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1. Introduction 
 
In 2010 the North American Salmon Stronghold Partnership, after review of extensive 

scientific information, declared that the Harrison River and area (figure1) to be the first 

Salmon Stronghold in Canada.  The application for Stronghold status was sponsored by 

the Pacific Fisheries Resource Conservation Council (PFRCC) with support of the 

Sts'ailes First Nation (formerly the Chehalis Indian Band). Strongholds represent the best 

of the salmon resource and a Stronghold partnership is composed of community based 

organizations or individuals residing within or near the Stronghold. Accordingly the 

PFRCC held a community meeting in March 2011 with a stated objective to identify who 

should lead the Harrison Salmon Stronghold, who the partners might be and to have 

preliminary discussions on a Work Plan for the Stronghold. 

 

This report builds on the March 2011 workshop and maps out a plan to formally 

transition the Stronghold work from the PFRCC to a local host organization and 

partnership. 

 

At the time of writing this short report the issue of funding for local Stronghold activities 

is a key concern of the Sts'ailes First Nation. This aside, the most important activity now 

is not one of funding but of building a cohesive and enduring local partnership. This 

partnership can promote the unique values of the Harrison Salmon Stronghold and in so 

doing will create the desire for success and then the funds and commitments needed to 

manage the Stronghold, especially in the face of certain future threats to its well-being. 

Already, the BC Institute of Technology, Rivers Institute has agreed to supply some 

modest funds to help the partnership effort get underway. 

 

2. Partnership Make-up 
 

2.1 Partnership Leader 

At the March 2011 Harrison Stronghold meeting there was widespread support for the 

Sts'ailes First Nation leading the partnership or perhaps co-leading the partnership (Ennis, 

2011). In recent communication with the Sts'ailes First Nation and its fisheries consultant 

it was learned that the priority to advance the Harrison Stronghold has been reiterated by 

the Sts'ailes fisheries program (email Dave Moore to Gordon Ennis). This Stronghold 

leadership role has the support of Chief Willie Charlie of the Sts'ailes First Nation. 

 

2.2 Key Partners 

Active participation in the local partnership by all who share an interest in sustaining 

healthy salmon runs to the Harrison Salmon Stronghold is encouraged. 

 

Potential key partners are those who could actively contribute to efforts in the Stronghold 

and include the federal, provincial and local governments, non-government organizations 

and individuals.  Attendees to the PFRCC March 2011 workshop are likely candidates as 

partners as their interest in the Harrison has already been identified by attendance. These 

individuals and groups are listed in Appendix 1. 
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The following government agencies should be considered as key partners. They include 

Fisheries and Oceans Canada – Mr. Mark Johnson, the local community advisory; BC 

Environment  - Mr. Mike Peters, the local Parks representative, and the Fraser Valley 

Regional District – Mr. Lance Lilley or David Urban - currently their “Experience the 

Fraser” program might be compatible with Stronghold implementation. 

 

Other key partners for consideration include David Hancock of the Fraser Valley Bald 

Eagle Festival. Key partners could also include the BC Driftfishers, the Fraser Valley 

Angling Guides Association, the Fraser Valley Salmon Society and Sport Fish Advisory 

Board (specifically Frank Kwak who attended the March Harrison Stronghold workshop) 

and a representative of the Sto:olo Tribal Council. Mr. Al Stobbart of Sasquatch Crossing 

Ecolodge on the Harrison River would be a candidate as a partner. Others who attended 

the March workshop and who have a vested interest in the Harrison River could also be 

included if desired. This could include the BC Conservation Foundation and the Hope 

Mountain Centre (Scott Denkers).  

 

Ex officio status should be considered for certain organizations that, while not local, have 

a vested interest in salmon and rivers and that might be able to contribute time and 

resources to the Harrison Stronghold initiative. These include the Pacific Fisheries 

Resource Conservation Council, the Wild Salmon Center of Portland Oregon, the BC 

Institute of Technology - River Institute, the Pacific Salmon Foundation and the Nature 

Trust of BC.  

