Little White Salmon River Subbasin

Introduction

The Little White Salmon River originates in the Gifford Pinchot National Forest west of Monte Cristo Peak in south-central Washington (WDW et al. 1990).  It drains approximately 134 square miles and flows south for 19 miles before entering the Columbia River near Cook, Washington at Columbia River Mile 162.  The major land ownership in the basin is primarily the US Forest Service (Gifford Pinchot National Forest) in the headwaters and major tributaries to the Little White Salmon River, Washington State Department of Natural Resources (DNR) in the middle basin, and extensive private ownership in the lower subbasin.  Private ownership in the basin also extends along a narrow path on both sides of the mainstem Little White Salmon River into the headwaters, primarily in the valley bottoms.

Most streams in WRIA 29 have limited habitat accessible to anadromous fish. The geography of the Columbia River Gorge limits the available habitat to that above the Bonneville Pool and the naturally occurring barrier of the gorge wall. The Little White Salmon River is an example of this reality.  When Bonneville Dam was constructed in the 1930’s, an impoundment was created landward of State Highway 14 at the mouth of the Little White Salmon River.  This impoundment is know locally as Drano Lake, and is a popular fishing spot for steelhead dip‑ins (fish not bound for the Little White Salmon River, but stopping briefly in the lake while enroute to other upstream rivers) and spring chinook salmon.  Slack water from Drano Lake extends some distance up the Little White Salmon River (WCC, 1999).  Further up the river at river mile 2.0 is an impassible 37‑foot natural waterfall.  The available river habitat between the upper extent of Drano Lake’s slack water and the waterfall on the Little White Salmon River is approximately 500 feet.

Above the falls is some of the best habitat in WRIA 29 in the mainstem Little White Salmon River and its major tributaries.  The principal tributaries of the Little White Salmon River are Rock, Lapham, Lost, Cabbage, Berry and Lusk Creeks.  Although anadromous salmonids cannot migrate past the barrier falls at RM 2, several species of native and non-native resident trout can be found in the upper watershed.

Fish Populations Status/Goals

Prior to the construction of Bonneville Dam in 1938, a limited amount of natural production by anadromous fish occurred in the Little White Salmon River below a falls located approximately 2 miles above the historic mouth of the river.  That section of the river was inundated by the construction of Bonneville Dam.  Historically, fall chinook, spring chinook, coho and steelhead are believed to have utilized the area.  

Currently only hatchery reared fish return to the river.  Little White Salmon National Fish Hatchery was built in 1898 and is one of the oldest on the Columbia River system.  It is operated by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and is located approximately two miles above the mouth of the Little White Salmon River near Cook, Washington.  The hatchery was modernized as part of the Mitchell Act Program in 1949.  

Current spring chinook program goals provide for on‑station releases of 500,000 yearling and 500,000 zero age juveniles.  Spring chinook eggs for this program initially came from a variety of sources, including Carson National Fish Hatchery, Eagle Creek National Fish Hatchery, South Santiam Hatchery, and the Klickitat Hatchery.  The program is currently self‑supporting, as broodstock are guided into the hatchery by a barrier dam.  In recent years, the hatchery has become an exporter of eggs to other spring chinook stations.  Current releases occur at the hatchery.

The fall chinook program at the Little White hatchery provides 1,700,000 pre‑smolts for acclimation and release into the Yakima River and 1,800,000 for on‑station release.  Broodstock for the program are trapped at the hatchery rack.  This program also is mostly self‑sustaining. 

Willard National Fish Hatchery is a Mitchell Act facility located upstream of the barrier falls on the Little White Salmon River at Willard, Washington.  The hatchery currently produces 2,800,000 early run coho for direct release into the river.  Returning adults are trapped at Little White Salmon hatchery and eggs are transported for incubation, rearing, and release at Willard hatchery.   

Subbasin planners did not address natural production objectives for fish resources in the Little White Salmon River.  However, salmon habitats in the upper watershed were characterized as good to excellent.  Planners recommended sport and tribal harvest objectives of 2,000 spring chinook, and 200 bright fall chinook and coho. 

Problems Impacting Fish Resources

Anadromous fish resources are impacted by the continual blockage at the falls and the barrier dam constructed to trap adults.  The upper basin continues to be impacted by logging activities which have resulted in passage problems created by improper culvert placement, sedimentation from logging and road building, and harvest of riparian trees.

Production programs have been designed to return fish to the hatchery with no natural production of anadromous salmonids in the system.  

