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We welcome your feedback. Please send your comments 
and questions, along with your contact information to: 

ODFW, 1495 E Gregory Road, Central Point, OR 97502 
meghan.d.collins@state.or.us

The mission of the Oregon Department of Fish 
and Wildlife is to protect and enhance Oregon’s 
fish and wildlife and their habitats for use and 
enjoyment by present and future generations.   

Welcome to the first edition of ODFW Rogue Valley Wild, a new publication of 
the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife’s Central Point office. Our aim is to 
give you more information on local populations of fish and wildlife, insight into the 
issues facing these species, and how ODFW manages them. 
 We hope to produce several issues per year with the next one out this winter. 
This first issue focuses on information about Rogue summer steelhead and riparian 
areas. We hope you find this information useful and that you will find ways to 
protect and enhance our local fish populations and the habitat that produces 
these fish. 

Welcome

Isabella and Mason Collins search for crawdads, shells and 
interesting rocks on the banks of the Rogue.



Riparian Area 101

What is a riparian area anyway?
 A riparian area is the land next to a stream or 
river that provides a rich habitat of native trees and 
shrubs that supports a variety of fish and wildlife species.

Why are riparian areas so important?
Healthy riparian areas are one key to productive 

fish populations and to wildlife that live in or use 
these areas.

 
The trees and shrubs growing in riparian areas 

shade the water, keeping it cool for fish and creating 
hiding places so they can escape predators. This 
vegetation also keeps the stream banks stable to reduce 
erosion, filters runoff including soil and pollutants, and 
produces food for wildlife. 

Large trees next to streams create even more fish 
habitat when they fall into the stream or river by slowing 
the flow of water and scouring rearing pools. Slow water 
eventually lets gravel collect to provide spawning areas 
for fish.

If amphibian, reptile, bird and 
mammal communities were combined, 
riparian areas would support more 
species than any other habitat type. 
Counts by members of the Rogue Valley 
Audubon Society have found over 
130 bird species using riparian habitat 
along the Bear Creek Greenway.

ROGUE VALLEY RIPARIAN AREAS ARE LINKED 
TO HEALTHY FISH AND WILDLIFE

Coho Salmon

Examples of healthy riparian areas.



Engineers are known for their left-brain 
analytical and design skills. This engineer is also 

known for its amazing dam-building ability.

          The American Beaver (Castor canadensis) 
is “nature’s engineer,” building dams in streams 
and rivers across Oregon. An important part of 
the state’s economy and ecology, the beaver 
was named Oregon’s state animal by the 1969 
Legislature. Oregon is known as the “Beaver State” 
and Oregon State University’s athletic teams are 
called the “Beavers.” 

          Nearly wiped out and eliminated from much 
of its original range by early fur trappers, beavers 
have benefited from partial protection and proper 
management and are restored to many waters in 
the state.           
         Beavers play a role in healthy riparian areas, 
especially small streams. While many Western 
Oregon beavers do not build dams, typically 
because waterways are too wide, dams are built 
on smaller streams. 
          These dams can be of tremendous benefit 
to Oregon’s native fish by slowing down water to 
create ponds where fish can feed and grow and 
be protected from strong winter flows. Dams also 
provide plenty of brush and woody debris where 

juvenile salmon and 
trout can hide from 

predators, and 
leaf litter stored 

in the water 
supports aquatic 

insect production  
which feeds those 

young fish.

BEAVERS: NATURE’S ENGINEERS
Beavers are making a come-back 
in Western Oregon

Beaver Facts
n North America’s largest rodent, beaver may weigh 
up to 65 pounds and measure nearly 4 feet in length. 
n With paddle-shaped tail, webbed hind feet, valves 
that close their ears while diving and a rich oil gland 
which waterproofs their fur, beaver are ideally suited 
for the aquatic environment. 
n Beavers are primarily nocturnal, but may be seen at 
dusk or dawn and occasionally during the day. 

n Beavers eat a variety of vegetation, including 
herbaceous and succulent plants, though they depend 
primarily on woody plants for winter food. Their favorite 
trees are aspen, alder, willow, poplar, and cottonwood. 
n Eastern Oregon beavers are slightly more likely to 
build the classic dam with lodge. Bank dens are most 
common because of frequent high water events which 
can wash away dams. 



ODFW PROGRAM FOCUSES ON SMALL STREAMS

Driving along Barnett Road, one of the busiest in 
Medford, you’re probably thinking about your 

destination, not the streams on either side. 
But those streams support populations of native fish, and 
contribute to the natural resource wonders that make our 
area so unique.

          City streams and the riparian areas around them 
are important for the survival of native fish and with the 
area’s growth, ODFW biologists are encouraging good 
stewardship among creek-side landowners. It’s a focus of 
District Fish Biologist  Dan VanDyke.

          “Healthy streams mean healthy fish, and we have 
an incredible amount and variety of fish even in our urban 
streams,” VanDyke says. “Making sure these streams have 
cool, clean water and good riparian habitat for fish is so 
important because we all benefit in some way – whether 
it’s fishing for them in the Rogue, looking over a bridge to 
see them spawn, or simply knowing they’re there.” 

