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The Hoh River rushes out of Mount Olympus 
and through the Olympic rainforest. When it's 
running high, it pulls giant cedars and Douglas-®rs from 
the ground and tosses them like matchsticks. The Hoh is 
one of the most pristine examples of glacial Olympic rivers, 
with diverse habitat such as alpine lakes and braided gravel 
river beds. It's also one of the best salmon ®sheries on the 
West Coast, with runs of coho, chinook, pink salmon, and 
steelhead.

Gary Peterson grew up on the Hoh River. He 
remembers scrambling up Mount Olympus with his 
grandmother, the legendary back-country guide Minnie 
Peterson, as a child. His family homesteaded on the Forks 
Prairie in the 1870s and now owns about 450 acres on the 
Hoh River, with a mile-and-a-half of river frontage.

The Hoh is still as wild and vibrant as when Peterson's 
family ®rst settled here. ªIt's constantly in ¯ux and can 
move a quarter mile in a year,º Peterson said. ªLike my 
grandfather said, the river gives and the river takes.º

It's because the Hoh is essentially unchanged from the 
days of early settlement that The Nature Conservancy 
has identi®ed it as one of ®ve Washington watersheds 
crucial to the survival and recovery of wild salmon on 
the West Coast. ªThese are places where salmon runs 
are strong, and nature's systems continue to work well,º 
said James Schroeder, freshwater program director for the 
Conservancy.

In addition to the Hoh, the Conservancy has identi®ed 
the Queets, Skagit, and Wenatchee rivers, and Lake Ozette, 
as places in Washington where protecting and restoring 
watersheds will do the most good for wild salmon.

Saving Salmon, Saving Watersheds
Fisheries reveal state of watersheds on West Coast

Why these rivers and lake?
Conservancy scientists have analyzed all of 

Washington's freshwater rivers, streams, and lakes, 
and identi®ed those that offer the greatest potential for 
preserving Washington's plant and animal life (read the 
story from Washington Wildlands' spring 2007 issue.

These watersheds leaped out of the research as 
important to salmon and other species, and also were 
identi®ed by the Wild Salmon Center, an international 
salmon conservation organization, as places where salmon 
runs are strong and conservation work would be effective.

ªWe start by selecting streams where we know we can 
win,º wrote Guido Rahr, president of the Wild Salmon 
Center, in an essay describing the group's work. ªIf we 
cannot save a few strongholds of locally adapted salmon 
stocks, then we forever cut off our options for a future 
with salmon.º

   

Some of these watersheds are places where the 
Conservancy has worked for years. On the Skagit River, 
the Conservancy has helped protect more than 15,000 
acres in the last 32 years, restoring habitat and supporting 
partners such as the Skagit Land Trust and Skagit Fisheries 
Enhancement Group.

And some of these watersheds have active and effective 
local conservation groups, such as the Hoh River Trust, for 
which Gary Peterson serves on the board. The Conservancy 
is just beginning to explore ways to support those existing 
efforts with technical expertise and experience gained 
from restoration work at Ellsworth Creek Preserve and in 
landscapes where people live and work.

Why salmon?
     The Conservancy is working to protect wild Paci®c 
salmon from the coasts of Alaska, where the runs are the 

strongest in the world, to California, where they are 
struggling to survive.

Along the West Coast, salmon greatly contribute 
to an ecosystem's overall health. After beginning life 
in the gravel beds of cold, clear freshwater streams, 
salmon make their way to the Paci®c Ocean, growing to 
adulthood at sea before returning to their birth streams to 
spawn and die. Their decaying bodies then leave nutrients 
from the ocean for plants and animals on land.

Salmon touch almost every region where the 
Conservancy works in Washington, connecting the sea to 
the mountains and even touching the arid lands of eastern 
Washington. Where salmon run, forests are healthier and 
so are the plants and animals that live there, from eagles 
to bears, Schroeder said. ªIf you take care of the salmon, 
you take care of the whole watershed.º

Read a profile of each of these watersheds at 
nature.org/washington/savingsalmon
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SCIENCE: The Conservancy has engaged in 
rigorous analysis to identify where salmon 
protection will be most effective.

RESTORATION:We've been planting native 
vegetation, controlling invasive weeds, and 
restoring natural river processes along the 
Skagit River for decades, enabling salmon 
to thrive.

ADVOCACY: The Conservancy has been a 
strong advocate for partnerships, funding, 
and policies to protect salmon throughout 
the Northwest.
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