Big White Salmon River Subbasin

Introduction

The Big White Salmon River originates in the Gifford Pinchot National Forest in south central Washington along the southwest slope of Mount Adams in Skamania County.  It drains approximately 386 square miles and flows south for 45 miles before entering the Columbia River at Underwood, Washington at Columbia River Mile 167.  Elevation in the subbasin ranges from the 12,307 foot Mount Adams down to 72 feet at the mouth.  Principal tributaries include Trout Lake, Buck, Mill, Dry, Gilmer, and Rattlesnake Creeks (WDW, et al. 1990).

Anadromous fish passage on the White Salmon River is blocked at Condit Dam, a hydroelectric facility constructed in 1913 and currently operated by PacifiCorp. Factors limiting the natural production of salmon and steelhead in the White Salmon River are principally attributable to the dam.  Condit Dam blocks all passage to anadromous fish above river mile 3.3. Prior to its construction steelhead, coho and chinook were able to access Buck, Gilmer, Indian, and Rattlesnake Creeks as well as the mainstem White Salmon up to a falls at river mile 16. Steelhead may have been able to negotiate the falls at optimal flows, and would have had access to the upper White Salmon, including the network of tributaries in the vicinity of Trout Lake, Washington. In all, as much as 40 miles of anadromous habitat may have been blocked by Condit Dam (WCC, 1999).

Fish Populations Status/Goals

Natural production of anadromous salmonids in the Big White Salmon River is limited to the lower 3.3 miles downstream of Condit Dam.  Condit Hydroelectric Project was constructed in 1913.  Efforts to maintain fish ladders failed and the upper watershed was lost to anadromous fish by 1917.  Based on oral records provided by longtime residents of the basin, tule fall chinook supported a vigorous tribal fishery at Husum Falls at river mile (RM) 8, and spring chinook, steelhead, coho, and perhaps chum salmon were seasonally abundant in the upper watershed prior to dam construction. 

Spring chinook currently are outplanted and released from U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) rearing ponds near Underwood.  These fish are Carson stock taken for this purpose at Carson National Fish Hatchery on the Wind River. Stray adults are often observed in the river up to the splash pool below Condit Dam.  Natural production is probably negligible due to lack of spawning habitat.

Prior to the construction of the dam, it is likely that fall chinook used the habitat up to a falls at approximately RM 16.  Tule fall chinook natural production now is limited by the absence of suitable spawning and rearing habits below Condit, and by management of tule stocks for hatchery production.  Straying from Spring Creek national hatchery probably contributes to some of the natural production.  

Currently, there is a small, remnant spawning population of coho in the Big White Salmon River below Condit Dam.  Past releases of hatchery fish into the Big White Salmon most likely are the source of any remaining natural production.  Historically, coho most likely would have utilized the system above Condit Dam, including the tributaries of Buck Creek and Rattlesnake Creek.  Detailed information on the historical distribution of coho in the system, other than the verbal reports cited above, is lacking. 

Steelhead are believed to have been found in Trout Lake Creek and the upper Big White Salmon.  Principal tributaries above the dam that also could have supported steelhead include Buck Creek, Little Buck Creek, Mill Creek, Spring Creek, Rattlesnake Creek, and Indian Creek.  Natural spawning runs of summer and winter steelhead currently are limited to the lower 3.3 miles of river below Condit Dam.  Restored passage or removal of Condit Dam would once again open the upper drainage to steelhead.   

Problems Impacting Fish Resources

The major habitat impediment for restoration of the Big White Salmon River anadromous fish continues to be Condit Dam.  Aside from being a barrier for anadromous fish passage to upriver habitats, the dam also is a barrier to the natural downstream movement of gravels that create and maintain spawning and rearing habitats in the lower river.  Lack of spawning gravels is a major constraint to natural production of fall chinook and steelhead in the lower river. In addition, hydroelectric operations create instream flow fluctuations in the by‑pass reach of the river between the dam and the powerhouse 1.3 miles downstream that may strand and dewater juvenile salmonids. 

In comparison to other subbasins in the upper Columbia, the White Salmon watershed has been characterized as being moderately developed.  Subbasin planners identified logging and associated road building, unscreened irrigation diversions, land development, and riparian grazing as constraints to fish production in the upper watershed.  These problems have resulted in increased sedimentation, reduced riparian vegetation, loss of large woody debris, reduced instream flow in the upper watershed, and increased summer temperature in the tributaries. 

The 8.3‑mile section of river above Condit Dam has been included in the federal Wild and Scenic River program.  However, this section is mostly narrow canyon and does not suffer the extensive habitat disturbances cited above.  

Limiting factors below Condit Dam include a lack of coarse substrate for spawning, a lack of pools and channel complexity (owing to a lack of large wood debris), low flow in the 2‑mile by‑pass reach, tailrace attraction, and stranding due to project ramping. 

Condit was constructed on the White Salmon River in 1913. After two fish ladders were destroyed by high flows in the following decade, attempts to pass fish around the structure were discontinued. PacifiCorp Corporation currently operates the dam. Licensing negotiation is currently ongoing, and it is likely that the aging structure will be removed at some point during the next decade. Upon removal of the dam, as much as 40 miles of anadromous fish habitat will be made accessible in the main stem and tributaries above the dam.

Since construction of the dam, fish runs in the lower White Salmon river (below Condit Dam) are estimated at 5489 coho, 625 chinook, and 763 steelhead (WDW et al, 1990).

