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Overview
On March 11th, 2020, the World Health Organization declared COVID-19
a global pandemic. The early response of many countries was to
impose nation-wide lockdowns, impacting how people worked,
interacted, and influencing consumption decisions. In some cases,
this forced our withdrawal from the ocean, but it also offered a chance
to reflect on the many opportunities for a more positive relationship
between humans and the oceans.
In this short Spotlight article, we explore how limitations on field work
and shifts in seafood harvesting have affected ocean conservation
research, volunteer organizations and sustainable fisheries.
Emerging from lockdowns into a new normal, we all have the opportunity to re-imagine how we can better care for our ocean environments. This Spotlight article concludes with a list of actions anyone
can take to protect, preserve, and restore these vital life systems.
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Ocean Wise, Amber Dearden | Looking from Burrard Bridge out into English Bay, Vancouver, British Columbia.
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Introduction
Oceans are the Earth’s life support system. They cover over 70%
of the planet,1 are home to oxygen producing organismsⁱ,2 and act
as a sink (i.e., storage system) for human caused CO2 emissions.3
The oceans have provided bountiful resources for centuries – fish
and shellfish are a staple food source for many communities, and
ocean bacteria are used in everything from medicines to coronavirus
detection test kits4 – even oil5 and minerals6 are exploited from deep
sea locations.
However, the sudden appearance and rapid spread of COVID-19
resulted in country-wide lockdowns, forcing many people to stay at
home and economic activity to shift. In our first Ocean Watch Spotlight COVID-19: A Marine Mammal Story, we began an exploration into
the indirect impacts of COVID-19 on our marine environments.7
In this Spotlight article, we examine how public health restrictions
have resulted in lost ocean research opportunities and reductions or
cancellation of volunteer work, as well as changes in demand for sustainable seafood.

Particularly phytoplankton, a diverse group of microscopic organisms that use sunlight for energy i.e.,
photosynthesis, and consequently produce oxygen.
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Ocean Wise | Researchers embarking on field work pre-Covid.
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Impact 1
Interrupted Field Work
The oceans are vast, deep places, and there is so much we do not yet
know. Scientists work to explore our oceans and the creatures that live
in them. Collecting information about marine life has become increasingly important due to the diversity of threats facing our oceans, such
as climate change and ocean acidification , pollution from human
activities, and the overexploitation of resources.

Gaps in data due to interrupted field
work because of COVID-19 impede our
ability to protect and conserve species
and habitats in the marine environment.

ii

Spotlight 1
Researchers Adapt
During this time, many researchers have had to delay field work.
For example, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
(NOAA) cancelled research surveys in Alaska due to COVID-19.9 Confined to home offices, field teams shifted their focus to desktop
research, data analyses, and writing. But what does this actually mean
for a small research team in the peak of the field work season?
We spoke with Jessica Schultz, Manager of the Ocean Biodiversity
Research Team at the Ocean Wise Research Institute, about the
impacts to her teams’ field work. Their work involves regularly
donning cold-water scuba gear to go below the waves in Howe Sound.
Here, sights such as glass sponge reefs, once thought to be extinct, and
rockfish and lingcod, threatened by overfishing, pollution, and habitat
destruction, are observed and recorded. The team conducts ongoing
monitoring to better understand and protect these habitats and species,
and lead restoration projects. This research team has not been out on
the water since the pandemic hit Canada, and therefore experienced
a 100% reduction in dives for the period examined (Figure 1). However,
from August 13th with strict COVID-19 precautions in place, the team was
able to get back out on the water and safely conduct field work again.

For researchers who study the oceans, the implementation of strict
COVID-19 health guidelines impeded field work and data collection.
It is difficult for researchers to maintain physical distancing in the
close quarters of boats or planes used to observe our oceans, or in
the group sizes required to ensure safe field work. Many researchers
have therefore had to limit or temporarily stop field work while these
guidelines remain in place, resulting in knowledge gaps that may limit
our ability to protect and conserve species, habitats, and ecosystems.
For example, researchers missed the opportunity to monitor the health
of endangered North Atlantic right whales (Eubalaena glacialis).8
Short and long term datasets are valuable for a number of reasons,
including the ability to monitor the health of species and habitats over
time; whether actions taken to improve or protect an area or species
are working; and how habitats and species are adjusting to climate
change. Gaps in data collection can make it more difficult to understand and interpret results, as well as impact our ability to protect and
conserve these species and ecosystems.
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Ocean acidification – the decrease in pH level of ocean waters.
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Ocean Wise | Jessica Schultz checks equipment prior to diving.
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Figure 1. Total number of minutes spent diving by the Ocean Biodiversity
Research Team from mid-March to end of May inclusive.
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Conversation with Jessica Schultz, Manager,
Ocean Biodiversity Research Team

iii

Many ocean researchers are missing critical
observations and data collection, potentially
impacting the protection and recovery of the
species and habitats they study.

How has COVID-19 impacted your team’s field work?
“Most of our field work involves scuba diving. Although there is no risk of
COVID-19 transmission once we’re underwater, field work involves lots
of time on small boats working closely with other people, handling and
checking equipment, and helping each other with gear. Some of the
emergency procedures in diving also involve sharing equipment, such as
breathing from someone else’s gear if you run low on air. Because of these
risks, and because field research is not an essential service, all of our field
work operations have been suspended since mid-March.”

