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OREGON COAST COHO CONSERVATION PLAN 12-YEAR ASSESSMENT

Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife

2021

Bill Bakke

August 1, 2021



Introduction:



I have been working on conservation and recovery policy with the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife since the late l960s.  I approached the ODFW Commission in 1975 to adopt a wild fish conservation policy that was adopted in 1977.  This policy was not implemented for15 years until the previous chairwoman, Louisa Bateman (1989), sent a letter to Dr. Harry Wagner asking him why the Commission Wild Fish Conservation Program had not been adopted.  Dr. Wagner replied that it was his impression that the Commission wanted the Department to include only the value of wild fish. In 1992 the Department established the Oregon Wild Fish Management Program  and with my help through the Oregon Legislature’s Ways and Means Committee (1991) to fund the creation of a Natural Production Program at the Department, including five staff positions.  The staff conducted an evaluation of Oregon’s wild fish populations in a report to the Commission and the public.  



In 1992, the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife Commission adopted the Oregon Wild Fish Management Program (WFMP).  The WFMP evaluation of Oregon wild fish populations documented the status of wild coastal and Columbia River coho salmon and other wild fish species for the first time. Based on biological standards, this program found that Oregon had 134 coho salmon populations, but only 10 populations were in compliance with biological standards.  That means just 7% of Oregon coho were in compliance. The WFMP found that of the 1,869 wild fish populations 91% were out of compliance with the biological standards. The two primary reasons for non-compliance were “inadequate spawners” (less than 300 fish) and excessive percentage of hatchery fish. However 84% of the populations were out of compliance due to “insufficient data.”



As time goes on Oregon continued to fail to evaluate and improve the status of wild coho.  Eventually, the public petitioned the National Marine Fisheries Service for protection of coastal coho through the Endangered Species Act.  Wild coastal coho became a national threatened species in 2007.  



The management goal for wild spawners was based on returns after fisheries rather than on biological escapement criteria by spawning stream. The Department has persisted in using hatchery fish to make up for low wild coho returns.



To correct past failures to protect and rebuild wild coho salmon and other at risk salmonid populations, the Commission should adopt the following biologically sound criteria.



The Road Map to Wild Salmon and Steelhead Recovery in the Pacific Northwest



· Develop escapement targets for each species to achieve egg deposition and parr production goals.

· Develop habitat protection and restoration criteria that support spawning and juvenile rearing.

· Describe and maintain the biological diversity of each species/population.

· Prevent interbreeding between hatchery and wild fish.

Lichatowich 2017

Management History Of Oregon Coastal Coho:



In 1977 the Oregon Fish and Wildlife Commission adopted the Oregon Wild Fish Policy, the first policy on the west coast to manage for healthy wild fish populations including salmon, trout and non-game species.  



In 1978, the decline in wild coho salmon was evaluated by ODFW biologist Robert Gunsolus. He concluded that “The escapement of wild coho to natural spawning areas is presently inadequate to sustain wild stocks and adequate escapements must first be obtained since the present potential of the streams is currently underutilized.”  With regard to increased hatchery production for fisheries he concluded:   

“Additional hatchery coho would increase competition with wild coho for survival in the ocean, further reducing the production of wild stocks.”  Lewis et al. 1978 said: “The number of hatchery smolts released exceeded the number of wild smolts that were in a deep dive toward extinction.” 



The Coho Plan (1981) was the first species plan organized by ODFW. “The harvest rate on Oregon coho salmon ranged from 60 to 80-90 percent with the higher harvest in the 1970s and the days of commercial fishing were highest at 83 days.” (Oregon Coho Plan 1981). The recommendations by Gunsolus in 1978 were not applied to harvest affecting depleted wild coho populations. 



The Department recognized that Oregon coastal coho were declining. “Total production of adult coho, based on the OPI [Oregon Production Index], has decreased from an average level of about 2.5 million during 1965-76 to about 1.4 million during 1977-80, an average annual loss of about 1.1 million adults.  Wild fish production in Oregon coastal streams dropped from an average level of 677,000 adults during 1965-76 to 433,000 during 1977-80, a loss of 244,000 wild adults.” (Coho Plan page 140).



Wright (1993) said, “In 1991 the American Fisheries Society published a list of 214 native, naturally spawning Pacific salmon, steelhead and anadromous cutthroat stocks that are at one of three levels of endangerment: high risk of extinction, moderate risk of extinction, or special concern (Nehlsen et al 1991). The authors clearly identified overfishing and interactions with hatchery fish as two specific causes of endangerment.”  



The Department also recognized that “The survival potential of wild stocks can also be adversely affected if interbreeding occurs with hatchery fish.  The magnitude of the impact depends on the number of hatchery and wild fish involved and the degree to which hatchery fish differ from the wild stock in important traits. Generally, hatchery fish are less fit for survival in the stream than wild fish because of different selective pressures that occur in the hatchery.” (Coho Plan Page 94)



 “Studies have been initiated to better define and measure optimal escapement and ocean harvest rates, beginning in 1979 have been reduced to increase escapements into coastal streams.  Studies have been initiated to determine the effectiveness of using hatchery stocks to establish or rehabilitate natural spawning populations.” (Coho Plan Page 99).  



The 1981 Coho Plan continues to use hatchery fish releases and transfers to underutilized streams to increase natural spawning.  The purpose is to increase natural production by adding hatchery fish to small wild populations. However, there are other considerations to address.  Scudder (1989) said, “Marginal habitats must be maintained, preserved and managed to ensure the survival of such marginal populations. I argue that it is one of the "best" ways to conserve the genetic resources of fish species.”

