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PRELUDE

It was a great privilege to be asked to develop an Atlantic salmon conservation strategy for
Prince Edward Island. | already had extensive knowledge about the Island’s rivers and
streams because at a younger age, | was an avid hunter, trapper, angler, educator and a
consummate lover of nature. However, the challenge to amalgamate much of the knowledge
pieced together by oral history, treasured colleagues, priceless documents, and community
leaders and cover hundreds of kilometers of our beautiful watercourses was an opportunity of
a lifetime.

Every day spent in the field over the past eight months was a wonderful experience but two
events stand out in my mind. The first occurred the morning after | had electrofished a
section of the Trout River in Tyne Valley to remove fish prior to the excavation of a
sediment trap. The landowner, Dan McLean, approached me the next morning and said,
“You know, that young salmon you electrofished yesterday died last night.” In order to
verify that the young-of-the-year (YOY) age class of salmon occurred in that stream reach, |
had allowed, no even encouraged, the netters to try and recover a shocked fish that had
settled to the bottom — strictly against my personal protocol for electrofishing. | did not
make the excuse to Dan that theYOY salmon had less than a one in a hundred chance of ever
surviving to return to the river and spawn, but | will not forget his “look™ nor the realization
that a code of conduct is made to be followed regardless of circumstance and was reminded
of how easy it is to lose landowner confidence.

A second memorable event took place on November 19, 2008. | was counting salmon redds
on the Mill River, walking upstream from Bloomfield Park to Howlan. It was a cold day and
a storm was brewing but visibility was great, with little glare off the water. | had already
observed several grilse and salmon digging redds. When | heard loud splashing ahead, the
situation called for a stealthy approach over a rather steep bank to investigate. In front of me,
perhaps three to four metres away, was an 8-10 Ib salmon and another gigantic fresh-from-
the-sea silvery female cutting a redd. As | slowly eased to the stream edge, she must have
spotted my movement for she swam over to within a meter of where | was standing. This
magnificent fish raised her head and a good portion of her body out of the water and seemed
to stare directly at me. Her eye rolled upward in the socket and she literally appeared to
make eye contact for a few seconds. She then returned to her redd, gave a tremendous splash
with her tail that sent a plume of sediment downstream, and swam with the male salmon
under alder branches upstream. Once before, many years ago, | had a similar experience
when | successfully landed a large female salmon on the York River in Gaspé (prior to my
current catch and release philosophy). That salmon has always haunted me and when this
incredibly beautiful silvery fish from the Mill River looked me in the eye, deep in my soul |
know that | have to do everything possible to give the offspring from her 24,000 eggs a
fighting chance at survival.



A Conservation Strategy for Atlantic Salmon in Prince Edward Island Xiil

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

It is believed that prior to European settlement, Prince Edward Island had about seventy
rivers with Atlantic salmon (Salmo salar) runs. In 1960, that number had dropped to a
possible fifty-five rivers, and in a comprehensive survey of all large streams on Prince
Edward Island in 2000-2002, some salmon remained in thirty-three of them. In the six years
since that comprehensive survey, salmon runs have been lost from eleven more rivers and in
seven others, the populations are precariously low. In other words, with the current rate of
loss, in a few year years Atlantic salmon would likely disappear from Prince Edward Island.
Unfortunately, along with the demise of salmon runs, populations of other fish that must
return to fresh water to spawn, such as smelt (Osmerus mordax), sea run brook trout
(Salvelinus fontinalis), gaspereau (Alosa pseudoharengus) and blue-backed herring (Alosa
aestivalis) are also declining in some rivers.

