
Wild Atlantic Salmon
on the Brink:
WWF CALLS FOR URGENT ACTION
AT NASCO MEETING

WWF’S CALL TO ACTION

To restore runs of Atlantic salmon and assure a legacy of healthy populations for future generations, we must

act now to address the many threats to their survival:

• All nations participating in the North Atlantic Salmon Conservation Organization must institute catch

limits based on ICES recommendations and a precautionary approach.

• Governments must take expeditious steps to close mixed-salmon fisheries that adversely affect endangered 

salmon stocks.

• Standards for responsible salmon aquaculture should be adopted and adhered to that:

1.  Minimize genetic and biological interactions between farmed and wild salmon;

2.  Address adverse effects associated with effluent discharges, disease transmission and spread of parasites;

3.  Exclude new operations from sites detrimental to wild salmon.

• Responsible parties should address the problem of inadequate in-stream production through the removal

of impediments to salmon passage, the institution of effective watershed planning and management and

the establishment of appropriate controls on water withdrawals and pollutant discharges.

• Potential causes of low marine survival of salmon should be addressed through the utilization of 

appropriate salmon tracking and monitoring, and research on the effects of oceanographic and climate

related factors on salmon populations.

• Potential effects of sportfishing on salmon populations should be controlled through effective catch 

management and the development of catch and release fishing as a management tool.

• NASCO should take steps to ensure that genetically modified salmon is not permitted in fish farming.
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WILD SALMON ON THE BRINK 

The Atlantic salmon – king of fish, amazing leaper, an animal that perfectly embodies the idea of perseverance – 

is in peril on both sides of the Atlantic. 

Once so abundant that Native American tribes used them as fertilizer, populations of wild salmon are being 

decimated by human-induced causes. Consider this:

• Throughout their range, Atlantic salmon are in serious trouble. Populations are at their lowest point in 

recorded history, and catches have declines precipitously. 

• The genetic diversity of salmon populations is being wiped out as more and more rivers lose their salmon. 

For example, in the Baltic, of the 120 rivers that supported salmon a century ago, only 37 have naturally

spawning stocks today. In too many rivers, spawning populations are far below the numbers scientists tell 

us we need.

• Ocean fisheries in parts of the Atlantic continue to catch salmon from a mixture of river systems in an 

indiscriminate and unsustainable manner. This practice is undermining already endangered salmon runs in

many places.

• Dams and other impediments to fish passage prevent salmon from reaching historic spawning habitat in

many important salmon rivers.

• In some areas, irresponsible salmon aquaculture operations pose additional problems – fish farms can act 

as a source of disease and parasites, and escaping farmed fish threaten the genetic and ecological integrity of

wild salmon populations. This is a particular problem in places like the United States that inappropriately 

utilize foreign genetic stocks in farming operations.

• Throughout their range, salmon managers have been far to slow to follow the advice of scientists who have 

been urging reductions in fishing pressure. 

• Genetically modified salmon is a biological time bomb which could wipe out wild Atlantic salmon stocks.

Overall, salmon catches are the lowest ever. And unless we act now to address the cumulative insults to those fish

remaining and to the environment in which they live, the mighty jumps of Salmo salar may soon be little more

than a haunting memory.

THEN AND NOW

Norway: Twenty years ago there was one farmed salmon for every 100 wild salmon in Norway. Today the table is
turned – there is one wild salmon for every 100 farmed salmon.

North America:  Twenty-five years ago, approximately 800,000 large salmon returned each year to spawn in
their natal rivers. Today only about 80,000 do so – a decline of over 90%.

Mainland Europe: In 1885, a quarter of a million wild salmon were caught in the Rhine River. Today millions
of Euros are being spent to reintroduce salmon to this once-great spawning river.

Scotland and Ireland: Catches of salmon today are roughly 25% of what they were three decades ago.

GOVERNMENTS IGNORING SCIENTIFIC ADVICE

Salmon fishing countries have been slow to follow the advice of scientists – and salmon populations have been 

paying the price. Some cases in point:

• Despite overwhelming scientific information indicating that North American salmon populations are outside

safe biological limits, many U.S. fish farming operations continue to utilize European genetic stock fish in

their operations. Many of these animals escape and pose a threat to endangered runs of wild salmon.

• Last year, scientists from the International Council for the Exploration of the Sea called for “extreme caution” 

in the management of southern European salmon stocks and a “significant reduction” in their exploitation. 

Ignoring this warning, members of North Atlantic Salmon Conservation Organization’s (NASCO) North-East

Atlantic Commission adopted no new conservation measures at their 1999 meeting.

Ignoring scientific advice is both biologically perilous and economically ruinous. 
WWF strongly urges NASCO members to expeditiously adopt prudent, science-based 
management measures – before it is too late.

A SALMON’S LIFE TODAY

The Atlantic salmon is an anadromous fish – it spawns in fresh water but spends much of its life at sea. 

Throughout its life, the salmon is threatened by man’s activities.

4. After one or more years, Atlantic salmon return to

the rivers where they were spawned, in some cases

travelling thousands of kilometers.

3. When they reach between 12 and 24

centimeters, salmon develop a silvery

color and transform into “smolt”, which

leave their natant rivers for the ocean.

2. Salmon fry eventually

develop vertical markings and

darker coloration on their

backs that help camouflage

them from river predators. At

this stage they are known as

“parr”. Parr may remain in

the river for several years.

1. Pea-sized eggs are deposited in

spawning rivers. Later tiny salmon

“alevin” emerge – two-centimeter

long creatures that live off an

attached yolk sac. As the sac is used

up, young fish called “fry” develop.

The use of non-native salmon
stock in some fish farming oper-
ations is a threat to the genetic
diversity of salmon populations.

Pollution and dams also 
endanger this important fish.

Poorly understood factors, such
as changes in North Atlantic 
temperatures, may be adversely
affecting salmon survival while 
at sea.

Pollution, dams and habitat
degradation threaten salmon in
much of their range.

Indiscriminate mixed-salmon 
fisheries deplete populations from
many rivers at once.
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Survival of smolts during outward migration to sea
is a problem warranting further research.


