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Nova Scotia's offshore wind programme faces a social licence challenge that cannot be
resolved by regulatory process alone. The CAD 2.6 billion commercial fishing industry on
the Scotian Shelf has explicitly stated that responsible development requires transparent
impact assessment and meaningful coexistence, not assurances. The Nova Scotia Fisheries
Alliance for Energy Engagement, representing nineteen fishing associations, has made
seabed impact characterisation a precondition for coexistence. Fisheries and Oceans
Canada has flagged that data gaps in the ecological characterisation of the WEAs,
particularly at licence parcel scale, prevent a thorough understanding of potential impacts
under the Fisheries Act.

What is underappreciated is that the data needed to characterise the seabed for engineering
purposes and for ecological and fisheries impact assessment are largely the same. High-
resolution multibeam bathymetry, sub-bottom profiles, and physical seabed samples serve
both communities. The difference lies not in what data are collected but in how survey
programmes are designed, what additional biological and sedimentological parameters are
co-collected, and how outputs are communicated to different stakeholders.

This paper proposes a co-designed seabed survey framework structuring first-generation
site investigation campaigns in the Nova Scotia WEAs to simultaneously serve three user
communities: developers requiring engineering-grade ground models, regulators and DFO
requiring benthic habitat characterisation for Fisheries Act compliance, and fishing industry
stakeholders requiring transparent evidence of seabed disturbance and fisheries impact.

The framework demonstrates that the marginal cost of integrating ecological data collection
into an engineering survey campaign is modest, and that this investment eliminates
separate ecological baseline surveys, reduces total programme time, and generates the
shared evidence base that makes meaningful fisheries coexistence agreements achievable.
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