regulation for the freshwater sector.
The ACFFA has developed a proposal for the development of a Code of Practice to
Support Environmental Performance Based Management and Regulation of Land-based
Freshwater Salmon Aquaculture in New Brunswick. This Code of Practice would include
best management practices for all freshwater salmon facilities and would contribute
to enhanced environmental sustainability, ensure regulatory compliance with the new
PBS, promote operational efficiencies and enhance fish health management. The
development of Best Management Practises may help facility managers identify areas
for improvement within their effluent treatment systems, and help identify potential for
new, greener technology.
This Code could serve as a template for other Atlantic jurisdictions where our
members operate.

Conservation and Environmental Stewardship
The ACFFA works collaboratively with a range of stakeholders to enhance our
environmental stewardship. The ACFFA in collaboration with Admiral Fish Farms
participated for a third year in supporting the Inner Bay of Fundy Salmon Recovery
Project. In addition, our members participate in a variety of conservation-based activities
from providing hatchery services for other wild salmon rehabilitation projects to
supporting fund-raising dinners or through direct donations to conservation programs.
The ACFFA continues to build and strengthen relationships with the environmental
sector. In 2012, we have been involved in the following activities:
• Atlantic Salmon Advisory Committee
•	Canadian delegation to the North Atlantic Salmon Conservation
Organization (NASCO)
•	Lobster Foundation Annual Conference
•	New Brunswick and Nova Scotia Aquaculture Environment Coordinating Committees
• Nova Scotia Federation of Anglers and Hunters (AGM)
• Musquash Estuary MPA Advisory Committee
• Nova Scotia Salmon Association
• Supporting local beach clean-up activities
We also invite conservation organizations such as the Atlantic Salmon Federation
and representatives from the Atlantic Coalition for Aquaculture Reform to attend and
participate in research meetings and industry open houses in both Nova Scotia and
New Brunswick.
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“A lot of people contributed their time,
experience, expertise, hopes and dreams.
I hope this success story is the start of
something greater.”
FISH FARMERS HELP WITH COMEBACK OF
ENDANGERED WILD SALMON
Wild Atlantic salmon made a tentative comeback in the inner Bay
of Fundy this fall as the result of an award-winning, collaborative
partnership that relies on the expertise of our salmon farmers.
Scientists at Fundy National Park counted 40 fish in the Upper Salmon
River this fall – the most salmon seen in the area in over 20 years.
“These are preliminary results but it’s huge news,” says Resource
Conservation Technician Corey Clarke, who leads this Inner Bay of Fundy
Salmon Recovery Project for Parks Canada. “From Parks Canada’s
perspective, this has just been a raging success. We’ve learned something
about a method of conservation could actually provide some positive
results for a population that is right on the brink of extinction. That is an
incredible story.”
For the past several years, the ACFFA, Admiral Fish Farms Ltd., the
Department of Fisheries and Oceans and the Parks Canada Agency have
worked collaboratively on the Inner Bay of Fundy Salmon Recovery
Project. This partnership saw wild smolts from the Upper Salmon River
in Fundy National Park transported to aquaculture net pens in the Bay of
Fundy, where they remained for close to two years. A portion of the fish
were tagged and then released near their home rivers.
This fall, by collecting a sample of the returning fish and finding a
small tag in each one, Clarke and his colleagues suspect most if not all
of the returning fish were released as part of this project last fall and
have thus survived nearly a year on their own in the Bay of Fundy. The
project came about after Clarke and a colleague were invited to ACFFA’s
annual research meeting in 2008. When talk came around to a potential
partnership, salmon farmers eagerly volunteered, says Clarke.
“They stood up right there and said, ‘We’ll give it a try. We’ll grow some
wild fish for you’,” says Clarke.
In the beginning every salmon farming company – Cooke, Northern
Harvest, Admiral - provided support to get the project started. Clarke says
the knowledge, expertise and equipment provided by salmon farmers
have been key to the project’s success. Initially, the net pens used were
too large, making it hard to feed and track the fish. Clarke says Admiral’s

area manager Howard Streight and his staff were quick to
propose options for a smaller pen design.
“When something hasn’t been done before, there is no
recipe or instructions, but Admiral showed some incredible
dedication and determination to this project and found a
different design for the pen,” says Clarke. “In their business,
they are used to finding a way around problems and they
found a way. Their innovation is the biggest thing they
brought to the table, along with a different perspective and a
completely cooperative and dedicated attitude to success.”
Clarke said the work by Admiral’s farm staff was also crucial
to the project’s success.
“I just had to trust that they were doing the best they could
to keep our fish alive, to get them to maturity so I could
work with them on the next step, and I think they did a
stellar job of doing that.”
As part of the project, researchers took a small group of
fish reared in sea pens and spawned them in captivity
to monitor juvenile survival. Preliminary results suggest
offspring from cage reared fish survived better than those
from hatchery-reared parents.
All of the fish that had been held in sea pens in both St.
George and Grand Manan have now been released. Clarke
says formal results will be published this spring.
Streight says Clarke’s passion for this project is a major
contributor to its success.
“The information sharing between the IBoF recovery
team and the aquaculture industry over the past three
years has been invaluable and brought Inner Bay of
Fundy salmon recovery within reach,” he said. “Together,
working beside each other, we’ve been able to accomplish
something significant. A lot of people contributed their
time, experience, expertise, hopes and dreams. I hope this
success story is the start of something greater.”
Corey says the preliminary data collected this fall is certainly
hopeful.
“We’ve worked with an industry that is not a typical
industry for us to partner with, and we’ve had a really good
experience on all fronts. We have learned a lot about how
their industry works. I think the industry has learned a lot
about how our conservation approach works and why we
are so thrilled that 40 fish returned to a river. They are as
excited about it as we are.”
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Groundbreaking
Lobster Survey
The number of berried female lobsters more than tripled
in an area near Grand Manan after a salmon farm began,
according to a comprehensive lobster survey.