“Marginal populations have a high adaptive significance to the species as a whole and marginal habitat conservation, preservation and management is one of the ‘best’ ways to conserve the genetic diversity and resources of fish species.  Marginal habitats are an essential prerequisite for the maintenance of this diversity and versatility.” (Scudder 1989)

Brian Riddell (2009) also addressed the value of genetic diversity in salmonid populations: “The health of Pacific salmon depends not only on their abundance but also on their biological diversity.  That diversity includes the irreplaceable lineages of salmon evolved through time, the geographic distribution of these populations, the genetic differences and life history variations observed among them, and the habitats that support these differences.  Diversity of Pacific salmon represents their legacy to-date and their potential for adaptation to future changes in climate, fishing and habitat.  Protecting diversity is the most prudent policy for the future continuance of wild salmon as well as the ecological processes that depend on them and the cultural, social, and economic benefits drawn from them.” 

In 1992 the ODFW Commission adopted the Oregon Wild Fish Management Policy (WFMP).  The biologists completed an evaluation based on biological compliance standards.  The Commission was to get an update on the status of Oregon’s wild fish populations each biennium.  The 1992 WFMP report was the first biennium report, and it was not until after the Commission replaced the WFMP with the Native Fish Conservation Policy in 2003, that the Department provided the Commission with the second biennial report.



The 2003 Native Fish Conservation Policy dropped the term “wild” and replaced it with “naturally produced” which can also include naturally produced fish from progeny of hatchery spawners.  The Department also defined “native” fish as indigenous to Oregon but include both naturally produced and hatchery produced fish.”  The Department objective is to “maintain and restore sustainable naturally produced native fish species living and reproducing successfully in their natural environment.” (635-007-0504 (3).  Only “sustainable” natural produced native fish are to be restored so there is a judgement call involved in what native, naturally produced fish will be sustained or restored. The shift from protecting wild fish in the WFMP shifted to including hatchery fish in naturally spawning populations.



Even though Gunsolus (1978) said, “adequate escapements must first be obtained,” and the 1992 Wild Fish Management Plan standards included having more than 300 wild spawners,  but wild coho spawner criteria by stream were not adopted in the 2003 Native Fish Conservation Policy. 



The ODFW Department continued to advocate using hatchery fish to increase wild coho populations and ignore establishing coho escapement criteria by coastal river.  The management goal for wild spawners was based on what returns after fisheries rather than on biological escapement criteria. The Department persisted in using hatchery fish to make up for low wild coho returns. 



After considerable Department evaluation of coho status, starting with the Coho Plan (1981) the Department began to address the decline of wild coho salmon in coastal streams and the Columbia River. The Department’s authority extends to harvest and hatchery programs and major problems were identified.  The primary problems were associated with a decline in coho production in the OPI (Oregon Production Index) in the ocean and depleted wild coho spawner escapement. Coastal and Columbia River coho salmon were managed as a commodity for the benefit of the commercial fishery, which led to a decline in production and wild spawner escapement. This became an even worse problem when ocean productivity declined after 1976. 



The declining status of Oregon Coastal Coho salmon resulted in the Governor Kitzhaber’s Oregon Plan for Salmon and Watersheds.  In 1996 Governor Kitzhaber said that his Coastal Salmon Recovery Initiative (CSRI) would be peer reviewed and if it did not pass scientific review he would seek a federal listing of the coho salmon as a protected threatened species under the Endangered Species Act.  The Governor invited an independent scientific review from 34 scientists from Oregon State University, the American Fisheries Society, Oregon Chapter, and eight individual scientists.  This independent peer review found the Governor's coho restoration plan lacking and not sufficient to recover the species.  However, Governor Kitzhaber did not recommend to the National Marine Fisheries Service that Oregon coastal coho be listed as a threatened species. 



This government outcome is consistent with Lackey’s (2012) comment: “There are few bureaucratic incentives to protect, restore, enhance wild salmon. Government is more concerned with developing plans than conservation and restoration of wild salmon.” Lackey 2012 said that salmon decline on the Oregon coast, including coho, from 1848 to 2012 is:  5 million in 1848, declining to 200,000 in 2012 which is 4% of historic abundance. 



Oregon Coast coho were petitioned for ESA protection by the public and were listed as threatened under the United States Endangered Species Act in 2007.

Comments on the 12-Year Assessment for Oregon Coastal Coho Conservation Plan.



 “The Oregon Coast Coho Conservation Plan (OCCCP) (OAR 635-500-6500) was approved by the Oregon Fish and Wildlife Commission in 2007 in response coastal coho designation of as an ESA protected species threated with extinction.”  In 1992, Oregon coastal coho were not in compliance with the Oregon Wild Fish Management Policy management standards due to less than 300 spawners and too many hatchery spawners in coastal streams.  It is important to recognize that Oregon coastal coho salmon are still threatened with extinction after 29 years when ODFW recognized wild coho salmon were in decline and proposed to correct the problems.

“The 12-Year assessment was developed by the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife (ODFW) and has already been reviewed by NOAA Fisheries.” However, a link to that review was not provided for public review by the Department. 

Hatchery Management

The Department has direct authority over harvest and hatchery management for coho salmon, therefore, I direct my comments to those programs.  The failure to protect wild coho salmon since ESA threatened status (2007), Oregon is required to consult with NOAA Fisheries to develop a fishery management plan.  However, is this authority being applied to protect public trust resources of wild Oregon coastal coho?  Are there wild coho salmon spawning requirements by natal stream and is harvest regulated to fully comply with wild coho spawner requirements by stream?  Are hatcheries operated to protect the genetic and life history diversity of wild coho salmon or to replace them using subtle changes in management terminology?  