What impact do you think this missing data
will have in your datasets?
“One of our strengths is our continuous, long-term biodiversity monitoring
program. Because of COVID-19 physical distancing requirements, we have
been unable to conduct any field work since the pandemic began. Although
we’ve had minor data gaps in the past for various reasons, this is the first
time in the 40-year history of the program that diving has been completely
halted for this long. In addition, several of our short-term research projects
have been postponed until field work resumes.”

What other consequences has this interruption had?
“Like many other researchers, our graduate and post-doctoral students have
had to modify their projects and/or timelines to accommodate the inability
to conduct field work, laboratory work or travel during the outbreak. A few
projects have been postponed by several months to increase the chances of
being able to incorporate field work and travel.”

What might change going forward, if anything? Do you think
COVID-19 will have a lasting impact on how we conduct
research/field trips?
iii

As of early July, Jessica has moved to full time PhD studies.
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Ocean Wise | Jessica Schultz holding up a sea star during field work.

“As with other sectors, progression towards business-as-usual will be
informed by guidelines from heath officials, the provincial and federal governments, and Work Safe BC. Likely field work and travel will remain limited
for some time, and I suspect the way we interact with one another, both in
the field and in general, will be with much more caution. For instance, my
team may limit the number of people on the dive boat and restrict intermingling between different crews.”

(Note: dives were conducted prior to mid-March; however, this data has not
been included as we focus only on the time from when the pandemic was
declared).
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Impact 2
Volunteer Conservation Groups Are Limited
Like everyone else, citizen science and conservation groups have had
to adapt to COVID-19. Often heavily reliant on community volunteers,
conservation groups play a large role in environmental campaigns and
projects to improve ecosystem health.
Volunteers may participate by processing data,10 or actively enhance
local environments through restoration activities, such as litter
collection, removal of invasive plants, or habitat enhancement. Modern
participation in citizen science groups began with the Christmas Bird
count , run annually since 1900 by the National Audubon Society .10
iv

Since then, citizen science groups have grown prolifically. Many
conservation groups fall under the category of ‘citizen science’
due to providing contributions to science that would be otherwise
unachievable, thereby expanding the capabilities of researchers. The
scale of participation greatly increases knowledge on local ecosystems.
Additionally, participation connects local communities to science and
can provide learning opportunities.
Community engagement via environmental initiatives is immensely
valuable. Communities cultivate a sense of place by exploring and
learning in their local environments. For example, an underwater video
for local B.C. school groups to encourage outdoor learning during
COVID-19 was filmed by a local citizen scientist.
Conservation groups’ activities have been interrupted by COVID-19
lockdowns. While some groups with large, long-term datasets, such as
the British Columbia Cetaceans Sighting Network, are not significantly
impacted by a short interruption to their work, for others, the story

iv

audubon.org/conservation/science/christmas-bird-count
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Ocean Wise | A family participating in a Shoreline Cleanup.

is different.7 For example, one citizen run salmon hatchery reported
cancelling education events and making changes to its operations to
adhere to COVID-19 related social distancing practices.11 Tim Pardee of
the Bowen Island Fish and Wildlife Club said of the changes “We have
to follow the advice of the health experts – our health depends on it.”
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Spotlight 2
The Great Canadian Shoreline Cleanup
during COVID-19

Minutes of Diving

The Ocean Wise - World Wildlife Fund (WWF-Canada) Great
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Fewer cleanups mean more plastics
and garbage remain on shorelines,
posing a continuing hazard to marine life
and the environment.
In response to the strict health guidelines imposed due to COVID-19,
the GCSC recommended that cleanups be postponed to ensure
adherence to public health recommendations.16 Looking at
differences between 2019 and 2020 for March through to May, when
public health measures were most restrictive, gives an idea of the
impact of COVID-19 on voluntary stewardship initiatives.

v

GCSC team is currently confirming if open events did proceed across Canada.
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In 2019 there were over 1,000 registered cleanups across Canada;
however, during the same period in 2020, there were only
117 registered cleanup events, an almost 90% decrease (Figure 2).
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team cleanups.16

# of GCSC open events, May to March

Figure 2. Open and cancelled shoreline events for the GCSC across
Canada for the period March to May in 2019 and 2020.

Ocean Wise, Neil Fisher | A plastic strap cutting into the neck of a sea lion

Ocean Wise | Great Canadian Shoreline Cleanup participants remove litter from

the shoreline at Stanley Park, Vancouver, B.C.
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Impact 3
Sustainable Seafood
The global fishing and aquaculture industries are important for both
feeding and employing people. In 2018, the global seafood industry
employed an estimated 59 million people, with a total seafood harvest
of 180 million tonnes, a record high.17 Around 3.3 billion people rely on
seafood as an important source of daily protein.17
vi

Demand for seafood is growing faster than our population, partly due
to factors such as increasing incomes and the recognition of its health
benefits.17 Technology has advanced rapidly to enable bigger catches
in less time to meet this growing demand; however, these changes can,
and often do, have significant conservation impacts.

