
 

    
deschutesriveralliance.org / 5331 SW Macadam, Ste 330 / Portland, OR / 97239 ~ Cooler, Cleaner H2O  1	

April 10, 2018 
 
Curt Melcher, Director 
Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife 
4034 Fairview Industrial Drive, SE 
Salem, OR  97302 
 
Edward Bowles, Director 
Fish Division 
Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife 
4034 Fairview Industrial Drive, SE 
Salem, OR  97302 
 
Cc: ODFW Commission Members 
Michael Finley 
Holly Akensen 
Bruce Buckmaster 
Jim Bittle 
Gregory J. Wolley 
Bob Webber                 via Email 
 
Re: Deschutes River Spring Chinook 
 
Dear Director Melcher, Director Bowles, and ODFW Commission Members: 
 
On behalf of the Deschutes River Alliance (DRA), I write today to express serious concern 
regarding the status of wild spring Chinook salmon returning to the lower Deschutes River. Our 
concerns are two-fold. First, the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife (ODFW) has proposed 
a sport season for spring Chinook that will cause hook and release mortality to wild members of 
the species, despite a predicted return well below the agency’s minimum escapement goal for 
wild spring Chinook. Second, wild spring Chinook juveniles and adults appear to be 
experiencing high prespawning mortality from increased exposure to the parasite Ceratonova 
shasta—an outcome likely due to large increases in the intermediate host of the C. shasta 
organism. In light of these concerns, we urge you to both reconsider the 2018 sport season for 
spring Chinook and to evaluate the risk of C. shasta to the long-term sustainability of spring 
Chinook in the Deschutes River. 
 
1. 2018 Spring Chinook Harvest 
 
ODFW has a long and robust time series of data on the population status of wild spring Chinook 
in the lower Deschutes River, and has actively managed sport harvest of the population for many 
years. ODFW and the Confederated Tribes of the Warms Springs Reservation of Oregon 
(CTWS) have regulated spring Chinook harvest by using preseason predictions of the strength of 
the three components of the population—wild, Round Butte Hatchery, and Warm Springs 
National Fish Hatchery (WSNFH)—in an attempt to meet escapement targets. 
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The ODFW Lower Deschutes River Fish Management Plan and Oregon Administrative Rules 
provide the basis for regulation of sport harvest of wild spring Chinook. Specifically, OAR 635-
500-3040(2)(a) identifies an optimum spawning escapement level of 1,300 fish, and a minimum 
of 1,000 adult wild spring Chinook above the barrier dam at WSNFH, the point at which wild 
spring Chinook are counted with precision.  We believe the minimum escapement of 1,000 adult 
wild spring Chinook referenced in this rule should be an important management touchpoint and 
we will reference it below. 
 
DRA has reviewed the 2018 Deschutes River Spring Chinook Forecast document produced by 
CTWS and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.  This document summarizes the results of 
modeling done to generate preseason forecasts for the strength of the three components of the 
2018 spring Chinook return.  Of particular interest to DRA is the preseason prediction of 127–
448 wild spring Chinook to the Deschutes River.  This predicted return is considerably lower 
than the 10-year average of wild fish returning to the WSNFH of 685, which itself is only 53% 
of the optimum escapement of 1,300. We also note that the minimum escapement goal of 1,000 
adult spring Chinook was met in only 2 of those 10 years. 
 
It is also worth considering, in setting harvest regulations based on these preseason predictions, 
that the 2017 actual wild spring Chinook return, while within the predicted range of return of 
109–443 adults, was clearly in the lower part of that range at 179 individuals.  And it is 
important to note that the preseason prediction for wild spring Chinook this year is not materially 
larger—and certainly not statistically different—than the preseason predictions for 2017, a year 
when ODFW did not authorize a sport season in recognition of the need to conserve the wild 
population. 
 
