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Aboriginal Fishery Guardian (AFG) 
Program: Background  

• Launched in 1992 as a response to a 1990 Supreme Court of Canada (SCC) 
decision (commonly referred to as the “Sparrow” decision).  
 

• In response to the Sparrow decision the Government of Canada (GoC) 
implemented a program called the Aboriginal Fisheries Strategy (AFS).  
 

• The focus of AFS was to develop capacity in Aboriginal communities for 
fisheries management initiatives, including catch monitoring. The AFG program 
became a key component of this strategy. 
 

• The AFS program also include licences for food, social and ceremonial (FSC) 
fishing, commercial fisheries access, as well as habitat and science projects. 
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What is a Fishery Guardian? 
 

• In Canada the Fisheries Act has provision for the designation of fishery officers 
OR fishery guardians and provides for limitations on powers: 
5. (1) The Minister may designate any persons or classes of persons as fishery 
officers or fishery guardians for the purposes of this Act and may limit in any 
manner the Minister considers appropriate the powers that a fishery officer or 
fishery guardian may exercise under this Act or any other Act of Parliament. 
 
Are Fishery Guardian designations limited to Aboriginal Groups? 

• No, in the Canadian context, designated fishery guardians (with limited 
powers), are employed (in one province) on a contractual basis to provide 
compliance monitoring for inland and recreational fisheries.  

• Also “Fishery Guardian” designations are used occasionally to allow specialized 
staff to participate in certain enforcement operations (e.g. Digital forensics staff 
involved in the seizure of computer files) 

 
 

 
  

3 



What is an Aboriginal Fishery Guardian? 
 

• There are a number of communities on the east and west coasts of Canada, with 
designated Aboriginal Fishery Guardians, who undertake compliance related 
activities in their communities 
 

• These Aboriginal Fishery Guardians have powers limited so as to restrict search, 
arrest or any use of force. They can seize small items used in the commission of 
an offense (e.g. fishing nets, rods, small quantities of fish) 

 
• The limitation on powers is commensurate with the expectations for the fishery 

guardian’s role in  enforcement – largely “Observe, Record and Report” and 
“Catch Monitoring” 
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What is an Aboriginal Fishery Guardian? 
 

• Aboriginal Fishery Guardians (AFGs) are employed by, and report through, 
their respective First Nation/Aboriginal organization – not government 
employees 
 

• Work plans with specific goals for the season are agreed upon annually between 
the First Nations/Aboriginal Organizations and DFO. 
 

• AFG duties have generally involved a mixture of: 
–  Fisheries monitoring,  
– Catch reporting,  
– Community engagement/education,  
– Habitat restoration,  
– Fish sampling 
– Technical assistance to projects – counting fences, research projects, etc 
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What are the strengths? 
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• In some areas, AFG program has become integral part of the DFO 
compliance and enforcement program and fishery officers work closely 
with fishery guardians, conducting joint patrols and sharing training 
opportunities and equipment 

 

• The program serves as a joint mentoring exercise- fishery officers learn 
about community- establish networks, break down barriers 
 

• Helps cultivate an open line of communication with the community and the 
community leadership 
 

• Creates positive role models allowing for cultural values to help frame 
community conservation objectives 



What are the challenges? 
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• Obtaining/maintaining the funding required given inflationary impacts 
 

• Lack of trust in some areas means First Nations (or C&P) are reluctant to 
fully engage  
 

• Lack of clear framework to guide program, creating uncertainty about how 
to proceed re implementation, rejuvenation 
 

• Lack of consistency among programs – with 24 different communities 
employing AFG there are many differences in delivery (e.g. salaries, 
uniforms, equipment, patrol methods) 
 

• Aboriginal Community not always in sync with the fishery guardians (e.g. 
fishery guardians may prefer enhanced powers while band leadership and 
the community may not be supportive) 
 

• Jurisdictional issues between federal government and provincial 
governments which do not allow for necessary cross-designations.  



Rejuvenation of the program 
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Since 2012, DFO C&P has engaged a number of  other 
government departments/sectors and First Nations in 
discussions about the future of the program to seek 
answers to a number of questions: 
 

• Goals: What is/should be objective of the program? 
• Benefits: For DFO, Other Government Departments, First Nation 

Communities, Fishery Guardians and the Government of Canada overall 
• Challenges: Short/Long term? Are any insurmountable? 
• Roles: Who is “in charge” of the program’s management, coordination, 

performance measures, and reporting?   
• Partners: Who are potential partners and what roles for each? 
• Delivery model:  Are yearly negotiated agreements the best vehicle to 

support the long term delivery of a fishery guardian program?   
 



What We Are Hearing Within the 
Communities 
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Powers 
• General feeling is that powers should be enhanced 
• Usually (but not always) expressed by guardians; usually (but not 

always) leadership favors limitations on powers 
 

Expanded Role 
• Universal support for multi-jurisdictional role to match Aboriginal 

aspirations for holistic approach to natural resource monitoring  
 

Enhanced Resources 
• Inflation has significant implications for ongoing operations 

 

Training 
• Preference for local training  



What We’re Working On/Exploring 
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Framework for program 
• New vision document is being developed to better articulate the 

overall objectives and roles 
 

Engagement with OGDs 
• Discussions to explore potential partnerships 
• Moving towards 2 pilot projects – One on the Atlantic coast and 

one on the Pacific coast 
 

Training 
• Exploring options for delivering training locally.  



Conclusion 
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• As Aboriginal communities have a vested interest in the sustainability of 
fisheries resources, Fishery Guardian programs can aid in fisheries MCS 
 

• Programs can be tailored to meet local requirements/concerns 
 

• For greatest effectiveness: 
– there must be a clear understanding of roles, responsibilities, objectives 
– there must be open dialogue between the participants and the 

government 
– there must be adequate training, equipment and funding 
– There must be clear rules of engagement 

 

• With a solid framework, and collaborative evaluation, we can work 
together to conserve and protect our fish stocks! 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 



THANK YOU! 
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