
2 0 1 0  F A L L  E D I T I O N F I S H E R  R E S E A R C H  T E A M  U P D AT E V O L .  4  N O .  2

 

SNAMP FISHER STUDY 
The SNAMP fisher study is an eight year study 
initiated in September of 2007. The fisher 
team, headed by Dr. Reginald H. Barrett and 
Dr. Rick Sweitzer from UC Berkeley, is 
conducting research in the Bass Lake Ranger 
District of the Sierra National Forest, with high 
intensity work in four key watersheds just 
south of Yosemite National Park (Rainer Creek, 
Sugar Pine, Nelder Creek, and White Chief)  
and lower intensity research over a larger area 
to assess population limiting factors. The key 
management question for this research is: 

what manner of fuels reduction is optimal for minimizing both risk of 
intense wildfire and loss of fisher in the southern Sierra Nevada?
Fisher Team Research Goals:
1. To determine population parameters and limiting factors for the 

Pacific fisher. These include survival, fecundity, dispersal, cause-
specific mortality, resource use and habitat selection.

2. To evaluate effects of fuel reduction treatments (SPLATs) on resource 
use, survival, and population persistence of Pacific fisher. 

Fisher Team Research Hypotheses:
1. The Pacific fisher population in California is retracting southward: Historical decline has not significantly reversed. 
2. SPLAT treatments may exacerbate this contraction by reducing mature/old growth forest elements.
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STATUS OF THE PACIFIC FISHER IN CALIFORNIA
The Pacific fisher lives in mature mixed coniferous forests from 3,000 to 7,000 ft. They 
require large areas of forests with dense canopies and large trees, snags, and down logs. 
Trapping and extensive timber harvest during the late 1800s into the 1970s reduced the 
range of Pacific fishers by 40 to 50%. The Pacific fisher is now absent from the Sierra Nevada 
north of Yosemite National Park and the small southern Sierra population is genetically 
isolated. The Pacific fisher is currently a candidate species for US Endangered Species Act, 
but there are many unknowns about this species. It is unclear if populations are currently 
increasing or decreasing, and the limiting factors for the fisher are not known.

FISHER KIT ORPHANS 
This spring, five orphaned Pacific fisher 
kits were rescued near Bass Lake and Fish 
Camp. The kits are the offspring of two 
females that were being monitored by the 
fisher team. The first female was killed by 
a bobcat on April 28th. The fisher team 
rescued her 3 kits from the den tree the 
following morning. The second female 
was hit by a car on May 2nd, and 2 kits 
were rescued from her den tree. The kits 
were turned over to the California 
Department of Fish and Game for eventual 
return to the wild.

Figure 1: Adult female fisher

Figure 2: Rescued fisher kits
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RESEARCH METHODS  
The fisher team captures, collars, and tracks individual fisher using a 
combination of research methods. 
Aerial Telemetry: Radio-collared fishers are located daily using aer-
ial telemetry from a fixed wing airplane to monitor survival and iden-
tify sources of mortality.  The goal of the fisher team is to monitor a 
minimum 20 animals at all times.
Den Cameras: Possible den trees each have 2-4 cameras focused 
on them to monitor fisher kits. Den cameras are checked every 3 

days to monitor den activity and identify when kits are moved to new den trees.
Tree Climbs: Tree climbs are done to count fisher kits. Climbs are initiated when females are 
away from the den, a camera is then linked to a laptop and used to visualize cavity interiors 
and record video footage (Figure 3). 
Camera Surveys: Camera surveys are completed annually in a 1 km2 grid in the four key 
watersheds, and along a 4 km2 grid for the entire study area. Surveys in key watersheds will 
be used to determine fisher use of the area before and after SPLAT treatments. Lower density 
surveys over the entire study area are used to track the distribution of fishers.
GPS Collars: GPS collars can provide high resolution data on fisher movements, but they are 
a relatively new and untested research technique. GPS collars have currently been deployed on 
10 individual fishers (Figure 4).
This information is being used to detect responses of fishers to changes in habitat associated 
with SPLATs, to model population growth and persistence probability, and to determine the ranges and fates of all 
fisher residing within key watersheds and in the overall study area.

RESULTS The fisher team has captured & radio collared 66 
individual fishers to date (39 females and 27 Males). The status is 
known for 52 of these fishers. The team is currently monitoring 18 
fishers, and averaged 26 fishers over the last year.
Mortality: To date, the fisher team has determined causes of mortality 
for 33 fishers (26 collared, 7 noncollared). The top causes of mortality 
are predation, roadkill, unknown causes, and disease (Figure 5).  
Camera Surveys: Since 2007 the fisher team has surveyed 585 unique 
grids for fisher activity. Fisher were detected in 313 different survey 
cameras. Most cameras with detections were located between 4500 
and 6500 feet.
Reproduction: The denning season in our study area occurs from 
March 25th to June 15th. Between 2008 and 2010, the percentage of 
adult females producing kits ranged from 82% to 88%. Three multi-
year denning females used the same den trees in 2009 and 2010. This 

is an important finding because fishers were not previously known to reuse den trees.
Dispersal Movements and Distances: Natal dispersal is poorly known for fishers, but 
generally assumed to follow a typical mammalian pattern, where males leave natal areas at 
a higher rate than females and typically move farther. We’ve observed dispersal for three 
male fishers and four female fishers. Males dispersed 18.5 km on average, whereas females 
dispersed 10.7 km on average. 
Home Ranges: Home range sizes for fishers in the SNAMP study appear larger than any-
where else in California. This is an important finding that has raised questions of whether 
habitat quality is lower in this region than elsewhere in the state.

INDICATORS FOR FISHER MANAGEMENT
The fisher team has proposed three indicators for fisher management within the SNAMP study area:

1.Occupancy of fishers in key watersheds;
2.The survival rate for adult female fishers; and
3.The fisher population size in key watersheds.

Data on these parameters are reported annually during the Fisher integration team meetings and will be used 
to monitor the potential impacts of forest management on fisher populations in the study area.
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Figure 3: Fisher researchers 
monitor the inside of a fisher den 
through a laptop linked to a 
camera.

Figure 5: Sources of mortality for studied fishers

Figure 4: Fisher with GPS collar

Figure 6: Fisher in winter snow.


