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Pacific Salmon and the Endangered Species Actl

Abstract
'Ihere 

e mrn) ethicaL. poliricll. rnd \cicnrific inrplications surrcundirg "endrngered spccics." nraling i1 diilicult to discuss
reauthofiz.rrim of the Endangcr.d Spccics Act without becoming nired in the pro's al1d con s of rarious polic,v choices. The
decline ofPrcilic salmon is uscd a! a care study to evaluate solne ofthe polic) dcbatc surrounding reauihorization of$e Endan-
gered Species Acr. Thc challcngc\ possd b! listing salmon stocks under lemls of thc Acl arc such that everyone in dre Pacific
Nofth$e\lis or \iill be r lecrcd. Vicwing Pacific salmon xs an endrngered species policy issuc lbrccs us to evaluate lhe implica-
tions of lariou\ polic) .rssurnptbns. All policy choicc\ jnvolre individual .rnd group wiNers and loscrs bolh qithin and
bcl$ ccn gcncrations. Ffom a bidogicrl perspecti\c. ir may bc that soine stocks of Pacific s.rlmon hr\ e been supplarlcd wilh ilsh
spccics bcllcr ildapted to the cu||enl aquatic en\ironm.nl in thc Pacific Northwesl

lntroduction

Therc are many etl ical, polit ical. and scientif ic
inrplications surrounding "endangered species.'
making it ditficull to discuss reauthorization of
the Endangered Specics Act without becomlng
mired in the pro's and con's of various policy
choices. To some the debatc over endangered
species is simply a mattcr ofchoosing among al-
ternatives, much as wc do with choices over en-
ergy, transpoftation. or intemational trade poli-
cies. Resolution is merely thc process of coning
to an agreement by conrpromise. But others view
"endangered spccics" issues as something akin

to religious or nroral questions: there ls a mor
ally correct position. Ifone perceives the issue as
a moral one. how lealistic is it to expect compro-
mise? Stil l  others view "endangered species'
through the prism ofcompeting rights-the rights
of the public vs. the dghts of individuals. An ex-
an.rple is "taking" private propeny without corn-
pensation. Another, perhaps hybrid, view is that
sonrehow salmon are linked to our quality oflife.
It is nol pdmarily a question ofthe importance of
producing trophies lbr the creel or tillets lirr the
tablc. but an uneasy leeling that the decline of
. r l rnon re l lec rs  an  in tang ib le  lo ' . .  I t  i .  nu t  'u r -
prising that the debate over reauthorizing the
Endangered Species Act is characterized by vit-
riolic attacks on thc motives of the combatants.

It is not my intent to advocate a particular po-
sition on the salmon issue or 1br reauthorization
or nlodification of the Endangered Species Act,

rNlodilicd lionr a talk given ar the \)rposiLur ' Reruthori/
ing the Endangered Species Acti Philo\ophy. Sclence. and

Politics ir Di.rlog. Orcgon Srale LlniveNit). CoN.rl1is. Or'

egor,  Nlar-  I1.199.1.  Ihe v ier \  and opin ions erpressed do

no( ncccssaily rcpresen! polict po\itions ofthe Environncn

|al Prolccrion Agenc} or anl orher orglLnization.
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but rathcrto fircus on somc ofthc issucs thal makc
reauthorization so controversial. especially as
relevant to salmol. If goorl public policy comes
from personal and societal experience. and erpe-
rience comes liom Drrrlpolic-v. are u'e at the stage
where enough decisions ol endangered species
have been nade that * e can nou, nake grrr,,z/ policy
clecisionsl Ifso. thcn onc uscful \\, ay to i l lushatc
the islues is to evaluate case \tudies in detail to
see hou,the Eldangered Species Act actually
rvorks or perhaps doesn't work as a tool to
irnplenent public policy.

Thcrc lrc many illeresting candidates fion.r
*hich rvc can choosc. I l 'youl lanc1, lcans toward
amphibians. we could look at the San Marcos
salarnander. or sonethirg nore exotic like the
Tcxas blind salamanclcr: ol perhaps the Bmnea
Hot Springs snail is more lcl your l iking? The
Calil irrnia clappcr rir i l  or the salt narsh harvesl
mousc havc a ccrhin atlraction 1o some. Or what
about an appcaling crittcr such as ftc Wl-onring
toad an unlikel_"- headline grabber in the Rocky
Mountains? \{ore emotional and controversial
nightbe the Calilomia kangaroo rat, whose habitat
rcquircncnts nandated under tenns of the En
dan-ucrcd Spccics Act purponedly caused the loss
of homcs in recenl Crlilbrnia u ildfires.

