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Canadian Aquaculture Sustainability Forum – Transparency,  

Science and Communications 
 
 

Background & Rationale 

 
A number of critical issues surround seafood sustainability including what the market 
demands are for sustainable seafood, uncertainty how this is reported or measured in 
terms of public reporting, voluntary market standards (e.g., WWF Salmon Aquaculture 
Dialogue), and how transparent are actual standards. In many cases, standards appear 
to be driven by ENGOs with alternate agendas, and not necessarily based on state-of-
the-art scientific information. This raises concerns about transparency of the whole 
process. Science may have difficulty in expressing itself adequately on issues related to 
sustainability, and this is a concern. Governments would like to be seen as supporting 
sustainable seafood production in terms of public reporting and in terms of trade 
relations.  In addition, the seafood producing sector (i.e., fish and shellfish farmers) are 
all seeking certification of one kind or the other to address perceived, if not real market 
demands, and which standards will provide them with reliable and defensible market 
access.  The whole issue surrounding which certification schemes are founded on 
transparent and realistic approaches to seafood sustainability was debated on several 
panels at the recent World Fisheries Congress in Scotland. 
 
A national Forum on aquaculture sustainability was organized and hosted during 
Aquaculture Canada 2012, on May 30, 2012 in Charlottetown, PE, to address some of 
the aforementioned issues surrounding sustainable farmed seafood production. More 
specifically, we were able (1) to provide an overview of certification schemes for farmed 
seafood including shellfish and finfish standards, (2) to examine some of the drivers for 
seafood sustainability, (3) to discuss issues surrounding transparency in developing the 
schemes, in particular as they relate to the science aspects of standards development, 
and (4) to discuss what is the role of government in supporting certification schemes 
and farmed seafood sustainability. 
 
Experts were invited to the session to present their views and then sat on a panel at the 
end of their presentations to address specific questions related to the above goals, and 
provided attendees with a broad range of opinions. 

 

Description of the Forum 

 
The Forum brought together experts from industry, government and academia to 
discuss issues related to seafood sustainability and scientifically defensible certification 
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standards.  The relationship with science, as a means of providing transparency in the 
development of seafood standards, will be explored as well. 
 
The Forum’s outline is provided in Appendix A. 
 
Several key questions were discussed and reported upon during and at the end of the 
Forum by the panel: 
 
Q1.   It is often said that demonstrating sustainability is important for market access as 

well as social license. Are these two separate audiences that require different 
tools, or can they be served at the same time? 

 
Q2.   In recent years, aquaculture production and products have often been publicly 

scrutinized to a level that has not really occurred with other food production and 
products. Are governments and industry going in the right direction to address 
the challenges of this scrutiny? What specifically needs more work? 

 
Q3. What are a) the challenges and b) the various roles (of industry, government and 

academic institutions) to ensure science related information is communicated 
effectively to the general public? What can be done to improve? Give examples 
of where/when science has been communicated effectively – and examples of 
when it has not. 

  
Attendance at the Forum ranged from 325 during Dr. Marty’s plenary to a full session, 
standing-room-only of 125 delegates from industry, government and academia from 
several countries, including France, USA, Canada, the UK, and elsewhere.   
 
Feedback was received from over a dozen delegates, and they thought the session was 
very well organized, attended and worthwhile. 
 
The following pages provide a summary of each presentation during the Forum, as well 
as a report on the facilitated discussion session.  The slide presentations for each 
presenter can be found in Appendix B herein; please refer to these for greater detail. 
 
 

Presentation Summaries 

 
Developing a Strategic Approach to Aquaculture Certification Schemes 

Carson Roper, Seafood Sustainability Consultant, France 

 

Overview: Roper covered the basics of certification schemes, why they are important as 
third party (non-governmental) validation of sustainability for public concerns. He 
proceeded to clarify the confusion surrounding sustainable aquaculture certification and 
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explores certification as a means of market access. The speaker discussed the 
implications of the certification scheme on animal health and welfare, food safety and 
environmental and social considerations and emphasized the ultimate importance of 
brand credibility in the marketplace. Standards that are developed in an open, 
transparent manner, global in nature, involving multiple stakeholders, and 
encompassing continuous improvement attributes, are seen as most credible.  
 
