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To: Oregon Fish and Wildlife Commission 

From: Conrad Gowell, Native Fish Society  Fellowship Director 

Re: Native Fish Society Comments on the Need to Adopt a Temporary Rule to Restrict Wild 

Steelhead Harvest in Southwestern Oregon. 

Dear Chair Finley and the members of the Oregon Fish and Wildlife Commission, 

Thank you for the opportunity to voice our concerns, once again, on the wild steelhead fisheries 

in Southwest Oregon.  We are providing comments in the public forum because of the 

continued interest from community members who have reached out to us.  The petition started 

by Harvey Young, a local fishing guide, continues to grow with over 7000 signers concerned 

about the health of wild steelhead populations.  Based on the action taken during the 

September 2018 commission meeting, the revised petition now asks for a temporary 

suspension on wild steelhead harvest until a status assessment and conservation and 

management plan can be adopted by the commission.  

To give recently appointed commissioners some background, The Native Fish Society (NFS) is a 

501(c)3 conservation non-profit, dedicated to utilizing the best available science to advocate for 

the protection and recovery of wild, native fish and promote the stewardship of the habitats 

that sustain us all.  NFS has 4,500  members and supporters, and 83 grassroots advocates that 

help safeguard fish across the Pacific Northwest.   In the Southwest Zone we have 11 locally 

based River Stewards and who care for their homewaters on the Chetco, Rogue, North 

Umpqua, South Umpqua, and Pistol rivers, and Hunter Creek.  Further, our River Stewards, 

Fellows, staff, members and supporters live, work, and travel to fish in the Southwest Zone, and 

have a keen interest in the long term protection of the areas iconic fish. 

Looking at the big picture, The National Marine Fisheries Service has identified 15 Distinct 

Population Segments (DPS) for steelhead trout across their native North American range.  Of 

these populations, over 70%, (11 out of 15) have been listed for protection under the Federal 

Endangered Species Act.   Broadly speaking, wild steelhead across their native range are in 1

decline, and the majority of populations require further protection under federal law.   Sport 2

1 Behnke, R. Trout and Salmon of North America. 2010 Chanticleer Press 
2 Nehlsen W., Williams, J.E., Lichatowich, J.A. Pacific Salmon at the Crossroads: Stocks at Risk from 
California, Oregon, Idaho, and Washington. Fisheries, Vol. 16, No. 2. 
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fishing regulations across this range currently requires the release of wild steelhead in every 

river in California, Idaho, Washington, Alaska, British Columbia, and most rivers in Oregon.  

In Oregon, six steelhead DPS have been identified, and four of those populations are currently 

listed as threatened under the federal Endangered Species Act. The direct take of steelhead 

through sport fishing in Oregon currently restricts wild, native steelhead harvest in the 

Willamette, Central, and Northeast Zones, and all but two rivers in the Northwest Zone (Salmon 

River and Big Elk Creek). The Southwest Zone encompasses portions of the remaining two 

population segments, the Klamath Mountain Province DPS and the Oregon Coast DPS.  These 

populations are not currently on the federal Endangered Species List, but are federally 

recognized by the Forest Service Region 6 as “sensitive species”, with policy objectives to 

“ensure that actions do not contribute to a loss of viability or cause a significant trend towards 

listing under the ESA.”   To sustain the viability and biodiversity of fish populations in Southwest 

Oregon, we must be vigilant to the factors that contributed to steelhead decline and be 

proactive to reverse the region wide decline.  This starts with the direct risk posed by the 

harvest of wild steelhead where that activity is not being closely monitored. 

In addition to the concerns voiced last year, which are re-emphasized below, several additional 

factors are important to consider: 

● Steelhead fisheries throughout Oregon and Washington and British Columbia have had

to enact emergency rules in 2019 due to the lowest returns in the last 2 to 5 decades.

● The bag limit reduction the commission directed staff to implement last year (from 5 to

3 fish per year) only affected 10% of fishery participants, and likely did not have a

material effect on the total number of steelhead killed in the fishery.

● In the past, systemic distortion of information enabled the over-harvest of coastal coho

salmon to the point of federal listing.  We feel an urgent need to critically examine the

information flow within the agency, and to take a precautionary approach, outlined in

Sitari et al.  2014 to avoid the same problem with wild steelhead in Southwest Oregon.

● Ocean indicators from the 2015, 2016, and 2017 juvenile outmigration years were some

of the worst recorded in the Northwest Fisheries Science Center’s 21 year dataset.3

● The status review of wild steelhead in these rivers that the commission asked to be

completed is still underway, and last years catch-card data is still being evaluated.

● Enhancing adaptive capacity is essential to account for the increasing threat of climate

change   Management policies that focus on maximizing resilience to the effects of4

climate change have not yet been developed.

3 https://www.nwfsc.noaa.gov/research/divisions/fe/estuarine/oeip/g-forecast.cfm 
4 https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0217711 
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Problems identified in comments to the Commission last year include: 

● While there is a set bag limit (1) on the number of fish anglers can take per day, and a

fixed number [reduced to 3] which can be taken in a year, the open-entry fishery means

an unlimited number of fishers can obtain a licence to harvest wild steelhead.   While

the percentage of licensed anglers in the state’s population in Oregon is decreasing by a

few thousand people per year, approximately  ⅓ of the non-resident anglers coming to

Oregon to fish are from California, the state most geographically close to these rivers of

interest.5

● Wild Steelhead population trends over time in the Southwest Zone remain unknown,

and the status assessment is still in progress, making it impossible to determine

parameters critical to ensuring harvest is being conducted in a sustainable manner.

○ According to ODFW reports for the Oregon Coast DPS, due to the decrease in

funding available for monitoring, “The relatively short time period of monitoring

and the reduced effort in recent years (and thus generally larger that 95%

confidence intervals) currently limit the ability to detect long-term trends in

abundance”  (Jacobson et al, 2015).6

● Steelhead, unlike many salmon species are more vulnerable to harvest due to the fact

that they can spawn more than once. An exploitation rate no higher than 10% has been

proposed for species such as steelhead that have complex life histories and reproduce

multiple times.   However, without data to estimate population size, or trends in change7

over time, ODFW does not know the current harvest rate, let alone how that

management decision is  impacting these fish populations.

