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The worrying decline of Atlantic salmon 
Jean-Simon Gagne 
 
For years, nothing seemed to stop the fall of Atlantic salmon in North America. For now, 
Quebec is doing better than its neighbors. But the noose is tightening. Everywhere, time seems 
to be working against salmon. Portrait of a suspended king of fish. 
 
In North America, the story of Atlantic salmon resembles that of a lost paradise. Or the lies of 
fishermen. During the 1600s, the Governor of Acadia complained that the abundance of salmon 
was harmful to navigation! In the Kennebecasis River, a tributary of the Saint John River, it is 
said that the salmon were so numerous that it was possible to cross the stream by walking on 
the fish. Without getting wet!1 
 
Around 1750, at the mouth of the Miramichi River in New Brunswick, soldiers complained that 
they could not sleep because there were so many salmon leaping out of the water!2 In the Lake 
Champlain region, farmers filled “whole carts” with salmon, after having captured them with 
forks. It is whispered that they use it as a fertilizer to fertilize the fields! 3 
 
In Quebec, around 1680, explorer Louis Jolliet and an associate would have captured 5,000 
salmon in the space of one summer in the Anticosti and Côte-Nord rivers. 4 Salmon could then 
be found in almost all the rivers that flowed into the St. Lawrence. The natives fished for it with 
harpoons in the Saint-Charles River, near Quebec. 
 
The king of fish is amazing. It can leap to a height of 15 feet [4.5 meters]. Its abundance seems 
limitless. On Anticosti Island, around 1900, it is said that an old guide got into the habit of 
anchoring a canoe overnight at the mouth of the Chaloupe River. At dawn, he would come to 
pick up the salmon that jumped in! His record? Six in one night! 5 
 
Half full or half empty? 
 
Today, the kingdom of salmon has shrunk like a skin of sorrow. Since 1971, the number of large 
salmon * moving up North American rivers has declined by more than 80%. In the United 
States, the species is almost extinct, despite millions swallowed up in its reintroduction. 6  Down 
98% from the 1800s. 7 
 
In New Brunswick, in the Saint John River region, where it was said one could walk on the backs 
of fish, salmon is classified as an endangered species. And what about the Miramichi, once the 
most fish-rich river on the continent? In 1971, more than 100,000 salmon came to spawn there 
each year. In 2019, they were only 15,000… 8 
 
Quebec is doing better, even if the situation remains worrying. An example of a glass that is half 
full or half empty. Here, the situation seems more or less stabilized. However, in 2020, of the 38 



rivers that were the subject of a meticulous count of returns, 25 did not reach the optimal 
renewal threshold for the species. 9 
 
Each river is unique. A bad year is not inevitable. No more than an exceptional year guarantees 
the future. It prevents. Some tumbles leave you wondering. In 1990, 3,103 salmon had come up 
the Trinity River, one of the pearls of the North Shore. In 2018, the number dropped to 265. 10 
 
Even on Anticosti Island, the salmon is faltering. From 2000 to 2019, fishermen harvested an 
annual average of 641 salmon, including those released. During the 1980s, the average was 
around 1200. Twice as much. 11 
 
Gone are the days when the main danger that awaited fishermen on the island was catching a 
sore arm from catching big fish. In 1924, a tourist even caught 131 salmon in the Rivière à la 
Loutre, with an average weight of 10 pounds. 12 
 
10 seals for a smolt 
 
The life of Atlantic salmon is a complicated business. The adventurer is born in fresh water, 
before going to sea. After a few years, he returns to his native river to reproduce. At each step, 
the selection proves to be ruthless. At best, it takes 500 eggs to produce an adult salmon. At 
worst, 25,000 are needed. 13 
 
“Today, it seems that there are more mortalities at sea,” specifies Myriam Bergeron, executive 
director of the Fédération québécoise pour le salmon atlantique (FQSA). 14 In the early 1980s, it 
was calculated that 2 to 4% of salmon returned to the river. Today, the proportion would have 
halved. ” 
 
Climate change could play a role. Melting ice disrupts the food chain. Often, salmon travel 
greater distances to feed. It expends more energy. This is bad news, since the energy quality of 
capelin, its favorite prey, is declining. 15 
 
Some predators have become more numerous. In the Gulf of St. Lawrence; the number of seals 
has exploded. At the entrance to Gaspé Bay, there are sometimes 10 seals for a smolt that has 
just left its river! To the south, at the mouth of the Miramichi River, the number of striped bass 
has been multiplied by 20. 16  The survival rate of smolts at sea has dropped from 68% to 28%. 
17 
 
As a joke, a biologist compared the plight of a smolt in the Miramichi Estuary to that of the 
unconscious mind flowing out of a 120-story building, confidently. Down past the 50 th floor, 
one can still hear him exclaim, "For now, all is well!" 
 
 
 
 



Quebec is playing luck   
 
"In Quebec, salmon benefit from tight river management," says Charles Cusson, director of 
Quebec programs for the Atlantic Salmon Federation (FSA). 18 But he also plays luck. The rivers 
are located further north than those of Maine, for example. On average, the warming of the 
waters is less important. In addition, they are often far from human activities. ” 
 
For a long time, fishermen and biologists suspected deep sea fishing to be responsible for the 
decline of salmon. In some years, more than 25,000 salmon were caught in the Gulf of St. 
Lawrence! But commercial fishing in Canadian waters ended in 2000. Without producing the 
desired effects ... 
 