Some certification schemes may be seen as trade barriers by some countries, and 
small producers often to not have direct access to such schemes.  Work is underway for 
group certification schemes.   
 
There is a need for harmonization of schemes and benchmarking amongst the varieties.   
Important to have a chain of custody component and self-improvement component in a 
credible scheme. 
 
Questions 
Audience: Tilapia is currently the largest sector of growth.  How do you think this sector 
should proceed in order to avoid the same challenges faced by other aquaculture 
producers? 
 
Response (Roper): Buyers are not interested in the hassle of reading labels. They want 
to go to bed at night knowing the food chain is safe and sustainable. The tilapia 
producers are doing excellent work which is translating with the product.  
 
 
An Update on Sustainable Production and Certification 

William (Bill) More, BAP Program Director, Global Aquaculture Alliance, USA 

 
Overview: Sustainable development, including aquaculture, must meet the needs of the 
present without compromising future generations while remaining profitable and not 
negatively impacting natural or local environments. The major constraints of the industry 
today in meeting the goals of environmental, social, economic and production 
sustainability are availability of financial working capital, unpredictable market price and 
production risks including disease or contaminated product. Third party accreditation 
provides standards, accreditation, certification and traceability components on a wholly 
voluntary basis. Best Aquaculture Practices (BAP) today encompass everything from 
the feed to processing in salmon, shrimp, tilapia, pangasius, and channel catfish, with 
further standards under development for marine fish, mussels and hatchery/seed 
production. For retailers, there are numerous inputs into the supply chain, and they 
generally want a one stop-shop for demonstrating sustainability of products, in keeping 
with the Global Food Safety Initiative (GFSI).  Improvements in farm production also 
need to be recognized in the market place somehow, and communications of the 
benefits of BAP and other certifications schemes remains a challenge along the value 
chain. 
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Questions 
Audience: What do you mean by “responsible manner”, etc…?  
Response (More): In the BAP these do reflect set levels, what needs to be tested, 
frequency of testing, and even the appropriateness of the lab who runs the tests. All of 
the standards and procedures are available to the public via our website at 
http://www.gaalliance.org/bap/standards.php. 
 
 
Certification Options for Canadian Aquaculture 

Ruth Salmon, Executive Director, CAIA, Canada 

 
Overview: A look at who the Canadian Aquaculture Industry Association (CAIA) 
represents and its goals.  She discussed the recent release (May 9, 2012) of the 
Canadian Organic Aquaculture Standards for Canadian farmed seafood, its 
developmental processes and long-term evolution to adapt to an ever-changing 
industry. Finally, a short review of the FAO-based aquaculture certification model for 
Canadian producers being developed for the first time ever, was presented.  This is the 
only standard based primarily on governance and it is important to the aquaculture 
sector.  
 
Questions 
Audience: With respect to organics, how do you suggest we overcome resistance? 
 
Response (Salmon):  The system will have to be set-up for tracking and accountability, 
etc. 
 
Aquaculture Sustainability Reporting Initiative (ASRI) 

Dr. Jamey Smith, Director Sustainability, DFO AMD, Canada 

 
Overview:  Governments are typically not very good at reporting on aquaculture 
sustainability. Dr. Smith presented an overview ASRI, a new reporting system for the 
Canadian aquaculture sector launched in January 2012 for reporting conditions and 
trends with the purpose of providing regular cycles of sustainability information in the 
areas of Ecosystem Health, Animal Health and Welfare, Safe and Healthy Products, 
Resource Use, Social Responsibility, and Economic Viability from a qualitative 
perspective. Plans for the future development of ASRI include improvement of current 
indicators, the development of new indicators and expanding the shellfish data as well 
as adding new species.  The ASRI report, Aquaculture in Canada 2012, is available on 
through the Department of Fisheries and Oceans website at http://www.dfo-
mpo.gc.ca/aquaculture. 
 
