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VANCOUVER -- The form letter that Premier Gordon Campbell and federal
Fisheries Minister Gail Shea keep ignoring is just getting longer.
In circulation for only a few weeks, it already has nearly 5,000 signatories,
and more names are being added daily as it circulates on the Web.
When it first went to the politicians, 500 names were affixed. It was ignored,
so it went back into circulation and soon was resubmitted with 2,000
names, then with 4,000. It's making the rounds again this week, and is still
growing.
Started by research scientist and fisheries activist Alexandra Morton, the
letter asks the government to take decisive action to protect wild salmon
from the threats posed by salmon farms.
One of the key requests is that salmon farms be moved away from wild
salmon migration routes because of the transmission of sea lice from
caged fish.
The people who signed the letter worry that salmon farms are an
unacceptable risk to wild stocks.
And that fear is about to be heightened by a study being released today
that shows juvenile sockeye from the Fraser River are encountering fish
farms at an alarming rate.
Michael Price, a biologist with Raincoast Conservation Foundation, and
Craig Orr, executive director of Watershed Watch, studied 800 wild sockeye
collected in 2007-08 in northern Georgia Strait.
About 70 per cent of those fish had one to 20 sea lice attached to them.
And the fish caught near farms were the most likely to be infected.

"The lice levels appear to be higher near farms," said Mr. Price, who is still
analyzing the data.
Past studies by Ms. Morton have documented the spread of lice from farms
to wild pink and chum salmon in the Broughton Archipelago, an area off
Vancouver Island's northeast shoulder.
But the study by Mr. Price and Dr. Orr looks at sockeye, and for the first
time uses DNA analysis to trace the infected fish to their watershed of
origin.
The researchers conclude most of the sockeye they caught migrating near
salmon farms (60 per cent in 2007 and 99 per cent in 2008) came from the
Fraser River.
Sockeye are the most valuable of all salmon species because they draw a
higher price on the market and because they are the fish of choice for
native food and ceremonial fisheries.
Mr. Price and Dr. Orr have now linked the most valuable fish, from B.C.'s
most important salmon river, to farms and lice..
Mr. Price said juvenile sockeye can follow three routes as they migrate
through Georgia Strait on the outward leg of their journey to the Gulf of
Alaska.
"But all these routes converge before the Broughton Archipelago [at the
north end of Georgia Strait] where there are a dozen farms," he said.
"It's clear that no fish can make this journey without encountering a farm."
Mr. Price said studies have shown that one to three lice can kill a juvenile
pink salmon, so it's fair to assume sockeye are dying as well.
Could this help explain the collapse of Fraser River sockeye stocks?
Some people will no doubt find this an alarming possibility.

The form letter, triggered by concerns about pink and chum, describes wild
salmon as "the backbone of the B.C. Coast," and urges both Ms. Shea and
Mr. Campbell to protect migrating wild stocks from fish farms.
So far, the politicians have been able to ignore the ever-growing letter. But
the new study can only ratchet up the pressure.
Now that people know it's not just pink salmon, but Fraser River sockeye
stocks that are at risk, one has to wonder how many more names will get
added to that letter.

