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Juvenile abalone living in an ‘abalone condo’ deployed by the Haida Fisheries 
Program to monitor changes in their abundance. 
Photo: Bart DeFreitas, Haida Fisheries Program

BC Abalone Recovery in Action 
by Bart DeFreitas

The recovery of abalone in BC 
is guided by a Recovery Strategy 
with the short term goal “to halt the 
decline of the population in order 
to the reduce the risk of the species 
becoming endangered.” To support 
abalone recovery, area-specific ac-
tion plans have been developed by 
coastal communities in cooperation 
with DFO. The Haida Gwaii Aba-
lone Stewards (HGAbS) coordinate 
delivery of the Islands’ Community 
Action Plan – a plan developed 
with input from community meet-
ings held in 2001, adopted in 2003 
and updated in 2008. 
 Once a year, HGAbS represen-
tatives meet with DFO and other 
stewardship groups to exchange 
information at annual ‘Recovery 
Implementation Group’ meetings. 
Participants include biologists, 
First Nations, non-government 
organizations, resource managers, 
and fishery officers. At these meet-
ings, participants share their expe-

riences with stewardship activities 
such as public awareness, volunteer 
Coast Watch networks, and popula-
tion monitoring. Highlights from 
the meeting in November 2007 are:

Newly released DFO reports 
that describe abalone habitat and 
potential for restoration, and re-
sults of population surveys on the 
Central Coast;
Results from a San Juan Islands 
study where hatchery raised 
juveniles were released into the 
wild and heavily preyed upon;
Completion of a 5-year study 
in Barkley Sound (west coast 
of Vancouver Island) that found 
many more juvenile abalone 
during nighttime surveys 
compared to daytime surveys; 
and
A successful partnership between 
the Nisga’a and Metlakatla that 
focuses on community awareness 
and Coast Watch networks.
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Traditional Knowledge & Science Help 
Explain Shellfish Declines in Coastal Alaska
by Lynn Lee
People and the edible bidarki 
(black leather chiton) have lived 
together on the Kenai Peninsula 
for thousands of years. Yet just 
a decade or so ago, the Sugpiaq 
Alutiiq in Nanwalek and Port Gra-
ham noticed a marked decline in 
bidarki numbers. This decline was 
the focus of collaborative investi-
gations by Dr Anne Salomon and 
the Sugpiaq, using both traditional 
knowledge and science to under-
stand ecological changes. 
 When Dr Salomon began her 
research, she heard from the Sug-
piaq that other shellfish had also 
declined significantly. Archaeologi-
cal evidence shows that a long time 
ago, bidarki was one of many dif-
ferent shellfish eaten by the people 
of South Central Alaska. Today, 
bidarkis make up most of the Sug-
piaq shellfish diet where they were 
only a small portion in the past. 
 In the early 2000s Dr Salomon 
and Nick Tanape Sr, a Sugpiaq el-
der, worked together with a team of 
community researchers and other 
scientists to weave together differ-
ent types of knowledge – tradition-
al,  ecological, archaeological and 
social – to better understand the 
underlying causes of the shellfish 
decline. Possible causes included 
environmental changes, fishing 
impacts and sea otter predation. 
 When all was said and done, the 

story that emerged is this. Tradi-
tionally, the Sugpiaq were mobile 
people, moving with the seasons 
to harvest, fish and preserve foods. 
When the Russians occupied 
Alaska in the mid to late 1700s, 
intensive fur trade and permanent 
settlements resulted in decreasing 
sea otter abundance and concentra-
tion of fishing effort. Because sea 
otters eat a lot of shellfish, their 
decline significantly reduced preda-
tion on shellfish, allowing shellfish 
abundance to increase. 
 The fur hunt stopped in the 
early 1900s and by the 1960s, sea 
otter numbers were increasing. 
Traditional knowledge revealed the 
serial decline of different types of 
shellfish as the sea otter population 
increased (see graph below). 
 Then in more recent years, 
the community where Mr Tanape 
grew up changed a lot. While he 
was away in the 1970s, the town 
got electricity, allowing people 
to have refridgerators. The use of 
outboard motors increased and 
people needed money to buy food 
and fuel. People were able to travel 

further from their communities to 
fish and gather seafood with more 
efficient technology.
 Ecological field studies to 
examine the recent bidarki decline 
showed that the effects of preda-
tion on bidarkis by humans and sea 
otters are both strong and almost 
equal. More efficient fishing meth-
ods along with increasing numbers 
of sea otters caused decline of the 
most preferred and easily acces-
sible prey species. As preferred 
food species were depleted, both 
humans and sea otters switched 
to alternative prey, leading to the 
observed serial decline in shellfish.
 Dr Salomon and Mr Tanape 
were invited to speak in Skidegate, 
Massett, Prince Rupert and Van-
couver by the Haida Gwaii Aba-
lone Stewards in partnership with 
the North and Central Coast First 
Nations communities.

“Years ago, people didn’t only go for 
bidarkis, everything was available. Why 
would they want to just hit the bidarkis? They 
had crab, mussels, & urchins. The sea otter 
will change their diet, like any other animal, 
like us. What are they going to turn to? They 
turn to bidarkis. Because that’s our only diet 
from here now.”  

~ Nick Tanape Sr, 2004 

Qualitative traditional knowledge showing the serial decline of shellfish observed 
by the Sugpiaq. Figure from A Salomon

Port Graham community researcher 
surveying and measuring intertidal bidarkis. 
Photo courtesy of A Salomon


