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1. OVERVIEW
Very few studies have looked at important habitat for eulachon in the Fraser River and much of that area has
already been polluted, altered or destroyed. In the face of on-going industrial river practices and proposed future
industrial development in and around the river, the Lower Fraser Fisheries Alliance sought Aboriginal Funds for
Species at Risk (AFSAR) in 2014/15 to gather Aboriginal Ecological Knowledge/Traditional Ecological Knowledge
(AEK/TEK) in order to better understand development impacts and changes to important eulachon habitat. This
project had three main goals:
Goal 1: To gather Aboriginal Ecological Knowledge/Traditional Ecological Knowledge from the Lower Fraser area
about the cultural importance of eulachon to local First Nations, environmental cues associated with
eulachon, important areas for eulachon to spawn and stage, changes to the river that may have impacted
eulachon, and fishing techniques.
Goal 2: Create a map showing important areas for eulachon spawning and staging so that on-going industrial use
sites and future development proposals can be overlayed in order to show areas of conflict.
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Goal 3: Increase communications with Lower Fraser First Nations about the eulachon COSEWIC findings and the
SARA listing process and how that may impact Food, Social and Ceremonial (FSC) fisheries.
The project successfully engaged First Nation knowledge holders in discussions about their observations
regarding eulachon in a historical and contemporary sense. The project also helped to raise the profile of Fraser
River eulachon and to engage community members in discussions about protection (potentially through a SARA
listing) and restoration through redeveloping habitat integrity. These actions helped to increase the capacity of
Lower Fraser Aboriginal communities to implement protection and restoration of a species at risk (listed through
COSEWIC but not yet through SARA); to mitigate threats to the population; to protect, improve and manage
critical and important habitat; and to gather and conserve Aboriginal Ecological Knowledge/Traditional Ecological
Knowledge.
Funding for this report was provided by the Aboriginal Funds for Species at Risk (AFSAR). Although Fraser River
eulachon are not yet listed under the Species at Risk Act (SARA), they are listed as endangered under the
Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada (COSEWIC).

2. SUMMARIZING THE ABORIGINAL ECOLOGICAL KNOWLEDGE
A. SETTING THE SCENE
Eulachon (Thaleichthys pacificus) has important relevance to Indigenous people within the Lower Fraser River
socially, economically, culturally and jurisdictionally. There are many names for eulachon amongst the First
Nations of the Lower Fraser River. A common term referring to eulachon by many Sto:lo people using the
Halq’emeylem language is “Swi:we”, and it is used throughout this report in places where Sto:lo Nation or
individual contributors of information have used the word. However, the reader should be aware that other
words for eulachon exist within the region. This report will specifically cover topics including the eulachon’s
cultural and economic significance to Indigenous peoples; management measures; specific life cycles such as
arrival timing, conditions, and indicators; impacts and threats as they all relate to aboriginal ecological knowledge
(AEK) and traditional ecological knowledge (TEK). This report only touches the surface of a much broader picture
of eulachon, and what this once populous species represents within Lower Fraser Indigenous peoples cultural
context. Since this report focuses only on the information provided by the eight interviewees, people interested
in the topic should see other sources of information, such as the records at Sto:lo Nation, other individual
Nations, and the LFFA 2015 HSP report.
Over the course of the study, eight people were interviewed from the following communities:
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Katzie



Seabird



Tzeachten



Shxw’ow’hamel (3)



