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Canada’s Governor in Council – the
federal cabinet – will soon be deciding
whether to issue an emergency order
under the Species at Risk Act (SARA) that
would designate Thompson River and Chilcotin
River Steelhead Trout as Endangered. If issued, this
emergency listing would significantly affect Nuu-chahnulth access to salmon, primarily coho and chum, for
Food and Ceremonial (FSC) and economic fisheries. Access
to Chinook and sockeye would also be affected due to the
proposed management measures associated with the listing.
The Canadian Species at Risk Act has been providing legal
protection for wildlife species at risk since 2002. The process
for listing species is two-pronged, ensuring scientific and listing
decisions are kept separate.
According to the Government of Canada website, “This
approach ensures that scientists can provide fully independent
recommendations, and that decisions affecting Canadians are
made by elected officials who can be held accountable for those
decisions.”
Additions to the List of Wildlife Species at Risk on an
emergency basis are fast tracked compared to the regular SARA
listing process, which reduces the time for consultation with
groups that could potentially be affected by the listing.
In the case of Thompson and Chilcotin Steelhead Trout,
Nuu-chah-nulth Nations were notified by the Department of
Fisheries and Oceans (DFO) on September 18 that online listing
consultations for the species would be occurring from October
1 through December 2, based on an emergency assessment
conducted by COSEWIC back in January. In-person meetings
were also planned, and took place in Campbell River and
Nanaimo on November 2 and 15 respectively. The 60-day
public consultation period closed on December 2.
The concern for Thompson and Chilcotin Steelhead
is linked to critically low numbers of mature fish
returning to fresh water from the sea in fall 2017
and spawning in spring 2018; 150 for Thompson
Steelhead and 77 for Chilcotin. It is also based
on the estimated decline of Steelhead Trout
spawners over the last three generations;
79 per cent (over 15 years) and 81 per cent
(over 18 years) for Thompson and Chilcotin
Steelhead respectively.
As part of the management measures
for the Steelhead, DFO is proposing

60-day rolling window closures for the recreational and commercial
sectors, as well as for FSC fisheries in the following areas on the
west coast of Vancouver Island (WCVI):
• Areas 21 and 121, and all Sub Areas: September 1 – October 31
• Area 123 and all Sub Areas: August 30 – October 29
• Area 124 and all Sub Areas: August 27 – October 26
• Area 125 and all Sub Areas: August 25 – October 24
• Area 26 and Sub Areas 1, 7, 10, 11: August 22 – October 21
• Area 126 and all Sub Areas: August 22 – October 21
• Area 27 and Sub Areas 1, 2, 4 to 6: August 24 – October 23
• Area 127 and all Sub Areas: August 24 – October 23

Chilcotin River Steelhead Trout.

Photo credit: Fisheries and Oceans Canada

“There is not a lot of data, if any, to support the actions that
they’re proposing,” said Jim Lane, Uu-a-thluk Southern Region
Biologist, following the Nanaimo consultation session with SARA
representatives.
Lane added a lot more work needs to be done on the part of
DFO to verify that Thompson and Chilcotin Steelhead actually pass
through the identified WCVI marine areas. According to Lane, it
would be almost impossible to find out how effective the proposed
management measures are with the limited data that currently exists.
If listed under SARA, it would be illegal to kill, harm, harass,
capture, take, possess, collect, buy, sell or trade Thompson and
Chilcotin Steelhead Trout. A permit would be required to breach
those prohibitions, which would in turn add a significant increase to
the cost and complexity of managing fisheries that have the potential
to catch a steelhead (not just a Thompson or Chilcotin Steelhead).
In addition to the proposed management measures, identification
of the critical habitat for Thompson and Chilcotin steelhead would
be a key component of the SARA recovery strategy process. Critical
habitat is defined as being vital to the survival or recovery of wildlife
species, and can include breeding sites, nursery areas or feeding
grounds.
For more information on the Thompson River and Chilcotin River
Steelhead Trout emergency SARA recovery potential assessment,
visit: https://bit.ly/2zHqChW

Yuquot, Nootka Island, looking out to Area 125. Area 125 is
on the list of areas facing proposed 60-day rolling window
closures for FSC, recreational and commercial ﬁsheries.
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