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The Northwest Miramichi Management Plan

for Atlantic Salmon 

 ( MWMC document put forward January 25th 2011 )

One year on: where does it stand?
· a summary of developments
Prepared by T. Pettigrew   (Chair – Implementation Sub-committee)
The NW Plan was drafted in response to the serious decline in egg deposition occurring on the LSW & NW Miramichi Rivers over the past decade.  DFO’s annual adult stock assessment work had indicated that the Northwest Miramichi system typically attained less than 50% of its required spawning escapement in any given year, with a recent low of only 34% in 2009.  Further, when assessed against the SW Miramichi system; the performance of the NW system, in terms of returning adults, and in particular large salmon, was similarly reflective of the low egg deposition. (i.e. the NW Miramichi system was producing at only about half of its capacity)
The plan is a comprehensive document, which strives to address all aspects of Atlantic salmon management on these two rivers.  The goal of the plan was stated as follows;
“This management plan is being proposed to ensure that the annual salmon run to the NW Miramichi River system is sustainable into the future, while maintaining an aboriginal and recreational fishery”. 
The plan dealt with a total of eight aspects of management, and under each issue it identified specific action items to address not only how egg deposition could be increased but other factors that had a bearing on the success of the plan as well.  Overall the plan contained 31 action items.  Its driving principal was the concept that harvest needs to be linked to abundance and it was intended as an inclusive document that all parties could support and participate in.   
Upon its release the plan was endorsed by the ASF, the NBSC, and with reservations on a couple of points by the NBWF.   It is noteworthy, and needs to be mentioned here, that both DFO and DNR declined to participate in the formulation of the plan and were slow to respond &/or comment on its content.  DFO did not provide their initiative by initiative perspective on the plan until Nov. 22 and DNR has yet to relay their views as to the plan’s proposals.  In DNR’s letter of response they did say they were “examining the entire plan to understand potential impacts, challenges, and opportunities for DNR to support and contribute to the plan” but as of this writing no specific comments relative to these points have been received despite three requests for follow-up (May, Sept., and Dec.)  In fairness, it also needs to be noted here that individuals within both agencies were cooperative and supportive in 2011 in moving certain initiatives ahead.
So what was accomplished in year one ?

First off the plan was not left to lie by the MWMC.  An Implementation Sub-committee was formed to both monitor implementation of the plan, and to look at how each of the action items identified could be accomplished.  

 

The sub-committee undertook a standardized review of each of the plan’s 31 initiatives and sought to facilitate implementation by looking at what was required, who should lead the initiative, how the MWMC could support the work necessary, as well as what funding might be required and what contacts would need to be made.

Subsequent follow-up was undertaken via letters, e-mails, phone, and personal contacts.   Without question a major accomplishment of the plan, the first such river specific management plan to be produced in the province, was that it was out there, and had to be considered.   A document now existed that proposed a way forward and sought  to move the debate over salmon on the NW system from rhetoric, and division, to a common desire to see the river system meet spawning requirements and hence provide sustainable runs that would benefit the aboriginal, recreational, and public interest.
Overall, nine of the 31 action items were undertaken in 2011, another eight are in progress, and three are under consideration. Limited progress was achieved on three, while no appreciable movement was made on four, two were not done (one due to weather & one due to being deemed unusable) and two were rejected.
Significant developments during year one include the implementation of a grilse harvest restriction on the upper reaches of the system (this measure is to remain in effect for 2012 & 2013), the public awareness generated by the plan, the smolt assessment work, and ultimately the participation of DFO in considering the plan.  A noteworthy outcome of the Nov. 22nd meeting was the acknowledgement that with regard to Aboriginal Fisheries, DFO is working toward the same goals as those identified in the NW plan (e.g. linking harvest to abundance and the need to increase the escapement of large salmon) 
One area that unfortunately saw only limited progress was with respect to the Aboriginal Fishery (just two of five initiatives saw some movement).  With one exception, the First Nations fishery was status quo in 2011.  A drawback for year one was that, beyond some personal contacts, the MWMC was unable to more fully engage the two First Nations in a dialogue on, and participation in, the plan.  For the NW plan to succeed a sense of partnership in a common endeavour has to prevail.  Fostering that sense of partnership is a primary role for the MWMC and will require greater focus in the year ahead.  The management objective is a healthy salmon stock and a sustainable fishery – it starts with all concerned contributing to the goal of achieving adequate egg deposition.
A major component of the NW plan calls for the strengthening of the Aboriginal Fisheries Strategy itself.  The MWMC views this particular initiative as central to the future of salmon stocks on the NW Miramichi system.  Accordingly efforts were made to initiate discussions on the subject, culminating in a meeting between senior DFO staff and the two Chiefs last November.  Hopefully the initial steps towards the realization of this important initiative have now been set in motion. Expectations are high that 2012 will see both improvements in the AFS agreements, and in the spawning escapement of large salmon.

