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The 2008 progress report is a summary of the reintroduction, monitoring, and research 

efforts undertaken during the first year of the Olympic fisher reintroduction project.  

Jeffrey C. Lewis of Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife, Patti J. Happe of 

Olympic National Park, and Kurt J. Jenkins of U. S. Geological Survey are the principal 

investigators of the monitoring and research program associated with the reintroduction. 

 

 

Disclaimer 
 

The information contained in this progress report is unpublished, preliminary in nature, 

and has not been peer-reviewed. Users are cautioned to carefully consider the provisional 

nature of the information contained herein. The contents of the report may not be 

published without permission of the authors.  

 

 

Background 

 

Historically, the fisher (Martes pennanti) occurred throughout much of the coniferous 

forests of Washington.  However, the fisher was extirpated from Washington within the 

last century, largely as a result of historical, unregulated trapping and loss of forests in 

older age-classes at low and mid-elevations.  A status review completed in 1998 by the 

Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife (WDFW; Lewis and Stinson 1998) 

documented these findings and prompted the listing of the fisher as a state endangered 

species by the Washington Fish and Wildlife Commission in October of 1998.  The fisher 

was also listed as a federal candidate species by the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service after 

the proposed listing of its west coast population as endangered was deemed warranted but 

precluded by higher-priority listing activities (U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service 2004).   

 

The listing of the fisher in Washington prompted considerable interest in restoring the 

species to its historical range within the state, as well as the development of a fisher 

recovery plan (Hayes and Lewis 2006).  Recovery efforts throughout much of the fisherôs 

North American range have relied heavily on reintroductions and the fisher has proven to 

be one of the most successfully reintroduced carnivores (Berg 1982, Powell 1993, 

Breitenmoser et al. 2001, Lewis 2006).  Due to the extirpation of fishers, the lack of 

nearby fisher populations to support recovery through recolonization, and the past 

success of reintroductions elsewhere, efforts to restore fishers in Washington focused on 

reintroductions (Hayes and Lewis 2006).   

 

A reintroduction feasibility study was initiated in 2002 by WDFW and Conservation 

Northwest, a non-profit conservation organization.  The study concluded that fishers 

could be successfully reintroduced to the Olympic Peninsula and to the Cascades of 

Washington (Lewis and Hayes 2004), and that the most suitable location for a 

reintroduction was within Olympic National Park (ONP).  Biologists with ONP had long 

been interested in the status of fishers in the Park.  The preliminary results of the 

feasibility study prompted ONP to join the reintroduction partnership with WDFW and 

Conservation Northwest.  Ultimately, WDFW and the National Park Service (NPS) 
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developed a reintroduction implementation plan (Lewis 2006), and an environmental 

assessment/reintroduction plan (National Park Service et al. 2007) pursuant to the 

National Environmental Policy Act.  With the approval of the environmental assessment 

and reintroduction plan by the NPS, and with other coordination and preparations in 

place, the proposed reintroduction was initiated in the fall of 2007.   

 

The intent of the Olympic fisher reintroduction project is to reestablish a self-sustaining 

population of fishers on the Olympic Peninsula.  To achieve this goal, 100 fishers will be 

reintroduced to the Olympic Peninsula over three years.  An important part of the 

reintroduction process is the implementation of a monitoring and research program, 

which will evaluate reintroduction success, inform the adaptive management process, and 

investigate key biological and ecological traits of the reintroduced fisher population.  

WDFW and ONP are the co-leads for the reintroduction efforts, while WDFW, U. S. 

Geological Survey (USGS) and ONP are the leads for the research and monitoring 

program associated with the reintroduction.  In this report, a preliminary summary is 

provided of the progress made during the first year (Fall 2007 ï Fall 2008) of the 3-year 

reintroduction, monitoring, and research project.  
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Progress to Date 

 

Preliminary planning for the Olympic fisher reintroduction project was initiated in early 

2007 to obtain and transport fishers from British Columbia, develop a contract with a 

trapping coordinator/captive facility manager, and coordinate release and monitoring 

approaches.  Final planning and coordination did not occur until November 2008, after 

the National Environmental Policy Act process was completed.  In year 1 of the project, 

18 fishers were successfully captured, transported to Washington, and released in ONP.   

These fishers were monitored for approximately 10 months and the data collected over 

this period will be used to evaluate the success of the reintroduction. 

 

Reintroduction Process 

 

There were four main aspects of the reintroduction process: (1) the capture, housing, and 

care of fishers; (2) the preparation of fishers for reintroduction; (3) transporting fishers to 

Washington; and (4) releasing fishers in ONP.   