● Other sources of unregulated mortality, such as catch and release fishing also pose risks

to populations that are exacerbated by increases in fishing pressure.  Post release

mortality is estimated at 10% of an unknown number of encounters. In addition, other

sources of mortality occur through illegal activities including the take of fish via illegal,

unregulated, and under-reported fishing.

● The Native Fish Conservation Policy explicitly requires consideration of life history

diversity in the development of a species conservation plan. Phenology, or the timing of

events within a fish’s life, age structure, size at maturity, morphology, behavior, and

genetic diversity are all impacted by harvest practices.  While all of these traits are

influenced by a combination of genetic and environmental factors, fisheries often

5Melcher 2018. Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife. Preparing for the 2019-21 Biennium. 
6Jacobson et al. 2015. Assessment of Western Oregon Adult Winter Steelhead and Lamprey – Redd 
Surveys Report Number: OPSW-ODFW-2015-09 

7 Fujiwara, M. 2011. Demographic Diversity and Sustainable Fisheries. PLoS ONE 7(5): e34556 
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unintentionally select for some traits over others.   The disproportionate harvest of 8

different run segments throughout the season, and differential exploitation rates on age 

classes, or spatial areas, all have the effect of degrading population productivity. 

 

Last year, the Department of Fish and Wildlife staff recommended that no change to the 

regulations are warranted, by citing the following points: 

 

1. A low percentage (7%) of adult steelhead habitat is open to harvesting wild 

steelhead. 

2. Public opinion supports the take of wild fish when fisheries are determined 

sustainable. 

3. Steelhead are not currently listed as endangered. 

4. Juvenile steelhead are present in 80% of habitat surveyed. 

5. “The average number of wild steelhead harvest annually in the Rogue River over 

this time period is approximately 325 fish” (ODFW, Staff report for Southwest 

Zone Regulation proposal - August, 2018). 

6. “ODFW finds that this rule is not overly complex. The rule appropriately balances 

conservation and opportunity, and is enforceable by Oregon State Police” 

(ODFW, Staff report for Southwest Zone Regulation proposal - August, 2018). 

7. Steelhead populations in the Southwest Zone are limited by environmental 

conditions, not harvest. 

8. “Spawning ground surveys in the South Coast Management Area (excludes the 

Rogue) showed no discernable trend in redd abundance between 2003 and 

2015” (ODFW, Staff report for Southwest Zone Regulation proposal - August, 

2018). 

 

In response to the Staff’s recommendation we would like to make the following comments to 

the commission: 

 

1.) Place-based restrictions are helpful in regulating fisheries, but, only if total population 

sizes are known, and catch efficiencies are appropriately managed. The percentage of 

habitat open to fishing is in itself not a good indicator of how effective a regulation is at 

managing harvest.  Many of the areas currently open to fishing are in migratory 

corridors that expose the whole population of wild steelhead to fisheries.  In addition, 

closures based on space can overharvest populations if fish hold in those areas for 

8 Waples, R. S., Gustafson, R. G., Weitkamp, L. A., Myers, J. M., Jjohnson, O. W., Busby, P. J., Hard, J. 
J., Bryant, G. J., Waknitz, F. W., Nelly, K. , Teel, D. , Grant, W. S., Winans, G. A., Phelps, S. , Marshall, 
A. and Baker, B. M. (2001), Characterizing diversity in salmon from the Pacific Northwest. Journal of Fish 
Biology, 59: 1-41.  
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substantial periods of time relative to the areas of the watershed closed to angling, such 

as at spawning tributary confluences. 

 

2.) In ODFW’s last public opinion survey (2013) regarding the harvest of wild fish, the 

question assumed that the take of fish was determined sustainable by the department. 

In the case of these populations in the Southwest Zone, we do not believe that burden 

of proof has been met.  In that same survey, more of the general population also 

responded that the department should prevent Endangered Species Act listings, and 

that the management of coastal wild salmon, steelhead, and cutthroat trout should be a 

high priority for Oregon.  9

 

3.) While winter steelhead are currently not listed as endangered in Oregon’s Southwest 

Zone, Steelhead in the Klamath Mountain Province are listed on the Forest Service 

Region 6 “Sensitive Species List”. Since the majority of steelhead distinct population 

segments in Oregon are listed as threatened or endangered, we believe an abundance 

of caution should be used to prevent a future listing.  

 

4.) Presence/absence is a poor metric to understand the population trends and health of 

juvenile salmonids because of the high number of offsprings adults produce.  According 

to the 2017 Juvenile Salmonid Monitoring in Coastal Oregon Streams, site occupancy 

has varied in the Klamath Mountain Province Zone from 69% in 2016 to 97% in 2004 and 

in 2008.  However, Juvenile abundance over the Klamath Mountains Province has 

generally declined over time, ranging from a high of approximately 131,000 fish in 2002, 

and dipping to a low of approximately 46,000 in 2015.  Correspondingly, densities of 

steelhead parr across the habitat have also dropped over that period of time, indicating 

a reduced wild population size.   See the attached data table (Table 13) at the end of this 

report for detailed numbers.  

