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Nuu-chah-nulth Nations play increasing role in

herring management

Sometimes the best way to achieve success is
by working together. That’s what a partnership
between Nuu-chah-nulth Nations and Fisheries

and Oceans Canada is proving on the West Coast
of Vancouver Island.

For the sixth year in a row, Nuu-chah-nulth
Nations are sampling herring stocks using small boats
and cast nets. A similar method was first used in the
mid-1990s, when Nuu-chah-nulth Nations proposed it
as a way to simplify herring stock assessments and
involve local Nations in herring management. But
interest from Fisheries and Oceans Canada took time.

Back then, Canada was monitoring herring

abundance using contracted seine vessels collecting
biosamples in large buckets, and to report spawn
locations and support dive teams assessing spawn
depositions.

Beginning in 2008, herring sampling diverged
into Nuu-chah-nulth-led and industry-led activities.
Fisheries and Oceans still used contracted seine
vessels, but now Nuu-chah-nulth Nations
monitored and reported spawn activity and
conducted surface spawn surveys, providing
the data to the Department’s herring science
team. The involvement was welcome, but
minimal: Nuu-chah-nulth still lacked a
meaningful role in herring management.

Following two difficult years in 2014-
15 where Canada’s attempts to open
the West Coast fishery saw both parties
in court, Nuu-chah-nulth Nations once

again proposed the small boat method
of sampling. This time Fisheries and
Oceans responded positively.

“A number of factors influenced
a renewed interest in exploring
nearshore techniques for sampling
WCVI herring,” says Jaclyn Cleary,
biologist with Fisheries and Oceans
Canada, “including concerns over
low sample sizes from the seine test

i
Carlos Mack of Toquaht First Nation prepares to cast a net into
the water during nearshore herring sampling.

fishery/ biological sampling charter vessel in 2013 and
2014...and availability of additional funding to support
a longer-term partnership between the Nuu-chah-nulth
Nations and DFO.”

Under the Department’s 2015 Herring Renewal
Strategy, fisheries scientists worked with Nuu-chah-nulth
Nations to identify and incorporate Nuu-chah-nulth goals
and objectives. The small-boat sampling methodology
came full circle—with a few tweaks.

“We tried hand purse seines, hoop nets, and then cast
nets, which worked very well,” says Uu-a-thluk Deputy
Program Manager, Jim Lane, when describing how the
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partnership began. “We’ve now had five years
of comparing biosamples collected this way with
the ones collected by the government test boats.
They’re pretty much identical.”

The sampling was so successful that more
Nations got involved. By 2020, Hesquiaht,
Toquaht, Nuchatlaht, Ehattesaht/Chinehkint and
Mowachaht/Muchalaht were all taking part. In
2021, an additional contract was added for Huu-
ay-aht to sample the eastern side of Barkley Sound.

“Sampling with cast nets is more representative,
because you can look on your chart and see what
sub-area you’re in,” says Larry Johnson, president
of the Nuu-chah-nulth Seafood Development
Corporation and chairman of the Maa-Nulth
Fisheries Committee. “Test boats in deeper water
can capture fish, and they can test the random
sizes and lengths, but they don’t know whether
those fish spawned at Salmon Beach, or whether
they’re the ones that spawned at Forbes Island...”

Today both Nuu-chah-nulth and Departmental
sampling methods take place.

“When you look at Nuu-chah-nulth traditionally,
we managed relationships,” Johnson says. “We
managed relationships with Mother Earth. We
managed relationships with neighbouring nations...
we’re using our two ears and our one mouth
that the Creator gave us, and asking ‘What can
we do differently?” Well, this is different. This is
real collaboration. | haven’t seen this in my entire
career, so I’'m really excited about it.”

The collaboration is helping to illuminate some
of the mysteries of West Coast herring. Says Jaclyn
Cleary: “In our meetings throughout the year, | am
always grateful for how Nuu-chah-nulth participants
keenly share...their wealth of knowledge about
herring, herring habitat, and herring interactions
with other species. These interactions have opened
my eyes to the complexity of the WCVI herring
system...”

