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Submission to the Cohen Inquiry

The Rivers and Smith Salmon Ecosystems Planning Society (RSSEPS) is an incorporated non-profit society for purposes of convening different parties and interests to pursue the common goal of stewardship for salmon and their ecosystems.

The RSSEPS grew out of a number of initiatives undertaken in response to serious declines in salmon stocks in the late 90’s.  We have developed and implemented a Salmon Recovery Plan in both Rivers and Smith Inlets. The group has drafted a vision statement as follows: 
We see the salmon of Rivers and Smith, and their ecosystems, restored to health and to a level of optimal productivity. We see the full potential values of the salmon and their ecosystems realized for individual and community development.  We envision the continuing development of ecosystem research and public education to promote the work of recovery and stewardship.

Mission Statement 

We will endeavour to carry out planning and research activities that support the full recovery and long-term stewardship of the Rivers and Smith Inlet ecosystems.

We will cooperate as a partnership of stakeholders to include in a transparent and accountable way all those parties interested in research and stewardship activities.

Goals

· Protect – the existing salmon stocks  by ensuring comprehensive science based planning

· Conserve – all the ecological values of the Rivers Smith Ecosystems 

· Restore – the salmon stocks of Rivers and Smith Inlets to their historic levels

· Include – all the stakeholders in research and stewardship activities

· Long-term – vision of the complex ecological relationships

· Educate – general public on all salmon ecosystem related issues

RSSEPS Activities:

Some of our past projects have focused on:

· developing more accurate enumeration methods to better measure salmon recovery

· research on juvenile salmon marine survival

· research on sensitive spawning and rearing habitat

· sockeye enhancement evaluation project

· creel surveys and other escapement surveys

Reports on these projects can be viewed on our web page:www:rsseps.ca

The decline of the Fraser River salmon stocks is likely the result of a complex set of factors including changing ocean conditions, habitat loss and water quality in the Fraser watersheds, open net cage aquaculture on the migration routes of juvenile sockeye, and ineffective management regimes.   
Our research in Rivers Inlet suggests that the inability of Owikeeno Lake sockeye to recover from their severally depressed status is the result of poor early marine survival. The sockeye stocks of Rivers and Smith Inlets both declined precipitously in the late 90’s.  While escapement records may not be reliable, data suggest Rivers Inlet sockeye began declining in the early 1970s.  If true, a cause for the early decline in this population has never been determined. The role of fresh water influences, such as nutrient decline and logging, have been considered but no conclusive evidence exists to shed further light on their impact.

Research done on the marine conditions in Rivers Inlet by Dr. Rick Routledge’s research team at SFU and Dr. Brian Hunt’s Rivers Inlet Ecosystem Study group at UBC indicate that fresh water events such as spring freshets have an effect on the timing and volume of plankton populations.  Global warming brings more precipitation and consequently increases the volume of fresh water run- off and alters the timing of the spring freshets.  Sockeye fry are negatively impacted when they migrate out at the time of a high fresh water event, as this negatively impacts available plankton populations.  The fry then enter the ocean at a smaller size. The timing of the spring bloom is also significantly impacted by wind speed and direction, both of which are affected by climate cycles and long-term change, and represent additional drivers of the early marine growth and survival of sockeye smolts.
While there historically have not been salmon farms on the migration routes of juvenile sockeye from Smith and Rivers Inlets, salmon farms now lie along migration routes to the north.  The role of disease or sea lice transfer from wild fish infected as they pass net pens further south and then mix with other stocks, has also not been considered. 

Commercial fishing in areas 9 and 10 have has not been permitted since 1996.  Some Rivers and Smith stocks are caught in fisheries further north but we have seen two complete cycles of sockeye production and only a very limited increase in escapement numbers. Rivers Inlet sockeye remain below the minimum escapement threshold of 200,000 fish. 

In addition, juvenile salmon are entering a less friendly and less predictable ocean environment.  Ocean temperatures are rising, decreasing ocean productivity while also enabling a new suite of predatory species to move into BC waters. In addition, the ocean is becoming more acidic as it absorbs more carbon dioxide.  Hypoxia is also becoming an increasingly frequent occurrence along the west coast of North America, causing of shift in the vertical distribution of benthic fish on the BC coast into shallower, better oxygenated waters.

Fisheries and Oceans Canada have been pursuing implementation of the Wild Salmon Policy, including determining upper and lower benchmarks that would denote stock status.  Despite its intentions, no new funding for the implementation of the policy by watershed and stewardship groups has been allocated. We would like the Commission to address the opportunity within the WSP to meaningfully engage NGOs in Wild Salmon Policy implementation.
It is our impression that the DFO Stock Assessment budgets have been progressively diminished over the years.  It seems as if the government has made the decision to give preferential option to the aquaculture industry.  With fewer financial resources, it falls to non-profits like RSSEPS to take on the responsibility of monitoring local fish stocks.

We would like the Commission to examine DFO’s Stock Assessment budgets to determine the minimum amount of funding required to adequately monitor and manage stocks of wild Pacific Salmon.

Sincerely,

David Stevenson

RRSEPS Coordinator 

