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Land-Based Seafarming at Fanny Bay: Case Study 
 

In the spring of 1987, a group of Canadian and 
American investors began to develop plans to 
establish a land-based seafarming operation at 
Fanny Bay on the east coast of Vancouver Island. 
Seafarming, or aquaculture, was not new to British 
Columbia; in fact, it was and is being practised 
widely. However, land-based seafarming was new. 
Although salmon and trout had been hatched and 
raised in land-based pens in Scotland and Oregon, 
no one had yet tried it in Canada. 
 
 
Unlike conventional seafarming, which uses ocean 
pens for raising salmon, land-based seafarming 
would require as many as 12 large tanks set on land 
to hold the growing fish. Seawater would have to be 
pumped continuously from the ocean to the tanks.  
The effluent, or discharged water, would be pumped 
into drainage ponds, The advantages of land-based 
farming are that greater numbers of fish can grow to 
adulthood faster and more efficiently. Disease is 
easier to control, and there are no predators such as 
otters and seals to worry about. 
 
 
To the investors, Fanny Bay seemed like the perfect 
site. It is one of two bays set back to back on a long 
peninsula which, when seen from the air, looks a 
little bit like an apple core: skinny in the middle and 
fat at both ends. Between the two bays there is a 
strip of low marshland, home to all kinds of 
waterfowl (mostly ducks) and wildlife, including 
otters. The investors saw this strip of marshland as 
the ideal spot for their drainage ponds. They would 
set the tanks on the dry land beside the marsh and 
pump water from Fanny Bay. In their view, the 



effluent draining into the marsh was of little concern, 
because it couldn't be considered poisonous or 
hazardous. In fact, the effluent would even provide 
food for other species, so much food that the 
investors decided to put a pen right in the marsh and 
grow sturgeon to sell to markets and restaurants. In 
time, they estimated their farm at Fanny Bay would 
be producing over a million pounds of salmon, trout, 
and sturgeon every year, all year round. 
 
 
The trouble was, most of the residents of Fanny Bay 
didn't see the proposed plan in the same light as the 
investors. Most residents had moved to Fanny Bay 
when they retired. They had worked all their lives to 
buy land and build homes on the bay. They didn't 
want their view of the marsh and the sea spoiled by 
what one of them called "those big, ugly fish tanks." 
Nor did they want the habitat of the ducks and otters to 
be polluted by hundreds of thousands of gallons of 
effluent. They wanted Fanny Bay to stay just the way 
it was: quiet, private, and clean. 
 
Of course, there were a few residents who supported 
the project. These were mostly people who had lived 
around Fanny Bay all their lives and who had been put 
out of work or seen other hard times during the 
economic recession of the 1980s. They wanted to 
stay where they had always lived and to do that, they 
needed jobs. This project promised jobs in their own 
community. A little bit of noise and some ugly tanks 
seemed like a small price to pay for being able to keep 
their homes. 
 
Local fishermen hated the project. To them, a more 
efficient fish farm meant more efficient competition. 
 
By the early summer, the investors had bought the 
land and were ready to begin construction of the 
buildings and tanks. Meanwhile, in Victoria, angry 



protest letters were landing on the desk of the area's 
MLA. Considering the amount of outrage, he ordered 
that a public hearing be held on the issue. 
Everyone showed up. The investors presented slides 
of other, similar operations to prove how clean and 
even attractive a land-based operation could be. They 
referred to environmental impact studies that seemed 
to prove that there would be no danger to the habitat 
from the effluent. They promised jobs, tax dollars, and 
even went so far as to offer to set aside a small portion 
of their land as a protected waterfowl refuge. Also, 
they demanded that the government stand by its 
commitment to promote economic growth in B.C. by 
assisting businesses and industry. 
 
Opponents of the project painted a bleak picture of 
ecological destruction: trucks rumbling back and forth 
all day, gigantic pipes running across the beach to 
suck up water, while others ran through mallard 
nesting areas to spew gallons of fish feces into fragile 
marshlands. Then there were also the ugly tanks that 
would spoil the views from dozens of homes. They 
supported their argument with an equal number of 
slides that showed just how awful a land-based 
seafarm could look. They also presented briefs from 
local environmental organizations that suggested 
some negative short and long-term impacts on the 
ecology of the marshlands. Local birdwatchers, 
hunters, and nature photographers protested the 
possible damage to habitat. 
 
The opponents of the project were very angry. The 
investors were becoming more and more impatient. 
The MLA considered the options, as neither point of 
view presented conclusive evidence. Besides, it was a 
difficult spot to be in; on the one hand, one risk was 
in alienating local voters, while on the other hand, 
creating jobs was always good politics. Moreover, 
the community needed the tax dollars that the farm 
would provide. But, if the views were spoiled, then 



the land values would go down. 
 
The MLA made no commitment the night at the 
hearing; however, the next day, he drove back to 
Victoria determined to reach a decision. 
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