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“GREEN SHEET” 

  Meeting dates: 

 

December 4-5, 2009, Commission Meeting 

Agenda item #13: 

 

Columbia River Spring Chinook Historical Briefing 

Staff Contact: 

 

Cindy LeFleur, Columbia River Policy Coordinator,  
Intergovernmental Resource Management Program 

 

Presenter(s):  

 

Cindy LeFleur, Columbia River Policy Coordinator,  
Intergovernmental Resource Management Program 
Guy Norman, Region 5 Director, Director’s Office 

Background:  
  
Columbia River spring Chinook fisheries are comprised of lower river stocks returning to 
Washington tributaries below Bonneville Dam and the Willamette River in Oregon, and upriver 
stocks destined for areas above Bonneville Dam.  The upriver run includes hatchery and wild 
fish.  Two components of the wild upriver run are listed under the Endangered Species Act 
(ESA), Snake River spring/summer Chinook and Upper Columbia spring Chinook.  These  
ESA-listed stocks are protected by the management agreement from United States v Oregon 
and ESA limits.  The parties to United States v Oregon developed a conservation-based fish 
management plan beginning in 1978 to protect, rebuild, and enhance Upper Columbia River 
fish runs, and since have developed multi-year management plans incorporating the same 
principles.  
 
The parties to United States v Oregon recently completed a new plan covering harvest and 
production of upriver stocks.  This agreement, titled “2008-2017 United States v Oregon 
Management Agreement (Agreement) for Upriver Chinook, Sockeye, Steelhead, Coho, and 
White Sturgeon” provides specific fishery management constraints for upriver spring Chinook.  
The Agreement defines treaty Indian and non-Indian fishery allocation of available ESA 
impacts in the Columbia River, based on forecasted run size and the sliding scale harvest rate 
schedule defined in the Agreement.  The sliding scale harvest schedule provides limited 
opportunities at the smallest run sizes and increased opportunities at larger run sizes.  This 
harvest rate schedule provides a sound basis for recovery objectives encompassed in the 
Endangered Species Act Section 7(a)(2) Consultation - Biological Opinion and Magnuson-
Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act Essential Fish Habitat Consultation – 
consultation on Treaty Indian and Non-Indian Fisheries in the Columbia River Basin subject to 
the 2008-2017 United States v Oregon Management Agreement, and provides for non-Indian 
and treaty Indian fisheries to harvest abundant hatchery fish, while providing protection to  
ESA-listed stocks, and provides additional protection when the runs are at low levels.   
 
The non-Indian allocation of impacts on ESA-listed upriver spring Chinook ranges from a low of 
0.5 percent to a high of 2.7 percent.  The states agreed to these low levels of allowable impacts 
on the presumption that mark-selective fishing techniques could be employed in commercial 
and sport fisheries, thereby providing access to considerable numbers of hatchery spring 
Chinook.  Fisheries are managed conservatively within these strict limits.   
 
Fisheries 
Indian tribes harvested upriver spring Chinook for many centuries before Europeans arrived in 
the Columbia Basin.  Fishing occurred at several locations, with the fishery at Celilo Falls being 
the largest.  Each year’s arrival of the first upriver spring Chinook was an event of great 
spiritual and ceremonial significance.  Commercial fishing by non-Indians began in about 1866, 
after salmon canning techniques were advanced.  Sport fishing for spring Chinook began 
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during the early 20th century and gained popularity after World War II.  Sport seasons were 
open the entire year but prior to World War II most recreational fisheries were focused in the 
tributaries.  

 
Historic non-Indian spring Chinook fisheries in the main-stem Columbia River occurred 
February through May and harvested spring Chinook destined for every sub-basin.  
Commercial seasons were structured to target Willamette and other lower river stocks 
February through March and upriver stocks during May.  Mid-March through late-April was 
generally closed to commercial fishing to provide escapement during the peak of the run.   
Non-Indian fisheries targeting upriver spring Chinook largely ended in 1977 when the runs 
declined.  During 1978-2000, the commercial seasons closed in late February or early March 
and sport seasons typically ended by the end of March to minimize impacts to upriver spring 
Chinook.   
 