 

5.) After analyzing a public records request of wild steelhead catch records in the SW zone 

the 12 year average of 325 wild steelhead inaccurately describes the total harvest in the 

Rogue River. To arrive at the estimated total number of fish harvested, ODFW staff 

need to apply their expansion factor to account for non-reported harvest, and 

non-reporting bias.    Application of the expansion factor is important because of the 10

limited number of anglers who return their harvest information.  For instance, "In 2012, 

less than 17% of all anglers who purchased a harvest permit voluntarily returned their 

9 ODFW 2013.  Wild Fish Conservation and Management Survey: A survey designed for Oregon 
residents. 
10 Hicks and Calvin 1964. An Evaluation of the Punch Card Method of Estimating Salmon-Steelhead Sport 
Catch. Technical Bulletin 81, Agricultural Experiment Station OSU.  
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permit at the end of the fishing season in Oregon (ODFW, unpublished data)".  After 11

applying ODFW’s expansion factor,  for angler harvest data obtained through a public 

records request, a marked increase in harvest was identified, with harvest more than 

doubling between 2009 and 2016 across all rivers.  In the Rogue, the expanded harvest 

data represents a 450% increase in harvest over the information included in the staff 

report (an average of 1459 fish per year versus  325 fish per year). This error has been 

reported to and confirmed by ODFW staff.  

 

6.) Challenges do occur for enforcement of angler’s harvesting wild fish in selected 

watersheds, but not others.  For instance, harvest and possession of wild steelhead in 

selected watersheds complicates enforcement of no-harvest regulations in adjacent 

watersheds. 

 

7.) The northern half of the Southwest Zone that was reviewed in the Coastal Multispecies 

and Management Plan includes 3 out of the 10 rivers where wild steelhead harvest is 

permitted, and is not representative for the entire zone for which the current regulation 

is being called into question. The staff report suggests that there is no conservation 

concern, but fails to discuss how ODFW ensures that wild steelhead are limited to 

harvest rates of ten-percent, as suggested in the literature for iteroparous species.  

a.) Harvest of wild steelhead on the Elk River has increased approximately 1200% 

between the period of 2005-2016, from a low of 26 fish to a high of 320 fish.  

b.) Between 2005 and 2012 the Sixes River saw a 650% increase in wild steelhead 

harvest.  Since then, the total number of harvested fish has been falling, perhaps 

due to overharvest. 

c.) The reported harvest of wild steelhead on the East Fork of the Coquille has not 

been substantial (between 4 and 16 fish), showing that there is not much 

demand for that fishery.  

d.) Also, smaller coastal populations, such as Hunter Creek or Pistol River may be 

receiving a disproportionate share of the harvest, yet aggregation may not 

represent the total impact to wild steelhead in these systems. 

 

Environmental conditions do influence population size, but as indicated in the juvenile 

snorkeling data, there is between 3-31% of unoccupied habitat.  

 

8.) No adult spawner surveys have been conducted in the Rogue Management Area since 

2009 due to budget constraints, and steelhead spawning monitoring in the South Coast 

Management Area has not been conducted since 2015.  In ODFW’s 2015 report, the last 

11 McCormick 2017 Evaluation Methods to Estimate Salmon Harvest Using Angler Harvest Permits 
Available on a Smartphone Application. North American Journal of Fisheries Management. 
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year of survey collection, ODFW states “Estimates in the KMP DPS were the lowest 

recorded since monitoring began in 2003” (Jacobson et al. 2015). 

 

 

The Native Fish Conservation Policy states Section (7) : “When faced with scientific uncertainty 

concerning fish management, including status assessments and the effectiveness of recovery 

strategies, the Department shall proceed with precautionary strategies scaled to the 

Conservation risk.”  We know that monitoring is a key tool that can be used to measure what 

actual ecosystem outcomes are occurring in the face of the actions we apply to them.  We are 

asking, what “trigger points” have been established for determining management actions that 

will change, or be considered, or be reversed, in the face of observed system performances that 

threaten wild steelhead in Southwest Oregon and are beyond acceptable limits? Currently, with 

no conservation plan and cuts to basic monitoring efforts the answers to these important 

questions are not available.  

 

Based on numerous other regions experiencing serious and prolonged decline and/or 

extirpation of wild salmonids, we find it appropriate to use a precautionary approach while 

making management decisions surrounding the harvest of wild steelhead, especially in lieu of a 

specific conservation and management plan. The precautionary approach upholds that the 

burden of proof is placed on the agency proposing the management strategy--to show, based 

upon current data and a sound management plan, that harm will not occur to a species, 

population, or other subunit of important biological function.   12

 

In the last remaining regions of Oregon where steelhead are not protected under the federal 

Endangered Species Act, it is imperative that we take action now to protect these important 

species. Implementing a temporary catch and release regulation for wild steelhead in SW 

Oregon until a management and conservation plan can be implemented will protect this 

sensitive species from further decline.  This action will also provide the agency with the 

additional time necessary to collect new data, conduct additional monitoring, and complete 

stakeholder engagement for this important population of wild steelhead.  

 

In 2008, in the face of similar concerns from local anglers and guides observing the early signs 

of overharvest on the Umpqua River, the Commission acted judiciously to instate catch and 

release regulations for that river’s wild winter steelhead. In the years since, both the fish and 

the fishery have flourished. Southwest Oregon’s wild steelhead and the fisheries and 

communities they support deserve the same chance to build a sustainable fishery that lasts 

long into the future.  

12 Charles, A.T. 2002. The Precautionary Approach and ‘Burden of Proof’ challenges in fishery 
management. Bulletin of Marine Science. 70 (2) 683-694.  

 
8

https://www.ingentaconnect.com/contentone/umrsmas/bullmar/2002/00000070/00000002/art00020
https://www.ingentaconnect.com/contentone/umrsmas/bullmar/2002/00000070/00000002/art00020


 
 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to voice our concerns about this critically important issue. We 

hope that the Oregon Fish and Wildlife Commission values the comments raised in this letter 

and heeds our strong recommendation to cease wild steelhead harvest until population status 

is known, there are appropriate management tools to regulate fishery impacts, and population 

trends are known, with a high degree of certainty, to be stable or increasing.   
 
