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Agenda Item Summary 
 

BACKGROUND White Sturgeon- Columbia River: 
 
Since 1996, white sturgeon fisheries in the Columbia River downstream 
from Bonneville Dam have been managed under a series of 
“management accords” between the Oregon Department of Fish and 
Wildlife (ODFW) and Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife 
(WDFW).   
 
These accords have shared several key elements: 

• Manage the fisheries for optimum sustainable yield (OSY).  OSY 
requires that fisheries be managed to allow sufficient recruitment 
of fish to the brood-stock population on a sustained basis. 

• Provide regulatory protection to grow the population and ensure 
adequate recruitment of brood-stock sturgeon. 

• Maintain concurrent Washington and Oregon regulations in the 
Columbia River. 

• Maintain viable and diverse recreational and commercial fishing 
opportunities. 

• Manage the harvest of sturgeon in fisheries outside the mainstem 
lower Columbia River consistent with lower Columbia River 
sturgeon conservation and management needs. 

• Limit incidental impacts of sturgeon fisheries on other species 
needing conservation protection. 

• Allocate the harvestable number of white sturgeon in the 
Columbia River downstream from Bonneville Dam 20% to 
commercial fisheries and 80% to recreational fisheries. 

• Regulate the recreational fishery consistent with the following 
objectives: 
o Minimize emergency in-season action. 
o Balance catch between the estuary and non-estuary fisheries 

and maintain a diverse array of sturgeon fishing opportunity. 
o Maintain fishery monitoring and management capabilities. 
o Reduce fishing-related mortality of “oversize” sturgeon. 

• Regulate the commercial fishery to optimize economic value and 
spread harvest opportunity throughout the year. 

 
In February 2011, the Oregon Fish and Wildlife Commission 
(Commission) delegated authority to the Director to negotiate a three-
year sturgeon management accord with WDFW.  The Joint State Accord 
on 2011-2013 Columbia River Sturgeon Fishery Management (Accord) 
(Attachment 2), signed in February 2011, set harvest guidelines for white 
sturgeon fisheries downstream from Bonneville Dam in 2011-2013.  In 
recognition of and in response to recent declines in the abundance of 
legal-sized and sub-legal sized sturgeon, the Accord set the annual 
harvest guideline equal to 22.5% of the projected abundance of legal-
sized white sturgeon or 17,000, whichever is less.  The 17,000 cap is 



approximately 22.5% of the projected abundance of legal-sized fish in 
2011 (77,000). 
 
In August 2011, the Commission provided additional policy guidance for 
white sturgeon management by adopting a white sturgeon conservation 
plan for the Columbia River downstream from Bonneville Dam.  The 
plan sets long-term management goals for white sturgeon, including 
abundance levels for adults (brood-stock) and sub-adults (which include 
legal-sized fish) that constitute a “healthy and harvestable population”.  
In order to rebuild the current population to a healthy and harvestable 
state, the plan caps the long-term exploitation rate for legal-sized white 
sturgeon in 2014 and beyond at 16%. 
 
White Sturgeon- Willamette River: 
 
In February 2010, the Commission took several actions regarding the 
management of white sturgeon fisheries in the Willamette River.   
 
First, the Commission endorsed an agreement between Washington and 
Oregon to allocate a portion of the Columbia River guideline to the 
Willamette fishery and manage it separately.  This agreement is reflected 
in the 2011-2013 Accord. 
 
Second, the Commission approved the establishment of a spawning 
sanctuary from the base of Willamette Falls downstream to the I-205 
Bridge by annually closing the area to recreational fishing for white 
sturgeon from May through August.  This action was based on a study by 
the ODFW in 2009 that documented white sturgeon spawning in the 
quarter-mile area just downstream from Willamette Falls. 
 
Finally, the Commission approved the closure of the east bank of the 
Willamette River (an area commonly referred to as the Oregon City 
Wall) to angling year-round.  This action was taken in response to 

• Recent declines in white sturgeon abundance.  
• Documentation of white sturgeon spawning in the vicinity of the 

Wall immediately downstream from Willamette Falls. 
• The lack of any practical way, now and in the immediate future, 

to minimize harm to white sturgeon caught and released from 
atop the Wall. 

 
PUBLIC 
INVOLVEMENT 

 October 27, 2011- Meeting with the Columbia River Recreational 
Fisheries Advisory Group in Clackamas, OR 

 November 3, 2011- Meeting with the Columbia River 
Commercial Fisheries Advisory Group in Vancouver, WA. 