In the 2003 Native Fish Conservation Policy the Department says “conservation of naturally produced native fish species in the geographic areas to which they are indigenous is the Department’s principle obligation for fish management.” (OAR 635-007-0504 (1))  

By dropping the term “wild” the Department gained considerable flexibility in its conservation plan by redefining and dropping terminology. In the 2003 Policy, Naturally produced “means fish that reproduce and complete their full life cycle in natural habitats.”  This definition permits juvenile production from naturally spawning hatchery fish to be called naturally produced fish when they return to spawn. They are the progeny of natural production even though they come from hatchery parents.  As Lackey said, “How wild is a fish whose parents were born in a hatchery?”

The issue of management terminology that fails to be consistent with accumulated scientific evidence will cause confusion and cost ineffective restoration of wild salmonids through ODFW policy. The following references and quotes are provided to illustrate effective wild salmonid conservation policy:

According to Araki (2009)      “…overall relative reproductive fitness was only 37 per cent in wild-born fish from two captive-bred parents and 87 per cent in those from one captive-bred and one wild parent (relative to those from two wild parents). Our results suggest a significant carry-over effect of captive breeding, which has negative influence on the size of the wild population in the generation after supplementation. In this population, the population fitness could have been 8 per cent higher if there was no carry-over effect during the study period.”

Reisenbichler and Rubin 1999 reported on the hatchery effect on chinook and steelhead: “The fitness of stream type chinook (spring chinook) salmon was diminished after four generations of culture, despite continuous gene flow from the wild population (on average, wild fish comprised 38% of the hatchery broodstock).  The fitness of steelhead was diminished after only two generations in the hatchery (Reisenbichler and McIntyre, 1977).  Presumably substantial change occurs in the first generation.”

Coastal and Columbia River coho salmon are now a threatened species because the Department failed to “prevent the serious depletion of any indigenous species” required by the Oregon Legislature (ORS 496.012).  

Furthermore, is the Fish and Wildlife Commission getting biennial updates by the Department on the status of wild coho management, as required by the 1992 Wild Fish Management Program? Or have those important status updates each biennium been provided by the Department following 2005 from the Native Fish Conservation Policy? Now that Oregon coastal coho are threatened with extinction, the Fish and Wildlife Commission would be better informed on wild coho recovery with more frequent updates. To effectively evaluate the Department’s wild coho recovery work requires continuity within the Commission that is not provided by a 12 year review. 

Hatchery management  “in the OC Coho ESU will continue to focus on augmenting harvest opportunity in the ocean and select terminal areas while minimizing genetic and ecologic risks to wild fish.”  The term “minimize” is routinely used by land and water development interests and fishery managers to give the impression that public trust natural resources such as wild fish will benefit. “Minimize merely means trust us.  To minimize is to have low or zero impact backed up with monitoring and evaluation to verify the level of impact.”  (Lichatowich)  

“Recent changes in brood stock management for the North Fork Nehalem and Trask hatchery programs, which have relied on highly domesticated brood stocks for many years, are expected to further reduce genetic risks, as well as improve hatchery fish survival and harvest opportunities.” (12 Year Assessment)

This optimistic statement does not mention the source for the brood stock changes.  Are they from wild origin or new hatchery origin stocks?  Will the broodstock changes use wild coho each year or returning hatchery coho?  Will the hatchery coho be used to rebuild wild populations through hatchery supplementation?  “The primary purpose for the hatchery stock change is to improve survival and harvest opportunities.”  Just how the new stock will reduce genetic risk is not explained. The Commission is left with an assumption that cannot be verified as true for any of the promised outcomes.  

Harvest Management:

The present 12 Year Assessment states that “harvest management will continue to play an important role in maintaining the genetic and life history diversity of OC coho through the Amendment 13 framework that considers parental escapement and ocean survival.” 

The framework does not commit to spawner requirements by natal stream and regulating harvest to achieve wild spawner escapement.  It is not enough to just count spawners after the fishery. It is impossible to maintain genetic and life history diversity unless the spawner abundance criteria are achieved.  Escapement has to be the primary purpose for which fisheries are managed, so streams are not underutilized and genetic diversity among all populations is maintained. In 1978 Gunsolus said, “The escapement of wild coho to natural spawning areas is presently inadequate to sustain wild stocks.”  Because the Department never solved the escapement problem 43 years ago “to sustain wild stocks” the wild coho became a protected threatened species under the Endangered Species Act in 2007 at the request of the public not the Department.  

 “Recent changes in brood stock management for the North Fork Nehalem and Trask hatchery programs, which have relied on highly domesticated brood stocks for many years, are expected to further reduce genetic risks, as well as improve hatchery fish survival and harvest opportunities.” (12 Year Assessment)

Highly domesticated stock has low survival and poor spawning success, but when they do spawn naturally the spawning success of wild coho is depressed.  In addition domesticated hatchery coho juveniles compete with wild coho for rearing space and food. However, the Department does not explain if there will be a monitoring program in place to evaluate the impact of the new hatchery stock on wild coho productivity, abundance, genetic and life history diversity, and recovery. The Department merely assumes that a new hatchery stock will be a benefit for fisheries and wild coho recovery. 

Coho Surveys Constrained by Budget: (page 6) “Survey effort has also varied through time; after a significant budget reduction in 2014, survey effort in the OC Coho ESU was reduced from an average of about 550 sites/year (2007-2013) to about 350 sites/year (Fig. 3). Survey effort has been further reduced to accommodate budget constraints in 2020.” 

 Is it a budget constraint that is affecting surveys of threatened Oregon Coastal Coho salmon or due to budget allocation preferences? Recovery of wild coho is more important than increasing funding for hatchery fish releases or stocking high mountain lakes with hatchery trout etc.? So the Department should inform the Commission about the constraints and why they are more important than evaluating coho spawning surveys. 