Research and Development
Fish farming – and helping to feed the world – depends on new
technology and research.

The ACFFA is proactive in maintaining relationships with
R&D agencies and collaborators at the regional, national and
international level by participating in research workshops and
in the development of collaborative research programs. This
included attendance at:
• Sea Lice 2012

Salmon farming started in Atlantic Canada 30 years
ago because some forward-thinking individuals – from
farmers and scientists to veterinarians and entrepreneurs
– were willing to work together using science-based
research to build a brand new industry.
Salmon farmers are problem-solvers and innovators.
They work with top scientists from the federal and
provincial governments, universities and the private
sector on a wide variety of research projects aimed at
strengthening and improving their industry. New and
exciting research is ongoing into feed formulations to
reduce waste and improve feed conversion, net pen
technologies to reduce the use of anti-foulants and help
keep nets cleaner, traps to “catch” lice and Integrated
Multi-Trophic Aquaculture.
Salmon farmers are investing millions of dollars into new
technology, including well-boats and Eco-bath systems
to make sea lice treatments more environmentallyfriendly.

our government representatives to ensure scientific
expertise and capacity is not lost.
Our salmon farmers have a long history of collaborating
on science-based research to grow this industry. We
continue to advocate for a collaborative Pan Atlantic
approach to optimize resources to advance our goals
to access the necessary tools for sea lice management
and other fish health priorities and research to support
enhanced environmental management.

•	Lobster Sustainability Workshop
• Inner Bay of Fundy Salmon Recovery Team Meetings
•	Saint John River Management Advisory Committee meeting
•	Aquaculture Engagement Initiative Regional Workshop –
Atlantic Policy Congress of First Nations Chiefs
• Canadian Science Advisory Secretariat Sea Lice
•	Canadian Science Advisory Secretariat Integrated Multi Trophic
Aquaculture

Research / activities in which ACFFA is an active
participant on behalf of the salmon industry:

• AquaSur 2012

•	Denaturing research on deltamethrin and
azamethiphos in collaboration with Research and
Productivity Council (RPC)

•	Newfoundland Aquaculture Industry Alliance Annual Conference

•	Sea lice monitoring, evaluation and third party auditing
through the Atlantic Veterinary College (AVC) based on
data inputted into the Decision Support System

They also actively support projects aimed at restoring
the diminishing wild salmon populations in this region’s
rivers as well as participating in monitoring and research
programs involving juvenile lobster habitat, lobster
migration, fishing pressure and potential effects of farm
operations on the marine environment.

•	Inner Bay of Fundy wild salmon rehabilitation project in
collaboration with Admiral, Parks Canada and DFO

Leading the development of a research program that
advances fish health priorities is one of the ACFFA’s main
roles.

• Cleaner fish research (Cunner fish and other species)

The ACFFA began a process in 2009 to facilitate meetings
of government, academia, veterinarians, pharmaceutical
companies and industry to review the existing research
programs, identify persisting knowledge gaps and
to identify research priorities for the coming year. In
2012 our companies continued to make significant
investments into research but recent budget cuts at
both the provincial and federal levels are worrisome to a
science-based industry like ours. We continue to advocate

• Aquaculture Association of Canada Annual Conference

Other research projects that are being led by salmon
farming companies include:
• Residue testing for various fish health medicines

• Nova Scotia Sea Farmers Conference
•	Canadian Science Advisory Secretariat Steering Committee –
European Egg Imports for Newfoundland
•	Aquaculture Collaborative Research and Development Program
Annual Meeting
The ACFFA participates on a variety of R&D based committees
and/or networks including:
•	Atlantic Canada Aquaculture Industry Research and
Development Network (ACAIRDN)
•	National Fish Health Working Group
•	Aquaculture Collaborative Research and Development Program
– National Committee

• Efficacy of mussels as a filter for sea lice and lice traps

•	Aquaculture Collaborative Research and Development Program
– Technical Committee

•	Hydrogen peroxide bath effects on salmon skin
epithelium

•	Aquaculture Association of Canada

• Broodstock development

•	Multi-Nation Sea Lice Working Group

•	Quantifying salmon feed waste

The ACFFA also provides workshops and training opportunities
for the industry. During the past year we offered the following:

• Feed trials to test alternate feed ingredients

•	Sea lice certification training - September 27/28, 2012

• Sediment Profile Imagery

•	New Brunswick Community College Priority Information Session
- April 2, 2012

The first project of its kind, this lobster survey showed the
number of berried females increased from eight in 2009 to
26 in 2010.
“That’s a huge increase,” says Amanda Smith, a Marine
Environmental Biologist with Sweeney International
Marine Corp., the St. Stephen-based company conducting
the survey. During the three years before Benson
Aquaculture began a small salmon farm in Cheney Head,
the total number of lobsters in and around the proposed
farm ranged from 71-130, with berried females ranging
from only three to eight.
During the two years of production when fish were
contained in the net pens and sea lice management actions
were taken, the number of lobsters skyrocketed to as
high as 251 in August 2011. The number of berried females
hit 24 that year too. Lobster numbers remained high the
following year when the farm was fallow, with between
134-169 lobsters in August and September 2012.
“What the survey is clearly showing at this point is that the
salmon farm did not have a negative impact on the lobster
populations,” says Bob Sweeney, owner of SIMCorp.
Sweeney says this lobster survey is unique and
groundbreaking because it includes three years of solid
baseline data collected before the farm operations began.
To his knowledge, a comprehensive survey of this kind
hasn’t been done anywhere else in the world, he says. The
project involved sending divers down to swim along several
transects each of which were 1000 feet in length along the
ocean floor so they could identify the lobsters, measure
them, compile numbers of males, females and berried
females as well as count scallops. All the surveys were
videotaped; the divers, scientists and designated survey
locations were approved by the Department of Fisheries
and Oceans.
“The data collected is extremely beneficial to fishermen
because it helps answer some of their questions and it’s
beneficial to the aquaculture industry and researchers,”
says Sweeney. “It helps answer questions about what
impact a farm has on lobster population, and this survey
shows the farm did not have a negative impact.”

