
Fish need water. that’s the real-
ity we’re facing as California and south-
ern Oregon move through their driest 
year on record. with little rain or snow-
fall forthcoming, the situation is dire for 
endangered species act (esa)-listed 
coastal fall Chinook and coho salmon 
in coastal watersheds, with dangerously 
low flows once again for Klamath basin 
Chinook.

even worse is the situation exist-
ing in the Central Valley for listed sac-
ramento river winter and spring-run 
Chinook populations, along with the 
fall-run kings that account for about 90 
percent of California salmon production 
and as much as 50 percent of Oregon’s 
ocean salmon catch. these fish migrate 
through a system – from sierra streams 
to the Golden Gate – that also supplies 
water to about 16 million people and 
irrigates about $16 billion in agricultural 
crops. that means a huge water demand 
this year – for very little water.

Beginning late last year it was 
becoming clear to the fishing commu-
nity that some drastic actions were going 
to be needed to save as many fish as pos-
sible to preserve a chance of fishing in 
2016 and beyond. it was also clear that a 
drought response could not be left solely 
to the state and federal agencies, even 
assuming they were all well-intentioned, 
competent and energetic. those agen-

cies – and the fishing community – are 
up against some of the most powerful 
interests in the state when it comes to 
Central Valley water and flows through 
the delta-san Francisco Bay estuary: san 
Joaquin Valley agribusiness and south-
ern California land developers supplied 
by the Metropolitan water district.

One thing that is for certain with 
Central Valley salmon stocks is that 
their success is directly tied to flow. in 
years of high precipitation, ample flows 
will push juvenile fish down the system 
and into the expanded shallow water 
habitats where they will gain weight 
and strength before heading to sea. in 
years of low precipitation, however, 
baby salmon have higher mortality rates 
in low flowing, clear streams, as well as 
greater risk of becoming lost in the delta. 
Making matters worse, in low flow years 
more freshwater is extracted for agricul-
ture, since there is little water available 
elsewhere, with the fish getting sucked 
toward the massive state and federal 
pumps at the southern end of the delta 
instead of going west to san Francisco 
Bay and the Pacific.

Preparation
some preparations for drought 

response began serendipitously over 
two years ago in response to the planned 
Bay-delta Conservation Plan (BdCP), a 
massive delta water diversion project 

dressed up as habitat Conservation 
Plan under the esa. Part of the response 
was the formation of a multi-interest 
coalition within the fishing community 
to specifically address Central Valley 
salmon issues – no small undertaking 
given the complexity of the Central 
Valley plumbing system and the pow-
erful, well-heeled and well-connected 
parties involved.

California’s salmon fishing com-
munity has a long history of working in 
coalitions. Following the Legislature’s 
closure of the century-old Bay-delta 
salmon net fishery in 1956, trollers and 
anglers, charter boat operators and 
guides, fish processors and scientists 
formed salmon Unlimited to work 
together to rebuild fish stocks to pre-
vent any further fishery closures. again 
in 1968, following a threatened move by 
the California Fish & Game Commission 
to enact fishing closures due to destruc-
tion caused by the red Bluff diversion 
dam and other units of the state and 
federal water projects, fishing groups 
came together and passed legislation 
creating the Citizen’s advisory Commit-
tee on salmon & steelhead trout, which 
created three reports to the California 
Legislature and a spate of measures to 
improve conditions for salmon.

these groups continued working 
together on an ad hoc basis to help pass 
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the Magnuson-stevens act in 1976, to 
fight the peripheral canal proposed in 
1982, to develop the state’s salmon dou-
bling policy, to join the 1988 nrdC san 
Joaquin river flow suit (culminating 
in the fish restoration program for the 
Central Valley’s second largest river), 
to help pass the Central Valley Project 
improvement act (CVPia) in 1992, and 
on the 2004 litigation still on-going to 
protect fish from increased delta pump-
ing. added to this were various coali-
tion efforts with conservation groups to 
protect coastal salmon watersheds and 
work with northern California tribes 
for better flows and dam removal in the 
Klamath.

Most recently, thanks to the fore-
sight and effort of Victor Gonella, a 
prominent north Bay auto dealership 
owner and avid hunter and salmon fish-
erman, the salmon community united 
in a formal organization, the Golden 
Gate salmon association (goldengate-
salmonassociation.org), specifically to 
address Central Valley salmon issues. 
Gonella had considerable fundraising 
experience with waterfowl groups and 
is now bringing this expertise to the 
salmon community.

PCFFa seized on the opportunity 
to establish a formal salmon coalition, 
recognizing the strength of diverse 
interests (as opposed to a single interest 
– commercial fishing), and the increased 
ability to fund raise for necessary per-
sonnel, ranging from contract scientists 
to public relations professionals, that 
PCFFa or any similarly situated orga-
nization could not pay for by itself.

Joining PCFFa in the formation 
of GGsa were groups including the 
Golden Gate Fishermen’s associa-
tion (charter boat owners), Coastside 
Fishing Club (anglers), water4Fish, 
the winnemum wintu tribe (whose 
salmon fishery was inundated with the 
construction of shasta dam), along with 
fish processors, seafood restaurants, fish 
distributors, numerous salmon-depen-
dent businesses, and fishing guides and 
individual trollers and anglers. the 
natural resources defense Council 
(nrdC) and earthjustice, which have 
represented fishing groups in the past 
in fighting for salmon protections, are 

also involved with GGsa.
Over the past two years, GGsa 

raised enough funds through dinners 
and grant writing to hire staff and con-
tract for a scientist and a public relations 
firm. the timing has proven opportune 
to tackle the Bay delta Conservation 
Plan (BdCP), this spring’s state water 
Board flow hearings and to give the fish-
ing community a single voice to respond 
to the drought – prodding the agencies 
(and Congress and the state Legislature) 
to put together an aggressive plan to 
save as many salmon as possible – and 
save the 2016 season and beyond.

