A careful effort to preserve their genes appears to be helping with the fight to save Snake River sockeye salmon.  

The first Columbia Basin salmon to be listed under the Endangered Species Act, Snake River sockeye inspired the fabled nickname “Lonely Larry” when only one adult returned to its spawning grounds in 1992. 

But numbers have increased exponentially the past two years.  This year, more fish returned to Redfish Lake high in Idaho’s Sawtooth Mountains – traveling 900 miles through eight dams and climbing over 6500 feet – than any year since 1957.  Most of these fish were born in hatcheries.  

Designed to be a “safety net” for a species that biologists acknowledge was “functionally extinct,” the Snake River sockeye program emphasizes preserving the species’ unique genetic material. The goal is to produce a fish whose genes are as close as possible those of its wild ancestors. 

Part of the way they did this was through preserving genetic diversity.  This diversity is key to a species’ ability to adapt and survive the myriad challenges in the wild.  

Hatcheries are often implicated as contributing to the decline of wild stocks.  One way this happens is when a hatchery uses only a small number of fish (called broodstock) to create new hatchery stock.  This reduces the stock’s genetic diversity and makes hatchery fish less successful surviving and producing in the wild.  

The Snake River sockeye hatchery program, however, tests every fish to determine its degree of relatedness to every other fish in the hatchery before it is allowed to spawn. NOAA Fisheries scientists found that the program has preserved 93 percent of the genetic diversity of the species.  No other hatchery program approaches that success rate, Kline said.   

They also tested a variety of strategies. Most hatchery programs put fish into the river at the smolt lifestage – just before the juvenile fish are ready to migrate to the ocean. But with the preservation of the species at stake, Snake River hatchery managers spread the risk.  

The program uses multiple hatcheries – IDFG’s Eagle Fish Hatchery outside of Boise, Idaho; NOAA Fisheries’ Manchester Research Station in Port Orchard, Washington; Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife’s Oxbow Fish Hatchery near Cascade Locks, Oregon; and US Fish and Wildlife Service’s Sawtooth National Fish Hatchery near Redfish Lake – to spawn and rear the fish to a range of life phases.  Fertilized eggs in egg boxes, pre-smolts and adults ready to spawn are released into Sawtooth Lake in the fall.  Smolts are released to outlet streams in the spring. 

The eggs, smolts and fish are monitored to document the success of each strategy. By tracking the number of adult fish that return to the lake as result of each approach, IDFG has determined that the smolt release is the most successful.  

Beginning in 2005, the hatchery has dramatically stepped up its smolt releases – from about 25,000 in the early years to over 200,000 released in 2009.  The first bumper crop of returning Snake River sockeye adults were the product of hatchery releases in 2005 and 2006.  (The fish spend 1 to 3 years in the ocean before returning to Redfish Lake to spawn.)  

Releasing more smolts, Kline said, provides “safety in numbers. There’s some evidence that large numbers of fish swimming together provide protection” – confusing predators and speeding travel to the ocean.  

Acknowledging the potential for the larger smolt releases, NOAA Fisheries called for a goal of one million Snake River sockeye smolts ultimately to be released each year.  The State of Idaho’s Fish Accord with BPA provides funding for IDFG to purchase and develop facilities to house the operations to build up to this five-fold increase over current production.  

With one million hatchery smolts going out each year, Kline told the Council it is “very realistic” to expect to see 5,000 to 10,000 adult Snake River sockeye cross Lower Granite Dam in the future.  One to two thousand of those could be fish that were actually born in the wild.  One thousand wild fish is the goal that NOAA has set as the measure of recovery for this fish. 

“We are right on the starting point of change,” Kline told the Council. “The population is starting to respond.”
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