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E
ach fall as the rains start in
the Pacific Northwest, coho
salmon begin to make their
way back to their spawning
grounds in the rivers and

streams of the Oregon Coast Range.
For millennia, the old-growth forests
and watersheds of the Pacific coast
supported bountiful runs of these
native salmon, with estimates of annu-
al production ranging from 1.75 mil-
lion to over 5 million individual fish.
To put that number into perspective,
runs of this size would average out to
several hundred spawners per mile
across the range of occupied spawning
habitat.  Over time, however, with
western settlement, changes in land
use, and increased harvest rates, those
numbers began to plummet, bottoming
out in the 1980s and 1990s at around

20,000 spawners, a tiny fraction of the
historic runs.
These dramatic population declines

triggered a now familiar policy and
science debate as the Oregon coast

coho was eventually listed under the
Endangered Species Act as a threat-
ened species.  The range of the Oregon
coast coho, as defined by the National
Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS),
stretches from the Necanicum River
near Seaside on the north to the Sixes
River near Port Orford on the south

and includes iconic fish-producing
watersheds like the rivers and streams
that feed into Tillamook Bay, as well as
the Alsea, the Siuslaw and the Umpqua
rivers.  NMFS first listed the Oregon
coast coho as a threatened species in
1998.  After extensive litigation over
the agency’s listing process, NMFS
again listed the Oregon coast coho as
threatened in 2008.  Since then, in both
2011 and 2015, after detailed status
reviews, NMFS retained the species’
listed status, confirming that serious
threats to the viability of Oregon coast
coho remain.  
Despite the fact that the coho has

been listed as threatened since 2008,
NMFS, until just recently, had failed to
move forward with a recovery plan for
the species.  The ultimate objective of
the ESA is to rehabilitate a species —
and the ecosystems that it depends
upon — to the point where federal pro-
tections are no longer required, and
Section 4(f) requires NMFS to prepare
a recovery plan, which serves as a
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I
n a certain sense, this issue of
The Osprey might be called the
wild fish problem-solving edi-
tion that provides some case
studies on how wild fish advo-

cates use the courts to fight, often suc-
cessfully, for wild fish, along with
passing protective laws and working
with agencies and stakeholder groups
to find ways to do right by salmon and
steelhead.
Case in point is my story on this

spring’s spate of legal and legislative
victories including the rejection of the
federal government’s Columbia-Snake
River Biological Opinion, for the
fourth time, and court decisions that
affirm or leave in place protections for
fish habitat and water quality in
Oregon and wild salmon and steelhead
habitat protection and steelhead in
Alaska’s Tongass National Forest.
Our cover story on Oregon coast coho

salmon, along with the article on pro-
tecting fish from future droughts,
highlights how, when fish management
agencies lag in efforts to protect flag-
ging fish populations, wild fish advo-
cates will move to push those agencies
into action — using the courts if need
be.
On the other hand, the story outlining
the plan to create a salmon reserve
within Alaska’s Copper River water-
shed is an example of a cooperative
approach to salmon and steelhead con-
servation.
And, as illustrated in our article on

the signing of the Klamath dams
removal agreement, when politicians
get in the way, the people who care and
are involved can make it happen any-
way.
There are many tools available to

wild fish advocates. The trick is to find
the right one for each situation.

mailto:jyusk@bendcable.com
http://www.ospreysteelhead.org/
http://ospreysteelheadnews.blogspot.com/
http://fedflyfishers.org/


Guest columnist Len Zickler is
spokesman for the International
Federation of Fly Fishers Chairman of
the Board Committee. Find out more
about IFFF at: www.fedflyfishers.org

“If you don’t know where you’re going,
you’re going to end up someplace
else”...
-Yogi Berra

I
love baseball and I love Yogi
Berra quotes! I also love fly
angling! The International
Federation of Fly Fishers has
been my connection to the fly

angling world. It is the vehicle I have
used in my quest for improved angling,
better casting, and participation in the
conservation of important water
resources required for a quality
angling experience.
The Federation has been the connec-

tion between my professional life as an
environmental planner and my sport-
ing life as a fly angler. The quest to be
a better angler is what drew me to the
Federation and ultimately to a leader-
ship position with the Board of
Directors. 

Current Board President Phil
Greenlee approached me and asked if I
would be willing to participate on an
Executive Director Search Committee.
The committee set out in early 2014 to
start the Executive Director search
process. Thanks to Phil’s leadership,
we have realized financial stability and
once again operate on a strong founda-
tion.
However, this is when the Yogi Berra
quote revealed particular relevance. It
was clear to the committee, while the
Federation was once again financially
stable, it had no strategic plan to guide
the organization. Our leadership is
characterized by many successful
business and government leaders, all
of whom recognize that without a plan
it’s hard to make positive progress.   
The Federation has demonstrated,
even without a unified direction, we

can make a positive difference in the
angling world. Our casting and tying
programs are world-class and unparal-
leled! The work of our councils and
clubs across the United States and the
world is excellent! This is all good
news.
Regarding a unified direction, there

have been many attempts in the past to
initiate a strategic planning processes
for the Federation, however, they were
abandoned due to a lack of continuity
in leadership or a lack of funding.

Imagine what it would be like if we
were unified by a clear direction,
vision and purpose? As a foundation
for the executive director search
process, the committee set out to
accomplish this objective and I believe
we have laid the foundation for the
future of the Federation.
Our effort included an examination

of the 2010 IFFF strategic plan. Even
though a great deal of work went into
the 2010 plan, there was no budget
attached to it and therefore it was not
implemented.
A strategic planning committee con-

vened in Denver in 2015 to begin the
work of updating the strategic plan.
We left Denver with an updated mis-

sion and vision statement and recom-
mitment to our core values. Simply
stated, the Federation is the only out-
door sports organization entirely
focused on the fly angling community.
We are the “One Stop Shop” for every-
thing Fly angling!    

Our historical roots are in conserva-
tion through fly angling. As Lee Wulff
once suggested...”the more people we
introduce to fly angling, the more con-
servationists we create!”  We re-dedi-
cate ourselves to our conservation
roots and stewardship ethics.
Further, our educational offerings in

fly casting and fly tying are world-
class and unparalleled! We are the only
outdoor sports organization dedicated
to a full range of educational offerings
focused on fly angling.
Regarding our mission and vision, as
Norman Maclean’s father suggested to
him in “A River Runs Through
It”...”write it again, half as long”...

Therefore, restated, the Mission of the
Federation is: 

To support, enhance and preserve fly
fishing opportunities. Fundamental to
this mission is environmental steward-
ship and education.

The Strategic Vision is: 

At its core, the Federation is the only
nonprofit, outdoor sports organization
exclusively representing fly fishing for
all fish in all waters. Our core connec-
tion vehicle is education. We strive to
be world-class educators in four areas:
casting, fly tying, fly fishing skills and
conservation.

