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April 27, 2018 

 

Washington Fish and Wildlife Commission 

600 Capitol Way N 

Olympia, WA  98501 

Dear Commissioners: 

I am writing in response to the April 20, 2018 Washington Fish and Wildlife Commission conference call discussion 

related to the Columbia River Basin Salmon Management Policy (C-3620) and a request by the commercial gillnet 

industry to reintroduce a non-selective mainstem gillnet fishery for summer Chinook.  Our organization is troubled 

by the implications of the summer Chinook proposal and is concerned with the accuracy of the information that 

was provided to the Commission by WDFW staff.  

Before speaking to the industry’s request for a mainstem summer Chinook gillnet fishery and the specific 

provisions of C-3620, I want to underscore the level of public concern that exists about the continued campaign to 

undo the bi-state Columbia River fishery reforms and their important conservation, social, and economic 

objectives.  Contrary to claims by some gillnet industry advocates, the policy is largely meeting its objectives.  

While legitimate concerns have been expressed by the recreational, conservation and gillnet communities, we 

believe those concerns are the result of flawed implementation rather than inherent shortcomings in the policy 

I also want to encourage the Commission and WDFW staff to proceed carefully with the review of C-3620 in a 

deliberate, transparent manner that provides the pubic an opportunity to be heard.  While we closely monitor the 

Commission’s meetings and conference calls, the public is largely unaware of the significant discussion that took 

place during the April 20 conference call regarding the industry’s request to return gillnets to the mainstem 

Columbia River this summer, a major policy decision that should only be considered within the context of a 

comprehensive review of C-3620 by the Commission.  

We look forward to working with you in the months ahead to fully involve the public, interested organizations, 

and elected officials in this important discussion about the future of Columbia River fisheries and WDFW itself.  

We offer the following comments in response to the discussion during the recent conference call and the 

mainstem gillnet fishery requested by the commercial industry. 

A mainstem summer Chinook fishery conflicts with numerous provisions within C-3620 - including 

conservation/escapement objectives for wild/natural populations – and contrary to the interpretation provided 

by staff, would be a significant deviation from the policy.   
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- There are two sections in the policy that directly address the management of summer Chinook.  Both 
specifically require that any mainstem summer Chinook commercial fishery use “non-gillnet selective gear 
and fishing techniques” (Page 8 - Objective 4c; Page 14 – Appendix B, 2017+ Gear requirement).  Other 
than a reference to the overarching adaptive management provisions of the policy, there is nothing to 
support staff’s interpretation of broad “flexibility” in the sections that address summer Chinook 
management  
 

- Moreover, the Policy’s specific extension of the transition period to only allow continued mainstem 
gillnetting in 2017 and 2018 for fall Chinook fisheries occurring in Zones 4-5 (Pages 3-4, General Provision 
3) further supports the position that the Commission did not intend to allow a mainstem commercial 
gillnet fishery for summer Chinook when it revised and adopted C-3620 last January.  It is also worth 
noting that the Commission specifically required that the Zones 4-5 fall mainstem gillnet fishery be 
“intensively” monitored as a condition of their temporary continued use. 
 

- In the discussion regarding gillnet industry testimony about escapement levels over Priest Rapids Dam, 
the Commission was not informed of a key objective of the policy for summer Chinook to “manage for 
population specific performance goals for Wenatchee, Methow, and Okanogan natural populations, and 
for hatchery escapement goals” (Page 7, Objective 2).    We fail to see how a non-selective mainstem 
gillnet fishery is consistent with this objective.  Fortunately, Commissioner Graybill accurately informed 
the Commission that WDFW continues falling short of tributary wild/natural escapement goals and that a 
non-selective gillnet fishery would only exacerbate the problem.  It is disappointing that you were not 
alerted to this policy objective or made aware of the continued failure to meet this objective by staff.  
Additionally, the Priest Rapids escapement goal referenced in commercial industry testimony is not an 
objective of the policy and the Commission should also be aware that the Colville Tribes believe the 
current escapement goal is too low. 
 

