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March 3, 2023 
 
To: Rebecca Reid, Regional Director General, Pacific Region 
From: Marine Conservation Caucus 
 
Re: Feedback on proposed Mark Selective Fisheries 
 
The salmon committee of the Pacific Marine Conservation Caucus (MCC) strongly opposes the 
opening of each of the new planned mark-selective fisheries as presented at the February 2023 
IHPC Southern Subcommittee meeting.   
 
The MCC is in disbelief that such a decision could be made given the risk these fisheries pose to 
the recovery of endangered and threatened (COSEWIC-listed) Fraser River and Vancouver 
Island Chinook, the recovery of endangered (SARA-listed) Southern Resident killer whales, the 
lack of any independent oversight in these fisheries, the high uncertainty–or outright absence–
of verified information used to justify such fisheries, the 2021 conclusion by DFO that 
outstanding issues must be resolved before considering such fisheries, and the failure to 
honour the promised consultation process for these fisheries.  
 
It is our position that these fisheries represent a serious disregard for recovery of endangered 
species and contain unresolved management and consultation issues. As such, they cannot 
proceed in 2023. The MCC has previously provided feedback and evidence outlining concerns 
that require further assessment, data-gathering, monitoring programs, and precautionary 
measures. 

 
Opening the fisheries on the Fraser approaches during a conservation closure to Chinook 
retention has clear opposition from sectors and rights-holders beyond the interests of the 
commercial sport fish lobby.  Further, very little about these fishery proposals, such as 
addressing the outstanding issues they present, has materially changed since the MCC  last 
provided feedback on them. 
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Protecting the migration period of Fraser River Chinook  
 

 
Figure 1. Catch per Unit Effort (daily average) of Fraser River Chinook salmon caught in the 
Albion Test Fishery in 2021 compared with the long term average (1981-2020; Note that this 
line is not a historic baseline). Shaded circles show the run timing aggregates that contain 
unique CUs that arrive in the spring (blue; stream type), early summer (yellow; stream type), 
summer (purple; generally ocean type) and fall (green; generally ocean type). Data Source: DFO 
2021, Albion Test Fishery.  
 
In the first half of the 20th century, in-river fishing on the ‘spring’ run of Fraser Chinook started 
in February.  Even 50 years ago, Chinook were still entering the Fraser River in March1,2.  Today, 
the Albion test fishery (Figure 1)–which started at the beginning of April in the 1980s–doesn’t 
begin until the end of April.  Despite the collapse of the earliest part of the spring run, full 
protection for Chinook during their historic run timing migration window must exist on all 
Fraser approaches. This requires no fishing from March, and arguably February, until August, in 
order to protect endangered spring 5.2, 4.2 and early summer 5.2 Chinook. 
 
 
 

 
1 Fraser, F. J., Starr, P. J., & Fedorenko, A. Y. (1982). A review of the Chinook and coho salmon of the Fraser River. 
Government of Canada, Fisheries and Oceans. 
 
2 Bailey, R. E., & Canadian Science Advisory Secretariat. (2001). Summary of stock assessment information for 
selected early returning Chinook salmon populations of the Fraser River watershed. Canadian Science Advisory 
Secretariat. 
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Issues and Information Gaps 
 
These proposals are moving forward without the science, uncertainty estimates, or planning 
needed to make appropriate decisions under the precautionary principle. Here, we outline our 
specific concerns about the Department’s lack of information:  
 
The Department does not have rebuilding plans for stocks or stock management units below 
their limit reference points, which are required by the amended Fisheries Act and the Wild 
Salmon Policy Implementation Plan. There are no recovery plans for any COSEWIC listed 
Chinook Conservation Units in the Fraser River, or on the east coast of Vancouver Island. 
DFO does not have evidence showing that recreational angling effort and the number of 
released Chinook has declined since recovery measures for endangered Fraser Chinook and 
endangered Southern Resident killer whales were put in place beginning in 2018. In fact, the 
Department assumes that effort will increase with the introduction of Chinook retention.  
 
Additionally, the Department has not undertaken research that shows the persistent absence of 
Southern Resident killer whales in the Juan de Fuca and Gulf Islands in April and May. The 
existing evidence suggests these areas are important feeding grounds and constitute Critical 
Habitat for Southern Residents. In fact, Southern Residents are currently in the Salish Sea 
(March 01, 2023) and foraging in the Gulf Islands, Georgia Strait and the Juan de Fuca. 
 
DFO does not have monitoring and assessment plans for these fisheries indicating the collection 
of verifiable fisher-independent information that will allow for transparent evaluation of these 
fisheries. The Department has only suggested a vague “expansion” of dockside monitoring and 
creel surveys that are fisher-dependent. Additionally, current creel surveys from the 
Department are scant during the months of the proposed openings, and it is baffling to the 
MCC that these data could support making any conclusions or recommendations regarding 
total effort or catch. 
 