Elements of a Strategy
stakeholder-agency Joint initia-

tive: in January, 2014, GGsa, PCFFa 
and other fishing groups wrote to the 
secretaries of Commerce (national 
Marine Fisheries service), interior (Us 
Fish & wildlife service, Bureau of rec-
lamation), and California’s natural 
resources agency (departments of 
Fish & wildlife, and water resources) 
calling for a joint meeting of the agen-
cies with responsibility for fishery 
management, fish hatcheries and water 
management to hammer out a drought 
plan for saving salmon. the precedent 
for a joint agencies-stakeholder pro-
cess was set in 1991 when the late nat 
Bingham, a commercial fisherman and 
then-PCFFa President, initiated action 
to save sacramento winter-run Chinook 
salmon, which were then on the verge of 
extinction. Out of that process, headed 
by Bingham and stan Barnes, then Chair 
of California’s water Commission, came 
the winter-run Captive Broodstock Pro-
gram to recover this unique run, the first 
Pacific salmon run listed under the esa.

the fishing group letter was hand 
delivered by Congressman Peter 
deFazio (Or) to interior secretary 
sally Jewell; members of the northern 
California Congressional delegation fol-
lowed up with a joint letter in support 
of the fishing community request. the 
request received a positive response 
and the first meeting was held in early 
March.

a major piece of the emergency 
plan will be an increase in off-site 
releases from hatcheries into the lower 

delta or upper san Francisco Bay (see 
below) where juvenile fish have a better 
chance of survival than they do trying to 
navigate the rivers and delta, especially 
in drought conditions. those hatcheries 
are the state-run Feather river, nimbus 
(american river), Mokelumne and 
Merced facilities, and UsFws’ Cole-
man operation on Battle Creek. Other 
elements to be considered will be stra-
tegic diversion gate closures during 
certain times of fish migration, and 
further restrictions on water diversions 
– both important for survival of natural-
spawners – and some pulse flows if any 
water is available.

Off-site hatchery releases: since 
the 1976-77 drought, California has 
trucked a portion of its hatchery pro-
duction to release sites in the lower 
delta and san Francisco Bay. this prac-
tice has resulted in much higher fish 
survival rates, greatly increasing both 
catch and escapement compared to 
what’s achieved by releasing fish into 
the river at the hatchery. survival of 
trucked hatchery fish has been further 
enhanced through the use of acclima-
tion pens (funded in part by the salmon 
stamp) set up to protect them from pre-
dation before release into the wild.

a major concern with this prac-
tice, however, has been a significant 
increase in the rate of straying by return-
ing spawners throughout the Central 
Valley. this has particularly been true 
from UsFws’ Coleman hatchery on 
Battle Creek, just below shasta dam on 
the sacramento. as a result, Coleman in 
most years has been reticent to truck any 
of their production downstream, even 
though in most years their fish have a 
very low survival rate once released into 
the river.

a potential solution to the straying 
issue has been two years of experimental 
“barging” of fish from the Feather river 
in a tanked fishing vessel (F/V Merva W) 
from sacramento to the Golden Gate to 
determine whether the fish would better 
imprint to return to their hatchery site. 
during this drought emergency, how-
ever, it’s their survival, not straying, 
that is the major issue. Unfortunately, 
the trucking program is so far not set up 
to capture and truck naturally-produced 
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juveniles, and their survival remains a 
very serious worry.

Legislation: another concern with 
the drought and significant cut-backs 
to irrigated agriculture was any legisla-
tive response that would seek to take 
what little flow there was for fish and 
attempt to weaken existing fish protec-
tions, including end-runs around the 
esa for listed runs, and stopping the 
san Joaquin river restoration program. 
GGsa, PCFFa and other fishing groups 
raised these objections in a letter on hr 
3946 to the house natural resources 
Committee.

while our objections fell on deaf 
ears among the house majority, they 
were heard by members of the senate 
(including senators Feinstein, Boxer, 
wyden and Merkley) and the adminis-
tration, who have proposed a financial 
relief package for agriculture instead of 
promising water that isn’t there. the 
one good fishery amendment taken in 
the house bill (hr 3946) was offered 
by Congressman deFazio to provide 

speedy disaster relief for affected fish-
ing communities.

Meanwhile on the Klamath
record low flows in the Klamath 

could also crash the already fragile fall-
run Chinook as well as devastate the few 
remaining esa-listed coho there. Only 
esa-required minimum instream flows 
might save them.

to its credit, the Bureau of recla-
mation is making extraordinary efforts 
this year to conserve water within its 
Klamath irrigation Project. however, 
its 2013 “emergency pulse flow” in the 
Klamath’s trinity river tributary was 
aggressively attacked in court by Cen-
tral Valley agribusiness, and so far the 
Bureau has no plans to dig itself out by 
establishing an ongoing plan for future 
emergencies.

Ultimately, the best protection 
against this and future droughts in the 
Klamath would be for Congress to final-
ly pass the Klamath settlement agree-
ment legislation. this settlement would 

end decades of water conflict, restore 
water balance to the over-appropriated 
Klamath and provide far more water 
certainty for fish, farmers and tribes 
than we have today.

Conclusion
we will not be able to measure the 

success of all of this effort until 2016, 
but what is evident is that if the fishing 
community does not act now, working 
with and prodding the agencies, we will 
have only ourselves to blame for a fish-
ery failure in 2016. this is a time for the 
whole of the salmon community to pull 
together. 
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