• ACFFA R&D Workshop - November 14 and 15, 2012
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Supporting a sound
regulatory system
Advocacy work continues in support of enabling, science-based
regulation and policy to promote sustainable aquaculture
development in Atlantic Canada. This includes an Aquaculture
Development Strategy for Canada and a collaborative approach
to harmonization of regulation and policy for salmon farming in
Atlantic Canada.

Continuing to
Build our Industry

The ACFFA continues to support a regulatory and policy review
for aquaculture in Atlantic Canada. The Atlantic Canadian
Aquaculture Ministers have now agreed to work together on a
variety of issues including fish health regulation and criteria for
aquaculture bay management areas. The industry must be fully
engaged in this process so that it can bring valuable practical
knowledge and experience on the regulatory framework that
is currently in place and bring on-farm expertise to the table.
Ongoing industry engagement will ensure that enabling
regulatory and policy frameworks that are supported by worldclass research are developed in a timely manner.
ACFFA currently represents the industry at the provincial,
national and international level through membership and/or
participation in:
• Canadian Aquaculture Industry Alliance (CAIA)

We were pleased to see the Nova Scotia government unveil its
Aquaculture Development Strategy in 2012, which was an important
step in the development of that province’s sustainable salmon
farming sector.
Nova Scotia has an unprecedented opportunity
to create jobs and economic growth in its coastal
communities by capitalizing on aquaculture’s
potential. The province’s strategy will help guide
the growth of the sector, and we look forward
to working collaboratively with the Nova Scotia
government and other stakeholders as the strategy
is implemented over the next three years.
Nova Scotia will see significant growth in its salmon
farming industry with news this year that Cooke
Aquaculture will grow its farming operations in
coastal Nova Scotia, construct and operate a new
salmon hatchery in Digby, expand its existing feed
mill in Truro and expand its overall operations to
include a fish processing facility in Shelburne. New
jobs have already been created as a result.
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The ACFFA continues to build strong relationships
with aquaculture interests in key areas of Nova
Scotia and New Brunswick and across Canada.
We work with a range of interest groups, both
internal and external to our industry, to support
sustainable aquaculture development. We engage
the Newfoundland Aquaculture Industry Association
in collaborative public and consumer education
activities and are proactively working with them
to support research into the viability of importing
disease-free eggs for Newfoundland production. The
ACFFA is also working with its colleagues in other
Atlantic Canadian aquaculture associations towards
building a Pan Atlantic collaborative approach to
industry development, research and consumer
education.

• Aquaculture Association of Canada (AAC)
•	Atlantic Canada Aquaculture Industry Research and
Development Network (ACAIRDN)
•	Aquaculture Collaborative Research Development Program
(ACDRP) National Committee
• International Salmon Farmers Association (ISFA)
• National Fish Health Working Group
• Member of the Canadian delegation to NASCO
• NB Aquaculture Environmental Coordinating Committee
• NS Aquaculture Environmental Coordinating Committee
• NB Marine Advisory Committee
• NB Government/Aquaculture Industry Working Group
•	Department of Fisheries and Oceans Sustainability Reporting
Initiative Working Group
•	Canadian Advisory Science Secretariat European Egg Import
Steering Committee
• National Aquaculture Government/Industry Working Group
• Atlantic Canada Food and Beverage Sector Group
•	Traditional Fishery and Aquaculture Working Group
(currently inactive)
Participation in national and international associations and
forums enables the ACFFA to build relationships and to ensure
the industry’s interests are represented. Participation also
provides ACFFA and its members timely access to information
on technology transfer, sustainability practices, market
competitiveness and general communication.

Associations/networks we participated in during
2012/13 include:
•	International Salmon Farmers Association General Meetings
• Boston International Seafood Show
• European Seafood Show
•	North Atlantic Salmon Conservation Organization (member
of the Canadian delegation)
• Sea Lice 2012
• AquaVision 2012
• AquaSur 2012
•	Aquaculture Association of Canada annual meeting and
research workshops
Membership in Canadian aquaculture industry associations and
participation in national projects ensures members of the ACFFA
have a voice in influencing decisions that are made on behalf of
the industry and keeps them informed on activities that could
impact their sector.
The ACFFA has attended meetings of the following Canadian
industry associations:
• Canadian Aquaculture Industry Alliance
• Aquaculture Association of Canada
•	Atlantic Canada Aquaculture Industry Research and
Development Network
• Newfoundland Aquaculture Industry Association
• AANS Sea Farmers Conference
In addition we maintain close communication with industry
associations in PEI, Nova Scotia, Newfoundland, Ontario and BC.