DFO does not have genetic information collected on released sub-legal and adult Chinook in the 
Juan de Fuca, Gulf Islands, Strait of Georgia and Howe Sound sport fisheries that show the 
absence of Endangered Fraser and Vancouver Island Chinook in April and May.  Nor is there a 
range of certainty or confidence for this information. The genetic data that are available largely 
describe kept and released legal size fish and these data have extraordinarily low sample size. 
Absence of evidence should not be confused with evidence of absence. These data are also 
expressed as a percentage, which masks the absolute number of endangered fish that these 
fisheries will intercept.   
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Figure 2.  Total Chinook encounters (column height) by disposition (kept, released legal, and 
released sub-legal) from 2011-2021 by South Coast areas (faceted rows) with MSF pilots. 
Disposition totals are overlaid on the bars. Data Source: DFO recreational catch and release 
data  
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Available data suggest that Chinook encounters (Figure 2) in the proposed areas have either 
remained stable (JDF East and West; Areas 19 and 20) or increased (North and South GST; Areas 
13-19, 28, 29) over the last decade, and these patterns are largely driven by sub-legal releases. 
Assessments of whether these releases are unmarked hatchery or wild Chinook are based on 
fisher dependent reporting and are not supported by GSI data with adequate sample size.  
 
Additionally, at the recent IHPC Southern Subcommittee meeting, it was stated that the 
Department assumes that effort will increase in several areas due to the new opportunity for 
marked fish retention. The MCC is concerned that this increase in both effort and catch has not 
been appropriately modeled or projected, and will result in the interception of endangered 
Chinook.  
 
In 2022, the MCC, along with other stakeholders and rights-holders, were assured that large 
scale marine MSF fisheries would not proceed without a series of meetings, workshops, and 
consultations. As late as a week before the IHPC Southern Subcommittee meeting, several 
Department employees assured the MCC that these fisheries pilots would not be implemented 
this calendar year as it was clear that the consultation process was not yet underway. The MCC 
wonders what changed for the Department to consider supporting such a sudden, drastic, and 
scientifically-unsupported proposal in the absence of this promised consultation process.  

 
Addressing stated DFO Objectives  
 
DFO has presented the following objectives in considering mass-marking and mark-selective 
fisheries: 
 
1. Improve the conservation of wild salmon by reducing the genetic risk of hatchery production. 
 
DFO does not have any evidence that indicates these fisheries will improve conservation in the 
face of the as-yet-unquantified Fisheries-Related Incidental Mortality (FRIM) in endangered 
wild populations. In fact, the Department assumes that fishing pressure (and therefore Chinook 
encounters and releases), in the proposed times and areas, will increase. 

  
It could be argued that meeting the above objective may be possible in the case of terminal, 
known stock MSF fisheries conducted close to hatcheries, yet there was no data presented to 
support this assumption and none of the MSF proposals resemble anything close to terminal 
fisheries. In fact, many of the proposals (e.g. mainland inlets fisheries), pose an unknown risk to 
data deficient local stocks from FRIM, where there are no hatcheries, and removals of marked 
fish do nothing to meet this objective. Furthermore, many of the areas have high proportions of 
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marked US origin hatchery fish.  Harvesting US fish may reduce the genetic risk for US 
populations, but then they present a risk to Canadian unmarked populations through FRIM. 

 
2. Maintain and create potential for sustainable fishery opportunities. 
 
These fisheries cannot be sustainably managed in the absence of assessments on impacts to 
endangered Chinook populations. The Department assumes the interception of these stocks 
will be “low”, with no threshold definition of what “low” means, as well as minimal GSI data on 
sub-legal releases presented to support this. Sustainable also assumes that impacts will be 
lower than some threshold for many stocks for which no exploitation rate ceilings or even 
spawner estimates are available. 
 
3. Use the best available scientific information and Indigenous knowledge to inform decision-
making. 
 
It appears to the MCC that the Department has ignored the little scientific information that 
does exist on the potential impacts of these fisheries, and has made minor progress in 
advancing data collection and assessment in order to expand on the existing information. This 
proposal also appears to have been made in the absence of Indigenous Knowledge and without 
appropriate consultation with First Nations.  
 
Specific Departmental requests for feedback 
 
The Department presented the following specific requests for feedback at the IHPC Southern 
Subcommittee meeting: 
 
1. Are there other considerations that have not been identified? 
 
The reported mark rates in several of the proposed PFMAs are too low to consider opening a 
mark-selective fishery. The likelihood of intercepting non-target populations increases as the 
mark rate lowers, and some of the proposed areas have reported mark rates in April and May 
as low as 15-20%. 
 
Another outstanding issue is that, despite the Fraser Chinook Recovery Potential Assessment 
indicating no allowable harm, and with no Fisheries Act rebuilding plans in place, DFO set an 
initial Canadian fishery mortality of 5% for the stream- types.  The 2021/030 CSAS Science 
Advisory Report on the Recovery Potential Assessment for these at-risk fish states the 
following:  
 



 MCC Feedback on 2023 Pilot MSF Fisheries 7 

“...human-induced mortality and other sources of harm identified in the threats 
assessment should be significantly reduced from base case levels so as to not jeopardize 
recovery.” 
  
