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NATIVE FISH SOCIETY 
							Advancing the Recovery of Native, Wild Fish in Their Homewaters 

 
 

April 18, 2016 
 
FR: Mark Sherwood, Communications Director 
TO: Todd Confer, ODFW District Biologist, Gold Beach, OR 
RE: Proposed South Coast Ocean Sport and Commercial Terminal Area Fisheries 
 
Dear Mr. Confer,  
 
Thank you for the opportunity to provide comments on the proposed 2016 south coast ocean sport and 
terminal area fisheries. The Native Fish Society’s over 3,000 members and supporters and 80 River Stewards 
have a keen interest in the careful and science-based stewardship of our Oregon’s south coast wild Chinook 
salmon. These remarkable fall Chinook enrich not only rural communities and economies, they also are 
crucial for supporting productive and healthy freshwater ecosystems. For these reasons, ODFW is obligated 
under the Native Fish Conservation Policy to: 1) Prevent the serious depletion of native fish; 2) Maintain & 
restore naturally produced fish in order to provide substantial ecological, economic and cultural benefits to 
the citizens of Oregon; 3) Foster & sustain opportunities for fisheries consistent with the conservation of 
naturally produced fish & responsible use of hatcheries.  
 
ODFW Proposed Fishery for Elk & Sixes 
 
Forecasts remain within ODFW’s defined average returns (Sixes wild Chinook: 3,351 and Elk hatchery 
Chinook: 6,841) and ODFW proposes a recreational season to run from November 1-30 with a two-Chinook 
daily limit with only one wild. The Elk River commercial bubble season is proposed to run October 15 to 
November 30, with a landing possession limit of 20 Chinook per boat and a minimum Chinook size of 26 
inches. It is presumed, the in river fishery would follow sport angling regulations, 2 salmon per day / 10 per 
year, with no more than 1 per day of wild origin.  
 
Comment: 
 
Elk River fall Chinook stocks were the only population on the Oregon Coast to be found “non-viable” 
during a review of VSP parameters during ODFW’s 2012-2013 Coastal Oregon Salmonid Conservation and 
Management Planning process. The plan identified several actions that ODFW would implement to improve 
the health of this stock. These actions included: a) a reduction in hatchery plants; b) a commitment to 
partnerships to improve estuarine habitat conditions; c) the use of weirs to limit hatchery Chinook presence 
in spawning tributaries; d) new measures to increase the attraction of hatchery Chinook into the hatchery 
facility; and e) increasing the harvest of hatchery Chinook to reduce pHOS (pg 38 ODFW Coastal 
Conservation and Management Plan). While we have our concerns about the extent to which current efforts 
will be successful in achieving the >30% pHOS goal and the larger goal of restoring wild Elk River fall 
Chinook to a viable state, we do appreciate ODFW’s efforts thus far to initiate many of the measures 
committed to during the CMP process, specifically a-d.   
 
The one component of the CMP recommendations for Elk River fall Chinook that seems to be lagging 
behind are changes to the Elk River sport and commercial fishery to improve the resilience and diversity of 
the wild population. A well-monitored and managed mark-selective terminal (commercial and recreational) as 
well as in-river fishery could potentially reduce the number of hatchery origin spawners, thereby improving 
the diversity and resilience of wild fall Chinook stocks.  
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Recommendations: 
 
According to the 2013 Independent Panel Review of the ODFW Coastal Oregon Salmonid Conservation and 
Management Plan (Review of CMP), the authors found that in order for Oregon to implement mark-selective 
fisheries in the ocean for Chinook the following items needed to be prioritized: 1) “A need to design new 
monitoring approaches for assessing catch and release impacts on native stocks…and that sampling to detect 
index groups of wild fish implanted with coded wire tags may be ineffective among the overwhelming 
numbers of marked hatchery fish” and 2) “Oregon has implemented mark-selective fisheries, but California 
still has about 75% of the hatchery Chinook unmarked. California’s reluctance to mark its hatchery fish has 
eroded the incentive for Oregon to implement mark selective fisheries on Chinook in the ocean.” (pg. 28, 
Review of CMP)  
 