The Steelhead Committee and its sci-
ence-based journal The Osprey, as the
Federation’s advocates for the conser-
vation of wild steelhead and Pacific
salmon and the restoration of degrad-
ed habitats, understand our conserva-
tion roots and history as well as any-
one. 
The Federation’s recommitment to

our conservation roots is evidenced by
our recent signing-on to letters of sup-
port to maintain the integrity of the
Clean Water Act and to address issues
associated with livestock grazing on
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template for how the federal govern-
ment will achieve this outcome.  It is
NMFS policy to have a recovery plan
in place within two and half years of a
species being listed.  But by 2015,
seven years after the Oregon coast
coho was most recently listed as
threatened, NMFS had yet to release
even a draft of the recovery plan.
As a result of the bureaucratic delay,
the Center for Biological Diversity and
Oregon Wild filed a lawsuit seeking to
compel NMFS to produce the blueprint
for recovery.  Lo and behold, the plan-
ning process that had stalled out for
years suddenly started moving again,
and NMFS released a draft recovery
plan for public comment in December

of 2015, about 5 months after the law-
suit was filed.  Unfortunately, the draft
plan comes up far short and represents
more of a missed opportunity than a
working blueprint for meaningful
progress towards recovery.
Recovery plans under the ESA are

intended to address the threats that led
to the imperiled status of the species.

To evaluate the draft plan released by
NMFS, we need to understand what
factors continue to threaten the
species and what the best available sci-
ence teaches us on how to reverse
those trends.  Under section 4(f) of the
ESA, the final recovery plan must then
include:

l a description of site-specific man-
agement actions that are necessary to
recover the species;

l objective, measurable criteria for
de-listing the species; and 

l estimates of the time and cost
required to carry out the measures set
forth in the plan.  

In the case of the Oregon coast coho,
the factors that led to the decline of
the species have been well document-
ed.  Coho salmon rely on freshwater
and estuarine habitats from the time
they emerge from their eggs in the
spring until they migrate to the ocean
approximately one year later.  During
that first year of their life, juvenile

coho require cool, slow moving fresh-
water streams with good water quality
to grow and survive through the sum-
mer and winter season.  Coho salmon
therefore need complex stream habi-
tat that provides shelter and refuge for
over-wintering juveniles during peri-
ods of high flows, and deeper pools and
cold water during the summer months.
NMFS and the scientific community
have reached a broad consensus that
the lack of complex stream habitat is a
limiting factor in the production of
smolts of Oregon coast coho.
The landscape within the range of the
Oregon coast coho is dominated by
forestlands under a patchwork of dif-
ferent ownership, including federal,
state and private entities.  The quality
of stream habitat is dependent on the

land management practices
of these different jurisdic-
tions.  The North Coast
region consists largely of
private forestlands in short
rotation harvest manage-
ment, along with approxi-
mately 600,000 acres of
state-owned forestland with
the Tillamook and Clatsop
state forests.  These state
forests are managed by the
Oregon Department of
Forestry under a statutory
mandate to achieve the
greatest permanent value
for the state based upon a
balance of multiple uses
including fish habitat, tim-
ber harvest and recreation
management.  They also
include some of the last
remaining strongholds for
the coho, including the
Kilchis, Trask, Salmonberry
and Wilson Rivers.  ODF has
been widely criticized for
the inadequate riparian pro-
tections that apply to logging
activities on private and
state forestlands that pro-
vide freshwater habitat for
the coho.     

The middle and southern regions
include much more federal land,
including large areas owned and man-
aged by the U.S. Forest Service and
the Bureau of Land Management.
While those federal lands are current-
ly managed under the aquatic conser-
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Protecting habitat, including sufficient logging setbacks along Coast Range streams, is critical
for restoring wild Oregon coast coho salmon. Photo by Jim Yuskavitch



vation strategy in the Northwest
Forest Plan, both the Forest Service
and BLM have considered weakening
those riparian protections in order to
increase harvest rates.
In the draft recovery plan for the

Oregon coast coho, NMFS reiterates
and summarizes earlier findings
regarding these and other threats
resulting from the destruction or cur-
tailment of freshwater habitat.  In
2011, the NMFS Biological Review
Team (BRT) stated that the long-term
decline in populations of the Oregon
coast coho reflects downward trending
conditions in freshwater habitat and
that remaining habitat may not be suf-
ficient to sustain the species during
cycles of poor ocean conditions.
Logging activities have reduced
stream complexity by decreasing lev-
els of large woody debris, increasing
delivery of fine sediment, and altering
geomorphology and watershed hydrol-
ogy.  In addition, sediment delivery
from landslides and a dense network
of logging roads has degraded water
quality by increasing levels of sus-
pended sediment and water tempera-
tures.  Combined with the impacts of
climate change, the BRT concluded

that rising water temperatures will
continue to have an overall negative
effect on the status of Oregon coast
coho.  And the coho is also suffering
from the impacts of other land man-
agement activities, including agricul-
tural runoff and urbanization.  After
conducting a thorough analysis of
habitat threats and voluntary restora-
tion efforts, the BRT concluded that
there was little evidence that the over-

all trends in freshwater habitat had
improved since the mid 1990s.  In
some areas, like the North Coast, the
BRT concluded that habitat conditions
continue to trend downward, in partic-
ular with respect to large wood and

sediment, as a result of logging and
road management on state and private
lands.
In the draft recovery plan, NMFS

also looked at whether existing regula-
tory mechanisms are adequate to pro-
tect the long-term viability of the
Oregon coast coho.  Here again, NMFS
confirmed many years of analysis
demonstrating that Oregon’s Forest
Practices Act, in particular, is outdat-
ed and fails to protect aquatic habitat
and water quality.  In particular, NMFS
highlighted riparian buffers under the
state logging rules called Riparian
Management Areas (RMAs), which
vary from 10 feet to 100 feet depend-
ing on stream classification.  NMFS
discussed a wide of body of scientific
evidence documenting that buffer
widths on small and medium-sized
fish-bearing streams and non-fish
bearing streams are insufficient to
achieve and maintain water quality
necessary to sustain Oregon coast
coho.  The RMA widths are also insuf-
ficient to ensure enough recruitment
of large woody material into the
stream network to provide for com-
plex, off channel habitat.
NMFS also called out Oregon’s fail-

ure to address the dense network of
logging roads on state and private
lands, especially “legacy roads” that
were built decades ago and have since
fallen into disrepair.  Oregon’s Forest
Practices Act does not cover any of
these legacy roads, and in many places
failed stream crossings, old culverts,
and severe erosion are contributing
extremely high levels of sediment to
the stream network.  This contribution
of sediment can occur both chronically
and episodically as a result of land-
slides and blowouts.
These basic findings set forth in the

draft recovery plan came as no sur-
prise to people who have been tracking
the fate of the Oregon coast coho.  For
decades, the State of Oregon and the
Department of Forestry have been
promoting voluntary restoration
efforts and arguing that the state
forestry laws are adequate to protect
the coho in an effort coordinated with
the timber industry to limit the scope
of federal regulatory authority.  And
for decades, a mountain of scientific
evidence has been steadily building
that these non-regulatory approaches –
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Juvenile coho salmon require overwintering habitat with lots of in-stream wood and
protection from extreme highwater events. Photo by Jim Yuskavitch