“Harm is likely to continue to jeopardize recovery. Therefore, to promote the survival and 
recovery of these DUs, it is advised that all future and ongoing human-induced harm 
should be prevented.”  

 
There has been no evaluation of whether this level of mortality in Canadian fisheries is 
sustainable, and further uncertainty as to what the true and total rate of fishery mortality might 
be. When the 5% mortality objective was only partially met, and some mortality rates reached 
15%, the department’s language changed to ‘allow the highest number of fish to reach their 
spawning grounds’.  With recovery objectives as vague as this, and no agreed upon level of 
acceptable mortality (but science advice saying ‘none’), it appears the department felt that 
proposing fisheries on their migration routes was acceptable. 
 
Lastly, consistent with the critical data and information gaps identified above, there is: 
 

● Minimal GSI on sub-legal encounters and no FRIM estimates for these fish,  
● Additional unknown populations present and unknown impacts to these populations, 

even if these include US fish, 
● The scale of anticipated increase in effort due to retention is also unknown 

 
2. Are there monitoring improvements or other suggestions that could mitigate any concerns? 
 
In addition to the information gaps identified above, fishery-independent assessments must be 
conducted. Most of the data on retained catch, legal releases, sub-legal releases, compliance, 
FRIM, and stock composition that would inform the impact of MSF on Chinook conservation 
units of concern are generated by fishery dependent assessments and evaluations and are 
unverified.  
 
The MCC recommends that the Department evaluate the proposed monitoring methods being 
considered for proposed MSF using the Quality Assessment Tool (QAT) and Risk Screening Tool 
(RSK) described in the 2020/022 Science Advisory Report: https://waves-vagues.dfo-
mpo.gc.ca/library-bibliotheque/40947270.pdf 

 
If the Department decides to move forward with these fisheries without adhering to the 
Science Advisory Report, then each proposed MSF should incorporate test fisheries as 
developed by Washington State and the Washington Tribes to verify catch, release, compliance, 
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and stock composition in their MSF chinook fisheries. The test fisheries would need to be 
established at a resolution to provide a very high level of certainty (>80%) that the data 
collected on catch, legal releases, sub-legal releases, compliance with regulations, FRIM, and 
stock composition are accurate. 
 
Finally, we recommend that the multi-stakeholder and rightsholder FRIM assessment model 
previously conceptualized and piloted by the MCC (and not funded by the Southern 
Endowment Fund in 2023) be funded, collaboratively developed and applied to areas and times 
where MSF could be piloted in non contentious times and areas. This should occur before any 
new fisheries with Chinook discards are approved. The FRIM estimates produced would be 
incorporated into assessments and a monitoring plan introduced to evaluate the accuracy of 
the FRIM estimates.  
 
Furthermore, using stock composition and catch and release information where it exists in the 
above model would allow for quantification of, and characterization of, the uncertainty of risk 
to co-migrating wild stocks. Since much of the underlying data is uncertain and fisher -
dependent, we would suggest that this model be used within a precautionary framework. The 
MCC has support for this approach from First Nations and is highly interested in collaboratively 
developing and implementing such a model with all stakeholders. 
 
3. What is your level of support for each of the proposed fisheries? 
 
The MCC strongly opposes each of the proposed fisheries. As the above improvements and 
recommendations cannot be enacted in the short window before the proposed openings, these 
fisheries cannot proceed in 2023.  
 
4. Do you have additional questions that should be addressed by technical experts? 
 
The MCC has many questions about data, uncertainty, recovery objectives and other planning 
gaps. These must be addressed by technical experts before these fisheries can be considered. 
The MCC is interested in engaging with DFO and other technical experts beyond the few 
MSF/MM Technical Working Groups led by DFO to help support planning and implementation 
of solutions for these data gaps.  
 
Concluding Remarks  
 
As stated initially, the MCC believes these fisheries represent a serious disregard for recovery of 
endangered species and contain unresolved management and consultation issues.  We implore 
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the Department to heed the warnings in its own Science Advice, to fulfill its mandate to protect 
species from adverse anthropogenic threats and to achieve this through sound science.  
 
It is the MCC’s position therefore, that these fisheries cannot take place in 2023 considering the 
absence of key data, lack of scientific evidence of minimal harm to endangered Chinook, and 
missing fishery-independent regulatory and monitoring measures. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
Misty MacDuffee 
On behalf of the salmon committee of the Pacific Marine Conservation Caucus 
 
 
cc:  
The Honorable Joyce Murray, Minister 
Jennifer Nener, Director, Resource Management and Sustainability 
Jeff Grout, Director of Salmon Management and Client Services  
Mike Hawkshaw, Regional Resource Manager 
 
 
Appendices 
 
Appendix I. MCC submission to DFO on MSF, September 2022 

Appendix II. MCC letter on MSF to Fisheries Minister Joyce Murray, February 2023 

Appendix III. MCC Letter on MSF to Fisheries Minister Bernadette Peters, March 2021 

Appendix IV. MCC letter to PSC in support of grant to determine better FRIM estimates on 
discarded Chinook, November 2022 


