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Cohen Commission undertaking ambitious science research 
program 

(Vancouver) The Cohen Commission of Inquiry into the Decline of Sockeye Salmon in the Fraser River 
is undertaking an ambitious scientific research program to help the Commissioner understand the 
science behind the decline of Fraser River sockeye. The commission is contracting with qualified and 
experienced external scientific researchers to study a wide range of technical and scientific issues 
designed to address potential causes for the decline. A description of these research projects is 
available at www.cohencommission.ca. 

“We have established 12 research projects to study aspects of the decline of Fraser River sockeye 
salmon, as well as the cumulative effects on the decline,” said Brian Wallace, senior commission 
counsel. “The researchers were chosen for their academic credentials, professional publications, 
professional reputation, practical experience, recognized expertise and knowledge relevant to Fraser 
River sockeye salmon or ecosystems.” 

In most cases, the researchers will provide the commission with a progress report by November 15, 
2010 and a final report by January 31, 2011. These reports will be peer-reviewed with researchers 
and external reviewers providing critical analysis. The researchers will summarize their findings and 
conclusions during the commission’s public evidentiary hearings in the winter, at which counsel for 
participants will have an opportunity to question the researchers and test their theories. 

The commission is also considering other processes for exploring the various technical and scientific 
issues, such as panel discussions and forums in which experts retained by the commission and those 
nominated by participants could exchange views and challenge each other’s findings and conclusions 
in an open but non-adversarial setting. 

Transition of the Scientific Advisory Panel

“The Panel members, all pre-eminent scientists with a high degree of expertise in the areas to be 
investigated by the commission, have performed their advisory role in a completely independent, 
professional manner in the best interests of the commission,” said Wallace. “At this time, however, we 
have concluded that a peer review model will best serve the commission's science program going 
forward.” 

 
At the beginning of the commission’s scientific research program a Scientific Advisory Panel composed 
of six pre-eminent fisheries scientists was created to assist with the development of the commission’s 
scientific research program. The commission has determined it is appropriate to transition from the 
model of the Scientific Advisory Panel to a new model that will focus on the peer review of the 
researchers’ reports. 

About the Cohen Commission 
The Cohen Commission (www.cohencommission.ca) was established on November 5, 2009 with 
the appointment of the Honourable Bruce Cohen as Commissioner. Under its Terms of Reference, the 
commission will hold hearings to investigate and report on the decline of sockeye salmon in the Fraser 
River. Based on its findings, the commission will make recommendations for improving the future 
sustainability of the sockeye salmon fishery in the Fraser River, including, as required, any changes to 
the policies, practices and procedures of the Department of Fisheries and Oceans in relation to the 
management of the Fraser River sockeye salmon fishery. 
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Cohen Commission technical and scientific research projects 

Project 1 – Diseases and parasites – A veterinary scientist will take a broad view of sockeye 
diseases and parasites that span the life cycle from egg to adult, and will evaluate the full spectrum of 
diseases that occur at all life history stages. 

Project 2 – Effects of contaminants on Fraser River sockeye salmon – The researcher will 
prepare an inventory of aquatic contaminants in the Fraser River in relation to the distribution of 
sockeye Conservation units. This will include an evaluation of pulp mill effluent contaminants, non-
point source contaminants, endocrine disruptors and other contaminants, including sewage discharges 
from the Lower Mainland and other urban centres in the Fraser Watershed. 

Project 3 – Fraser River freshwater ecology and status of sockeye salmon Conservation 
Units – The researcher will investigate several aspects of Fraser sockeye ecology, including the status 
of sockeye Conservation Units, a review of industrial and urban impacts on freshwater ecology and 
salmon life history, and an expert assessment of potential impacts from industrial and urban activities 
on Fraser River sockeye during the past 30 years. 

Project 4 – Marine ecology – The researcher will review the marine ecology of Fraser River sockeye 
salmon to determine whether there are oceanographic factors that can explain the reduction in short-
term and long-term Fraser sockeye productivity. 

Project 5 – Impacts of salmon farms on Fraser River sockeye salmon The researcher will 
evaluate the linkage between salmon farm operations and Fraser sockeye spawning returns – past, 
present, and future. This research will consider the impact on Fraser sockeye of sea lice exposure, 
farm wastes that affect benthic and pelagic habitat quality, Atlantic salmon escapees, and disease 
(including IHN). 

Project 6 – Data synthesis and cumulative impact analysis – The researcher will synthesize 
information contained in the other contractors’ technical reports, to address cumulative effects and to 
evaluate possible causes for the decline of Fraser River sockeye salmon. 

Project 7 – Fraser River sockeye fisheries and fisheries management – The researcher will 
investigate Fraser River sockeye fisheries harvesting (First Nations, commercial and recreational) and 
fisheries management (pre-season forecasting, in-season and post-season run-size abundance 
estimation methods and escapement enumeration methods), will analyze historical performance of the 
in-season assessment process, will evaluate the scientific basis for determining escapement targets, 
will evaluate the extent and impact of any over-harvesting since 1985, and will summarize the current 
conservation status of the Cultus Lake sockeye population. 

Project 8 – Effects of predators on Fraser River sockeye salmon – The researcher will prepare a 
description of predation on sockeye salmon across the geographical range of the population, focusing 
on marine mammal predation on adults and smolts. The contractor will also evaluate freshwater fish 
predation on alevins, fry and smolts, and marine fish predation on smolts, sub-adults and adults. 

Project 9 – Effects of climate change on Fraser River sockeye salmon: literature compilation 
and analysis – The researcher will compile and review all published evidence for climate change and 
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climate-related effects on sockeye salmon in freshwater and marine habitats across all life stages, 
looking specifically for evidence of the effects of climate-related variables such as temperature, flow, 
salinity, pH, currents, primary productivity and species interactions on Fraser River sockeye survival, 
behavior and distribution. 

Project 10 – Fraser River sockeye salmon production dynamics – data compilation, literature 
review, and reporting – The researcher will, to the extent possible, undertake basic statistical analyses 
of abundance and productivity by Conservation Unit; will review previous research and data on 
sockeye cyclic dominance, including Fraser and non-Fraser sockeye populations (including a review of 
the relationship between sockeye run failures and timing of sockeye cyclic dominant runs); and will 
summarize the frequency and effects of over-escapement on subsequent productivity and abundance 
of adult recruits. 

Project 11 – Fraser River sockeye salmon: status of DFO science and management – The 
researcher will prepare an analysis, including an economic analysis, of DFO activities in Fraser River 
sockeye management since 1985; will present DFO science and research expenditures related to 
Fraser sockeye since 1985; and will undertake an analysis to evaluate DFO’s ability to meet its stated 
management objectives relative to Fraser sockeye since 1985. 

Project 12 – Sockeye habitat analysis in the Lower Fraser River and the Strait of Georgia – 
The researcher will prepare a habitat inventory for sockeye habitats in the Lower Fraser River (below 
Hope) and identify human activities that could affect them; analyze Fraser Estuary development, 
including larger vessels, proposed expansion of the Vancouver International Airport Fuel Delivery 
Project, development of ports, bridges and damage from dredging; describe human activities in the 
Strait of Georgia that could negatively affect sockeye salmon; evaluate Coastal Zone protection 
strategies related to shoreline development, shipping, aquaculture and oil tanker traffic; provide a 
synopsis of water quality conditions in the Strait of Georgia along the sockeye migration routes; and 
quantify sockeye food abundance in the Strait of Georgia, in relation to the potential for food 
competition and limitation. 
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