Chehalis



Musqueam

Obviously the information obtained from eight individuals does not represent the history and views of all 30 First
Nations of the Lower Fraser River. The LFFA intends to work with participating Nations and knowledge holders to
continue to collect important information about eulachon in order to better protect and restore the population,
its habitat, and its role within contemporary First Nations’ culture.
B. CURRENT STATE OF EULACHON
Eulachon are a long, slender silver coloured fish, reaching approximately 15-20cm in length and weighing 40-60
grams (Stoffels, 2001), with the Fraser River stock being noticeably bigger than the runs to the North (Nass) and
South (Columbia). Eulachon are anadromous fish, meaning that
they are born in freshwater rivers and migrate to the oceans for
approximately three years before returning to their rivers of
origin to spawn.
Over the past century, Fraser River eulachon have suffered
massive population decline due in part to habitat degradation,
industrialized fisheries (those that encounter eulachon directly
and indirectly) and changing ocean conditions. Eulachon
historically played an integral role in the culture of Lower Fraser
First Nations, bringing much anticipated fresh fish oils and
Figure 1: Eulachon in nets at Kwantlen. Reference
nutrients to the communities after winters that relied heavily
LFFA files.
on preserved fish, animals and vegetables. These spring-time
fish provided opportunities to learn about the river and harvest
with older relatives and supported feasts and sharing amongst
neighbours and relations from far upriver and to the south in
what is now the USA. However, within living memory of some
First Nations elders, the connections between the people and
the fish were broken. Elders spoke about early memories of
gathering massive amounts of eulachon that were followed by
trepidation to gather the fish due to industrial pollution and,
later, government policies forbidding harvest for traditional
purposes. Over time, most First Nations of the Lower Fraser
Figure 2: Fisher eating eulachon. Reference Les
River ceased to fish eulachon at all. But still, the Fraser River
Antone.
eulachon population continued to crash, and in 2010 the lowest
spawning stock biomass on record was recorded at only four tonnes, compared to a high of 1911 tonnes in 1996
(the survey only started in 1995).
In 2012, DFO began to allocate an amount of eulachon to all Lower Fraser First Nations in order to meet their
Food, Social and Ceremonial (FSC) needs. At that time, 400lbs were provided to meet the needs of approximately
10,000 members from the various Lower Fraser First Nations communities. This amounted to about 0.3% of the
total spawning stock biomass, which was about the same amount that the shrimp-trawl fishery catch as by-catch
(though they were allocated over 200x that amount). The initial allocation was set based loosely on perceived
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interest of First Nations to access eulachon, but many Nations and individuals contend that they had, and
continue to have, interests in harvesting eulachon but refrained to do so due to low abundances. However, as the
eulachon population has grown, more First Nations have expressed their interests in accessing eulachon, and the
allocation has climbed moderately along with an increasing population trend. It is worth noting though that the
allocation is still way below the needs and desires of Lower Fraser First Nations. Many respondents in this small
study remember harvesting 200lbs+ for their family alone when eulachon returns were stronger.
C. RESPONDENT’S EXPERIENCES WITH EULACHON
Many of the respondents began gathering or fishing eulachon when they were very young, some of them with
the males in their family (e.g. fathers, uncles,
grandfathers) and some with the females in their
family (mothers, aunts, grandmothers). However,
many of those fishers were forced to stop fishing
for a number of reasons: because they were
taken away from their homes to attend
residential schools, because the waters were
thought to be too polluted, because key elders in
their family passed away, because DFO
restrictions made it impossible, because people
felt that the eulachon population was low and
shouldn’t be fished or because they simply
moved away. They resumed again in more recent
Figure 3: A canoe full of eulachon and a second canoe ready to
years, in some cases learning to fish using
catch eulachon. Reference Canadian Museum of History.
different techniques and in different locations. A few
of the fishers never stopped fishing, entering into the commercial fisheries in its heyday and one even doing the
test fisheries from the mid-1990s until 2009 when those fisheries were discontinued.
All of the respondents had fond memories surrounding the harvest, the preparation, the sharing, and the taste of
the fish. They gathered or fished an abundance of eulachon, but there was never waste: “we would get just what
we needed” said one respondent, though all of them echoed this sentiment. Fishing eulachon appears to have
been a great learning opportunity for kids and young people as they were allowed to gather the fish off the banks
when they were very young, and to experiment with different dip net-like fishing tools using whatever materials
they could find.
D. IMPORTANT AREAS FOR EULACHON
When the interviewer asked respondents to point out important sites for eulachon, many did so a little
reluctantly, instead pointing out that the whole river in the Lower Fraser (our respondents noted sites from the
mouth all the way up to Hope), and its sloughs and tributaries, were important. They did acknowledge that there
was a preference for sandy substrates close to cool creeks and rivers.
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What was sadly evident through the interviews is that many important eulachon sites have already been lost.
Throughout the last century, the use of the nearshore river habitat has expanded without much consideration for
the needs of eulachon or other river fish. For instance, some once important areas include:


Sloughs, some of which were filled in by farmers, destroying eulachon fishing sites that had been used
since time immemorial. An example of this is an old site near Jones Creek called “Selth” which was a
Halq’emeylem word for eulachon. One respondent remembers his family talking about the important
camp there where people from up-river would gather to fish and process eulachon. That site is no longer
used. Mariah’s Slough was also named as an important site.



Creeks. For instance, Hunter Creek or Jones Creek or Lawrence Eddy Creek.



River mouths. One respondent noted that archival evidence exits of a big camp at the mouth of the
Sumas River that was used for eulachon processing and fishing. Another talked about all of the spawn
that used to line the banks of Pitt Lake.