In light of these numbers, it seems clear that the Deschutes River population of wild spring 
Chinook is seriously depressed and in need of protection from any sources of mortality for which 
ODFW has direct responsibility.  The proposed 2018 sport harvest season for spring Chinook, as 
we understand it, prohibits harvest of wild spring Chinook in recognition of the preseason 
prediction of less than 1,300 adults as dictated by OAR 635-500-3040 (2)(a).  However, DRA is 
extremely concerned, given the recent low wild adult returns and the low preseason predictions 
for this year, that the proposed sport season will result in unacceptable hooking mortality to this 
already depressed population. And with such a low projected return of wild fish, DRA believes 
that any increased risk of hooking mortality to wild spring Chinook is unacceptable.  
 
The rationale for allowing the season, based on news reports of the decision, appears to be the 
higher projected return of hatchery fish to the Deschutes in 2018. However, allowing a sport 
season on the Deschutes River, in any form, will result in hooking mortality to wild spring 
Chinook.  To the best of our knowledge, there is no study that specifically measures hooking 
mortality of salmon caught and released in the fishery at Sherars Falls, making informed 
decisions about the magnitude of hooking mortality difficult. However, given our knowledge of 
that fishery (largely a bait fishery with very heavy weights), and the difficult terrain where the 
fishery takes place (steep cliffs and rocky areas, where nearly all hooked fish must be netted 
prior to release), it is more than likely that hooking mortality is high, and poses an unacceptable 
risk when the wild spring Chinook population is as small as it is predicted to be this year. Since 
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even the upper end of the range of predicted adult return this year is less than half the desired 
minimum return goal of 1,000 wild fish, DRA believes the decision to allow a sport season is 
misguided. 
 
In sum, we believe it is essential that ODFW take all measures in its power to protect the 
Deschutes River population of wild spring Chinook. Because the proposed 2018 sport season for 
spring Chinook poses an unacceptable risk of hooking mortality on this severely depressed 
population, we urge you to reconsider the decision to open the fishery. 
 
 
 
2. Ceratonova shasta 
 
DRA’s second concern regarding the continued existence of Deschutes River wild spring 
Chinook salmon is the increased presence of Ceratonova shasta in the lower river. As you are 
likely aware, recent studies have demonstrated both high levels of C. shasta spores and high 
levels of C. shasta-related mortality in spring Chinook juveniles in the lower river. We believe 
these impacts to the spring Chinook population are avoidable, and request that you take further 
measures to understand the source and extent of the high C. shasta levels in the lower river. 
 
Based on available information and data, DRA believes that the observed increase in the C. 
shasta parasite is directly related to operations of the Selective Water Withdrawal (SWW) tower 
above Round Butte Dam. Since SWW operations began in late 2009, water quality has declined 
below the Pelton Round Butte Hydroelectric Project, largely due to the nutrient-laden surface 
water that is being passed downstream into the lower Deschutes River.  This abrupt change in 
water quality has also changed the macroinvertebrate community below the dams, including 
large increases in non-insect taxa, including the polychaete worm Manayunkia speciosa, the 
intermediate host for C. shasta. 
 
The following tables (first table is data collected by R2 Resource Consultants, under contract to 
PGE; second table is data collected by DRA) demonstrate clearly the large increases in M. 
speciosa in the lower Deschutes River since SWW operations began. While pre-tower samples 
taken by R2 from eight different locations in the lower river show no M. speciosa individuals, 
post-tower sampling by R2 at the same sites collected as many as 4,164 individuals per square 
meter. 
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Further benthic invertebrate sampling by the DRA in 2016 collected as many as 8,285 M. 
speciosa individuals per square meter at Dizney Riffle (RM 99).  
 

