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The Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife’s (Department) Statewide
Steelhead Management Plan DRAFT was released for comment on December 22,
2006 with a follow-up Ad hoc stakeholder meeting on January 9, 2007 to review
and receive preliminary input on the contents of the document. Subsequent to the
meeting, several written comments were received by the Department as well.
Many comments were insightful, constructive and formed the basis for a number
of revisions or clarifications within the Department’s revised DRAFT
(Attachment A). In addition, although the Department received a number of
written comments, consistent themes became evident. Thus the Department has
opted to respond to the comments through a single letter organized by the themes
within the stakeholder comments.

Wild, Natural, Native or Locally Adapted Steelhead

Stakeholders, tribes, local entities, and other state and federal agencies use a
variety of terms to describe steelhead stocks relative to their origin within the
context of a watershed. Furthermore, stakeholders and staff used several terms to
describe steelhead stocks during the meetings. The lack of a consistent and clear
definition often resulted in confusion and debates regarding the intent of the
Department’s policies, strategies, and actions. Clarifying the Department’s
definition is crucial for evaluating how steelhead will be conserved and managed.
Rebuilding criteria for some of the currently federally listed ESA populations
represents the underpinning for the Department’s decision to use the term “wild”;
defined as “naturally produced fish from a locally adapted stock regardless of
origin or parentage”. Further definitions for “wild fish” and “wild-origin” can be
located in ‘Definitions’ of the statewide steelhead management plan on page 35.

Long term goal for rebuilding and conserving Washington’s steelhead
A long-term goal is crucial in defining the scope of the Department’s management
actions, and thus establishes a benchmark from which management can be
assessed. Several comments suggested four main alternatives for a long-term
goal:
1) Historical abundance levels extending beyond those currently described in
the ‘steelhead science paper’:



a. Use cannery pack data or other anecdotal information prior to
European settlement

b. Establish long-term abundance goals greater than current level

2) MSH-based goals (maximum sustainable harvest):

a. Fishery management driven goal

b. Based on stock recruitment information

c. Successful when habitat and stock are at healthy levels.

3) Technical recovery teams (TRT) use Viable Salmonid Population (VSP)
characteristics (McElhany et al. 2000):

a. VSP represents characteristics of a population that collective
define the depth and breathe of health and productivity to
withstand natural perturbations within its life history

b. Characteristics include abundance (number of fish), productivity
(ability to replace itself), diversity (variation among), and spatial
structure (physical distribution)

4) Healthy and harvestable goals for steelhead stocks:

a. Consistent with federal ESA recovery plans for listed populations

b. Based on ‘Properly Functioning Conditions’ (PFC) for habitat

¢. Co-manager recovery goals for Puget Sound Chinook derived from
PFC, expressed as a range of spawners at MSH to replacement
level

Considering the state’s population growth, the commensurate required
infrastructure and the condition of the habitat currently throughout the state,
recovering steelhead to historical abundances is an impractical goal. However,
recognition that pre-settlement abundances were likely much higher than initially
estimated will influence the selection of both intermediate and long-term goals for
steelhead.

Maximum sustainable harvest goals are insufficient to meet the rebuilding rates
required to increase abundance, diversity and spatial structure of populations
throughout the state, even though MSH goals are sufficient when populations are
at abundances that achieve density dependent parameters.

Viable Salmonid Population represents metrics to assess a long-term goal because
it describes measurable characteristics of a population, but in and of itself fails to
capture fisheries in relation to a stock as well as adequately define numerical
values. Thus MSH is fishery management biased, while VSP is population
biased. Some combination of the two captures the conservation and sustainable
fishery goals of the Department.

Thus, the Department chose a long-term goal based on the concept of “healthy
and harvestable” stocks utilizing the concept of VSP as a metric for population
health, and developing numerical values similar in principle to those developed by
the Department and Puget Sound Tribes and TRT analyses of Columbia Basin
stocks.