 What follows is an item by item summary of developments.

Initiatives (paraphrased somewhat & shown in blue font) are grouped by management issue heading, and presented in the same order as found in the plan.
1)  Aboriginal Fisheries Strategy
· Strengthening the AFS … Limited progress; the topic was raised with Minister Shae in March.  A meeting between David Millette (Director General, Aboriginal Policy, Ottawa), Serge Theriault (Regional DG, Gulf) of DFO and the two First Nations Chiefs, Freeman Ward and George Ginnish was held in early November.  The outcome of that meeting is unknown. 
2)  Adult stock assessment

· continuation of the mark / recapture trap net program… Done as in past years
· early funding of the Metepenagiag trap net fishery such that the recovery traps can be put in place at the beginning of the season in conjunction with the Cassilis trap … The early funding was accomplished but the recovery trap nets were still three weeks late being installed

· re-examining the stock assessment model …. Done; one outcome was that adult seining data cannot be used to improve or substantiate the model
· continuation of the adult seining effort and angler catch data programs … The adult seining  and camp log book programs were discontinued; an effort was made to sample the angling fishery for kelts in order to gain some insight into the lack of marked fish recoveries from the early run. 
· continuation of the NW Protection Barrier …. This was done for 2011; however the requested commitment for the long term maintenance of the program was not attained (no response received to MWMC’s letter on the subject)
3)  Juvenile Stock Assessment

· increasing the number of electrofishing sites by 5 … Agreed to, but not completed due to water level problems in September 
· smolt production estimates on the LSW, Big Sevogle and NW … Done  
· smolt production estimate for the NW system as a whole via use of the Cassilis trap … Done

Note: a major discrepancy occurred between the estimates from the in-river smolt wheels and that from the estuary trap net.  Further work is required.  
· review of the smolt production estimates from the Southwest Miramichi … Done; no new information or implications deemed applicable to the NW system
· continuation of the fry supplementation program for low density areas by MSA … Done
4)  Recreational Fishing
· Begin development of an angler tag system for Grilse that would lend itself to river specific harvest allocations … In progress; a new color coded tagging system is being considered that would link to an adaptation of NFLD’s river classification system whereby angler harvest allotments reflect run strengths.
· Upgrade the annual angler catch & effort methodology … In progress; DNR initiated an online angler report in 2011 and is purchasing a computer data entry program know as “trip tracks” that will enable online data entry and compilation.
· Maintain the angler catch & release restriction on all headwater reaches… Done; although it was not implemented until July 6th (the request was for June 1st)   Note: DFO also included a mid river section of the NW and has stated that the measure will continue for 2012 & 2013.  For the headwater reaches the restriction will be in effect for the entire season and for the mid- river section on the NW,  June 1st to July 31st.
· Implement a “warm water protocol” …. In progress; target date 2012

