The Salmon Stamp Program history (http://www.dgmgnt.com/histback1.html)

California has a long tradition of harvesting salmon for food. With the coming of settlers and gold miners to California, commercial gillnetting began as early as 1851 on the Sacramento River. The spawning runs awed those early fishermen; the fish were large and their huge populations seemed inexhaustible. All too soon the runs began to decline as sediment from hydraulic mining washed into the rivers, choking spawning gravels and smothering juvenile salmon. 

As California's human population grew, some of the nation's first environmental protection laws were enacted by the State of California to prevent mining debris from damaging the Sacramento and Feather rivers. Just as salmon runs were beginning to recover, irrigated agriculture began to develop, driven by droughts and the need to feed California's growing population. Hundreds of small dams and diversions were built in the Central Valley for hydropower and irrigation; then, beginning in the 1940's, and continuing today, the largest water diversion and delivery systems in the world were constructed. Unfortunately, mitigation for losses of salmon caused by the water projects was all too often an afterthought, insufficient to maintain runs at pre-project levels, or nonexistent. 

Below some of the largest dams, salmon hatcheries were constructed to mitigate for the thousands of miles of habitat lost to dam construction. The hatcheries produced fish, but not enough to stem the tide of decline, not even in the rivers where hatcheries were built. In undammed drainages, problems caused by logging, road building, livestock grazing, irrigation, and other land-use practices added tremendously to the overall decline in salmon numbers. In dammed drainages where hatcheries were built, success in restoring salmon numbers has been mixed. In California's Central Valley drainage, where five major production hatcheries attempt to mitigate losses of salmon from dams, fall-run chinook salmon populations appear to have responded well to hatchery culture, while the spring and winter runs have declined dramatically. But throughout the Central Valley, year after year most returning spawners (in recent years usually far more than the escapement goal) spawn in gravel but probably came from hatcheries. Hundreds of diversions remain unscreened in spite of the excellent work by DFG's screen shops, while the Delta pumps that deliver water to the south remain a formidable obstacle for juvenile salmon trying to find the ocean. 

Though ocean trolling began in the early 1900's, most commercial salmon fishing in California was once done with gillnets in the rivers. With statutory closing of the last such fishery in 1957, ocean trolling became the only way of commercially landing salmon in California. In recent years, mooching (drifting with rod-and-reel gear) has also become popular. With either method, California commercial salmon fishermen work from relatively small, ocean-going boats equipped with what amounts to numerous heavy-duty barbless hook-and-line fishing rigs. This technique produces high-quality fresh salmon available to market from May through September. Most salmon trolling vessels are owned by their operators, who work alone or with one deckhand. Many of the top producing boats are fished by husband-and-wife teams. 

Salmon trolling became more than just an industry. A unique subculture, dependent on the annual foraging movements of California salmon along the Pacific coast, developed in small coastal communities. Some fishermen acquired larger boats capable of following salmon at sea as they migrate along the coast, while others followed the fish by trailering their small boats from port to port. As the salmon troll fishery grew, the economies of coastal ports along California's coast from Morro Bay to Crescent City developed an infrastructure and support industry based on salmon landings. It has been estimated that by 1980, as many as 50,000 California jobs were based on recreational and commercial salmon fisheries. 

As habitat loss drove salmon stocks into decline, state and federal fishery managers used the powers granted them under the Magnuson Fishery Conservation and Management Act of 1976, which created the PFMC, to recommend ever more restrictive fishing seasons and quotas on the fishery. It would be a decade before federal fisheries managers would acknowledge that habitat loss, not over-fishing, was causing salmon runs to decline. 

After a series of increasingly restricted seasons, in 1985, the North Coast from Shelter Cove to Crescent City was closed to commercial salmon fishing. Since then, that area has had token fishing seasons at best. Following several years of negotiated allocations of harvestable Klamath fall chinook between the Yurok and Hoopa Tribes and nontribal commercial and sports fishermen, the federal government allocated half the harvestable Klamath fish to the tribes in 1993, effectively closing the ocean north of Point Arena to commercial fishing except for token, late-season fisheries. The commercial and sport salmon fishing industries bore, and continue to bear, the brunt of regulatory action imposed in the name of salmon recovery. As the 21st Century begins, it is as yet unclear whether this trend will continue, though signs and actions from state and federal regulatory agencies indicate that it will. The federal listing of coastal fall chinook, for example, has at this writing had minimal effect on land-use practices, but has on one occasion severely restricted ocean fishing opportunity. 

Commercial trollers responded to the reductions in their seasons by sponsoring state legislation to establish a limited entry system, enacted in 1983. Limited entry restricts the number and overall fishing capabilities of salmon fishing vessels, to prevent overcapitalization in the fishery. There were about 7000 permitted salmon vessels when limited entry began; now there are less than 2000. 

More significantly, working through PCFFA, commercial salmon trollers undertook a comprehensive effort to reform California water and land use policies to improve freshwater habitat conditions for salmon. This was an ambitious and politically difficult effort which the PCFFA board knew would take years to be successful. Powerful interests stood in the way of reform. To keep the fishery viable in the meantime, fishermen had to turn to more effective artificial propagation. Their hope was that as policy and regulatory reforms created long-term habitat protection and restoration, emphasis could be shifted toward natural production, at least in undammed streams. In drainages with irreparable habitat loss, either from dams or from damaging land use, commercial and sport fishermen and responsible, realistic members of the scientific and environmental communities agreed that salmon propagation through hatcheries was the only realisticmeans available to restore salmon numbers. As an initial effort to address short-term production needs, in 1978 PCFFA sponsored legislation, carried by State Senator Barry Keene, which created the Commercial Salmon Trollers Enhancement and Restoration Program (Salmon Stamp Program). 

