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TITLE

Researching fishing gear pollution types, sources, and
supply chains in West Coast fisheries to support policy
reform proposals

Organization

West Coast Environmental Law (WCEL)

Project Background & Overview

Each year, more than 8,000,000 metric tons of plastic end up in the world's oceans. Abandoned, lost,
or otherwise discarded fishing gear (ALDFG), known as ghost gear, is a major contributor to the
plastic debris problem. Recent studies indicate that ALDFG may make up to 70% of all macro-plastics
in the ocean by weight. [See Fisheries and Oceans Canada']

The impact of marine debris on marine life is significant: marine species can ingest debris, become
entangled in it, the debris can damage their habitat, and non-native species can be transported into
new areas on debris [See U.S. NOAA?]. Microplastics, which break down from plastic marine debris,
negatively impact the ecosystem and likely human health [See United Nations Development

Programme?].

Currently in Canada, there are some initiatives at the provincial and federal level to address ALDFG,
but much is focused on retrieval — rather than addressing the underlying source of the problem,
which is gear being lost or abandoned in the ocean in the first place. It is a complex issue, and there
are many data gaps that make proposing policy solutions challenging. One significant gap is linking
the gear that is used in West Coast fisheries with the manufacturers (and other actors in the supply
chain, , distributors, wholesalers, retailers). In other words, in addition to which fisheries use

1 Fisheries and Oceans Canada, “Ghost Gear Fund supported projects” (13 September 2023), online:
htps://www.dfo-mpo.gc.ca/fsheries-peches/management-geston/ghostgear-equipementantome/program-
programme/projects-projets-eng.html

2 Natonal Oceanic and Atmospheric Administraton, “How Marine Debris is Impactng Marine Animals”
(updated 29 May 2023), online: htps://response.restoraton.noaa.gov/about/media/how-marine-debris-
impactng-marine-animals.html

8 Zana Shabani Isenaj, “Microplastcs on Human Health: How much do they harm us?” (5 June 2023), online:
UNDP htps://www.undp.org/kosovo/blog/microplastcs-human-health-how-much-do-they-harm-us
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which gear (which should be mostly answered by this study in Marine Pollution Bulletin*) and where
does that gear fall in the list of debris collected at shoreline clean-ups, where is the gear being
manufactured and sold?

Project Description

West Coast Environmental Law (WCEL), with support from Surfrider Canada, is actively working on
the issue of ALDFG. WCEL and Surfrider would like to develop one or more policy proposals to
address ALDFG.

The research described above would help facilitate the development of potential producer
responsibility proposals (  , take-back schemes, labelling and content requirements) by showing
which actors along the supply chain for various fishing gear are in B.C., elsewhere in Canada, and
outside Canada — helping to answer the jurisdictional questions that policymakers would have
regarding regulating specific gear types, and regulating producers or distributors of the gear. The
research would also help WCEL and Surfrider determine whether it is preferable to develop policy
proposals to address specific gear types separately, or fishery-by-fishery.

Depending on the results of the research, WCEL and Surfrider intend to work on policy proposals
over the course of 2024.

Project Scope

1. Debris type data:

There are various sources of information about the types of ALDFG that are collected at beach clean-
ups in the province. We can provide the Scholar with some of this data. The granularity of the data
varies by source (
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Next, the student will track the supply chain of each type of gear. It may be helpful to use case
studies (, track a specific piece of commonly used gear, which will likely require speaking directly
to a fisher or fishing vessel operator). They will determine as much as they can about where it was
manufactured (the company as well as the location), where it was distributed (the company as well
as the location), and what retailer sold the item (the company and whether it was online or a
physical retailer).

Additionally, ideally the student will attempt to determine how much of the ALDGF found in
shoreline cleanups originates from non-Canadian vessels vs. Canadian vessels.

Deliverables

A report outlining the project objectives, background, research fndings and analysis. If the student
thinks it is feasible, they may include recommendations for future research or specific policy
proposals. The format of this report® prepared for Multi-Material British Columbia may be instructive
on how to structure the report.

Time Commitment

WCEL and Surfrider Canada are working on this issue now, so an earlier start date would be
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Additional Information

A familiarity with policy and law is an asset, but not necessary. The policy proposal development is
planned for after this research is done and will be done by WCEL, with Surfrider Canada. However, if
the student has ideas about policy reform, they are very welcome to contribute those during this
project phase. Searching corporate registries and mapping ownership of corporations could be
helpful. The most important skills for this project are very strong research skills, a curiosity to learn
more and dig deeper on an issue and being self-motivated.

Additional Project Requirements

The student will likely need to use their phone to connect with experts, fishers, or others. It may
involve long-distance calling. No travel is expected.

UVic Sustainability Scholars Program
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