From:  Loyola Hearn, P.C., M.P. Minister of Fisheries and Oceans Canada

To:  Genady Davidov

Dear Genady Davidov

Thank you for your correspondence regarding the management of Skeena River summer steelhead and salmon stocks.  I am happy to respond on behalf of myself, the Deputy Minister of Fisheries and Oceans Canada (DFO), Mr. David Bevan and Mr. Paul Sprout, all of whom acknowledge the receipt of your correspondence.  I hope the following will serve to address your concerns. 

Conservation of our fish stocks, and balancing the expectations of user groups with the anticipated abundance of stocks can be a challenging task.  In 2006, the task was particularly difficult for Fisheries and Oceans Canada staff responsible for managing the Skeena River salmon, for a number of reasons.

Sockeye salmon returned to the Skeena much later than normal in 2006 and were unusually small. The decisions taken by DFO in response to these events were intended to minimize the impacts of the commercial sockeye fishery on steelhead stocks, while providing opportunities for the commercial fleet to harvest its allocation of salmon. The commercial sockeye fishery was closed without delay when DFO staff determined that the 24 per cent maximum incidental harvest rate for steelhead, agreed to by the province and DFO, had been reached. No further commercial fishing was allowed in the Skeena until the majority of steelhead had entered the river and additional analyses had been conducted to further verify the impact of the sockeye fishery on steelhead populations.

This 24 per cent incidental harvest rate has been in place since 1993. It was established under a multi-party agreement designed to reduce the incidental harvest of Skeena steelhead during the commercial sockeye fishery. The authority to manage steelhead stocks in the Skeena River resides with the Province of British Columbia.   However, DFO is responsible for the management of all marine fisheries and, therefore, collaboration between the Province and DFO is required on steelhead since these fish are taken as by-catch in marine fisheries.  The 24 per cent incidental harvest rate, and the agreement with DFO, are the primary management tools used by the Province of B.C. to manage these fish.

Although the 2006 commercial sockeye fishery on the Skeena was managed appropriately from the perspective of respecting the agreed-on maximum incidental harvest rate for steelhead, a number of groups have voiced concerns with respect to the management of the fishery.  DFO and the Province of British Columbia will consider these concerns in its future management decisions for the Skeena, and during the 2008 integrated fisheries management planning process for the river.

We acknowledge that there were a few areas where our management of the Skeena in 2006 could have been strengthened. In particular, we recognize that there were enforcement problems on the river last year.  I can assure you that we have taken steps to address this.  More fishery officers were assigned to the river in 2007 to verify that commercial fishers use revival boxes to conserve steelhead populations.  Weedlines were required if the fisher elected to fish a 90 mesh net.  Our fishery officers initiated enforcement actions against fishers who failed to comply with fishing regulations. Commercial fishing on salmon bound for the Skeena River is now complete for the 2007 season.

DFO has also initiated a range of selective fishing techniques for commercial gillnet fisheries in the Skeena area.  These techniques include methods such as daylight only fisheries, short gillnet sets, half-length gillnets, gillnet weedlines, brailing and sorting by seines, revival box use, sub-area closures, barbless hooks (recreational and troll), and non-retention of prohibited species.  As part of their management approach, DFO staff factor in compliance rates with these techniques when they calculate the total impact of the salmon fishery on steelhead.

Despite some concerns about compliance and enforcement, in 2006 the 24 per cent maximum incidental harvest on aggregate summer-run steelhead was respected.

DFO resource managers in the North Coast Area of Pacific Region maintain close contact with their provincial colleagues throughout the salmon and steelhead fisheries.  Our first priority is to conserve these valuable stocks for the benefit of Canadians, and to ensure that fisheries are managed to achieve our conservation objectives.  In doing so, we welcome the advice and insights of all those who share this vision.

Thank you for your interest in the conservation of steelhead, and for the opportunity to respond to your concerns.

Sincerely,
Original signed by
Loyola Hearn, P.C., M.P.

c.c.: Mr. Randy Kamp, M.P.
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