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Salmon and the Coast Salish Indians

 All of our local tribes depend on 
salmon and it has been an important 
part of their culture for time 
immemorial (time in the distant past 
beyond memory or record)

 Salmon is a main food source for our 
local tribes and is also important to 
their economies

 There are long held traditions around 
the lifecycle of salmon such as the 
“First Salmon Ceremony”

 Life of the Coast Salish People 
revolves around the salmon lifecycle



First Salmon 

Ceremony

 Every year the Coast Salish Indians 
celebrate the return of the first 
Chinook Salmon with a ceremony. 
There is a big gathering with many 
traditional foods,  gifts, and 
prayers

 Salmon provides important fats 
and proteins to the Tribal diets

 The ancestors of the Coast Salish 
tribes depended very heavily on 
salmon. The different species 
came at different times of the 
year, providing an important food 
source year round



First Salmon 

Ceremony

 Salmon could be caught in many 
ways and in large numbers

 Salmon was smoked and stored, 
and provided important protein 
during winter months when other 
foods were scarce 

 Therefore salmon are considered 
a gift, one to be honored and 
respected!



A Shared Responsibility

Washington Tribes are co-managers of the fisheries, which means 
they are responsible for protecting their habitat, managing how 
many fish they can catch with state, regional and international 
organizations

Tribes have their own fishing regulations and wildlife enforcement 
agencies

Tribes can fish using their traditional methods

Some Tribes have fishing treaty rights in the estuaries and 
rivers and some in just the rivers



Pacific 

Salmon 

lifecycle 

 Salmon begin their life in rivers and 

streams as eggs

 As they begin to grow, they are 

called alevin

 They begin to hunt for food, they are 

called fry at this stage

 As they journey down river their 

bodes begin to change, getting 

them ready for salt water. They are 

called smolt at this stage

 They become adults once in the 

ocean. They remain here for 3-6 

years eating a lot of food and 

growing

 They return to the river where they 

were born, this is the spawning

stage, when they lay their eggs and 

die



The Different Habitats of 
the Pacific Salmon 
Throughout Their Life 
Cycle



Rivers and Streams
EGGS

 Salmon eggs start 

their life in a redd 

(nest) in rivers and 

streams

 They live between 

gravel and rocks in 

the river so they can 

hide from predators

ALEVIN

 Also called sac fry  

 They remain in the 
redd getting food 
from the remaining 
egg, like a little lunch 
sac attached to their 
body

 They cannot hunt for 
food yet

FRY

 (BUGS)

 Once their egg sac is 

gone, they turn into fry

 Now they begin to 

hunt for their own food

 They love to eat 

macro-invertebrates 

(bugs)



ESTUARY

 The estuary is where the river meets 

the sea

 Water in the estuary is brackish, a little 

salty, not as salty as the ocean

 As salmon head down river, they go 

through a process called 

smoltification, physical changes to 

prepare them for salt water

 Their body shapes and chemistry are 

changing to prepare them for the 

journey to salt water. This process is 

called osmoregulation, balancing the 

salt and water in their body



OCEAN

 Once salmon leave the estuary, 

they head out to the ocean

 Depending on their species, 

they can spend from 2-7 years in 

the ocean

 Salmon primarily eat fish, 

invertebrates, and crustaceans. 

 Salmon change colors during 

their lifecycle. When they are in 

the ocean, they have a silver 

color, which helps camouflage 

them from predators.



The Return to the River!

 Returning to freshwater, they change body color 
from a silver to a brown, green or red depending 
on the species

 The males of some species may change their body 
shape and develop a hooked snout, humped 
back, and elongated teeth, which are used to 
attract a mate and defend spawning territory

 Salmon stop feeding once they enter freshwater, 
but they can travel many miles to spawning 
grounds by using the stored energy from their 
ocean residence

 After spawning the salmon life cycle ends, leaving 
behind some important nutrients



How Do Salmon Add 
“Energy” to the 
Watershed?

 All adult salmon die after spawning, and their 

bodies decay, thus providing energy for the 

bugs baby salmon or fry love to eat

 DNA samples of trees show how the nutrients 

from salmon help provide energy to forests

 How does this impact other species 

populations in the watershed? What other 

animals depend on salmon?

 Do you think forest ecosystems would change 
if we lost salmon populations?

We need salmon to survive!



What are the 
different Species 
of Salmon?