Training and Education
The ACFFA works to increase awareness of career opportunities
that aquaculture brings to rural and coastal communities.
Through collaboration with the NB Community College, a
total of 5 high school classes were visited to support career
awareness opportunities available in aquaculture. The ACFFA
provides support materials for these presentations. These
presentations were made at high schools in Saint John,
Hampton and Oromocto. ACFFA staff met with students from
the NS Agriculture College and with students in the aquaculture
program at NBCC. Our members also play an active role in other
communities in New Brunswick and Nova Scotia by speaking
to Community College and University students and others who
have an interest in a career in salmon farming.
The ACFFA continues to lead the Aquaculture Health and Safety
Working Group which identifies shortcomings in regulation
and opportunities for coordinated training. We also continue
to work closely with our members and Provincial Governments
to support increased development and delivery of training
opportunities.
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Telling our Story
The story of our industry is one of hard work,
innovation and collaboration.
Our people are passionate about what they do.
They are committed to their communities and to
protecting the environment.

We’re getting better at telling people how we farm, what we do
to protect the marine environment and how we bring prosperity
and jobs to coastal communities.
Yet, misinformation and myths about salmon farming
continue. The voices of thousands of people who work in
aquaculture throughout Atlantic Canada are often drowned
out by a vocal minority. The people in our industry are asking
for help. They want to be heard. In response the ACFFA led
an industry steering committee to launch a new website –
www.ActforAquaculture.ca – to help challenge myths and
misinformation about salmon farming in Atlantic Canada.
‘Act for Aquaculture’ invites people to “read” the facts on
salmon farming, “reflect” on what they have read and “react”
by signing up for updates or sending a letter to their MLA
or MHA. The “reflect” section includes a blog and we will be
calling on expertise from the industry to ensure that we are
providing accurate responses to issues. It also features further
information on specific topics and links to other resources.
‘Act for Aquaculture’ is a tool that will enable the people who
work in our industry to tell their own story and make sure the
facts about salmon farming are heard.

Education and providing factual information about
salmon aquaculture through face-to-face dialogue
is critical if we are to achieve our communications
goals. Speaking engagements provide an
opportunity to reach audiences on a personal
level and contribute significantly to the industry
achieving its ‘social license’ in small communities.
Some of the speaking opportunities we accepted this
year include the following:

The ACFFA continued to spread the word about our industry in
other ways in 2012:

• Digby Board of Trade

•	We produced a nine-minute video on salmon farming in Atlantic
Canada. Entitled “Farming the Ocean”, the video shows how
salmon are grown “from egg to plate” and highlights the industry’s
importance to coastal communities in Atlantic Canada. This
production was very popular with trade commissioners in the United
States and with our provincial seafood marketing representatives.
It has been distributed to all Nova Scotia and New Brunswick
MLAs and MPs, local government representatives and to tourism
operators. Two shorter videos focusing on food quality and
environmental sustainability were also created.

• NS Federation of Anglers and Hunters AGM

•	Yarmouth Municipal Council
• Atlantic Prosperity Summit in Halifax NS
• NB Community College

•	We continued to be active on Twitter and on Facebook. An ‘Act for
Aquaculture’ Twitter account will also be activated.
•	We developed a “Who is Fish Farming?” series that appeared
regularly in the St. Croix Courier, Charlotte County’s regional
newspaper, on our website and on our Facebook page. The stories
put a face to the people who work in all parts of the industry - from
fish health and net-making to hatchery design and processing. A
similar series is being developed for Nova Scotia.
•	We finalized interpretative information panels to educate tourists
and the public about salmon farming in Atlantic Canada. These
panels have been installed in Shelburne and St. Andrews and other
panels are slated for high tourism areas near salmon farms in both
Nova Scotia and New Brunswick.
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Stacy Fielding: A fish health
veterinarian finds her niche
in aquaculture
Stacy Fielding has a confession to make.
She gets a wee bit attached to the salmon she tends to at Cooke
Aquaculture Inc.
“People might call me crazy but I can’t help it,” laughs Fielding, a
fish health veterinarian. “I see them right from egg to adulthood. I
see all the babies and then a year later I always say, ‘Oh, there are
the babies all grown up!’.”
Working at Cooke Aquaculture in Black’s Harbour for the past three
years has given Fielding the opportunity to discover her career
passion – fish health in a livestock setting.
“A salmon farm is a working farm, just like a dairy farm,” says
Fielding. “The approach is the same. The problem-solving process
and the diagnostic process are very similar.”
That means Fielding focuses on the health and well-being of the
entire population at a farm rather than on individual animals.
“I have always thought of myself as a big picture thinker, so
‘production’ medicine is a really natural fit for me,” she says. “Focusing
on a group rather than an individual, I like to think that way.”
Fielding never dreamed she’d work in aquaculture when she
enrolled at The Atlantic Veterinary College, but after spending a
summer working at its Centre for Aquatic Health Sciences, she was
hooked.
Fielding says she loves the challenging work and the variety of
tasks that come with caring for animals on a farm. She rarely
spends a day at her desk. Instead, she’s examining fish on a boat
on a marine site, checking on the broodstock at a hatchery or
analyzing samples in the laboratory.
Her main role as one of Cooke’s three fish health veterinarians is
to investigate any fish health concerns involving any of the fish from the broodstock and hatchery fish to those in marine pens and
those used in research and development.
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“Less than three per cent of the feed given to our fish contains an
antibiotic. I think there is a misunderstanding in the public about
that. You hear about people who think fish are on antibiotics right
from day one, constantly for their whole growth cycle, which is
definitely not the case,” says Fielding. “We as veterinarians have
an obligation to treat a disease if it is present or else it becomes
an animal welfare concern. That’s what I feel. Medicines do
sometimes have to be used and if we use them responsibly, that’s
our duty as veterinarians.”
Fielding says fish cannot be harvested until their flesh is clear of
any medicine. The veterinarians send samples for analysis before
fish are harvested, and third-party auditors also do random
sampling.
Fielding also helps carry out monthly disease surveillance at
Cooke’s operations in New Brunswick and Maine. She tests fish for
bacterial diseases like kidney disease and viruses such as infectious
salmon anemia (ISA). She also supervises sea lice treatments when
those are necessary and oversees the fish health department’s
work on smolt vaccinations.
“Salmon need to be vaccinated before they go into salt water
because a lot of bacteria and viruses exist in the environment
naturally, and our fish need to have some degree of protection
against those once they enter the ocean,” she says.
Fielding is currently working on her Master of Science degree in
Livestock Health and Production through the distance education
program at The Royal Veterinary College in London, England.
She wants to further develop her skills so she can continue to
contribute to Atlantic Canada’s salmon farming industry.
“If you are interested in science or aquaculture, Atlantic Canada is
the place to be because our industry here is growing, and it’s just
fantastic to be part of that.”