Sincerely, 
 
Conrad Gowell, Native Fish Society  Fellowship Director 
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ESSAY

Information Flow in Fisheries Management: Systemic 
 Distortion within Agency Hierarchies
Kiira Siitari
Center for Systems Integration and Sustainability, Department of Fisheries 
and Wildlife, Michigan State University, 1405 S. Harrison Rd., Suite 115, 
East Lansing, MI 48823. E-mail: kirajoy@gmail.com

Jim Martin
Berkley Conservation Institute, Mulino, OR

William W. Taylor
Center for Systems Integration and Sustainability, Department of Fisheries 
and Wildlife, Michigan State University, East Lansing, MI

INTRODUCTION

The early to mid-1970s provided some of the best Coho 
Salmon (Oncorhynchus kisutch) fishing of the last century in 
Oregon, in large part a function of productive ocean conditions 
and a booming hatchery system. However, wild Coho popula-
tions exhibited dramatic declines toward the end of the decade 
and harvest rates subsequently dropped by over 75% (Martin 
2009). Even after the Oregon Department of Fish and Wild-
life (ODFW) implemented what was deemed at the time to be 
scientifically defensible harvest reductions, fisheries biologists 
watched as the number of returning Coho fell into severe de-
cline over the next several years. How could an environmental 
catastrophe of this magnitude happen under the guardianship 
of a group of people who cared deeply for the public trust they 
managed and who were committed to using the best science 
available to properly manage these fish?

The history of Oregon Coho provides a case study of man-
agement inaction due to barriers in information flow through 
the hierarchy of a fisheries governance organization. Natural 
resource agencies are generally complex, multitiered institu-
tions that depend on information flowing vertically through 
the hierarchy of the organization to make decisions and imple-
ment management actions. As information moves between the 
layers of an organization, there is always opportunity for the 
message to become distorted by the way in which individuals 
interpret and communicate information. Making decisions using 
complete and accurate information becomes more difficult the 
higher up in the governance system one goes.

“Systemic distortion” of information can be defined as the 
process of altering information as it is communicated through 
the layers of a hierarchical system. In general, systemic dis-
tortion is a function of organizational pressures (to be right) 
and people’s social tendencies (to be liked). These pressures 
can cause perceived good news to travel quickly and unverified 
upward through the hierarchy of an agency, whereas bad news 
is often late, misinterpreted, and understated; therefore, the 
people at the top of the organization’s hierarchy tend to receive 
information that is favorably biased. Such favorably biased in-
formation supports the status quo within an organization (Bella 
1996), reducing the ability of the system to adapt to change. In 
the worst of cases, outside intervention or system collapse is re-
quired for institutional change to occur, clearly to the detriment 
of fisheries resources and agency reputation. The goal of this ar-
ticle is to create awareness of systemic distortion of information 
within natural resource organizations and provide tools to coun-
teract this phenomenon in the decision-making process. Distor-
tion of information is well documented in hierarchical systems 
(Rosen and Tesser 1970; Roberts and O’Reilly 1974; Liberti 
and Mian 2009) and it is therefore imperative that professionals 
in our field understand that the effects influence the function, 
productivity, and sustainability of our fisheries and ecosystems.

Dave Bella, a professor of engineering at Oregon State Uni-
versity, began investigating systemic distortion of information 
preceding major engineering disasters of the late 20th century. 
His work focused on the disparity in risk perception between 
lower and higher levels of decision making in organizations 
such as the National Aeronautics and Space Administration 
(NASA). Following the Space Shuttle Challenger explosion 
in 1986, a Presidential Commission Report found that NASA 
engineers familiar with the mechanics of the rocket identi-
fied significant risk in the solid rocket booster feature of the 
shuttle long before this disaster occurred (Feynman 1986). This 
information, however, was filtered and diluted, systematically 
minimizing the perception of risk as it moved up the chain of 
command (Bella 1987). An independent study estimated that 
the upper level managers perceived the risk to be about one 
thousand times less than the risk perceived by on-the-ground, 
working engineers (Feynman 1986). From our historical view-
point, the system of reporting within NASA was clearly dys-
functional, with top-level administrators somehow not receiving 
needed information to make rational decisions. Nonetheless, 
people within the system at the time perceived their actions to 
be responsible, reasonable, and justified (Bella 1987); the rea-
son for this stems from how and why information was distorted 
as it moved from the field personnel to the upper levels of the 
administration within this highly respected organization. 

How could an environmental catastrophe of this 
magnitude happen under the guardianship of a group 
of people who cared deeply for the public trust they 
managed and who were committed to using the best 
science available to properly manage these fish?
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Good News Tends to Travel Quickly

People generally want to talk about their successes, and a 
positive attitude is valued in organizations. The majority of peo-
ple seek the approval of their peers and supervisors. Through 
both formal and informal communication channels, perceived 
good news tends to travels quickly and unquestioned up the 
hierarchy of an agency. Positive reinforcement is often granted 
to the purveyors of good news, causing information to move 
through the system ever more quickly, unchecked and increas-
ingly exaggerated. Competition for funding and recognition can 
cause project forecasting to be overly positive, as the proposals 
and actions that promise the most economic value to the orga-
nization are chosen for implementation (Lovallo and Kahneman 
2003). 

Hierarchies tend to inhibit open and honest relationships 
needed to communicate effectively at work due to an imbal-
ance of power between people within the decision-making chain 
(Chaleff 2010). Both fear and love of an employer can cause 
people to distort information. Most people want to be supportive 
of their leaders and the organizations they represent. What bet-
ter currency to pay back a good employer than by highlighting 
the positive results of their decisions? Unfortunately, this blind 
devotion can encourage employees to seek out information that 
verifies that their leader’s decisions are right and to protect them 
from complaints or negative feedback. At an extreme, supervi-
sors can build an insular layer around themselves through their 
hiring and firing practices, surrounding themselves with “yes-
men” people who will support their decisions no matter what. 
This organizational ethos creates a barrier of gatekeepers who 
filter or minimize any bad news from ever reaching the decision 
maker and thus puts this person and the organization ultimately 
in jeopardy due to lack of complete and accurate information on 
which to base decisions.

