
Canadian Shellfish Sanitation Program
(CSSP)



What is the CSSP?

The Canadian Shellfish Sanitation Program (CSSP) is a program 
administered by the Canadian Food Inspection Agency (CFIA), 
Fisheries and Oceans Canada (DFO) and Environment and Climate 
Change Canada (ECCC) to classify, monitor and control molluscan 
shellfish growing areas.

The objective of the program is to provide reasonable assurance that 
molluscan shellfish are safe for human consumption by 
controlling the harvesting of all molluscs within the tidal waters of 
Canada. 
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Partnership Responsibilities

Canadian Food Inspection Agency
The CFIA is responsible for overall CSSP coordination, the control of handling and 
processing of shellfish, the marine biotoxin control program and liaising with foreign 
governments on matters relevant to shellfish sanitation.
Environment and Climate Change Canada
ECCC is responsible for monitoring bacteriological water quality in shellfish harvest 
areas, identifying and evaluating sanitary pollution sources, and recommending the 
classification of shellfish harvest areas.
Fisheries and Oceans Canada
DFO is responsible for the management of fisheries, licensing fishing for shellfish, 
the enforcement of closure regulations, and opening and closing of shellfish 
harvest areas under the authority of the Fisheries Act and Regulations.
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CSSP Manual

• The Canadian Shellfish Sanitation Program manual is a 
reference document for monitoring, classifying and controlling 
areas where shellfish are harvested. The policies and criteria in 
the manual apply to all harvesting of all shellfish unless 
otherwise specified.

• This manual is linked to the preventive control plan (PCP) 
requirements in the Safe Food for Canadians Regulations
(SFCR). 
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How do you stay up to date on closures? 
SHELLI
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• Sign up for email notifications



Shellfish harvest areas that are in open status 
can be placed in closed status when …
• the biotoxin levels in shellfish do not meet the standard, or 

indicate an upward trend
• the conditions for harvesting safe shellfish in a conditionally 

managed area are not met:
• a wastewater treatment plant or collection system fails or is bypassed
• a rainfall threshold is exceeded
• the water quality has deteriorated with a change in season

• an emergency event has occurred such as
• a significant rainfall
• a fuel/oil or chemical spill

• the microbiological levels in shellfish exceed CSSP guidelines
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Monitoring Biotoxin Levels 

• Responsibility of CFIA & conducted in Classified areas only

• Recommendation of closures or openings to DFO

• Standards enforced
• paralytic shellfish poisoning (saxitoxin equivalents) are ≥80 ug/100g
• amnesic shellfish poisoning (domoic acid)levels are ≥20 ug/g;
• diarrhetic shellfish poisoning (okadaic acid and/or DTX, singly or in 

combination) levels are ≥0.20 ug/g
• pectenotoxins levels are ≥0.20 ug/g
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Factors that contribute to biotoxin levels
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Criteria for opening a closed area due to 
biotoxins
• An area may be returned to open status when three consecutive 

acceptable samples taken over a 14 day period are acceptable 
and show a downward trend in toxicity. Consideration of adjacent 
area results are taken in to account when decisions are made to 
return a shellfish harvest area to open status.

• Areas that are closed based on the predicted rapid rise in 
biotoxin levels may be opened earlier than the standard 14-day 
closure if a subsequent sample or samples indicate that the 
biotoxin levels never reached unacceptable levels and the 
biotoxin levels are decreasing.
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PEI at a glance…
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• A total of 26 sample sites

• Approximately 750 samples collected

• Approximately 2,040 biotoxin analyses were completed in 2023

• How we collect samples: boating, shore picks, collection from 
registered facilities

• CFIA is continuously reviewing and updating our monitoring and 
sampling plans



Covehead/Brackley 2023

• This was the first biotoxin closure in PEI since 2006. This was 
not precautionary: the closure was triggered by above tolerance 
sample results.

• Historically one sample site represented both harvest tracts.

• Investigation of the harvest area showed the one sample site 
did not accurately reflect the conditions in both tracts.
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Covehead/Brackley 2023 DSP Closure

Covehead

• Original sample site

• 55 days closed

• 8 of samples taken

• Maximum level observed: 
0.20ug/g

Brackley

• Site added during 
investigation

• 70 days closed

• 11 of samples taken

• Maximum level observed: 
0.32ug/g
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Brief overview of other detections

• Portions of Bedeque Bay, Summerside Harbour, Salutation 
Cove, Dunk River 

• Precautionary closure was implemented due to the rapid rise of PSP 
levels

• June 13 – 16

• Low level DSP detections: Boughton River, New London Bay, 
St. Peter’s Bay, Darnley Basin, Rustico, Savage Harbour

• ASP no detections

• PSP detections: highest observed in Dunk River (above), all 
other detections <16ug/g
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Operator responsibilities following biotoxin
detection

• Have a written PCP that captures how they identify closures 
and outlines product distribution and traceability

• Assess risk and develop an action plan for all implicated 
product

-Product harvested from last acceptable sample date to 
date of failed sample

-Product harvested from date of failed sample to closure 
date
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Shellfish Related Illnesses & Outbreaks

• The CFIA - will lead a CSSP food safety investigation to assess 
the link between shellfish from a specific shellfish harvest area, 
land file or lease and reported illnesses. The CFIA's food safety 
investigation will assess whether the illness is related to a 
shellfish harvest area (whole or part of), land file or lease or is 
the result of processor post-harvest contamination.
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Key Contacts
All inquiries should start with your local inspector 

 CFIA Regional Office (902) 566-7290

 CFIA Summerside Office (902) 888-4020

Other Regional Contacts

 Ashley Anderson – Fish and Shellfish Inspection 
Advisor Ashley.Anderson@inspection.gc.ca

 Jennifer Nickerson – Inspection Manager, Food 
programs Jennifer.Nickerson@inspection.gc.ca
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Questions?
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