
Restoring 
wild Rogue River 
spring chinook

Local guide Jim Dunlevy 
helped his son Tyler catch this 
nice Rogue springer.

ODFW Rogue Valley Wild is a 
publication of the Oregon Department 
of Fish and Wildlife’s Rogue Watershed 
District. This issue is focused on Rogue 
River spring chinook. We welcome 
your feedback. Please send comments 
and questions along with your contact 
information to: ODFW, 1495 E Gregory 
Road, Central Point, OR 97502 or 
meghan.d.collins@state.or.us 
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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.   

The goals for spring chinook

February 2010

What’s the returning 
spring chinook count 
now? Last year, 5,234 

wild spring chinook 

Hatchery Spring Chinook Passage at Gold Ray Dam
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passed Gold Ray Dam. Wild adult 
returns are slowly rebounding after a 
low of 3,465 fish were counted in 2007.  

Rogue District Fish Biologist Dan Van 
Dyke said most wild spring chinook 
return as four-year-old adults. “Two 
years ago, we had a great return of 
“mini jacks” so we should see more fish 
this year for anglers.” 
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The hatchery now picks older and larger fish 
for spring chinook broodstock collection. This 
will make hatchery fish as similar as possible 
to the early-run wild springers that used to 
spawn above the dam. 

5. Decrease invasive fish preying on 
wild springers 
ODFW plans to create a pilot project for 
a local fishing group to harvest Umpqua 
pikeminnows. The fish would then be used 
as a food source at local wildlife rehabilitation 
centers. 

A temporary weir at Cole Rivers Hatchery 
may help lower the number of hatchery fish 

spawning with wild fish.

ODFW stepped up invasive species 
prevention efforts. Reservoir boat ramps are 
signed, and Oregon State Police increased 
enforcement and helped with outreach.

Finally, the 2009 Oregon Legislature let 
ODFW hire an avian biologist to address 

birds preying on native salmon in coastal 
rivers. The priority for the south coast is 
cormorants preying on spring chinook smolts 
in the Rogue estuary. 

The following categories make up the “desired status” – the goals for the future condition of 
spring chinook. Except for number six, each goal is based on an average over 10 years:

1. Abundance: At least 15,000 naturally produced spring chinook should pass Gold Ray Dam.

2. Migration Timing: At least 60 percent of the naturally produced adult springers should 
    pass Gold Ray Dam by June15. 
3. Age Structure: Jacks should compose no more than10 percent of the naturally produced 

spring chinook that pass Gold Ray Dam.

4. Spawner Distribution: Among naturally produced spring chinook that spawn during 
September, at least 40 percent should spawn upstream of the Highway 62 bridge in 

     Shady Cove.

5. Spawner Composition: Hatchery fish should compose no more than 15 percent of spring 
chinook that spawn naturally.

6. Persistence: There is at least a 99 percent chance that the population of 
    naturally produced springers will persist over a period of 100 years.

(PLAN PROGRESS CONTINUED)

Photo courtesy of Janelle Dunlevy



Congress described 
Rogue fisheries as 
nationally famous, 
internationally 
known.

Oregon’s plan to restore Rogue River spring chinook
A conservation plan to increase the fish and the fishing

Lost Creek Dam  Photo courtesy of the Corps

“Nationally famous, internationally known.” 

This was how the House bill described Rogue River fisheries when Congress authorized 
construction of William Jess Dam in 1962. Fishery enhancement was listed as a primary 
benefit of the dam, known locally as Lost Creek Dam, along with Lost Creek Reservoir. 

But the downward slide of Rogue wild spring chinook – especially the early-run, early-
spawning fish – began when the dam was finished in 1977. 

With 20 miles of spawning habitat blocked and changes in water temperature, these fish 
were severely impacted. During 1942-1981, the yearly average of wild springers passing 
the Gold Ray Dam counting station was over 
28,000. It dropped to a yearly average of 13,000
during 1982-2008.  

In 2004, ODFW and a public advisory committee
began creating a conservation plan to increase
wild springer numbers and fishing opportunities. 
Committee members represented anglers, fish 
conservationists, and guides from both the upper
and lower river. Federal agencies including the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 
(Corps) also helped develop the plan.  

“Not only did we have to create a conservation plan, but we also broke 
new ground developing a process to get there,” says Steve Beyerlin who 
represented Oregon Guides and Packers. “Tom Satterthwaite and the local 
ODFW staff completed a daunting task. All the steps and information had to 
pass independent scientific review – a very difficult process.”

