
               

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
The Harrison River is a unique Canadian environment and an irreplaceable national treasure. 

It is also internationally significant, designated as both an Important Bird Area and a North 

American Pacific Salmon Stronghold. This strategic plan is a blueprint to safeguard the ecological 

diversity of the Harrison Salmon Stronghold. It acknowledges Harrison River salmon as a keystone 

species in the watershedôs ecology; it promotes stewardship of the land, water and natural resources, 

and ecologically sustainable lifestyles to maintain the Strongholdôs  natural attributes. 

Living with the Harrison 

Salmon Stronghold ï A 

Strategic Plan 
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Salmon Strongholds, like the one on the 

Harrison River in southwestern BC, may 

represent the last opportunity to protect the 

incredible diversity of life that surrounds the 

Pacific Salmon. 

This is a wake-up call. If we always wait until 

a species like salmon is in trouble, we lose the 

chance to really understand the critical role 

they play in the world around us. We will also 

lose the chance to learn how we as human 

beings fit into their world. 

Stsôailes got it right when they demonstrated 

how to live in this ecosystem with salmon for 

thousands of years. What can we learn from 

that and how do we apply those lessons in our 

contemporary world? 

The Harrison River is a truly magnificent 

salmon ecosystem worthy of our collective 

attention. Maybe when we learn how to live 

with the salmon we will be able to live more 

sustainably ourselves. 

David Suzuki 
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Living with the Harrison 

Salmon Stronghold 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

Following a rigorous scientific assessment, the Harrison River in southwestern 

British Columbia was designated an International Salmon Stronghold in 2010 

by the North American Salmon Stronghold Partnership. First convened in 2006 

by the Wild Salmon Center in Portland Oregon, the Partnership involves a 

diverse group of scientists, public and private interests who set out to identify 

and protect the healthiest remaining ecosystems in North America
1
. Their goal 

was ñto ensure the long-term survival of salmon, steelhead and the many 

species that depend on them.ò Stsôailes (formerly Chehalis Indian Band) who 

sponsored the application, are today leading a broadly representative 

Stronghold Working Group who have developed this strategic plan, and 

together are leading the way forward. 

The Harrison Salmon Stronghold represents one of the most ecologically 

significant Pacific Salmon Rivers in North America, and one of the most 

productive salmon ecosystems in the Pacific. Harrison salmon are a keystone 

species in the watershedôs ecology and a fishery resource of international 

significance.  

Salmon strongholds like the Harrison River are acknowledged for their natural 

diversity and productivity of wild salmon, as well as the health of the habitats 

that support them. They represent stable reservoirs of healthy salmon 

populations much in the same way a marine protected area works for marine 

fish to conserve biological diversity in our oceans. These river habitats are in 

need of careful planning and environmental stewardship to preserve them as 

reliable salmon refuges. 

                                                           

1 North American Salmon Stronghold Partnership. 

http://www.wildsalmoncenter.org/programs/north_america/NASSP.php   

This strategic plan was created to provide local context and a global vision to 

protect this salmon ecosystem. It aims to engage regulators, First Nations 

rights-holders and other interests in the fishery; it also brings forward the 

concerns of agriculture, local business and other stakeholders who depend 

upon the same water and landscape as the salmon. This plan also has appeal for 

educators and the scientific community who will help to build our 

understanding of this ecosystem and improve the management of the salmon 

fishery. 

The Harrison Salmon Stronghold Initiative outlined in this plan is a locally led 

effort to put an action plan in place. The initiatives presented together here are 

a blueprint to safeguard the salmon and their habitats for future generations. It 

promotes land and water conservation, and sustainable resource use to maintain 

the salmon ecosystemôs form and function. There is a clear vision here to build 

local best practices, and to share these lessons with a broader audience and 

future generations as the basis for protecting this Salmon Stronghold.  

This Harrison Salmon Stronghold vision is designed to foster land and water 

stewardship, encouraging outreach, research and education, while promoting 

ecologically sustainable lifestyles and responsible recreational enjoyment of 

this Canadian treasure. Most significantly, there is an aspiration here to be a 

world model for an environmentally driven economy, based on the lessons 

learned ï Living with the Harrison Salmon Stronghold. 
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INTRODUCTION  

The Harrison River is one of the Fraser Riverôs largest tributaries and is located 

in southwestern British Columbia. It was designated in 2010 as one of the most 

ecologically significant salmon watersheds in North America. It is a unique 

Canadian environment and an irreplaceable national treasure. Harrison River 

stands out prominently in the local ancient fishing cultures of Stsôailes, and in 

the history of BCôs resource and tourism industries. 

