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PICTOU - Community wharfs and harbours across Nova Scotia are falling apart from a "lack of funding and a lack of resources," says the executive director of a rural lobby group.  

The demise of docking facilities in rural communities will spell the end of economies in coastal communities, says Ishbel Munroe of Coastal Communities Network. "Without wharfs, people cannot fish," she said.  "These wharfs are the highways fishermen use to get to work and they bring substantial dollars to the Nova Scotian economy." 

Coastal Communities Network will hold forums on the state of wharfs and harbours on March 21 at the Gaelic College in St. Ann, March 30 at the Annapolis Basin Conference Centre in Cornwallis, and March 31 in the Halifax area at a place to be announced later. 

Ms. Munroe said smaller local wharfs and the associated infrastructure are also essential to the province's billion-dollar tourism industry since visitors coming to Nova Scotia expect to be able to access the sea.   At a Jan. 20 forum in Eastern Passage, held to discuss the condition of harbours and wharfs, fishermen, boaters, tourism operators and others cited deteriorating infrastructure as a major cause for concern, she said. 

In 1987, the federal Department of Fisheries and Oceans tried to offset deep funding cuts by creating local harbour authorities to fund and manage small-craft harbours.  

Local volunteers, who are also full-time fishermen, are now responsible for garbage pickup and snow removal, collecting berthing fees, maintaining and repairing aging facilities, paying the facility's utility bills and filling out endless forms in the search for funding, Ms. Munroe said. 

The guidelines for the small craft harbours division of Fisheries and Oceans call for four percent of a wharf's value to be spent on maintenance, but it supplies 1.36 per cent of the necessary amount, she said. 

The four per cent figure is for new wharfs, not the aging ones currently found in most of Nova Scotia, she added. The remaining costs must be raised by the individual harbour authorities, who must compete with other small ports for federal dollars allotted to Nova Scotia. Added to the cost are reams of red tape entangling harbour authorities.  "There are so many regulations that one authority that wanted to move a pile of sand from one place on its wharf to another had to meet with 16 different government departments. 

"These volunteers don't have time to do all this," she said. Some of the larger harbours are able to employ a part-time worker to collect berthing fees, enforce wharf regulations and fill out government forms. 

In 2002, the fishing industry brought ashore $800 million, and most was spent in the community where it was generated, Ms Munroe said.