Amanda Smith: One of a growing number of
women who work in aquaculture
Amanda Smith will often get asked this question: Are you on the
side of aquaculture or the environment?
Her answer is short and simple.
“Both,” she says with a smile.
Smith is a Marine Environmental Biologist with Sweeney International Marine
Corp., a St. Stephen-based company that provides aquaculture environmental
management services in New Brunswick, Nova Scotia and Newfoundland.
“I don’t see aquaculture as a ‘one side versus the other’ situation,” says Smith,
who lives in St. Stephen. “I’m a biologist who works in the aquaculture industry
and an environmentalist too. I feel I play an important role in preserving our
oceans while helping our fish farmers to develop this industry.”
Smith is one of a growing number of women who work in Canada’s $2.1 billion
aquaculture industry, which has become a magnet for women seeking fulltime, year-round employment in coastal communities. Key roles in research
and development, fish health, environmental sustainability, processing and
communications are increasingly being filled by women. Approximately 40 per
cent of Canada’s 14,500 aquaculture jobs are held by women.
Smith says she knew little about aquaculture before joining SIMCorp in 2009.
The focus of her science studies at Dalhousie University was genetics.
“My research focused on fruit flies. This is totally a switch, but I love it,” she says.
She began her career working at the Atlantic Reference Centre of the Huntsman
Marine Science Centre in St. Andrews and then with the education department
of the Atlantic Salmon Federation. When a job came up at SIMCorp, Smith was
eager to learn about aquaculture.
Started by Bob Sweeney about 10 years ago, SIMCorp has grown to 18 staffers,
three offices throughout Atlantic Canada and a laboratory. In the summer
months, much of SIMCorp’s work focuses on environmental surveys at fish
farms.
In New Brunswick, every farm is required to have an on-site environmental
assessment during each year of production, which can be government audited.

Assessments of impacts by fish farms on the ocean floor
begin 50 meters from the cage. She uses a video camera
to observe the health of the sea floor and any changes
that may occur as she moves closer to the cage edge.
“We take a sediment sample from the sea floor next
to the cage and analyze it for sulphide, an indicator of
organic enrichment,” she says.
If she notices anything such as excess feed on the floor,
organic growth on the net or faunal populations that
differ drastically as she moves in towards the farm, she
notifies the farmer and they work together to solve it.
She then compiles her findings –including the video
footage – for the farmer and the provincial regulators.
Smith says she loves getting the chance to study the
ocean floor.
“We’re one of the few people who actually see the
ocean bottom,” she says. “A lot of sites are beautiful.
Many people believe that the area underneath fish
farms is a dead zone, which is untrue” she says.
She also helps conduct comprehensive environmental
assessments when farmers apply for new sites or to
change the boundaries on existing farms.
“We collect sediment, video footage, data about
currents, about the traditional fishery, wind and wave
information. We even look at the labour force in the
area,” she says.
Smith says she’s glad she found her way into the
aquaculture industry and if she decides to get her
Master’s degree in the future, she’d like to focus her
research on fish farming.
“Aquaculture has given me a tremendous opportunity
to do what I want to do and still stay in Charlotte
County,” she says.

Smith loves the summer the best because she can get out on the water to do
her work.
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the structure of taking an animal from 100 grams to 5 kilos in 18
months. I like the way everyone at Admiral comes together to
make that happen.”
As the manager for several farms, Streight works to ensure his
staffers have the tools and support necessary to grow healthy
fish. For example, Streight was instrumental in helping Admiral
launch its own work health and safety policies overseeing
everything from life jacket and hard hat use to boat safety and
diver certification.

Clarence Blanchard: One man’s
leap of faith brings jobs to Charlotte
County

“Without aquaculture, I don’t know what I would be doing.
It opened up a door and an opportunity for me. It’s allowed
me to build a business in my community, an area that needed
employment,” he says.

Twenty-two years ago, Clarence Blanchard saw an
opportunity and took a leap of faith.

Nowadays, he talks passionately about his work and his
plans for Future Nets. His eyes light up as he describes the
various types of nets, what they are made of and how they are
constructed.