and Oregon’s State Forest
Practices Act — are failing
to ensure the survival and
recovery of the Oregon coast
coho.  Most recently, in 2015,
EPA and NMFS issued a joint
finding under Coastal Zone
Management and
Reauthorization Act
(CZARA) that Oregon’s for-
est practices rules fail to
protect and maintain federal
water quality standards.
Those findings eventually
resulted in the federal gov-
ernment stripping $1.5 mil-
lion in federal funding from
Oregon’s nonpoint source
control program.  
Given this context, many

people were waiting with
bated breath to see if
NMFS’s proposal for recov-
ering the Oregon coast coho
would reach to the point of
being able to de-list the
species.  Relying on popula-
tion data from the last cycle
of more favorable ocean con-
ditions, the timber industry
has been angling towards de-listing the
Oregon coast coho, asserting that
freshwater habitat conditions have
recovered to the point that federal pro-
tections are no longer necessary.  Until
the release of the recovery plan, how-
ever, NMFS had never set forth any
objective recovery criteria, nor had
NMFS identified what specific mea-
sures must be taken before it will de-
list the species.  Many viewed the
recovery plan as an opportunity for
NMFS to articulate how the federal
government was going to exercise its
authority under the ESA to reverse the
habitat trends that continue to threat-
en the coho salmon. 

Unfortunately, but perhaps not
unforeseeably, the draft plan released
by NMFS late last year comes up far
short.  NMFS sets as an objective to
establish self-sustaining, naturally
spawning populations of coho in the
wild that are sufficiently abundant,
productive, and diverse so as to no
longer need federal protection.  The
draft recovery plan, however, is
almost entirely aspirational without
any concrete, specific steps necessary

to achieve that outcome.  In broad
terms, NMFS punted on almost every
single important decision, stating
instead that it would determine at a
future time the site-specific manage-
ment actions and the changes to exist-
ing regulations that would need to be
made.  NMFS offered little more than a
plan to develop a plan at some unde-
fined future point in time.
As an example, the draft plan fails to
articulate identifiable, site-specific
actions to address degraded habitat
conditions.  Instead, NMFS speaks
broadly about the theory of habitat
restoration and identifies in broad cat-
egories the habitat features that are
essential to conservation of the coho
salmon.  These of course have been
well known for decades.  But NMFS
does not explain how and where within
the range of the Oregon coast coho it
proposes to achieve measurable gains
in habitat necessary to recovery the
species.  In the absence of these spe-
cific recommendations, NMFS falls
back on an amorphous plan to establish
a “common framework and innovative
partnerships.”  Instead of including

site-specific recovery objectives as
required by the ESA, NMFS says that
its “recovery strategy calls for
increasingly effective voluntary
actions, regulatory mechanisms, and
enforcement of laws and regulations.”
NMFS also states that it will support
the recovery efforts undertaken as
part of the Oregon Coast Coho
Conservation Plan, and it will help to
convene collaborative groups to for-
mulate Strategic Action Plans (SAPs).
But none of the site-specific details
have been included in the recovery
plan itself.   
Similarly, NMFS completely fails to

identify any specific regulatory
changes that need to be made to
address degraded habitat conditions
on State and private lands that are
managed under the Oregon Forest
Practices Act.  The draft recovery plan
instead contains a qualitative goal of
reducing the “negative impact of
forestry management” by “modifying
state statute and/or regulations and
policies for fish-bearing and non-fish
bearing reaches; develop and update
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Minimizing introgression of hatchery coho salmon genes into the wild coho population is another
important aspect for successful recovery. Photo by Jim Yuskavitch



measures for landslide prone areas.”
Again, however, the recovery plan is
supposed to be the site-specific blue-
print for bringing the coho back to the
point at which it no longer needs feder-
al protection.  These specific details –
the recommended changes to the inad-
equate regulatory mechanisms – are
required by the ESA to be set forth in
the recovery plan itself.  NMFS has
instead included extremely general
aspirational objectives without articu-
lating any measurable criteria that can
be utilized to track progress towards
de-listing.  There is a large body of sci-
entific evidence that NMFS could have
drawn from to recommend buffer
widths, steep slope logging protec-
tions, and legacy road management
requirements necessary to recover the
Oregon coast coho.  Instead, NMFS
deferred having to make these politi-
cally difficult decisions, which leaves
a gaping hole in the recovery plan.  We
know based on the best available sci-
ence that we must fix these regulatory
problems in order to recover the
Oregon coast coho, but NMFS com-

pletely fails to recommend specific
criteria or management actions to do
so.   
In the end, the draft recovery plan

for the Oregon coast coho represents a
lost opportunity.  NMFS could have

used this opportunity to provide a real-
world assessment of the changes in the
forest management and other land
uses that will be necessary to recovery
the Oregon coast coho.  Instead, the
draft plan reads like a synthesis of
past, well-known scientific work and a
vague work plan to formulate future

recovery strategies, all with the unspo-
ken objective of protecting the exist-
ing status quo.  When will the real, con-
crete and measurable recovery plan
be developed?  That question is left
unanswered by NMFS in the draft.  
NMFS has stated that it intends to

release the final recovery plan by the
end of the year, so stay tuned.  Crag
Law Center has been working with the
Center for Biological Diversity,
Oregon Wild and the lawyers at
Kampmeier & Knutsen LLC on the
draft recovery plan, and we will pro-
vide another update once the final plan
has been released.  Unless the final
plan is brought into compliance with
the mandates of the ESA, NMFS may
once again find itself in court defend-
ing bureaucratic back flips while habi-
tat conditions on the Oregon coast con-
tinue to trend down over time.       

A pair of wild coho salmon spawn in a small stream on private forestland along the Oregon coast. Photo by Jim Yuskavitch
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Gabriel Scott is Alaska Legal Director
for Cascadia Wildlands, a conservation
organization based in Eugene, Oregon.
Learn more about their work at
www.cascwild.org.

S
outh-central Alaska’s Copper
River, one of the world’s pre-
mier salmon rivers, offers a
model example of the merits
and promise of salmon con-

servation. The annual migration of
salmon by the millions feeds abundant
wildlife, subsistence villagers, sport
anglers, and one of the world’s premier
commercial fisheries. Copper River
salmon fill a premium market niche
that, in turn, has allowed the human
economy to grow in support of salmon
conservation. That economic power,
along with cultural, natural and histor-
ical forces, has caused interests to
align, to a remarkable degree, with the
interests of the salmon. 
How did it get this way, and how do

we keep it this way? Continued ecolog-
ical health of the Copper River water-
shed is due in large part to historical
events, but remains vulnerable. At the
same time, the potential for lucrative
conservation is huge. Efforts are
underway on many fronts to protect
the habitat. Cascadia Wildlands cur-
rently is focused on designating the
Copper River Delta portion of the
Chugach National Forest as a “wild
salmon reserve.” 
This article re-introduces the “wild

salmon reserve” concept in a historical
context as a worthwhile goal for the
Copper River Delta. It is hoped that
our experience contains lessons that
might be useful to conservation efforts
elsewhere.

