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A world where every whale and dolphin is safe and free 
 

Senate Committee on Environment and Natural Resources 
Oregon State Legislature 
900 Court St NE 
Salem, OR 97301 
 
February 20, 2020 
 
Chair: Senator Michael Dembrow 
Vice-Chair: Senate Minority Leader Herman Baertschiger Jr. 
Members: Senator Lynn Findley, Senator Floyd Prozanski, Senator Arnie Roblan 
 
Dear Chair Dembrow, Vice-Chair Baertschiger, and Committee members: 
 
Whale and Dolphin Conservation (WDC) is the leading global charity dedicated to the conservation and protection of 
whales, dolphins, and their habitats. As the Jessica Rekos Fellow for Orca Conservation, my work focuses on the 
protection and recovery of the critically endangered Southern Resident orca population, a unique community of 
orcas that lives in the transboundary waters of the U.S. and Canada and off the coasts of Washington, California, 
and Oregon. Based in Newport, Oregon, I also work to ensure our coastal waters are safe, protected, and free from 
threats for the many species of marine mammals who live off the Oregon Coast.   
 
Today I am writing in support of HB 4109, the Healthy Kids and Farmworkers Act, a bill that not only protects 
vulnerable human communities in Oregon from the dangers of toxic pesticides, but will also protect our fish and 
wildlife communities.  HB 4109 would immediately end aerial spraying of the pesticide chlorpyrifos in Oregon, 
prohibit its use near schools, protect farmworkers, and would phase out all sales and uses of chlorpyrifos by January 
2022, which provides time for farmers to transition to alternative options safer for people and the environment.  This 
pesticide is not only dangerous for humans, but is also listed by the National Pesticide Information Center as “highly 
toxic” to fish and aquatic invertebrates, the base of both freshwater and marine food webs in the Pacific Northwest, 
and is considered to have a significant adverse impact on salmon, the primary food source for Southern Resident 
orcas.   
 
This unique population of orcas has been listed as endangered under the U.S. Endangered Species Act (ESA) since 
2005 and Canada’s Species At Risk Act (SARA) since 2003.

1
 Genetically distinct from all other orca populations, the 

Southern Residents do not interbreed with and rarely interact with other orcas, and is the only ESA-listed orca 
population. They are part of the fish-obligate “Resident” ecotype of orcas, and rely almost exclusively on salmon as 
their primary source of food.  They are the only Resident population to inhabit the California Current ecosystem and 
frequent the outer coasts of Washington, Oregon, and Northern California.

2
 Despite the research and conservation 

efforts initiated after their ESA listing, the Southern Residents have continued to decline and now number just 73 
individuals, their lowest population abundance in 40 years.

3
  The National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) has 

recognized them as one of nine marine species most at risk of extinction, and considers them a recovery priority #1: 
“a species whose extinction is almost certain in the immediate future because of a rapid population decline or habitat 
destruction.”

4
 

 
The top threats to the survival and recovery of Southern Resident orcas have been identified as prey depletion – 
particularly of their primary prey, Chinook salmon – toxic contamination, and disturbance from noise and vessels.
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These orcas have survived on the Pacific Northwest’s abundant salmon for millennia, but as salmon have declined 
throughout the region, the orcas have suffered from a lack of available prey.  Without adequate resources of food in 
their habitat, the Southern Residents are starving to death.   
 
Research has established that Chinook comprises the majority – up to 80% – of the Southern Residents’ diet in the 
summer months,

6
 when they usually inhabit the inland waters of the Salish Sea between Washington and British 

Columbia.  Coho and chum salmon are also seasonally important, and the orcas’ diet appears to diversify and 
include larger amounts of these types of salmon during offshore coastal foraging periods in the winter and spring, 
although Chinook remains their primary food source.

7
  Mortality and birth rates are correlated with coast-wide salmon 

abundance,
8
 and a high rate of pregnancy failure in the population has been linked to nutritional stress, with nearly 

70% of detected pregnancies ultimately unsuccessful, severely impacting the recovery of the Southern Residents
9
. 

 
To survive and thrive, the Southern Resident orcas need reliable and abundant amounts of wild salmon throughout 
their range.  The use of chlorpyrifos in Oregon puts already-struggling salmon populations even more at risk.  A 
recent Biological Opinion from NMFS determined that the use of chlorpyrifos threatens the continued existence of 
Southern Resident orcas and many salmon populations within their range.

10
  Specifically, the Opinion found jeopardy 

for fifteen ESA-listed environmentally significant units (ESUs) of chum, Coho, and Chinook salmon within the range 
of the orcas – including ESUs in Oregon.  NMFS has proposed to include Oregon coastal waters in a revision of 
federally-designated critical habitat for the Southern Resident community, and recognizes that prey availability, 
specifically the quality and quantity of salmon, is an essential feature of the orcas’ habitat.

11
  Phasing out the use of 

chlorpyrifos in Oregon is a vital step in ensuring we are doing our part to protect salmon, orcas, and the habitats that 
support all of us.  
 
The impacts of chlorpyrifos on salmon occur during both the adult and juvenile life stages, causing acute lethality, 
impairment of reproductive and ecologically significant behaviors, reductions in available prey (aquatic 
invertebrates), and impacts to the growth of juveniles.

12
  The decreased survival of salmon caused by chlorpyrifos is 

also expected to adversely affect the Southern Resident orcas due to the decline of available prey, and the 
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Biological Opinion determined that localized depletions of salmon would result in increased energy demands, 
nutritional stress, reduced body size and condition, and lower reproductive and survival rates for the endangered 
orcas.

13
  

 
Chlorpyrifos kills the food that salmon rely on, alters their behavior and ability to smell and swim, reduces growth and 
reproductive success, and amplifies the effects of other pesticides.  Among the most toxic and widely-used 
pesticides in the U.S. in both agricultural and household settings, chlorpyrifos is used without adequate safeguards 
and poses significant risk to human health, communities, and the environment.  The impacts on salmon and 
Southern Resident orcas are an example of how wide-ranging the effects of this pesticide can be, endangering 
people and polluting the environment surrounding areas of use, and also affecting the overall health of our 
watersheds, salmon, and coastal ecosystems. 
 
Oregon has an opportunity to pass meaningful policy that can improve human and environmental health, and 
support the recovery of endangered salmon and Southern Resident orcas.  To protect our state, our communities, 
and our iconic wildlife, we support HB 4109, and we urge the Committee to do the same. 
 
Thank you for your consideration. 
 
Regards, 

 
Colleen Weiler 
Jessica Rekos Fellow 
Whale and Dolphin Conservation 
Newport, OR 
 
For additional information, please contact colleen.weiler@whales.org  
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