 

A private organization was contracted by the project to coordinate trapping activities with 

British Columbia trappers, provide a facility for housing captive fishers, care for captive 

fishers, and assist with processing fishers for reintroduction.  The contractors instructed 

and assisted participating British Columbia trappers, and obtained captured fishers from 

these trappers.  During year 1 of the project, trapping began on 4 December, 2007 and 

continued until 29 February 2008.  The contractors brought captured fishers to the captive 

facility, placed fishers in individual housing units (Figure 1), and provided care for each 

fisher.  Care included the provision of straw bedding, a litter box, ad libitum water, and a 

diet that promoted weight-gain, which consisted of venison, beaver meat, road-killed 

snowshoe hares and squirrels, eggs, and hamburger.      

 

The captive facility had the capacity to hold 18 fishers.  Consequently, when the number 

of captive fishers reached 12, arrangements were made to process and transport captive 

fishers to the Olympic Peninsula before exceeding the capacity of the facility.  Processing 

fishers for translocation involved chemically immobilizing each fisher, evaluating its 
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health and condition, vaccinating it for distemper and rabies, treating it for ectoparasites 

and endoparasites, taking measurements and photos, obtaining tissue samples, and 

equipping it with a pit-tag and a radio-collar (see processing data form in Appendix 1).  

Three male fishers had radio-transmitters surgically implanted in their abdomens instead 

of being equipped with a radio-collar.  The processing team included biologists from 

WDFW, USGS and NPS; the British Columbia Ministry of Environment veterinarian; a 

local veterinarian; volunteers, and the contractors.  The team veterinarians provided a 

health certificate for all healthy fishers to allow their export from British Columbia to 

Washington.   

 

 

 

Figure 1.  Each fisher was placed in a housing unit, which includes an enclosed plywood 

box, an attached wire run, and a stand.  A fisher transport box is located underneath the 

housing unit in this photo. 

 

Specialized plywood boxes were designed and built to transport fishers (Figure 1).  Food, 

water, and bedding were placed in each of these transport boxes, and each transport box 

was secured in the bed of a pick-up truck with a canopy for the 10-12 hour drive to Port 

Angeles, Washington.  Three pieces of documentation were required to import fishers 

into Washington: a health certificate completed and signed by the attending veterinarian, 
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an exportation permit from the British Columbia Ministry of Environment, and a 

declaration of wildlife importation approved by the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service.  At 

the Sumas, Washington border crossing, inspectors with the U. S. Fish and Wildlife 

Service and Department of Homeland Security reviewed permits and passports, and 

conducted a momentary inspection of the trucks and cargo.  Upon arriving at Port 

Angeles, each fisher was given more water and food, and was kept in its transport box 

until it was released the next morning.  Fishers were released at pre-determined sites 

within ONP, typically in groups of two (male and female) or three (male and 2 females). 

 

Eighteen fishers (12 females: 6 males) were captured in central British Columbia (Figure 

2; Appendix 2).  Each was healthy and suitable for reintroduction in Washington.  These 

18 were processed for reintroduction, transported, and released in two groups.  A group 

of 12 was processed on 24 and 25 January 2008, and a group of six was processed on 29 

February 2008.  One female processed on 25 January was kept in captivity for surgery 

and treated for an infection.  She was subsequently radio-collared on 29 February and 

was transported to Washington with the six fishers processed on 29 February.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2.  Capture (green) and release (yellow) locations for 18 fishers released 

in Olympic National Park in January and March of 2008. 



7 

 

On 26 January, 2008, 11 fishers (6 females and 5 males) were transported to Port 

Angeles, Washington and released on 27 January, 2008 at five locations in ONP (Figure 

3).  On 1 March, 2008, seven fishers (6 females and 1 male) were transported to Port 

Angeles and released on 2 March, 2008 at three locations in ONP (Figure 3).   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reintroduction Success Monitoring  

 

Monitoring efforts in year 1 of the project focused on evaluating four measures of 

reintroduction success: movements, survival, home range establishment and 

reproduction.  Because most of the released fishers were in areas that were relatively 

inaccessible to ground or vehicle-based telemetry, aerial telemetry has provided the bulk 

of the data for evaluating reintroduction success.  Because of our reliance on aerial 

Figure 3.  Release locations for fishers on 27 January, 2008 (11 fishers) and 2 March, 2008 (7 

fishers) in the Elwha River drainage and along Hurricane Ridge Road in Olympic National 

Park.  Inset illustrates the release site locations in relation to the entire extent of the Park. 


