Coast Watch Program

Helps Nations Contribute to Abalone Recovery

There are

several
projects
underway in which
First Nation stewardship
is key for species at risk
management
in
British
Columbia. The Abalone Coast
Watch Program, a communitybased outreach and public education
program focused on protecting abalone,
is one example. Active in several First Nations
communities in B.C., Abalone Coast Watch uses
volunteers to help stop abalone poaching.
On the northwest coast, the Nisga’a First Nation
kicked off its Abalone Coast Watch Program in 2006,
basing their program on a standard model of patrols,
basic awareness, newsletters, and brochure distribution.
“We were trying to make people more aware of the
plight of abalone,” says Nisga’a Fisheries and Wildlife
Coastal Manager, Blair Stewart. Although abalone does not
live in abundance in traditional Nisga’a territory, Stewart
says there is still a lot of illegal trade and barter occurring.
“We all know where it is coming from, but it is really
hard to shut it down. Big poachers go out for big profit,
and I think that First Nations need to get the message
that even if you take only five, if twenty people take only
five, there’s eventually nothing left.”
In 2009, Nisga’a ramped up its program to go
beyond patrolling by educating youth through a Youth
Marine Stewardship Program.
“You can’t change the old ways,” Stewart says,
“But you can teach the young and give them a sense
of ownership. Our youth have a story that needs

telling: they must be a part of protecting and restoring Nass
coastal marine species at risk, critical habitat, and traditional
knowledge of marine resource uses.”
Last summer, the first-ever Marine Conservation Nisga’a
Youth Camp was delivered to 24 students, aged six to 12.
With complete support from the community, the camp was a
roaring success. Elders acted as guest speakers and educators,
and community members volunteered time as mentors,
transportation assistants, cooks, and sponsors.
“Everyone was behind the camp,” Stewart says. “It was
amazing—more than we could have hoped for.”
Nisga’a Fisheries also commissioned a local teacher to
design an interactive curriculum guide that is now used in
Nisga’a public schools and at abalone awareness workshops,
some of which are given in Nuu-chah-nulth territories in
collaboration with the Bamfield Huu-ay-aht Community
Abalone Project (BHCAP).
“Ultimately, our goal is to build a vehicle with the school
district and the Nisga’a Youth Organizing Youth Project for
implementing a youth driven stewardship program while
building capacity,” Stewart explains.
Abalone Coast Watch is also active in Nuu-chah-nulth
territories through the BHCAP. Organized in partnership with
the Bamfield Marine Sciences Centre, Coast Watch is largely
delivered by volunteers who work or live on the water in
Barkley Sound. Together residents watch for poachers and
suspicious activity, reporting incidents to a toll-free hotline.
“Most of the busts that have been made are thanks to tips
from the public,” says Anne Stewart, who coordinates Coast
Watch from the Bamfield Marine Sciences Centre. “People
who live and work on the water—and that includes Huu-ay-aht
Fisheries—are watching what goes on, knowing they are part
of the solution. I think programs like these are the only hope
for abalone recovery. Unless you have the community taking
ownership, the poachers are going to win.”

Helping Abalone Recover:

It’s Up to You
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Poaching is one of the biggest reasons
abalone have had such a struggle
recovering on the coast. As the eyes and
ears of Nuu-chah-nulth ha-ha-houlthee,
we can make a difference. Setting up a
coast watch program in your area is one
way to help abalone recover. Another
is to report any illegal activities to the
Coast Watch hotline (1-800-465-4335). To
learn more about Abalone Coast Watch,
visit http://oceanlink.island.net and click
on ‘Abalone’ under the Conservation
heading in the left hand column.
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