ODFW Natural Origin Coho Salmon Abundance, Oregon Coast ESU 1994-2020

http://www.odfwrecoverytracker.org/explorer/species/Coho/run/default/esu/129/

The term “Natural Origin” is not defined. Does it include naturally spawning hatchery fish or only wild coho? The term “wild” is not defined in the Native Fish Conservation Policy of 2003 even though it was in earlier fish management policies. A major reason for non-compliance was too many naturally spawning hatchery fish.  

“Despite good recent biological performance of the OC Coho ESU, fluctuations should continue to be expected. Future periods of poor ocean survival and/or poor freshwater conditions will likely cause low spawner abundances, though we expect that abundance will not be as low as in the 1990’s because hatchery and harvest impacts have been greatly reduced or eliminated and habitat has been improved to some degree.” 

There has been a modest abundance increase in Oregon Coastal wild coho salmon abundance since they were listed as a threatened species in 2007. Obviously, this modest increase is not sufficient for Oregon coastal coho to be a considered recovered species.  

“Unfortunately, this 12-year assessment indicates that current freshwater productivity remains insufficient to achieve broad sense goals. Habitat protection, restoration, and enhancement will be crucial for reducing climate and ocean change risk and providing for continued progress toward broad sense recovery for the OC Coho ESU.”

Comment: While habitat protection and restoration is important for recovery of threatened coastal coho populations, it is just one aspect of the problem.  The release of hatchery coho into streams means that genetic and ecological competition is imposed on wild coho that reduces genetic diversity and survival of wild coho.  Placing all the emphasis on habitat without addressing impacts of hatchery releases on wild coho ignores scientific evidence accumulated over the last 40 years. In addition, harvest of coho impacts the wild populations from a multitude of streams, causing fewer spawners.  This in addition to hatchery impacts actively reduce abundance and rebuilding of wild populations.

Because the Department has no direct authority over habitat hardships for wild coho, means that ODFW must be an advocate for habitat and to make sure its harvest and hatchery programs function to restore threatened coastal coho. This approach means that the Department is an advocate for protecting the important public trust responsibilities at all three impact levels.  

Broad Sense Goal:  “The primary purpose is to recover wild Oregon coastal coho salmon then work toward abundance that includes “economic benefits” The ODFW 12 year coho salmon plan is focused on utilization goals rather than the first order of recovery for wild coho based on biological criteria and monitoring for wild coho status by stream.  The12 year plan would be more coherent and biologically sound with a primary focus first on recovery rather than utilization and economic benefits.

“Despite these positive signs, the OC Coho ESU has not yet attained broad sense recovery, a status representing a condition well beyond viable, threatened, or endangered.  For example, updated population viability modeling indicates that most populations have relatively high probabilities of persistence over 100 years, but less than half of independent populations have attained the broad sense objective for persistence.”  (ODFW August 6, 2021)



The concept of Broad Sense Goal is aspirational in the Department’s comments on August 6, 2021 because rapidly changing climate change will likely reduce wild coho populations through low warm water and habitat change in rivers and the ocean.  Hatchery production will also likely have constraints imposed by water supply and water temperature.  Therefore, recovery of wild coastal coho is an appropriate first priority response in the long term.  The Department is understandably excited about increasing hatchery production and maximizing revenue returns from fisheries, but a return to traditional economic benefits from fisheries, would only repeat the management which forced coastal coho populations to decline and their protection  through the ESA. Therefore, the focus by the Department on Broad Sense Recovery as the measure of success is meaningless given the status of wild Oregon Coastal coho salmon.
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Introduction: 
 
I have been working on conservation and recovery policy with the Oregon Department of Fish and 
Wildlife since the late l960s.  I approached the ODFW Commission in 1975 to adopt a wild fish 
conservation policy that was adopted in 1977.  This policy was not implemented for15 years until the 
previous chairwoman, Louisa Bateman (1989), sent a letter to Dr. Harry Wagner asking him why the 
Commission Wild Fish Conservation Program had not been adopted.  Dr. Wagner replied that it was his 
impression that the Commission wanted the Department to include only the value of wild fish. In 1992 
the Department established the Oregon Wild Fish Management Program  and with my help through the 
Oregon Legislature’s Ways and Means Committee (1991) to fund the creation of a Natural Production 
Program at the Department, including five staff positions.  The staff conducted an evaluation of Oregon’s 
wild fish populations in a report to the Commission and the public.   
 
In 1992, the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife Commission adopted the Oregon Wild Fish 
Management Program (WFMP).  The WFMP evaluation of Oregon wild fish populations documented the 
status of wild coastal and Columbia River coho salmon and other wild fish species for the first time. 
Based on biological standards, this program found that Oregon had 134 coho salmon populations, but 
only 10 populations were in compliance with biological standards.  That means just 7% of Oregon coho 
were in compliance. The WFMP found that of the 1,869 wild fish populations 91% were out of 
compliance with the biological standards. The two primary reasons for non-compliance were “inadequate 
spawners” (less than 300 fish) and excessive percentage of hatchery fish. However 84% of the 
populations were out of compliance due to “insufficient data.” 
 
As time goes on Oregon continued to fail to evaluate and improve the status of wild coho.  Eventually, the 
public petitioned the National Marine Fisheries Service for protection of coastal coho through the 
Endangered Species Act.  Wild coastal coho became a national threatened species in 2007.   
 
The management goal for wild spawners was based on returns after fisheries rather than on biological 
escapement criteria by spawning stream. The Department has persisted in using hatchery fish to make up 
for low wild coho returns. 
 
