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COSEWIC Emergency Assessment of the Sakinaw population of Sockeye Salmon  
Oncorhynchus nerka 

 
 
 
On February 10, 2006, COSEWIC received a request for an emergency assessment of the Sakinaw Lake population of 
sockeye salmon, Oncorhynchus nerka.  This request followed two previous assessments of this population by 
COSEWIC.  Both assessment resulted in a status of ‘Endangered’, but the population was not listed under SARA. 
 
The Sakinaw Lake population was deemed a designatable unit by COSEWIC on the basis of unique genetic and 
biological characteristics.  COSEWIC conducted an emergency status assessment of the population in October 2002 and 
designated it as Endangered.  During its Species Assessment Meeting in May 2003, COSEWIC re-examined the status 
of Sakinaw sockeye on the basis of a new status report, and confirmed its status as Endangered because of a precipitous 
decline of 87-99% in the number of spawners over three generations (12 years).  Only 14-122 fish per year returned to 
spawn between 1999 and 2002.  Given the extremely small number of adults, the population was at imminent risk of 
extinction from a number of threats including but not limited to over-exploitation, impediments to spawning migration 
and ecological impacts to the lake environment.  
 
In January 2005, the Minister of the Environment announced that Sakinaw Lake population of sockeye salmon would 
not be listed under Schedule 1 of SARA for socio-economic reasons.  
 
The new request for an emergency assessment included new information about the number of adult salmon that returned 
to spawn in 2004 and 2005.  The Chair of COSEWIC established an Emergency Assessment Subcommittee (EAS) 
following the COSEWIC Operations and Procedures Manual.  He informed the Minister of the Environment on 
February 23, 2006, that an Emergency Assessment was underway.  The COSEWIC EAS considered this information, as 
well as information obtained from DFO about recovery activities recently implemented for Sakinaw Lake sockeye 
salmon, and estimated exploitation rates for the population in 2004 and 2005.  The EAS discussed all available 
information in two teleconferences held in February and April 2006. 
 
The new information revealed that the number of mature returning sockeye was 99 (45 females, 54 males) in 2004, and 
27 (13 females, 14 males) in 2005.  Population abundance appears to have stabilized since the mid-1990’s (with the 
annual fluctuations typical of sockeye populations), although at a critically low level.  Abundance remains two orders of 
magnitude below levels seen until the mid-1980’s.  The EAS took note of the recovery plan put in place by DFO, which 
includes extensive fishery closures to limit exploitation in mixed-stock fisheries, habitat enhancement and monitoring 
initiatives, and a gene banking programme to breed Sakinaw Lake sockeye salmon in captivity.  The EAS noted that it is 
too soon for the effectiveness of these measures to be evaluated, and that COSEWIC’s mandate is limited to an 
assessment of current status.  Sakinaw Lake sockeye salmon remain subject to harvest in mixed-stock fisheries.  Harvest 
rate estimates in 2004 and 2005 were subject to a high degree of uncertainty, but the best estimate of the exploitation 
rate in 2004 (15%) exceeded the target rate in the management plan of 10-12%, while the estimated exploitation rate in 
2005 was 4%.  On the basis of all available information, and in particular based on the critically low abundance of 
mature adults, the COSEWIC Emergency Assessment Subcommittee concluded that the risk of extinction remains very 
high for Sakinaw population of  sockeye salmon, and agreed unanimously to again designate the population as 
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Endangered.  
 
The available evidence clearly indicates that the conservation status of the Sakinaw population of sockeye salmon 
warrants an Emergency Listing under Section 29(1) of the Species at Risk Act. 
 
 