This Salmon Stronghold supports all species of Pacific salmon, which in turn 

supports a biologically diverse and productive ecosystem, including the 

worldôs largest wintering population of bald eagles, and it is an internationally 

recognized Important Bird Area. 

The salmon and other living resources from the Harrison River support a wide 

range of cultural, social and economic benefits in the area and beyond, with the 

migration of salmon and eagles extending from Alaska to California. Located 

at the head of the Fraser River delta, this ecosystem thrives in proximity to 

BCôs richest agricultural lands and most developed transportation corridors. It 

is adjacent to 50% of BCôs population and Canadaôs gateway to the Pacific, 

exposing this ecosystem to persistent and growing threats of human 

encroachment. However, its prominence is also an opportunity to share and 

learn about the wonders of a truly healthy-functioning Pacific salmon 

ecosystem.  

A strong stewardship ethic held by local residents, and in particular the local 

First Nations, is apparent. Yet more is needed to protect this Salmon 

Stronghold from population growth beyond good will; some form of regulatory 

framework is clearly necessary to ensure that the natural form and functions of 

the Stronghold are maintained.  

While Canada does not have Stronghold legislation, the Harrison Riverôs 

ecological significance and natural qualities may share greater similarities with 

Canadaôs Natural Heritage Sites like the Waterton-Glacier Lakes, Kluane River 

Valley, and South Nahanni River. However, it will be important for the long-

term success of conservation efforts to match the most appropriate regulatory 

tools with the vision of those who live, recreate, and make a living here.  

The BC government has proposed to designate some of the highest value 

habitats in the Harrison River as the Harrison-Chehalis Wildlife Management 

Area. This regulatory framework could be an asset to the Harrison Salmon 

Stronghold, and would ensure that conservation and management of wildlife, 

fish, and their habitats is the priority, while permitting other compatible land 

uses. 

Regardless of its classifications, with these acknowledgements is an imperative 

that the Harrison Salmon Stronghold have in place a management regime 

adequate to ensure the continued protection of the values that led to its 

designation. 
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Our Principles 

ü Make ñFish Firstò the priority. 

ü Respect indigenous people and cultural 

values embodying ecologically 

sustainable use. 

ü Maintain open and inclusive processes. 

ü Foster best practices for an 

ecologically sustainable future. 

ü Communicate and collaborate. 

 

 

 

 

OUR MISSION 

ü Safeguard the biological diversity of the Harrison 

Salmon Stronghold. 

ü Promote ecologically sustainable lifestyles and 

economic, cultural, and recreational activities. 

ü Encourage scientific outreach, research and 

education, and responsible use of natural 

resources. 

ü Aspire to be a world model for an environmentally 

driven economy. 

OUR APPROACH 

ü Foster collaboration and partnerships in pursuit of our 

mission. 

ü Collect sound scientific data and local and traditional ecological 

knowledge to determine and monitor factors impacting salmon. 

ü Support the development and implementation of innovative, 

ecologically sustainable strategies to protect the Stronghold. 

ü Identify and reduce barriers currently limiting the ecological 

sustainability of the Harrison Salmon Stronghold. 

ü Celebrate sound stewardship and enjoy the natural wonders of 

this unique environment with others. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

OUR 

VISION  
Ecological 

sustainabilit y 

in the 

Harrison 

Salmon 

Stronghold 
 

The Harrison Salmon Stronghold Initiative 
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COMMON QUESTIONS ABOUT THE HARRISON SALMON 

STRONGHOLD  

 

WHAT IS THE óLIVING IN THE HARRISON SALM ON STRONGHOLDô 

INITIATIVE?  

Building upon the Stronghold designation, this mosaic of locally led initiatives 

aspires to engage people from all communities interested in a partnership to 

ensure the long-term ecological sustainability of this Canadian treasure. 

 

WHO CAN PARTICIPATE?  

We encourage all interests in the salmon ecosystem to participate. The 

Harrison Salmon Stronghold Working Group  invites all the interests to work 

with residents of the Stronghold ð landowners, businesses, schools and 

community organizations, as well as every level of government ð to commit 

to our shared vision for ecological sustainability in the Harrison Salmon 

Stronghold. 