Questions 
Audience: You referred to data collection and reporting. How will you deal with the 
confidentiality issue of the data itself? 
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Response (Smith): In this matter we would follow the CFIAs lead in protecting any 
confidential data.  
 
 
A Fish Pathologist’s View of Science Communication 

Dr. Gary Marty, Veterinary Pathologist, BCMAFF, Canada 

 
Overview: Summary of Dr. Marty’s dialogue with various media outlets following the 
misrepresentation of facts and statements in the wake of the Cohen Commission. Dr. 
Marty outlined the need for a rapid professional response to the misrepresentation of 
information in the media to salmon aquaculture farming data and the ethical 
responsibility aquaculture professionals have in providing it.  
 

Discussion Panel and Questions 

 

Question 1: Do different audiences require different tools? 

 
It is often said that demonstrating sustainability is important for market access as well 
as social license. Are these two separate audiences that require different tools, or can 
they be served at the same time? 
 
Responses:  
 
Roper: Yes, they are separate audiences. Certification provides the positive message of 
the benefits of certification schemes.  
 
Salmon: I agree. Third party certification is crucial though. The consumer trust doesn’t 
lie with the industry.  We need to take advantage of the helpful responses by scientists 
such as Dr. Marty and perhaps engage a suite of scientists to speak on a variety of 
aquaculture issues as the need arises. 
 
Audience: I agree that we do have a good story to tell, particularly with sustainability. 
We have made great strides in the last 20 years. We need to align with people whose 
perceived credibility is higher than that of ours [industry]. There is still work to be done 
to get the message to consumers and the general public.  
 
Roper:  To build upon that, we need to be cognizant of the limitation of certification 
schemes. We need honest and open communication as to the limits that it can provide.  
 
Smith: There needs to be an emphasis on the pros and the cons, and timelines are 
necessary. Some things need an immediate message and we need a platform for that 
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message. Consistency is very important and the overall message must remain 
consistent and not contradictory.  
 

Question 2: Are stakeholders going in the right direction to address the 
challenges of this scrutiny? 

 
In recent years, aquaculture production and products have often been publicly 
scrutinized to a level that has not really occurred with other food production and 
products. Are governments and industry going in the right direction to address the 
challenges of this scrutiny? What specifically needs more work? 
 
Responses:  
 
Salmon: Aquaculture has responded rapidly as compared to agriculture. That being 
said, I’m not sure we’re “there” yet.  We need to be better at it, smarter at it and use 
social media tools. We need to continue to work with scientists to build these alliances 
that help communicate our message to the public. Communication can always be 
refined and improved.  
 
Smith:  Yes, to the direction; no, I do not think we have reached the end point. The 
question needs to be, what the end point is? People are still buying and wanting farmed 
salmon. The scrutiny is not from all the public. It’s an issue of the squeaky wheel.  
 
Salmon: The media is not reflective of the overall opinion of the population. Polling has 
been positive. People still support and want the farms. We need to respond to the 
media, but also recognize this support. 
  
Audience to Smith: Can you define the end point? 
 
Smith: We are getting better at understanding where we need to be. We have regulatory 
and science issues though that we still need to address 
 
Audience: The introduction of soy will muddy the water. 
 
More: Third world countries tend to over-regulate the processing plants and under-
regulate the farming. I might suggest that Canada may be doing the opposite. There is a 
need to look at the industry as a whole. Are the processing plants sustainable? 
 
 

Question 3: What are the challenges ad roles to ensure effective science 
communication? 

 
What are a) the challenges and b) the various roles (of industry, government and 
academic institutions) to ensure science related information is communicated effectively 
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to the general public? What can be done to improve? Give examples of where/when 
science has been communicated effectively – and examples of when it has not. 
 
Responses: 
 
Smith: There is a need to improve on it. 
 
Salmon: The challenge is that scientists aren’t always the best communicators. There is 
a gap there to take the science to the public. It is critical that we respond to this gap. 
Communication is key and is really needed. We need people who understand the 
sciences to communicate it to the public.   
 

Open Question Period: Who is going to do the auditing and what will that cost? 

