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THE BAY OF FUNDY MARINE RESOURCE CENTRE

“Some initiatives you have to drag along for a while before they really get going,” says Arthur Bull. “With others, you’re running along after them and trying to keep up. This one was like that. It just took off.”

“This one” is the Bay of Fundy Marine Resource Centre in Cornwallis, NS, designed to help communities in Nova Scotia’s Digby and Annapolis Counties make the best possible long-term use of their coastal resources. The coastline is Nova Scotia’s greatest asset, and coastlines are among the most complex environments on earth. 

In recent years, however, government has been abandoning its traditional responsibilities both for fisheries management and for coastal infrastructure — wharves, buoys, lighthouses. Increasingly, the management of the coastal zone is being left to local communities, and everyone wants a piece of it — tourist operators, First Nations, aquaculturists, conservationists and, of course, the fishing industry. 

But how does a coastal community get the information and understanding it needs to make intelligent choices about the coastline? How does it resolve conflicts between competing interest groups? Who does the research and evaluation to see what’s actually happening? 

That’s the mission of the MRC, established in 1997 after the local development agency, the Western Valley Development Authority asked a local fishing organization, the Fundy Fixed Gear Council, what should be done to develop and manage the fishery. The FFGC had a mandate to manage fishing quotas, and recognized that its role would mainly involve stewardship, conservation, and a good deal of responsibility for the ecology of the coastline as well as the marine aspects of the local economy. 

The two groups assembled a working party of stakeholders, and formed the MRC. The nearby Canadian Forces Base at Cornwallis had recently closed, and it was being turned into a community business park. Organizations which promised to create jobs could acquire a building for a dollar. The MRC bought a building, found some project funding,  and set out to provide “services, facilities and technical support to all sectors of the marine economy and ecosystem, including fishers’ organizations, processors, aquaculture operators, marine ecotourism operators, First Nations, environmental groups and researchers.”

This is a huge mandate. Right from the start, says Arthur Bull, “people started calling us about anything and everything that had to do with marine issues. You know, if there was a log floating down the Annapolis Basin that looked like it was going to crash into a wharf, they called the MRC.” 

The MRC needed a plan, and a set of priorities. It turned to CEDTAP, which agreed to fund a strategic planning for the Board and staff, led by Dr. David Douglas of Guelph University. 

“It really helped a lot,” says Arthur Bull. “We had three all-day sessions with David, and we did a lot of work in between. We developed the plan as a working tool for the Board, and David provided us with a lot of stuff, especially working out a basic set of strategic goals. We’ve gone over them a lot since then — clarified them, changed them, boiled them down. It’s important to have something you can tack up on a wall.” 

What’s tacked up on the wall is a three-column table on three sheets of paper. The Goals are quite generalized — ‘To be a recognized and valued community asset,” for example. Linked to the Goals are Objectives such as “regular and frequent communication with MRC members and partners,” which in turn links to specific Activities: mailing list, Web site newsletter, public events. 

In effect, those three pages are a road map, which the organization has followed with great success. The Marine Resource Centre today occupies two buildings, which include laboratories, training facilities, a mapping centre, meeting rooms and offices — with tenants which include government departments and university researchers. Its services include information services, organizational development, technical services, and original research, often in partnership with university researchers. Conflict resolution has proven a particularly important specialty, especially after the Donald Marshall decision affirming the rights of First Nations in the fishery. 

“The two sides used the MRC as a neutral territory for their meetings,” says Arthur Bull. “And you know, having a building is more important than it seems. When everybody’s getting coffee from the same coffee pot, there’s a lot that happens in the halls. 

“I’m really interested in civil society, how civil society happens.  It seems that you have to create community-based civil institutions, and that’s what we’re doing. And we might not have done it without CEDTAP’s support.”
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