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August 4, 2026 

 
 

MEMORANDUM 
 
TO: Council Members 
 
FROM:  Patty O’Toole, Fish and Wildlife Division Director 
 
SUBJECT: Update on the Orca Task Force recommendations 
 
BACKGROUND: 
 
Presenter: Tara Galuska, Orca Recovery Coordinator 
 
Summary: At the August Council meeting we will receive an update on recommendations 

from Washington’s Orca Task Force, including implementation and emerging 
issues. 

 
Relevance: The recommendations of the task force are now being implemented throughout 

the state of Washington including in the Columbia River basin.  
  
Background: The Orca Task Force, established in 2018, includes state, federal, tribal, and local 

governments, as well as Public Utilities Districts, utilities, and environmentally 
focused citizen groups. The Task Force and its subcommittees developed 
recommendations for Governors Inslee and Ferguson to consider and pass on to 
the Washington state legislature. One major goal is to increase the number of 
chinook salmon in the Columbia River basin through hatchery releases and habitat 
improvement. Tara Guluska, the Orca Recovery Coordinator for the state of 
Washington, will provide an update on the final task force recommendations, 
report and emerging issues.  

 
 
More info: Washington Governors Southern Resident Killer Whale Task Force 

https://www.nwcouncil.org/
https://orca.wa.gov/about/task-force/
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Southern Resident 
Killer Whale 
Recovery
Washington State
Northwest Power and Conservation Council, 
August 12, 2026

Tara Galuska, Orca Recovery 
Coordinator 
Governor’s Salmon Recovery Office
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Today
• Task Force Recommendations

• Highlight Progress and regional work

•  Emerging issues
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KILLER WHALE, ORCINUS ORCA
3 ECOTYPES IN THE NORTHWEST



Too much noise

Too much 
pollution

Too few fish

THREATS TO 
SOUTHERN 
RESIDENT 

ORCA

• Climate 
Change

• Population
    Growth
• Inbreeding



55

NOAA listed Southern Resident 
Orca as endangered in 2005

-Recovery Plan
-Species in the Spotlight

NOAA’s Action Plan for 2021-2025

• Protect from vessels through enforcement 

and education

• Conserve critical prey – salmon

• Improve health knowledge

• Raise awareness through education and 

outreach
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Executive Order 18-02
Immediate Actions in 2018

• Identify high-priority prey areas to 
focus resources

• Increase enforcement and education
• Quiet ferries
• Demonstrate how Chinook recovery 

projects benefit SRKW
• Prioritize outreach efforts to support 

SRKW
• Develop criteria for stormwater 

projects that benefit SRKW
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Orca Task Force

• Multiple representatives to create 
recommendations including:

• Tribes
• legislators
• State, local and federal & Canadian agencies
• non-profits
• Business

• Extensive public comments
• 2 reports with Final Recommendations
• 3 Working Groups: Prey, Vessels, Contaminants
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Orca Task Force
Year 2 

Added 2 New Goals on Climate Change and 
Population Growth

• 5 recommendations on contaminants
• 4 recommendations on climate 

change
• 2 related to population growth
• 1 on implementation of 

recommendations

8
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49 Orca Task Force Recommendations
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Columbia River

-Most habitat and contaminant 
recommendations apply

• Hatchery production
• Re-establish runs above existing dams
• Increase spill to benefit SRKW at Snake and 

Columbia dams
• Stakeholder process to discuss potential of 

lower Snake dams
• Support Implementation of Pacific Salmon 

Treaty
• Support authorization to manage 

pinnipeds in Columbia
• Reduce populations of non-native fish 

preying on salmon
10



1111

Goals and 
Progress
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State Budgets to Support 
Orca Recovery

• 2019-21   $700 Million

• 2021-23   $1.2 Billion

• 2023-25   $1.3 Billion

• 2025-27   $737 Million

12

Note: Funding does not reflect Department of Transportation culvert 
injunction for fish passage or electrification of ferries
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Increased Salmon Recovery Habitat Funding
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Goal 1: 
Increase 
Chinook 
abundance. 