Beginning in 2001, spring Chinook fisheries were re-initiated in the Columbia River in times and 
areas that were previously not available, providing increased opportunities for sport and 
commercial fisheries.  Because of record-high returns and the implementation of mass 
marking, non-treaty fishing for spring Chinook using mark-selective fishing techniques to target 
hatchery fish was initiated.  Fisheries were extended into the spring season for the first time 
since 1977.  
 
Columbia River spring Chinook are a high value fish to sport and commercial fisheries.  Interest 
in the sport fishery is tremendous as reflected in the large number of angler trips generated.  
Angler trips have averaged 129,000 since 2002.  The spring Chinook fishery is the first to occur 
in the river and begins the annual salmon fishing season.  The commercial fishery receives the 
highest price for spring Chinook, in recent years averaging $7-$10 per pound.   
 
Fishery Management 

Fishery management decisions must be conservative to ensure the ESA limits are not 
exceeded, and because fisheries in the Columbia River are jointly managed with the state of 
Oregon, requiring coordination in order to have concurrent regulations.  Decisions regarding 
season length and catch expectations are built upon preseason forecasts of abundance and 
recent year catch rates.  In-season management decisions are based on actual fishery catches 
and by monitoring dam counts to update the run sizes.  Modifications to the preseason fishing 
schedules must often be made because of differences from the preseason expectations in 
catch rates, dam counts or environmental factors.  These modifications are necessary to 
ensure that 1) combined non-Indian fisheries do not exceed the ESA limit, 2) fisheries below 
Bonneville Dam do not preclude other non-Indian fisheries to occur, and 3) non-Indian fisheries 
do not constrain treaty Indian fisheries above Bonneville Dam.  These variations from 
preseason fishing plans can be very frustrating to the sport and commercial fishers, who make 
plans based on the preseason expectations.  Moreover, management is complicated by the 
inability to accurately update the in-season run size until early May, after much of the prime 
fishing season has passed. 
 
Despite these challenges, diverse opportunities exist for upriver spring Chinook fisheries.  The 
sport fishery allocation includes mainstem Columbia River, mainstem Snake River, Ringold 
area, and the Wanapum tribal fishery.  The commercial fishery allocation includes mainstem 
Columbia River, select areas (Deep River, Youngs Bay, Blind Slough, Tongueand Tongue 
Point) and other miscellaneous fisheries (shad fishery).  All of these fisheries are conducted to 
provide opportunities throughout the Columbia River basin to harvest hatchery spring Chinook. 
 
Previous Commission Decisions 
Until 2002, non-Indian sport and commercial catch of upriver spring Chinook had never been 
formally allocated, although United States v Oregon agreements limited seasons for sport and 
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commercial fisheries which resulted in relatively balanced impacts to upriver spring Chinook. 
Because both fisheries are limited by the incidental mortality rate on ESA-listed spring Chinook, 
the departments of Washington and Oregon fish and wildlife asked the respective 
Commissions for a policy to share the conservation burden and allocate the impact rate to 
provide both fisheries with access to the harvestable hatchery spring Chinook.  The 
Commissions have provided policy guidance since 2002.  The current policy C-3617 titled 
“Mainstem Columbia River Spring Chinook Management and Allocation for Non-Indian 
Fisheries, 2009-2013” includes Guiding Principles and Fisheries Management Objectives 
(Attachment 1) and provides allocation of ESA impacts to sport and commercial fisheries based 
on a matrix that changes as run sizes change. 
 