         So VanDyke and biologist Chuck Fustish created 
the district’s “Small Stream, Urban Stream, Intermittent 
Stream” project to increase the amount of fish population 
monitoring and educational outreach on streams that are 
often ignored.
 
Urban Stream Monitoring and Outreach
          “One of our initial projects was to monitor Lazy and 
Larsen creeks. With our hot summers, we have a more 
extreme climate here for salmon, and Rogue River fish have 
evolved to move around and use what’s available,” Fustish 
said. “Some streams may not look like much in summer, 
and some dry up naturally. But they are still fish producers, 
especially in the fall and winter as flows increase with rain 
and juvenile fish swim back into these streams from the 
larger tributaries.” 
          Biologists knew fish were in these streams but  had 
not surveyed for fish use in winter. Winter surveys provide 
the best opportunity to allow volunteers to gather fish 
species information, information on the relative abundance 
of fish, and to see native fish up close.  Armed with that 
information, Van Dyke hopes the public will join efforts to 
protect and restore habitat.

“Learning about the value of these streams, and spreading 
the word to the local community, is a key part of this 
project” said Van Dyke.
 
           The surveys on Lazy and Larsen creeks provided 
the perfect opportunity to meld monitoring, volunteer 
opportunities, and educational outreach. The project was 
launched with help from volunteers in ODFW’s Salmon 
Trout Enhancement Program (STEP) and Jerry Burke, a 
biology teacher at St. Mary’s School. 

Meghan McCandless and Alexi Provost work to 
remove blackberries on Larson Creek. They are 
students of Jerry Burke at St Mary’s School. 
Photo by Ariana Rambach



          Burke, who for years participated in ODFW’s 
classroom incubator program to teach about the 
development of salmon eggs and salmon ecology, said the 
project was a natural fit and provided a practical way for 
kids to experience science on the ground.    

The Findings

          Burke, STEP volunteers 
and ODFW staff operated 
upstream migrant hoop traps in 
Larson Creek during the winter 
of 2005-2006 and Lazy Creek 
during the winters of 2006-
2007 and 2007-2008. Futish 
discovered that the twin creeks, 
paralleling Barnett as they climb 
toward their headwaters near 
Roxy Ann Peak, support good 
numbers of steelhead, along 
with coho, chinook, sculpin and 
Klamath smallscale suckers.

          The trap data showed 
juvenile steelhead used Lazy 
Creek during the winter 
upstream migration, although 
access to more habitat was blocked by a dam and a 
culvert barrier.

          ODFW Assistant District Fish Biologist Jay Doino 
worked with the Bear Creek Watershed Council and other 
local partners to remove the unused dam, giving fish more 
room to migrate. Just upstream, however, fish must jump 
three feet to pass a culvert and access a mile of usable 
habitat.   
          Although barriers remain in Lazy Creek, Fustish is 
pleased with the additional habitat gained through the 
dam’s removal.

          “It’s a step in the right direction,” Fustish says, “and 
focusing on creating a healthy riparian area in the useable 
section of Lazy Creek will benefit migrating steelhead.” 
          In Larson Creek, ODFW staff set up traps at the 
mouth and where the creek meanders through St. Mary’s 

campus. Burke maintained the traps and involved his 
students in collecting data from the trap at St. Mary’s. He 
and his students identified fish species, measured them and 
took water quality samples.

          Juvenile steelhead used Larson Creek, and several 
large adult steelhead also 
were found, although 
culverts block fish passage 
farther upstream. Steelhead 
spawning in Larson Creek 
has been observed just 
behind the Black Oak 
Shopping Center. 
          “I think it would 
surprise people to know that 
in the midst of the city we 
have these fish. It’s impressive 
that steelhead can spawn in 
Larson Creek  considering all 
the road culverts that create 
a struggle for them to pass 
upstream,” Fustish said. 

          ODFW will work with 
the city of Medford and the 

Bear Creek Watershed Council to try to improve passage 
at the barriers.

          “This project also provides a reminder that fish in the 
Rogue River move around--a lot” said Van Dyke. “As our 
community grows, we have to remember to maintain free 
flowing habitat and not create barriers to fish movement.” 

          Information on ODFW’s fish passage program can 
be found at http://www.dfw.state.or.us/fish/passage/. In 
the meantime, Burke and his science students continue to 
work on the section of Larsen Creek at the school. 

          “With plans and resources from RVCOG, we’re 
doing a large-scale habitat restoration project,” Burke said. 
“Two years ago, we planted over 100 trees and shrubs and 
will add more this winter. We’re also removing blackberries 
and replanting native trees and shrubs.” 

“Adult steelhead travel about 
137 miles from the ocean to reach 
Larson and Lazy Creeks.”

The Lazy Creek fish trap showed juvenile steelhead 
use the creek during winter upstream migration.



