
Farm salmon at Dixon Point infected with mystery pathogen approved 
for transfer into other farms - 2019 

 
Synopsis: Below are emails sent in 2019 between DFO staff regarding Cermaq͛Ɛ�application to 
transfer 650,000 farm fish from Dixon Point to two other sites, Binns and Bawden. The Dixon 
Point fish were dying at a slightly higher-than-normal rate triggering a health assessment.   
 
Samples were sent to the BC provincial government lab in January 2019. The lab reported the 
Dixon Point fish had been treated with 6 rounds of antibiotics for mouthrot and that there were 
also lesions not caused by mouthrot.  The lab suggested an unknown infectious bacteria may be 
present and recommended follow-up.  No followup is in the record.  A federal DFO lab which 
received samples, suggested testing the Dixon Point ĨŝƐŚ�ĨŽƌ�Ă�ŶĞǁ�͞,ĞƉĂǀŝƌƵƐ͟.  No results are 
provided.   
 
The transfer committee was not told about the lab concerns and were informed by DFO staff 
that the fish were dying of algae, runoff and mouthrot and they approved the licence.  The fish 
that were transferred to Binns, Bawden as well as those remaining at Dixon Point kept dying.   
 
The documents below are from a 4,957 page Access to Information request on high mortality at 
Cermaq fish farms in Clayoquot Sound (A-2019-01138).  The documents quoted below are 
included at the end of this report.  They are in order as presented, not by page number. It is 
unknown who originally requested this document, but it is available on the Access to 
Information website1. 
 
                           -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Documents:  Cermaq wanted to transfer 650,000 Atlantic salmon from its Dixon Point site to its 
farms Bawden and Binns in early January 2019.    The fish were dying at a slight, but persistent 
level that was high enough that it triggered a diagnosis before a transfer licence could be 
issued. On January 3, 2019, the provincial Animal Health Centre (AHC) lab examined the Dixon 
Point farm fish for Cermaq.    The lab report states these fish had been treated 6 times with 
antibiotics for mouthrot, (a common farm salmon disease that DFO scientists testified impacts 
wild salmon populations2).  

The lab report also states, ͞something other than mouthrot is affecting these fish͟. (See page 
3796) 
 
Further tests on January 30, 2019 by the same AHC lab reports, ͞Necrotizing bacterial enteritis 
is considered to be rare in fish͟ adding ͞'ŝǀĞŶ�ƚŚĞ�ĂďƵŶĚĂŶĐĞ�ŽĨ�ďĂĐƚĞƌŝĂ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŝŶƚĞƐƚŝŶĂů�ƚƌĂĐƚ͕�

 
1 https://open.canada.ca/en/search/ati 
 
2 https://www.ourcommons.ca/DocumentViewer/en/43-2/FOPO/meeting-26/evidence  DFO scientists testified to 
the Fisheries Standing Committee on the risk of the bacteria Tenacibaculum maritimus (mouthrot), to sockeye and 
Chinook populations, other species not tested yet. 

https://open.canada.ca/en/search/ati


ŝƚ�ǁĂƐ�ůŝŬĞůǇ�ƐŚĞĚ�ŝŶ�ŚŝŐŚ�ŶƵŵďĞƌƐ͙ŝƚ�ǁŽƵůĚ�ďĞ�ǁŽƌƚŚ�ĐŽůůĞĐƚŝŶŐ�ƐĂŵƉůĞƐ͙�ŝĨ�ǁĞ�ĐŽƵůĚ�ŝĚĞŶƚŝĨǇ�
the etiology we could get a better understanding of the disease and learn how to manage it.͟  
(See page 3781)  
  
On Feb 13, DFO staff filed a review of the records on the Dixon Point fish as part of the transfer 
application (ITC).  They acknowledge the AHC report was done (3869), ďƵƚ�ĚŽŶ͛ƚ�ŵĞŶƚŝŽŶ the 
recommendation to follow-up to identify a bacteria abundant in these fish.  They state the fish 
at Dixon Point were dying of algae, freshwater runoff and mouthrot (3870).   
 
