
ABOVE: Visitors look on as a Pacific fisher takes off 

running after being released into a forest at Mount 

Rainier National Park, Wash. BELOW: A Pacific fisher 

takes off running after being released into a forest at 

Mount Rainier National Park, Wash.
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MOUNT RAINIER NATIONAL 
PARK, Wash. — The elusive wea-
sel-like mammal poked its head out 
of the wooden crate, glanced around 
and quickly darted into the thick for-
est of Mount Rainier National Park — 
returning to a landscape where it had 
been missing for seven decades.

One by one, 10 Pacifi c fi shers that 
had been trapped in British Columbia 
were set free at the park south of Seat-
tle as part of a multiyear effort to rein-
troduce the native species to its his-
torical range.

A large crowd gathered Friday to 
herald the return of the dark-brown 
member of the weasel family with its 
lush fur and bushy tail. They cheered, 
clapped and hooted, and First Nations 
and American Indian tribal members 
sang and drummed, as each crate door 
was lifted and a fi sher streaked out of 
sight across the snowy ground.

“We’re correcting something that 
we mismanaged a long time ago 
before we knew enough to manage 
wildlife populations,” said Jeffrey 
Lewis, a biologist with the Washing-
ton Department of Fish and Wild-
life. “Now we can fi x that because we 
know how to. We know we’ve got a 
lot of habitat here. All we were miss-
ing were the fi shers.”

Fishers historically were found 
throughout much of the forested areas 
of the West Coast. But they declined 
in numbers due to trapping in the 
1800s and early 1900s, and the loss 
of forest habitats.

By the mid-1900s they were elimi-
nated from Washington state. The sol-
itary animal, which hunts snowshoe 
hares, rodents and small mammals, 
were listed as state endangered spe-

cies in 1998. They’re one of the few 
predators of porcupines and are found 
only in North America.

While common in the North-
east and Midwest, they’re rare in 
the Northwest. Population estimates 
of West Coast fi shers today are any-
where from a couple hundred to a few 
thousand, mostly in southern Ore-
gon and Northern California. More 
recently, West Coast fi shers have 
faced threats from illegal pesticide 
use by marijuana growers and other 
threats.

Slow comeback
But they’re slowly making a come-

back in Washington through reintro-
duction efforts involving WDFW, 
Conservation Northwest, the National 
Park Service and other partners.

“These animals were here before 
us and so it’s our duty to take care 
of them,” Hanford McCloud, a Nis-
qually Indian Tribe council mem-
ber, said during a ceremony before 
the fi shers were released on park land 
designated for the tribe’s use. Several 
First Nations people traveled with the 
fi shers, some that were captured First 
Nations land in British Columbia.

The fi rst fi shers, about 90 in all, 
were reintroduced in Washington 
state in Olympic National Park start-
ing in 2008. Those animals are repro-
ducing and expanding its geographic 
range.

The second phase of the project 
involves relocating fi shers from Brit-
ish Columbia into the southwest Cas-
cade Mountains and later into the 
North Cascades. The goal is to rein-
troduce 80 fi shers to each region.

“We feel like we’re making head-
way and we’re getting good positive 
results. It’s too early to say that we’re 
establishing a self-sustaining popula-

tion but it sure is looking positive,” 
said Lewis.

Endangered species
The recovery efforts, however, 

comes as conservation groups have 
sued the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice, alleging the federal agency failed 
to consider the best scientifi c evi-
dence when it decided not to provide 
the fi sher protections under the Endan-
gered Species Act.

Fish and Wildlife had proposed 
listing the forest-dwelling mammal 
as threatened in 2014 over concerns 
about logging practices, illegal pes-
ticide use by marijuana growers and 
other threats.

In April, the agency acknowledged 
the creatures no longer occur in their 
historical ranges in Washington, Ore-
gon and California but concluded they 
were not in danger of extinction. The 
agency said the best available science 
showed current threats aren’t caus-
ing signifi cant declines in West Coast 
populations. It also cited conserva-
tion measures such as reintroduction 
efforts in Washington.

“We’re heartened by reintroduction 
efforts, but they alone are not going to 
be suffi cient to save the fi shers,” said 
Tom Wheeler, Environmental Pro-
tection Information Center, one of 
the groups that sued. He said the ani-
mals need greater federal protections 
because they still face ongoing threats.

Tara Chestnut, a Mount Rainier 
park ecologist, said the return of fi sh-
ers to the Cascade Mountains will 
restore biodiversity to the ecosystem.

“But there’s also cultural signif-
icance,” she said. “Fishers are part 
of our natural history and our natu-
ral heritage. There are also spiritual 
aspects of their return that are really 
important.”

Rare weasel species makes a comeback in Washington

Observers huddle behind trees to watch as a Pacific 

fisher is released into a forest at Mount Rainier National 

Park, Wash., earlier this month.
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