Watershed and angling organizations on Prince Edward Island have been working diligently
to restore Atlantic salmon habitat and salmon populations for almost forty years. The
Atlantic Salmon Conservation Foundation is a long awaited source of funding for these
groups. To ensure that maximum benefit is gleaned from future projects, it is vitally
important to first lay out a management strategy. In this way, funding and effort can focus
on projects which will provide the greatest long term benefits. It will also ensure that there
are baseline data from which to measure success of future projects. In 2008, the P.E.I.
Council of the Atlantic Salmon Federation obtained funding from the Atlantic Salmon
Conservation Foundation to develop a comprehensive conservation strategy for Atlantic
salmon on Prince Edward Island. The task was daunting, but made manageable with help
from provincial government agencies, non-government groups such as the Atlantic Salmon
Federation affiliates, branches of the P.E.I. Wildlife Federation, several watershed groups
and innumerable students and assistants.

The main objectives of the project were to:

o Consolidate information and data about river systems containing Atlantic salmon on
Prince Edward Island,;

o Develop a classification system for management of Atlantic salmon on Prince
Edward Island;

0  Outline habitat problems and management requirements for individual rivers with
salmon stocks;

0 Provide advice for changes needed for rehabilitation of salmon populations in rivers
where runs had recently disappeared,

0  Suggest possibilities for increasing salmon angling opportunities in future.

In 2008, habitat was assessed in river reaches that were known to have had salmon
populations in 2002 and problems and critical zones were documented for each stream. Data
from extensive electrofishing surveys conducted in 2002, 2007 and 2008 were analyzed to
document changes in Atlantic salmon distribution and abundance. In 2008, a redd survey to
determine salmon spawning effort was conducted in all rivers where Atlantic salmon were
known to occur.
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The existing Atlantic salmon habitat on Prince Edward Island was found to be seriously
compromised by two primary limiting factors:

1. The impact of beaver (Castor Canadensis) blockages which prevent salmon from
reaching preferred spawning and nursery sites and sometimes prevent young salmon
from going to sea. Beaver dams also alter habitat and can negatively impact water
quality;

2. Sediment infilling streams to the extent that bottom substrate, especially gravel and
cobble, is no longer available to provide suitable habitat necessary for successful
spawning and nursery phases of Atlantic salmon’s fresh water life cycle;

Other limiting factors include:

3. Poor water quality, sometimes resulting from run-off from agricultural activities but
also caused by man-made or beaver impoundments. The more impounded water on a
river, the poorer the water quality (in particular, depressed oxygen and elevated water
temperature) in summer;

4. Other river blockages, such as road culverts (public and private) and fish ladders that
do not pass fish;

5. Poor riparian zone vegetation. For instance, in the innumerable inactive beaver
impoundments across Prince Edward Island, trees have been killed from the flooding
and no longer provide overhead shade for streams;

6. Need for regulation changes, such as a complete moratorium on angling harvest for at
least five years.

The major elements of the classification scheme developed are shown below. A list of
suggested management strategies is included for each river (Section 5.0).

Class | — Wilderness rivers: Cains Brook, Carruthers Brook (Mill River), Cross River,
Naufrage River, North Lake Creek, Pisquid River, Priest Pond Creek, St. Peters River, Trout
River (Coleman), and West River.

The runs of Atlantic salmon in these rivers should be sustainable if beaver populations are
removed and sediment input is controlled.

Class Il — Rivers where Atlantic salmon and beavers may co-exist: Clarks Creek, Dunk
River, Midgell River, Morell River and VVernon River.

Beaver management zones are clearly indicated for each of these rivers. Failure to
adequately control beaver populations will certainly lead to the demise of salmon runs in at
least three of these rivers.

Class Il — Rivers in which Atlantic salmon are on the verge of disappearing: Bristol
Creek, Cardigan River, Head of Hillsborough, Little Trout River, North River, Trout
River/Bank Brook (Tyne Valley), and Wilmot River.