We recommend that ODFW 1) work with CDFW and NOAA fisheries to increase the marking of 
California’s hatchery fall Chinook to 100% and 2) work to design a new monitoring approach that would 
allow for the implementation of a mark-selective fishery in the ocean and the Elk River sport and commercial 
terminal fisheries. According to “simulations with historical ocean catch data by Pyper et al. (2012) showed 
that broadly implemented mark selective fisheries would have resulted in large increases in escapement of 
natural Chinook simultaneous with reductions in escapement of hatchery fish.” (pg. 28 Review of CMP)  
 
We also recommend that ODFW initiate a study to determine if a catch and release fishery for wild fall 
Chinook in the Elk River would improve the population’s diversity, resilience and health. NFS is willing to 
help ODFW with outreach and education to guides and anglers to help them improve fish handling 
techniques. ODFW currently utilizes similar in-river mark selective fisheries (for Rogue River spring Chinook 
for example) to lessen the impact of sport fisheries on sensitive stocks.  
 
We also recommend that ODFW work with the PST technical analyst to improve its genetic analysis of Elk 
River fall Chinook and begin forecasting wild returns for the Elk River. Without a credible forecast of Elk 
River wild fall Chinook, managers are missing key data points critical for making sound management 
decisions.  
 
While we applaud ODFW for establishing an escapement goal for the Elk’s wild fall Chinook, the 
escapement target of 1,700 fish (and estimated 2,250 wild escapement for 2016) (Todd Confer, 4/11 personal 
communications) does not appear to be based on the biological needs of the wild salmon or the Elk River 
ecosystem, but instead serves mainly the interests of the commercial and recreational fishery. Especially, for a 
stock as imperiled as fall Chinook in the Elk River, we recommend ODFW shift its management approach to 
one resembling the Wild Salmonid Management Framework, which is attached to this comment as 
“Appendix A.”  
 
This framework is based on the recommendations of Oregon’s Independent Multidisciplinary Science Team 
and the Independent Scientific Advisory Board. In short, this framework recommends that harvest be 
regulated by, “species and race for each watershed and subbasin.  Objectives for spawning timing and 
size/age of adult spawners are included. Nutrient enrichment of watersheds from salmonid carcasses is 
achieved. Egg deposition targets by species are achieved.”(Appendix A).  
 
ODFW Proposed Chetco Bubble Fishery: 
 
The Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife has proposed a reduction to the length of the 2016 Chetco 
bubble fishery from 11 days to 5 days and the number of fish harvested (from 1,200 fish total to 600 fish 
total).  ODFW has asked to the public to weigh in on two options for the 5-day fisheries, one with a single 
weekend and another spanning two weekends.  
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Comment:  
 
For 2016, the Chetco and Winchuck runs are forecasted to return at levels below ODFW’s benchmarkes for 
managing the terminal fishery to ensure that enough Chinook return to the Chetco to meet ODFW’s 
conservation criteria and to maintain the in-river fishery. This presents a conservation concern.  
 
Additionally, the spawner escapement objectives for the Chetco and Winchuck are based upon stock 
recruitment analysis at .51 of MSY, the management paradigm utilized during the creation of the Rogue Fall 
Chinook Conservation Plan.  
 
While we commend ODFW for establishing spawner escapement objectives for the Chetco and Winchuck 
and reducing the 2016 harvest due to low forecast, this MSY based approach creates difficulties in, 
“accounting for differences in productivity of population subunits when harvest rates are prescribed. 
Populations in the least productive habitats could be eliminated by harvest rates that are easily supportable in 
the most productive habitats. A spatially explicit analytical framework is needed, such as the habitat-based 
approach we described earlier (Appendix A: Wild Salmonid Management Framework), to predict and monitor 
the potential for such an outcome.”(pg. 27 Reivew of CMP). When these population subunits are 
overharvested it undermines the diversity of the wild population by reducing the variety of life histories that 
successfully reaches the spawning grounds. This concern is not alleviated by the proposed reduction in the 
Chetco’s bubble fishery, despite ODFW’s proposal to reduce harvest and the length of this fishery.  
 