 

HOW CAN WE PARTICIPA TE? 

Start by making a commitment to our shared vision. You can show your 

commitment by signing your name, or the name of your organization, to the 

Harrison Salmon Stronghold Charter (Appendix 3). 

Then take practical and measurable actions to protect the Harrison Salmon 

Stronghold and its magnificent ecosystem by working with others who have 

made the same commitment. 

 

WANT MORE INFORMATIO N ON THE NORTH AMERICAN SALMON 

STRONGHOLD PARTNERSHIP? 

http://www.wildsalmoncenter.org/programs/north_america/strongholds.php  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Visit www.harrisonsalmonstronghold.com 

for background documents and updates on 

our progress 
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HARRISON SALMON STRO NGHOLD WORKING GROUP 

There is a broad consensus around the need to protect local salmon streams, the 

renowned Harrison spawning riffles, and surrounding wetlands while providing 

for compatible use for those who live and recreate around the Harrison River. 

Following the official designation, a Harrison Salmon Stronghold Working 

Group was formed. The group was led by Stsôailes and engaged local 

landowners, businesses and business associations. It also attracted provincial 

sport-fishing interests, environmental NGOs
2
 and conservation organizations, 

as well as local school districts. Federal, provincial, and regional governments 

enthusiastically provided information to support the process and encouraged 

the local collaboration. 

The groupôs aim has been to build a public forum to guide the design and 

implementation of an initiative to protect the Harrison River Salmon 

Stronghold. Its focus is on building upon existing stewardship activities in the 

valley, and then making effective connections to government regulators.  A 

regulatory framework is considered an important complement to voluntary 

stewardship. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           

2
 Non-government organizations 

A series of workshops provided focus for building relationships and helped to 

inform strategic planning. River field trips with cultural interpreters provided 

the traditional context and insights into traditional ecological knowledge and 

practices. Much of the history provided as context in this strategy was gleaned 

from local knowledge holders, published works, and experienced managers. 

Fisheries and wildlife information used in this strategy was derived from 

Fisheries and Oceans Canada documents and the proposed Provincial Wildlife 

Management Area Plan. 

It took five years from designation to strategic plan, and it will take more to 

build measurable results. Beyond the Stronghold Working Group, their 

Harrison Salmon Stronghold Charter will connect other residents of the valley, 

regulators, business, NGOs, scientists and educators who embrace this same 

vision. While the groupôs strategic priorities look to short-term outcomes, the 

Working Group emphasized that true success will come from demonstrating 

ecologically sustainable living, in harmony with the Harrison Salmon 

Stronghold ð in the local lifestyles, the use and enjoyment of this ecosystem, 

and ecologically sustainable business opportunities it supports. 
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CREATING A HARRISON SALMON STRONGHOLD INITIATIVE  

An ecologically sustainable Harrison Salmon Stronghold must be 

acknowledged by governments and stewarded through communities of interest 

and place. Initiatives designed to protect the Stronghold will involve those with 

an interest in a healthy environment, and will  enjoy local leadership and 

collaboration from among those who depend upon it. Sustaining this Salmon 

Stronghold needs a sound stewardship plan; but moreover, it must be relevant 

and enduring. 

What is a Salmon Stronghold?3
 

ü a watershed, multiple watersheds, basin or other defined spatial unit 

where wild salmon populations are strong and diverse, and the habitat 

has high intrinsic potential to support a particular salmon and steelhead 

species or suite of species; 

ü an area designated on the basis of biological criteria representing high 

quality standards for abundance, productivity, diversity (life history 

and run timing) and other biological attributes important to sustaining 

viable populations of wild Pacific salmon throughout its range; 

ü a core centre of salmon abundance and diversity that generates the 

highest percentage of wild salmon; 

ü defined as being among the healthiest remaining wild Pacific salmon 

ecosystems in North America to ensure the long-term survival of 

salmon, steelhead, and the many species that depend on them and 

inhabit those watersheds; 

ü a priority-ranked watershed or area that is part of a comprehensive 

conservation strategy that requires the continuation of protection and 

restoration of salmon habitat wherever it is detrimentally impacted or 

at risk. 

 

                                                           

3
 Pacific Fisheries Resource Conservation Council  06/23/2009, 13:13 
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SALMON STRONGHOLD DE SIGNATION  

The Harrison River was designated a salmon stronghold based upon its intact 

habitats, the regular annual abundance and significant population diversity of 

naturally spawning salmon populations, particularly sockeye and chinook. 

