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Description and context: 

Two days before Minister Jordan issued her decision to close Discovery Island salmon farms, a major 
new scientific discovery was communicated up the chain of command in DFO. It is entirely uncertain 
how far it got, or what information was actually communicated. Had the Minister been told of this new 
development and properly advised of its significance, she would have known that salmon farms in the 
Discovery Islands had failed the test that Justice Cohen proposed for them in 2012: the risk of disease 
pathogens emanating from the farms poses far more than a “minimal risk of harm”.  

The bacterial pathogen tenacibaculum maritimum, which commonly causes mouth rot disease in farmed 
Atlantic salmon, was one of the nine assessed by DFO’s CSAS process, which concluded with “high 
uncertainty” that it was “unlikely” that juvenile salmon could become infected with it; and with 
“reasonable uncertainty” that it would have only a “negligible” effect on population abundance and 
diversity. Both conclusions are now proven wrong; t. maritimum may be the ‘smoking gun’ (or one of 
several) that Justice Cohen could not find during his commission. 
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A summary of the DFO CSAS risk assessment for tenacibaculum maritimum 

 

Dr. Kristi Miller-Saunders attempted to inform senior management of DFO on December 15, 2021, 
about new modelling that points out a strong correlation between mouth rot disease on salmon farms in 
the Discovery Islands and reduced survival of Fraser River sockeye. Analysing wild salmon samples taken 
along the migration route between 2008 and 2018, her team proved that juvenile salmon were 
definitely being infected with t. maritimum as they passed through the Discovery Islands. Her 
department’s new modelling of that data shows population-level impacts (87.9% reduction in smolt 
survival) to Fraser sockeye, as well as reduced fitness in coho, Chinook and sockeye that also amounts to 
a population-level impact. 

An earlier paper1 from the Strategic Salmon Health Initiative demonstrated that t. maritimum—and 
some dozens of other pathogens—are routinely present on salmon farms; t. maritimum is the most 
commonly found bacterium and is present in both hatcheries and netpens. 

 
1 Andrew Bateman, et al, Descriptive multi-agent epidemiology via molecular screening on Atlantic salmon farms in the northeast Pacific 
Ocean, Scientific Reports (2021)11:3466.  Accessed online March 23, 2021 at https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-020-78978-



excerpts from ATIP A-2020-01561-DSP 

 

Excerpt from Dr. Miller’s lay description of the findings: 
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Dr. Kristi Miller-Saunders’ description of the new SSHI study for advice to the Minister: 

 

 

Dr. Carmel Lowe, Regional Director of Science, takes issue with the language “more than minimal risk” 
and instructs Dr. Miller to revise: 

 

Dr. Miller’s revised version: 

 

  



Carmel Lowe ordered further reworking of the advice by others on her staff: 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Conclusion 

In the course of a day, “serious and realistic concerns” that Fraser River sockeye are experiencing 
mortality of up to 87.9% from t. maritimum in the Discovery Islands, requiring “extreme caution” 
considering the perilous state of many Fraser sockeye populations, were watered down to “unpublished 
results suggest link” and “paper in progress” by senior DFO aquaculture management. 

It remains unclear whether or not this advice was even given to the Minister prior to the announcement 
of her decision on December 17 to close salmon farms and this has serious ramifications.  The evidence 
forms no part of the record of her decision currently before the courts hearing the judicial review 
applications of salmon farm companies. Those companies are seeking to overturn the decision to 
prevent restocking of the Discovery Island farms through an injunction application being heard as this 
presentation is being given; and the court will have no evidence before it of the magnitude of the risk to 
wild salmon if it grants the injunction. 

This whole process has been repeated countless times within DFO as new evidence emerges of threats 
to wild salmon from the farms.  The reason it keeps happening is that DFO is charged with both 
promoting the industry and regulating it; while protecting wild salmon.  The only way they can reconcile 
this conflicted mandate is to point to other causes of decline of wild salmon and suppress evidence of 
the impacts of salmon farms. 

It is accordingly of the utmost urgency that Parliament should: 

1) amend the mandate of the Department, shifting responsibility for promotion of the industry out 
of DFO; and 

2) support the Fisheries Minister to continue rapidly with the removal of the remaining salmon 
farms from coastal waters. 


