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Executive Summary

Why the Plan is Needed

Many coho salmon once returned to spawn in the rivers and streams found in Northern
California and Southern Oregon. Not long ago, these watersheds provided conditions that
supported robust and resilient populations of coho salmon that could withstand changes in
environmental conditions. Since, the combined effects of fish harvest, hatcheries, hydropower
operations, and habitat alterations caused from land management led to extraordinary declines in
these populations. Evaluations of declining coho abundance, productivity, range reductions and
diminished life history diversity due these threats, supported the decision to list coho salmon
populations from the Mattole River in California to the Elk River in Oregon as a threatened
species under the Endangered Species Act (ESA) in 1997.

The Southern Oregon/Northern California Coast (SONCC) Coho Recovery Plan (Plan) serves as
the federal recovery plan for coho populations within the ESA-listed SONCC Coho Salmon
evolutionarily significant unit (ESU), where an ESU is comprised of groups of populations with
geographic and evolutionary similarities that are considered a “species” under the ESA. The
figure below presents bounds of ephemeral, independent and dependant populations. The Plan is
designed to guide implementation of prioritized actions needed to conserve and recover the
species by providing an informed, strategic, and voluntary approach to recovery that is based on
the best available science, supported by stakeholders, and built on existing efforts.

Plan Development

The National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS), with the assistance of co-managers throughout
the range of the SONCC Coho Salmon ESU, created the Plan. The Plan’s development
benefited from the cooperative efforts of the California Department of Fish and Game, Oregon
Department of Fish and Wildlife, the U.S. Forest Service, the National Park Service, Yurok
Tribe, Karuk Tribe, Hoopa Valley Tribe, and Siskiyou County Board of Supervisors, among
others. NMFS used other existing plans, documents, and assessments in developing the Plan,
notably, California’s 2004 Recovery Strategy for California Coho Salmon, and Oregon’s Native
Fish Conservation Policy (NFCP). For much of the scientific framework of the Plan, NMFS
relied upon Williams et al. 2006 and 2008, namely Historical Population Structure of Coho
Salmon in the SONCC Coasts ESU and Framework for Assessing Viability of Threatened Coho
Salmon in the SONCC Coast ESU. NMFS considered about 2,500 comments received from co-
managers for substantive issues and new information, and revised the Plan. All co-managers
offered support for Plan development and its implementation.
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Plan Goals, Objectives, Criteria

The goal of this Plan is to recover the SONCC coho salmon ESU to the point where the species
no longer needs the protections afforded by the federal ESA and can be delisted from the ESA

threatened and endangered species list. A recovered SONCC coho salmon ESU will be naturally

self-sustaining, and the factors that caused it to be listed will be abated.

The Plan’s recovery objectives describe the biological parameters of the species-level recovery
goal by adopting the concept of viable salmonid populations (VSP) — abundance, productivity,
spatial structure, and diversity. At the ESU level, SONCC coho salmon must demonstrate
representation, redundancy, connectivity, and resiliency. The Plan also establishes criteria at the
ESU, diversity strata, and population scales to measure whether the recovery objectives are met.
The Plan identifies measurable biological roles for each of the four VSP parameters for each
population to meet the recovery goal of the species, ranging from low to moderate risks of
extinction or providing connectivity between adjacent populations.

V'SP Population Recovery Objective | Recovery Criteria
Parameter | Type
Core Low risk of The geometric mean of wild spawners
extinction. over 12 years at least meets the “low
Abundance risk thresholt_j" of spawners for each
core population
Non-Core 1 Moderate or low risk | The annual number of wild spawners
of extinction meets or exceeds the moderate risk
threshold for each non-core population
Core and Non- | Population growth Slope of regression of the geometric
Productivity | Core 1 rate is not negative. | mean of wild spawners over the time
series > zero
Core and Ensure populations | Annual within-population distribution
Non-Core 1 are widely > 80% of habitat (outside of a
Spatial distributed temperature mask)
Structure Non-Core 2 Achieve inter- and 20% of accessible habitat is occupied
and intra-stratum in years following spawning of cohorts
Dependent connectivity that experienced good marine survival
Core and Non- | Achieve low or Proportion of hatchery-origin spawners
Core 1l moderate hatchery (pHOS) <0.10
impacts on wild fish.
Diversity Core and Non- | Achieve life history | Variation is present in migration

Core l

diversity.

timing, age structure, size and
behavior. Variation in these
parameters is retained.

