Cooperative Research Project on Oregon Ocean Salmon
Newport, June 2006 – Nine months ago, Senator Ron Wyden asked if Oregon State University could provide ideas to “solve” the weak Klamath River stock problem which is constraining Oregon’s ocean salmon fisheries.  In response, the Coastal Oregon Marine Experiment Station began work on a three-year proposal that uses genetic information to identify and manage ocean salmon fisheries.

Salmon management is currently based on analyzing data after the season is over.  Since managers don’t have “real-time” information on stock distribution and harvest, they are compelled to block off large parts of the ocean to protect harvest of expected weak stocks.

Our proposal is directed at generating “real-time” genetic data that identify specific stocks (Sacramento, Klamath, Columbia River, central Coast, etc.).  This identification could allow fishermen to stay on the ocean, fishing the stronger stocks while avoiding the weaker ones.  

The proposal includes additional goals, such as improved resource management and marketing, as well as assistance to the industry as it plays a greater role in science and management.  

While we continue to work with the congressional delegation in developing support for the three-year proposal, we are also working with the Oregon Watershed Enhancement Board to fund a one-year pilot project.  Toward this goal, COMES began a partnership with the Oregon Salmon Commission several months ago, forming a research group known as Cooperative Research on Oregon Ocean Salmon (CROOS), which includes COMES faculty, salmon fishermen, and ODF&W and NMFS scientists.  The group began meeting more than six months ago, in an effort to develop this one-year pilot project proposal.

This proposal includes three main components. The first is the hiring of salmon vessels to take tissue samples and collect biological and environmental information during normal fishing operations.   These tissue samples will be analyzed one-two days after the vessels return to port.  The data will then be reported on a web site which will show the distribution and catch by stock, time, and area.  It’s expected that some vessels will be directed to specific locations in order to develop a more complete understanding of salmon distribution and migration.  

The second component of the project is a digital data logging and traceability system that will be used to record and transmit scientific and product information.  Each salmon used in this study will be barcoded, efficiently allowing the information from each fish to be recorded and tracked via a web site accessible by scientists, fishermen, market channels, and consumers.

The third project component will entail use of the scientific data to improve management of the salmon fishery.  Examples include analyzing alternative approaches for spatial and temporal management, and using incentives to avoid harvest of weak stock, trading access privileges, or receiving payments which mitigate the loss of harvest opportunities.  
If funding for this pilot proposal is approved by the E-Board, the funds will be available by the end of June, allowing the project to be conducted this summer and fall.  This will support hiriing fifty vessels that will collect approximately 5,000-10,000 samples, work out protocols, and establish a strong foundation for conducting a three-year project.  

In anticipation of the approval, five volunteer salmon fishermen are now collecting samples and developing sampling procedures, and we’re preparing to hire up to 30 vessels for the June 26 opener.

This is an exciting opportunity for a truly collaborative research project. We will keep the Board, faculty and supporters of COMES apprised of its findings and development.

