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Province urged to shell out: Sewage infrastructure needed to protect shellfish industry and create new “green jobs”
The recent closure of shellfish areas across the Maritimes has revealed the need for governments to tackle the root cause of these closures—sewage not being adequately treated before entering ocean advises the Ecology Action Centre. Investments into municipal sewer infrastructure and an effective coastal development policy can prevent future shellfish closures while providing needed “green collar” jobs around the province.

A temporary ban on shellfish harvesting just before the Labour Day weekend has hit many shellfish harvesters and growers around the Maritimes very hard. Environment Canada instituted the ban on August 31st because of fears that excessive rainfall could lead to bacterial contamination from runoff. The ban included recreational or commercial harvesting of oysters, clams, mussels and quahogs. While the ban has now been mostly lifted, underlying problems with our coastal water quality remain, which affect the ability of the shellfish industry to compete.

“Right now the situation is lose-lose in the form of polluted coasts, closed shellfish beds and out of work harvesters. If the government invested in treatment and enforced coastal protection legislation then our coasts would be cleaned up and harvesters could get back to work. With some effort and investment this could be made into a win-win outcome supporting a long-term, sustainable industry”, says Shannon Arnold, Marine Coordinator at the Ecology Action Centre 

Investments in infrastructure and strong and well enforced regulations to protect and restore Nova Scotia’s coastal water quality are sorely needed. Such investments include upgrading and maintaining on-site septic systems and sewage treatment facilities to meet federal standards.  These investments would create “shovel ready” jobs in many communities across the province and save millions of dollars over the long-term by protecting a crucial provincial industry.  

“The recent closures highlight just how important shellfish harvesting is to our region” says Sadie Beaton, marine researcher at the Ecology Action Centre. “Yet, we are killing this industry in dribs and drabs by not enforcing regulations to keep domestic and commercial sewage and other waste out of our water. Poor land use practices also lead to sedimentation that can cause shellfish closures. We need stronger coastal regulations to keep these industries alive.”

Shellfish growers and harvesters contribute significantly to Nova Scotia’s economy, with inshore clammers alone bringing $9 million per year. However, as coastal water quality issues are allowed to fester, closures are steadily increasing.  It has been estimated that area closures have increased by an average of 34 square kilometres per year for every year since 1975.  

Funneling infrastructure dollars to upgrading municipal sewage treatment and septic systems is a “win-win-win” situation: “green collar” employment, improved coastal water quality and vibrant and sustainable shellfish harvesting industries in rural communities.
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