 
 
C. shasta has long been known to be a source of mortality to spring Chinook individuals, and 
this large increase in the parasite’s intermediate host organism is extremely concerning. And the 
impact that C. Shasta is having on lower Deschutes spring Chinook populations is no longer 
speculative. The recent paper “Myxozoan Disease Risks in the Deschutes and Willamette 
Basins,” an ODFW Fellowship report covering work in 2015 and 2016, demonstrated both high 
C. shasta spore levels and high levels of mortality attributed to C. shasta in caged sentinel spring 
Chinook juveniles held in the lower Deschutes River.  
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 Further, it appears that increased mortality of adult spring Chinook from C. shasta may 
be occurring on spawning grounds in the Warm Springs River. Wild spring Chinook redd count 
data collected by CTWS show a marked increase in the number of fish per redd in the Warm 
Springs River since 2010, suggesting that substantial mortality is taking place prior to spawning 
(Figure 1).  As demonstrated below, this increase in the number of spring Chinook per redd 
coincides with the commencement of SWW operations in late 2009. While the average fish per 
redd was 4.0 from 1977-2009, the average from 2010-2016 was 13.1 fish per redd (and 
significantly higher than this in 2015 and 2016). These increased numbers of fish per redd, of 
course, reflect increased pre-spawning mortality: higher numbers of fish per redd mean that more 
fish died after they were counted at WSNFH and released upstream to spawn naturally, but 
before those fish were able to spawn. 
 While it is difficult to state definitively that C. shasta infection acquired in the Deschutes 
mainstem is the source of this pre-spawning mortality, the timing of this dramatic increase in fish 
per redd data certainly suggests that increased levels of C. shasta may be responsible. Infection 
of these fish may be occurring in the mainstem lower Deschutes River—as a result of 
increased Manayunkia speciosa populations in the mainstem--with the infected fish then dying in 
the Warm Springs River before spawning occurs.  
 

 
 
Figure 1.  Fish per redd in WSR basin, 1977 - 2016.  From Confederated Tribes of the Warm Springs Reservation of 
Oregon Natural Production Monitoring Progress Report, January 1, 2015 to December 31, 2016.  BPA Project # 
2008-311-00, BPA contracts #: 64276, 69558, 73078.  Authors:  Graham Boostrom and Cyndi Baker. 
 
Absent the ability to fix with certainty the cause of this significant increase in fish per redd, it is 
essential that ODFW be aware of this additional mortality factor on wild spring Chinook and to 
manage that population very conservatively. Indeed, the above data showing increased pre-
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spawning mortality strongly supports reconsideration of the 2018 sport season for Deschutes 
River spring Chinook. We further encourage ODFW to implement appropriate studies to assess 
the impact of C. shasta infection of juvenile and pre-spawn adult spring Chinook salmon. 

 
3. Conclusion 
 
DRA has significant concerns regarding the continued health of the wild component of the 
Deschutes River spring Chinook population.  We are concerned that the proposed sport season, 
which will result in hooking mortality of wild spring Chinook, is not appropriate given that the 
preseason run prediction is less than one half the minimum escapement figure cited in the 
relevant management plans and the Oregon Administrative Rules. DRA recommends that no 
sport harvest season be allowed in 2018 in order to provide maximum protection to wild spring 
Chinook. 
 
DRA also believes that the current operation of the Pelton Round Butte Hydroelectric Project is 
passing large amounts of nutrients downstream into the lower Deschutes River, which in turn is 
causing measurable changes in macroinvertebrate populations in the lower Deschutes. One of 
these changes is a significant increase in the intermediate host organism for Ceratonova shasta, a 
known cause of mortality for both adult and juvenile salmonids, including spring Chinook.  This 
additional mortality factor further supports a reconsideration of the proposed 2018 sport harvest 
for Deschutes River spring Chinook.  
 
Thank you for the opportunity to make these comments, which we offer to further our mission of 
advocating for water quality, a healthy ecosystem, and for the establishment and protection of 
robust populations of resident and anadromous fish throughout the entire Deschutes 
watershed.  We look forward to your response. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Jonah Sandford 
Executive Director / Staff Attorney 
Deschutes River Alliance 
jonah@deschutesriveralliance.org 
 
 