 

There was a strong indication from the March 1011 PFRCC workshop that the work of 

the partnership should be inclusive. In this regard others including those who might have 

divergent interests should be considered for inclusion in certain partnership initiatives 

and consideration should be given to making meetings open to all who wish to attend. 

 

 

3. Conceptual Level Workplan or Vision Statement 
 

The Harrison Salmon Stronghold is representative of the best salmon runs, biodiversity 

and supporting habitat in the area. Any conceptual level workplan, or vision statement if 

you will, needs to recognize this and to nurture this amazing fisheries resource. Those 

living within the Harrison Stronghold or those visiting it are lucky to have such a 

beautiful place with a majestic river and salmon resource. It is a place where people 

should care about the environment and each other. The vision for the stronghold should 

build upon this precept. This is especially so now given some land-use changes are 

occurring and that the human population within the Stronghold is increasing. There is the 

potential for increasing impacts within the basin both of local making and owing to the 

proximity of the Harrison Stronghold to Metro Vancouver and its increasing population 

and resource needs. 

 

A conceptual plan or vision needs to deal with: 

 

Natural environment: 
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The abundant and biologically unique runs of salmon in the Harrison Stronghold are 

dependent upon healthy and functioning ecosystems. The continuance of a healthy 

and functioning ecosystem and remediation of damage done to date should be the key 

vision of the Stronghold. There are a number of economic and urban activities 

happening in the basin some of which have in the past caused some impact to the 

basin. To emphasize, the direction of a vision or strategic plan for the Stronghold 

should be to avoid such occurrences from happening in the future and to rectify 

damage done to date. 

 

A key activity of the Harrison Salmon Stronghold partnership should be the 

development of a land use plan. Such a plan should be developed with all partners 

and be proactive and prescriptive, where possible, so that future development is 

compatible with the Stronghold vision. The plan would outline appropriate types of 

economic activities for the basin as well as a type of ecological zoning to indicate 

what can go where (for instance some river systems have a red, yellow and green 

coding for river areas – red meaning no development, yellow meaning potential 

development but study and assessment required and green meaning that certain types 

of development are acceptable). Such an approach would encourage all users to work 

together. In time, existing government regulations and guidelines should be reviewed 

for appropriateness given the huge resource values at stake in the Harrison 

Stronghold. As an example it might be that some existing guidelines have to be 

strengthened in particular reaches of the Harrison River. 

 

There has been damage done to the Stronghold in the past such as sedimentation of 

key river side channels or sloughs owing to poor forestry practices in years gone by. 

Part of the plan should systematically identify areas where remediation can occur and 

include a schedule for making progress. 

 

Not all is known about the environment and its fisheries as desired. Consideration 

should be given to GIS-based descriptions of the environment in the Harrison 

Stronghold.  

 

Over the years, fisheries inventory efforts have been reduced. The plan should 

consider re-introduction of inventory efforts for species such as Coho salmon as well 

as pinks and chum salmon. The latter two are important not only in their own right 

but they form a substantive food for the world famous eagle population in the 

Harrison. 

 

Educational endeavours should also be considered in dealing with the natural 

environment to help students and the public understand the value of the Strongold and 

the need to maximize care and attention being paid to the watershed. Such efforts will 

assist in forming additional partnerships and having people from all perspectives 

work together to the benefit of the Stronghold. Events such as BC Rivers Day and the 

Fraser Valley Bald Eagle Festival should be encouraged. Consideration should be 

given to a special event to mark the Harrison Salmon Stronghold as well. 

 

Sustainable growth:  



4 

 

Growth and development that occurs in the basin needs to protect the salmon resource 

and habitat upon which the salmon rely. Hence future development that may occur 

needs to be responsive to the features that make the Harrison Salmon Stronghold 

unique.  

 

Economic strategies: 

The Harrison Salmon Stronghold is a natural fit with certain types of economic 

growth in the basin which can provide income and wage jobs for residents. 

 

Business models which add value to salmon harvested in the basin is an example. For 

instance, branding of Harrison Salmon as salmon harvested sustainably from 

Canada’s first salmon stronghold would add value to salmon products. Programs such 

as River to Plate should be examined in this regard. 