The banks of the Fraser River. A few respondents spoke about memories of spawn lining the banks of the
river (e.g. around Ferry Island on the South side of Cheam all the way down). They no longer see this.



Harrison Bay was also noted as an important spawning area.



Eddies in general. Many respondents noted the importance of eddies for providing eulachon with a break
during migration. However, many of these eddies are now gone due to erosion or purposeful habitat
destruction.

It was obvious to all respondents that the river in general was changing. Some examples are:
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The small pea gravel that is ideal for spawning is a rarity.



There is much more silt in the river today, likely due to erosion from habitat destruction or slides caused
by bank destabilization.



The river is less deep in some areas than it used to be. In some ideal areas around Katzie, it used to be
30-40 feet, but now it is only about 15-16 feet.



Bridge construction, especially the recent Port Mann, has changed things. The river is shallower around
there now and there is much more dangerous debris.



Pollution. A couple of respondents remembered that the water used to be clean and that people would
drink it. Today, no one would. Some respondents talked about thick brownish slime or about gross
smells.



Log booms. One respondent talked about his concerns with bark accumulation and how it impacts the
chemistry and oxygen of the area. This is especially troubling because the log booms are in areas that
once housed important back eddies.



Gravel mining has changed the river speed.



Temperature. Many respondents felt that the water was warmer.



Loss of river structure caused by highways and railways. This has meant faster flow.



The jetties that go out in the Gulf mean that less silt can leave this river. This has meant that the sandy
beaches at the mouth are now thick with mud and silt.



First Nations can’t access some sites now because of private development on the banks.
E. CATCHING EULACHON: GEAR USED

Respondents named numerous tools which were used to gather and fish eulachon. For instance:











Respondents from the lower part of the river remember
gathering eulachon off the shores when the tide went out.
Although most respondents didn’t actually remember using
a eulachon rake, it was used in more historic times. People
would go out in a canoe into the middle of a clump of
eulachon and stroke the rake through the water like a
paddle, impaling eulachon on the sharp points.
Others remember fashioning dip nets out of all sorts of
materials, including wrapping onion bags, rice bags or
chicken wire around a hard wire frame. People made them Figure 4: Swi:we rake and Swi:we. Reference
from Sto:lo Nation
in those days because you couldn’t buy them.
One respondent even remembers seeing a basket made
out of chicken wire which successfully trapped eulachon.
Other respondents remember nets, some of them made
from heavy linen and others fashioned by their
grandmothers using hanging twine.
Boats were also used: canoes in the early years and
motorized vessels in later years. Bag nets were used
whereas the bag would be held between two canoes as
they drifted down the river as the eulachon swam up river.
When the bag was full, they were emptied into the canoe.
This was especially used when fishing from Yale to
Chowathil.
Since eulachon are much less plentiful today than they
used to be, dip netting isn’t as efficient as it once was so
Figure 5: Dip net. Reference from Sto:lo
most serious fishers have turned to drift nets to capture
Nation
eulachon.
F. PROCESSING AND EATING EULACHON