 December 13, 2011- Meeting with the Northwest Sportfishing 
Industry Association in Clackamas, OR. 

 December 13, 2011- Meeting with Salmon for All in Astoria, OR. 
 



ISSUE 1  Management of White Sturgeon Fisheries in the Columbia River 
Downstream from Bonneville Dam  

  
ANALYSIS The abundance estimate for legal-sized white sturgeon (38-54 inches 

fork length) downstream from Bonneville Dam in 2011 was about 7% 
less than in 2010, continuing a downward trend that began in 2008.  
Although these declines raise concerns about the status of the population, 
especially in the near-term, our viability analyses indicate they are not 
large enough to elicit a conservation concern.  However, they do pose a 
significant threat to fisheries stability.   
 
Under the policy guidance adopted in the Joint State Accord on 2011-
2013 Columbia River Sturgeon Fishery Management (Accord), the 
fisheries management guideline is 22.5% of the projected abundance of 
legal-sized white sturgeon or 17,000, whichever is less.  In 2012, the 
projected abundance of legal-sized white sturgeon is approximately 
65,000 (versus 87,000 in 2010 and 80,500 in 2011).  At this abundance 
level, the harvest guideline cannot exceed 14,625 fish.  This is 14% less 
than the 2011 guideline (17,000), 39% less than the 2010 guideline 
(24,000) and 63% less than the 2009 guideline (40,000). 
 
Under the Accord, 80 percent of the harvest is allocated to recreational 
fisheries and 20 percent to commercial fisheries.  The recreational 
harvest is further apportioned with 60% allocated to the area downstream 
from the Wauna power line, 25% allocated to the Columbia River 
upstream from Wauna and 15% allocated to the Willamette River.  For 
2012, the guideline for each fishery would be: 

• Columbia commercial fishery: 2,925.  
• Columbia recreational fishery downstream from Wauna (estuary): 

5,850 (7,020 minus an adjustment for the effects of the larger 
minimum size (41 inches vs. 38 inches) on recruitment of brood-
stock fish). 

• Columbia recreational fishery upstream from Wauna: 2,925. 
• Willamette recreational fishery: 2,200 (1,755 plus a baseline 

amount that accounts for assumed harvest prior to implementing 
the first sturgeon management accord in 1996). 

 
In response to the most recent and unexpected decline in the abundance 
of legal-sized white sturgeon, WDFW and ODFW have had several 
discussions about further reducing the harvest rate in 2012 and 2013 
from the 22.5% level defined in the Accord.  These discussions included 
assessments of how various harvest-rate reductions would affect the 
population and the fisheries.  In defining the 16% harvest-rate target in 
Oregon’s white sturgeon conservation plan, staff took into account a 
22.5% harvest rate through 2013.  As described in the plan, waiting until 
2014 to reduce the harvest rate to the 16% target is expected to re-build 
the population to the desired state.   
 



One scenario discussed by WDFW and ODFW was a step-wise reduction 
in the harvest rate of legal-sized white sturgeon to the 16% long-term 
target identified in Oregon’s white sturgeon conservation plan.  Under 
this scenario, the harvest rate would be reduced to 19.25% in 2012 and 
16% in 2013.  This approach would provide some additional benefit to 
the population and maintain some stability in the commercial and 
recreational fishery structure.  
 
At a harvest rate of 19.25% (midway between 22.5% and 16%), the 
management guideline in 2012 would be 12,514, which is about 15% 
less than the guideline at a 22.5% harvest rate.  The guideline for each 
fishery would be: 

• Columbia commercial fishery: 2,503.  
• Columbia recreational fishery downstream from Wauna (estuary): 

5,005 (6,006 before minimum-size adjustment). 
• Columbia recreational fishery upstream from Wauna: 2,503. 
• Willamette recreational fishery: 1,884 (1,502 plus baseline). 

 
If the abundance of legal-sized white sturgeon in 2013 remained the 
same as that projected for 2012, a harvest rate of 16% would result in a 
management guideline of 10,400, which would be about 30% less than 
the guideline at a 22.5% harvest rate.  The guideline for each fishery 
would be: 

• Columbia commercial fishery: 2,080.  
• Columbia recreational fishery downstream from Wauna (estuary): 

4,160 (4,992 before minimum-size adjustment). 
• Columbia recreational fishery upstream from Wauna: 2,080. 
• Willamette recreational fishery: 1,566 (1,248 plus baseline). 