 

Nature-based tourism is another example of economic development which, if done 

right, would benefit from the Stronghold designation and at the same time provide 

income for residents of the basin.  

 

The Stronghold could also give a boost to activities that support cultural awareness 

and performances related to the traditional role of Aboriginal peoples in salmon 

management.  Novel activities such as the building of a nature house to educate the 

public might be possible via grants from foundations or government and provide local 

employment. Similarly educational products for use in local schools could be 

considered. 

 

The Youth: 

The Stronghold should be an activity that actively involves the youth in their 

community. Fisheries educational activities and leadership training, not just in the 

classroom but experiential as well, will help develop a new generation of stewards. 

 

4. The Harrison River Salmon Stronghold Pamphlet  

 

In the March 2011 meeting there was informal agreement that the PFRCC and the 

Sts'ailes First Nation would work together to produce a Harrison Strongholds pamphlet – 

this will improve local understanding of the values of the Harrison Stronghold and in so 

doing assist in implementation of a vision for the Stronghold.  

 

As part of this contract the following write-up outlines key scientific points that could be 

included in the pamphlet. Maps of the Stronghold are included as maps 1, 2 and 3 at the 

end of this section of the report. Mr. Dave Moore who is a fisheries consultant for the 

Sts'ailes (Dave Moore davemoore08@xplornet.com) phone (250) 372-9472 is willing to 

provide photographs for the pamphlet if contacted. 

 

The key scientific points to include in a pamphlet are: 

mailto:davemoore08@xplornet.com
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1.The Harrison Stronghold area is marked by both strong and unique runs of Pacific salmon. 

In fact, it is perhaps the only area within BC that has all five species of salmon and steelhead 

trout.  

2.Three Conservation Units (CU) or unique runs of sockeye occur in the Stronghold: one 

spawning in the Harrison Rapids area of the Harrison River; and another in tributary portions 

of the basin including the Chehalis River and Weaver Creek. Another CU is the Big Silver 

tributary to Harrison Lake. The Harrison Rapids Conservation Unit has an unusual life 

history with the sockeye salmon swimming downstream to the Fraser River estuary upon 

emergence rather than rearing in freshwater first. This run is not enhanced, yet it has 

remained strong and even shown increases despite the fact that other late-run Fraser River 

sockeye salmon populations are decreasing in number. Sockeye monitoring in the Fraser 

during the 1990’s to the present has demonstrated that many late-run Fraser sockeye died in-

river before spawning. An exception to this pre-spawning mortality pattern has been the 

Harrison sockeye. In the last five years there have been close to 400,000 spawners (last year 

even more) in a very short stretch of the Harrison River. The population of sockeye in 

Weaver Creek also has a unique life history in that the salmon swim downstream to the 

Harrison River and then upstream to Harrison Lake to rear, thereby exhibiting an amazing 

local adaptation. I am unaware of any other sockeye population that swims upstream to a lake 

to rear. Other upstream/uplake populations of sockeye salmon in the Harrison Stronghold 

have a more standard life history pattern. In addition to the three CU’s of salmon discussed in 

this application there is a fourth in the Lillooet portion of the drainage.  

3. There are also two Conservation Units of Chinook recognized in the Harrison Basin. 

Similarly to sockeye, the Chinook population that spawns in the Harrison River itself has a 

unique life history and swims downstream after emergence and heads to the ocean to rear 

rather than rearing in freshwater first. It is a rapid growing three year old white-fleshed fall 

Chinook that is very productive. In the last five years as many as 250,000 spawners were 

enumerated in the short section of the Harrison River. This Chinook stock has been used as 

spawning stock for other local areas such as the Chilliwack River but the population in the 

Harrison itself is not enhanced. The other Chinook Conservation Unit behaves more 

normally in terms of life history with a freshwater rearing phase. Those spring Chinook are 

found in the Chehalis and Big Silver tributaries in particular. In addition to the runs relevant 

to this application Chinook also occupy the Birkenhead in the Lillooet portion of the 

drainage. 