The department will place the highest priority on the protection of wild steelhead
stocks and the restoration of these stocks to healthy and harvestable levels. See
‘Goals and Policies’ as well as the “Natural Production Policy Statement’ on
pages 3 & 5, respectively, of the steelhead statewide plan; see page 5 as well for
the definition of a healthy stock. The Department acknowledges the policy for
wild steelhead management framed by the definition of healthy will be difficult to
achieve, and nearly impossible without substantial habitat improvements; for
stocks with low abundance, an interim escapement objective must be established
that builds stock abundance in lieu of an escapement goal based on MSH.

Escapement Goals
Prior to federal ESA listings, escapement goals for salmonids were based on fixed
values to produce the MSH. Today, escapement goals and objectives for
salmonids are a mixed bag, reflecting de-listing criteria, inclusion of VSP
characteristics, PFC for habitat, and harvest rates that ultimately provide for
increasing escapement in the absence of explicit changes in escapement goals.
MSH spawner escapement goals were established for most Washington steelhead
stocks in the early 1980s. De-listing criteria have been established for the
majority of ESA-listed stocks in the Columbia River basin with consideration of
VSP characteristics that are consistent with a 5% risk of extinction over a 100-
year time frame. WDFW provided recovery goals derived from PFC of aquatic
habitat for the Lower Columbia steelhead ESU.
Several comments suggested three main alternatives:
1) MSH-based escapement goals, which are consistent with existing tribal
agreements and definable by stock-recruit functions
2) Escapement goals greater than MSH to assure VSP achieved, extinction
risk is lowered, and to avoid negative feedback in stock productivity
associated with insufficient inputs of marine-derived nutrients
3) Maximum Sustained Recreational (MSR) opportunity, a variation of
alternative 2, manages for recreational fishing opportunities, implemented
through catch and release fisheries, rather than MSH which is implicit
with harvest.

The Department has chosen an approach that identifies achievement of
escapement objectives as a higher priority than fishing opportunity. This
approach will be prioritized based upon stock status to include alternative
escapement objectives that will provide increasing numbers of adults as habitat is
restored. It will also include VSP characteristics to maximize the rebuilding and
plasticity of the population over time. MSH may still be used on stocks of high
abundance with good habitat. Where a fixed escapement goal is not appropriate,
interim objectives will be used to increase spawning in order to move towards
escapement goal. This decision is further reflected in the ‘“Natural Production’
chapter, Strategies, page 5, with strategy 2 “Provide Sufficient Spawners” and
page 6, strategy 4 “Describe Path with Measurable Benchmarks to Long-term
Goals”. In ‘Natural Production’, Strategy 2c, page 5, further describes the
departments goals and states that for healthy steelhead stocks, the escapement
policy will be to provide at least, if not more than, the number of wild spawners
necessary to achieve MSH. For SaSI Depressed, Critical or ESA-listed stocks,




significant work will be required to establish an interim escapement goal that
provides for rebuilding. Furthermore, fisheries may become more restrictive,
especially on stocks with “Unknown” status, while some tribes may disagree with
an escapement alternative to MSH. Additional funding and staffing will be
required to increase precision in stock assessment.

Early-timed component of steelhead stocks

Stakeholders and some historic data suggests the early-timed component of some
winter steelhead stocks has been diminished in abundance because of relatively
high harvest rates targeting hatchery origin steelhead during the early portion of
the run. In addition, interbreeding between non-local hatchery steelhead and early
timed wild steelhead has also been cited as a risk. Managing escapements
inclusive of VSP characteristics will help restore the diversity and spatial
structure of steelhead, both within and among stocks, and will be essential to
assuring long-term viability.