The committee and ODFW set goals for the future condition of spring 
chinook, formally called the desired status criteria. They also set conservation Spring chinook  Photo courtesy of Mark Conlin
status criteria – the minimum acceptable conditions for the fish. But not 

before learning everything 
they could about wild spring 
chinook.

“I’m pleased the process 
required us to learn the life 
history  characteristics of 
Rogue spring chinook before 
we crafted the plan,” 
said Peter Tronquet who 
represented the Native Fish 

Society. “It took time, but the upside was a plan that reflected ownership of 
the public committee.”

Corps representative Jim Buck echoed those comments. “Our awareness of 
not just doing the dam operations, but the background behind why they 
are so important to fish became crystal clear during the planning process,” 
he said.

Conservation plan 
progress

The plan’s final draft had nine alternatives with two of those 
preferred by committee members. One focused on taking adult 
fish upstream of a natural barrier to spawn in the South Fork of 
Big Butte Creek. The other focused on habitat already accessible 
to adult spring chinook. Working with the Corps to adjust 
water flows and temperatures for springers was critical to both 
alternatives. 
After public input, the Oregon Fish and Wildlife Commission 
adopted the alternative focusing on habitat already accessible to 
chinook. The conservation plan to guide management of a fish 
so important to the people of southern Oregon was now put 
into rule. 
For more information, go to www.dfw.state.or.us, 
click on Fish Division, then Local Fisheries to see ODFW’s new 
Rogue River web site.

Here are the plan’s five 
strategies to improve spring 
chinook returns with a short 
description of what ODFW 
has done:

1. Water management at Lost Creek Reservoir
ODFW gave the Corps a list of requests to change water 
management at Lost Creek Reservoir. According to Buck, many of 
the requests had become part of routine operations the last 
several years. 

“One area where we’ll provide extra focus in the coming years 
is water temperature monitoring. Even though we’ve fine-tuned 
operations, trying to squeeze out that additional benefit of cold water 
at a time of year when we can best support fish is ultimately very 
important,” Buck said. 

Following are the specific ODFW requests to the Corps and 
their response for 2009:
aReduce intensity of peak flows and release coldest water 

possible when eggs and sac fry are incubating: During 
this critical stage of life, reservoir operations provided colder 
water and significantly reduced 
peak flows. More spring chinook 
survived.
aDevelop simulation water 

temperature models to better 
manage releases: The Corps 
made a model, and ODFW will 
be on a technical team to build 
simulations for testing. 
aReduce dewatering of juveniles downstream of Lost 

Creek Reservoir: Daily decreases in water from Lost Creek did 
not exceed 20 percent. Less 
young spring chinook and 
other salmon were stranded. 
aRestore and maintain 

spawning habitat between 
Lost Creek Reservoir and 
Shady Cove: The Corps 
mapped and quantified spring 
chinook spawning gravel. This 
should set a baseline to check 
spawning habitat over time 
and deal with any changes.

2. Fishing regulations
Fishing regulations now protect the early and mid-run wild fish. Most 
of the Rogue is open to zone regulations and harvest of late-run 
wild spring chinook and fall chinook. Anglers can take fin-clipped 
hatchery spring chinook.

A new wild chinook fishery is planned for July and August between 
Gold Ray Dam and Dodge Bridge. New practices at Cole Rivers 
Hatchery should mean larger hatchery spring chinook for anglers.

3. Enhancing production in Big Butte Creek.
The plan identifies improving water flow and habitat in Big Butte 
Creek. The creek still supports the early-run, early-spawning portion of 
the spring chinook population.

Not only did we have to 
create a conservation plan, 
we broke new ground 
developing a process 
to get there.
Committee member Steve Beyerlin

Chase Courtney with a Rogue hatchery springer
Photo courtesy of Janelle Dunlevy

Crowfoot Falls is a partial barrier to springers migrating 
upstream in Big Butte Creek.

Water temperature 
and release timing 
from Lost Creek are 
critical to spring 
chinook survival.

Surveys in 2008 and 2009 found most spring chinook use abundant 
gravel in the first mile below Crowfoot Falls. About eight miles of 

creek upstream is open for spawning but there is 
less gravel. 

ODFW is checking whether  the Crowfoot Falls fish 
ladder can be improved and is trying to get more 
water in September. This would help upstream 
migration of adult springers and habitat in 
the creek. 

4. Hatchery fish management
Producing spring chinook salmon is the primary 
purpose of Cole Rivers Hatchery. Each year, about 
1.6 million smolts are released to mitigate for 
spawning habitat blocked by Lost Creek Dam.
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