For example, 
 

“In order to evaluate the influence of maintaining distinct accounting for population subunits with 
differing productivities when performing stock-recruitment analysis, Cramer and Neeley (1993) 
divided a data set for Snake River spring Chinook into four subunits corresponding to the habit 
quality ratings used by Idaho Department of Fish and Game (1992). The proportion of habitat that 
IDFG assigned to each rating was 15% poor, 45% fair, 35% good, and 5% excellent.” 
 
“Ricker α parameters were assumed for each habitat quality to reflect real possibilities for spring 
Chinook in the Snake River Basin. The Ricker α and β parameters for each of the four subunits, 
when the subunits were combined, produced an overall population with similar parameters to those 
estimated for the population as a whole. The simulation showed that the harvest rate to achieve 
maximum sustainable yield (MSY) was 1.5 times greater for fish from the excellent habitat than from 
the poor habitat, and pursuit of MSY harvest rates for fish from the excellent habitat would have 
substantially over-harvested fish from the poor and fair habit subunits.” 
 
“The simulation with population subunits demonstrated that a 20% increase in survival would cause 
about a 60% increase in the overall population above that for baseline conditions, but the population 
subunit in poor quality habitat would still go extinct and the subunit in fair habitat would still decline. 
However, because the “fair” habitat composed more stream area than any other quality ratings, a 
sufficient increase in survival to allow the fair habitat population to grow slowly would lead in 30 
years to five times more adult returns to the fair habitat than to the excellent habitat.” (Review of 
CMP, pg. 27).  
 

Recommendations: 
 
As stated in our Elk River recommendations, we again recommend that ODFW 1) work with California and 
NOAA to mark all hatchery fall Chinook and 2) work to design a new monitoring approach that would allow 
for the implementation of a mark-selective fishery in the ocean and the Chetco River terminal fisheries.  
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We also recommend that ODFW replace their MSY based escapement objective with a habitat-based model, 
such as the Wild Salmonid Management Framework. As indicated in the example above, an MSY based 
approach to fisheries management leaves significant room to unintentionally overharvest smaller, more 
vulnerable segments of an otherwise healthy population, which must be maintained to ensure overall 
population diversity and resilience.     
 
Given the concerns about low escapement forecasts for the Chetco and Winchuck for 2016, we recommend 
in the interim, that ODFW manage the Chetco bubble fishery to ensure that it does not exceed the reduced 
commercial and sport harvest objectives (600 fish total). If ODFW has the data to conclude that a single 
weekend fishery would have this result, we recommend the agency move forward with the Oct. 4-8 opener.  
 
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the 2016 Elk and Chetco fall Chinook fisheries. We hope our 
comments, recommendations and resources are helpful in the future management of southern Oregon’s 
remarkable wild, native fall Chinook. These fish are legendary for their size and power, we hope through 
future cooperation and the best-available science they will remain a central fixture of our south coast 
communities and freshwater ecosystems.   
 
Warmly,  
 

 
 
Mark Sherwood 
Communications Director 
 
 
 
   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
About Native Fish Society: Founded in 1995, the Native Fish Society utilizes the best-available science 
and our grassroots network of River Stewards to conserve and restore the Northwest’s wild, native fish and 
safeguard their freshwater habitats. The Native Fish Society has 3,000 members and supports 80 volunteer 
River Stewards in Oregon, Washington, Western Idaho and Northern California.  
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Appendix A: Establish a Wild Salmonid Management Framework 
 
Premise of Management: 
Salmonids are locally adapted and continuing to adapt to the ecological conditions of their natal streams.  In 
addition, populations may express an adaptive structure within watersheds in response to variation and 
changes in ecological conditions.  Management that is a departure from this fact increases risk, causing decline 
and extinction of native wild salmonids. 
 