 
 
Responses: 

 
Salmon: There are governing bodies that do this and it is their role. Looking at cost, I 
cannot give you an exact amount. I can say though that producers are working these 
costs into their budgets, and yes it is costly.  
 
Smith: There are 3 areas of cost. The first the cost of compliance at the farm level to 
comply. Secondly, there is the certification. There is a cost associated with paying a 
certification body to send an auditor to the site. How much depends on the time spent at 
the site and the more prepared you are, the less it may cost. There is a push to 
harmonize this. Then there is the cost of licensing and logo fees.  
 
More: The cost varies between species. Through our organization, the fee is only for the 
audition portion. The organization does not profit.  The cost of certification isn’t that 
great when you consider you are getting more per pound of product. 
 
Audience: I do not agree. I don’t think this premium for the product does exist, at least in 
the case of salmon. At best, you’re hoping for improved market access.  
 
More: That may be true for salmon. In shrimp you do see the premium.  
 
Question 5 (from audience): This more more of a comment, but wouldn’t access to the 
farms improve public trust? 
  
Smith: Yes, the need to reach out to the community and interact is important.  
 
Salmon: Industry is actively doing this on both coasts actually. Outbreaks of disease 
can interrupt that for biosecurity, but yes it is occurring.  
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Appendix A 

 

Sustainability Forum – Transparency, Standards and Science Communication 

 
Wednesday 30 May 2012 
 
Aquaculture sustainability requires access to timely, science-based information on 
production, health management, and socioeconomic inputs. A variety of indicators may 
be used to define sustainability, but the bottom line is that they all need to be 
transparent, open for debate, and not confounded with biased interpretation, or one-
sided. The panel will discuss the need for science-based criteria for standards, for 
communication in relation to ongoing sustainability issues for the industry, the need for 
transparency from all science sectors, and how can we improve the communication of 
aquaculture science to industry, the public and the government. 
 
Chair and Moderator: Cyr Couturier, Memorial University 
 
08:15 Building A Supply Chain Business Case For Aquaculture Certification 
 Schemes 
 Carson Roper, Seafood Sustainability Consultant, France 
 
08:55 Best Aquaculture Practices - An Update on Sustainable Production and 
 Certification 
 William More, Global Aquaculture Alliance, USA 
 
Plenary Presentation 
 
09:45 Communicating Science – The Pitfalls and Need for Transparency 
 Dr. Gary Marty, Animal Health Center, Ministry of Agriculture, BC 
 
10:30 Health Break 
 
11:00 Providing Options for Canadian Farmed Seafood Suppliers - Canadian 
 Organic Farmed Seafood Standards and FAO-Based Certification Option 
 Ruth Salmon, Executive Director, CAIA, Ottawa 
 
11:20 The Aquaculture Sustainability Reporting Initiative – Reaching Out to 
 Canadians (TBC) 
 Dr. Jamey Smith, Director DFO AMD  
  
11:40 A Fish Pathologist’s View of Science Communication 
 Dr. Gary Marty, BCMAFF  
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12:20 Discussion panel & questions 
 
 
 
Q1.   It is often said that demonstrating sustainability is important for market access as 

well as social license. Are these two separate audiences that require different 
tools, or can they be served at the same time? 

 
Q2.   In recent years, aquaculture production and products have often been publicly 

scrutinized to a level that has not really occurred with other food production and 
products. Are governments and industry going in the right direction to address 
the challenges of this scrutiny? What specifically needs more work? 

 
Q3. What are a) the challenges and b) the various roles (of industry, government and 

academic institutions) to ensure science related information is communicated 
effectively to the general public? What can be done to improve? Give examples 
of where/when science has been communicated effectively – and examples of 
when it has not. 
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Appendix B 

 
Presentations at the Canadian Aquaculture Sustainability Forum 

 
Carson Roper – not available without permission 
 
Dr. Gary Marty, Plenary presentation – not available without permission 
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Presentation: Bill More, GAA 
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Presentation: Ruth Salmon, CAIA 
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Presentation: Dr. Jamey Smith, Aquaculture Sustainability Reporting Initiative 
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Presentation: Dr. Gary Marty, BC Ministry of Agriculture 
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