Bad News Tends to Arrive Late and Understated

Hierarchical social systems inherently do not support per-
ceived bad news because bad news is viewed as disloyalty and 
challenges the functioning of the organization (Bella 1987). 
People who challenge the established protocols within an or-
ganization are often ostracized for not being team players, es-
pecially if they cut through the chain of command and report 
above their immediate supervisors. Team projects are often 
heavily laden with social pressure toward consensus and group-
think (Whyte 1956): not many people want to relay bad news or 
challenge the decisions of their colleagues because dissent can 
be taken personally and weaken working relationships. Thus, 
information that reflects poorly on coworkers or the agency will 
be diluted and softened as it moves through the layers of an in-
stitution. To do otherwise is to risk being tuned out, reorganized, 
or fired. Multitiered organizations under political or economic 
pressure tend to revert to a mentality of “keep the system going” 
(Bella 1997). Every level depends on the others and bad news 
has the potential to cause chaos throughout the organization, 
making the entire system impotent.

STEPS TO CORRECT FOR DISTORTION

Systemic distortion cannot be eliminated from hierarchi-
cal social systems. Rather, people in an organization must be 
prepared to recognize and mitigate its effects. Leaders at every 
level must acknowledge and account for distortion and not pun-
ish the people who report bad news or question the status quo. 
The following are management recommendations that can help 
agency professionals increase the accuracy and timeliness of 
information flowing through their organization for the effective 
management of our fisheries resources.

Be Aware 

Distortion of information is endemic to human communica-
tion systems. Therefore, the first step in minimizing these forces 
is for leaders to be aware that the information they receive has 
already been subject to some level of distortion. Be cautious 
when receiving only good news and seek out attrition errors—
realize that people want to take credit for positive outcomes 
and attribute negative outcomes to others, especially factors 
outside the organization (Lovallo and Kahneman 2003). Stud-
ies have found that managerial perceptions are often inaccurate 
(Mezias and Starbuck 2003). Know what bad news looks like 
and question what the ramifications would be if you are only 
seeing a piece of the whole problem. Numerous factors affect 
how information is reported: contextual factors such as the ex-
tremity of the news, social factors such as hierarchical power 
and distance, and individual factors such as personality and past 
experiences (Lee 1993). Leaders should strive to build relation-
ships within an inclusive communication network so they know 
what information is likely to be understated and who tends to 
be overly positive or overly negative. Investigating every piece 
of information hinders a leader’s ability to make timely deci-
sions; therefore, promoting an organizational culture aware of 
distortion will make day-to-day communication more effective 
and productive. 

Being aware of systemic distortion challenges people to 
examine their own biases. Past fisheries stock collapses have 
been linked to the unchallenged acceptance of scientific meth-
ods (Finlayson 1994; Lichatowich 1999). In reaction to the 
Coho Salmon declines in the 1970s, ODFW fisheries research-
ers implemented the best science available at the time to rees-
tablish harvest quotas. Managers were confident that the new 
Ricker stock recruitment curves would give them the accurate 
predictions needed to conserve the fishery. Despite the politi-
cal unpopularity of the initial decision to reduce harvest limits, 
managers were confident that the science was sound and cred-
ible. For years, the salmon populations continued to decline; 
this bad news was attributed to ocean conditions or sampling 
error and sent back for reanalysis before it was ever passed 
on to the upper levels of the agency’s hierarchy. It took the 
dogged investigation and courageous dissent of a small group 
of ODFW employees to discover a major error in their methods 
concerning the spawning index streams used to parameterize 
the stock recruitment curves. Though believed to be unbiased, 
these streams were actually nonrandom and not representative 
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of the spatial heterogeneity of natal Coho streams in Oregon 
(McGie 1981; Emlen et al. 1990). The index sites that were 
used in the scientific assessment of Coho stocks were in fact 
the most productive streams on the Oregon coast, chosen by 
highly respected agency employees, long retired from the orga-
nization. These streams were never intended for evaluating the 
entire population. Thus, the productivity of the overall Oregon 
Coho stocks was overestimated year after year before the prob-
lem was ever recognized. No one dared to question the way 
things were done or the integrity of earlier fisheries profession-
als and, as a result, the scientific examination of the problem 
was delayed. Intense political and public pressure amplified the 
internal distortion, as employees defended the decisions of the 
agency, causing the organization to be even slower to recognize 
the problem and take the actions necessary to protect all but the 
most resilient stocks in Oregon. 

Cut Through the Layers

In order to evaluate the amount of distortion within a sys-
tem, it is necessary to tunnel through the multiple layers of a 
hierarchy. Known as “diagonal communication” (Wilson 1992), 
leaders are encouraged to seek out problems in their organiza-
tion from all levels of the hierarchy. Following the chaos of 
the salmon declines, one of us (Martin) boosted diagonal com-
munication by scheduling one-on-one district tours with each 
regional fisheries biologist in the state during his time as chief 
of fisheries for ODFW. The breadth of knowledge he had from 
the top of the agency met the depth of knowledge from the 
on-the-ground, field biologists. By cutting through the layers 
within the organization, Martin felt better prepared to imple-
ment the information he was receiving at the local and regional 
scale while employees had a better understanding of the forces 
affecting statewide decisions. In a second example, an analysis 
of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service concluded that increasing 
diagonal communication within the agency’s hierarchy would 
enable employees to more effectively meet agency objectives 
(Danter et al. 2000). Communication and relationship-building 
do require a time investment; efficiency must sometimes give 
way to inclusion and responsiveness in order for institutions to 
process change (Yaffee 1997).

Celebrate Problem Identification

Systemic distortion is generally not malicious deception, 
and problems can be ignored or distorted for many reasons. 
Therefore, employees should not fear reporting bad news nor 
should they fear that a mistake has been made on their watch. 
A problem must be identified and characterized before it can 
be solved. Therefore, rewards are equally due for both problem 
identification and solution. The goal of this step is to show em-
ployees that it is okay to make mistakes as long as the mistakes 
are found. This step requires humility and accountability across 
layers in an agency. When people trust that their leaders are 
concerned with ensuring that they receive the correct informa-
tion and not the just favorable information, productive problem 
solving can move forward. 