New Management Constraints – Catch Balancing  
Under the Agreement, the catch (harvest and release mortality) of upriver destined spring 
Chinook in non-treaty fisheries is expected to roughly match the catch in the treaty Indian 
fishery.  The parties agreed to an allocation of ESA impacts to achieve the catch balance 
expectation.  The Agreement requires the parties to review catches annually and consider 
modifications if the catch balance expectations are widely divergent from actual results.  During 
2008 and 2009, the first two years of the Agreement, the non-treaty fisheries exceeded the 
treaty Indian catch by several thousand fish in both years.  The divergence in catch was 
primarily associated with a higher than expected percentage of the upriver spring Chinook 
marked, enabling the non-treaty fisheries to retain more hatchery fish than expected in sport 
and commercial mark-selective fisheries.  The parties to United States v Oregon met in 2009 to 
review the catch imbalance and agreed to some new management guidelines for 2010 
fisheries to provide more certainty of meeting the intent of the catch balance provision.  The 
parties agreed to the following management guidelines: 
 

1.  Non-treaty fisheries will be designed to meet the intent of catch balancing as 
represented by columns D and F in Table A1 (Attachment 2), and managed to stay 
within both the ESA impact rate and the mortality guidelines.  
  

2. In 2010, 2011, and 2012, the states will manage non-treaty fishing within guidelines for 
a run-size that is at least 30 percent less than forecast, prior to the first in-season run 
size update. 
 

3. If, in 2010, the non-treaty fishery exceeds the mortality guidelines by 5 percent or 1,000 
fish, whichever is greater, then, in 2011 the states will increase the buffer above 30 
percent.  The buffer could be increased up to 40 percent in 2011 if the parties agree 
that level of increase is necessary to address the cause of divergence in 2010. 
 

4. If in-season management factors indicate that re-distribution of unused ESA impacts 
would better meet the mutual objectives of the parties, unused ESA impacts may be, by 
agreement of the parties, transferred between non-treaty and treaty fisheries. 

 
These new fishery management guidelines are expected to be more constraining for non-treaty 
fisheries than the ESA guidelines that are in place.  The result will be a closer balance of total 
upriver spring Chinook catch and mortality in treaty Indian and non-treaty fisheries, and there 
will likely be ESA impacts that remain unused by the non-treaty fisheries. 
 
The directors of the three state agencies {Idaho Department of Fish and Game (IDFG), Oregon 
Department of Fish and Wildlife (ODFW) and Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife 
(WDFW)} met in Idaho to discuss spring Chinook management.  The directors agreed that the 
United States v Oregon catch balancing modification should address the early-timed Idaho 
hatchery fish harvest issue raised by the Idaho Commission.  The directors also agreed to send 
a letter to the three commissions indicating that the managers and technical staff of the three 
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states will further coordinate the 2010 spring Chinook pre-season planning process as well as 
technical assessment of harvest of particular hatchery stocks in the lower Columbia fisheries.   
 

Policy issue(s) you are bringing to the Commission for consideration: 
 
Department staff will provide recommendations to the Commission in January on how to 
incorporate the catch balance provisions of United States v Oregon into the current policy.   
 

Public involvement process used and what you learned: 
 
Department staff met with the Columbia River Recreational Advisory Group and the Columbia 
River Commercial Advisory Group on October 13 and 15, 2009, respectively.  Public meetings 
are scheduled for November 5, 2009, in Vancouver, Washington and November 10, 2009, in 
Astoria, Oregon.  Additional Columbia River Advisory Group meetings are scheduled for 
November 18 and 19, 2009. 
 

Action requested:  
 
None.  Briefing only. 
 

Draft motion language: 

 

N/A 

 

Justification for Commission action: 
N/A 

 

Communications Plan: 
 
A WDFW-ODFW joint staff report will be distributed in January 2010 that details spring Chinook stock 
status, review of fisheries, and recommendations for future fisheries.  A Columbia River Compact 
meeting will be held in mid-February to set Columbia River spring Chinook fisheries. 
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Table A1.  Spring Management Period Harvest Rate Schedule 
                    

  Harvest Rate Schedule for Chinook in Spring Management Period    

 A B C D E F G H  

  