Natural production in the Little White Salmon River is limited by a falls at approximate river mile 2, and by the effects of Bonneville Pool and Drano Lake, an impoundment isolated from the Columbia River by the construction of the Burlington Northern Railroad and State Highway 14.  A total of approximately 400 - 500 feet of river habitat is available between the upper limit of slack water from Drano Lake and the falls. Turbidity can be a factor during rain events due to extensive past logging in the upper watershed on the Gifford Pinchot National Forest (WCC, 1999).

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 Little White Salmon is part of WRIA 29 that includes the Wind River and the Big 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.

Habitat management is being coordinated through the efforts of the Timber/Fish/ Wildlife (TFW) process.  TFW is a cooperative natural resources management arrangement among tribal, state, and private forested landowners that encourages the protection of riparian habitats for both fish and wildlife species on non-federal forestlands throughout Washington State.

There are no efforts at present to introduce natural production of anadromous fish to the watershed above the barrier falls.  However, salmonid habitats are considered to be extensive and of high quality for spring chinook, steelhead, and coho upstream of the barrier falls.  This has led to a discussion about the feasibility of providing passage for anadromous salmonids to the highly productive habitat in the upper watershed.   A feasibility study has been proposed by the Yakama Nation to investigate the possibility of providing passage around the hatchery barrier dam and natural barrier falls at river mile 2.0 on the mainstem Little White Salmon River.  The removal of passage barriers would allow anadromous access to the highly productive spawning and rearing habitat found in the upper basin.

Hatchery production of spring chinook at the Little White Salmon National Fish Hatchery currently supports a moderate sport and tribal harvest opportunity in Drano Lake.  For example, projected harvest of spring chinook in Drano Lake for the year 2000 was 3,800 fish for the non-tribal sport fishery and 2,000 fish for tribal commercial fisheries.  Although, the year 2000 was one that experienced an exceptional run of spring chinook, these numbers indicate the importance of continuing the hatchery production for this species in the Little White Salmon River.  Over the years, Little White Salmon hatchery has also provided broodstock to hatcheries throughout the Columbia River system.  Adults returning to the hatchery that are in excess of broodstock needs are also provided to the Yakama Nation for subsistence use, particularly by those tribal members who no longer have access to fishing sites.  

Hatchery production of bright fall chinook also occurs at the Little White Salmon hatchery.  Adult trapping currently occurs at the hatchery.  In addition, bright fall chinook can be provided from Priest Rapids Hatchery and Bonneville Hatchery if shortfalls occur.   Releases occur at the hatchery and Yakima River acclimation facilities. 

Hatchery production for coho in the Little White Salmon River takes place at Willard National Fish Hatchery.  Coho broodstock are trapped at the barrier dam at the Little White Salmon hatchery below the barrier falls and transported upstream to the Willard NFH.  Juvenile coho are released at the Willard hatchery for downstream dispersion.  Currently, several proposals have been developed to use some of the 2,800,000 juvenile coho produced at Willard NFH for out-planting into other nearby subbasins such as the Wind, Big White Salmon, and the Entiat Rivers for initiating supplementation programs in these subbasins.  These programs will be coordinated to ensure the most efficient use of the coho produced at this hatchery.  

Strategies and Action items

Strategies for Remaining Work

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

1. The feasibility for adult passage into the upper watershed should be investigated at the natural barrier falls and hatchery barrier dam for adult spawners.  Providing passage for steelhead, and for both spring and fall chinook into the upper watershed could lead to improvements in production from these fish.  Approximately 15 miles of mainstem habitat and up to 10 miles of tributary habitat would be opened to anadromous production if passage were provided around the barrier falls at RM 2.  In addition, improperly placed culverts in the upper watershed should also be replaced.

2. Sedimentation due to logging occurs throughout the system. Eliminating or restricting logging activities, including road construction, is necessary.

3. The loss of the riparian area is occurring due to logging.  Logging should be eliminated or restricted in the riparian area to allow the vegetation to recover.

4. The hatchery spring chinook program should be continued and a supplementation program should be initiated to increase natural production to the Little White Salmon River above the barrier falls.  The zero‑age spring chinook program has not been successful and should be terminated.  The available hatchery space should be used to rear additional spring chinook smolts or another species such as fall chinook.  Broodstock would be acquired by trapping at the barrier dam.

5. Coho produced at Willard national hatchery should be used to restore natural coho production in mid‑Columbia tributaries and Wind River.

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