To correct past failures to protect and rebuild wild coho salmon and other at risk salmonid populations, 
the Commission should adopt the following biologically sound criteria. 
 

The Road Map to Wild Salmon and Steelhead Recovery in the Pacific Northwest 
 

• Develop escapement targets for each species to achieve egg deposition and parr production goals. 

• Develop habitat protection and restoration criteria that support spawning and juvenile rearing. 

• Describe and maintain the biological diversity of each species/population. 

• Prevent interbreeding between hatchery and wild fish. 

Lichatowich 2017 
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Management History Of Oregon Coastal Coho: 
 
In 1977 the Oregon Fish and Wildlife Commission adopted the Oregon Wild Fish Policy, the first policy 
on the west coast to manage for healthy wild fish populations including salmon, trout and non-game 
species.   
 
In 1978, the decline in wild coho salmon was evaluated by ODFW biologist Robert Gunsolus. He 
concluded that “The escapement of wild coho to natural spawning areas is presently inadequate to sustain 
wild stocks and adequate escapements must first be obtained since the present potential of the streams is 
currently underutilized.”  With regard to increased hatchery production for fisheries he concluded:    
“Additional hatchery coho would increase competition with wild coho for survival in the ocean, further 
reducing the production of wild stocks.”  Lewis et al. 1978 said: “The number of hatchery smolts released 
exceeded the number of wild smolts that were in a deep dive toward extinction.”  
 
The Coho Plan (1981) was the first species plan organized by ODFW. “The harvest rate on Oregon coho 
salmon ranged from 60 to 80-90 percent with the higher harvest in the 1970s and the days of commercial 
fishing were highest at 83 days.” (Oregon Coho Plan 1981). The recommendations by Gunsolus in 1978 
were not applied to harvest affecting depleted wild coho populations.  
 
The Department recognized that Oregon coastal coho were declining. “Total production of adult coho, 
based on the OPI [Oregon Production Index], has decreased from an average level of about 2.5 million 
during 1965-76 to about 1.4 million during 1977-80, an average annual loss of about 1.1 million adults.  
Wild fish production in Oregon coastal streams dropped from an average level of 677,000 adults during 
1965-76 to 433,000 during 1977-80, a loss of 244,000 wild adults.” (Coho Plan page 140). 
 
Wright (1993) said, “In 1991 the American Fisheries Society published a list of 214 native, naturally 
spawning Pacific salmon, steelhead and anadromous cutthroat stocks that are at one of three levels of 
endangerment: high risk of extinction, moderate risk of extinction, or special concern (Nehlsen et al 
1991). The authors clearly identified overfishing and interactions with hatchery fish as two specific 
causes of endangerment.”   
 
The Department also recognized that “The survival potential of wild stocks can also be adversely affected 
if interbreeding occurs with hatchery fish.  The magnitude of the impact depends on the number of 
hatchery and wild fish involved and the degree to which hatchery fish differ from the wild stock in 
important traits. Generally, hatchery fish are less fit for survival in the stream than wild fish because of 
different selective pressures that occur in the hatchery.” (Coho Plan Page 94) 
 
 “Studies have been initiated to better define and measure optimal escapement and ocean harvest rates, 
beginning in 1979 have been reduced to increase escapements into coastal streams.  Studies have been 
initiated to determine the effectiveness of using hatchery stocks to establish or rehabilitate natural 
spawning populations.” (Coho Plan Page 99).   
 
The 1981 Coho Plan continues to use hatchery fish releases and transfers to underutilized streams to 
increase natural spawning.  The purpose is to increase natural production by adding hatchery fish to small 
wild populations. However, there are other considerations to address.  Scudder (1989) said, “Marginal 
habitats must be maintained, preserved and managed to ensure the survival of such marginal populations. 
I argue that it is one of the "best" ways to conserve the genetic resources of fish species.” 

“Marginal populations have a high adaptive significance to the species as a whole and marginal habitat 
conservation, preservation and management is one of the ‘best’ ways to conserve the genetic diversity and 
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resources of fish species.  Marginal habitats are an essential prerequisite for the maintenance of this 
diversity and versatility.” (Scudder 1989) 

Brian Riddell (2009) also addressed the value of genetic diversity in salmonid populations: “The health of 
Pacific salmon depends not only on their abundance but also on their biological diversity.  That diversity 
includes the irreplaceable lineages of salmon evolved through time, the geographic distribution of these 
populations, the genetic differences and life history variations observed among them, and the habitats that 
support these differences.  Diversity of Pacific salmon represents their legacy to-date and their potential 
for adaptation to future changes in climate, fishing and habitat.  Protecting diversity is the most prudent 
policy for the future continuance of wild salmon as well as the ecological processes that depend on them 
and the cultural, social, and economic benefits drawn from them.”  

In 1992 the ODFW Commission adopted the Oregon Wild Fish Management Policy (WFMP).  The 
biologists completed an evaluation based on biological compliance standards.  The Commission was to 
get an update on the status of Oregon’s wild fish populations each biennium.  The 1992 WFMP report 
was the first biennium report, and it was not until after the Commission replaced the WFMP with the 
Native Fish Conservation Policy in 2003, that the Department provided the Commission with the second 
biennial report. 
 
The 2003 Native Fish Conservation Policy dropped the term “wild” and replaced it with “naturally 
produced” which can also include naturally produced fish from progeny of hatchery spawners.  The 
Department also defined “native” fish as indigenous to Oregon but include both naturally produced and 
hatchery produced fish.”  The Department objective is to “maintain and restore sustainable naturally 
produced native fish species living and reproducing successfully in their natural environment.” (635-007-
0504 (3).  Only “sustainable” natural produced native fish are to be restored so there is a judgement call 
involved in what native, naturally produced fish will be sustained or restored. The shift from protecting 
wild fish in the WFMP shifted to including hatchery fish in naturally spawning populations. 
 
