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                        Dedicated to the preservation, restoration and enhancement of sport fisheries  
         and the businesses dependent upon them.  Call toll free: 1-866-315-NSIA 


January 3, 2012 
 
Dan Edge, Chair 
Oregon Fish and Wildlife Commission 
3406 Cherry Avenue N.E. 
Salem, Oregon 
 
Re:  Columbia River Sturgeon Harvest 
 
Honorable Chair Edge and fellow Commissioners, 
 
On behalf of the Northwest Sportfishing Industry Association (NSIA), thank 
you for the opportunity to testify on proposed changes to Columbia River 
Sturgeon harvest.   NSIA has been an active participant in sturgeon 
management processes for nearly 20 years with the shared goal of ensuring 
adequate conservation of this long-lived species.     
 
We firmly believe it is time partner with the agency to work on a different 
vision for sturgeon fisheries--a vision outlined by our Association in late 
2006 and early 2007 to lead the sturgeon conservation program with a catch 
and release ethic as the centerpiece.    
 
NSIA has worked with the agencies on harvest reductions and regulation 
changes, all initiated with the intention to protect sturgeon and move the 
population on an upward trend.  The reasons given for declines were varied:  
We are overharvesting; sturgeon are growing slower than we realized; sea 
lions are eating sturgeon; we don’t know, etc.  Even with the best of 
management intention and all of the changes in bag, slot size, seasons and 
reductions in overall harvest numbers, we are once again looking at another 
substantial reduction in harvest.    
 
We are disappointed to note that as we open 2012, there is little sign that our 
efforts have been successful and the numerous ‘tweaks’ in management 
have not stabilized the population below Bonneville.  Additionally, the 
constant changes and the ensuing political battles have created a confused 
and disillusioned public.  In the Willamette, sturgeon retention fisheries 
resemble a derby fishery--opening, then closing in a wink.  Certainly, none 
of this looks or feels like leadership, conservation or success. 
 
Sturgeon are a vital treasure for the sport fishing industry.  Because of their 
geographic spread, sturgeon fishing can be enjoyed in sunny summer 
estuaries, year-round in the Portland/Vancouver metro area and nearly year-
round in the scenic Columbia River Gorge.  Sturgeon fisheries attract 
families, die-hard fishermen and in the case of our oversized fisheries 
visitors from around the world. Healthy, meaningful sturgeon fisheries are 
crucial to our industry's efforts to provide family wage jobs. 
 
Under the threat of burgeoning development and population growth ODFW 
and WDFW must manage the largest remaining viable population of 
sturgeon on the planet.  We submit that proper stewardship dictates a goals-
oriented management approach that leads to the vision of our best 
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biological, social and economic outcomes.  We must identify and employ new tools and 
strategies to reach our management goals. For instance, what if our goals were to have year-
round, river-wide availability of large keeper-sized fish?  What if we could market to our 
resident anglers and tourists catch and release days full of sturgeon in the 36-50” range?  What if 
sturgeon were managed as an experience, with abundance in the keeper size, rather than an 
optimum sustained yield?  If managed differently, sturgeon would generate a great deal more 
meaningful angling experiences, greater long term economic benefits, while still providing 
healthy population growth and increased conservation benefits.  We sincerely hope the 
Commissions lead in a different direction, with different goals and get off of the merry-go-round 
of constantly ratcheting harvest numbers down. 
 
FOCUS ON CATCH AND RELEASE 
Given that all of the causes for the continued decline in sturgeon populations have yet to be 
discovered, NSIA suggests that we move toward catch and release.  We would support non-
retention for a period of years to give managers the opportunity to better determine the limiting 
factors and work on addressing those factors.   In the mean time, we collaborate to change 
attitudes and practices to provide extra protection to help grow the population. It would seem that 
under the circumstances this is the most prudent course of action.  Certainly, given the overriding 
mission of ODFW and the commission to support conservation as the priority management 
objective, this approach fits and is warranted. 
 
Across the US, catch and release fisheries are an accepted norm, with millions of dollars and 
thousands of jobs attached.  Bass fishing in dozens of states, Atlantic salmon in both Canada and 
US, blue ribbon trout fisheries in numerous locations, and Billfish in the Atlantic and the Pacific 
are all catch and release fisheries.  Salmon management on the Kenai in Alaska allows only two 
salmon per year to be kept, and catch and release still brings in a large clientele.  Closer to home, 
we have two examples of successful catch and release sturgeon management:  In Idaho the 
oversize fishery is open to catch and release year round, with an entire page in the regulation 
book devoted to best management practices.  In the Fraser River in Canada, the sturgeon fishery 
is also catch and release for all sizes, open year round.  According to Tony Nootebos, Harrison 
Bay Guided Service, 65% of their clientele travel from Europe to experience this quality, stable 
fishery.   
 
These are but a handful of examples of where the biologists, the angling community and the 
industry have concurred that the best conservation, social and economic benefits are derived 
from catch and release fisheries.  Today, it may not be necessary to alter sturgeon fisheries to 
entirely catch and release, but it is clear that with tens of thousands of oversized, legal and 
sublegal releases annually, that the angling community currently accepts and enjoys large 
numbers of releases as part of the sturgeon experience.  How much more progress can be made 
in this attitude is a matter of Agency leadership, building consensus around shared goals and then 
implementing steps that show clear progress and rewards.   
 
Toward this goal, we make four management recommendations for 2012: 
 


1. We support the current recommended reductions in overall harvest. 
2. We suggest an annual bag limit reduction to 1 or at most, 2 with a clear signal of moving 


sturgeon from the freezer back to the rivers for others to enjoy again and again.  
3. We suggest an elimination of summer gillnetting for sturgeon.  We are concerned about 


the mortalities when the river temperatures are high.  Of primary concern is the release 
mortalities occurring when a drift encounters a large number of sturgeon, requiring time 
on a hot deck to detangle sublegals, oversized, and discards from hi-grading. 
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4. We support the closure in the winter sturgeon fishery recommended by the Coastal 
Conservation Association, particularly for the protection it affords to ESA listed stocks. 


 
NSIA businesses would love to partner with ODFW, Travel Oregon and WDFW to market a 
world-class catch and release fishery.  We have enjoyed our many partnerships with ODFW over 
the last 20 years, and will embrace this partnership for the benefit of the sturgeon if offered. 
 
Is there anywhere else where the day could be spent catching four-foot-long powerful fighting 
fish?  Moving sturgeon management away from an optimum sustained harvest model toward a 
desired fishery with increased community values will not only keep our local customers engaged, 
the world will beat a path to our door.   Thank you for the opportunity to weigh in.   
 
Yours In Service, 
 


 
 
Liz Hamilton, 
Executive Director 
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4. We support the closure in the winter sturgeon fishery recommended by the Coastal 
Conservation Association, particularly for the protection it affords to ESA listed stocks. 

 
NSIA businesses would love to partner with ODFW, Travel Oregon and WDFW to market a 
world-class catch and release fishery.  We have enjoyed our many partnerships with ODFW over 
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