The Salmon Stamp concept was simple: fishermen would tax themselves to pay for increasing freshwater production of young salmon. Codedwire tag recoveries in the troll fishery showed remarkable returns from DFG's pilot program to rear hatchery fish to yearling size. PCFFA proposed to supplement funding for DFG through self-taxation as a way to expand this pilot program, thus increasing the numbers of salmon available for ocean harvest. Fishermen believed that as salmon landings increased, the program could be augmented. 

The self-taxation program required purchase of a "stamp," the commercial fishing salmon stamp, in addition to the basic commercial fishing license. The Salmon Stamp Program began in 1979 with a $30 stamp, matched by state funds. The program reared one million surplus hatchery salmon to yearling size in an unused spawning channel at Mokelumne River Hatchery. When these fish were ready for their journey to salt water, they were trucked to release sites in the San Francisco Bay area that were far enough downriver to avoid the flow of water drawn to the large south-delta pumping plants. Bypassing the Delta pumps has substantially increased survival of juvenile salmon and, hence, salmon landings. 

Since landings of the trucked yearling fish showed that the pilot Salmon Stamp Program was a profitable investment for fishermen, PCFFA returned to the Legislature to expand the scope of the program to include habitat and other salmon restoration work. Senator Keene authored legislation, passed in 1982 and modified in 1986, increasing the base fee of the Salmon Stamp to $85 ($30 from each stamp sold is still directed to the rearing program). In addition, when prior-year commercial landings of salmon exceed 3 million pounds, the fee increases in $12.50 increments for each 250,000 pounds landed to a maximum fee of $260. In 1989, following the record harvest of 14 million pounds, the stamp fee was $260. Typical salmon trollers moored at Bodega Bay In 1992, following a mediocre season of 3.7 million pounds, the salmon stamp cost $110. Both vessel operators and crew members are required to purchase a stamp. 

The commercial passenger fishing vessel fleet joined the program in 1987. The recreational industry, recognizing that their livelihoods also depended on salmon, wanted to do its part in helping to restore California's salmon fishery. Operators and crew members of commercial passenger salmon fishing vessels are now required to buy a stamp. The participation of this segment of the recreational fishery in the Salmon Stamp Program reflects the long history of cooperation and mutual effort to restore fisheries among the many harvesters of salmon in Northern California. 

Current law provides that the program must be reauthorized every five years, insuring that the stamp fee will continue only so long as the program is supported by the commercial fishing and commercial passenger salmon fishing vessel industries.

In addition, legislation in the mid 1990's provided that DFG could accept donations, lawsuit settlements, bequeaths, or grants from almost any source, for deposit into the Salmon Stamp Account. Approximately $500,000 in grants have been deposited so far. To date, most of this money has come from the U.S. Bureau of Reclamation (USBR) to assist in restoration of salmon 
populations affected by operations of the federal Central Valley Project. 


Another major contribution came through a grant of $150,000 from the U.S. Department of Commerce, Economic Development Administration, for salmon restoration projects employing displaced commercial fishermen on coastal streams north of the Golden Gate. The Salmon Stamp Program is directed and overseen by the Commercial Salmon Trollers Advisory Committee (Stamp Committee), made up of four commercial salmon fishermen, their alternates, one commercial passenger salmon fishing vessel operator, an alternate, and a representative of DFG. By law, only the Stamp Committee may recommend Salmon Stamp funding for a project to benefit salmon. 

The Stamp Committee has always, and successfully, operated on the principle of unanimity in making funding recommendations. Since commercial fishermen are paid for results, not for effort, the participation of salmon trollers on the Stamp Committee has led to extremely efficient use of fishermen's money in fulfilling the Stamp's purpose, which has always been to put as many fish as possible on the deck per dollar spent. 

Soon after its formation, the Stamp Committee realized that the program should expand beyond rearing salmon in hatcheries. While hatchery enhancement would remain the Stamp Fund's flagship program, annually producing four million fish (two million under the statutory rearing program and another two million through an ongoing Salmon Stamp Program funding commitment at Thermalito Annex, an adjunct to the Feather River Hatchery, the Committee would also fund educational programs and habitat and other restoration work to assist in recovery of naturally spawning salmon throughout California. 

The Stamp Committee began by developing innovative, small-scale bioenhancement projects based on the hatchbox concept. These projects were designed to "jump start" naturally spawning salmon in fish-depleted watersheds, using portable equipment. After each run of fish was restored, the project would be moved to another site. 

The Salmon Stamp Committee has invested in cost-effective small-scale habitat restoration projects as opportunities have arisen. In addition, the Program has a long history of providing "seed money" to show industry support for worthwhile projects. The "seed money" can often jump start a project so that it can attract larger grants and other sources of funding.

Looking forward to a long-term investment in the future, the Committee decided to dedicate $10,000 annually to programs which would develop educational materials, foster the environmental ethic in schools, and make the public aware of the commitment of commercial and sport fisheries to salmon restoration. 

Note: see F&GC 7860-7863 for Salmon Stamp Program codification.