The result?
He and his wife Sheila built a successful business that employs
35 full-time workers in the community where he grew up.
“This is bigger than I ever dreamed,” says Blanchard, pointing
to the ten buildings on his 11 acre property in Pennfield.
“When we started, I thought maybe we’d grow to six guys and
a few customers but we’ve evolved so much more than I ever
thought. It’s been quite amazing.”
Blanchard is the owner of Future Nets, a company that
manufactures, cleans and services aquaculture nets. He’s one
of the hundreds of people in the Charlotte County Region who
make their living in aquaculture, an industry which generates
over $270 million in revenue in New Brunswick. In Charlotte
County, aquaculture creates 1,870 jobs – that’s 16 per cent of
the workforce.
“I love what I do,” says Blanchard, who was born in Black’s
Harbour and grew up in Pennfield. “I like seeing what I create.
I’m a hands-on kind of guy.”
Blanchard says he’s always been an entrepreneur at heart. He
went to work when he was just seven years old.
“I used to jump on my bike and ride to the local restaurant and
pick up lunches for some of the workers and pedal it back to the
plant for a dime,” he says with a laugh.
When aquaculture began in Charlotte County about 30 years
ago, Blanchard immediately saw potential and started working
in the industry and learning net-making skills. At the time,
many companies were buying their nets in Nova Scotia, and he
realized opportunities existed for net-makers in the area.
He asked a local farmer if he would support him if he started
making nets. The farmer said yes and Blanchard was off
and running.
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“I like to think we have the best nets in the world here in the
Bay of Fundy. We have the highest tides with the biggest
energy. It’s wild,” he says. “And our nets withstand that.”
A typical net pen has three nets – one to keep the fish inside,
another to keep predators like seals out and one on the top to
keep birds out.
In recent years, net maintenance has formed the biggest
part of Blanchard’s business, but he plans to grow the net
manufacturing side of his operation once again.
Blanchard says he’d like his company to develop nets that last
longer, weigh less and require less maintenance.
“We’re looking at new equipment, new materials, new net
designs that might make a difference for us and help our
industry grow some more,” he says. “Just like the salmon
farmers we serve, I keep moving forward and developing new
technologies and innovating.”
He also uses his net-making skills to help out community
groups as often as he can. He’s currently making six soccer nets
that he will donate to a Saint John area group.
Blanchard recently made a significant investment in his
business by improving his water circulation system and
constructing wetlands next to his facilities to naturally handle
any run-off.
“I am always trying to do things better, to improve my
business,” he says. “I am devoted to this industry and I want to
see it evolve. I see huge potential for this industry.”

Howard Streight: Long-time
aquaculture pro is always looking
for ways to evolve the industry
Howard Streight is thinking about aerobics for
salmon.
Yes, aerobics.
For farmed Atlantic salmon.
As an Area Manager for Grand Manan’s Admiral Fish Farms,
Streight is usually buzzing with new ideas to continue to evolve
operations at his company’s salmon farms.
He’s just read a new research article that suggests farmers should
exercise their smolts prior to transferring them from freshwater
hatcheries to saltwater marine pens.
“It’s like aerobics for salmon,” he says with a laugh. “The research
suggests increasing tank velocity, so the current is going faster,
so the fish have to swim more. That way, the smolts will better
able to withstand the tides, storms and waves when they arrive
in the marine environment.”
Streight, who has worked in New Brunswick’s salmon farming
industry for 21 years, says nothing is static in this business.
“Every production cycle is different. You are always learning
something new, bringing a new element to bear with every
cycle,” he says
Streight brings a wealth of training and experience to his role as
Area Manager at Admiral.
After studying aquaculture at Sir Sanford Fleming College in
Ontario, Streight, a Calgary resident, headed east.
He soon landed a job feeding fish and changing nets at Fundy
Aquaculture in Grand Manan and later worked in the company’s
freshwater hatchery. After 12 years, he moved to St. Andrews to
take on a new challenge at Corey Feeds, where he provided site
support services to customers. He’s worked with Admiral for the
past five years.
“I enjoy the challenge of farming. I like livestock. The fact that
it was finfish was completely out of the blue,” he says. “I enjoy