Even though Gunsolus (1978) said, “adequate escapements must first be obtained,” and the 1992 Wild 
Fish Management Plan standards included having more than 300 wild spawners,  but wild coho spawner 
criteria by stream were not adopted in the 2003 Native Fish Conservation Policy.  
 
The ODFW Department continued to advocate using hatchery fish to increase wild coho populations and 
ignore establishing coho escapement criteria by coastal river.  The management goal for wild spawners 
was based on what returns after fisheries rather than on biological escapement criteria. The Department 
persisted in using hatchery fish to make up for low wild coho returns.  
 
After considerable Department evaluation of coho status, starting with the Coho Plan (1981) the 
Department began to address the decline of wild coho salmon in coastal streams and the Columbia River. 
The Department’s authority extends to harvest and hatchery programs and major problems were 
identified.  The primary problems were associated with a decline in coho production in the OPI (Oregon 
Production Index) in the ocean and depleted wild coho spawner escapement. Coastal and Columbia River 
coho salmon were managed as a commodity for the benefit of the commercial fishery, which led to a 
decline in production and wild spawner escapement. This became an even worse problem when ocean 
productivity declined after 1976.  
 
The declining status of Oregon Coastal Coho salmon resulted in the Governor Kitzhaber’s Oregon Plan 
for Salmon and Watersheds.  In 1996 Governor Kitzhaber said that his Coastal Salmon Recovery 
Initiative (CSRI) would be peer reviewed and if it did not pass scientific review he would seek a federal 
listing of the coho salmon as a protected threatened species under the Endangered Species Act.  The 
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Governor invited an independent scientific review from 34 scientists from Oregon State University, the 
American Fisheries Society, Oregon Chapter, and eight individual scientists.  This independent peer 
review found the Governor's coho restoration plan lacking and not sufficient to recover the species.  
However, Governor Kitzhaber did not recommend to the National Marine Fisheries Service that Oregon 
coastal coho be listed as a threatened species.  
 
This government outcome is consistent with Lackey’s (2012) comment: “There are few bureaucratic 
incentives to protect, restore, enhance wild salmon. Government is more concerned with developing plans 
than conservation and restoration of wild salmon.” Lackey 2012 said that salmon decline on the Oregon 
coast, including coho, from 1848 to 2012 is:  5 million in 1848, declining to 200,000 in 2012 which 
is 4% of historic abundance.  
 
Oregon Coast coho were petitioned for ESA protection by the public and were listed as threatened under 
the United States Endangered Species Act in 2007. 

Comments on the 12-Year Assessment for Oregon Coastal Coho Conservation Plan. 
 
 “The Oregon Coast Coho Conservation Plan (OCCCP) (OAR 635-500-6500) was approved by the 
Oregon Fish and Wildlife Commission in 2007 in response coastal coho designation of as an ESA 
protected species threated with extinction.”  In 1992, Oregon coastal coho were not in compliance 
with the Oregon Wild Fish Management Policy management standards due to less than 300 spawners 
and too many hatchery spawners in coastal streams.  It is important to recognize that Oregon coastal 
coho salmon are still threatened with extinction after 29 years when ODFW recognized wild coho 
salmon were in decline and proposed to correct the problems. 

“The 12-Year assessment was developed by the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife (ODFW) and 
has already been reviewed by NOAA Fisheries.” However, a link to that review was not provided for 
public review by the Department.  

Hatchery Management 

The Department has direct authority over harvest and hatchery management for coho salmon, therefore, I 
direct my comments to those programs.  The failure to protect wild coho salmon since ESA threatened 
status (2007), Oregon is required to consult with NOAA Fisheries to develop a fishery management plan.  
However, is this authority being applied to protect public trust resources of wild Oregon coastal coho?  
Are there wild coho salmon spawning requirements by natal stream and is harvest regulated to fully 
comply with wild coho spawner requirements by stream?  Are hatcheries operated to protect the genetic 
and life history diversity of wild coho salmon or to replace them using subtle changes in management 
terminology?   

In the 2003 Native Fish Conservation Policy the Department says “conservation of naturally produced 
native fish species in the geographic areas to which they are indigenous is the Department’s principle 
obligation for fish management.” (OAR 635-007-0504 (1))   

By dropping the term “wild” the Department gained considerable flexibility in its conservation plan by 
redefining and dropping terminology. In the 2003 Policy, Naturally produced “means fish that 
reproduce and complete their full life cycle in natural habitats.”  This definition permits juvenile 
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production from naturally spawning hatchery fish to be called naturally produced fish when they return to 
spawn. They are the progeny of natural production even though they come from hatchery parents.  As 
Lackey said, “How wild is a fish whose parents were born in a hatchery?” 

The issue of management terminology that fails to be consistent with accumulated scientific evidence will 
cause confusion and cost ineffective restoration of wild salmonids through ODFW policy. The following 
references and quotes are provided to illustrate effective wild salmonid conservation policy: 

According to Araki (2009)      “…overall relative reproductive fitness was only 37 per cent in wild-born fish 
from two captive-bred parents and 87 per cent in those from one captive-bred and one wild parent (relative to those 
from two wild parents). Our results suggest a significant carry-over effect of captive breeding, which has negative 
influence on the size of the wild population in the generation after supplementation. In this population, the 
population fitness could have been 8 per cent higher if there was no carry-over effect during the study period.” 

