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Introduction 
The fisher (Pekania pennanti) is a mid-sized carnivore of the Mustelidae family 
that occurs only in the temperate and boreal forests of North America.  
Unregulated harvest, loss and fragmentation of habitat, and predator control 
campaigns collectively resulted in the extirpation of fishers from much of the 
southern portion of their historical range (southern Canada and the northern 
United States, including Washington State) by the mid-1900s. The fisher is 
currently listed as an endangered species in Washington and is included on IUCN 
Red List. Because of the success of fisher reintroductions in the southern portion 
of their range, reintroductions are currently being used to restore fishers in 
Washington. 
 
In Washington, fisher conservation efforts are focused in two recovery areas that 

include national park and 
national forest lands within 
the historical range of the 
fisher. The Olympic 
Recovery Area includes 
most of the interior of the 
Olympic Peninsula in 
northwestern Washington, 
whereas the Cascades 
Recovery Area coincides 
with much of the Cascade 
Mountain Range in 
Washington. To provide 
sufficient habitat for a self-
sustaining fisher 
population, recovery areas 
include large areas of low- 

Fisher being released © Paul Bannick 
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and mid-elevation forest mosaics that are dominated by mature or old-growth 
coniferous-forest habitat.   
 
Goals 
x� Goal 1: Restore a self-sustaining population of fishers to the Olympic 

Recovery Area by reintroducing 90 fishers to Olympic National Park (2008 - 
2010) and monitoring reintroduction success by tracking the post-release 
movements, home range establishment, survival and reproduction of released 
fishers (2008 - 2011). 

x� Goal 2: Evaluate the success of the Olympic fisher reintroduction by 
conducting occupancy surveys for fishers throughout the Olympic Peninsula 
(2013 - 2016) to assess the distribution, occupancy patterns, genetic 
characteristics, and reproductive success of reintroduced fishers. 

x� Goal 3: Restore a self-sustaining population of fishers to the southern portion 
of the Cascade Recovery Area by reintroducing 80 fishers to the Gifford 
Pinchot National Forest and Mount Rainier National Park and monitoring as 
described in Goal 1 above (ongoing; December 2015 to December 2018). 

x� Goal 4: Restore a self-sustaining population of fishers to the northern portion 
of the Cascade Recovery Area by reintroducing 80 fishers to the Mount Baker-
Snoqualmie National Forest and North Cascades National Park and 
monitoring as described in Goal 1 above (December 2017 to December 2020). 

 
Success Indicators 
x� Indicator 1: Olympic and Cascades Reintroductions - Greater than 50% of 

released fishers of each sex establish a home range in the year following 
release. 

x� Indicator 2: Olympic and Cascades Reintroductions - Annual survival of >50% 
of released fishers in the year following release. 

x� Indicator 3: Olympic and Cascades Reintroductions - Evidence of successful 
reproduction by ≥ 1 female fisher in each reintroduction area. 

x� Indicator 4: Cascades Reintroductions - Home range establishment in closer 
proximity to release sites and sooner after release events as compared to the 
Olympic reintroduction project. Because we are using far fewer release sites (2 
vs. 21), our expectation is that the greater presence of previously released 
fishers near Cascade release sites prompts newly released fishers to establish 
home ranges closer to the release site and sooner after the release event. 

x� Indicator 5: Olympic Occupancy Surveys - Evidence of successful 
reproduction as indicated by the presence of second and third generation 
fishers (via DNA analysis) within the Olympic Recovery Area. 

  
Project Summary 
Feasibility: A feasibility assessment for fisher reintroductions was completed in 
2004 that included an assessment of habitat suitability and carrying capacity, and 
an evaluation of potential source populations. National Environmental Policy Act 
(1972) analyses were also conducted for the Olympic and Cascade 
reintroductions that disclosed and evaluated the potential environmental and 
social impacts of considered reintroduction options. The habitat assessment 
identified large, connected landscapes at low- or mid-elevations that were 
dominated by mature or old-growth coniferous-forests. The carrying capacity 
assessment indicated that three areas were expected to provide habitat that 

Mammals 



200 

 

would support 
reproductive success 
by female fishers and a 
total population of ≥50 
fishers: the Olympic 
Peninsula, the 
southwestern portion of 
the Cascade Range, 
and the northwestern 
portion of the Cascade 
Range.   
 
The assessment also 
identified three 
possible source 
populations: northern 
Alberta (Canada), 
central British 

Columbia (Canada) and northwestern California (USA). We chose the source 
population from central British Columbia because it was closest geographically, 
most similar genetically to historical Washington fishers, and we were able to 
obtain permits to capture and translocate fishers from this source population. 
Fisher reintroductions in Washington and elsewhere are not socially or 
economically controversial, and many are supported by the public because 1) the 
fisher is not a threat to people, 2) fishers are not seen as a significant threat to 
pets, livestock, or business interests and 3) the public is interested in the 
restoration of wildlife. 
 
Implementation: Reintroductions in Washington involve the capture of wild 
fishers in central British Columbia by licensed British Columbia trappers, with the 
use of box traps. Captured fishers are transported to a local wildlife facility and 
housed temporarily until they can be examined by a veterinarian, vaccinated 
against potential diseases, and equipped with a VHF radio-collar (Olympic 
reintroduction) or a VHF abdominal-implant transmitter (Cascade reintroduction).  
Fishers deemed healthy and suitable for reintroduction are then transported to 
Washington and released at specific release sites within recovery areas. These 
activities require a capture and transport permit from the British Columbia 
Provincial Government, and adherence to capture quotas established to protect 
the source population. The capture and transport permit, a health certificate from 
a licensed British Columbia veterinarian, and an approved Importation Declaration 
form (3-177) from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) are required to 
transport fishers from British Columbia to Washington (USA). Officials with the 
USFWS and U.S. Border Patrol may also inspect fishers and their transport boxes 
when border crossings occur. After crossing into Washington, fishers are 
transported to a release site, where they are released the following morning by 
project biologists, agency staff, and interested members of the public. To date, we 
have released 90 fishers in the Olympic Recovery Area and 69 fishers in the 
Cascade Recovery Area. 
 
