
                           WHERE HAVE ALL THE SOCKEYE SALMON GONE? By Roger Urbaniak                                                                     
Sockeye fishing in Lake Washington during its glory days from the mid 1990’s up to 2006 stirred the 
blood of anyone with a fishing pole in their closet.  Business people that sold fishing tackle, licenses, 
boats, rented motel rooms, etc.  smiled with their increase of activity and sales.  Fishing fever was so 
strong then that pressures were brought upon Seattle Public Utilities (SPU) operators of the Landsburg 
dam, above which Seattle’s drinking water comes, to work with Washington Department of Fish and 
Wildlife (WDFW) to increase our sockeye production so that we might have fishing seasons every year 
instead of the hit and miss opportunities we had up to that point.  Roughly 350,000 Sockeye were 
needed to return to the lake before a fishing season would open to the public.  This number would allow 
enough fish to return to the Cedar River hatchery and perpetuate the run.   

Following the 2006 18-day fishing season SPU commenced to spend roughly 4 years in the permit 
process dealing with special interest groups that insisted on micromanaging the hatchery design by 
requiring fish produced be released from the hatchery quickly, replicating how they normally would be 
in nature at typical wilderness locations.   SPU then wound up spending 7.9 million dollars building a 
hatchery, opening in 2011, partially because it would appease these micromanagers and also capable of 
producing up to 32 million young sockeye each year vrs. 17 million.  Sockeye smolt are currently 
released into the Cedar river within 12-16 days by agreement and not protected longer in raceways.   

The hatchery system as designed and operated has not worked.  From 2000 to 2011 the average 
number of Sockeye going through the Ballard locks was roughly 215,000.  From 2011 to 2018 the 
average 84,000.  Worse still, less than half of the fish making it to the locks in the past 3 years return to 
the hatchery ready to spawn.  Fish loss has mostly has been attributed a symptom named Pre-Spawn 
Mortality in which a pathogen attacks the gills and other fish organs killing them while still full of eggs.  
Water too warm for sockeye between Lake Union and the locks also causes many fish to turn around.  

Likely the primary reason for sockeye survival numbers being too low is that when released from the 
hatchery at such a small size they cannot survive the 1 to 1.5-year fresh water maturing period they are 
genetically programmed for.  Predators such as bass, cutthroat trout, Northern Pike minnow and perch 
readily eat them.  Only a small number of the fish released from the hatchery (roughly 2%) ever reach 
salt water to further their life cycle.  Chinook and Coho salmon raised at the Issaquah hatchery are kept 
in protected raceways and fed until they have satisfied their fresh water stay requirements.  When 
released they migrate to salt water within a few days and return in numbers sufficient to perpetuate 
themselves.  This system has worked for years.   Sockeye need hatchery protection too to survive. 

Several groups are working on coming up with solutions to bring back the sockeye fishery, but in the 
end, it will take significant public pressure and then successfully permitting and funding the solutions if 
we are to ever fish for them again.  Some of the solutions under consideration include building ponds or 
raceways to protecting then feed the sockeye for at least a year, promote the quality fisheries in Lake 
Washington and Lake Sammamish, systems to cool water above the fish ladder or intercepting salmon 
at the locks and/or trucking them to Lake Washington, developing cures for PSM, pay bounties for 
Northern Pike Minnows, require that bass caught during derbies be kept, not released. 

 Solutions such as removing predator fish from the lake to put them more in balance with salmon plus 
cooling water above the locks, are also expected to help Coho and our endangered Chinook runs.  If we 
hope to see grandchildren catching salmon from the lake as we once did, we must first fix the conditions 
they require for survival. 



 