The following maps identify the current and desired status in terms of risk of extinction of
individual populations comprising the SONCC coho salmon ESU. The desired minimum adult
spawner abundance is noted for each population.
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The goal of broad-sense restoration is to maximize the viability and production of SONCC coho
salmon, and achieve a low risk of extinction for all populations. Criteria are not established for

broad-sense restoration.
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Threats and Limiting Factors

The Plan describes limiting factors (stressors) as the physical, biological, or chemical conditions
and associated ecological processes that SONCC coho salmon are exposed to that may be
impeding recovery. General categories of limiting factors (stressors) include competition,
disease, food web, habitat access, instream flows, water quality, physical habitat quality/quantity,
and predation. The Plan describes threats as human impacts that cause or contribute to factors
that limit recovery of the species, including: flood control/hydropower, land management, other
species, harvest management, and hatchery management. While the Plan includes necessary
recovery actions to abate threats from a wide variety of human activities, SONCC coho salmon
recovery depends on ongoing efforts to change past and current practices that diminish salmon
habitat.

Recovery Program and Actions

Nearly 2,000 recovery actions, and their respective priority or importance, are identified, aiding
conservation partners in selecting which actions to implement. Recovery actions are designed to
address both acute issues, and restore processes which promote coho salmon habitat. Recovery
action specificity spans a wide spectrum from very detailed and location-specific to population-
wide concepts, each intended to address identified stressors and associated threats at play.
Recovery actions include removal of or passage at both large and small dams; promote sufficient
water quantity and quality; restoring in-channel habitat and upslope ecological function; and
create suitable estuarine nurseries. In addition, managing fisheries and other collection,
demoting disease and non-native predator species, and operating hatcheries consistent with
recovery goals are essential.

Monitoring & Adaptive Management

Monitoring is necessary to assess the recovery of SONCC coho salmon by determining if
specific recovery criteria are met, and evaluate whether changes in the recovery strategy are
necessary. The Plan identifies acceptable sampling standards, and three progressively intensive
data collection phases — initial, delisting, post-delisting — which employ efficient placement of
life cycle monitoring stations across the ESU. The adaptive management element offers a
feedback loop for continuous scientific evaluation of the foundational scientific framework,
monitoring, and recovery action aspects of the Plan so that new information can guide adding or
discontinuing actions or strategies. Web-based recovery action implementation tracking tools
are under development.

Implementation Schedule and Cost

Numerous public and private entities have contributed to recovery actions in all identified threat
and stress categories since SONCC coho salmon ESU listing, and many ongoing and planned
recovery programs throughout the ESU hold great promise. Nevertheless, a recent 5-year status
review found that SONCC coho salmon abundance has decreased since 2005, population
abundance trends are downward, the majority of independent populations are well below low-
risk of extinction adult spawner abundance targets, and several populations may be extirpated.
Implementation of recovery actions needs to accelerate in order to prevent further decline in the
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species’ status and to achieve recovery. The intent of this Plan is to focus actions in the most
important areas and provide a prioritized roadmap for future actions.

The Plan guides recovery action implementation through 5-year intervals over the next 25 years.
While the Plan urges immediate implementation of many recovery actions, defining a timeframe
for Plan implementation is necessary to structure action implementation needs and overall
recovery action cost. A scheduled revision, or more frequent updates, to the Plan is planned
every 5 years to account for new information, science, or policy direction.

The overall cost of achieving delisting of SONCC coho salmon by implementation of the
recovery actions identified in the Plan is estimated at approximately $3.6 billion over 25 years.
While a significant investment, the recovery of SONCC coho salmon will concurrently result in
a wide array of economic, societal and ecosystem benefits. Many of the actions identified are
designed to improve watershed-wide processes which benefit many native species of plants and
animals (including other state and federally protected species) by restoring ecosystem functions.
In addition, restoration of habitat provides substantial benefits for human communities such as:
improving and protecting the quality of important surface and ground water supplies; reducing
damage from flooding resulting from floodplain development; and controlling invasive exotic
animal and plant species which can threaten water supplies and increase flooding risk. Restoring
and maintaining healthy watersheds also enhances important human uses of aquatic habitats,
including outdoor recreation, ecological education, field based research, aesthetic benefits, and
the preservation of tribal and cultural heritage.

Conclusion

The Plan provides a comprehensive roadmap for the recovery of SONCC coho salmon.
Recovery will require actions that conserve and restore the key biological, ecological, and
landscape processes that support the ecosystems upon which coho salmon populations depend.
The Plan identifies specific recovery actions that protect or restore coho salmon or their habitat,
provides an implementation plan and outlines a monitoring and evaluation program to guide its
adaptive management elements so that the most effective means of achieving recovery will be
utilized. Biological recovery goals, objectives and measurable criteria, and web-based
management tools, will provide for a mechanism to track recovery progress. Recovery can only
be ultimately achieved through coordinated efforts to build strong conservation partnerships.
Conservation partners may be individuals, groups, government or non-government organizations,
industry, or tribes who have an interest in the recovery of SONCC coho salmon. While
investment in implementing the Plan may be substantial, recovery of SONCC coho salmon will
concurrently result in a wide array of economic, societal and ecosystem benefits. Salmon
recovery is best viewed as an opportunity to diversify and strengthen the economy while
enhancing the quality of life for present and future generations.
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