Many fish stocks are overfished,
impacting the ability of a species to
maintain a healthy population size.
Overharvesting and other unsustainable fishing and aquaculture
practices contribute to humans having greater environmental impacts
on aquatic systems than ever before. In fact, the Food and Agriculture
Organization (FAO) of the United Nations estimates that only around
two-thirds (65.8%) of assessed marine stocks are being extracted at
a biologically sustainable level (i.e., they are able to retain abundant
stocks over time, enough to maintain population numbers).17
vii

viii

The Ocean Wise symbol next to a seafood item is
our assurance of an ocean-friendly choice.
Programs such as Ocean Wise Seafood support sustainable fisheries
and aquaculture operations in a number of ways. Having the Ocean
Wise recommended label on a product or menu item informs
consumers that the product is sustainably harvested and supports
healthy oceans .18 Additionally, this program works to leverage industry
purchasing power to influence demand for sustainable seafood.
ix

Businesses within the seafood supply chain, including restaurants, have
suffered significant economic burdens because of COVID-19. To meet
government restrictions, business were forced to close fully or operate
with limited capacity resulting in over 800,000 restaurant employees
losing their incomes and closure of nearly 1 in 10 independent
restaurants thus far.19 The long-term impacts of closures and recovery
will likely be experienced by restaurants for a minimum of 12-18
months, if not longer.
Even in times of crisis, the value and importance of sourcing and
selling sustainable seafood remains critical to ensuring healthy fish
populations. Closely monitoring impacts to industry and helping to
support businesses that promote sustainable seafood throughout
the pandemic, as is being done by the Ocean Wise Seafood team, is
required to ensure sustainable seafood remains in-demand post-COVID.

Aquaculture – the farming or culture of aquatic animals or plants.
Based on data from 2017.
viii
Globally, there are many small-scale fisheries supplying subsistence harvests that are not measured due to lack of management and funding.
ix
Ocean Wise recommended label is based on 1) ensuring the long-term health and resiliency of target, bycatch, and farmed species; 2) utilizing effective and adaptive management and enforcement; 3) Limiting negative
impacts of fishing or farming on habitats and the greater ecosystem. Please see https://seafood.ocean.org/ for more information, including initiatives such as education on sustainable seafood.
vi

vii
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Ocean Wise | Many delicious and healthy dishes can

be made using sustainable seafood.
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Spotlight 3
Halibut Fishery
Pacific halibut (Hippoglossus stenolepis) is a large flatfish native to
the North Pacific. This lucrative fishery is a high-end product more
typically served in fine dining restaurants.20 Some Pacific halibut
harvested by longlines in the Pacific Northwest (along the B.C.
and Alaska coast) is currently recommended by Ocean Wise as a
sustainable source of protein.21
x

Requirements for social distancing due to COVID-19 caused delays
to fishery openings and decreased operations within fisheries,
aquaculture, and restaurants. Pacific halibut, as a high-end product
that sells internationally, particularly to Asian markets, has seen a

drop in demand.22 Since there are still fish to catch and fisherman that
need work, Pacific halibut is ending up in local grocery stores, but not
necessarily with a decreased price.22
The total weight of Pacific halibut caught in 2020 is noticeably below
the landed catch in the same period over the previous two years
(Figure 3). The gap between 2020 and 2018/2019 has consistently been
more than 1 million kg lower since week 18 (April 26th). Compared to
the mid-September cumulative catch in 2019, the 2020 catch is almost
15% lower for the same weekxi. To date, the ecological impacts of these
changes, if any, remain unknown.
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Figure 3. The cumulative landed weight (kg) of Pacific halibut by week for B.C. and Alaska. Data source: International Pacific Halibut Commission.23
Note: at the time of writing, data was only available up to September 9th 2020 (week 37).23
Eric Enno Tamm | H
 arvested halibut are put on ice as soon as possible after
x
xi

Pacific halibut from waters around Northern Asia are not currently recommended by Ocean Wise Seafood
September is the latest week of data available at time of writing.
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capture to keep them fresh.
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Conclusion
Unique challenges and opportunities are faced by everyone during this
time. Researchers have missed potentially valuable observations and
have been forced to adapt their work. This experience is mirrored by
environmental community groups and missed volunteer work, such as
shoreline cleanups. Likewise, the catch quantity of Pacific halibut has
dropped due to changes in demand.
The immensity of global actions to slow the spread of COVID-19
demonstrates that we can make large changes to better care for our
oceans. What we do to restart after COVID-19 restrictions are lifted will
define a new ‘normal’ for our oceans. We have an opportunity to prioritize ocean health, to invest in research to improve our knowledge,
re-evaluate our waste production, and choose sustainable seafood in
support of healthy oceans.
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Ocean Wise | An Ocean Wise diver prepares to carry out work under the water.
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What can you do?

Individual and Organization Actions
❏H
 elp contribute to monitoring wildlife by downloading the
WhaleReport app for iOS or Android.

This project was undertaken
with financial support from

❏P
 articipate in community environmental and citizen science
groups.
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