The proposed Stronghold also has very important stocks of a Conservation Unit of chum 

salmon, partly enhanced. Inventory of that resource is now poor save for what that carried 

out by Sts'ailes. There is also a Conservation Unit of a very abundant run of odd year 

spawning pink salmon in the system. In addition the proposed Stronghold area contains 

poorly studied Coho salmon in the tributaries and probably some in the mainstem 

Harrison itself. There is a separate Coho CU in the Lillooet portion of the drainage. 

4.Persistent populations of steelhead trout occur in the Chehalis River, Weaver Creek, 

Cogburn Creek (tributary to Harrison Lake) and Big Silver Creek in addition to populations 

in the upper Lillooet-Birkenhead watershed. Interestingly for steelhead, some of these 

populations have the unusual life history of migrating through a lake (Harrison) to reach their 

spawning grounds while others such as the Chehalis and Weaver Creek Steelhead don’t. 

Steelhead populations in the basin are the second most abundant steelhead population in the 

region. The Chehalis run, in particular, is strong with as many as 1,000 wild steelhead being 
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caught some years. The fishery is now catch and release and in 2007 there were 367 wild 

steelhead reported caught. There is an enhancement facility on the Chehalis and marked 

steelhead are also caught by anglers. In addition the Harrison has been noted in the past for 

its strong populations of cutthroat trout.  

5.Salmon and steelhead enhancement projects are underway for some of the basin’s salmon 

populations. To offset the impacts of sediment inputs from the Hemlock Valley Ski 

development a sockeye spawning channel was built in Weaver Creek (map 2,3). There is also 

a moderate sized hatchery for chum, Coho, Chinook and steelhead in the Chehalis River. 

This channel also benefits some pink salmon. In the upper drainage, Fisheries and Oceans 

Canada operated a hatchery in the Birkenhead for Chinook salmon but this was 

decommissioned in the late 1990’s. It was subsequent operated as a public involvement 

project by local interests who also used it for Coho and steelhead enhancement but they also 

closed this facility and it has not been operating at all since the early 2000’s.  

Geography: while outside of the terms of reference of this contract the following 

geographical notes are relevant to the drafting of the pamphlet: 

 

The Harrison River Stronghold is the key downstream portion of the Lillooet-Birkenhead 

and Harrison River basins (map 1). The Harrison system is located within British 

Columbia’s Coastal Western Hemlock biogeoclimatic zone. It is also a key component of 

the Fraser River Salmon Ecoregion.  

The main features of the Harrison River Stronghold are Harrison Lake, the Chehalis River, 

Weaver Creek and the Harrison River (map 2). Important upstream tributaries draining into 

Harrison Lake include Big Silver Creek and Cogburn Creek. The Harrison River is a short 

but large tributary flowing southwest from Harrison Lake for 16.5 km, entering the Fraser 

River 116 km upstream from Georgia Strait (map 3). The Harrison River is navigable but has 

small rapids and difficult water downstream of the lake. Further downstream near the 

confluence with the Fraser the Harrison River widens into a wide backwater, Harrison Bay. 

In the days of the Fraser Canyon Goldrush (1858 era) there were sandbars at the confluence 

with the Fraser River that were dredged. The Harrison River has little habitation, is forested 

most of the way and while crossed by a highway and railroad bridge, it has no road next to 

the river itself and little disturbance of its riparian zone.  

There is a highway that connects the town of Harrison Hot Springs, located on Harrison 

Lake, as well as the nearby town of Agassiz with points south but this highway does not 

proceed up the lake for any appreciable distance. Like the river, the lake is non-roaded save 

for some forestry roads that are on the eastern upslopes and not directly next to the lake. 

Harrison Lake is about 60 km in length and at its widest is almost 9 km across. At its 

southern end the resort community of Harrison Hot Springs is about 95km east of 

Vancouver. 