Total 
Upriver 
Spring 

and 
Snake 
River 

Summer 
Chinook 

Run 
Size6 

Snake River 
Natural 

Spring/Summer 
Chinook Run 

Size1 

Treaty 
Zone 6 
Total 

Harvest 
Rate 

2,5
 

Treaty 
Catch 

Guideline 

Non-
Treaty 
Natural 
Harvest 
Rate 

3
 

Non-
Treaty 

Mortality 
Guideline 

Total 
Natural 
Harvest 
Rate

4
 

Non-
Treaty 
Natural 
Limited 
Harvest 
Rate

4
   

  <27,000 <2,700 5.0%  <0.5%  <5.5% 0.5%   

  27,000 2,700 5.0% 1,350 0.5% 1,350 5.5% 0.5%   

  33,000 3,300 5.0% 1,650 1.0% 1,650 6.0% 0.5%   

  44,000 4,400 6.0% 2,640 1.0% 2,640 7.0% 0.5%   

  55,000 5,500 7.0% 3,850 1.5% 3,850 8.5% 1.0%   

  82,000 8,200 7.4% 6,068 1.6% 6,068 9.0% 1.5%   

  109,000 10,900 8.3% 9,047 1.7% 9,047 10.0%    

  141,000 14,100 9.1% 12,831 1.9% 12,831 11.0%    

  217,000 21,700 10.0% 21,700 2.0% 21,700 12.0%    

  271,000 27,100 10.8% 29,268 2.2% 29,268 13.0%    

  326,000 32,600 11.7% 38,142 2.3% 38,142 14.0%    

  380,000 38,000 12.5% 47,500 2.5% 47,500 15.0%    

  434,000 43,400 13.4% 58,156 2.6% 58,156 16.0%    

  488,000 48,800 14.3% 69,784 2.7% 69,784 17.0%    

                    

Footnotes for Table A1. 

1. If the Snake River natural spring/summer forecast is less than 10% of the total upriver run size, the allowable 
mortality rate will be based on the Snake River natural spring/summer Chinook run size. In the event the total 
forecast is less than 27,000 or the Snake River natural spring/summer forecast is less than 2,700, Oregon and 
Washington would keep their mortality rate below 0.5% and attempt to keep actual mortalities as close to zero as 
possible while maintaining minimal fisheries targeting other harvestable runs. 

2. Treaty Fisheries include: Zone 6 Ceremonial, subsistence, and commercial fisheries from January 1-June 15.   
Harvest impacts in the Bonneville Pool tributary fisheries may be included if TAC analysis shows the impacts 
have increased from the background levels.   

3.  Non-Treaty Fisheries include: Commercial and recreational fisheries in Zones 1-5  and mainstem recreational 
fisheries from Bonneville Dam upstream to the Hwy 395 Bridge in the Tri-Cities and commercial and recreation 
SAFE (Selective Areas Fisheries Evaluation) fisheries from January 1-June 15; Wanapum tribal fisheries, and 
Snake River mainstem recreational fisheries upstream to the Washington-Idaho border from April through June.  
Harvest impacts in the Bonneville Pool tributary fisheries may be included if TAC analysis shows the impacts 
have increased from the background levels. 

4.  If the Upper Columbia River natural spring Chinook forecast is less than 1,000, then the total allowable 
mortality for treaty and non-treaty fisheries combined would be restricted to 9% or less.  Whenever Upper 
Columbia River natural fish restrict the total allowable mortality rate to 9% or less, then non-treaty fisheries would 
transfer 0.5% harvest rate to treaty fisheries.  In no event would non-treaty fisheries go below 0.5% harvest rate. 

5.  The Treaty Tribes and the States of Oregon and Washington may agree to a fishery for the Treaty Tribes 
below Bonneville Dam not to exceed the harvest rates provided for in this Agreement.                                                                                                                                         

6. If the total in river run is predicted to exceed 380,000, the Parties agree to consider increasing the total 
allowed harvest rate and to reinitiate consultation with NOAA Fisheries if necessary. 
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