
 
February 5, 2018  

   

Honorable Jay Inslee 

Washington Governor 

416 14th Ave SW 

Olympia, WA 98504 

Dear Governor Inslee: 

The Conservation Angler is a wild fish conservation organization based in Washington.  Our mission is to protect 

and recover wild fish and rivers along the Pacific Rim, including in Puget Sound, the Olympic Peninsula and the 

Columbia River. 

We are writing to in appreciation of your prompt and immediate call to action to address one of the key factors 

affecting the Southern Resident Killer Whales, Washington’s famous Orca Whales. 

As we are all keenly aware, there are just 76 orcas left in the pods that call the inland waters of the Northwest 

home. That’s the lowest number in more than three decades. Numerous factors are to blame for the dwindling 

population, but one of the biggest factors is lack of prey. Most biologists believe Chinook salmon are the preferred 

food for our orcas. 

However, The Conservation Angler is alarmed that the first response by Washington state officials, including your 

office, to this looming crisis is to boost salmon hatchery production to provide more food for this iconic whale 

species. The Conservation Angler believes the first impulse to turn to hatchery salmon to solve this problem is 

rooted in technology that is a biologically and ecologically proven to create adverse impacts to wild salmon as well 

as being less than immediate to address this crisis. 

To save the Orca Whales in Puget Sound, your first action as Washington Governor should be to call for immediate 

reductions to ocean and marine salmon harvest allocations immediately. 

If we want to feed starving Orca Whales, we must limit ocean and inland marine salmon fishing. This action could 

yield immediate benefits for Orcas and wild chinook bound for multiple rivers. The spring, summer and fall adult 

chinook and coho salmon are already turning south from Alaska and Canadian waters for their spawning runs to 

Washington and Oregon. The time is now to ask for fishery managers to provide an escapement of chinook salmon 

for the Southern Killer Whales. 

Relying on increased hatchery salmon production to help feed wild orca whales is backwards because it uses some 

of the very practices that have resulted in a near-complete collapse of multiple Puget Sound salmon populations – 

salmon hatcheries can be squarely blamed for depressed runs of salmon and steelhead throughout Puget Sound as 

well as in southern British Columbia and along the Washington coast and in the Columbia River. The fact that all of 

Washington’s Puget Sound salmon and steelhead are listed under the Endangered Species Act, where hatchery 

practices have been extremely detrimental shows that our thinking is mired in the past.  

The use of hatcheries is upside-down because another major factor in the collapse of Puget Sound chinook is ocean 

and marine harvest of chinook and coho salmon, mainly to the north of Washington’s Marine waters. Puget Sound 

and Olympic Peninsula chinook and coho salmon are caught in marine waters beginning in Southeastern Alaska 

and that harvest continues down the central British Columbia Coast and along Vancouver Island as well as in the 

approaches to Washington’s inland sea via the Straights of Georgia and Juan De Fuca. Much of this harvest is 

already fueled by hatchery fish, and any increase in hatchery production, even if it is successful (which it rarely is 



for long) will be allocated for human harvest by Alaskan and British Columbian fisheries which are “abundance-

based” mixed-stock fisheries that allow substantial harvest of chinook salmon no matter their origin. 

If Washington is serious about saving the whales, we should call for an ocean allocation of salmon for the Orcas for 

this immediate salmon harvest season.  Fishery harvest managers know a great deal about where salmon are 

harvested and where they originate.  This data should be used to provide prey for the Orcas, and it will have a 

secondary benefit by providing wild salmon escapement into freshwater rivers where they can spawn and 

perpetuate the cycle of life.  Washington’s representatives are attending Pacific Fishery Management Council 

meetings determining 2018 ocean salmon harvest this month.  Right now.   

Given the urgency with orcas and the critical need for food to be available to sustain orca populations, everything 

should be on the table. At the same time, relying on hatchery production will not solve the prey issue for orcas in 

the short term and it will harm wild salmon productivity in the long term. 

It is encouraging that Washington Legislature is debating a bill to reduce noise impacts on orcas by imposing a 

seven knot vessel speed limit within 400 yards of an endangered resident killer whale. The Conservation Angler 

also applauds your action to increase spending on marine patrols to enforce such a speed limit and existing rules for 

boaters to stay at least 200 yards away from whales. 

Canada is working on its own orca protection plan with many similar elements. The Southern Resident killer 

whales routinely cross the maritime border between Washington and British Columbia. 

Closing or limiting the ocean and marine salmon fishery would require multiple nations and economic sectors to 

put some skin in the game to protect Orca Whales and it would avoid tapping a known problematic practice - 

increased hatchery production - that would conflict with wild chinook recovery in Puget Sound as well as many 

other places where hatchery production is depressing wild salmon. 

Working with NOAA and the PFMC Ocean Fishery Allocations in 2018 could provide the forum and the experts to 

begin to address and immediately have a positive impact on orca survival and productivity. 

Limiting ocean and marine salmon harvest will also have benefits beyond orca whales.  The returning chinook are 

incredibly important to Native America Tribes who have treaty rights that have been diminished by over-harvest. 

The wild salmon have a serious impact on our whole ecosystem.  When adult salmon reach their natal rivers and 

spawn, the resulting juvenile salmon leave those natal home rivers and they are the best-suited to survive the 

journey to the marine waters where they rear, feed and grown. They spend most of their life out at sea in a more 

resource-rich marine environment and they bring their bodies back to the rivers and streams throughout 

Washington, including Puget Sound along the way, their bodies full of nutrients which sustain them through 

spawning.  Afterwards the marine-derived nutrients don’t just go away - they are recycled by multiple species of 

birds and animals and insects in and along the natal stream, which are eaten the next year by juvenile salmon.  

Adult spawned-out salmon are dragged onto the forest floor by bears and eagles and the dead salmon continue to 

distribute their nutrients and indeed, much of the nitrogen in Washington’s forests actually swam up river as a fish. 

The Conservation Angler urges you to take immediate action to benefit Washington’s wild salmon and orca whales 

by seeking strategic area and time specific salmon harvest closures and salmon allocation reductions so that the 

orcas and Washington’s wild salmon are provided with adult wild salmon as prey and the ability to reach their 

home spawning waters as the best hope for overall watershed recovery. 

Sincerely and respectfully, 

 

Pete Soverel, President 
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