Sa lmon

Salnon. specificall), the decline of some stocks
ol'Pacil ' ic salmon in thc Northwe sl. is my choice.
Thc salmon issuc has somc complicated lactors.
No spccics of North American Pacific salmon is
in clangcr of cxtinction; hou cvcr. hundreds ol wild
stocks (interbreeding. locally definecl populations)
are at dsk. Further. wild stocks in the nofthern
half of the range (northem Brit ish Colunbia to
Alaskr) ale doing very well. but nrany in the south-
eln half (sonthern Bdtish Columbia to Calilbr
nia) arc not. Thc poor sLaLus of wild stocks in the
southeln half ol the range of Pacific salmon is
due to a combination of factors. including unta
r,orlble oceln conditions, f ishin-q, dams, water
diversions. hatcheries. altered sparvning and rea.dng
hi,ibitat. predat(n s, and others. Not all stocks are
at risk in \\hshington. Oregon, Idaho. and Cali
iirmia. bul nany are. Alaska slocks and fisheries
are boomin-g ancl srlmon aquaculturc is thriving
ir nanl parts of the wolld: salmon have never
been more abundant in total catch or in thc m:rrkct.

2ll2 Lackey

The challenges posed by listing salnon stocks
under terms of the Endalgered Species Act are
such that cvcryonc in thc Pacific North$,est is or
will be atlected. As the saying goes. for the En-
dangcrcd Spccics Act at lcast. salnron is 'u'here

the rubber meets the roiid." On a broad geographic
scalc. it is in thc salmon issuc that the goals of
species preservation run headlong into rnany othcr
individual and societal goals (Willians and Wil
l iams, 1!.)95: Lackey. 1996a).

Endangered Species Act

Critics have clescribed the Endangered Species
Act as ' 'sound-bite policy" based on 'barbcrshop

science." In theory. the act takes precedence over
all other laws perhaps even the "takirgs" clause
of thc U.S. Constitution (Smith. 1992). Did Con-
gress rcally understatrd u'hat it passed? Most of
thc discussion in Congrcss conccrncd ttre sory
state ofbald eagle popuJations. our national syrnbol.
Were the policy implications comprchcndecl? Were
the scientilic and technical difticulties considered?
How lre democratic institutions to choose anong
thc altcnrativcs whcrr thc loscrs lose so big ? How
do \\"e incoryorate the views of those who hold
noral or rcligious vicws on the propriety of ex-
tir?ating a species? Is compromise with mutu
ally exclusire altemtrtivcs possiblc? Can public
polic.v be implenented when a "choice" ctln cnd
up jn coufi tbr what seens like an eternity? And
what is so impoftant about individual species. much
less "evolutionarily significant units,' '  whatcvcr
those mightbe? The costs ofcomplying $,ith the
Endargered Species Act fall heavily on pivatc
landowncrs who lose land. pry l ines. face restric-
tion on Lrse of thef property. or watch thcir in-
vestments and business veltures collapse (Gor-
cl{)n and Streeter. 199,1). Lau"s are tools to help
inplementpublic policy: what realll is our policy'l

Supporters, ol] the other hand. Draintain that
lhc  t rdJnBcreL l  Spe.  ie .  Ac t  i '  l i ' rL  in !  ruc ie t r  to
make the necessaly. though paintul. decisions lbr
the luture well-being of society (Rohli. l99l).
And it may not be pert'ect, but the Act is needed
now more thaD ever, as the decline of Pacific
salmon in the southern pafi of the range il lus
trates. If changcs arc nccded in the Act. it ought
t , '  he  erp  ndeL l  1 , ,  p r t , lec l  (co . ) \ te  l . .  no l  iu5 l
species. The debate is oflen lraned in noral tcrms.
There may be the token reterence to "conmod

ity" value or "surrogate for environmental qualitv"



but the issue is essenliall-.r '  rvhether hunans havc
a dght to drivc r species ol other evolutionarily
signilicant unit to extinctioD (Lackey. 1996b). Other
supporters simplv point ltt the economic benefits
ofcommercial and recrcational f lshiDg as reason
enough to fully implenrent the Act as writtcn.

Il rve step back l iom thc immedjate challengc
of the endangcrcd species/salnon issuc. we see
that species extinctions i lrc not new in the Pa-
citlc Nolthrvest. Pcople have been moving here
tor the i last 15.(X)0 years and causing problenrs
alnost liorn the strr1. As recentl), as 10.000 years
ago. \\ 'c sli l l  htd tnastodons, mamnloths. giant
sloths. ir iant armadil los. giant bear,els. Anerican
camels. Anlcrican horses, the Ancrican tiger-. and
the -qiant woll all arc now extinct due to a cont-
biration of I lunting and latulally occurring cli-
nalc change. These aninals wouJd physically
duarl their surviving cousins. These u'ere rzal
animals that would not only survive but prospcr
in Jurassic Park. Ho$ever, the size arrd charisma
of a spccics are not the onl\ mcasures of impor
tance. Species exlinction is nothing neu in the
Pacitlc Northwest fiom the perspcctive of thou
sands ol years. It is the ratc and scale that are Lhc
issue these davs.