Martin admits that ODFW fisheries biologists, himself in-
cluded, lacked this humility prior to the collapse of the Coho 
stocks. “We thought we had complete control over the salmon 
fishery. With our cutting-edge science and our hatchery capaci-
ties, we believed we could adjust the population to whatever 
level the fishermen wanted. No wonder no one saw the crash 
coming.” This hubris was also observed in a postcollapse analy-
sis of Northern Cod (Gadus morhua) management by the Ca-
nadian government (Finlayson 1994). In 1977, the Department 
of Fisheries and Oceans Canada developed a “science-based 
system of fisheries management” that proceeded to create and 
defend seriously flawed stock assessments and catch limits, de-
spite concerns from nearshore fishers and academics, until a 
fishing moratorium was enacted in 1992 (McCay and Finalyson 
1995). Agency personnel observed that the Department of Fish-
eries and Oceans Canada promoted work considered scientifi-
cally important while providing little incentive to contribute to 
organizational function and communication with stakeholders 
(Finalyson 1994). Even following the collapse, fisheries sci-
entists blamed the cause of Northern Cod declines on ocean 
conditions, ineffective sampling, and marine mammal predation 
before questioning the total allowable catch limits generated by 
their models (McCay and Finalyson 1995). Problem identifica-
tion inherently questions the status quo; therefore, this step is 
both radical and critical for an institution to adapt to changing 
social and biological conditions.

Identify Reverse Distortion Personalities

Within natural resource agencies, leaders should seek to 
build a culture of problem finders as well as problem solvers. 
Too often, the problem solvers are touted as the most essential 
components of an institution. In truth, the people who identify 
problems are equally vital to an agency. In any team environ-
ment, supervisors benefit from identifying what we call “reverse 
distortion personalities.” These are people who are not inter-
ested in distorting information for the better and will even go 
as far as to amplify bad news. Reverse distortion personalities 
have a psychology built around the identification of problems. 
Unfortunately, these people are often negatively labeled as or-
ganizational malcontents, cynics, or simply not team players. 
Like a splinter in the human body, the organization will often 
attempt to isolate and get rid of the irritant, usually by reor-
ganizing these personalities to positions where they can be, at 
best, tolerated or ignored. However, a good leader will recog-
nize that reverse distortion personalities are key components to 
a healthy system—they are not splinters to be removed. Because 
they are not concerned about going against the groupthink cur-
rent, reverse distortion personalities serve as an internal warning 
system that information might be getting distorted on the way 
to the top. These individuals beg that the problem be addressed 
and there is generally value in this consideration. Minority input 
and respectful disagreement are important pieces of a healthy 
decision-making process (Whyte 1956). As such, in any team 
environment, leaders should reinforce that “between the ex-
treme of rote compliance and counterproductive undermining of 
leadership, there is an important place for thoughtful, divergent 
views” (Chaleff 2010, p. 15).

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

A
m

er
ic

an
 F

is
he

ri
es

 S
oc

ie
ty

] 
at

 0
5:

17
 2

6 
Ju

ne
 2

01
4 

12



                Fisheries • Vol 39 No 6• June 2014 • www.fisheries.org   249

Be Prepared to Act

Once a problem is identified, the system must be flexible 
enough to react to the information before negative impacts be-
come irreversible. Too often, it takes sociopolitical or ecologi-
cal catastrophes, such as the crash of Northern Cod or Oregon 
Coho stocks, for organizations to change their behavior (White 
2001). Fisheries managers rely on empirical evidence to defend 
decisions, yet lack of resources for monitoring is considered 
a major barrier to successful adaptive management in fisher-
ies (Walters 2007). Recognizing problems before a catastrophe 
requires constant vigilance and evaluation, which includes cre-
ating measureable objectives directly linked to desired impacts 
of management decisions (Riley et al. 2002). These objectives 
are red flags in the monitoring program, and when these flags 
go up, the agency must be prepared to take action rather than 
delay intervention due to incomplete, inconclusive, or distorted 
information. 

Institutional flexibility is a critical component in the frame-
work of adaptive management (Gunderson et al. 1995) that 
monitors the impacts of fisheries management intervention in 
order to learn and change with the addition of new information 
(Walters 1986). Risk management strategies, such as decision 
support tools, provide professionals with the means to make 
decisions that account for the complex uncertainty of fishery 
systems (Hillborn 1987). These strategies foster management 
plans prepared to deal with economic and biological surprises 
(Sethi 2010).

CONCLUSION: DISTORTION AND 
 ACCOUNTABILITY

In Oregon, systemic distortion of information enabled ag-
gressive harvest rates to remain unchallenged as wild Coho 
stocks became severely depleted. It took complete closure of 
the fishery, coupled with 15 years of concentrated research ef-
forts (e.g., Emlen et al. 1990), to begin to reverse the effects of 
management decisions based on distorted information. In the 
end, the ODFW managed to avoid complete loss of the Oregon 
stocks. From our perspective, this chapter of Oregon Coho his-
tory is not a result of scientific failure but rather a failure to 
question the veracity of scientific information flowing into the 
management process. The changes in management practices 
that were necessary to protect the fishery were fueled by cou-
rageous individuals who held themselves and the organization 
accountable for ensuring that information flowing to top agency 
decision makers was accurate and timely.

