NEWS RELEASE

Documents Reveal DFO “Caved Under Pressure”

in Mismanagement of Skeena Fishery

Vancouver, B.C. (June 25, 2007) – Conservationists and Northwest B.C. residents are calling for an independent review of B.C.’s second largest salmon fishery after documents obtained under the Freedom of Information Act revealed disturbing mismanagement by Fisheries and Oceans Canada (DFO).

The documents show that in 2006, under pressure from the fishermen’s union, Prince Rupert’s mayor and other politicians, DFO managers allowed severe over-fishing at the mouth of the Skeena River. Gillnet boats fished 29 days in 2006, over twice the 10-year average. This resulted in excessive by-catch of steelhead and weak salmon stocks and contributed to dangerously low returns to many Skeena tributaries. 

“We think DFO’s failure to responsibly manage this fishery is endangering the long-term health of Skeena wild salmon and the economy of the entire Skeena watershed,” said Vicky Husband with Watershed Watch Salmon Society. “We are calling for an independent investigation to determine what happened in 2006 and ensure mismanagement isn’t repeated this season.”

The documents show DFO refused to take enforcement action after they learned fishermen were ignoring rules designed to avoid killing weak salmon and steelhead stocks. 

“The real issue for me is that we said we would fish selectively to minimize harvest impacts on non-target species and we caved under pressure,” reads an internal memo by senior DFO biologist Steve Cox-Rogers obtained through Freedom of Information. 

DFO’s management plan – agreed to by all stakeholders at the start of the season – called for commercial openings to end in early August, but after intensive political lobbying, fishing occurred until September 6. 

“We think these documents show DFO managers put politics ahead of science in making critical management decisions,” says Craig Orr, Executive Director of Watershed Watch Salmon Society. “They had management tools to protect endangered salmon and steelhead populations and they chose not to use them. Their actions had serious impacts on stocks Skeena First Nations depend on for food and have been trying to rebuild for years.” 

Damage to up-river fisheries meant many businesses lost bookings and clients. 

“The early-run steelhead numbers were some of the lowest in 50 years. All indicators showed DFO should have scaled back the fishery, but they chose not to at the expense of wild salmon. It’s nothing short of a scandal,” stated Greg Knox, chair of the North Coast Steelhead Alliance.

More information:

Vicky Husband, Watershed Watch: (250) 920-9355 (cell)

Craig Orr, Watershed Watch: (604) 936-9474 (office); (604) 809-2799 (cell)

Greg Knox, North Coast Steelhead Alliance: (250) 615-1810 (cell)
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Backgrounder available at www.ncsteelheadalliance.ca
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