The Chehalis River is a key tributary to the Harrison River and an important salmon 

producer. It arises in the mountains west of Statlu Lake. This canyoned river first empties 

into Statlu Lake, and eventually flows into Chehalis Lake and then the Harrison River. 
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The largest stream entering Harrison Lake (other than the Lillooet River) is Big Silver Creek 

also known as Big Silver River or Silver River. It has benefited from habitat enhancement 

work and has had numerous fisheries projects on it over the years. 
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Map 1. The Harrison-Lillooet-Birkenhead watershed and its key features. The lower Harrison 

watershed is shown in purple and the upper Lillooet-Birkenhead watershed, which should be 

added to the Stronghold as soon as feasible, is shown in light green.   
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Map 2. The Harrison Salmon Stronghold and key features. 
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Map 3. Ortho photo map of the Harrison River proper with key features marked. 
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5. Traditional and Local Ecological Knowledge in Fisheries 

Management 

The First Nations peoples of British Columbia have harvested and relied upon salmon 

throughout their history. Their use of the salmon resource goes back literally thousands of 

years. The First Nations Communities have traditionally been sited near where salmon 

have spawned. This has resulted in First Nations acquiring a large amount of local 

information about the salmon, the individual runs of salmon, their traits and timing. For 

most of this time native populations have been relatively stable, and so it can be argued 

that their reliance on salmon attests to the success of their management of the salmon 

resources. The traditional and local ecological knowledge (TLEK) they utilized in 

harvesting salmon resulted in salmon runs remaining strong.  

 

Maintaining sustainability and the integrity of the salmon resource and its ecosystem is 

increasingly problematic with modern fisheries management. Yet the TLEK or TEK 

approach of First Nations in the past has fostered sustainability. Given this, the direction 

behind salmon strongholds with an emphasis on a local partnership being involved in the 

management of the stronghold holds promise to work where other management regimes 

have failed. 

 

In examining the use of TLEK in managing salmon runs contacts were made or attempted 

with members of First Nations associated with the Harrison River, the Nass River and the 

Taku River. All three river systems have very strong runs of salmon and can illustrate the 

application of TLEK in situations of abundant salmon runs. Contacts re TLEK have taken 

place with Kelsey Charlie and others of the Sts’ailes First Nation on the Harrison River 

experience. Discussions took place in the past with Chief Harry Nyce of the Nisga’a as 

well as other fisheries staff and consultants, particularly Richard Alexander of LGL 

Consultants regarding the Nass experience.  Mr. Jackie Williams, Wolf Clan Leader of 

the Taku River Tlingit First Nation (TRTFN) was suggested as a contact for the Taku 

River but Mr. Mark Connor of the TRTFN fisheries program provided guidance and 

insight. Conversations were also held with consultants to the Sts’ailes First Nations, 

notably Dave Moore. More discussion over a longer contract period would have, in hind-

sight, been beneficial.  To compensate, attention was also paid to the available literature 

on the subject. All individuals talked to in the Harrison, Taku and Nass watersheds were 

interested in the Stronghold approach and its potential for their watersheds. 

 

In discussions with First Nations and in reviewing literature a story emerges of a 

respectful attitude towards animals and interdependence between the community and the 

environment. Perhaps just as important as the local knowledge employed in TEK to 

ensure the continuance of salmon was the shared philosophy and values of the First 

Nations communities. The authority of the Chiefs and clan leaders was paramount 

ensuring that the rules of respect were virtually self-enforcing. 

 

The Nisga’a still walk salmon streams ensuring that channels are clear of debris and 

salmon not obstructed during their spawning migrations. During such trips the Nisga’a 

pay attention to other important variables such as what plants are in bloom and so forth. 

In this way the communities have developed a capacity for a collective data base and 

deviations from past patterns are important and noted. In the Nicola River, First Nations 
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used such environmental clues (i.e. the blooming of mock orange) to determine when 

fishing started. 

 

The First Nations are also very selective in their fishing, a practice nurtured by the 

teaching of the elders. On the Harrison River the Sts’ailes were able to regulate how, 

when and which visitors harvested salmon in their territory. There are reports that the 

Sts’ailes avoided the killing of female salmon that were spawning and they could select 

fatty fish if they wanted to eat it fresh and non-fatty fish if they wanted to preserve it for 

winter. They also relied upon pit lamping and individual fish could be observed by this 

method and the desired fish speared for eating and to leave others un-harvested. 