The Invaluable Copper River

The Copper River is one of nature’s
great wonders. Start with the peaks,
rising thousands of feet, cut through

by glaciers and extending beyond the
horizon. Here you will find mountain
goat, wolverine, and eagle.  Out of the
mountains and glaciers flow thousands
of streams and rivers. A watershed the
size of West Virginia collects into the
mighty Copper River, the main artery
for the return of millions of spawning
salmon.

At the place where the river enters
the sea the river has built a massive
flatland delta. At 700,000 acres, the
Copper River Delta is rivaled on this
continent for size only by the
Mississippi. Unlike the Mississippi, the
delta here remains biologically intact.
Miles and miles of ponds, sloughs,
rivers, streams, muskeg, sedge wet-
lands—water in every conceivable
form— creates an impenetrable, mas-
sively productive wetland. In these
waters live a multitude of waterfowl,

like swans and Canada geese, as well
as rearing coho salmon, wandering
wolf and feasting bear.

Extreme tides leave a massive
expanse of exposed mud twice a day on
the delta. Out on the sea, “the flats” in
local parlance, is where the famous
commercial salmon fishery takes
place. Billions of tiny shellfish in the

tidal flats also give rise to another
incredible natural phenomenon, the
annual spring stopover of millions of
shorebirds. 
Undeniably a biological jewel, the

Copper also illustrates how, when
salmon receive the premium prices in
the market, they can support robust
communities. Conservation does pay. 
The biological riches of the Copper are
used and appreciated in various ways.
The huge watershed has very few res-

The Copper River drains thousands of square miles of Alaskan wilderness and boasts
among the most valuable runs of salmon in the world. Photo by Brett Cole
Photography.
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idents. Cordova (pop. 2,500) along the
coast near the Delta is the largest
town, and home to the commercial
fishing fleet.  
Here, Copper River salmon support

one of the world’s most valuable com-
mercial fisheries. The early timing,
reliable abundance, and pristine habi-
tat have made “Copper River salmon”
a delicacy that commands a strong
premium in the market. A single king
salmon is worth more than several bar-
rels of oil; more than a ton of coal. 
Subsistence—that is, customary and
traditional hunting and fishing for
food— remains an economic mainstay.
The Eyak natives, whose homeland is
roughly synonymous with the Copper
River Delta, have always subsisted on
salmon. Upriver, the Ahtna people con-
tinue to live in traditional villages and
subsist on salmon, safeguarding their
heritage even as they have become full
participants in the modern, cash-based
society. Virtually every household in
the watershed keeps a stock of Copper
River salmon for food.  

In recent decades, locals have
watched as sport anglers discovered
the Copper’s abundant runs of coho.
Subsistence users scratch their heads
in perplexity at the notion of catch and
release and regard it as “playing with
your food”, but welcome the new
source of income. Entrepreneurs oper-
ate lodges at small remote cabins scat-
tered through the area, doing thriving
business with small groups of fly fish-
ermen. 
As ecotourism has become a major

industry, locals have expanded visitor
opportunities.  Birders and photogra-
phers come from all over the world to
Cordova for the spring Shorebird
Festival, witnessing the arrival of mil-
lions of shorebirds. Summer salmon
festivals, and autumn mushroom festi-
vals, are also taking off. 

A history of Conservation

To understand where we are, we need
to know where we’ve been. The Copper
River region entered the modern era
at the turn of the last century, at the
time in American history when it was
first realized that the frontier did not
extend forever. This period saw the
first modern conservationists: poets

and explorers like John Muir, and
practical men like Gifford Pinchot and
Theodore Roosevelt. The first settlers
on the Copper were accompanied by
the first conservationists. The history
of conservation here mirrors the histo-
ry of environmentalism in America.
That history could be understood as
happening in three eras: frontier set-

tlement, statehood, and then the Exxon
Valdez oil spill and its ongoing after-
math.   
The notion of the salmon reserve was
actually the original American idea of
what to do with Alaska’s vast biological
resources. When the first U.S. Forest
Service officials dispatched to Alaska
in a small steamer, they reported back
to D.C. that while the timber didn’t

seem to be worth much, the salmon
fisheries were truly extraordinary. In
that era of unbounded frontier
exploitation, the notion of a “salmon
reserve” leapt to mind.
Ultimately, Pinchot and conservation

allies in the Roosevelt administration
settled on U.S. Forest Service over-
sight of the region, and in that way
sought to lock in conservation of
Alaska’s salmon rivers and forests. In
southcentral Alaska, this meant creat-
ing the huge, 7 million acre Chugach
National Forest.
The Copper River Delta in particular
figures prominently in that early histo-
ry. The Bureau of Land Management,
which sought to move public lands into
private hands, and the Forest Service,
which sought to conserve renewable
resources according to the “modern”
principle of conservation (“the great-
est good for the greatest number for
the longest time”), had their greatest
confrontation here.  
In the mountains beyond the Copper

River Delta lie the Bering River coal-
fields, a rich coal vein. Fearing that the
J.P. Morgan/ Guggenheim Trust were
sweeping up a monopoly on the coal-
field, Pinchot drew his line in the sand.
What followed was the epic

The commercial salmon industry, reliant on a healthy Copper River watershed
ecosystem, is a major driver of the local economy. Photo by Brett Cole Photography.

The Copper River
supports one of the
world’s most valuable
commercial fisheries
that commands top
prices at market.
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Ballinger/Pinchot controversy, a huge
national scandal (think Iran-Contra in
the 1980s). Pinchot eventually resigned
in disgust, but conservation won the
war. The monopoly on
coal was broken, the
coal remains in the
ground, and the Copper
River Delta became
almost all entirely
under the jurisdiction
of the Forest Service.
In the early settlement
period, the
Morgan/Guggenheim
Trust built a railroad up
the Copper River to
reach a rich vein of
nearly pure copper in
the high headwaters at
Kennecott. The rich
Kennecott copper was
hauled away over the
next thirty years. Then,
abruptly, the railroad,
mine and town were
abandoned. The wilder-
ness has reclaimed the
land with haste.
Throughout the region
today remain scattered
remnants of the “syndi-
cate days,” looming like
the ruins of some
ancient civilization out
of a tangle of trees and
brush. 

