
Lancaster Sound, the large body of deep water that 
lies between Baffin and Devon Islands in the High 
Arctic, is the eastern entrance to the Northwest 
Passage. Named by William Baffin in 1616, it defied 
ice-free navigation until 1969, when decreased ice 
coverage allowed the SS Manhattan to navigate the 
entire Passage. Since 2008, commercial vessels 
have been able to travel through Lancaster Sound 
without icebreaker accompaniment for at least 
part of the summer, raising speculation that the 
Arctic may soon provide an alternative shipping 
route to the Panama Canal.

But that’s of some concern to Inuit who have 
lived and hunted in this region for millennia and 
depend on its bounty of nutrient-rich food as a 
staple of their diet. Lancaster Sound is one of 
the Arctic’s most biologically productive marine 
areas. Most of the world’s narwhal, a third of North 
America’s belugas, and the Eastern Canada–West 
Greenland population of bowhead whales spend 
the summer there. It is also home to an under-
studied subpopulation of polar bears, as well as to 
ringed seals, their primary food source. 

In the 1980s, Inuit began mobilizing to protect 

Lancaster Sound and the surrounding area. 
Studies began, but were subsequently put on hold 
until the Nunavut Land Claim Agreement was 
finalized. It would take more than a decade to 
revive them, and in December 2009 the Qikiqtani 
Inuit Association signed a memorandum of 
understanding with the Government of Nunavut 
and Parks Canada to begin work on a $5 million 
feasibility study toward establishing a National 
Marine Conservation Area within Lancaster 
Sound. An nmca designation includes protections 
from ocean dumping, undersea mining and energy 
exploration, and overfishing.

wwf-Canada applauded the agreement, but 
even now there are worries that Arctic oil and 
gas interests receive a more sympathetic ear in 
Ottawa than Inuit peoples’ long-standing desire 
for a conservation area in Lancaster Sound. 

“Thirty years of deliberation have gone into 
protecting this region,” says wwf-Canada’s 
Paul Crowley, a Nunavut resident since 1995. 
“We’re still waiting, but I think for both Inuit 
and Canadians, creating this National Marine 
Conservation Area is too important to give up on.”

The Sound and the Fury
After thirty years, a National Marine Conservation Area in the Arctic 
remains an unfulfilled promise

Water management 
has become one 
of the world’s 
most pressing 
issues. Canada, 
with one fifth of 
the world’s fresh 
water and three 
ocean coastlines, 
needs to manage 
and preserve this 
most precious of 
natural resources. 
wwf-Canada has 
developed methods 
to assess Canada’s 
watersheds and to 
show the health 
of our rivers and 
watersheds, what 
the challenges to 
our freshwater and 
oceanic systems  
are, and how we  
can meet them.
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Last December, the body of a killer whale was 
found off the coast of Courtenay, BC. The orca was 
identified as J32, a member of the small Salish Sea 
J pod whose health marine biologists had been 
monitoring since her birth. J32 was pregnant when 
she died; the fetus had died sometime earlier, and a 
preliminary necropsy revealed that the dead fetus 
was “the likely proximate cause of the mother’s 
death due to difficulties expelling it.”

It has long been known that southern resident 
orcas ingest high levels of polychlorinated biphenyls 
from their principal food source, chinook salmon. 
The contaminants bio-accumulate in the whales’ 
blubber, and during years of low salmon populations, 
the orcas’ bodies burn the highly toxic fat stored 
during years of plenty. Orca survival is low in 
years of low chinook salmon abundance. pcbs are 
known to cause immune suppression, reproductive 
impairment, and brain defects: J32’s fetus likely died 
from pcb poisoning and then caused its mother’s 
death by decomposing in her womb.

The orca population in the three Salish Sea pods has 
dropped from ninety-nine in 1995 to seventy-seven, 
with four calves born this year that won’t be counted 
as pod members until they turn two. Female orcas 
normally live for fifty years; J32 was only eighteen, and 
her mother and aunt both died in their twenties. 

Ironically, two of the chief causes of orca decline are 
high contaminant levels in chinook salmon and drastic 
reductions of the whales’ chief prey, chinook salmon. 
It is critical that in years of low salmon abundance 
there is enough food for the whales. This means that 
fisheries managers must ensure that sufficient fish are 
allocated to the orcas’ needs before allowing fishing.