 
Of course, if the abundance of legal-sized sturgeon in 2013 was more or 
less than in 2012, the guidelines would be higher or lower than what is 
described above. 
 
Under the current Accord and each of the alternative scenarios described 
above, the actual harvest in each fishery in 2011 is greater than what the 
guideline would be for 2012, with one exception.  At a 22.5% harvest 
rate, the 2011 harvest upstream from Wauna is about equal to the 
projected guideline.  The actual harvest in 2011 by fishery was: 

• Columbia commercial fishery:  
- Harvested 3,305 legal-sized white sturgeon 
- Landing limits varied with fishery from 2-10 fish per week 

• Columbia recreational fishery downstream from Wauna (estuary): 
- Harvested 6,117 legal-sized white sturgeon 
- Angler trips equaled 26,500 

• Columbia recreational fishery upstream from Wauna:  
- Projected harvest through December 31 is 2,900 legal-sized 

white sturgeon 
- Projected angler trips equal about 39,100 



• Willamette recreational fishery: 
- Harvested 2,690 legal-sized white sturgeon 
- Angler trips equaled 12,700 

 
As noted above, reductions in the harvest rate on legal-sized fish in 2012 
and 2013 would be precautionary and be of some benefit to the 
population.  However, reductions are not necessary to conserve the 
population, and the harvest rate currently in the Accord was fully taken 
into account when setting the long-term harvest rate target of 16% in the 
conservation plan.   
 

OPTIONS 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
STAFF 
RECOMMENDATION 

Option 1. Delegate authority to the Director to re-open negotiations with 
the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife to consider reducing 
the harvest rate on legal-sized fish currently in the Joint State Accord on 
2011-2013 Columbia River Sturgeon Fishery Management. 
 
Option 2. For 2012, reaffirm the policy guidance adopted in the Joint 
State Accord on 2011-2013 Columbia River Sturgeon Fishery 
Management, including the current harvest rate on legal-sized fish. 
 
 
Option 1 

  
ISSUE 2  Management of White Sturgeon Fisheries in the Willamette River  
  
ANALYSIS In February 2011, the Commission assigned the highest priority for the 

white sturgeon retention fishery in the Willamette River to the spring 
period, recognizing that the management guideline was insufficient to 
allow retention in both the spring and fall.  In response, a retention 
fishery opened on February 17, 2011, three days per week on Thursday, 
Friday and Saturday until the harvest guideline of 2,550 was met.  
However, the fishery lasted only until March 12 due to high effort and 
good catch rates.  Anglers ended up with 12 retention days and harvested 
2,690 white sturgeon.   
 
As discussed above, the Joint State Accord on 2011-2013 Columbia 
River Sturgeon Fishery Management (Accord) allocates 15% of the 
Columbia River white sturgeon harvest guideline to the Willamette 
recreational fishery.  This portion is increased to include a baseline level 
which reflects the assumed harvest of white sturgeon prior to 
implementing sturgeon management accords in 1996.  For 2012, the 
harvest guideline for the Willamette River white sturgeon recreational 
fishery under the current Accord is 2,200.  This is 350 fish less than the 
management guideline for 2011 and 490 fish less than what was actually 
harvested in 2011.  Under the other options discussed above (harvest rate 
equal to 16% or 19.25%), the harvest guideline is 984 and 666 fish less 
than the 2011 guideline and 1,124 and 806 fish less than what was 
actually harvested in 2011. 
 



In 2012, if the effort levels and catch rates are similar to 2011, it is likely 
that the number of retention days for the white sturgeon fishery in the 
Willamette River will be less than 12 under the current Accord and 
single digits under the other options. 
 

OPTIONS 
 
 
 
 
 
 
STAFF 
RECOMMENDATION 

Option 1: Reaffirm that the spring period be assigned the highest priority 
when structuring the retention season for the white sturgeon recreational 
fishery in the Willamette River. 
 
Option 2: Change the highest priority when structuring the retention 
season for the white sturgeon recreational fishery in the Willamette River 
to something other than the spring period. 
 
Option 1 

  
DRAFT MOTION 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
EFFECTIVE DATE 

I move to delegate authority to the Director to re-open negotiations with 
the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife to consider reducing 
the harvest rate on legal-sized fish currently in the Joint State Accord on 
2011-2013 Columbia River Sturgeon Fishery Management and to 
reaffirm that the spring period be assigned the highest priority when 
structuring the retention season for the white sturgeon recreational 
fishery in the Willamette River 
 
 

 