Further detail on this approach can be found in the ‘Natural Production’ chapter,
Strategy 1, page 5. More information can also be found in the ‘Fishery
Management’ chapter, Strategy 1 and Actions 2 & 3 on pages 11-12. Evaluation
of the potential selective effects of fisheries on run-timing of wild stocks will
require substantial staff time, including assessment of the incidental mortality
during fisheries directed at hatchery-origin fish. Reductions in early-season
fisheries, changes in release sites for Chambers Creek type steelhead, or both may
be required to protect and restore the early run-timing component of some
steelhead stocks. Steelhead management shall place the highest priority on the
protection of wild steelhead stocks and restoration of these stocks (‘Natural
Production’, Policy Statement, page 5). '

Management of under-escaped steelhead stocks
Stakeholders provided the following alternatives for fishery management actions
when abundance of returning adults was less than the escapement objective:
1) Close all fisheries including those that incidentally impact the stock
2) Allow only incidental impacts on fisheries directed at other species
3) Open fisheries if the abundance of hatchery-origin adults exceeds
broodstock requirements, but require the release of all unmarked steelhead
4) Limit mortalities in all fisheries to either 10% or, for ESA-listed species,
the fishery permit limit

The Department will assess and manage steelhead fisheries based on total fishing-
related mortality for all non-tribal fisheries, though some uncertainty exists in the
mortality of unmarked fish released, especially as it relates to long-term survival.
Until further studies refine precision, the Department will apply a 10% hook and
release mortality rate to steelhead as a risk containment measure (see ‘Fishery
Management’ chapter, Action 2, page 12). For commercial fisheries, the
Department will use a site-specific mortality rate. More information can be found
in the ‘Fishery Management’ chapter, Strategies 1 & 4, page 11-12, as well as
Actions 1-10, pages 12-15.



Wild Stock Gene Banks (Wild Fish Management Zones, WFMZs)
Various concepts regarding wild stock management, natural production reserves
and/or sanctuaries have been proposed. In general, the consistent concept is to
provide a genetic reserve of wild fish to protect the population in the event of a
temporary loss of a nearby stock through a catastrophic loss in habitat e.g.
eruption of Mt. St. Helens, Elwha Dam breach, landslide; a risk containment
measure in the recovery of ESA-listed species; or, as a control for scientific
studies assessing the effects of hatchery, harvest, and/or habitat actions.
Stakeholders generally support the concept of natural stock reserves (wild
steethead management zones), despite the substantial variation in the influence of
hatchery and harvest actions allowed in these areas. Stakeholders provided the
following alternatives:
1) Protect and restore habitat in the natural stock reserve; eliminate all
hatchery programs and fisheries impacting the stock
2) Eliminate all steelhead hatchery programs and fisheries impacting the
stock
3) Eliminate segregated hatchery steelhead programs impacting the stock and
allow only catch-and-release fisheries
4) Eliminate only steelhead hatchery programs impacting the stock

The Department chose to focus on the definition and major objective; limit direct
and indirect impacts of steelhead hatchery programs. Thus, a network of “wild
stock reserves” will be established across the state consistent with the applied
definition. One wild stock reserve will be established for each major population
group with the following characteristics 1) the area of the wild stock reserve must
incorporate the spawning area of the stock, 2) the stock must be sufficiently
abundant and productive to be self-sustaining into the future, and 3) have limited
direct and indirect influence from hatchery production. For more information on
wild stock reserves, see ‘Artificial Production’ chapter, Strategy 1 on page 16.

Implementation of the wild stock reserves may require substantial modification of
some artificial production programs as well as agreement with tribal managers.
Analyses and subsequent discussions will be forthcoming with stakeholders and
Department staff to identify potential natural stock reserves for steelhead.

Selective Fisheries

A variety of views were expressed regarding the relative emphasis on selective
fishing methods in recreational, non-treaty commercial fisheries directed at other
species, and treaty fisheries. Selective fisheries, characterized as those that
minimize the impact on wild fish (or non-target populations) while attempting to
maximize harvest of abundant hatchery origin fish, are a valuable management
tool. Stakeholders provided the following alternatives:

1) The Department should advocate the use of selective fishing methods for
recreational fisheries and non-treaty commercial fisheries directed at all
species

2) The Department should advocate the development of selective fishing
methods for recreational and non-treaty commercial fisheries directed at
other species