Disturbances from boats and ships also negatively 
affect orca survival. Underwater noise interferes 
with the whales’ highly refined communication 
systems and undermines their ability to sense their 
surroundings, find food, and socialize. Over the 
past few years, wwf-Canada has worked to increase 
awareness of and find solutions to underwater 
noise pollution. Through our work with industry 
stakeholders such as Green Marine and Port Metro 
Vancouver, we are exploring ways to reduce levels 
of noise pollution from ships. Some solutions on the 
table include diverting shipping routes to reduce 
negative impacts on whales and setting limits for 
noise pollution akin to water-quality guidelines.

“The death of J32 definitely raises issues around the 
multiple threats to all orcas,” says wwf-Canada senior 
oceans specialist Hussein Alidina. “If we are going to 
successfully recover this magnificent species, we need 
to reduce the cumulative impact of these threats.”

J32 did not die in vain: her death 
sends a clear message to government 
and industry that pollution in the 
Pacific is killing killer whales

“If we are 
going to 

successfully 
recover this 
magnificent 

species, 
we need to 
reduce the 
cumulative 

impact 
of these 
threats.”

HUSSEIN ALIDINA
WWF-CANADA 
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ORCA DEATH

A northern resident killer whale 
surfacing in the waters off the 

coast of British Columbia.
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For 500 years, the cod fishery on the Grand Banks, off the coast of Newfoundland, 
was the richest in the world. When the cod started disappearing in the 1980s 
and ’90s, the shock devastated an entire generation: the 1992 moratorium on 
commercial cod fishing cost 30,000 people their jobs, making it the single 
largest layoff in North American history, and the toll on individuals, families, 
and communities was all but irreparable.

Now, however, some Newfoundland cod stocks are slowly returning from 
their historic lows. “We’re still nowhere near historical levels,” says wwf’s 
Janice Ryan, herself from a family of fish harvesters and a former employee 
of the fisherman’s union, “but the science shows us that the numbers seem to 
have been increasing from year to year since 2005 and particularly rapidly 
last year.”

Encouraged by this development, wwf signed an agreement with the Fish, 
Food and Allied Workers Union to launch a Fisheries Improvement Project 
for the northern cod inshore fishery, similar to the one wwf initiated in 
southern Newfoundland in 2011. fips are multi-stakeholder efforts to address 
environmental challenges in a fishery. These projects use the power of the 
private sector to incentivize positive changes toward sustainability and create 
policies that enable these changes to last.

fips improve a fishery with a view to meeting the Marine Stewardship 
Council certification requirements. It is then up to industry to move the 
fishery one step further in the sustainability journey and enter it into the msc 
certification program. The msc standard provides consumers with a level 
of assurance that the seafood they buy originates from a sustainable fishery 
that is well-managed, in good health, and has no severe impacts on vulnerable 
marine ecosystems and bycatch species. Retailers, including Britain’s Marks 
and Spencer’s chain and Canada’s own Loblaw, have pressured Atlantic 
fisheries to achieve msc certification.

Newfoundland’s southern cod fishery is expected to achieve msc 
certification this year, in the hope that in the not-too-distant future the 
northern cod fishery will follow. “The main story here,” says Ryan, “is that 
we are going to be concentrating on an iconic species, working with fish 
harvesters and their communities and other important partners to take a 
groundbreaking step forward. Together, we’re working to restore the great 
narrative of Newfoundland cod.”

Sustainable 
Fisheries
The question is no longer, will the cod 
come back? It is, when and to what 
degree will they come back?

“If there is a place 
to demonstrate that 
fisheries recovery is 
possible, providing 

community benefits 
such as jobs, it is here 

in Newfoundland. It’s a 
success story the world 

desperately needs.”
BETTINA SAIER  

VICE-PRESIDENT OF OCEANS, WWF-CANADA
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A cod species, Gadus morhua, feeding on 
krill near an active ROV vehicle at 400-metre 
depth in the Northeast Atlantic. 
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Beluga whales, among the world’s most distinctive marine mammals, are one 
of two members of the cetacean family Monodontidae. The word beluga comes 
from the Russian bielo, meaning white, but young belugas are born brownish-
grey and can take up to eight years to develop their familiar icy hue. Belugas are 
also known for their narrow but tough dorsal ridge in place of a fin and for the 
high-pitched, singsong sounds they emit, which have earned them the nickname 
“canaries of the sea.” 