5)  First Nations Fishing

· First Nations allocations to be linked to salmon abundance
· First Nations to have the first allocation of salmon after conservation and this number to be set annually based on DFO predictions for salmon returns

· Annual financial compensation to first nations be increased to offset past inflation and subsequently tied to the cost of living index

· Agreements should be signed and funds transferred to the bands by early March so First Nations can implement their harvest plan in a timely fashion
All of the above action items are linked to upgrading the Aboriginal Fisheries Strategy.  Essentially no movement on these matters was achieved in 2011.  The need to upgrade the AFS, as well as the principal of linking allocations to abundance, was advanced with DFO on a number of occasions, both verbally and in correspondence. 
· First Nation communities be encouraged to harvest one-sea-winter salmon (grilse) only, and release the large salmon, except for the ceremonial requirements of a few large fish...
Limited progress; this is a key component of the NW plan, as without increased escapement of large salmon there is little hope of recovery for the NW system.  The MWMC had hoped to engage both First Nations in discussions on salmon conservation relative to the NW but as of this writing no substantive progress has been made.  Mark Hambrook did broach the subject with Chief Freeman Ward at a meeting and received a favourable response.  Councilor Norman Ward subsequently announced Metepenagiag’s intention to release large female salmon from the trap nets at the MWMC meeting of May 24th.  A suggested information session with the two First nations through the coordination of AAROM did not materialize.

6)  Protection

· preseason planning (comprehensive & coordinated enforcement plan)… In progress; contacts were made and both agencies agree on formalized enforcement planning. Neil Jacobsen (DNR) mentioned terms of reference that were recently developed for the DNR/DFO Enforcement sub-committee which should facilitate better coordination and DFO’s response via Gaetan Couturier confirmed that such planning will occur prior to the 2012 season.
· ticketing for minor offences … Under consideration; training for DFO Gulf C&P staff is scheduled for 2012, (G. Couturier) and DNR “is currently investigating the possibility of expanding its authority of ticking under the Federal Fisheries Act”  ( N. Jacobsen)
· innovation & the use of new technologies …  In progress, both enforcement agencies advise that innovation and the use of  new technologies is on going. 
· possession of an untagged fish be made a “major” offence ( i.e. loss of angling privileges)… Under consideration, DNR is ”currently researching legislative changes to the Fish and Wildlife Act, including those involving fishing related offences. The possibility of canceling privileges is one item under consideration for a number of offences”  
· use of a single identifier number … In progress;  the province is moving towards an electronic licensing system; the use of a single identifier number will be integral to the new licenses
7) Environmental issues

· developing a thermal map of the NW & LSW rivers … In progress;  this initiative was referred to the MWMC Science Committee for oversight and was considered at its November meeting.  Much of the main stem of the LSW has already been mapped by personnel from the Canadian Rivers Institute via an NSERC grant, and the Science Committee, in conjunction with the CRI, is exploring options and costs to undertake thermal mapping on 45 km of the NW
· assessing the extent of forest harvesting … In progress; this initiative was also referred to the Science Committee.  At November’s meeting DNR provided a presentation on work being done within their department relative to assessing “clear-cut equivalency” on 4th order and larger watersheds.  The Science Committee will be looking at the data compiled to date to see if it meets with the needs of the initiative (detail & scale) and proceed from there.
8) Other species

· reopening of the Striped Bass fishery … Rejected; DFO maintained the closure in 2011 and currently is intending to close the NW estuary to all angling during the spawning period in 2012

· establishing a harvest of Grey Seals in Miramichi Bay… Under consideration; DFO Science has proposed a cull of Grey Seals in the southern Gulf with a quota of 70,000.
· eliminating the population of Smallmouth Bass in Miramichi Lake …. Rejected; DFO has opted for a monitoring and population suppression approach
· Increasing public awareness on the issue of invasive species … Limited progress; initial steps being taken (MWMC website).  The MWMC Communications Committee is overseeing the initiative.