“That’s a huge focus for us and for all the salmon farming
companies. We want to do everything we can to make our
workplace safe. We look at each activity and assess the risk
involved,” he says.
Streight is also focusing efforts on improving training for
employees. Admiral’s ESQU™ brand requires employees to be
trained about the specific procedures and farming practises used
by the company.
“The entire industry is always evolving. More workers are getting
formal aquaculture educations or increased training. Working in
our industry is becoming a profession as opposed to a summer
job,” he says.
Like many other salmon farmers, Streight is also involved in
collaborative research projects with researchers and scientists.
His favorite project to date is his work with the Inner Bay of
Fundy Salmon Recovery Project, an award winning partnership
between Atlantic Canada Fish Farmers Association (ACFFA),
Admiral, the Department of Fisheries and Oceans and the Parks
Canada Agency.
In this project wild smolts from the Upper Salmon River in Fundy
National Park were transported to aquaculture net pens in the
Bay of Fundy, where they remained for close to two years. A
portion of the fish were tagged and then released near their
home rivers. Researchers have been tracking these fish and early
results are extremely positive.
“They have counts in that river system that have not been seen
in over 20 years and the majority of these wild fish were reared
in sea pens prior to their release,” says Streight. “These results
are huge, absolutely phenomenal. It’s been a fabulous learning
experience.”
Not only are the early results exciting, but Streight says working
with the wild fish taught him lessons he’s brought back to the
fish farms. As the result of observing the wild fish that they fed
by hand, he learned that smaller fish can eat bigger food pellets
than believed. That means less wasted feed and allows the fish to
conserve energy by eating fewer pellets.
“It’s just another small change that came to light through
research and is just another example of how our industry is
constantly improving and evolving. I love it.”
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Steve Backman: After almost 25
years, fish health pioneer still relishes
the discoveries
Steve Backman is quite a few years away from being
a grandfather, but his nickname is still “Grampy.”
That’s because the St. Stephen resident is often jokingly
called the “grandfather” of fish health veterinary medicine in
Atlantic Canada.
When he moved to New Brunswick in 1988, he was the first
and only private sector veterinarian in Atlantic Canada who had
specialized training in fish health medicine.
“Absolutely everything was new. I loved it,” says Backman.
Fast forward 24 years and Atlantic Canada now boasts about two
dozen fish health veterinarians as well as the Atlantic Veterinary
College and its Centre for Aquatic Health Sciences which attracts
students from across Canada plus fish health experts and
researchers from around the world.
“That’s all because of aquaculture in New Brunswick, which began
right here in Charlotte County. If it wasn’t for this industry, you
wouldn’t have these professionals living here,” he says.
Backman was drawn to aquaculture as a young boy after watching
famed conservationist Jacques Cousteau on television. Cousteau
believed farming the ocean could protect the wild stocks in the sea
as well as vastly supplement the world’s food supply.
“My mom’s family were dairy farmers from Sussex, and my dad’s
were fishermen from Nova Scotia and I ended up in fish farming,”
he says, laughing.
After studying fish health at the Ontario Veterinary College,
Skretting North America (then known as Moore Clark) hired
Backman to work as a fish vet in Charlotte County. At the time,
salmon farming was just getting established, and farmers had
access only to a large animal veterinarian and two provincial
biology assistants to answer any fish health questions.
Skretting, which provides feed products and services to salmon,
trout and other marine finfish farmers, wanted to be able to provide
farmers with a much-needed fish health resource.
“It was fascinating. For the first time, we were able to study fish
that were alive and swimming and healthy. You could learn a lot
about the fish and their environment. Even diagnostic testing was
relatively new. Every time you looked at a fish you saw something
new that nobody had ever seen before.”
Once more fish veterinarians moved east, Skretting pulled back
on providing fish health services to focus on feed. Nowadays,
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Backman has several roles at Skretting, including helping
farmers at freshwater hatcheries choose the most appropriate
diet for their fish.
“Dietary requirements change throughout the lifecycle of the
animal so you have to adjust what farmers feed them. Ensuring
salmon have the right feed at the right stage also decreases waste,”
says Backman.

safety initiatives and efficiency improvements. The plant employs
between 30-60 people depending on the time of year. They will
process approximately three to four million fish per year - Atlantic
salmon as well as some halibut, arctic char and steelhead trout.
The plant produces fillets, portions, steaks, skewers and skinless
portions.

He also works with Skretting’s international team to help develop
new kinds of feed.
Backman says fish feed has come a long way since the industry
began when farmers used moist feed consisting of about 80
per cent wild fish ingredients. These days, wild fish ingredients
have dropped considerably, he says, adding the industry actually
creates more fish protein (farmed fish) than it uses making feed.

Jason Nickerson: Production
manager leads innovative approach
at St. George processing plant

Farmers use nutrient dense pellets made from animal, plant and
fish proteins as well as essential vitamins and nutrients. No dyes,
chemicals or growth hormones are used in salmon feed.

Jason Nickerson has done every job possible on a
salmon production line.

“We are constantly dropping down the fish component in our feed
and finding other protein and energy sources that match the fish’s
requirements so we can feed a lot less fish to fish,” says Backman.

When he first started working at a salmon processing plant 20
years ago, he remembers filleting the fish and removing the pin
bones completely by hand.

He says salmon are incredibly efficient feeders compared to
animals raised on land. Warm-blooded animals like cows need
more energy just to keep warm.

“It was hard work, but I enjoyed it,” says Nickerson, who is
now Production Manager at the Northern Harvest Sea Farms
processing plant in St. George.

“Fish are cold-blooded. A much higher percentage of their diet goes
to growth as opposed to keeping the body warm.”

Nowadays, state-of-the-art machines take care of the filleting,
remove about 85 per cent of the pin bones and move the
salmon along a line so that workers don’t have to move the fish
themselves.

For every kilogram of feed a farmed salmon eats, it gains almost
one kilogram of weight. A cow needs to eat eight kilograms of feed
to put on one kilogram of weight.
Backman says another part of his job is ensuring Skretting’s feeds
meet all the requirements of the Canadian Food Inspection Agency.
“The same ingredients used in aquaculture are used in agriculture.
It’s the same pool of ingredients,” he says.
After 24 years with Skretting, Backman says he loves that he is still
able to help break new ground in the aquaculture industry.
He’s part of international teams researching an all-natural diet
that would help prevent sea lice from attaching to fish as well as
studying how to adjust the diet of fish to help them adapt to higher
water temperatures caused by global warming.
“The best part of my job is seeing something new,” he says.
“Aquaculture is really about learning from nature how to produce
food sustainably. The more you look at the holistic environment,
the more you can learn to do that. That learning curve is really
exciting.”

“Automation has really changed how we do things. We can process
a lot more fish than we used to,” says Nickerson, who grew up
in St. George.
But it’s not just automation that’s changing salmon processing
plants these days; it’s the pursuit of rigorous international
certification standards.
Nickerson led Northern Harvest’s recent efforts to achieve the
Global Aquaculture Alliance’s Best Aquaculture Practises (BAP)
Certification for its processing plant. GAA is the leading standardssetting organization for farmed seafood. BAP requires processing
plants achieve high standards for food safety, quality control
systems, staff training, traceability and environmental waste
management.