- We encourage you to review the policy closely and come to your own conclusions, but we strongly believe 
the intent of C-3620 is very clear and does not support the level of “flexibility” that was suggested by staff 
on the call.  In addition to the sections speaking directly to summer Chinook, the General Policy 
Statement, Guiding Principles, and Guiding Provisions sections overwhelmingly speak to the Policy’s intent 
to require mainstem commercial fisheries to utilize non-gillnet selective gears, including General Provision 
2 regarding the development of mainstem alternative selective commercial fisheries to “provide area-
specific opportunity to target fishery harvests on abundant hatchery stocks, reduce the number of 
hatchery-origin fish in natural spawning areas, limit mortalities of non-target species and stocks, and 
provide commercial fishing opportunities.”   

 

While the Commission can modify the policy under the Adaptive Management provisions, we question the 

potential basis for authorizing a mainstem summer Chinook fishery under the six circumstances outlined in C-

3620 (page 11). 

- When the Commission adopted C-3620 in January 2017, it specifically intended to use the commercial 
allocation of summer Chinook as an incentive for the commercial industry to develop alternative, 
selective fishing gears capable of mark-selective harvest in the mainstem.  In fact, the summer Chinook 
provisions of the policy, which were revised by the Commission last January, recognized that the gears 
and techniques were “currently undetermined” (Page 8 - Objective 4c).  Incentivizing gears capable of 
selective harvest remains an important objective and abandoning it a little over a year after its adoption 
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would only serve to further stunt the development of alternative, selective fishing gears, which everyone 
seems to recognize is needed, but many don’t seem committed to achieving. 
 

- Due to increased hatchery production the gillnet fleet has enjoyed record harvests in the off-channel 
areas in both the spring and summer fishing seasons and it is anticipated this trend will continue. In fact, 
in 2017 gillnets harvested 5,466 summer Chinook in the off-channel areas – dwarfing the number of fish 
they now seek to target in the mainstem with gillnets and exceeding the 4,115 summer Chinook 
harvested in recreational fisheries from the mouth of the Columbia River to Priest Rapids dam. (Source:  
ODFW Staff Report for March 16 ODFW Commission Columbia River Fisheries Update, Tables 14 and 19).  
The ex-vessel value of the spring and summer off-channel commercial fisheries was nearly $1.5 million, 
which hardly provides a rationale for utilizing the adaptive management provisions of the policy based on 
economic harm to the gillnet industry.  
 

- There are serious potential conservation implications to reversing course and restoring a mainstem 
summer Chinook gillnet fishery.  This fishery would occur at a time when ESA-listed Sockeye and 
steelhead are present in the river and we are unaware of empirical data to support gillnet industry claims 
that gillnets are “selective” when fished in the mainstem during the summer fishing period.  In fact, the 
available information suggests the opposite. Observer data from the 2010 summer Chinook fishery found 
that the number non-target fish caught as bycatch and discarded (steelhead, Sockeye, and non-legal sized 
sturgeon) was nearly equal to the number of target fish harvested (Chinook, legal sturgeon).  With a lack 
of data to support claims of selectivity for bycatch species and the inability to place observers on gillnet 
vessels due to industry opposition and their lack of adequate insurance, we believe it would be 
irresponsible to conduct this fishery – particularly at a time when steelhead runs are at or near record 
lows.  
 

- Moving forward with a non-selective mainstem gillnet fishery would also generate considerable 
controversy and would be inconsistent with the focus for recreational and Colville Tribal fisheries, which 
have been managed as mark-selective fisheries to increase the escapement of natural/wild spawners and 
harvest returning hatchery fish.  Any discussion about modifying the requirement for mark-selective 
fishing should include the Colville Tribes, agency staff throughout the Columbia River basin, and consider 
how it would affect the management of recreational summer Chinook fisheries, which are required to be 
mark-selective. 
 

As you know, our members and staff were heavily involved in the processes that led to the development of C-

3620 and appreciate the continued efforts of this Commission.  We are very concerned about the potential 

consequences to the health of our fisheries, and to WDFW, if we abandon the important progress that has been 

made.  We look forward to working with the Commission to identify constructive improvements to the Columbia 

River policy, its implementation, and the conservation of Columbia River basin fisheries. 

 

Sincerely, 
 
 
 

Nello Picinich 
CCA Washington, Executive Director 