Today, much is being put on the decline in fishing off Greenland, where adult salmon 
congregate to feed. In June 2019, an agreement was reached to reduce indigenous fishing 
there. In theory, this should add several thousand salmon per year to Quebec's rivers. 19 
 
"The effects of the agreement will not be immediate," warns Charles Cusson. The fishermen of 
Greenland are scattered throughout the territory. A year later, people were still unaware of the 
agreement! They did not know they would receive compensation for withdrawing higher paying 
cash. Because of the conservation difficulties, the salmon were sometimes used to feed the 
dogs! ” 
 
By the way, Mr. Cusson is pleased that Quebec does not host salmon farming at sea, as in the 
Maritime provinces. A major source of disease. Not to mention the harmful mixtures between 
wild salmon and salmon escaping from farms. In Newfoundland, such crossings are reported 
from 17 of the 18 rivers in the south of the island. 20 
 
The problem is real. In Scotland, on August 20, 2020, during a storm, 48,834 salmon escaped 
from a farm ... 21  Three and a half times what fishermen caught during the whole of 2020, in 
Quebec! 22 
 
Doctor, is it too late? 
 
Periodically, the federal government juggles the idea of placing Quebec salmon on the 
endangered species list. A gesture that could spell the end of sport fishing as we know it. 
Myriam Bergeron, of the Quebec Federation for Atlantic Salmon, speaks of it as a "false good 
idea", which risks demobilizing salmon defenders. 
 
“Fishermen aren't just people who catch fish,” says Bergeron. They are eyes that watch the 
river. Allies for biologists. Fishing is also an activity that generates significant economic benefits, 
which are used to develop rivers and protect the species. ” 
 
Not to mention that in 2020, in Quebec, 69% of catches were released. 23 
 



Doctor, is it too late? Despite everything, the fishermen keep their morale up, as this sample of 
humor, caught in Ireland demonstrates. 
 
“Once upon a time, there was a tourist from the city who caught a small salmon after days of 
fishing. Monsieur is delighted, but he can't help but think about the cost of his trip.   
 
- That salmon must have cost me $ 800 a pound! he exclaims. 
 
Another fisherman whispers in his ear. 
 
- At that price, you're lucky not to have taken two! " 
 
* “Large salmon” are those which have spent more than one winter at sea. Small salmon (grilse) 
move up rivers to spawn after only one winter at sea. 
 
 
+++ 
 
LA JACQUES-CARTIER, RIVER BAROMETER 
 
In the film Salmon Fishing in the Yemen 24 , a sheikh makes the foolish bet of creating a salmon 
river in the middle of the desert. The sheikh is an idealist, a lover of green Scotland. He wants to 
achieve the impossible. Even if it means defying the climate, science and even terrorist plots.  
 
But who's talking about cinema? In the late 1970s, when a handful of idealists set out to restore 
salmon in the Jacques-Cartier River, west of Quebec, the idea seemed crazy. The salmon had 
disappeared since 1913. Salmon restoration would have to defy three dams and cross a gorge 
made impassable by a series of blasts. 
 
Against all odds, the crazy bet succeeded. In 1983, the salmon were back! At the beginning of 
the 90s, fishing began again. As of 1991, there were 1,190 salmon. Optimists dream of seeing 
7,000 of them. As in the great days. The fish are brought back by truck to the spawning grounds 
located in Jacques-Cartier Park. A 150-kilometer ride! 25 
 
Alas, the cruel reality ends up catching up with the project. Dam management sometimes 
conflicts with salmon. The redevelopment of spawning grounds is almost impossible at the 
bottom of the river. Seeding is sometimes irregular. Hot summers have an impact on water 
temperature. The number of salmon is declining. 
 
In 2002, the Jacques-Cartier only accommodated 190 parents. In 2004, fishing was prohibited. 
Suddenly, the difficulties of the river sum up all the fragility of the salmon. Like a barometer. 
 
 
 



"Long to rebuild" 
 
Even today, the restoration of the Jacques-Cartier arouses mixed reactions. On the tails, it is an 
undeniable success. The rare example of a river in which the salmon have returned. A real 
laboratory for scientific research. Not to mention the thousands of children who came to learn 
about salmon. 
 
On the other side, the restoration has not fulfilled all its promises. For the moment, there is no 
reason to consider reopening the fishery. Over the past 10 years, the average number of 
salmon returning up the river has reached 423. 26 In 2018, it dropped to 278.  
 
"Over time, the way of seeing things has changed," analyzes Claude Sauvé, administrator of the 
Corporation du bassin de la Jacques-Cartier. 27 The mission has changed. In the beginning, the 
main objective was to reintroduce fishing. Today, we find ourselves more in conservation. ” 
 
“Over time, salmon has become an ambassador of water quality,” agrees Mr. Sauvé, who has 
been associated with the project since the 1980s. Even the landscape has changed. At the 
bottom of the river, the development pressure has become enormous. A phenomenon that did 
not exist 40 years ago. ” 
 
“A salmon river doesn't take long to destroy,” he concludes. It takes a lot longer to rebuild. ”  
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