
Presents 

 Glass Sponges 

Bioherms in Howe 

Sound 

  “Unique in the World” 



Glass Sponge Reefs in Howe 

Sound 
• Group effort – MLSS, 

UCBC, Vancouver 

Aquarium 

• Family History 

• Context and 

durisdiction 



Basic Information 

• Stationary, filter feeding organisms 

• Animal 

• Long-lived, slow growing (est. 2-10cm/yr) 

• Primary structure is a matrix of silica-based 

spicules 

• Reef forming abilities 

• Unique habitat for  

    deep marine life 



Filter Feeding 

• Rely on currents to transport food towards them 

• Can filter 900x their body volume/hr 

• Consume microscopic plankton, bacteria, detritus 
and sediment 

• Based on recent study estimated 230 tons per day 
of bacteria consumed by Sponge Reefs off BC 
Coast 

• Larger particles, vibrations & impact will cause 
irritation and arrest filter feeding 

• Communicate to other cells through electrical 
signalling 

 



Habitat 

• High Si 

• 9-10°C  

• Low sedimentation 

• High suspended sediment load (turbid water) 

• Higher velocity deep currents; leeward side of 

ridges/sea mounts 





Sponge: How Far Back in Time 

 Do They Go? 

 



Sponge Garden 

 

  



Bioherm / Sponge Reef – A reef structure 

formed from new glass sponges growing on 

skeletal remains of old sponge 

• Thought to have been extinct for 65 million years 

• Previously only known from fossil records 

• Fossilized remains of one reef stretches 2900km 

from Spain to Romania 

• Rediscovered in Hecate Straight / Queen 

Charlotte Sound in 1987 

• Was compared to finding a herd of dinosaurs 

• More recent discoveries in Southern Straight of 

Georgia & Howe Sound 

 



Estimated to grow 2-10cm/yr 



Estimated to grow 2-10cm/yr 



Sponge Reefs discovered to date 



Howe Sound  

Queen Charlotte Channel Sponge 

Identified by the DFO 



Halkett Provincial Park proposal 



Halkett Provincial Park Proposal 

• Joint effort by Marine 

Life Sanctuary 

Society, Underwater 

Council and 

Vancouver Aquarium 

• Great support from 

MLA Jordan Sturdy 

• Expand existing park 

boundaries to include 

Sponge Garden & 

Sponge Reef Habitat 

• Ministry currently 

reviewing proposal 

• Letters of Support 

from Squamish 

Nation, Islands Trust 

and others. 

• More letters would be 

helpful 



Why should we care? 

• Ancient life form 

• Appear to act as nursery and grow-out 

habitat for Rockfish and crustaceans 

• Extremely delicate 

• Filter huge quantities of water 

• Susceptible to temperature shifts, valuable 

indicator of climate change 

• Occur in shallow water, unique in the 

world 

 



Marine Conservation & Shifting 

Baselines 

• Each generation regards what they grew up with, 

or studied in school as ‘normal’  

• Does not provide an accurate comparison 

• Masks long term change 

• Recent positive shift – Clean up of Industry 

• Recent positive shift – Herring & Marine 

Mammals 

 



‘Fishing Stories’ 

• Late 1800’s 

homestead family 

• 1940’s massive 

Rockfish caught in 

large numbers 

• 1950’s/60’s Spear-

fishing 

• 1970’s / 80’s 

recreational fishing 

• 1990’s decline / 

collapse of 

recreational fishing 

• 2000’s Howe Sound 

clean-up and 

recovery? 

• Moving forward… 



Compare to present day 

• Stocks severely 

depleted 

• Rockfish and Lingcod 

closed to all fishing in 

Howe Sound 

• 2 species of Rockfish 

considered extirpated 

(locally extinct) 

• 2 Species listed as 

Threatened by 

COSEWIC  

• Little to no 

enforcement 

 



How does this relate to glass 

sponges? 
• Sponge reefs are 

ideal rockfish habitat 

• Appear to act as 

nursery areas 

• Rockfish are slow to 

mature and some 

species live beyond 

100 

• Studying and 

protecting the sponge 

reefs may help 

rockfish stocks 

recover 



Bioherms as grow-out habitat 

for Rockfish? 



Howe Sound is unique 

• Local sponge reefs 

are shallow enough to 

visit & study using 

traditional Scuba 

methods 

• Only known location 

in the world! 

• No expensive 

equipment and 

support ships 

required 



Some deeper reefs accessible by 

technical divers 

April 3 2013  



Citizen Science 

•Mapping 

•Dive surveys, photos 

and video 

•Technical Dives 

•Drop Camera 

•Temperature Monitors 

•UBC Engineering 

Student Projects 

•Collaboration with other 

groups 



Dorman Bay 



Dorman Point 3D View showing the  

deep canyon adjacent to the reef 



Letter of support to MLSS 

• If on land protection would likely already 

be in place 

• Out of sight out of mind 

• “Our organization is pleased to support the 

addition of the foreshore to Halkett 

Bay Provincial Park in order to protect the 

sponge reefs.” 

• First step – we plan on expanding efforts 

to all reefs in Howe Sound  

 

 





 


