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I appreciate the opportunity to provide Comments on the Draft Policy (“Draft”). 

In the following comments, I will refer to the Southern Resident Orca (SRO) population as the 

Southern Resident killer whale (SRKW) population. SRKW has been the standard term applied 

to the population by NMFS, the states of Washington and Alaska, and the Department of 

Fisheries and Oceans Canada (DFO) at least since the listings in the early 2000 under the US 

ESA and Canada’s Species At Risk Act (SARA). 

Primary conclusions of my review of the Draft. 

The Draft should be withdrawn and fundamentally revised in a manner that reflects the current 

science on SRKW and Chinook and incorporates key actions based on that science that have a 

high probability of securing a positive population growth rate within the next one to three 

decades and preserving the prospects for recovery of the population. 

The Draft fails to include the most recent scientific analyses of the state of the SRKW 

population. Among recent key publications that the Draft fails to cite, the most important is 

Williams et al., Nature Communications 2024 (submitted with these comments). Williams et al. 

contains the most recent peer-reviewed population viability analysis (PVA) of the SRKW 

population. Figure 1 of Williams et al. shows the population growth rate of the population 

estimated over the next 100 years by the PVA. Figure 1a clearly displays the dire condition of 

the population which has estimated annual growth rates during the 100-year projection period. 

Annual growth rates are all negate (less than 0) each year. Critically, the cumulative annual 

growth rate (red line in Figure 1a) during the first 50 years (approximately 2 SRKW generations) 
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ranges between -0.10 and -0.15, then steadily declines below -0.015 in the last 50 years, attaining 

an annual growth rate below -0.02 around year 80. 

Figure 1b (dark blue line) shows the trajectory of total SRKW numbers during the 100-year 

simulation which displays a rapid decline from a total population of about 40 individuals around 

year 50 to near 20 in year 100. When one considers that these total numbers are divided among 

three matrilineal pods (J, K, and L), it is clear that the population will most likely become 

functionally extinct decades before year 100. 

It is absolutely critical that the annual population growth rate be turned positive (greater than 0.0) 

as soon as possible if the SRKW is to avoid extinction and be provided the opportunity to 

stabilize if numbers and preserve the possibility of eventual recovery to a population greater than 

100 as proposed in NMFS’ and SARA recovery plans. 

Unfortunately, the Draft does not reflect the current science that provides a clear path to 

achieving positive population growth in the near future (e.g., the next 20 years). Instead, the 

Draft primarily aims to ape the Washington “recovery” plan which relies almost exclusively on 

increased production of hatchery spring (stream-type) and fall (ocean-type) Chinook salmon. As 

noted in the following comments, this reliance on hatchery production threatens the preservation 

and recovery of both SRKW and wild Chinook salmon that are fundamental to the persistence 

and recovery of SRKW. 

 

An independent science consensus on recovering SRKW. 

In March 2025, thirty-one international experts from universities, government agencies, and 

NGOs across Canada, the United States, and the European Union with expertise on SRKW and 

marine mammals, Chinook salmon ecology, underwater noise, toxicology, and conservation 

policy convened for a three-day ad-hoc science panel in Vancouver, British Columbia. The goal 

of the independent science panel was to assess the efficacy and limitations of existing threat-

reduction strategies, and propose new or revised measures. At The consensus report from the 

workshop was published on July 7, 2025 and is attached as part of these comments. I strongly 

recommend that this new report be carefully reviewed by ODFW staff and used to guide the 

needed revision of the current Draft. 
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Two key concerns about the Draft. 

The remainder of my comments focus on two critical issues in the Draft: the reliance on 

increased hatchery Chinook production and the failure to address needed reforms in coast-wide 

management of Chinook salmon harvest. 

Hatcheries. 

