Humans without Resources

Prologue:

It all started innocently enough. After a meal of our local endangered species, our President (MVEC’s president, not George W.) called and asked if I would put together a paper on the Endangered Species Act (ESA) and how it is affecting our problems in this little valley. Moments later my editor called and asked if the little paper for Rick could be expanded to a newsletter article. I told her that I really needed to do some research so that I had my ducks, excuse me, salmon, in a row before tackling such a controversial topic. Hundreds of hours of reading later I called her back to see if she was up for editing and publishing an encyclopedia, since the books (see sidebar) had already been done by others! She declined.  We compromised. If I would write using as few words as possible, not something I’m noted for, she would run a series of articles in upcoming newsletters. 

The ESA is only one of at least three major forces working to drive humans from this valley. The blade started toward our neck in 1948 with the passage of the Federal Water Pollution Control Act, which after numerous amendments over the years emerged in 1977 as the Clean Water Act. The third force is the attempt to limit or direct growth in the area. Since the ESA listings are the current hot topic and have the most controversial science, they will get the most coverage.

These articles are intended to provide a perspective of the issues not usually covered in the mainstream media. I will consider them successful if you come to understand that what is presented on the nightly news or in the major newspapers as gospel is seldom the only way to look at the problems. I hope you are encouraged to delve further into the issues on your own. I will recommend reading material that is understandable by anyone and provide endnotes for those that want to get to the heart of the science. On the advice of our Basin Steward I read and recommend Salmon Without Rivers by Jim Lichatowich. It is well written and an easy read. Do not read it, however, without also reading something from a different perspective such as The Great Salmon Hoax by James L. Buchal.

History:

Pacific salmon belong to the group of fishes known as the ray-finned fishes. Although they got a late start, evolving about 400 million years ago, they were well on their way to domination within 40 million years. There are three main groups of ray-finned fishes. Sturgeon and paddlefish are the oldest, followed by the gars.  Salmon belong to the newest and most prevalent group, the teleosts,
 which didn’t dominate western North American fresh water until about 55 million years ago
. The earliest Salmonidae fossil is from a fish that swam in British Columbia 40 to 50 million years ago
. Ancestors of modern salmon were lake dwellers whereas salmon are anadromous, living in salt water but spawning in fresh water. Warm ocean water is less productive than cool water. About 40 million years ago the ocean off the Pacific Northwest was 10ºC (ºF) warmer than today. It began to cool about 25 million years ago reaching its current temperatures about 8 million year ago. As the seas cooled, their productivity increased and salmon developed anadromy to take advantage of the increased food.

While the earliest Salmonidae was settling into the sediment in a lake in British Columbia, the coastal mountains of California, Oregon and Washington lay under the Pacific Ocean. They began to take on their current form about 12 million years ago and had carved their current drainages by 2 million years ago
.  The modern salmon evolved from three ancestral lines around this time. One line produced rainbow trout, coho, and chinook salmon. A second line produced sockeye and a third, about 1.25 million years ago, produced pink and chum salmon.

A period of intense glaciation followed that drastically altered the climate, rivers and salmon habitat. The most recent ice age, the Wisconsin, peaked about 18,000 years ago. The Cordilleran ice sheet covered the Pacific Northwest and was 4,000 feet deep over Seattle. The salmon took refuge in watersheds to the south and north of the Cordilleran sheet.

All things considered, it was a tough time for the salmon.  Jim Lichatowich says it well in Salmon Without Rivers, “… the genus had to survive millions of years of cataclysmic habitat disruption. For example, one consequence of active mountain building and river downcutting would have been landslides large enough to block streams or create impassable waterfalls. Mountain building would have resulted in a continuous round of habitat destruction and creation. Individual populations of salmon would have become extinct when they were cut off from their spawning habitat or when their habitat was rendered unlivable. At the same time, stray salmon would have colonized new habitats, and the process of adaptation would begin again as new populations took hold. Local extinction balanced by recolonization on an evolutionary scale has long been an important survival mechanism of the Pacific salmon.” Local extinctions were common yet there were no humans, let alone European humans, here to blame!

During the Wisconsin ice age, shrinking oceans left behind a land bridge between Siberia and Alaska that was used by the first humans to reach North America some 15,000 to 13,000 years ago
. The land bridge and large parts of Northwest Alaska were ice-free. By 12,000 years ago, people were radiating out into the ice-free areas of North America. The hunter/gatherer humans of that era expanded rapidly in their never-ending search for protein. Northwestern North America had an abundance of large mammals, including mammoths, mastodons, camels, horses, ground sloths, and giant beavers.
 These large mammals had no history of contact with humans and had no defensive behaviors to help them avoid these new predators. Because the animals had no fear, the hunting was easy even for stone-age men. The result was the widespread extinction of large mammals. North America lost 74 percent of its megafauna.
 The real cost of that extinction to the first Americans is outlined very well in the book Guns, Germs, and Steel by Jared Diamond which is a bit off this subject but is highly recommended reading.

Because the Bering land bridge was open for several thousand years, multiple migrations occurred as humans from four distinct cultures, each identified by the design of its spear points and knives, crossed from Asia to North America. The Stemmed Point and Fluted Point people hunted and foraged in Oregon and California but moved eastward 10,000 years ago in pursuit of the dwindling mammoths.
 The other two cultures were more closely associated with riverine (Pebble) and coastal (Micro Blade) ecosystems and eventually inhabited the Pacific Northwest. They lived in groups of 25 to 40 and moved continuously in search of food. Salmon was a small part of their diet since it was not very abundant in the unstable postglacial period and was only available during spawning.
 As the climate shifted from the hot, dry postglacial conditions to the cool, wet climate that prevails today, this second wave of Asian-Americans began to depend more on the increasingly abundant salmon. By the time the first European-Americans arrived en masse about 150 years ago salmon were very abundant and the descendents of the Pebble and Micro Blade cultures had developed their economy around the salmon’s seasonal cycles.

Next time we will pick up with the arrival of the Europeans and their search for resources. With luck and fewer words we will find out how we got from burning rivers in the eastern US to starving salmon and flooded homes in the west with the Clean Water Act.
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Sidebar





I decided to start my research on the Salmon listing with a couple of books that would be easily available to readers. I marched down to Barnes and Noble in Tukwila to see what they had in their salmon section. After spending some time looking, I finally asked a gentleman working there where to find the books on salmon. He kindly led me to the section containing cookbooks. I explained that I already knew how to cook this endangered species but I wanted to know more about the life and habits and habitat of salmon. He didn’t think he had any books like that. Fortunately, I remembered the name of the book that Brent Lackey had recommended. The kind gentleman looked it up on his computer and found that he had it somewhere. We finally found it in the section of books about the Northwest.





My faith in Barnes and Noble in tatters, I bought the book and proceeded to Borders to check out their salmon section. No section. Not even one book!





It turns out that there are lots of books out there but, obviously, the man on the street isn’t trying to find them. The ESA listing is shredding our property rights and forcing draconian rules and regulations on us and no one is concerned enough to read up on the issue! Maybe we deserve what we get. To purchase relevant books try Amazon or the online University of Washington Bookstore.