Project restores sockeye habitat in the
Cheewaht watershed

Riffles of blue-green water once again flow over spawning
gravel in three tributaries east of Cheewaht Lake. The
tributaries were the focus of work completed last summer,
when contractors removed more than 3,000 cubic metres
of sediment from the area and returned the streambed
to spawning habitat for coho and sockeye salmon. The
project’s success was a long time in the making.

More than two decades ago, Ditidaht First Nation
began noticing a decline in salmon available for harvest
from the Cheewaht River. At one time, sockeye runs in the
area could reach up to 10,000 fish. More recently, those
estimates fell between 500 and a few thousand.

While the watershed lies within the protected
boundary of Pacific Rim National Park Reserve, logging
outside the park boundary was having a significant impact
downstream. Streambanks were eroding, pushing sediment
into the areas that salmon needed to spawn.

While doing escapement surveys in the area in 2000,
Uu-a-thluk Deputy Program Manager Jim Lane saw the
disturbances.

“At one point, | noticed what looked like reds in the
mouth of stream, which we’d never observed before. The
fish were starting to use the fans, which weren’t very
good for spawning, partly because of reduction of habitat
in the tributaries.”

When Lane and his colleagues investigated, they
realized a landslide had come down a nearby slope and
into the stream.

“We were seeing four to five feet of sediment on the
forest floor...it was massive. At certain flows, part of the
water that was supposed to flow down one tributary was
being diverted into a different watershed.”

Ditidaht remained committed to seeing the area
restored. Over the ensuing decades, the nation worked
with different groups and agencies to bring attention to
the issue. Various solutions were attempted. Contractors
installed a catchment for sediment outside the park
boundary. Ditidaht closed Food and Ceremonial fishing
near the mouth of the Cheewaht River. Despite these
attempts, more was needed to bring the stocks back to
pre-logging levels.
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Keep Up With Uu-a-thluk

To receive the latest news about Uu-a-thluk activities, meeting
dates, and fisheries issues and projects, follow Uu-a-thluk on Twitter

or Facebook.
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Visit www.twittercom/uuathluk to learn more or login to your
Facebook account and search for “Uu-a-thluk: Taking Care Of".
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UPDATES

Nuu-chah-nulth management framework helps demystify herring
predation

Oceans Dialogue Forum shares issues of mutual concern

Sea otter workshop brings together Nations

Microtrolling project helps illuminate Chinook stressors
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Collaborative efforts came to fruition last summer when a partnership
between Ditidaht First Nation, Parks Canada, and biological consultant
MC Wright saw restoration work completed on more than one kilometre
of stream. Parks Canada provided $1.1 million in funding through its
Conservation and Restoration Program.

The area’s sensitive features called for a unique plan to minimize
disturbance and maximize results. This included building a corduroy
road to transport machinery, employing helicopters to reach difficult
spots, and using natural materials.

The goal for the restoration was to improve habitat for fish holding,
spawning, and rearing. As the consulting biologist, MC Wright designed
a program to re-establish stream channels, lower the streambed, and
stabilize stream banks. The plan also included revegetating disturbed
areas with native plants.

While the restoration’s goals will take some time to realize, Ditidaht
First Nation and Parks Canada have already observed adult sockeye
spawning in restored streams — with as many as 1,300 spotted in one
day. These sockeye salmon left behind eggs that now have a much
better chance of survival.

"The Cheewaht Lake Watershed was a vital sockeye salmon food
source for the Ditidaht people,” said Ditidaht Chief Councillor, Brian Tate.
“Logging practices very nearly wiped out the sockeye in the Cheewaht
tributaries and river systems with fewer and fewer spawning beds for
sockeye to spawn in.”

Thanks to the collaborative efforts of the Ditidaht Nation and
partners, that outcome was averted. The Nation and those involved are
all looking forward to what next year will bring.

Before and after images of the Cheewaht tributaries show a dramatic increase in salmon
spawning habitat.
Photo credit: Coastal BC Field Unit, Parks Canada