Inadequate management of beaver populations and sediment input are major limiting factors
that have put these seven rivers in jeopardy of losing their salmon runs. Specific
recommendations in Section 5.3 require immediate attention or salmon runs in most of these
rivers are doomed.
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Class IV — Rivers in which Atlantic salmon populations have disappeared since 2002:
Bells Creek, Black River, Bradshaw River, Brudenell River, Cow Creek, Hay River, Little
Pierre Jacques River, Marie River, Souris River, Valleyfield River and Wheatley River.
Beaver blockages appear to be a main reason for declines in salmon numbers but several of
these drainage basins still have many land use problems. For most of these rivers, there is
little hope for recovery of Atlantic salmon populations but suggested beaver management
zones and habitat improvement will surely help sea run brook trout, smelt, gaspereau and
blue-backed herring where the populations of these fish remain.

Class V_— Rivers in_which Atlantic_salmon populations disappeared before 2002:
Twenty-one rivers fall into this category and this list would not include the many rivers that
have lost salmon runs prior to 1960. No attempt was made to extend the study to include
these forty or so streams that had Atlantic salmon at some time in the past. These rivers
retain great importance for other anadromous fish species and community watershed groups
but a closer examination was beyond the scope of the project.

The key to solving environmental problems is first to be aware of what they are and then to
have the will, finances, and vision at both community and government levels to implement
solutions in a timely manner. Many efforts have been made to improve environmental
quality and land use activities on Prince Edward Island, such as:

e Strides have been taken by row crop producers to keep soil and nutrients on their
farms and out of watercourses;

e New programs, such as ALUS, are being adopted to help protect our watercourses;

e Advances have been made by the P.E.l. Dept. Transportation & Public Works
regarding road construction and maintenance and they do assist watershed groups;

e Funding available to watershed groups from the provincial government has been
dramatically increased;

e A wide variety of watercourse restoration activities are taking place across the
province;

e We now have the legislation and organizations in place to acquire and/or protect
special areas;

e A new provincial forest policy promotes multiple sustainable uses of our woodland
resources;

e A wetland policy protects those essential areas;

e We have a newly created 15 metre buffer zone along our watercourses.

These steps have not arrested the precipitous decline in Atlantic salmon populations in Prince
Edward Island and therefore, the author suggests the following recommendations. It should
be borne in mind that all of the following general recommendations will not only benefit
Atlantic salmon, but will also prove beneficial to other anadromous fish such as sea trout,
gaspereau, blue-backed herring and smelt. River specific recommendations are found
throughout section 5.1.2 to 5.4.7.

1. A revised beaver management policy should be blended with a new anadromous fish
policy with input from representatives of the recreational and commercial fisheries,



A Conservation Strategy for Atlantic Salmon in Prince Edward Island XVi

various provincial government departments, the Department of Fisheries and Oceans,
the P.E.l. Trappers Association, the P.E.l. Wildlife Federation, watershed groups and
landowners to establish a better balance of resource management and landowner
riparian zone protection.

2. All beavers and their dams should be removed from Class | rivers within the next one
to five years and the rivers maintained free of beavers. In Class Il and Class IlI
rivers, the identified “beaver management zone” means that beavers and their dams
will be removed from these zones when they interfere with movement of any year
class of anadromous fish in any season.

3. If watershed groups and/or the Forest, Fish and Wildlife Division cannot afford the
time and resources to maintain “beaver free” zones in all seasons as indicated in
section 5.2 for each river, then government should increase their staffing
requirements or transfer the responsibility and resources to specific watershed groups
to hire or train a professional trapper to do the suggested management of beaver
populations.

4, The Atlantic Salmon Advisory Committee established by the Department of Fisheries
and Oceans should be asked to take a lead role in the management of “beaver-free”
zones.  This Committee, composed of representatives from non-government
organizations and government agencies, can meet regularly to discuss fish passage
issues on each salmon river, should assign responsibilities for monitoring designated
“beaver-free” zones, and could facilitate the removal of dams and beavers in these
areas. The preparation of an annual report, with maps outlining beaver activity in
designated beaver management zones, would be beneficial.