Salmon hatchery production and hatchery salmon themselves threaten the recovery of depressed 

salmon population throughout the eastern Pacific Rim, including Chinook salmon, the primary 

prey/food item of SRKW. Adverse impacts on wild Chinook include: 

• competition for spawning and rearing space, 

•  deleterious impacts on the fitness of wild Chinook from interbreeding with stray 

hatchery Chinook,  

• adverse density-dependent impacts on the marine food web (from large releases on pink, 

chum, and sockeye in Alaska, Japan, and Russia) which negatively affect the forage fish 

that are a primary prey item of post-smolt Chinook,  

• competition with hatchery Chinook for depressed marine prey items. 

 

Hatchery production in the eastern Pacific has failed to recovery and, on the contrary, has 

actually harmed wild Chinook (and other salmon specific populations). The overwhelming 

majority of hatchery production is not directed at the conservation and recovery of depressed 

wild Chinook but at subsidizing tribal and non-tribal commercial fisheries and recreational 

fisheries. As discussed in a recent peer-reviewed analysis by Benjamin Van Allen (attached as 

part of these comments), these hatchery salmon take nutrients from wild salmon and remove 

them from the ecosystem continually depressing the quality and quantity of the marine food web 

on which wild Chinook and other wild salmon critically depend. As Van Allen argues “in order 

for hatchery salmon to survive, wild salmon must die.” (Van Allen 2025, page 2). 

Finally, the reliance on hatchery production of Chinook as proposed in the Draft (copying 

Washington State and federal prey-increase programs) is simply a management agency practice 
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to avoid making the hard choices on harvest management and habitat protection that are required 

to recover wild salmon and SRKW. 

A further problem with the current Washington and federal chinook prey increases “for the 

SRKW” is that they fail to address the fact that all increases in Chinook hatchery production 

increase the total Chinook abundance index on the basis of which total allowable fishery catches 

are determined. Thus increased adult Chinook abundance due to the prey increase program 

further increases the fisheries catch allocations. We are unaware of any quantitative protocol for 

segregating any adult recruits to marine fishery areas due to the prey increase programs from the 

calculation of fishery total allowable catches. 

An additional relevant issue that manager have been unable to answer satisfactorily is the high 

level of pHOS due to stray hatchery Chinook in many rivers in Puget sound, the Washington 

Coast, and the Columbia River. These stray Chinook clearly escape marine fisheries and SRKW. 

Why should anyone not expect the same fate to befall additional production of hatchery Chinook 

from alleged SRKW prey increase programs? 

 

Chinook harvest. 

SRKW are obligate chinook salmon predators. But equally important, they have a strong 

preference for older, larger Chinook that also tend to be more energy dense (high mean body 

lipid levels) than younger and/or smaller Chinook. The daily and annual prey consumption 

requirements of individual SRKW are properly measured in term of kilocalories. Hence, mere 

numbers of Chinook potentially available in a foraging area is at best an inadequate measure of 

prey availability. But what is clear is that SRKW have a strong preference for Chinook salmon 

greater than 750 millimeters (29.5 inches) fork length (“large Chinook”), which have been well-

documented to be consumed in proportions well in excess of the numerical abundance of large 

Chinook in the prey field (CSAS 2025/037; attached). 

Hence, it is critically important the large Chinook be made regularly available to SRKW 

throughout the year and especially in late spring to early fall “summer” foraging areas.  
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It has been widely noted, including in several references included in the Draft, that wild and 

hatchery Chinook have become smaller in general than in the 1920’s to 1950’s. Several factors 

have been either documented and/or conjectured to account for the reductions in size, including 

reductions in the quantity and quality of the marine food web due to large releases of hatchery 

salmon and changes in the marine environment due to climate change. Past direct overharvest of 

large Chinook in both marine and terminal freshwater areas has also been noted as a likely 

factor.  

