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Salmon plan |

favors the strongest

The Wild Salmon
Center hopes to invest
more In preserving
healthy streams
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Erica Stock of the Wild Salmen Center and Kevin O'Brien, coordinator of the lllinols Valley Watershed Councll, raft down the Rogue River.
The two groups hope to work together on projects in the Rogue Valley, one of the “last, best” places where the salmon center contends

wild fish are most likely to thrive,

Strongest salmon rivers

With the help of outside experts, the Wild Salmon Center has rated streams in the
Morthwest and California for their wild salmon and steelhead potential. For each river,
the scientists involved looked at abundance, productivity, the diversity of the salmon
and stegihead populations and the influence of hatchery fish, among other criteria.
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By SCOTT LEARN
THE OREGONIAN

ushing through Oregon's southwest comer, the

Mlinois River couldn't be further removed from the

Columbia, its bigger and tamer brother up north.

- The Illinois, famous for its rapids, has no dams,
fish hatcheries or urban development. For much of its
75-mile run, it's surrounded by towering mountains that
foster floods and discourage development.

It's a spot where wild fish such as winter steelhead,
coho salmon and chinook thrive,

It's also at the heart of a new strategy that turns con-
ventional salmon recovery upside down. Instead of fo-
cusing on the weakest runs and rivers — the federal En-
dangered Species Act approach — it focuses on rivers
where wild salmon runs are relatively robust.

Backed by former Gov. John Kitzhaber, the Portland-
based Wild Salmon Center is helping push a "salmon
stronghold” concept to complement the Endangered
Species Act. The center wants Congress to create a mul-
timillion-dollar fund to help the Pacific Coast's strongest
wild salmon rivers brace for the future.

Guido Rahr, Wild Salmon's president, said he doesn't
want Congress to yank money from efforts on the heavi-
ly dammed Columbia and Snake or write off weak wild
fish runs. But in the long run, banking solely on the En-
dangered Species Act, which protects such stocks, is “a
losing strategy,” he said.

The region's human population is surging. Developers
are buying ranches and timberlands, making habitat
protection tougher. Wild fish numbers are down in some
of the Northwest's powerhouse rivers.

Please see SALMON, Page AT
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Salmon:
Strongholds
take effort
from locals
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Continued from Page One

“It's like we've got a stock
portfolio and all our money is in
the most expensive, riskiest
stocks,” Rahr said. “Some of us
think the next 10 years might be
our last chance to save healthy
salmon rivers.”

On the lllinois

The Mlinois River is one of
nine strongholds in Oregon and
Washington that the new North
American Salmon  Stronghold
Partnership has endorsed, which
requires a request from local res-
idents. The parmership is draw-
ing on rankings of wild fish po-
tential by government scientists
and the Wild Salmon Center.

On a tour, it's easy to see why
the Mllinois is high on the list of
the strongest basins. About four-
fifths of the land is public, held
by the U.S. Forest Service and
Bureau of Land Management.
Mature forests hug its banks,
keeping water cool for fish, The
deep forests give water — and
young fish — a place to go when
the winter rains arrive.

The Ilinois hits the Rogue
River 15 miles east of Gold
Beach, supplying nearly a third
of the Rogue’s wild chinook and
coho and about 10 percent of its
wild steelhead, the Wild Salmon
Center estimates. The Rogue
generates 15 percent of Oregon's
wild chinook and steelhead,
according to center estimates,
based on government counts
and academic studies.

But the number of fish, even
on the lllinois and Rogue, are at
best a quarter of the population
before  European settlement
years ago. Logging, road build-
ing and thousands of fish-
blocking culverts cut across pub-
lic lands. Much of the basin’s
low-lying tributaries, key for
spawning and rearing of young
fish, are in private hands.

Kevin O'Brien, head of the Ili-
nois Valley Soil and Water Con-
servation District, works with
private- landowners to improve
streams. By all accounts, his

Where the wild salmon are

These wild salmon and steelhead estimates were compiled by the Portland-based Wild Salman Center, which
works throughout the Pacific on wild fish restoration. In general, the largest populations are in the relatively

undeveloped Morth. The estimates don't include hatchery fish.,
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group is making great strides.
But O'Brien’s success stories il-
lustrate the challenges. .

l?n Suckeitoﬂ}rdeek, a keypllahnu'mnis
tributary, a miner to
relocate the stream and dig deep
into the riverbed. O'Brien is
working with him on a fish-
friendly restoration.

On Deer Creek, another key II-
linois feeder stream, a cattle
rancher waters her pasture from
the stream under a 150-year-old
water right. But it dries up in the
summer, stranding young fish.

At O’'Brien’s urging, she's a
to shift her withdrawals am%;ﬁ
ticipate in habitat restoration.

Landowner participation  is
voluntary. Funding is patch-
work. The to-do list for the
watershed council and federal
agencies includes hundreds of
projects.