The steps we have outlined here are meant to facilitate 
critical thinking and trust within fisheries management agen-
cies. Studies in organizational behavior have found that trust in 
the supervisor facilitates a more productive work environment 
(Roberts and O’Reilly 1974; Scott 1980). However, the respon-
sibility of correcting for distortion falls on all individuals in an 
organization. Silver and Geller (1978) asserted that “an orga-
nization obscures an individual’s relationship to an end state, 
thus permitting the individual to feel uninvolved and devoid 

of responsibility” (p. 127). Effective leadership demands both 
individual and organizational accountability. Because ethical 
considerations are inherent to almost all management decisions 
in natural resources (Decker et al. 1991), such decision mak-
ing requires a leader to see beyond his or her organizational 
role to the role of responsible citizen. Professional societies can 
support such courageous leadership by exposing distortions and 
biases of organizations (Bella 1992): The American Fisheries 
Society’s Standards of Professional Conduct speaks to mem-
ber’s responsibility to aquatic resources and the public and fur-
thermore establishes a process for situations when a member 
finds employment obligations incongruent with ethical stan-
dards (American Fisheries Society 1997). Paradigm shifts in 
fisheries toward adaptive management require an organizational 
culture that is prepared to embrace constantly changing, non-
linear processes that are outside the experience of many agency 
personnel (Danter et al. 2000).

As stewards of the public trust, we are fighting huge battles 
against pollution, habitat loss, invasive species, climate change, 
and competing stakeholder interests for fisheries resources. This 
is precisely why leaders should strive to minimize the internal 
distortive forces that counteract an organization’s best inten-
tions to protect aquatic resources. Recognizing and correcting 
for systemic distortion keeps information flowing accurately 
through an organization, reducing bias in management decisions 
and promoting more effective and sustainable conservation of 
our fisheries and their ecosystems.
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Sent via email to: <ODFW.Commission@state.or.us>   

Oregon Fish & Wildlife Commission                          December 3, 2019 
4034 Fairview Industrial Drive SE 
Salem, OR 97302 
 
Richard Nawa 
POB 654 
Selma, OR 97538 
 
Re: December 6 Public Forum: Wild Winter Steelhead in the Southwest Zone for 2020 and 
Native Fish Society Petition for Temporary Rule Change for Catch and Release in the Southwest 
Zone  for 2020Winter Steelhead Season 
 

Dear Chair Wahl and Oregon Fish and Wildlife Commissioners, 

I am providing a response to the letter dated November 30, 2019 from Mark Sherwood (Native 
Fish Society) to Oregon Fish & Wildlife Commission that requests a temporary rule change for 
steelhead catch and release. I have extensive professional experience with the conservation and 
biology of steelhead going back 30 years. There is widespread agreement among professional 
biologists that habitat, not harvest, is the principal limiting factor for wild steelhead in SW 
Oregon. Further limiting steelhead harvest as requested by Native Fish Society will not increase 
future adult steelhead abundance. The analysis in Mr. Sherwood’s letter does  not  support the 
request for temporary catch and release angling regulation for the East Fork Coquille, Sixes, Elk, 
Euchre Creek, Rogue, Illinois, Hunter Creek, Pistol, Chetco, and Winchuck rivers for 2020. 
 

1. Mr. Sherwood’s analysis for the Sixes River cannot be validly extrapolated 
to the other streams listed for temporary catch and release angling 
regulations. 

 
The steelhead fishery in the Sixes River is dominated by drift boat anglers and guides who are 
very skilled at harvesting steelhead. This is in stark contrast to the steelhead fisheries in the 
Illinois River where there are no drift boats and no guides. The steelhead harvest rate on the 
Illinois River with low fishing pressure from bank anglers can be expected to be much lower 
than the drift boat/ guide fisheries in the Sixes River. Kenaston Report (attached to Mr. 
Sherwood’s letter) estimated the combined wild/hatchery harvest rate in the Sixes River at 19% 
and the harvest rate in the Illinois River at 8% during the fishing season.   
 

2. A fixed average of 1,000 wild steelhead run for the Sixes River during 1981-
1985 cannot be compared to variable annual harvest during 2004-2018 to 
obtain valid harvest rates as shown in Mr. Sherwood’s bar graph.   

 
Harvest data for each year would have to be compared to an estimate of total run for each year, 
not an average estimate from 1981-1985.  Kenaston (1989) admits that his estimates are low 
because a substantial number of wild steelhead enter rivers after the fishing season is closed. 
Peak spawning for winter steelhead is generally in April after the season has closed.  Wild 
steelhead continue to enter streams into late May and early June. I have observed mint bright 
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steelhead near the 101 bridge on Euchre Creek in May long after the season has closed. The 
harvest rate on these “late” running steelhead is 0% because the fishing season closes March 30. 
 
Mr. Sherwood’s assertion of Sixes River harvest >10% during 2004-2018 is also not valid 
because annual run size fluctuates dramatically from year to year. Kenaston reports Sixes River 
wild run fluctuating from 476-1,684 during the 1981-1985 fishing seasons. One cannot validly 
use average run size from early 1980s data as a constant to compute annual harvest rates for 
2004-2018. 
 

3. Mr. Sherwood’s harvest bar graph and dashed blue line for the Sixes River 
suggests an increasing population trend for 2004-2018.  

 
Data presented for the Sixes River do not indicate a “crisis” warranting ESA listing or 
elimination of harvest as suggested by Mr. Sherwood. Mr. Sherwood speculates but provides no 
data indicating steelhead run size declines for any streams.  
 

4. Mr. Sherwood  falsely states that “Catch and release for wild steelhead will 
significantly reduce harvest impacts on wild fish while allowing the 
continued retention of hatchery fish, which are present in most basins on 
the southwest coast.” 

 
Unlike central and north coast streams, most south coast streams do not have hatchery steelhead 
stocking.  For example, the Winchuck River has few hatchery strays and the upper Illinois River 
have virtually no hatchery steelhead available for harvest. Contrary to statements by Mr. 
Sherwood, the Winchuck River has very limited public access and fishing from boats is 
prohibited. The Illinois River has no hatchery fish stocking and limited bank access. .  
Eliminating the modest harvest on these two rivers and other streams dominated by wild 
steelhead means the elimination of fishing. 
 

5. Mr. Sherwood fails to recognize that harvest of steelhead smolts has been 
prohibited in spawning tributaries which contributes to viable steelhead 
runs.  