All of these potential factors affect the current growth and mature size potential of Chinook. But 

what has generally been ignored is the fact that many marine Chinook fisheries are not only 

mixed-stock fisheries in which multiple populations of wild and hatchery Chinook may be 

captured, but are also mixed-maturation fisheries in which both rearing immature Chinook of 

sizes vulnerable to the fish gears are captured together with similar sized mature Chinook on 

their way to home terminal; areas to spawn. These immature Chinook are caught one to four 

years before they would become larger mature fish and be migrating back to the home terminal 

areas. If these immature Chinook were not caught in fisheries until they returned to terminal 

areas as fully mature adults, they would provide a more valuable catch (than smaller mature or 

immature Chinook), could contribute to a greater total sustainable catch weight with fewer total 

numbers caught, and provide more older larger female spawner to the escapement. In addition, 

dependent marine predators, esp. SRKW would be able to access the prey field consisting of 

larger Chinook without the competition of commercial and recreational fisheries (which instead 

would occur in terminal (nearshore and in-river) fisheries. This would rebuild the older and more 

complex age structure that was typical of historical populations of both stream- and ocean-type 

population that were abundant a century or more ago. 

To attain such a spatial distribution of Chinook that is more favorable to SRKW (and to the 

recovery of wild Chinook!) requires directly addressing the AABM fisheries of the Pacific 

Salmon Treaty (PST) and the PFMC fisheries. Thus, it is directly relevant to an Oregon SRKW 

recovery plan that the plan includes a strategy for re-dressing the inadequacies of the current PST 

AABM fisheries, especially the Southeast Alaska Treaty fisheries whose Chinook harvest 

consists of 95% or more British Columbia and southern US Chinook stocks! Most Oregon 
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stream- and ocean-type Chinook are far north migrating and are caught in significant numbers in 

the AABM fisheries. This is directly relevant to affecting Oregon SRKW recovery plan!  

Amendment 21 to the PFMC Salmon Plan is also inadequate and harmful to Chinook 

populations and to SRKW, in that it simply follows the failed approach of NMFS to salmon 

recovery planning of managing for persistence instead of recovery. The latte is erroneously 

deemed by NMFS and other salmon managers to depend upon eventually improvements in 

freshwater habitat over which fisheries and related agencies falsely claim to have little control in 

the short term. Especially when applied to the recovery of a dangerously small population such 

as SRKW this approach is a recipe for extinction, and a primary reason why the 2008 NMFS 

SRKW recovery plan has been an abject failure. The participants of the 2025 independent 

science report emphasize the need to identify and adopt biologically sufficient prey abundance 

thresholds that meet the seasonal and annual energy demands of Chinook salmon and 

specifically question whether Amendment 21 is meeting these critical biological standards.  

In regards to hatchery Chinook, ostensibly to be produced to provide prey for SRKW, among 

other concerns the majority of hatchery Chinook produced in Washington and Oregon are far 

smaller than the critical 750 mm fork length preference threshold of SRKW. See MacDuffee and 

Dennert 2024 attached for size data. 

It is particularly concerning that the draft plan points to the PST agreement and Amendment 21 

as examples of fishery measures that consider the prey needs of SRKW, when they have been 

identified as measures causing further decline of the SRKW population and impeding recovery 

efforts (Williams et al, 2025). 

Conclusion. 

• In summary: hatchery Chinook are in conflict with SRKW recovery in several aspects, 

• Chinook harvest must be reformed to move all or most marine mixed-maturation fisheries 

to terminal and near-terminal areas, leaving most of the marine waters that are critical 

habitat for SRKW free of most fisheries, and where the majority of Chinook stocks 

subject to fisheries will occur on known Chinook stocks, whose sustainable levels of 

harvest (including the sizes of individuals harvested) can be better known or estimated 

and more easily monitored. 
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Documents attached to the email: 

CSAS Science Advisory Report 2025/037. 

Independent Science Panel of SRKW Recovery 2025. 

MacDuffee and Dennert 2024 

Van Allen 2025 

Williams et al. 2024 (including Supplement File) 

 

**************** End of File-************* 