Habitats change due to climatic firrces. as rvell
as man's activit ies. and people dcvcJop more e1'
l lcienl ways to hunt. be it b) tcchnologicrl break
through (e.g.. bou' ancl arrow). the use of erotic
introductions (e.g., ELrropetn horse). ol by mass
marketing of cheap equipment (e.g.. lnonofi lamcnt
g i l l  ne t ) .

More important. the human population of the
Pacitic Northwest is -en)wing at rates conparable
to those in Third Wodcl countries. Frorr thc suc-
cessive wa\cs ol aboriginal innigralion lfom the
North. 10 thc intlur of Anericans f ' l1)m the East
rn lhc past two centudes. to thc dcluge tiom the
South*cst rtter the Second Wirrld War. the Pa
cific Northrvcst has been tlansfonncd in a 1ew
thousand ycars l ioDr an unilhabitcd corner ofthe
planet to thc most urbanized section ofthe United
Stalcs with nrore than 60% of its populatiot re
siding in urban/suburban communities. There are
other sectiors of tl're Unitcd States with lrger urbln
p , ,p r r l r t i , rn . .  hU l  lhs  \ , , t1h$e. l  i .  nnr r  I  rc ! i  r r
,of urbanites and voters. Like it or not, the hu-
lnan populrtion wil l continue to -qrou in the Pa
cific Northwest ancl rvil l  probablv continue be
coming even more urbanizcd. To conclude
otherwise is i l lusional.

Policy

Public choice is choicc from among altematives
the salmon issuc is a pertect example. Our choices
deal with: How expensivc wil l our energy be?
Where wil l we bc able to l ive? How will rve be
able 10 usc our private and public property l Which
groups wil l bc allowed to fish? Will our tbod and
energy continue lo be subsidized? Will we be able
to provide jobs lbr our childrenl What pcrsonal
tieedons wil l we need to givc up? It is in thc
ansu'ers to these and other questions that the ft-
ture ofsouthern sklcks u'i l l  be found. Science can
hclp evaluate the conscquences of dif lercnt al-
tenatives. but the salmoD "prob1em" is funda-
mentally a 2rl/rl i . choice issue.

But are rvc chasing a scientif ic i l lusion about
rcsto ng salmon? Thc habitat ofthe Pacillc North-
\lest is dramatically dit lefent than it wrs er,en a
fe* hundred years ago. For example, the Colunr-
bia River basin is norv a sedes of mainstem and
tributrrv l i tkes. Land use in much of thc wlter-
.hcd  hr '  .  h rngeJ  the  aqu l t i c  c r r r  i r ,  rDmenl  in  r , , l r  .
that no longcr t'avor sahnon. As clramatic as the
changes are. sone llshes are thriving: wrlleye.
shad. snlallmouth bass. aDd brook trout to nantc
r t'ew. These exotic species are well adapted to
the new eDvironment. From an ccological per
spcctive. we may be bcyond the stage where u'e
can rccrcate past salmon habitrts. The only op-
tion mightbc to manage lbrthosc tishes best suited
k) current habitat. Another scienti l icalJy viable
option might be to preservc stocks in those loca-
lions such as sol'nc "coast l '  r ivers where the
chances ol success are grealcr. Or. as some ar-
-que. perhaps we shoulcl stop tbcusing on s/ocfts
and acccpt that no ryccies ofsllmon is in danger
of extinction. Or is such acccptance mereh ad-
r r r i r t i r c  Je lc l t  in  the  Lrce  n l  d i t f i . .u l r  . ' n .J  e ipcn
sivc policy choices l

Somc ot'fbr the piomise of adaptir,e nanagc-
ment rs the path out of the policy morass. The
basic idea unclerlyinr adaptivc man irement is that
decision makcrs (and society) lcarn bv experi-
menting and thal dccisions gel better as we learD
through incrementally improving our decisions.
The problem is thiit this approlch might work
acccptably fbr ploblems without rnoral inrpera-
l i re .  l rnd  r rh r tc  thc  r l t c rn r t i re  dc( l r i , ,n .  i r re  l lo t
irevocable. But. u,hile adaptive management
rnight hold some promise in solving some lairly
narrorv techlical questions. it rvil l  noL be of rnuch
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use in rcsolr' ing questions ofcndangered species.
Oncc a species or stock is extitpated, its genc pool
is lost ti)revcr.

Conclusion

We bave becn here belbre: the dcmise of nany
Atlantic salmon stocks in thc Nofiheastem United
Statcs is the most striking parallel exanple. Many
ofthose stocks arc gone. Atlantic salmon still exist
in somc locations and the spccies is in no drnger
ofextinction, but manSr stocks have disappeared.
Gencs that sur-vived Pleistocene glaciation wcrc
eradicated u,ithin a fe* decades. At least when
those policy decisions were made scientists could
profess ignorance of gcncs and gene pools. Now
we allocate significant public and privatc resources
in an attempt lo restore stocks that are dou,r to a
ieu  ind i r  iduu l . - . t , \ . k .  lha t  \ \e  i r re  r l l c tnp l ine
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