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EULACHON RUN
What you need to know

February marks the beginning of the eulachon run. While the population and timing of the
eulachon varies greatly from year to year, we are expecting to welcome this small but
mighty fish to our river beginning in the third week of February.

Traditional importance

The Kitselas Nation has long used the fat of the eulachon fish (ẅah) to make grease
(Smk’awtsii) that is highly nutritional and has medicinal, traditional and ceremonial uses.
Historically, particularly in the Nass Valley, the trade of Smk’awtsii/ grease brought the highest levels of traffic along the trade routes connecting coastal First Nations to interior First
Nations. These trade routes have existed for thousands of years.

Ecological importance

The eulachon is an at-risk species. Over the last fourty years, the ẅah/eulachon population
has decreased to less than ten percent of what it once was, as a result of overfishing and
climate change. Because of this, and other biological factors, the ẅah/eulachon run is extremely variable and unpredictable from year to year.
Ẅah are prey for fish, mammals and birds, both at sea and in freshwater. They are an important food source for fish like Pacific hake and cod at sea, and white sturgeon when they
migrate to rivers. Ẅah are also vital for the food supply of seagulls, bald eagles, seals, porpoises, sea lions and fin whales.

Eulachon life cycle

Ẅah spend most of their life in the sea. They are spawned in freshwater near rivers' estuaries and along inlets where hatching takes three to four weeks. When ẅah eggs hatch, they
are flushed out to the sea where they stay until spawning age. Then, between the ages of 2
and 4, they migrate to one of the species’ spawning rivers and undergo physiological
changes that allow them to survive in freshwater.
Ẅah can be found in up to 100 different rivers from the west coast of northern California up
to the eastern Bering sea, and in at least 38 rivers in British Columbia alone. But the ẅah
found in the Skeena River are biologically unique to those that inhabit other rivers. In the
Skeena River, ẅah spawn at the age of three, unlike other rivers where they spawn at ages
2 or 4.
Ẅah of the Skeena and Nass Rivers
do not migrate to the west coast of
Vancouver Island during the marine
period of their life, unlike the ẅah of
the Fraser River and surrounding area. Instead, they migrate to Chatham
Sound. While the Nass and Skeena
Rivers are close in proximity, even between these rivers ẅah are biologically
greatly different. This explains, among
other factors, why the Skeena and
Nass runs are so different from each
other.
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What you need to know for this year’s run
Every year, the Kitselas Land and Resource Development (KLRD) works to closely monitor
and better understand the Skeena River’s eulachon populations so that this cultural and food
resource can remain a part of the Kitselas Nation for generations to come.
The size of the eulachon run is unpredictable. Last year’s low Skeena run meant limited availability to distribute eulachon to Kitselas citizens. While we can’t know the size of this year’s
run, our best efforts will be put to acquiring fish for as much of the community as possible.
This year, KLRD is partnering with the Kitselas Employment Training program on a community fishing program to bring Kitselas citizens in closer relationship with eulachon. You can
learn more about participating by connecting with the team at fishing@kitselastraining.com.
Finally, if you are planning on doing your own eulachon fishing, please:
•
•
•

Make sure you have your band membership card with you.
Email or call Cynthia Barwell with your estimated catch at 250-641-7616 or
seniorRSO@kitselas.com
Practice extra caution on the river as the conditions are particularly icy this winter!
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