Individual runs of salmon, such as chum were also identified and each individual run 

conserved – in the case of chum four runs were recognized. The Sts’ailes and other First 

Nations also have a First Salmon ceremony which emphasizes respect for the salmon. It 

ensured most of the early run passed through un-harvested while the ceremonial use of 

the salmon took place. These first migrating fish are then able to ascend to the spawning 

grounds. A component of the ceremony involves putting the bones and unused parts of 

the fish back in the river. The Nisga’a believe such matters are vital to ensure the future 

runs of salmon can “smell” their way to the spawning streams. Science has confirmed the 

reliance of salmon on olfactory clues in their migration. 

 

The Nisga’a on the Nass River successfully transferred an historic selective fishing 

technology to modern stock assessment. Concerned that electronic counting devices were 

inaccurate they constructed fish wheels which utilize the hydraulics of the river to scoop 

up salmon unharmed. The fish wheels are secured in particular parts of the river and the 

rotating wheel has veins in the form of a flattened dip net that scoops up the salmon. Such 

fish wheels were utilized by many First Nations in northern rivers historically. Nass 

salmon captured this way are then enumerated, tagged and released unharmed. The 

wheels selectively allow for the harvest of targeted species and for the release of 

steelhead or other species of concern.  

 

In summary, First Nations utilized Traditional and Local Ecological Knowledge to 

manage the fisheries resource. A detailed understanding of the salmon in local streams 

tied to ecological factors was a key part of this knowledge. Success was dependent upon 

respect for the salmon resource and selective harvesting of the resource. The authority of 

the Chief and elders was a key component of the management system. Salmon 

Strongholds with their emphasis on individual watersheds and local partnerships has 

modern day parallels to this historic management regime. Accordingly, the Salmon 

Stronghold approach should ensure continuance of strong healthy salmon runs. 
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Appendix 1. Attendees to the March 2011 Harrison Stronghold Workshop. 
 

 
First Name Last Name Organization  

 
Mary-Sue Atkinson PFRCC 

 
Susan Baerg Fraser River Raft Expeditions 

 
Jeff Baumgartner Wild Salmon Center 

 
Ken Beeson PFRCC 

 
Shabtai Bittman Agriculture & Agri-Foods Canada 

 
Simone Bittman 

 

 
Vic Carrao Fraser Valley Angling Guides Association 

 
Kim Charlie Chehalis Indian Band 

 
Sherylynn Charlie Chehalis Indian Band 

 
Brad Charlie Chehalis Indian Band 

 
Willie Charlie Chehalis Indian Band 

 
Paula Cranmer-Underhill Chehalis Indian Band 

 
Scott Denkers Hope Mountain Centre  

 
Elena Edwards Salmon Activist (Coop Radio) 

 
Gordon Ennis 

 

 
David Hancock Fraser Valley Bald Eagle Festival  

 
Dave Harper BC Conservation Foundation 

 
Andre Isakov Village of Harrison Hot Springs  

 
Mark Johnson Fisheries & Oceans Canada (DFO) 

 
Devon Knight Devon Knight Events 

 
Frank Kwak Fraser Valley Salmon Society 

 
Chris Lepine Sandpiper/River's Edge/Rowena's  

 
Jeff Marliave PFRCC 

 
Kenji Miyazaki BC Conservation Foundation 

 
Dave Moore Harrison Fisheries Authority 

 
Craig Orr Watershed Watch 

 
Will Patric Rivers without Borders 

 
Dave Peterson Devon Knight Events 

 
Dianne Ramage Pacific Salmon Foundation  

 
Robert Reyerse Harrison Agassiz Chamber of Commerce 

 
Marvin Rosenau BC Institute of Technology 

 
Rick Stitt 

 

 
Al Stobbart Sasquatch Crossing Ecolodge 

 
Terry Tebb Pacific Salmon Foundation 

 
Susan Thomson Echoes Harrison River Retreat 

 
Clint  Thomson Echoes Harrison River Retreat 

 
Mark Trenholm Wild Salmon Center 

 
Michele  Wiens Hope Mountain Centre  

 

   

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

 


