February 18, 2009
Dear Salmon Professional or Enthusiast,
California’s Chinook salmon populations are in serious peril.  The fall Chinook salmon run, historically the most abundant and stable, has declined to record lows in 2007 and 2008.  Evidence increasingly shows that hatchery origin fish dominate California Chinook stocks.  Elevated ESA listing status for fall run Chinook salmon may be imminent.  This means more restrictions on fishing, hatcheries, and water users.
Biologists agree; monitoring and managing California salmon is severely confounded by fish originating from seven California hatcheries.  Currently, hatchery origin fish are indistinguishable from natural origin (wild) salmon.  As a result, the status, impacts from water operations, and benefits from habitat improvements to wild Chinook salmon are largely unknown.  More importantly, management actions specifically beneficial to wild Chinook salmon are all but impossible. 
Studies increasingly show hatchery-origin fish have lower fitness in natural environments than their wild counterparts, and that hatchery origin fish compete with natural origin fish for limited spawning habitat.  Improved management and recovery of California salmon requires hatchery-origin and natural-origin fish be easily distinguished when encountered in juvenile monitoring programs, ocean and inland fisheries, and adult salmon sampling programs.  
Mass marking hatchery fish (by adipose fin clipping) and related management improvements have now been implemented successfully in Idaho, Oregon and Washington, and in all the Great Lakes.  Recognizing the work done by other regions, and the dire need for pro-active, science-based management, the American Fisheries Society, California-Nevada Chapter recently passed a policy resolution supporting mass marking of all hatchery origin Chinook salmon in California (http://www.afs-calneva.org).  
A century of dams, habitat degradation, and water diversions are undoubtedly the primary causes of Chinook salmon decline.  Marking hatchery salmon is not a substitute for addressing chronic habitat and mortality problems.   However, mass marking will profoundly improve our ability to successfully protect and restore salmon populations through better management of water projects, riverine habitats, hatchery practices, and harvest regulations.  Mass marking is truly a win-win, providing substantial benefits to our wild salmon, to fisherman, to water users, to resource managers, the general public, and to political leaders alike.
Despite the obvious value and need for mass marking California hatchery salmon, policy managers are reluctant to advocate for this change without hearing broad support among key interest groups.  Your support and leadership on this topic is urgently needed.   We invite you to review the attached information, learn more, and register your support or concerns by visiting http://marking.fishsciences.net .   
Best regards,
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Brad Cavallo

American Fisheries Society, Cal-Neva Chapter President
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Dr. Peter Moyle

Co-Author, SOS: California’s Fish Crisis
Dr. Joshua Israel

Co-Author, SOS: California’s Fish Crisis
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Lee Blankenship

Washington Hatchery Reform Co-Chair