The designated area of the Harrison Salmon Stronghold encompasses a 2,500-

km
2
 watershed, including Harrison Lake below Lillooet River, its largest 

tributary (including Douglas Creek). The Harrison River is within BCôs 

Douglas Forest and Fraser River Salmon Eco-region, located 116 km from  the 

Fraserôs confluence with the Salish Sea. 

The Stronghold includes the 60-km-long Harrison Lake, numerous small and 

intermittent streams along Harrison Lake, and the 16-km Harrison River to its 

confluence with the Fraser River. This also includes four productive salmon-

producing tributaries: Big Silver and Cogburn Creeks that flow west into 

Harrison Lake, the Chehalis River and Morris Creek (including the world 

famous Weaver Creek spawning channel) flowing south and east into Harrison 

River. 

Harrison River is the largest tributary in the lower Fraser Valley floodplain. 

This ecosystem covers a vast watershed; the Harrison River and its river 

environments represent the greatest concentration and diversity of salmon 

habitats in the Stronghold. It is also the area facing the greatest encroachment, 

both locally and from the populous lower Fraser Valley. The Harrison River is 

within an hour drive of anywhere in the lower mainland. Also, this 10-km 

segment of river and its tributaries is adjacent to the growing Stsôailes 

community, as well as the neighboring communities of Morris Valley, Harrison 

Mills , Hemlock Valley Ski Resort, and the popular resort community of 

Harrison Hot Springs. 

Eventually extending the Stronghold designation upstream to include the 

Lillooet River would acknowledge its contribution of glacial waters to the 

ecology of the river, along with its distinct salmon populations. Expanding the 

Stronghold would also include broader First Nations engagement from the 

St'át'imc Territory. Lillooet drainage would add another 7,870 km
2
 of 

watershed area upstream and more than 150 lineal kilometers of river.  
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PRE-HISTORY CONTEXT 

The Harrison River is the home of two First Nations; Stsôailes, and their 

neighbors to the south and at the mouth of the Harrison River, Scowlitz. The 

St'át'imc, their nearest neighbors to the north, claim the vast Lillooet River 

watershed beyond the head of Harrison Lake. 

Both Stsôailes and Scowlitz are Sto:lo People who have lived in prosperous 

fishing villages here since a time beyond memory. The river, which has always 

been their chief source of food, means of trade, and transportation, is known to 

them as Shuqwôema.
4
  

Oral history is rich with stories of great floods, forest fires, landslides and 

earthquakes that resonate with modern versions of history, geology and 

ecosystems. The Stsôailes archaeologist points to pictographs on cliffs above 

Morris Creek depicting local wildlife, and layers of cracked fire rock directly 

across the river that verify their oral history, dating back more than 5,000 

years. Evidence reveals that salmon were a large component of their natural 

diet and a primary source of protein. The salmon fishery has always been 

integral to their culture; its sustenance and trade value essential to their 

existence.
5
 

Stsôailes lived on and around the richest spawning grounds of the Harrison 

River. Many of those passing through to the Upper Fraser gold fields wrote 

about the uniquely large pit-houses, or skumel, clustered about the river and up 

the lake, and the longhouses made of boards that lined the riverbanks and 

sloughs, some hundreds of feet long. Families constructed communal weirs 

across the sloughs for easy harvest of returning salmon when needed. The 

salmon were present so much of the year that the Stsôailes were rarely required 

to leave. 

Guarded fiercely, demanding tribute from others who would share in this 

prosperous fishery, Stsôailes embodied a stewarding ethic over their fishery 

                                                           

4
 Willie Charlie. Former Chief, Stsôailes, 2013. Pers. Com.  

5
 Morgan Richie, Stsôailes Archaeologist, 2013. Pers. Com. 

that lasts to present times. For generations, Stsôailes families lived by the 

thousands in several large villages in all the most strategic places for watching, 

catching, processing, and storing salmon.  

The Harrison River has featured in many historic accounts, and was invariably 

noted for having an incredible wealth of salmon and for being a major trade 

and transportation corridor. The abundance of salmon was capitalized on by the 

Hudson Bay Company at Fort Langley when they established a salmon saltery 

on the Harrison River. 
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Artistôs conception of a traditional Stsôailes winter village along the banks of 

the Harrison River. 






































