
After a blistering trend in summer weather, it’s 
not surprising that the past five years have 
broken records. 

Warming air and water, along with more 
extreme droughts, have created changes 
to the marine environment that negatively 
impact wild salmon. Add these factors to 
aggressive commercial and recreational 
fisheries and habitat loss from logging 
and other developments, and Pacific 
salmon are in serious decline.

For many decades, Nuu-chah-nulth 
Nations have been observing these 
changes and asking Fisheries and 
Oceans Canada to take action. This 
year, the Department announced a 
$647 million strategy to tackle the 
situation.

The strategy—known as the 
Pacific Salmon Strategy Initiative—is a 
collaboration between governments, 

First Nations, industry, non-governmental organizations 
and other stakeholders to rebuild BC salmon stocks. 
Nuu-chah-nulth Nations have already begun taking part.

On July 16, Nations submitted a list of priority actions 
for the West Coast of Vancouver Island. The actions 
focus on species-specific tasks, along with reforms for 
hatcheries and the commercial and recreational sectors. 
A major target is restoring habitat to better support 
healthy salmon populations.

“Even though nations are supposed to have priority 
for food and ceremonial access, what generally happens 
is that DFO concentrates on priorities for the recreational 
and commercial sectors,” says Uu-a-thluk Deputy Program 
Manager, Jim Lane.

“This time, we’d like to see DFO prioritizing and 
working with the Nations to safeguard and rebuild the 
WCVI salmon populations for their economic, food and 
ceremonial fisheries.”

There’s no time to waste. The same salmon streams 
that once supported abundant wild stocks harvested by 
Nuu-chah-nulth for food and economic purposes have 
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Nations collaborate for the benefit
 of wild salmon
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Imagine if you could tell which fish species had 
visited a stream, just by taking a water sample. 
Thanks to the latest in genetic technologies, now 
you can.

Environmental DNA—also known as eDNA—is 
an inexpensive and unobtrusive method of fisheries 
monitoring increasingly being used by scientists. 
Last spring, Dr. Kristi Miller-Saunders from Fisheries 
and Oceans Canada shared information about 
eDNA sampling and other methods of genetic 
research at a meeting of the Joint Technical 
Working Group.

Miller-Saunders is no stranger to Nuu-chah-
nulth Nations. For the past two years, the head of 
genetics research at DFO has been working with 
Nations in Barkley, Clayoquot, Nootka and Kyuquot 
Sounds studying which disease and environmental 
stressors might affect juvenile Chinook. Her latest 
project introduces several new tools to Nuu-chah-
nulth and West Coast research.
What is e-DNA?
As fish and other marine species pass through 
water, they shed skin, scales, waste and other 
material. This material stays in the water, leaving 
behind a genetic footprint that scientists can 
identify. By sampling water in river and ocean 
systems, researchers can accurately gauge which 
species are in the area—even if they can’t see 
them.

“If you’re looking at escapement, and you just 
want to know what fish are in the system but you 
don’t have time to go look for everything, you can 
take a water sample. You won’t have an abundance 
level, but you’ll have a species composition,” says 
Uu-a-thluk Deputy Program Manager, Jim Lane.

Using e-DNA technology can help improve 
conservation efforts and save money. With a 
quick water sample, researchers can identify how 
biodiverse an area is and which invasive and non-
invasive species might be present. They can also 
detect which predators, pathogens and diseases 
might affect fish stocks.
Fit-chip technology
Another technology introduced by Miller-Saunders 
is the ‘fit-chip.’ Scientists analyze a small piece 
of tissue from the gills to measure stressors and 
infections. As smolts migrate downstream and into 
the marine environment, researchers get a better 
picture of the challenges that affect their ability to 
thrive and survive.

Miller-Saunders and her team hope to merge 
fit-chip and e-DNA technologies to identify 
stressors that scientists and nations can address 
immediately—with the goal of bringing back Pacific 
salmon. They also hope to gather information to 
meet the needs of local First Nations.

Funding to train Nuu-chah-nulth technicians 
in using these technologies is on the horizon—
possibly next spring.

“That would be a five-day course, and you’d be 
a technician and you’d be able to work for other 
people and do e-DNA samples,” says Candace 
Picco, fisheries biologist for the Ha’oom Fisheries 
Society.

Miller-Saunders is also partnering with the 
Cedar Coast Research Station for a one-day training 
session.  

“There’s the one aspect of gathering the data 
for the nations, and there’s the other aspect of 
being able to be employed in that field… [eDNA 
sampling] is a tool in the toolbox for the future, so 
as projects come up it’s something we can use,” 
Picco added.  

Nations look forward to expanding partnerships 
with Miller-Saunders and applying the technology 
where appropriate.

