
The complex web of stressors affecting the Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta can be puzzling, even to most experts. 
Although a number of actions have been taken, and many more are planned, to revive native fisheries in the Delta, until 

recently, few positive effects have been seen. But, a revival of fall and winter-run Chinook salmon throughout the state 

has many optimistic about the future of fish species in the estuary. 

 

A sudden decline in salmon fisheries in 2007 caused a complete closure of the commercial salmon fishing season in 

2008 and 2009. Fishing groups and some activists were quick to blame water exports. As we enter 2011, things are 

looking more positive for salmon, and it appears to have little, if anything, to do with reduced water exports from the 

Delta. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Every major hatchery on the Sacramento River has seen populations of returning fall-run salmon more than double the 

2009 numbers. Meanwhile, the Stanislaus River has seen even more dramatic increases in salmon populations this 

year.  And, the California Department of Fish and Game has reported record fall-run Chinook salmon on the Eel River. 

Other hatcheries throughout the state have also reported improvements in fall salmon runs, which may bode well for 

salmon runs that migrate during other parts of the year. 

 

The sudden resurgence confirms what fishery experts believed to be the root cause of the decline. According to the 
National Marine Fisheries Service, immediately prior to the sharp salmon decline in 2007, rising temperatures in the 

Pacific Ocean depleted much needed nutrients. Salmon that spend most of their life in ocean waters were decimated by 

the lack of food available as a result of changing ocean conditions. Those oceanic conditions have dramatically 

improved over the past two years, with returning cold water flows supporting much needed nutrients for salmon 

species, and salmon runs in the Delta are beginning to improve as a result.  

 

As experts continue to weigh the evidence on how to improve the Delta’s ecosystem, they must look beyond the pumps 

and maintain a broad focus on the full web off stressors affecting species of concern in the estuary, including Chinook 

salmon. The drop and subsequent rise in salmon populations due to the forces of Mother Nature reinforce the fact that 

there is no simple solution to the decline of numerous native species of concern in the Delta. Those who advocate 

shutting off the pumps as the “silver bullet” solution to the Delta fisheries crisis are simply ignoring the facts. 
 

The rebound in salmon runs is an encouraging sign for the Delta. By continuing to build a balanced and comprehensive 

solution, based on the best available science, through the Bay-Delta Conservation Plan and the Delta Stewardship 

Council’s Delta Plan, California is on the right path toward meeting the co-equal goals of water supply reliability and 

habitat sustainability laid out by lawmakers in the 2009 water legislation; both are vital for the future of the Delta and 

the state. 
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