By the mid 1990s the ODFW had prohibited fishing for “trout” and stopped the stocking of 
catchable hatchery trout in steelhead rearing streams. This fishing prohibition of juvenile 
steelhead (aka “trout”) in small rearing streams enhanced the subsequent production of wild 
adults. Protecting juvenile fish from harvest means more adult fish returning. 
 

6. Mr. Sherwood fails to recognize that habitat degradation, not  harvest, is 
the principal limiting factor for winter steelhead and can be effectively 
improved with habitat restoration and protection. 

Numerous agency reports based on physical stream surveys, redd counts, and snorkel counts find 
that habitat degradation and reduced juvenile steelhead rearing capacity is the principal limiting 
factor for south coast winter steelhead. No biologist has recently identified overharvest as a 
limiting factor for wild winter steelhead on the south coast but all biologists agree that steelhead 
production can be increased with improved rearing habitat.  

16





















































































































From: April H Mack
To: April H Mack
Subject: FW: January 17 meeting
Date: Friday, December 20, 2019 9:19:00 AM

April

April Mack
Oregon Department of Fish & Wildlife
Fish Rules Coordinator
503-947-6233
503-947-6202 (Fax)

-----Original Message-----
From: DAX MESSETT <Daxmessett@aol.com>
Sent: Friday, December 20, 2019 9:16 AM
To: odfw.commission@state.or.us
Subject: January 17 meeting

Attn: Commissioners Zarnowittz, Hatfield-Hyde, Wolley, Wahl, Spelbrink, and Labhart,

Greetings to you all.  Due to a work commitment, I am unable to attend the January 17th meeting regarding the
petition to require the release of all wild steelhead in the Southwest Zone during the upcoming 2020 season.  I just
want to let you know that I am in full support of this petition, and hope that you will support it, and help sustain our
precious wild steelhead population for future generations.  I’ve been a professional fly fishing guide for over 20
years, who has both a business and personal interest in this resource.  Based on my experience over hundreds of
days on the water in the Southwest Zone, I have seen the numbers of wild winter steelhead decline at an alarming
rate, particularly over the past 5 years.  I think over harvest is a huge factor in this decline, and you have the power
to change that.  Personally, I am even willing to stop angling for wild steelhead altogether with a total closure, if
that’s what it took to help protect future generations.  They did this on Washington’s Skagit river, and it helped. 
This of course would be an extreme measure, so I think a good start is a catch and release regulation for all wild
winter steelhead so it doesn’t come to that. 

Thank you for your thoughtful consideration, and have a great holiday.

Dax Messett
894 Valley View Dr.
Medford, Oregon 97504

mailto:April.H.Mack@state.or.us
mailto:April.H.Mack@state.or.us


 
 
JEFF GOLDEN 
STATE SENATOR 
DISTRICT 3 

 

Office: 900 Court St. NE, S-421, Salem, OR 97301 – (503) 986-1703 – sen.jeffgolden@oregonlegislature.gov 

OREGON STATE SENATE 

 
December 23, 2019 
 
Director Curt Melcher 
Oregon Department of Fish & Wildlife 
4034 Fairview Industrial Drive SE 
Salem, OR 97302   
 
RE: Support for wild steelhead release in SW Zone and Conservation and Management Plan 
 
 
Dear Director Melcher, 
 
It has been brought to my attention that a petition has been submitted with over 20,000 signatures 
asking that ODFW institute catch-and-release regulations for wild winter steelhead in the 
southwest zone. After learning more about this issue, I would like to submit my wholehearted 
support for this petition and ask that you make an emergency regulation change requiring catch 
and release of wild steelhead until such a time as a Conservation and Management Plan indicates 
that resuming harvest will not have a deleterious impact on populations. 
 
I’m concerned by the possibility that ODFW may be continuing to allow harvest of an irreplaceable 
resource without accurate and timely population data—that the Department may know that 
harvest is increasing without knowing what percentage of the total population is being harvested. 
Without a Conservation and Management Plan developed and adopted by the Commission, the 
Department lacks a current population status assessment for wild winter steelhead, the harvest 
limits necessary to prevent overharvest, or a plan to monitor and enforce regulations. I understand 
that a draft plan was to be presented to the public in 2019, and that that has not happened. 
 
After noting changes to the wild fishery from firsthand, on-the-water experience, a group of local 
gear and bait guides based in the southwest coast started a petition calling for release of wild 
steelhead and the completion of a Conservation and Management Plan. Today, their message has 
resonated far beyond their initial circle. It includes a large number of my constituents and 
stakeholders representing a diversity of interests. Too often, we see the management of our natural 
resources become a seed of discord that divides our communities. In this case I see a multiplicity of 
stakeholders coming together with a clear message: it’s time to take a precautionary approach to 
wild steelhead harvest while we all work together to build and implement a robust management 
plan for the fishery. 
 
This approach will steward the state’s resources and the economic benefits thereof. Local, Oregon 
residents along with non-residents from around the nation and world travel to the area each winter 
to participate in the winter steelhead fishery. These anglers spend money in the local, rural 
economy and create numerous jobs throughout the region. Maintaining southwest Oregon as a 
world-class wild steelhead fishery will help local businesses in the rural area thrive. It is important 
that we do our part to keep wild steelhead and anglers coming back to the premier rivers in 
southwest Oregon and ensure that these economies are supported into the future.  
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And we know that building a robust, wild steelhead fishery can create a regional draw. Temporary 
catch and release regulations can increase overall catch rates for anglers and increase satisfaction 
with the fishery. In turn, this will encourage more steelhead anglers to participate in the fishery, 
thereby increasing license sales and dollars spent in rural economies. 
 
These fish are a legacy from the past, and they are a legacy that we can choose to pass on to the 
future. Let’s implement temporary catch and release of wild steelhead in Oregon’s southwest zone 
while we work to establish a comprehensive Conservation and Management Plan for the fishery. 
 
With many thanks for your consideration, 
 
 
 
 
 
Senator Jeff Golden 
Oregon District 3 
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