Much of the B.C. literature on eulachon speaks about how First Nations made eulachon grease out of the fish.
While Lower Fraser Nations did process eulachon this way, many of the respondents had many more memories
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of smoking, frying, freezing or drying eulachon. When eulachon were more plentiful, they were shared
extensively. Today, many people only get small feeds, and sometimes a handful of eulachon are smoked and
shared in the longhouse. All of the respondents talked about the health and medicinal benefits, which included
cleaning blood, helping the heart, helping strengthen the immunity with all of the vitamins and nutrients, etc.
A few respondents spoke about how they, or their relatives, made oil. There appears to be a few different
processes for making oil in the Fraser River. One respondent spoke about his grandmother and aunt hanging
them in the smokehouse and catching the oil that dripped off of them in big jugs. People would use the oil in and
on food in much the same way as people use butter nowadays. Another way of cooking fish is to cook it. There
was an important place called “Hemhemathook”, near where Hill’s Bar is today, where big boulders were
naturally arranged for cooking eulachon and the top was skimmed off and stored as grease. And a third is to
ferment it, like they do up north.
Although there was likely once songs, dances and ceremonies to welcome and thank eulachon, few respondents
could speak about this because most of them, and their parents, were put into residential schools were they
were not allowed to learn customs and language from their elders. More research into this area, and more
interviews with elders, would undoubtedly uncover more information.
G. SIGNS OF CHANGE
It has been a long time since the Fraser River flashed silver with eulachon in the springtime. Many of the
respondents noted huge catches early in their lives, with a dip in the 1960s and then strong catches again in the
mid-1970s and early 1980s, followed by decades of decline. One respondent noted filling up a 60 foot boat in an
hour with a little dip net, catching likely about a tonne (these were, of course, shared with relatives and
relations). Another remembered commercially fishing them seven days a week for about a month or longer,
sending most of them over to Japan. At that time there would have been about 70 people working in Katzie
processing the fish (gibbing), which stacked up to their knees on the float. By the late 1980s and mid-1990s,
many people stopped fishing because the eulachon simply were no longer there.
Many respondents felt that changes to the river have changed the way that eulachon use it. One respondent
noted that in his territory, eulachon don’t come near shore anymore, which partly accounts for the fact that
many people don’t see them anymore. He said that they now sit between islands in deeper waters. Further,
eulachon haven’t been seen as far up as Hope in many decades. Now fishers are lucky to get them as far as the
Agassiz-Rosendale Bridge. Today Katzie and Kwantlen are the best fishing spots above the Port Mann Bridge, but
people do want to return to fishing them in their own territories.
There are some signs that say that the timing of the return may also be changing. Indigenous knowledge from the
Lower Fraser River describes up to three distinct spawning “runs” in the spring time: an early run near the end of
February-beginning of March with smaller fish, followed by a second run in the first week of April with medium
sized fish, and lastly a third run at the end of April until about the second week of May with the biggest fish. One
eulachon fisher for almost 60 years noted that the commercial fisheries often focused on the last run of biggest
fish, and this was the only run of interest to DFO. The appearance in the Fraser River is thought to be triggered by
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water temperature and the occurrence of the full moon. Today, at least in some years, it appears as if eulachon
are entering the river earlier, or the early runs may be stronger than the later runs. Unfortunately, there are no
scientific studies set up to understand this phenomena. The only study that DFO undertakes, the egg and larvae
study, likely focuses on the later run, missing information for an important component of Fraser River eulachon.
A couple of respondents noted that the fish themselves were getting smaller.
H. LOOKING FORWARD
Although all respondents lamented the loss of eulachon, they all had suggestions for restoration and supporting
the return of strong Fraser eulachon runs. Many people felt that DFO should better manage ocean fisheries that
catch eulachon as by-catch. They felt that this wasteful practice had huge impacts on the Fraser River and the
costs would likely outweigh the benefits of those fisheries. All respondents also felt that DFO needed to do more
to ensure larger allocations of eulachon to Fraser River First Nations. Without an ability to harvest and eat
eulachon, people lost touch with the river’s resources and that had far-reaching impacts on the communities’
mentalities to protect the river. Many respondents also had suggestions about habitat protection and
restoration. It might mean curbing industrial pollution, limiting large vessel traffic in the lower reaches,
protecting the river from farm siltation, and re-establishing sloughs and side-channels. They also felt that
managers should consider the structural integrity of the river when planning projects in and on the banks of the
river. With some help to restore the river, and efforts to reduce fishing impacts in the marine environment,
respondents felt that eulachon would return to the Fraser and the First Nations could revive the culture
celebrating this silver fish.
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3. MAPS

Figure 6: Swi:we habiat of the lower Fraser River. Historically, Swi:we used the entire river.
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Figure 7: Swi:we habitat in the upper part of the Lower Fraser River. See inserts for more
information.
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Figure 8: Swi:we fishing habitat near Bowman's Mill. These are key dip netting sites.
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Figure 9: Swi:we Fishing Habitat around Herling Island. People have fished in the entire area.
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Figure 10: Swi:we fishing habitat near Wahleach Creek. The entire area was used for fishing.

4. COMMUNICATIONS
In conducting this research project, the LFFA communicated about the project in numerous ways. Most of the
communications were done at meetings, especially to the Executive Committee and to the Non-Salmon Technical
Working Group. Emails were also sent to LFFA participants, and Facebook posts were written. Furthermore, the
LFFA spoke about the project at the Fraser River Eulachon Networking Group meeting in February, which
included participants from outside of First Nations (e.g. interested residents, DFO, scientists, Environmental NonGovernmental Organizations, etc.). People seemed very interested to know that work was being done to
investigate Fraser River eulachon.
Members of the LFFA staff and of the Non-Salmon Technical Working Group also took part on calls that DFO
hosted relating to possible listing of eulachon under the Species at Risk Act (SARA). Even when participants could
not attend, they did read the meeting notes and communicate about the initiative to the LFFA Executive
Committee.
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