Reisenbichler and Rubin 1999 reported on the hatchery effect on chinook and steelhead: “The fitness of stream type 
chinook (spring chinook) salmon was diminished after four generations of culture, despite continuous gene flow 
from the wild population (on average, wild fish comprised 38% of the hatchery broodstock).  The fitness of steelhead 
was diminished after only two generations in the hatchery (Reisenbichler and McIntyre, 1977).  Presumably 
substantial change occurs in the first generation.” 

Coastal and Columbia River coho salmon are now a threatened species because the Department failed to 
“prevent the serious depletion of any indigenous species” required by the Oregon Legislature (ORS 
496.012).   

Furthermore, is the Fish and Wildlife Commission getting biennial updates by the Department on the 
status of wild coho management, as required by the 1992 Wild Fish Management Program? Or have those 
important status updates each biennium been provided by the Department following 2005 from the Native 
Fish Conservation Policy? Now that Oregon coastal coho are threatened with extinction, the Fish and 
Wildlife Commission would be better informed on wild coho recovery with more frequent updates. To 
effectively evaluate the Department’s wild coho recovery work requires continuity within the 
Commission that is not provided by a 12 year review.  

Hatchery management  “in the OC Coho ESU will continue to focus on augmenting harvest opportunity 
in the ocean and select terminal areas while minimizing genetic and ecologic risks to wild fish.”  The 
term “minimize” is routinely used by land and water development interests and fishery managers to give 
the impression that public trust natural resources such as wild fish will benefit. “Minimize merely means 
trust us.  To minimize is to have low or zero impact backed up with monitoring and evaluation to verify 
the level of impact.”  (Lichatowich)   

“Recent changes in brood stock management for the North Fork Nehalem and Trask hatchery programs, 
which have relied on highly domesticated brood stocks for many years, are expected to further reduce 
genetic risks, as well as improve hatchery fish survival and harvest opportunities.” (12 Year Assessment) 

This optimistic statement does not mention the source for the brood stock changes.  Are they from wild 
origin or new hatchery origin stocks?  Will the broodstock changes use wild coho each year or returning 
hatchery coho?  Will the hatchery coho be used to rebuild wild populations through hatchery 
supplementation?  “The primary purpose for the hatchery stock change is to improve survival and harvest 
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opportunities.”  Just how the new stock will reduce genetic risk is not explained. The Commission is left 
with an assumption that cannot be verified as true for any of the promised outcomes.   

Harvest Management: 

The present 12 Year Assessment states that “harvest management will continue to play an important role 
in maintaining the genetic and life history diversity of OC coho through the Amendment 13 framework 
that considers parental escapement and ocean survival.”  

The framework does not commit to spawner requirements by natal stream and regulating harvest to 
achieve wild spawner escapement.  It is not enough to just count spawners after the fishery. It is 
impossible to maintain genetic and life history diversity unless the spawner abundance criteria are 
achieved.  Escapement has to be the primary purpose for which fisheries are managed, so streams are not 
underutilized and genetic diversity among all populations is maintained. In 1978 Gunsolus said, “The 
escapement of wild coho to natural spawning areas is presently inadequate to sustain wild stocks.”  
Because the Department never solved the escapement problem 43 years ago “to sustain wild stocks” the 
wild coho became a protected threatened species under the Endangered Species Act in 2007 at the request 
of the public not the Department.   

 “Recent changes in brood stock management for the North Fork Nehalem and Trask hatchery programs, 
which have relied on highly domesticated brood stocks for many years, are expected to further reduce 
genetic risks, as well as improve hatchery fish survival and harvest opportunities.” (12 Year Assessment) 

Highly domesticated stock has low survival and poor spawning success, but when they do spawn 
naturally the spawning success of wild coho is depressed.  In addition domesticated hatchery coho 
juveniles compete with wild coho for rearing space and food. However, the Department does not explain 
if there will be a monitoring program in place to evaluate the impact of the new hatchery stock on wild 
coho productivity, abundance, genetic and life history diversity, and recovery. The Department merely 
assumes that a new hatchery stock will be a benefit for fisheries and wild coho recovery.  

Coho Surveys Constrained by Budget: (page 6) “Survey effort has also varied through time; after a 
significant budget reduction in 2014, survey effort in the OC Coho ESU was reduced from an 
average of about 550 sites/year (2007-2013) to about 350 sites/year (Fig. 3). Survey effort has been 
further reduced to accommodate budget constraints in 2020.”  

 Is it a budget constraint that is affecting surveys of threatened Oregon Coastal Coho salmon or due 
to budget allocation preferences? Recovery of wild coho is more important than increasing funding 
for hatchery fish releases or stocking high mountain lakes with hatchery trout etc.? So the 
Department should inform the Commission about the constraints and why they are more important 
than evaluating coho spawning surveys.  

ODFW Natural Origin Coho Salmon Abundance, Oregon Coast ESU 1994-2020 

http://www.odfwrecoverytracker.org/explorer/species/Coho/run/default/esu/129/ 

The term “Natural Origin” is not defined. Does it include naturally spawning hatchery fish or only wild 
coho? The term “wild” is not defined in the Native Fish Conservation Policy of 2003 even though it was 

http://www.odfwrecoverytracker.org/explorer/species/Coho/run/default/esu/129/


7 
 

C:\Users\Bill\Documents\1 NATIVE FISH\2 PEOPLE\1 SALMONIDS\BY SPECIES\COHO\OR COASTAL 
COHO\SPAWNER COUNT\Natural Origin Coho Salmon Abundance 1994-2020.docx 
 

in earlier fish management policies. A major reason for non-compliance was too many naturally spawning 
hatchery fish.   

