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The population dynamics of chinook salmon (Oncorhynchus tshawytscha) from the Cowichan River on Vancouver Island, British 

Columbia, Canada are used by the Pacific Salmon Commission as an index of the general state of chinook salmon coast wide. In 

recent years the production declined to very low levels despite the use of a hatchery that was intended to increase production by 

improving the number of smolts entering the ocean. In 2008, we carried out an extensive study of the early marine survival of the 

hatchery and wild juvenile chinook salmon. We found that both rearing types mostly remained within the Gulf Islands study area 

during the period when most of the marine mortality occurred for the hatchery fish. By mid September, approximately 1.3% of 

all hatchery fish survived, compared to 7.8%–31.5% for wild fish. This six to 24 times difference in survival could negate an 

estimated increased egg-to-smolt survival of about 13% that is theorized to result through the use of a hatchery. Estimates of the 

early marine survival are approximate, but sufficient to show a dramatic difference in the response of the two rearing types to the 

marine nursery area. If the declining trend in production continues for both rearing types, modifications to the hatchery program 

are needed to improve survival or an emphasis on improving the abundances of wild stocks is necessary, or both. The discovery 

that the juvenile Cowichan River chinook salmon remain within a relatively confined area of the Gulf Islands within the Strai t of 

Georgia offers an excellent opportunity to research the mechanisms that cause the early marine mortalities and hopefully 

contribute to a management that improves the production. 
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