The next historical
era, Alaska Statehood,
was inspired by two
things: the discovery of
oil, which was of nation-
al interest, and the unchecked
exploitation of Alaska’s resources, and
particularly salmon, by outside corpo-
rations, which was of overriding inter-
est to Alaskans. The
Morgan/Guggenheim approach of
hauling away wealth, then abandoning
the area, rankled settlers. So when
Alaska became a state, it banned
destructive fish traps outright and
incorporated Pinchot’s ideas into the
state’s constitution, mandating that
fish and other wild resources were
there for public use and must be man-
aged on a sustained yield principle for
maximum benefit of the population. 
It wasn’t until the mammoth oil find at

Prudhoe Bay in the seventies however
that the country seriously had to grap-
ple with Alaska land. To simplify a
complicated history, the dueling inter-
ests of resource conservation and

exploitation, national and state inter-
ests, and immigrant and indigenous
constituents, divided Alaska land own-
ership among themselves. The result is
the network of parks, forests, refuges,
state and private lands that we have
today.
When the dust cleared, the Copper

River delta mostly remained Forest
Service land and was given a special
status. Unique in the Forest Service
system, the Delta is to be managed pri-
marily for fish and wildlife habitat (not
multiple use). Much of the rest of the
watershed headwaters were contained
within Wrangell St. Elias National Park
as Wilderness. The remainder was

divided between newly created Alaska
Native corporations, the State, and
BLM. 
The result today is that the water-

shed is a patchwork of landowners,

each with its own priorities and way of
doing things. Still, all land managers
remain united in strong common cause
to manage the watershed for salmon
abundance and healthy habitat. The
State of Alaska is directly responsible
for sustainable fisheries under the
constitution, and fishing is a huge eco-
nomic driver. Federal land agencies
have relatively strong conservation
missions. The Alaska Native corpora-
tions, who today control the bulk of the
exploitable resources (coal, oil, tim-
ber), are comprised of Alaska Native
shareholders, who are more reliant
than anyone on long-term ecological
health.

10                                                                                         MAY 2016                                           THE OSPREY • ISSUE NO. 84

Continued on next page  

Continued from previous page

Alaska’s massive Copper River watershed provides habitat for a wide range of wildlife along with
strong, healthy runs of salmon. The 700,000 acre Copper River Delta is second in size only to the
Mississippi River Delta. 



Those common interests are particu-
larly solid as a result of the 1989 Exxon
Valdez oil spill in nearby Prince
William Sound. The Exxon Valdez
utterly devastated the local economy,
fisheries and wildlife of Prince
William Sound. The spill drove home
the harsh reality that natural abun-
dance can be lost in a moment. And
what’s more, locals learned that, no
matter what promises are made, in the
end it is up to residents to protect the
environment from harm. Nobody will
do it for them.
The Copper faces the familiar threats
to habitat, and except for the interven-
tion of activists motivated by the oil
spill, the pristine natural environment
of today could have been lost.  At the
time of the oil spill, Native corpora-
tions and the State were busily trying
to develop. A highway was being built
up the Copper River, a cruise ship
lodge planned for the Delta, a deepwa-
ter port begun near Cordova, spruce
and hemlock forests were being
mowed down for log exports, oil explo-
ration loomed and a massive coal mine
was planned at the Bering River coal-
field. None of these ventures made
much economic sense, but at that time
of billion dollar boondoggles and roads
to nowhere, such threats were immi-
nent.
The lessons of the oil spill however,

and the funds it made available for
restoration, resulted in the gradual
dropping away of most of the proposed
boondoggles. Thanks to local activists,
the highway was stopped, the cruise
ship plans were forgotten, the deepwa-
ter port remains theoretical, oil rights
were abandoned, and most of the
remaining privately owned forests
were moved into conservation ease-
ments. 
The Bering River coalfield, the orig-

inal source of Pinchot’s ire, remains
the one major thorn in the side of
efforts at permanent protection. While
it is located within the generally “safe”
USFS land, rights to mine the coal are
owned by a Korean corporation
(KADCO), and the regional ANCSA
corporation, Chugach Alaska Corp. If
developed, the coal mine would involve
roads across the Delta, mountain-top
removal mining and untold damage to
salmon rearing habitat. 

Copper River Salmon Reserve

It is in this context that the current
efforts for a Copper River salmon
reserve have emerged. The effort

seeks to lock in conservation gains on
public lands by building up the positive
framework for common management
of interests in the salmon. 
The current Chugach National Forest
land management plan revision offers
this opportunity. The delta, biological-
ly the crown jewel of the watershed, is
almost all USFS land. Unlike other

national forests, where the agency is
beholden to some extractive industry,
the Chugach faces a more pure chal-
lenge of wild land management. The
twin goals of the new plan are simple:
sustainability and resilience. 

Currently, the delta is managed
under a designation called “501b,” ref-
erence to the statute declaring the area
must be managed primarily for fish
and wildlife habitat. Under its new
Forest Plan, the Forest Service could
declare the “501b” areas as “Copper
River Wild Salmon Reserves.” 
There are three distinct advantages

to the wild salmon reserve approach
here: (1) it embraces rather than
excludes locals; (2) it establishes a
name brand protected area, but does
not require congressional approval or
an executive order; and (3) it facili-
tates creative solutions to problems
posed by private inholdings.

The conflict between local and
national interests has sunk many a
well-intended effort. Gifford Pinchot,
seeing the problem even then, strongly
believed therefore that forest rangers

Continued on next page  
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Salmon, drying on racks, is a primary food source for residents of the Copper River
region. Photo by Brett Cole Photography.

The twin goals of the
plan to create a

Copper River Salmon
Reserve are  simple:
sustainability and

resilience.



should live and work in the forest,
among the settlers. This bit of institu-
tional brilliance has allowed the USFS
to build local expertise and trust.
While locals burned Pinchot in effigy,
the local forest rangers still enjoyed

good relations with the community.
The Forest Service has been a local as
well as a national agency. Rangers are
there to help locals find firewood,
hunting grounds and fishing holes; to
rescue lost hikers and pull trucks out
of the mud; and to participate in local
economic efforts like the shorebird,
salmon and mushroom festivals.
The National Park Service by con-

trast, which manages the even more
massive Wrangell St. Elias National
Park, has had little success winning
over the locals, or integrating the
park’s missions into local people’s
lives. Park rangers are strangers in
most of the communities. While rela-
tions are improving, the park has
inspired more local resentment than
sense of common purpose. The park’s

main achievement is permanent pro-
tection of a vast, capital “W”
Wilderness. Together with adjacent
wilderness in Canada, this is the
largest protected wilderness in the
world. 
That is a wonderful achievement for

conservation, but is not one on which

conservationists are likely to build
today. In the late 1990s, conservation-
ists sought to expand on the park and
establish the Copper River Delta as
designated wilderness. Despite abun-
dant support from national environ-
mental groups, those efforts failed due
to opposition from Alaska’s conserva-
tive congressional delegation. Capital
“W” Wilderness is ideologically anath-
ema to Republicans in congress, and is
not generally popular among rural
Alaskans. There is no doubt the locals
want the Delta to remain wild. They
also want to be able to use it.
The salmon reserve concept address-
es this concern by embracing local
users, especially anglers, while still
maintaining conservation as the domi-
nant priority. Whereas designated

wilderness establishes its value as
being the absence of human impact,
the salmon reserve’s value is the pres-
ence of wild salmon habitat. It can be
thought of as non-ideological wilder-
ness. 
The salmon reserve approach also

addresses the practical threats to habi-
tat, which come not from feder-
al land managers but from pri-
vately owned “inholdings” of
resources inside the public
areas. The one problematic
inholding on the Copper River
Delta is the Bering River coal-
field—the original source of
Pinchot’s ire.
Happily, over the last twenty

years efforts to develop the
coalfield have repeatedly been
beaten back, and today a per-
manent conservation deal pay-
ing the developers to keep the
coal in the ground is within
reach. The Wild Salmon
Reserve would add impetus to
that effort. A U.S. president
could establish a legacy (hint
hint) by using federal funds to
make the coal deal work, there-
by ensuring health of the feder-
al wild salmon reserve. In con-
trast to a wilderness area, con-
servation easements would
allow the Alaska Native
landowners to retain title to
their ancestral lands, while still
conserving the area for its
important public purposes. 
In closing, the Copper River

should be celebrated by
salmon-lovers everywhere as a

living example of the truth that wild-
land conservation on a massive scale is
both achievable and profitable to local
residents. Sustaining this success
requires a flexible, non-ideological
approach by conservationists, and an
understanding of the historic forces at
work. 
It is hoped that anglers and conserva-
tionists will support Cascadia
Wildlands’ efforts to establish a Wild
Salmon Reserve on the Copper River
delta, and can draw some lessons from
our experience that might be useful
elsewhere. 