“Despite good recent biological performance of the OC Coho ESU, fluctuations should continue to be 
expected. Future periods of poor ocean survival and/or poor freshwater conditions will likely cause low 
spawner abundances, though we expect that abundance will not be as low as in the 1990’s because 
hatchery and harvest impacts have been greatly reduced or eliminated and habitat has been improved to 
some degree.”  

There has been a modest abundance increase in Oregon Coastal wild coho salmon abundance since they 
were listed as a threatened species in 2007. Obviously, this modest increase is not sufficient for Oregon 
coastal coho to be a considered recovered species.   

“Unfortunately, this 12-year assessment indicates that current freshwater productivity remains 
insufficient to achieve broad sense goals. Habitat protection, restoration, and enhancement will be 
crucial for reducing climate and ocean change risk and providing for continued progress toward broad 
sense recovery for the OC Coho ESU.” 

Comment: While habitat protection and restoration is important for recovery of threatened coastal coho 
populations, it is just one aspect of the problem.  The release of hatchery coho into streams means that 
genetic and ecological competition is imposed on wild coho that reduces genetic diversity and survival of 
wild coho.  Placing all the emphasis on habitat without addressing impacts of hatchery releases on wild 
coho ignores scientific evidence accumulated over the last 40 years. In addition, harvest of coho impacts 
the wild populations from a multitude of streams, causing fewer spawners.  This in addition to hatchery 
impacts actively reduce abundance and rebuilding of wild populations. 

Because the Department has no direct authority over habitat hardships for wild coho, means that ODFW 
must be an advocate for habitat and to make sure its harvest and hatchery programs function to restore 
threatened coastal coho. This approach means that the Department is an advocate for protecting the 
important public trust responsibilities at all three impact levels.   

Broad Sense Goal:  “The primary purpose is to recover wild Oregon coastal coho salmon then work 
toward abundance that includes “economic benefits” The ODFW 12 year coho salmon plan is focused on 
utilization goals rather than the first order of recovery for wild coho based on biological criteria and 
monitoring for wild coho status by stream.  The12 year plan would be more coherent and biologically 
sound with a primary focus first on recovery rather than utilization and economic benefits. 

“Despite these positive signs, the OC Coho ESU has not yet attained broad sense recovery, a status 
representing a condition well beyond viable, threatened, or endangered.  For example, updated 
population viability modeling indicates that most populations have relatively high probabilities of 
persistence over 100 years, but less than half of independent populations have attained the broad sense 
objective for persistence.”  (ODFW August 6, 2021) 
 
The concept of Broad Sense Goal is aspirational in the Department’s comments on August 6, 2021 
because rapidly changing climate change will likely reduce wild coho populations through low warm 
water and habitat change in rivers and the ocean.  Hatchery production will also likely have 
constraints imposed by water supply and water temperature.  Therefore, recovery of wild coastal 
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coho is an appropriate first priority response in the long term.  The Department is understandably 
excited about increasing hatchery production and maximizing revenue returns from fisheries, but a 
return to traditional economic benefits from fisheries, would only repeat the management which 
forced coastal coho populations to decline and their protection  through the ESA. Therefore, the 
focus by the Department on Broad Sense Recovery as the measure of success is meaningless given 
the status of wild Oregon Coastal coho salmon. 
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August 3,2021


ODFW Commission
4034 Fairview Industrial Dr SE
Salem, OR 97302


Chair Wahl, Commissioners, Director Melcher, my name is Karl Konecny, I’m a semi-retired engineer
and live on the North Umpqua River.  While that is my favorite place to fish, I enjoy salmon fishing on
the lower Umpqua, Winchester Bay, and nearby off-shore waters.


I would like to thank  the ODFW Staff for their current management of our Oregon Coast Coho salmon
and implementation of the Oregon Coast Coho Recovery Plan.   Conservative harvest and drastically
reduced hatchery releases directed by this plan are the key reasons Coho populations have rebounded. As
fisheries managers know, Coho populations will always fluctuate with ocean conditions.  Prior to the 1998
listing, the population peaks and valleys were on a downward trend.  ODFW’s and NMFS’s management
shift has reversed recent trends and started these populations on the road to recovery.


Delisting the Oregon Coast Coho, though, is not our goal.  That is a bar too low.


Oregonians want a robust population of wild Coho healthy enough to sustain sport and commercial
harvest.  I am thrilled to hear the success stories of coastal anglers and the excitement in those coastal
communities of restored populations. I look forward to the day when Oregon’s commercial fleet will be
able to market sustainably harvested quality wild Oregon Coho, a day that could very well be in the near
future.  Done right, such a product would make Copper River salmon look like cat food.


To reach that goal, we need three things.


First, we need the deep, resilient gene pool of our wild coho population to adapt to the changing climate
we are experiencing.  We have that, thanks to the Oregon Coast Coho Recovery Plan.  The listing of Coho
was and has been tough but it quite possibly saved the future of these fish.


Second, we need ODFW’s continued science and data based harvest management with minimal hatchery
releases, allowing the wild population to thrive. Any Increase in hatchery releases would hinder our
current recovery success.


Third, and most important, we need the newly reinstated habitat division to coerce, cajole, incentivize,
force — you choose the verb — the regulators and managers of the private, state, and federal lands to
truly restore and protect the coho habitat of our coastal rivers and estuaries.


Again, thank you for the opportunity to testify today. I am optimistic about the future of Oregon Coast
Coho. I encourage the department to adopt these major management techniques, reduced hatchery
releases, harvest levels based on data and science, and strong habitat advocacy for other struggling
salmonid populations, summer steelhead and spring chinook. I will continue to advocate for Coho
restoration and protections in hopes of one day developing both a sport and commercial fishery for these
iconic salmonids.


Karl Konecny, Glide Oregon
541-496-4223
karlnwmp@centurylink.net
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