Feb 22 DFO biologist Howie Manchester writes to Cermaq͕�͞/͛ŵ�ũƵƐƚ�ǁŽƌŬŝŶŐ�ŽŶ�ƚŚĞ�/d��
application for Ross and Dixon and noted that a large number of the causes of mortality are due 
ƚŽ�͚�ŶǀŝƌŽŶŵĞŶƚĂů��ŚĂůůĞŶŐĞƐ�;ĂůŐĂĞ͕�ƌƵŶ�ŽĨĨͿ͕�ĚŽ�ǇŽƵ�ŚĂǀĞ�ŚŝƐƚŽůŽŐǇ�Žƌ�ŽƚŚĞƌ�ůĂď�ƌĞƐƵůƚƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�
specifically address this morality cause͘͟�;3801).   
 
Nothing is provided from Cermaq to confirm its fish were dying of algae and runoff, i.e. no 
plankton counts, no reports on the condition of the gills due to the plankton. 
 
On March 7, 2019, Zac Waddington, DFO lead aquaculture veterinarian͕�ǁƌŝƚĞƐ͕�͞I have 
reviewed all information available to me pertaining to the application by Cermaq to transfer 
adult Salmon salar from Dixon Point͙�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞƌĞ�ŝƐ�ŶŽ�ĞǀŝĚĞŶĐĞ�ŽĨ�ŝŶĨĞĐƚŝŽƵƐ�ĚŝƐĞĂƐĞ�ƚŚĂƚ�ǁŽƵůĚ�
ƉŽƐĞ�Ă�ƌŝƐŬ͙͟  (3872). He does not mention the BC provincial lab concerns regarding the 
unidentified and infectious bacteria was through to be released by these fish, nor the unusual 
lesions reported. 
 
Meanwhile, on Feb 26 DFO biologist Howie Manchester, reports pale gills in the Atlantic salmon 
in the Ross Pass farm. He said it looked like VHS virus but notes these fish tested negative for 
VHS (3725).  So, he takes samples for the federal DFO virus lab at the Pacific Biological Station in 
Nanaimo.  Virologist Dr. Mark Polinski in that lab suggests they will ƚĞƐƚ�ĨŽƌ�͞�ŵǇ͛Ɛ�ŶĞǁ�
,ĞƉĂǀŝƌƵƐ͟. (3724) 
 
Three months later  after the transfer occurred on May 30, 2019, DFO staff are still trying to 
figure out the cause of the continued higher than usual daily mortality in the Dixon Point, Ross, 
Bawden and Binns farms.  ,Žǁŝ�DĂŶĐŚĞƐƚĞƌ�ǁƌŝƚĞƐ�͞tĞ�ƐĞŶƚ�ƐĂŵƉůĞƐ�ƚŽ�DĂƌŬ�WŽůŝŶŬƐŝ͙�ŚĂǀĞ 
ǇŽƵ�ĞǀĞƌ�ŚĞĂƌĚ�ďĂĐŬ�ĨƌŽŵ�Śŝŵ͍͟�(3694) 
 
There is no answer in the record. 
 
                       ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
Summary: In 2019, a provincial government lab reports the fish at Dixon Point might have been 
infected with an unknown bacteria that was being released at high levels into the marine 
environment and recommends follow up.  A federal DFO lab said it would test the Dixon Point 
fish for a newly discovered virus. The Dixon Point fish were fed 6 rounds of antibiotics, but the 
mortality rate remained high.  When Cermaq wanted to transfer these fish to other farms in 



Clayoquot Sound, DFO listed algae blooms and freshwater run off as the reason these fish were 
dying.  No supporting evidence for this was supplied from Cermaq, no plankton counts, no 
examination of the gills for damage due to the plankton.  The lab reports were ignored, the fish 
were approved for transfer, they continued dying after the transfer and no one knew why. 
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