Continued from previous page
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Establishing a Copper River Salmon Reserve would protect this remarkable landscape and all
its wonders for use by present and future generations of Americans. Photo by Brett Cole
Photography.



Author Miles Johnson is Clean Water
Attorney for Columbia Riverkeeper.
This article is adapted from a letter
sent by a coalition of conservation
organizations to Will Stelle, Regional
Administrator for the West Coast
Region National Marine Fisheries
Service, urging the agency to develop
plans to protect salmon and steelhead
from future extreme drought conditions
such as experienced in 2015. To learn-
more about Columbia Riverkeeper
visit: www.columbiariverkeeper.org.

H
igh water temperatures
in the Columbia and
Snake Rivers last sum-
mer proved disastrous
for salmon and provided

a disturbing glimpse at the future of
Columbia Basin fisheries. In 2015,
more than 250,000 adult sockeye died
in the main-stem Columbia and Snake
rivers because warm water prevented
them from successfully migrating
through fish ladders at the dams. For
endangered Snake River sockeye, the
result was catastrophic: 96% of return-
ing spawners perished before passing
Lower Granite Dam on the Snake
River. Similar fish kills in 2016 or 2017
could push endangered Snake River
sockeye back to the brink of extinc-
tion.
Fisheries scientists concluded that

Columbia and Snake River dams were
largely responsible for the high water
temperatures and delayed fish migra-
tions in 2015, which caused disease and
death in adult salmon. An October 27,
2015, letter from eight independent
fish scientists shared this conclusion
with NOAA and accused federal regu-
lators of repeatedly failing to make the
“major changes to dam operations that
are necessary if we are going to con-
tinue to have wild salmon and steel-
head in the Columbia and Snake Rivers
. . . .” A report by a federal scientific
research group called the Fish Passage

Center also found that dam operations
harmed adult salmon. The Fish
Passage Center concluded that: 

l Long-term exposure to water tem-
perature over 20° C harms adult
salmon and steelhead.

l Water temperature at nearly all
Columbia and Snake river dams regu-
larly exceeded 20° C during summer
2015. 

l Fish ladders—that draw warm water
from the surface of reservoirs—often
expose adult salmon to the highest
temperatures and the most acute ther-
mal stress. 

l The temperature difference between
a warm fish ladder and a cooler dam
tailrace often stops adult salmon from
migrating up the fish ladder.

l High water temperature in the
Columbia and Snake Rivers, especially
in adult fish ladders at the dams, is a
“long-recognized problem that
remains largely unmitigated.”

Cold water releases from Dworshak
Dam in Idaho did not significantly help
adult Snake River sockeye in 2015. 
In light of these scientific findings,

and to prevent similar fish kills in the
near future, a coalition of river advo-

cacy groups sent letters to NOAA and
the U.S. Army Corp of Engineers
requesting emergency measures to
protect adult salmon and steelhead in
the Columbia and Snake Rivers. This
broad coalition included Columbia
Riverkeeper, Snake River
Waterkeeper, Idaho Rivers United,
Friends of the Clearwater, Advocates
for the West, Fighting Goliath,
American Rivers, Endangered Species
Coalition, Great Old Broads for
Wilderness, Natural Resources
Defense Council, Northwest
Sportfishing Industry Association,
Sierra Club, Save Our Wild Salmon,
and Whale and Dolphin Conservation.
These groups asked NOAA and the
Army Corps to prepare emergency
measures to significantly increase sur-
vival rates of adult salmon and steel-
head attempting to migrate through
Columbia and Snake river dams and
reservoirs.   
Summer 2016 is almost here, but the

federal regulators have failed to put
forward meaningful new protections
for fish. In response to media
inquiries, representatives from NOAA
and the Army Corps have discussed
installing more temperature sensors,
cooling the fish ladder at Lower
Granite dam by releasing cold water
from Dworshak Dam, moving Snake
River sockeye upriver by truck, and
improving tributary habitat.
These proposed measures would not

prevent future fish kills like those
seen in 2015 because: 
Better temperature data will only

give dam operators a slightly clearer
understanding of an obvious problem.

l Releasing cold water from
Dworshak Dam to decrease fish ladder
temperatures at Lower Granite Dam
failed to prevent the 2015 fish kills;
most Snake River sockeye salmon did
not even reach Lower Granite Dam.

Continued on next page  
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Salmon and Steelhead Need  
Protection from Hot Water and Drought  

By Miles Johnson
— Columbia Riverkeeper —

Summer 2016 is
almost here, and 

federal regulators have
failed to put forward
meaningful drought
protections for fish.
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l Dam operators could only trap a few
adult sockeye in 2015, and trucking
salmon from eastern Washington to
central Idaho is not a viable solution.

l According to modeling by the EPA,
tributary water temperatures—while
important for spawning and rearing—
have little or no effect on water tem-
peratures in the main-stem Columbia.  

Unfortunately, none of the ‘solutions’
floated by NOAA and Army Corps
spokespeople would prevent future
die-offs of Columbia and Snake River
sockeye. 
Federal regulators also prepared a

draft “2015 Sockeye Salmon Passage
Report” discussing the 2015 crisis and
potential measures to improve adult
fish passage. The draft report
acknowledged that the impacts of cold-
water releases from reservoirs like
Dworshak Dam “attenuated rapidly,”
and that most Snake River sockeye
actually died further downstream, in
the lower Columbia. Sadly, the draft

report did not propose any concrete
measures to reduce water tempera-
tures in the lower Columbia or in the
Snake below Lower Granite Dam.
Instead, the draft report suggested
that trapping adult fish and trucking

them to central Idaho is an effective
“hedge”—even though fisheries man-
agers were only able to collect a hand-
ful of adult sockeye in 2015, despite
substantial efforts.  
NOAA has predicted that hot weather
and low flow conditions similar to 2015
will reoccur in the near future. Federal
regulators’ inability to propose mean-
ingful emergency measures to protect
fish bodes poorly for the survival of
the endangered Snake River sockeye
and the Columbia Basin’s other iconic
salmon runs. 
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High water temperatures in Columbia River basin streams played havoc with salmon
and steelhead in 2015. Photo by Jim Yuskavitch
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Author Jim Yuskavitch is Editor of The
Osprey.