Post-release monitoring: Each released fisher is equipped with a VHF radio-
transmitter, which enables us to monitor their post-release movements, home 

Release site of fishers © Jeff Lewis 
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range establishment, survival, and reproduction. The large majority of monitoring 
is accomplished via aerial telemetry surveys (using a fixed-wing airplane) to 
locate and determine the survival status of released fishers. Telemetry data are 
used to inform implementation activities (e.g., avoiding release locations where 
fisher mortality was more prevalent, releasing individuals of one sex to facilitate 
mate acquisition where one sex is much less abundant or absent) and to identify 
potential den sites of females for monitoring post-release reproductive status.   
 
During the Olympic reintroduction, we found that after being released, many 
males and females moved extensively before establishing a home range or dying 
(Lewis, 2014). Mean distance from a release site to a home range was greater for 
males (44.5 ±6.4 km) than for females (30.1 ±3.6 km). A greater percentage of 
females (67%; 18 of 27) established home ranges with the Olympic Recovery 
Area than males (38%; 8 of 21). In contrast to resident fisher populations, the 
survival rates of fishers released on the Olympic Peninsula were greatest for 
juveniles, lower for adult males, and lowest for adult females. Survival rates also 
varied among the release-year cohorts (2008 [high], 2009 [low], 2010 
[intermediate]). We documented seven reproduction events by seven females 
(ages 2 - 4 years) and litter sizes of one to four kits; other females were 
suspected of having kits.   
 
A fisher occupancy study was conducted from 2013 to 2016 on the Olympic 
Peninsula to evaluate the success of the reintroduction of 90 fishers from 2008 to 
2010. The objectives of the study were to determine the current fisher distribution, 
the proportion of the recovery area currently occupied, and the genetic 
characteristics and reproductive success of the fisher population, via DNA 
analyses. The initial findings indicate that fishers are widely distributed across the 
Olympic Peninsula both inside and outside the recovery area, and the presence 
of second and third fishers indicates substantial reproductive success by founder 
individuals and their descendants (Happe et al., 2016).   
 
Major difficulties faced 
x� Conducting radio-

telemetry to track 
released animals was 
extremely challenging 
due to combined 
effects of multiple 
factors; extensive 
wilderness (i.e., 
roadless areas), 
rugged terrain, and 
wide-ranging dispersal 
of released fishers 
forced us to gather 
almost all of the post-
release data via aerial 
telemetry. 

x� Data acquisition via 
aerial telemetry was 
further limited by Fisher in the wild © National Park Service 
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weather conditions that were unsuitable for flying and the limited signal 
strength of our radio-transmitters. Antenna breakage on a number of radio-
collars was an additional problem during the Olympic reintroduction because it 
greatly diminished signal transmission distance and made locating individuals 
more difficult.  

x� Determining cause of death for dead fishers and finding den sites were limited 
by terrain inaccessible to foot traffic for all or part of the year due to deep 
snows, difficult river crossings, and steep terrain. 

x� High cost of aerial telemetry surveys. 
 
Major lessons learned 
x� Extensive post-release movements and extensive breeding-season 

movements by adult females suggested that fewer release sites (2 to 4 vs. the 
21 used during the Olympic reintroduction) may facilitate greater mate 
acquisition and reproduction (by increasing proximity to potential mates).  
Selecting release sites to facilitate proximity to potential mates is a higher 
priority than distributing release sites broadly to facilitate occupancy over a 
large spatial extent within the recovery area. 

x� Release as many individuals before 1st January as possible to facilitate the 
reproductive success of pregnant females by disassociating the stress of a 
reintroduction process from the period of active gestation (late February to 
April; see Facka et al., 2016, Ecosphere 7(1):e01223). 

x� Because duration in captivity may negatively influence survival, minimize time 
in captivity to the extent feasible (Lewis, 2014). 

x� Release a founder population over two or more years that is female biased 
(55:45 to 60:40) to better accommodate the polygynous mating system of 
fishers and the possibility of poor female survival in one or more years. 

x� Use implant transmitters instead of radio-collars to prevent loss of signal 
transmission distance and loss of data acquisition that results from broken 
radio-collar antennas or shed collars. 

  
Success of project 

* positive indications, but still being evaluated 
 
Reason(s) for success/failure: 
x� The factors that caused the decline and extirpation of fishers are greatly 

diminished or no longer exist; i.e. furbearer trapping is regulated, fur trappers 
in Washington are limited to the use of box (cage) traps, regulatory protection 
of fishers is provided via state endangered status, and widespread and 
indiscriminant predator-control campaigns no longer exist. 

x� Large areas of habitat remain within the recovery areas to support 
reproductive populations and there is protection of a large proportion of the 
remaining suitable habitat. 

x� Sufficient founder population size and suitable sex-ratio was available due to a 
robust source population within feasible proximity to recovery areas. 

Highly Successful  Successful Partially Successful  Failure 

  √*  
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x� There is a great deal of support for fisher reintroduction and recovery efforts, 
including support from State, Federal and Tribal government agencies, non-
profit organizations, commercial timber companies, private landowners and the 
public. 

x� Coordination with private landowners and involvement of Tribal and First 
Nations co-managers ensured project support. 
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