 There are five different 

species of salmon in 

Washington

 Coho

 Chum

 Chinook

 Pink

 Sockeye



Healthy 
Salmon 
Habitat
 Salmon require 5 

important features for 
healthy habitat we call 
these the 5 Cs of healthy 
salmon habitat

 Clean water

 Clear water

 Complex rivers and 
streams

 Connection to 
creeks, streams, rivers 
and the ocean

 Cool water



COOL WATER

 Salmon need cool water to survive

 Cool water holds more oxygen, salmon can 

become sick or die if the water gets too 
warm

 Trees and other plants shade the water to 

help keep it cool



CLEAR WATER

 Water needs to be clear, without high 

amounts of sediment and suspended 

solids

 Trees and plants along rivers help 
prevent erosion which causes the 

sediments from hillsides and banks to 

enter the river at high rates

 Suspended sediment can clog gills, 

prevent salmon from finding food and 

avoid predators



CLEAN WATER

 Free of pollutants like pet waste, chemicals, 

fertilizers, oil and gasoline

 Pollution can cause unhealthy salmon and 

wildlife

 Trees can help filter water before it enters 

streams and rivers

 Coho are especially vulnerable to storm 

water run-off from vehicles. We are not sure 

why this is, but scientists are studying this 

further to find out why



COMPLEX RIVERS 

AND STREAMS

 Salmon need features in their rivers 

and streams to provide places for 

them to hide and rest

 Wood, boulders and fallen trees 

create pools, which provide 

protection from predators and a 

place to rest

 Log jams are very important to salmon 

as they provide much of that 

complexity

 Rivers and streams should meander 

through bends and curves, and be 

allowed to spill out into the floodplain



CONNECTED

 Salmon need access to streams and creeks 

for spawning and rearing

 The culvert in this picture was built to create 

connection for salmon

 Many culverts are too small and don’t provide 

connection to important salmon habitat. 

 Salmon need to reach the ocean to grow

 Many culverts in Washington are being 

replaced in order to provide important salmon 

habitat



How do Humans 
Impact Salmon 
Populations?

 How do humans 

impact salmon 

habitat?

 What ways can we 

improve habitat for 

salmon?



How do Humans 

Impact Salmon?

 How do we impact CLEAN
water?

 Run-off from cars like oil and 
gasoline

 Plastic pollution can impact 
the food web and limit 
available food for salmon

 Run off from chemicals such 
as fertilizers, herbicides and 
insecticides pollute the 
water

 Bacteria and nutrients from 
livestock, pet wastes and 
faulty septic systems

 Factories and wastewater 
treatment plants



How do Humans 

Impact Salmon?
 How do we impact CLEAR

water?

 Remove trees and 
vegetation along rivers and 
streams which results in 
erosion and sediment 
entering important salmon 
habitat

 Water that has a lot of 
sediment creates challenges 
for salmon

 Clogs gills, making it hard 
to breath

 Makes it hard to find 
food and see predators



How do Humans 

Impact Salmon?
 How do we impact COOL water?

 Shade helps keep water cool, especially 
during low flows in summer months. When 
we remove trees and vegetation it 
reduces the amount of shade

 As the average temperature rises due to 
climate change, water temperatures 
during low flows get to dangerous levels 
for salmon, causing disease and death of 
salmon

 Spawning salmon do not like warm water 
as there is less oxygen in the water, so they 
delay coming upstream to spawn



How do Humans 

Impact Salmon?

 How do we impact COMPLEX rivers?

 Large woody debris in the river creates 

important salmon habitat. When we 

remove wood from the rivers and streams 

it reduces the amount of healthy habitat 

for salmon

 Rivers need to meander and run wild. 

Humans have changed rivers to protect 

property, grow food and for 

transportation, but those changes have 

had negative impacts on the complexity 

of our rivers



How do Humans 
Impact Salmon?

 How do we impact 
CONNECTED water?

 Salmon need to be 
able to access 
different habitats so 
they can hide from 
predators and 
access food

 Culverts under our 
streets help them 
access that habitat 
but many of them 
are old and do not 
provide the 
connection they 
need



What Can We Do to Help Salmon?

 There are many things that we are already doing to help protect salmon

 Organizations are planting trees and vegetation along our rivers and streams

 Local Tribes are buying properties in estuaries and along rivers, restoring them and 

protecting them from development

 Tribes and government agencies are placing engineered log jams in rivers to 

increase salmon habitat

 Government Agencies and Tribes monitor water quality in rivers and estuaries

 People volunteer to clean-up beaches and remove plastic pollution

 Farmers are working on projects that turn cattle feces into energy and clean water

 People are trying to reduce their carbon footprints by using less energy

So what else can we do?



Every Little Bit Helps!

 As citizens here are some of the things we can do!

 Volunteer to plant trees or clean-up beaches

 Do our part to throw away litter when we enjoy our rivers and 
beaches

 Reduce, reuse, recycle! Looks for ways to reduce the amount 
of plastic we use, reuse what we can, and recycle what we 
can’t

 Pick up dog poop and put it in the trash

 Wash our cars on lawns or at a car wash

 Fix oil leaks from our cars

 Fence in cattle so they can’t enter the river

 Support salmon friendly farmers

 Keep vehicles out of the riverbeds