5. Grassed waterways on agricultural land, or regions where grassed waterways would
be appropriate, should be considered an extension of the riparian zone since both are
watercourses for part of the year and may influence water quality in streams. These
sites should become a priority for ALUS (Alternative Land Use Services) funding if
improvements are desired.

6. Government assistance should be available to aid in water diversion from grassed
waterways (and sites where grassed waterways are recommended) into constructed
wetlands or “on land” sediment traps to encourage filtration and sediment reduction
for the adjacent stream.

7. After an exhaustive culvert stream crossing inventory is completed, there should be
government monies allocated over a five year period to replace or repair stream
crossings that are ineffective in permitting fish passage.

8. The local watershed groups should try to engage landowners and respective
government departments to develop long term solutions to point sources of sediment
reaching watercourses at stream-road crossings (e.g. Cape Breton Road on Clarks
Creek).
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10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

The environmental section of the Prince Edward Island Department of Transportation
and Public Works should be asked for input before highway upgrades and
maintenance occurs in any of the Class I, Class I, or Class Il drainage basins. In
these regions (and eventually province-wide), grading should be done using a “grade
all” machine that produces a flat ditch bottom which is less prone to soil erosion than
the traditional v-shaped ditch.

All major “man-made” impoundments on Prince Edward Island should be classified
using parameters such as structural integrity, drawdown capability, fish passage
capability, summer and winter water quality and lentic:lotic watercourse ratios.
Those that rank high should be properly maintained while others may have to be
decommissioned unless resources for repairs are greatly increased or dam washouts
may occur.

Government should identify an individual to regularly check, and if necessary clean,
each provincially-managed fishway once per month from March to December to
ensure that they are functioning to pass fish. An annual written report of these
monitoring and maintenance activities should be submitted to the Forests, Fish and
Wildlife Division.

Watershed groups should work closely with the Department of Environment, Energy
and Forestry to ensure that the right native species of grasses, trees and shrubs are
planted in the best locations in riparian zones to provide good vegetation survival,
maximum diversity, bank stability, stream shading or sun exposure, and seasonal
wildlife foods.

In former pond basins where dams no longer exist, growth of deep-rooted grasses
should be encouraged, natural stream meanders could be reinforced with cobble along
the “long” shoreline (opposite point bar), and planting of shrubs such as red-osier
dogwood (Cornus stolonifera) that stabilize without blocking flow would be
desirable.

The U.P.E.I. Biology Department should be asked to offer an annual course in May in
integrated watershed management with an expanded applied section on instream
habitat improvements for salmonids. All watershed groups working on rivers with
salmon populations should be encouraged to have at least one of their employees take
or audit this course.

Since written reports may not be readily available or read by community folks who do
much of the watershed work, consideration should be given to the development of
“how-to” videos”. It would also be beneficial to make current (and future) reports
and manuals available online (e.g. government web site).

In all rivers on Prince Edward Island with Atlantic salmon, tributaries that would
likely have smolts should be visited in early April with the intent to identify and
remove any blockage that would prevent migration of smolts to sea.
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17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

Consideration should be given to making a few head of tide salmon holding pools
found on rivers such as North Lake Creek, Priest Pond and Naufrage River, barbless
fly or lure fishing only, from April 15 until May 1 or delay opening the angling
season altogether at these sites until May 1. This would prevent injury to salmon
before their return to sea.

Tasteful signs, encouraging anglers to be cautious, should be posted in areas of
critical fish habitat.

There should be a province-wide no kill, barbless hook, catch and release policy for
salmon at least for the next five years. In future, if a put and take fishery is developed
on either the Morell River or Dunk River, this policy could be altered for that one
river.

A long term funding arrangement for support of the Cardigan Fish Hatchery is
urgently needed to provide wild fish for the salmonid enhancement program on
Prince Edward Island.

The City of Charlottetown should be required to develop and implement a
comprehensive water conservation plan before a new well field is permitted in the
North River drainage basin.



