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Project Name:  
Migration, Physiology and Behavior of Coastal Coho Salmon in Oregon 

Project Dates:  October 2008 – October 2010 
 
Principle Investigator(s) & their organization(s): 
David L. G. Noakes, Fisheries & Wildlife Department, Oregon Hatchery Research Center 
Carl B. Schreck 
 
Brief Description of Project:  
New 
Graduate Student – Camille Leblanc, Ph D., Fisheries & Wildlife Department, Oregon State 
University 
Collaborative with Steelhead Smolt Study on the Nehalem River (Carl B. Schreck, David L. G. 
Noakes, Co-PIs); Jeremy Romer, M. Sc., Fisheries & Wildlife Department, Oregon State 
University – funded by ODFW – R & E – Research 
 
Funding:   Present 

POST (Pacific Ocean Shelf Tracking Network)  
$211,000 per year, 2 years 

 
 
Fishery benefit and/or hatchery benefit and/or promotes fundamental ecological 
understanding: 

This study will be of benefit to both fisheries and hatcheries and it will also enhance our 
fundamental ecological understanding. One of the striking features of the life history of Pacific 
salmon is the downstream movement of juveniles, called smolts, to the Pacific Ocean. Those fish 
spend a year or more in the ocean, feeding, growing, evading predators and maturing as adults 
when they return to spawn in their natal rivers. Mortality of both hatchery and wild smolts can be 
substantial (40 – 60%) as they move downstream, but we have very limited understanding of the 
factors that influence their survival. Similarly, while we have overall estimates of ocean survival 
and growth, we have virtually no way to relate those estimates to individual differences among 
the fish.  

This is a study of the physiology, behavior and ecology of smolts of coho salmon 
(Oncorhynchus kisutch), or steelhead (Oncorhynchus mykiss) in the Alsea River basin. The final 
choice of the study species will depend upon the size of the ultrasonic transmitter tags available 
from the manufacturer (steelhead smolts can carry larger tags than coho). We will implant small 
ultrasonic transmitter tags into juvenile smolts of the study species as they begin their 
downstream migration to the ocean. A series of fixed receivers along the river will record the 
location of individual tagged fish as they move downstream. The POST network maintains a 



fixed array of receivers along the Pacific coast, and records tag signals from these and other 
tagged animals in the ocean. We will correlate the physiological and behavioral measurements of 
the smolts to their subsequent downstream movement, and their freshwater and ocean survival 
and growth. 

The results of this study will provide basic ecological information on the life history, 
ecology, physiology and behavior of Pacific salmon. More importantly, the results will be critical 
to our understanding of hatchery and wild salmon. There are a number of widespread 
assumptions that hatchery smolts are much less likely to survive in either freshwater or marine 
environments than wild counterparts. There are also suggestions that releases of large numbers of 
hatchery smolts coincident with downstream movement of wild smolts can result in very 
significant negative impacts, including significantly increased mortality, for the wild fish. We 
will combine data on physiological condition of juveniles and their ocean movements to test 
predictions of existing life history models. Then we can apply the results of the tests of the 
predictions of life history models to improve predictive models for conservation, restoration and 
management of these species.  
 
 
 
 
 