Globally, there are thought to be as many as twenty-nine populations of 
beluga, seven of which reside in Canadian waters for at least part of the year. 
While most populations are found in Arctic and Subarctic waters, a small 
subpopulation summers in Canada’s Gulf of St. Lawrence, at the mouth of 
the Saguenay River. This St. Lawrence population is estimated to have once 
numbered 10,000 individuals but was seriously reduced by hunting. Although 
the species has been protected from hunters since 1979, the current population 
has dwindled to fewer than 900, due in large part to continuing habitat loss, 
degradation and disturbance, industrialization and pollution, as well as the 
population’s small size and low level of genetic diversity. Of particular concern 
is the seemingly high loss of calves. 

As a result, last November the Committee on the Status of Endangered 
Wildlife in Canada changed the St. Lawrence beluga’s designation from 
“threatened” to “endangered.” 

Some risks from industrial development in the St. Lawrence have diminished 
over the past decades, but serious threats still remain. In the spring of 2015, after 
a strong public outcry, TransCanada stepped back from plans to build its Energy 
East oil terminal in Cacouna, Quebec, an area of the St. Lawrence River that is 
critical to beluga mothers and calves. 

While this measure provided a temporary reprieve for the species, the potential 
impacts from industrial activity still loom. Despite lengthy delays, efforts are 
underway to officially protect critical nursery areas in the St. Lawrence estuary. 
What remains of great concern, however, are the potential dangers these animals 
face in their overwintering grounds#—#dangers that may be connected to the high 
loss of calves. These areas have not yet been identified, making efforts to protect 
belugas throughout their range challenging. 

wwf is helping to identify, document, and protect areas that are critical to 
the future of St. Lawrence belugas. Organizations in Quebec, such as the Groupe 
de recherche et d’education sur les mammifères marins, support this effort by 
leading long-term surveys that will focus on tagging belugas to learn more about 
their wintering grounds and conditions, filling a gap in existing knowledge. wwf-
Canada and the beluga have also benefitted from industry partners such as Canada 
Steamship Lines, which has provided funding for ongoing research into the causes 
to the problems facing this unique but endangered marine mammal population.

St. Lawrence 
Belugas
Beluga whales in the St. Lawrence have recently been 
reassessed as endangered. wwf and its partners are 
working together to find out what’s impacting the 
species’ habitat range

British Columbia’s second longest river, the Skeena, 
drains 54,432 square kilometres from the Spatsizi 
Plateau to the Pacific. During productive years, millions 
of sockeye make their way up the Skeena to spawn. 
Other native salmonids include chinook, chum, coho, 
and pink salmon, and steelhead and cutthroat trout. The 
Skeena estuary provides highly productive, nutrient-
rich habitat for eulachon and herring. Based on the 
Freshwater Health Assessment methodology developed 
by wwf-Canada, the Skeena River is in “good” condition. 
The organization is committed to sustaining that 
designation into the future.

First Nations communities have depended on the 
Skeena for centuries, and people living in the region 
have developed significant forestry, fishing, and 
ecotourism activities. More recently, speculation about 
new energy and transport projects are turning the 
Skeena into a hot spot for industrial, non-renewable 
resource development, bringing risks to vital habitat 
for freshwater and ocean species. The cumulative 
effects of these human uses and the pervasive impacts 
of climate change threaten to make the region’s natural 
wealth increasingly vulnerable. Regulation is variable 
and decision making is fragmented across multiple 
jurisdictions.

wwf-Canada assessed the state of the Skeena 
system by looking at a suite of science-based indicators, 
including water flows and quality, as well as key threats 
from human activities and climate change. wwf is 
advocating for the maintenance of ecosystem function 
by enabling management tools that implement the 
concept of Ecosystem Based Management. Examples 
include protection of freshwater flow regimes in the 
Provincial Water Sustainability Act and supporting 
integrated management through the BC-First Nations 
Marine Planning Partnership agreement. “By bringing 
this science to bear on decision making for both marine 
and freshwater environments,” says wwf’s Mike 
Ambach, “we’re supporting a shift to an ecosystem-
based approach for the management of human impacts 
on this spectacular, ecologically rich area.”

Impact from multiple human activities 
threaten the Skeena River and estuary, 
and wwf is working to improve the 
science and decision making to respect 
nature’s limits

SKEENA RESILIENCE

SPECIAL WWF- CANADA SUPPLEMENT

“wwf-Canada has been assessing Canada’s 
freshwater systems since 2011. Our vision is  

to bring all watersheds in Canada to good  
condition by 2025.”

JAMES SNIDER, (ACTING) VICE-PRESIDENT OF  
FRESHWATER PROGRAM, WWF-CANADA
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Tk caption can run here 
if necessary and run on a 

few lines please tk
An aerial view of the 

Skeena River, BC.
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