Last year, the Forest Service
put logs into Sucker Creek to
create pools for fish. A year later,
tiny juvenile coho are swimming
in the pools.

Each project is “a drop in the
bucket,” concedes lan Reid, a
Forest Service fisheries biologist
in the basin. “People say the
salmon problems were death by
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A juvenile coho swims in a cool-water pool at Sucher Creek, a key
tributary of the wild-running lllincis River in southwestern Oregon.
The pool was created when U.S. Forest Service fish biologists
placed logs in the water, part of an effort o try to restore a
complex, natural stream bed that better suits cold-water loving

salmon and steelhead.

a thousand cuts. The recovery is
going to have to be life by a
thousand cuts.”

51% of runs are extinct

Northwest salmon's prospects
are better than in most of
Europe and along the Atlantic
Coast, where thriving runs have

dwindled to remnants.

sll, almost a third of about
1,400 distinct wild salmon and
steelhead runs that retumn from
the ocean to Northwest rivers
have disappeared since Euro-
pean settlers arrived in the early
1800s, National Marine Fisheries
Service researchers estimated

last year.

In the Columbia-Snake sys-
temn, 51 percent of the runs are
extinct. ‘Nearly half the North-
west’s sockeye salmon runs are
gone. More than half the wild
chinook stocks that mature
more in streams than the ocean
have vanished.

The fewest extinctions were in
Washington's relatively un-
scathed Olympic Peninsula —
just 3 percent of the stocks —
followed by less-exploited coast-
al rivers along Oregon and
Washington, such as the Illinois
and Rogue.

Alaska, British Columbia and
eastern Russia, not included in
the study, have millions of wild
salmon, far more than the
Northwest.

In the Northwest and Califor-
nia, the U.5. Environmental Pro-
tection Agency lists 28 of 52
salmon and steelhead stocks as
threatened or endangered, in-
cluding coho coastwide.

Last year, Congress set aside
531 million for Oregon and
Washington. salmon recovery,
down from $51 million in 2002,
The two states tacked on more,

The Bonneville Power Admin-

istration, manager of hydropow-

er dams in the Columbia and
Snake, spent 5165 million on
habitat improvements and fish-
related dam operations.

But few rivers have afu deep-
pockets agency to pay for im-
provements. Oregon and Wash-
ington spread discretionary re-
covery money among river ba-
sins, diluting the impact. The
Endangered Species Act directs
big money to the most troubled
SYSLEMS.

Three years ago, Robert Lack-
ey, an Oregon State University
professor and fisheries biologist
at the EPA’s Corvallis lab, helped
recruit 33 salmon experts to
write “Salmon 2100: The Future
of Wild Pacific Salmon.”

The book began with a bang:
Its editors, including Lackey,
predicted that Oregon, Washing-
ton and Idaho's human popula-
tion would increase from about
12 million today to 65 million by
2100 if the growth of the past 50
YEars persists.

To meet that challenge, some
favored the stronghold approach
along with protecting weak runs.
Others suggested writing off
weak runs, saying taxpayers
would veto an all-out approach.

Some advocated boosting

hatcheries, Others favored
breaching Snake River dams and
restoring fish in cold Cascade
streamns best positioned to sur-
vive global warming,

“They all concluded that the
current trajectory is to remnant
runs of wild fish by 2100,” Lack-
ey said, “unless something dra-
matically different is done.”

Strongholds are voluntary

The stronghold concept is one
of the dramatic changes fighting
for prominence. To win money
from Congress, advocates will
have to sell lawmakers on
spending more money for a re-
covery effort that already has
cost billions.

The stronghold partnership’s
leaders emphasize that being a
stronghold is voluntary and up
to local residents. That helps ex-
plain why powerhouse river ba-
sins such as the Tillamook
haven’t signed up yet. They're
mum on touchy issues such as
reducing fishing or hatchery re-
leases.

And they aren’t seeking the
$270 million a year that Rahr, the
Wild Salmon Center's president,
once estimated would be
needed for Northwest salmon

sanctuaries. The draft bill sug-
gests $30 million, with less to
start.

Jay Nicholas, 59, runs the
stronghold partnership. Nicho-
las has been a fisheries scientist
for three decades. He wants to
spend the rest of his career fo-
cusing on rivers “that still have a
decent heartbeat.”

With his long hair, ﬁymg
beard and enr:];flopedic owl-
edge, Nicholas has the air of a
salmon seer. He's written a chil-
dren’s book about salmon, illus-
trated with his watercolors. He's
an avid fly fisherman.

The Northwest has focused
on salmon recovery since 1991,
when the first run was listed un-
der the Endangered Species Act.
Set that against 150 vears of ex-
ploiting salmon streams, Nicho-
las said, and spending more
money looks more reasonable.

Northwest wild salmon prob-
ably will never return to histori-
cal peaks. But with smarter re-
covery efforts, he sald, “they
don't have to go away here."
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