W
ith continually declin-
ing wild fish popula-
tions, degraded habi-
tat, proliferation of
hatchery fish, and the

uncertainty of climate change’s
impacts on the freshwater and ocean
environment, among other ills, wild
salmon and steelhead advocates are
used to bad news as part of their daily
diet. But this spring has brought a
number of important court decisions
in favor of wild fish and their habitat
that should give everyone some cheer,
proving, once again, that the law and
science are on the side of wild fish and
their advocates. Here’s a rundown on
those legal victories compiled from
various reports:

Federal Judge Michael Simon Rejects
Fourth Columbia River BiOp

On May 4, U.S. District Court Judge
Michael Simon rejected the National
Marine Fisheries Service’s latest
Columbia River Biological Opinion
(BiOp) that purported to outline how to
restore declining runs of wild Pacific
salmon and steelhead in the Columbia-
Snake river system, where currently
13 wild runs are listed under the
Endangered Species Act. This is the
fourth time the federal government’s
Columbia River BiOp has been reject-
ed in federal court. Former Federal
Judge James Redden rejected the gov-
ernment’s Columbia River salmon
recovery plans in 2004, 2008 and 2010,
sending them back for rewrites. The
May 2016 ruling is in response to a law-
suit brought by a coalition of fishing
groups, conservation organizations
(including the International
Federation of Fly Fishers), clean ener-
gy advocates, the Nez Perce Tribe and
the state of Oregon challenging the

current BiOp. 
The BiOp is supposed to be an action
plan that details how the federal dams
on the Columbia and Snake rivers are
to be managed to minimize salmon and
steelhead mortality — especially for

downstream migrating juveniles —
and present a plan to recover dwin-
dling runs of wild-origin fish. There
are four large dams on the lower

Columbia River and four more on the
lower Snake River, all operated by the
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers that are
the primary culprits in wild salmon
and steelhead declines, especially on
the Snake River. The dams have partic-
ularly affected Idaho’s Redfish Lake
sockeye salmon run. Now ESA listed as
endangered, they have hovered on the
brink of extinction for decades.
The dams’ detrimental impacts on

salmon include inundation of spawning
habitat, degrading habitat by slowing
river velocity, heating rivers and
reservoirs to unhealthy, and some-
times fatal, temperatures, and killing
large numbers of downstream migrat-
ing smolts as they pass over the dams
or through the turbines. Juvenile fish
mortality rates can reach 90 percent
for some runs.
Judge Simon’s ruling invalidated the

most current BiOp on the grounds that
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For the fourth time
since 2004, the federal
courts have rejected
the Columbia River
BiOp and sent it back
to the drawing board.

Continued on next page  

Federal Judge Michael Simon threw out the federal government’s most recent
Columbia River basin salmon recovery plan, suggesting that removing the four
Snake River dams was an option to seriously consider. Photo by Jim Yuskavitch

The Courts Come 
Through for Wild Fish

By Jim Yuskavitch
— The Osprey —



it did not manage the dams in a man-
ner consistent with salmon recovery,
and, in laymen’s terms, “threw it out.”
Judge Simon said in his decision: “For
more than 20 years, NOAA Fisheries,
the Corps and BOR (Bureau of
Reclamation) have ignored the admon-
ishments … to consider more aggres-
sive changes to the FCRPS (Federal

Columbia River Power System) to save
the imperiled listed species.” And,
“The agencies instead continued to
focus on essentially the same approach
to saving listed species — minimizing
hydro mitigation efforts and maximiz-
ing habitat restoration. Despite bil-
lions of dollars spent on these efforts,
the listed species continue to be in a
perilous state.”
Specifically, Simon rejected the BiOp
on a number of factors.

1. It rejected the plan’s basic “trending
towards recovery” legal framework,
because it allowed the agencies to con-
clude that their recovery plans were

working even though there was “very
little actual improvement in fish abun-
dance.”
2. The plan relied too heavily on uncer-
tain and speculative habitat improve-
ments to make up for harm to salmon
cased by the dams.

3. He found that the federal govern-
ment did not adequately assess the
“potential catastrophic impact” of cli-

mate change on salmon and steelhead
in the Columbia River basin.

4. He found that the agencies violated
the National Environmental Policy Act
(NEPA) because they did not consider
other alternative strategies to fish
recovery, since the established strate-
gies have “already cost billions of dol-
lars, yet they are falling apart.”

5. He also noted that removing the four
dams on the Snake River is a recovery
option that should be considered.

Judge Simon ordered that NMFS pre-
pare a new biological opinion and com-

plete NEPA analysis that complies
with the law by March 1, 2018.

U.S. Supreme Court Denies Attempt to
Overturn Tongass National Forest
Roadless Protections 

In late March, the U.S. Supreme
Court decided not to hear a last-ditch
effort by the state of Alaska to exempt
the Tongass National Forest, in

Southeast Alaska, from the
national rule that protects,
road-free, undeveloped
areas in the national forests
from logging and road con-
struction. The state of
Alaska wanted to overturn
a Ninth Federal District
Court ruling that said, in
agreement with an earlier
federal court ruling in
Alaska, that a previous
decision by the Bush
Administration to exempt
the Tongass National Forest
from the “Roadless Rule”
was done improperly and
reiterated a settled rule
that says federal agencies
cannot change policies and
ignore previous factual
findings and decisions just
because a new administra-
tion is elected. 
Along with the federal

government, conservation
groups, the Organized
Village of Kake (an Alaskan
native tribe) and area
tourism businesses had
urged the Supreme Court to
leave the Roadless Rule
protections in place.

The purpose of the Roadless Rule is
to protect “large, relatively undis-
turbed landscapes”, in national forest
from clearcuts and logging road con-
struction, while still allowing other
economic development such as trans-
mission lines, hydropower projects,
tourism activities, federally-financed
public roads and mining.

The Osprey published an article in
the May 2014 issue by Mark
Hieronymus, Sportfish Outreach
Coordinator for Trout Unlimited’s
Alaska Office, detailing the tremen-
dous value of the Tongass National
Forest for wild salmon and steelhead.
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By refusing to hear the state of Alaska’s legal challenge, the U.S. Supreme Court allowed roadless
protections to remain in place in the Tongass National Forest. Photo by Mark Hieronymus



Encompassing almost 17
million acres and spanning
500 miles of Southeast
Alaska’s coastline, the
Tongass is the largest
national forest in the U.S.
and provides spawning
habitat for literally hun-
dreds of millions of salmon
and steelhead each year. Of
the approximately 5,000
streams in the Tongass,
about 450 of those hold runs
of steelhead, most of which
are wild. 
Research conducted by

Trout Unlimited, the
National Audubon Society
and The Nature
Conservancy identified 77
watersheds comprising 1.9
million acres that represent
the best and highest quality
steelhead and salmon habi-
tat in the forest, and are
working to protect habitat
in these areas. Dubbed the
“Tongass 77,” these nearly 2 million
acres would conserve an additional 23
percent of salmon and steelhead
spawning habitat. The Ninth Circuit
Court’s previous ruling and the US
Supreme Court’s decision not to
review, and possibly overturn, that rul-
ing will increase the odds of protecting
this vital habitat.

