
SOUTH FORK NOOKSACK CHINOOK ARE 
IMPORTANT BUT FAR FROM RECOVERY
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South Fork Nooksack Chinook NOR Spawners

relative to Recovery Goal
• Nooksack Early Chinook 

are essential for recovery

• Average recent abundance 

is 2% of our recovery goal.



SF CHINOOK ARE DYING BEFORE THEY 
CAN SPAWN

• Summer 2021

• Over 2400 Chinook died in the South Fork 

before they could spawn including

• 43 Wild Chinook (31% of SF returns)

• Summer 2022

• Lower, but still significant, numbers of pre-

spawn mortalities

Photo Credit: Lummi Natural Resources



HIGH TEMPERATURE, LOW FLOWS, 
DEGRADED HABITAT ARE TO BLAME

• Direct cause: 3 pathogens with temperature-related virulence (severity)

• Underlying causes: high temperatures, low flows, and degraded habitat

• We are working to address the underlying causes with restoration, but that will take time

(Aug, Sept)



STUDIES INDICATE RECREATION HAS 
NEGATIVE IMPACTS ON CHINOOK



2005 SALMON RECOVERY PLAN IDENTIFIED 
RECREATION IN LOWER SF AS A LIMITING 

FACTOR

• 2005 Salmonid Recovery Plan identified 
recreation in lower South Fork as a 
limiting factor:

• Harassment elicits avoidance behavior in upstream 
migrating, holding, and spawning chinook, which 
can use up limited energy stores or otherwise 
stress the fish and thereby reduce reproductive 
success. 

• Redd trampling, which reduces survival to 
emergence, is also likely.

• Summer recreational use of the lower South Fork, 
especially inner tubing, increases human-chinook 
encounters, thereby stressing holding and 
spawning chinook. 

Photo Credit: Bellingham Herald

Stress is cumulative – the 

greater the stress, the higher 

the risk of prespawn mortality!



CHINOOK STARTLE EASILY

• Chinook responding 

to a swimmer floating 

over a log jam-formed 

pool

• Startling increases 

stress and avoidance 

uses up limited energy 

reserves

Video taken recently in South Fork Nooksack River



UNLIKE OTHER RECREATION, 
TUBING IMPACT IS 

DISTRIBUTED

• Tuber put-in 

• Generally Acme area

• Tuber take-out

• Strand Rd. (3.7 miles total length)

• Potter Rd. (6.1 miles total length)

• Confluence (8 miles total length)



TUBING HAS A SIGNIFICANT 
CUMULATIVE IMPACT
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Floating over 

fish elicits a 

startle 

response
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Number of fish 
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Number of 

tubers any year 

may vary, but 

estimated # of 

tubers on hot 

days is several 

hundred to 

1000

Considerable 
increase in stress, 

energy 
expenditure that 

poses 
unacceptable 

risk to this 
valued, imperiled 

resource



HIGH RISK OF REDD 
TRAMPLING

• South Fork Chinook spawn throughout 
the lower South Fork

• 71 Chinook redds documented between 
Acme and Potter Rd. bridge in 2022

• Salmon eggs are very sensitive – in the 
first days, even a slight disturbance in the 
streambed can be fatal



SUMMARY

• SF Chinook are in crisis

• Tubing has a high potential for 

impact that poses unacceptable 

additional risk to SF Chinook.

• South Fork is a priority for 

restoration

• Improving habitat conditions for fish 

worsens conditions for people

• Recreation can move elsewhere –

our salmon cannot.