SUMMER STEELHEAD: A UNIQUE 
ROGUE RIVER TREASURE

    If keeping our urban fish population healthy is important to you, there are many ways you can 
help. If a creek runs through your property, protect native riparian vegetation instead of removing it 

to plant grass. Fall is a great time to plant trees and shrubs. Good native 
plants include willow, alder, big leaf maple, Oregon ash, ponderosa pine, 
blue and red elderberry, and Oregon grape. Never dump any material 
down storm drains. Contact ODFW for questions about fish screens on 
irrigation pumps and seek expert advice for culvert placement. Try using 
natural herbicides or pesticides and keep lawn debris out of creeks.

         You can also become active in your local watershed council or volunteer with ODFW. To see what volunteer 
opportunities are available in ODFW’s STEP program, contact Chuck Fustish at 541-826-8774.

It would seem the legendary summer steelhead of the 
Rogue River need wider, deeper streams to spawn, but 

they are uniquely adapted to small streams, often seasonal 
ones that dry up naturally during the summer. 

          Summer steelhead, which are sea-run rainbow 
trout, are most abundant in streams of the middle Rogue, 
particularly those near the communities of Rogue River and 
Gold Hill. Between December and March, adult summer 
steelhead take advantage of high water flows to build 
nests, called redds, and spawn in streams such as Kane, 
Foots, Birdseye, Wards, Galls, Sardine and Sam’s creeks and 
their tributaries. 

Steelhead live large 
in small streams

Once hatched, alevins live on the yolk 
sac attached to their bellies until they 
can swallow and digest food. Juvenile steelhead must make it to the Rogue before their seasonal home dries up.  

          Juvenile steelhead emerge from their watery nests 
between March and May and soon begin migrating 
toward the Rogue or larger tributaries before the streams 
go dry. They spend the rest of the summer in the river 
and once fall rains begin, many will re-enter and continue 
rearing in the seasonal streams in the area.  

          Like salmon, young steelhead migrate to the ocean. 
Steelhead migrate during their second or third spring 
where they feed and grow to adulthood. 

          But unlike most other salmon and steelhead, Rogue 
summer steelhead quickly return to the river in the late 
summer of their first ocean year as half-pounders. These 

    How      
You Can Get 
Involved



are sexually immature sub-adults that provide a popular 
Rogue River fishery. 

          Half-pounders, so-named because of their size, take a 
winter vacation in the Rogue, returning to the ocean in the 
spring. The reasons behind the half-pounders’ behavior 
are poorly understood and very unique. So unique, in fact, 
that this life history is known to occur in only four rivers 
in the world – the Rogue, Klamath, Mad and Eel river 
drainages of Southern Oregon and Northern California.  

          Once back in the ocean, the half-pounders stay 
for four months to two years before making their first 
spawning run as adults. After re-entering the Rogue 
between April and November, adult summer steelhead 
begin the long trip upriver back to those tiny streams 
where they were born.   

After spawning, many adult steelhead migrate back to the 
ocean. The survivors will return to the Rogue for another 
chance to spawn a new generation of legendary fish. 

ODFW Assistant District Fish Biologist David Haight enjoys fly fishing for Rogue summer steelhead during the fall.



SUMMER 
STEELHEAD 
BRING HOME 
THE 
BACON
Hanging on to a fishing pole while a steelhead 

tail-walks across the Rogue River is an experience 
that brings people from all over the nation.

          And when they come to fish, they spend 
money. Big money. 

          Besides benefiting anglers with excellent fishing 
opportunities, steelhead are money makers. They are 
the bread and butter of many small businesses along 
the Rogue and are an important revenue generator 
for countless others.

          In a 1992 to 1994 economic study conducted 
by the Rogue Valley Council of Governments, the 
direct value of the Rogue summer steelhead fishery 
was about $5 million, or $6.5 million in 2005 dollars. 
Personal income or salaries and wages totaled 
approximately $6.7 million in 2005 dollars.
These totals reflect an estimated 60,092 local resident 
and 8,446 non-resident summer steelhead trips, and 
include interviews with 1,200 anglers. Ian Reid lands two steelhead on the Middle Rogue. 

Reid figures he spends about $1,600-$1,800 annually 
on fishing.



FISH AND 
WILDLIFE 
KIDS

(three words)



Did You Know?
n Steelhead are actually rainbow trout that migrate to 

the ocean.

n Salmon die after spawning, but steelhead may spawn 
several times.

n    In rivers, steelhead are usually greenish in color but in 
the ocean they are bluish on top and silvery on the 
bottom.

n    Steelhead were originally found from northwestern 
Mexico to Alaska, but it is now quite rare to find them 
south of California’s Ventura River.

n    Steelhead are one of the top five sport fish 
       in America.

Answers to Riparian Fun.

Across

2. coho
6. Great Blue Heron
7. STEP
8. riparian
9. insects

Down

1. Rogue
3. cool
4. kingfisher
5. newt
6. gravel
7. smolt
10. redd

Photo by Mark Conlin

Help the 
steelhead 
get back 
to the 
Rogue River



A statewide strategy for the long-term 
conservation of Oregon’s native fish and wildlife 

and their habitats.

Learn more on the ODFW Web site.
www.dfw.state.or.us