Court Upholds Oregon Law to Keep its
Streams Clean, Protect Fish Habitat

In another March decision, the
Federal District Court of Oregon ruled
that the state of Oregon has the right to
regulate state and federal land for the
purpose of protecting water quality
and fish habitat, and that recent state
legislation accomplished that aim
without conflicting with federal law.
This issue goes back to 2013 when the
Oregon State Legislature passed sen-
ate Bill 838 that put temporary restric-
tions on the use of motorized gold min-
ing equipment such as suction dredges
in and near Oregon streams with
essential salmon habitat, and to protect
water quality. The law went into effect
in January 2016 and is in effect until
2021. The legislation was passed in
response to serious habitat and water

quality degradation problems in south-
ern Oregon salmon and steelhead
streams, including the Rogue River,
that have seen an increase in suction
dredge gold mining operations in
recent years — not all of them legal.

Gold miners sued the state last
October, claiming that federal law did
not allow the state to pass laws protect-
ing environmental resources on feder-
ally managed lands and waters. But the
court disagreed. Participants in sup-
port of the state legislation included
Rogue Riverkeeper, Pacific Coast
Fishermen’s Association, Oregon Coast
Alliance, Cascadia Wildlands, Native
Fish Society and the Center for
Biological Diversity.

The latest scientific research shows
that gold mining activity contributes
mercury into rivers and damages fish
habitat through physical disturbance
cause by motorized mining equipment.
There have also been conflicts among
miners, anglers, boaters and other
recreationists.

The Osprey has regularly covered
mining issues in southern Oregon and
the threats they pose to wild fish.
These include a story on suction
dredge mining by Forrest English of
Rogue Riverkeepers in the January
2014 issue, and proposed nickel mines
in the Smith River basin by Michael
Dotson of KS Wild in the September
2014 issue.
Currently, members of Oregon’s con-
gressional delegation are working to
pass legislation that would prevent any
new mining claims on 100,000 acres of
federal lands in southern Oregon, and
the Bureau of Land Management is
proposing a seven-year moratorium on
any new mines in that area while the
legislation works its way though the
U.S. Congress.
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The Oregon court’s ruling on Senate Bill 838 affirms that Oregon and other states have the author-
ity to pass laws protecting fish habitat and water quality on federal lands. Photo by Jim Yuskavitch

The court ruled that
states have the right to
protect fish habitat 
and water quality 
on federally managed

lands.



A
fter decades of conflict in
the Klamath Basin on the
Oregon-California border,
the agreement to remove
the four lower Klamath

River dams was finally signed in
Klamath, California on April 6, 2016.
The agreement was signed by repre-
sentatives of the U.S. Department of
Interior, U.S. Department of
Commerce, PacifiCorp, which owns the
dams, and the states of Oregon and
California.
A separate agreement with Klamath

basin irrigators was also signed by
state and federal officials that will help
farmers and ranchers in the region
avoid any adverse legal or financial
impacts from the removal of the dams.
After years of negotiations and con-

troversy, Klamath basin stakeholders
signed an agreement in 2010, the
Klamath Hydroelectric Settlement
Agreement and the Klamath Basin
Restoration Agreement — to begin the
process of removing the four lower
Klamath River Dams — Iron Gate,
COPCO 1, COPCO 2 and J.C. Boyle. 
Then in 2014, the Upper Klamath

Basin Comprehensive Agreement was
signed. Congressional members from
Oregon and California worked to pass
legislation in the U.S. Congress in 2015
to move forward with the dam removal
plans, but were temporarily thwarted
when Oregon Representative Greg
Walden (R-Hood River) included a
large transfer of national forest lands
to county ownership and the legislation
stalled, as Congress adjourned for the
year and the Klamath Basin
Restoration Agreement expired at the
end of 2015.

However, all the Klamath Basin
stakeholder groups including conser-
vation, agriculture, tribal, state, coun-
ty, and federal agencies and others
agreed to continue to move forward in
spite of reaching a dead end in
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With the April 2016 agreement signing, wild fish advocates are back on track to see
the four lower Klamath River dams gone by 2020. Photo by Jim Yuskavitch

Once the third largest producer of salmon in the lower 48 states, the Klamath will see
its fish populations rise again with the removal of the dams. Photo by Jim Yuskavitch
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Klamath Dams Agreement
Finally Signed

By Jim Yuskavitch
— The Osprey —



public lands. We will also be focusing
on efforts to advocate for the mainte-
nance of public access to all waters
across the United States.
There are some Federation members
who question our commitment and
advocacy for environmental, clean
water and habitat restoration issues.
They believe these issues are too
“political.” To those, I would suggest,
“the train has left the station”. The
Federation will not be walking
back five decades of commitment to
our conservation and stewardship
roots in advocating for all fish and all
waters.
The Academy, an IFFF initiative that
develops educational programs for all
aspects of fly fishing, is another way

we will demonstrate our commitment
to our conservation ethic. Through the
Academy, we will develop a world-
class outreach program to further our
stewardship and conservation pro-
grams. Work has begun on this effort,
and we are excited about the direction
and progress. Please stay tuned, as we
will be rolling out curriculum for use
at the Council and club levels.

I want to personally thank the
Steelhead Committee and Board of
Directors for their support of our mis-
sion, vision, and strategic direction.
With your support and cooperation,
I’m confident the roadmap we’ve laid
out will give us a terrific direction for
“The Future - The Federation”.
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agreements to initiate the dam
removal process.

The agreement signed in April
requires PacifiCorp to transfer its
operating license for the dams over to
a private company called the Klamath
River Renewal Corporation that will
oversee removal of the dams in 2020.
PacifiCorp decided that it was in their
and their customers economic best
interest to remove the dams rather
than build fish ladders to allow salmon
and steelhead to ascend the river to
reach historical habitat that is now
blocked by the dams.
The Klamath River was once the

third most productive salmon river in
the contiguous U.S. after the
Columbia and Sacramento river sys-
tems. However, habitat loss, overfish-
ing and construction of hydroelectric
dams that cut off more than 400 miles
of upriver spawning and rearing habi-
tat caused a serious decline in the
river’s salmon and steelhead runs.
The Klamath’s runs of spring and

fall Chinook salmon have declined but
not enough to put them on the federal
Endangered Species list. Klamath
River coho salmon, however, were
federally listed as Threatened in 1997
and as Threatened by the state of
California in 2004. The Klamath also
has both winter and summer steel-
head runs, along with sea run cut-
throat trout.
There are also four species of suck-

ers in the Klamath River basin, two of
which, the Lost River sucker and the
shortnose sucker, are listed as
Endangered.
A 2010 economic impact study found
that removing the Klamath dams
would result in a $2.24 million
increase in annual income from com-
mercial and recreational fishing    and
increase annual fishing related busi-
ness revenues by $1.45 million in the
four northern California and southern
Oregon Klamath basin counties.
Overall income in those counties from
fishing, and habitat restoration and
construction activities associated with
dam removal, would be more than $52
million in the four counties over an 11-
year period.
The total cost to remove the dams is
estimated to be about $450 million.
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