Typically, the fish can be harvested, processed and sent to major
markets in Boston and New York in about 48 hours, says Nickerson.
“We’re fast and our product is fresh,” he says.
He says many of the plant’s customers are companies that
smoke salmon.
“That’s a testament to our quality; they only use the best,
especially if they are cold smoking and not cooking. The freshness
is very, very important to them.”
While it’s Nickerson’s job to oversee all plant operations, he says
working with staff is what he enjoys most.
“It is a very physically demanding place, but I believe there is a fit
for everybody. Everyone is unique, and I enjoy helping find out
what job is the best fit for all my staff,” says Nickerson. “Working
with people. That’s been my forte I guess.”
Nickerson says jobs in aquaculture are in high demand. He’s got 300
applications in his desk from people looking for work at the plant.
One of the challenges with running a processing plant is balancing
workload for staff. At certain times of the year, such as Lent for
example, demand for salmon is high, says Nickerson. At times like
that, he has to be careful not to overwork staff.
“We have a conscientious staff. They work hard and do great
work,” he says. “Almost all of our employees who work here
purchase our fish from time to time and that’s a great thing. A
lot of people who work in many other food processing plants
may not ever want to touch the product they process because
they work around it all day and perhaps don’t like the way it is
processed. We don’t have that here.”

“We’re incredibly proud of achieving the BAP certification for this
plant. Everyone here takes great pride in the work they do and
they’ve really embraced these high standards,” says Nickerson.
Since the Northern Harvest plant opened in 2007, processing
capacity has doubled and the company has made significant
investments in state-of-the art value-adding technologies, food
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Dave Stevens: Leading a hub of
world-class aquaculture engineers in
Charlotte County
They call themselves “The Ex-Cons.”
And, no, they are not ex-convicts or a new local band.
Rather, Charlotte County’s “The Ex-Cons” are a tight-knit group
of highly skilled engineers who are considered world-class
specialists in the design and retrofit of Recirculated Aquaculture
Systems (RAS) for fish hatcheries. They work together at
Silk Stevens Ltd. in St. George, an engineering, design and
consulting firm founded by Dave Stevens.
“We have some of the best and most experienced hatchery
designers in the world,” says Stevens.
The nickname “The Ex-Cons” came about because Stevens
and his colleagues used to work together at Connors Bros. in
Black’s Harbour. They built some of the best and most advanced
seafood facilities and plants in the world.
The merger of Connors Bros. and Bumblebee Foods left the
engineering team without jobs so Stevens decided to start his
own firm called Silk Stevens.
“It was just me working in the basement of my house,” he says.
“I incorporated the company on April 13, 2006. My first invoice
wasn’t until August of that year and it was for $75. It was a real
struggle.”
Fast forward six years. Silk Stevens has 12 employees and offices
in St. George, Grand Falls, Nfld and as of next week, Saint John.
The company just finished building the largest RAS fish hatchery
in North America (located in Newfoundland and owned by
Northern Harvest Sea Farms). Last week, Stevens was in Chile
to meet with the country’s largest salmon aquaculture company
about building a tilapia hatchery in Costa Rica.
Although Silk Stevens offers civil, mechanical, electrical and
environmental services for clients, the firm has found its niche
in aquaculture and fisheries projects. Stevens, a civil engineer,
credits his team for that.
“I am just lucky enough to have a great group of guys. Some
have worked in aquaculture for 40 years,” he says. “Our
clients immediately recognize Connors Bros. as having a lot
of resources, and skilled people. It’s really hard to find an
engineering company that has these deep roots in aquaculture
and fisheries anywhere in the world.”

since it launched six years ago, including work on Skretting’s
feed plant in St. Andrews, new recirculation hatchery for Breviro
Caviar in northern New Brunswick, redesigning the provincial
hatchery in Minto, constructing recirculation facilities for oysters
and lobster in Richibucto and repairing aging hatcheries in
British Columbia and the Yukon for the Department of Fisheries
and Oceans.
Stevens says 50 per cent of his company’s work is related to
aquaculture.
“More and more people are getting to know us,” he says. “We
are bringing money and jobs here to Charlotte County.”
Stevens says up-to-date Recirculation Aquaculture Systems
are crucial to aquaculture operations nowadays. The system
recirculates 98 per cent of the water in a hatchery and allows the
farmer to control the temperature and water quality.
“You can use less water to grow more fish,” he says. “Water is a
limited resource. In order for the aquaculture industry to survive
and grow, we’ve had to be doing recirculation for a long time.”
He says the technology doesn’t exist right now to grow Atlantic
salmon to market size in land-based, closed containment
facilities. He predicts the technology will exist in the future,
but says the question is, will the environmental costs of closed
containment facilities be too high because they use so much
electricity and water?
“What is the total environmental footprint?” he says. “It’s a
question to look at in the future and just see how technology
and cost evolves. I’m not sure it’s a decision that we have to
make. I think it’s a decision your kids are going to have to make.”
He says his phone is not ringing with requests to build closed
containment facilities, but he is getting calls about Recirculated
Aquaculture Systems.
“For us, to do the engineering in this area is exciting. They are
all big projects. They are all the first time. It’s all so new,” he
says. “It’s not like designing a house. Everyone has a house. That
hatchery in Newfoundland is the largest in North America, the
newest and the most modern. So we’re right up there with some
of the biggest and best in the world today. That’s pretty cool,
right?”

Silk Stevens has built an impressive list of aquaculture projects
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Farmed salmon: Good for you.
Good for your community.
Atlantic Canada Fish Farmers Association
226 Limekiln Road Letang, NB E5C 2A8
Tel: 506-755-3526
Fax: 506-755-6237
info@atlanticfishfarmers.com
www.atlanticfishfarmers.com
Twitter: @AtlFishFarmers
Facebook: Atlantic Fish Farmers Assoc

