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Grading (sorting by size) of hatchery fish has historically been a tool to separate small, less desirable
fish from larger individuals, and achieve a more uniform size distribution in a tank or raceway. Uniform
size in lots of fish helps with more accurate inventories and feeding rates which in turn creates a better
hatchery product. Grading has previously been used at the Salmon River Fish Hatchery on steelhead with
positive results (Resseguie, L, 2018).

After the success of steelhead grading, staff decided to experiment with the grading of Coho salmon to
see if similar positive results could be achieved. In early February 2023, using methods from Resseguie
2018, Coho salmon were poured into a Minnow Saver brand minnow grader utilizing a #12 insert when
the fish were approximately 350 fish/Ib. Fish were poured into the grader using small nets, and then the
grader was gently rocked back and forth three times and then lightly shaken to allow for natural passage
of small fish through the grader bars. Higher amounts of agitation have shown to force fish through the
grader bars that otherwise would have been held back naturally based on their size. After the grading
process, fish size was resampled, and fish were weighed into tanks at a desired number. Larger sized fish
that didn’t pass through the grader were selected for that year’s production and stocking. Smaller
individuals were disposed of.

Fish lengths were measured monthly from January-March (2023, 2024) of the following year prior to
stocking. Length data from the 2022 ungraded year class was compared to the length data from the 2023
graded year class. The number of fish measured in each sampling event varied due to timing, current
workload and staffing, and adjustments to procedures over time. Larger samples provide a better overall
representation of a raceway. Due to inconsistent sample sizes, the percentage of each size class of fish
was used to compare the graded and ungraded year classes.

Comparing size frequency in the months of January-March during the two sample years revealed a
positive shift in sizes when fish were graded compared to the ungraded fish from the previous year.
Overall size of fish increased, and distribution of sizes tightened up to produce a more uniform lot.
Previously, larger sized steelhead were shown to have better recruitment to the fishery post stocking
(Markham et al 2019). We are encouraged to be able to show a positive size result from grading and
hopeful of similar results in recruitment of coho, as have been demonstrated with steelhead.
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