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Canada’s inadequate 
marine conservation  
In April, the Government of Canada announced 
a ban on industrial activities in all of its federal 
marine protected areas (MPAs) (1). This embar-
go includes mining, oil and gas activities, dump-
ing, and bottom-trawling, which are deemed in-
compatible with the primary goal of MPAs: 
biodiversity conservation. Historically character-
ized by very low levels of protection (2), Canadi-
an MPAs will now be better aligned with inter-
national guidelines (3). This decision is an 
important step toward more effective marine 
conservation. However, this change will only 
bring the expected benefits if MPAs remain the 
primary tool used by Canada to protect its ma-
rine biodiversity. 

Canada has committed to protect at least 
10% of its coastal and marine area by 2020 
[Aichi Target 11 (4)]. MPAs are normally the 
primary tool favored to reach Aichi Target 11, 
but Canada’s strategy has since 2018 instead re-
lied largely on areas that are not governed and 
managed primarily for the long-term conserva-
tion of biodiversity (5). These new areas are des-
ignated internationally as “other effective area-
based conservation measures” (OECMs); Cana-
da calls them marine refuges (6). More than 
60% of the coastal and marine area that Canada 
will report for Target 11 are OECMs (5) making 
the country an exception in the international 
community. Canada’s OECMs will be regulated 
by laws pertaining to fishing, not by the stricter 
requirements that apply to MPAs. Because of 
the more lenient designation, industrial activi-
ties will be permitted in OECMs on a case-by-
case basis (7). . 

In light of mounting scientific evidence of 
the negligible conservation benefits provided by 
weakly protected areas (8, 9), the recent desig-
nation of OECMs raises doubt about the overall 
effectiveness of Canada’s marine conservation 
program. OECMs can in some contexts deliver 
important social and ecological benefits (10, 11), 
but designating fisheries management areas as 
OECMs should not be the principal foundation 
of a national marine conservation strategy. 

With the Aichi targets expiring next year and 
the need to set post-2020 targets, we call on the 
Canadian government to strengthen and solidify 
its conservation strategy by transforming ma-
rine refuges into MPAs. We also call on the Con-
vention on Biological Diversity to promote post-
2020 targets that encompass enough area 
(quantity) with high integrity (quality) as a foun-
dation for sustainable living in our rapidly chang-
ing world. 
Rodolphe Devillers1,2*, Christopher J. Lemieux3, 

Paul A. Gray4, Joachim Claudet5 

1PSL Université Paris, CRIOBE, USR 3278 CNRS-EPHE-
UPVD, Perpignan, France. 2Department of Geography, 
Memorial University, St. John’s, NL, A1B3X9, Canada. 

3Department of Geography & Environmental Studies, 
Wilfrid Laurier University, Waterloo, ON, N2L 3C5, 

Canada. 
4
BALCAMAN Consulting, Nanaimo, BC, V9T 

0J4, Canada. 
5
National Center for Scientific Research, 

PSL Université Paris, CRIOBE, USR 3278 CNRS-EPHE-
UPVD, Maison des Océans, 75005 Paris, France. 
*Corresponding author. Email: rdeville@mun.ca 

REFERENCES AND NOTES 

1. Fisheries and Oceans Canada, “Protection standards 
to better conserve our oceans” (2019); www.dfo-
mpo.gc.ca/oceans/mpa-zpm/standards-normes-
eng.html. 

2. S. Jessen et al., Front. Mar. Sci. 4, 279 (2017). 
3. J. Lubchenco, K. Grorud-Colvert, Science 350, 382 

(2015). 
4. Convention on Biological Diversity, Canada–National 

Targets 
(www.cbd.int/countries/targets/?country=ca). 

5. T. A. Aten, S. D. Fuller, “A technical review of Cana-
da's other effective area-based conservation 
measures” (Tech. Rep. SeaBlue Canada, 2019). 

6. C. Lemieux et al., Mar. Pol. 99, 312 (2019). 
7. Fisheries and Oceans Canada, “Current progress to-

wards marine conservation targets” (2019); 
www.dfo-
mpo.gc.ca/oceans/conservation/achievement-
reussite-eng.html. 

8. G. J. Edgar et al., Nature 506, 216 (2014). 
9. M. Zupan et al., Front. Ecol. Environ. 16, 381 (2018). 
10. N. Dudley et al., Glob. Ecol. Conserv. 15, e00424 

(2018). 
11. S. D. Jupiter et al., Soc. Nat. Resour. 30, 1096 

(2017). 
 
10.1126/science.aax9060 