Genetic research tools illuminate salmon escapement and more

Dr. Kristi Miller-Saunders speaks to the Joint Technical Working 
Group about e-DNA technology during a virtual meeting in 
April.  
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UPDATES

Nuu-chah-nulth fishing rights case finally reaches its end
Canada has accepted an April 19 decision from the BC Court of Appeal affirming the Nuu-chah-
nulth right to fish and sell fish. This move puts to rest almost two decades of litigation in the case, 
which came to be known as Ahousaht Indian Band and Nation vs. Canada. The April 19 decision 
ruled that earlier limitations defining Nuu-chah-nulth fisheries as “artisanal” and “small-scale” were 
too narrow. Instead, the Nuu-chah-nulth right is a “non-exclusive, multi-species, limited commercial 
fishery aimed at wide community participation.” After waiting, without success, for Fisheries and 
Oceans Canada to implement the right as outlined, Nuu-chah-nulth Nations launched a T’aaq-wiihak 
fishery in August.

Roger Dunlop leaves NTC Fisheries following 28 years of service
Just shy of three decades: that’s how long Roger Dunlop served Nuu-chah-nulth Nations as the 
NTC Northern Region Biologist. Working out of the office in Tsaxana, Dunlop spearheaded work in 
habitat restoration, sea otter and clam fishery management, sea lice research, salmon escapement 
assessments and much more. One project of note was his research on the Matchlii (Burman) River, 
which helped to develop new methods for estimating the returning population of spawning salmon. 
Dunlop later expanded these methods to the Conuma and Tranquil rivers. Known also by his Nuu-
chah-nulth name, uupihaa (“person who helps a lot”), Dunlop wrapped up his work for the Tribal 
Council to join the Mowachaht/Muchalaht natural resources team. In honour of his many years 
of service, he received a hand-carved paddle by poot lash (Harold Amos) and a mask by Sam 
Haiyupis.

Uu-a-thluk summer science camps back in action
For the second year in a row, Uu-a-thluk and the University of Victoria’s Science Venture program 
partnered to bring virtual science camps to Nuu-chah-nulth communities. The long-running program 
went online last year in the wake of COVID-19. This year’s camps followed a similar format, but 
with added time to prepare for digital delivery, campers received science kits to help them conduct 
experiments at home. For some nations, camps were tied into community summer programming for 
kids and teens, though all Nuu-chah-nulth youth were welcome to attend. Lessons focused on oceans 
science and ran for the majority of August. 

Uu-a-thluk hosts virtual meeting with Fisheries Minister
On Friday, August 6, Uu-a-thluk hosted a short meeting with Federal Fisheries Minister Bernadette 
Jordan. The meeting was an opportunity given on short notice for Nuu-chah-nulth Nations to bring up 
key concerns and areas of interest. Topics included expanding collaborations between the Nations and 
the federal fisheries department, treatment of the Nations as management partners and directing DFO 
to work with Nations on their priorities for the Pacific Salmon Strategy Initiative. Uu-a-thluk staff also 
pressed DFO to close commercial seine and gillnet herring fisheries on the West Coast of Vancouver 
Island until they have reached an agreed upon level of abundance.
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Council of Ha’wiih
Forum on Fisheries

The Ha’wiih or their representatives of : 
Ka:’yu:’k’t’h’/Che:k’tles7et’h’,

Nuchatlaht, Ehattesaht/Chinehkint, 
Mowachaht/Muchahtlaht, Hesquiaht, 

Ahousaht,  Tla-o-qui-aht, Yuułułiłʔath, 
Toquaht, Uchucklesaht, Tseshaht, 

Hupacasath, Huu-ay-aht and Ditidaht.

Joint Technical 
Working Group

First Nations, Uu-a-thluk, and 
Department of Fisheries and Oceans 

staff working together to solve problems 
and take advantage of opportunities.

Staff
Biologists, managers, communications 

and outreach, capacity development and 
fundraising staff conducting the day 

to day work under the direction of the 
Council of Ha’wiih and First Nations.

On August 6, Hasheukumiss (Richard George),  Ahousaht First Nation Ha’wilth (hereditary 
chief), reiterated Ahousaht’s five-year river fishing closure in a meeting with Fisheries and 
Oceans Minister Bernadette Jordan.

Continued from page 1...

now declined to historic lows. Fifty populations across the West Coast 
are currently under consideration for potential listing under the Species 
at Risk Act, or pending assessment by the Committee on the Status of 
Endangered Wildlife in (COSEWIC).

Nations are facing hard choices. Ditidaht recently announced a 
closure for next year’s community fishery. Ahousaht went a step farther, 
announcing a five-year closure for all salmon streams within their territories.

“What we’re concentrating on right now is restoration work in our 
rivers,” says Luke Swan Jr., Ahousaht fisheries manager. “A lot of our 
rivers have been affected by logging, so we’re trying to deal with that 
problem. It’s not something that happened overnight…but it’s at a point 
now where we have to do something.”

To fully address the situation, partners must rebuild WCVI salmon 
ecosystems. Nuu-chah-nulth Nations look forward to working closely with 
DFO to achieve these joint objectives for healthy salmon populations 
and sustainable salmon fisheries.

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. 

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

Keep Up With Uu-a-thluk