Objectives

Harvest objectives established by subbasin planners for sport and tribal fisheries in the White Salmon River were 500 spring chinook, 100 fall chinook, 100 coho, 4,800 summer steelhead, and 800 winter steelhead.  However, it is important to note that these objectives were not based on the potential for anadromous fish production in the upper watershed.  In addition, note that most summer steelhead harvested in and at the mouth of the White Salmon River are not produced in the basin.  Steelhead migrating to upriver tributaries of the Columbia River typically “dip in” to the cooler waters of the White Salmon.  The subbasin planners did not address natural spawning objectives.  

Ongoing Activities and Accomplishments

The Washington State Conservation Commission completed a habitat-related limiting factors analysis for the subbasin in 1999.  This activity was directed by Engrossed Substitute House Bill 2496 (RCW 75-46) the Salmon Recovery Act, a key piece of the 1998 Legislature’s salmon recovery effort.

The 1998 Washington Legislature passed Engrossed Substitute House Bill 2514 (The Watershed Management Act) to provide a framework to collaboratively solve water related issues. It, along with the associated grants program, is designed to allow local citizens and local governments to join together with tribes and State agencies to develop watershed management plans for entire watersheds. This framework is based on geographic areas known as Water Resource Inventory Areas (WRIAs), or watersheds. Locally established “planning units” are to assess each WRIAs water supply and use, and recommend strategies for satisfying water supply needs. In addition, there is also the opportunity for local planning units to address the closely related issues of improving water quality, protecting and enhancing fish and wildlife habitat, and, in collaboration with the Department of Ecology (Ecology), to set instream flows.  The Big White Salmon is part of WRIA 29 that includes the Wind River and the Little White Salmon River.  Watershed planning under the lead of Skamania County was started in 2000.  The Planning Unit will be activated in June 2000 and will assess water quantity, water quality, habitat, and instream flows.

There has been virtually no mitigation for losses of fish production and fisheries in the Big White Salmon River.  Existing programs call for releases of spring chinook at USFWS Big White Salmon Ponds and steelhead from net pens operated by a local recreational fishing group.  These release programs are to provide only for harvest fisheries.  There are no programs to actively rebuild natural production of any stock in the basin.  

Hatchery spring chinook juveniles are reared and released into the Big White Salmon River at Big White Salmon Ponds.  This program is a discretionary use of broodstock from Carson National Fish Hatchery that are in excess of on‑station and other identified program needs.

Hatchery steelhead smolts, including both summer and winter runs from Skamania or Vancouver hatcheries, are released on an annual basis in the Big White Salmon River to provide for sport fisheries.  In addition, the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife provides a local sport group with steelhead to be reared in net pens in Northwestern Lake.  These fish are then released below Condit Dam.  Broodstock for the programs has been acquired from Skamania and Beaver Creek hatchery stocks. 

The Condit Hydroelectric Project is currently being reviewed for relicensing by the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC). A major part of the required consultation between PacifiCorp and the fish and wildlife managers in the relicensing process involves planning for the mitigation of lost fishery resources in the basin.  An agreement between PacifiCorp and the Yakama Nation has the dam being removed sometime between 2004 and 2007.

Strategies and Action Items

Strategies for Remaining Work

The Tribal Recovery Plan (CRITFC 1995) contains the following five recommendations for the subbasin:

1. Condit Dam continues to be the most serious habitat problem in the subbasin.  Passage will be provided and habitat restoration of Northwest Lake must be addressed.  Passage facilities should also be constructed at a natural falls located at RM 16.3.

2. Instream flow levels should be designated, and irrigation diversions should be screened according to the criteria developed by the fishery managers.

3. Protection of the riparian area is necessary to reduce the introduction of fine sediments into the river, maintain large woody debris, and restore riparian vegetation.  Streams should be fenced to preclude grazing, and logging in the riparian area should be prohibited to allow recovery of large trees and riparian vegetation.  Development should be severely restricted within riparian areas.

4. The Big White Salmon Ponds are operated as a satellite facility of the Carson National Fish Hatchery and are funded by the Mitchell Act.  They have the capacity to rear 1,450,000 spring chinook yearlings.  Releases from the Big White Salmon Ponds should be terminated and the releases directed to natural production areas in the Big White Salmon River and other natural production areas as determined by the fishery managers.  The broodstock for the Big White Salmon Ponds should be acquired from those tributaries that will be supplemented and the progeny separately reared.  

Skamania and Vancouver Trout hatcheries have the capacity to rear 650,000 smolts.  National Marine Fisheries Service provides funding for the operation.  Smolts from these facilities are released into the Big White Salmon River.  The existing broodstock collection protocol does not provide for the use of naturally spawning stocks.  To ensure the program is more compatible with the natural runs, new adult traps and final rearing and/or acclimation facilities should be constructed in natural production areas of the Big White Salmon River.

5. A program to restore lamprey should be developed by the relevant fishery managers.  This program should be under the overall leadership of the tribes.

Action items developed by Underwood Conservation District

	Project
	Cost

	Trout Lake Valley Irrigation Screening 
	$400,000



	Indian Creek Culvert Replacement 
	$25,000



	Mill Creek Culvert Replacement 
	$25,000



	Lower Rattlesnake Creek Canyon Ram Dam Dismantling 
	$5,000

	Middle Rattlesnake Creek Alluvial Reach Restoration 
	$300,000

	Trout Lake Creek Dike Removal and Riparian Restoration 
	$230,000



	Upper Rattlesnake Creek Cattle Crossing Armoring 
	$30,000

	Trout Lake Water Company White Salmon Shoreline Bank Stabilization 
	$50,000

	Husum Irrigation Ditch Outfall Channel Stabilization 
	$75,000

	PUD Powerline Gating/Reclamation 
	$80,000

	White Salmon Watershed Project Coordination 
	$100,000

	Acquisition of Hydraulic Scissors Tool for WS Riparian Restoration 
	$200,000
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