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Background: 
 
The Oregon Department of Transportation (ODOT) is seeking an exemption from 
fish passage requirements for an Unnamed Tributary of an Unnamed Tributary of 
Soapstone Creek at OR53 MP 4.59 (Figure 1). This Unnamed Tributary (45.84772, 
-123.767) is in the North Fork Nehalem River basin in Clatsop County. ODOT 
intends to repair the culvert which will trigger the State’s Fish Passage rules (OAR 
635-412) and requires that ODOT address fish passage. Pictures and Figures are 
shown in Attachment 1.  
 
Basin and Passage: 
 
Land use around the Unnamed Tributary is state forest downstream of the highway 
and private timber land upstream. A relatively recent clear-cut is present 
approximately 500’ upstream of the highway. The 60” ODOT corrugated metal 
pipe culvert on OR53 MP 4.59 is steep, undersized and drops out onto a series of 
boulders and is a complete fish passage barrier (see Photo 1). A road crossing on 
Soapstone Trailhead Road approximately 300’ downstream (Figure 2) has been 
determined by ODFW staff to be a complete fish passage barrier. This culvert is 
steep, undersized and has a two-foot perch at the outlet with no jump pool (see 
Photo 2). The stream between the two culverts is very steep likely due to the 
highway fill. Above the OR53 MP 4.59 culvert, the gradient decreases until the 
headwaters. ODFW staff have walked the creek and have determined that the 
stream would have supported fish historically.  Based on the habitat ODFW 
considers that cutthroat trout would have been present and possibly Coho salmon, 
steelhead and Pacific and Western brook lamprey. ODFW has determined that a 6’ 

 



waterfall (Photo 3) 443’ upstream of the highway would have been the end of 
historic fish use. Given the small size of the basin, flows can get very low in the 
summer and in some years the tributary dries up. In 2000, the Oregon Department 
of Forestry completed an electroshocking presence/absence survey and did not find 
fish during the effort but with full barriers downstream and the stream drying up in 
some years, this is expected. See Photo 4 for typical habitat upstream of the trigger 
culvert and Photo 5 for typical habitat downstream of the trigger culvert.  
 
Habitat quality is relatively good where the creek has not been anthropogenically 
altered. Due to the highway road prism, the reach downstream of the highway is 
steep. Approximately 500’ above the highway, the stream flows through a recent 
clear-cut, which likely has some impact on water quality and may affect the 
hydrology. There is a fair amount of wood and boulders in the creek resulting in 
some hydraulic complexity.  
 
Exemption Eligibility: 
 
This site meets the exemption eligibility requirements of there being no 
appreciable benefit to providing fish passage under the current conditions. Due to 
the full barrier at Soapstone Trailhead Road downstream fish have been extirpated 
from the stream possibly during a year when the stream dried up or due to a large 
flow event.  
 
Conclusion: 
 
The Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife Recommends granting an exemption 
as requested by the Oregon Department of Transportation. Due to the downstream 
barrier and the lack of fish presence under current conditions, ODFW does not see 
an appreciable benefit to fish by providing fish passage at the OR53 MP 4.59 
culvert.  
 
As required under OAR 635-412-0025(6), the exemption will be reviewed at least 
once every seven years to determine if the exemption should continue. As with any 
exemption, if the conditions change (i.e., fish passage is restored at the Soapstone 
Trailhead Road crossing), the exemption can be revoked. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Attachment 1. Photos and Figures 
 
Figure 1. Location of the culvert at OR53 MP 4.59 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Photo 1. ODOT Culvert looking upstream on OR53 MP 4.59 

 
Figure 2. Location of Downstream Barrier. A Lidar Image is being used due to 
other mapping tools have Soapstone Trailhead Road in the wrong location. 

 
 
Photo 2. Barrier Downstream on Soapstone Trailhead Road 



 
 
Photo 3. End of Historic Fish Use 
 



 
 
Photo 4. Typical Habitat Upstream of the Culvert 

 
Photo 5. Typical Habitat Downstream of the Culvert 



 