Establish an ecological based management framework: 
Based on the ecological function of salmonids and watersheds establish an ecological management program 
for each watershed/subbasin and related migration and estuary habitats that protects and restores genetic and 
life history diversity of naturally spawning and rearing wild salmonids; establish objectives for abundance, 
productivity, distribution and diversity for each species and race of native wild fish. 
 
Baselines: 
Establish an historic abundance estimate by species and watershed/subbasin. 
Establish a genetic and life history diversity benchmark by species and watershed/subbasin. 
Identify historic utilization/distribution for each watershed by salmonids to guide reconnecting salmon and 
habitats. 
 
Habitat and salmonid life history: 
Identify and maintain system-wide habitat use by life stage for each species by watershed. 
Water quantity and quality is managed to maintain optimum productivity. 
Water temperature is maintained within limits that optimize juvenile growth and adult survival requirements. 
Artificial fish passage barriers are removed to provide access to the entire watershed for juvenile and adult 
salmonids. 
Natural barriers are not altered to provide or improve passage of adult salmonids. 
In each watershed/subbasin establish a habitat protection and management agreement to support the life 
history requirements and productivity of wild native salmonids among government agencies, private 
landowners, counties and towns.   
 
Spawner Abundance Targets: 
Establish spawner abundance objectives by species and race for each watershed based on estimate of habitat 
carrying capacity. 
Establish an egg deposition target for each species and watershed for wild salmonids. 
Establish nutrient enrichment objectives for each watershed from carcasses of naturally spawning salmonids 
and achieve them annually. 
 
Harvest Management: 
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Harvest is regulated to achieve spawner abundance objectives by species and race for each watershed and 
subbasin.  Objectives for spawning timing and size/age of adult spawners are included. Nutrient enrichment 
of watersheds from salmonid carcasses is achieved. Egg deposition targets by species are achieved. Subbasin 
fisheries for trout and adults are regulated to support optimum reproduction in each watershed. 
 
Hatchery Management: 
Naturally spawning hatchery fish are excluded from wild salmonid spawning areas. 
Ecological impacts of hatchery fish on wild fish are identified and controlled. 
A stock transfer policy is adopted so that fish and eggs are not transferred among watersheds. 
 
Establish Wild Salmonid Protected Areas: 
Establish wild salmonid protected streams to serve as reference sites to evaluate the hatchery programs.   
In each ESU establish wild salmonid protected streams to maintain wild salmonid populations that are 
monitored and evaluated. 
 
Direct funding to evaluate and monitor the ecological function of wild salmonid protected streams. 
Establish within the management agency a program for wild salmonid ecosystem management and evaluation 
with staffing responsible for this program. 
Report annually to the public and decision makers the results, plans, and funding requirements for the wild 
salmonid protected areas program. 
 
 
Institutional Change: 
In 1875 the U.S. Fish Commissioner, Spencer Baird, said hatcheries could replace regulation of the fishery 
and their habitats.  He had no proof that this could be successful, but he also recognized that the states would 
not regulate. Government fishery agencies adopted Baird’s premise and hatcheries became the silent partner 
in the destruction of habitat and for overfishing.  Government institutions recognized they could convince 
the public that hatcheries were the answer to salmon conservation and the public would pay for hatchery 
mitigation.  The institutional commitment to hatcheries as the solution for salmon decline has resulted in the 
listing of wild salmon through the ESA and extinction of over a hundred populations. The promise of 
hatchery mitigation has never made up for wild salmonid losses, and in 2014 these same institutions with the 
authority to protect and recover wild salmonids and their habitats are continuing down the same failed path. 
Consequently, there is no effective conservation or recovery program for wild salmon.  But the public, paying 
the bill, believe the agencies when they say conservation is their top priority.  In order to make wild salmonid 
conservation an actual priority they will have to hold the agencies accountable for conservation.   
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