14
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• Governor’s Statewide Salmon 
Strategy Update in 2021, 
workplan and funding

• Increased Habitat programs 
and overall funding 

• SRKW prey stock prioritization
• Pacific Salmon Treaty habitat 

implementation
• Focus on increased prey base, 

including hatchery production

15

Prey 
Progress 
Highlights:
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Statewide Salmon Strategy Update 2021
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State of Salmon Update due 
December 2026
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Prey Legislative Progress
• SB 5273: Least impactful shoreline armoring
• HB 1661: Kelp and Eelgrass Conservation
• HB 1382: Permit streamlining bill
• SB 5381: Fish passage project streamlining
• 2SHB 1579: Increase Chinook and other orca prey 

abundance.
• HB 1700: Derelict Vessel Removal
• SB 5104: Surveying Puget Sound marine shoreline
• HB 2199:    Reducing Impacts from Derelict vessels

18
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Prey Legislative Progress
• SB 5273: Least impactful shoreline armoring
• HB 1661: Kelp and Eelgrass Conservation
• HB 1382: Permit streamlining bill
• SB 5381: Fish passage project streamlining
• 2SHB 1579: Increase Chinook and other orca prey 

abundance.
• HB 1700: Derelict Vessel Removal
• SB 5104: Surveying Puget Sound marine shoreline
• HB 1631: Establish Bull Kelp as state marine forest
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Goal 2: 
Decrease 
vessel and 
noise 
disturbances.

20
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Vessels 
Progress 
Highlights:

• Quiet Sound
• Ship slow downs
• First Thermal imaging whale 

camera
• Oil Response
• Be Whale Wise
• New distance rules of 1000 

yards in 2025
• Thermal Imaging Camera to 

detect whales
• Implement and streamline 

Commercial Whale 
Watching Rules

21
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Vessels Legislative Progress
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• 2SSB 5577: Reduce vessel noise and 
disturbance.

• SB 5918: Whale watching guidelines in boating 
safety education program.

• ESB 5330: Commercial whale watching
• SB 5371: Protect SRKW from vessels set 

distance at 1000 yards
• 5747: Statewide Oil Spill Plan
• 1691: Financial responsibility for oil spills
• ESHB 1578: Oil transportation safety.
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Boats must stay 1000 yards 
from Southern Resident 
Killer Whales

23

ADOPTED in ESSB 5371
Signed 5/15/2023
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Goal 3: 
Reduce 
exposure of 
orcas and their 
prey to
contaminants.

24
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Contaminants 
Progress:

• Puget Sound General Nutrient 
Permit (revoked) 

• Toxics in Fish Implementation 
Strategy

• Chemicals of Emerging 
Concern priorities

• Puget Sound Toxic Clean up
• Stormwater  retrofits (6PPDE)

25Photo courtesy of Erin Gless
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Legislative Progress-
Contaminants:

HB 1047: Safer Products –chemicals 
in cosmetics

SSB 5135: Toxic pollution prevention
HB 1085: Reduce plastic pollution
SB 5369: Reassess standards for PCBs
SSB 5433: Removal of derelict 

aquatic structures
SB 5033: PFAS sampling required in 

biosolids
HB 1670: Sewge Spills transparency

26
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Goal 4 : Funding 
and Accountability 

• Track implementation of 
Task Force 
recommendations

• Share information with 
public

• Support the use of the 
PSP’s science framework 
for the SRKW vital sign
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Goal 5 : Climate Change
Goal 6: Population Growth

• Continue to support funding for 
monitoring in Puget Sound so 
we can understand the 
impacts of climate change 
and ocean acidification. 

• Support climate resilient 
solutions to benefit SRKW, 
salmon, and overburdened 
communities

• Policies, incentives and 
regulations result in net 
ecological gain

28
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Legislative Progress- 
Climate & Growth

HB  1138, 1170, 1181: Climate 
change response

SB 5126: Climate Commitment Act
HB 1091: Clean fuels standard
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Life After the 
Task Force

• Task Force sunset in 2019
• 2021 - Orca Recovery 

Coordinator-Governor’s 
Salmon Recovery Office

• State Agencies Workgroup
• Coordination with Tribes
• Working Groups & Partners
• Monitoring with Puget 

Sound Partnership 
• SRKW Intergovernmental 

Workgroup
• www.orca.wa.gov

30

http://www.orca.wa.gov/
http://www.orca.wa.gov/
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Transboundary 
Work
• Canada has an Indigenous 

and Multi-Stakeholder 
Advisory Group on SRKW 

• Announced 1000-
meter distance Interim 
Order June 2026

• Amending Marine 
Mammal Regulations

• 2025 Oregon Listed SRKW as 
state endangered species

• 2025 California petitioned 
to list SRKW on state list

31
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Emerging / Continuing Issues
• US Navy Northwest Testing and Training 

Area 
• Thermal Imaging cameras and 

underwater listening station to detect 
whales

• Pacific Salmon Treaty negotiations
• Pinniped predation
• Hatchery Infrastructure for prey species

• Columbia hatcheries operating 
and maintenance infrastructure

• Fish Passage and funding
• 6PPD and stormwater treatments
• Toxic and nutrient reductions
• Cold water refugia

32
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Thank you
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