Curt Melcher, Director
Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife
4034 Fairview Industrial Drive, SE
Salem, OR 97302

October 30, 2018

Sent via first class mail and via email to curt.melcher@state.or.us

Dear Director Melcher:
I am writing today on behalf of the Deschutes River Alliance, a science-based organization
seeking collaborative solutions to basin-wide threats to the health of the Deschutes River and its
tributaries. The DRA, with over 2,000 supporters here in Oregon and across the country,
advocates for water quality, a healthy ecosystem, and for the establishment and protection of
robust populations of resident and anadromous fish throughout the river’s entire watershed.
As you are aware, in late 2009 the co-owners of the Pelton Round Butte Hydroelectric Project—
Portland General Electric and the Confederated Tribes of the Warm Springs Reservation of
Oregon—began operating a Selective Water Withdrawal tower above Round Butte Dam. A
principal aim of the tower was to facilitate the reintroduction of salmon and steelhead above the
Project: the tower was intended to create surface currents in Lake Billy Chinook reservoir, which
would theoretically guide juvenile fish across the reservoir to a collection facility, where they are
then put in trucks and transported below the Project.
Since its founding in 2013, the DRA has supported the goal of reintroducing salmon and
steelhead above the Pelton Round Butte Project. However, we believe that any efforts pursuant
to this goal must not jeopardize the health and integrity of the lower Deschutes River, a treasured
recreation destination in central Oregon. Unfortunately, as we have regularly detailed, the
transfer of nutrient-rich surface water from Lake Billy Chinook to the lower Deschutes River has
resulted in the proliferation of new nuisance algae throughout the river’s lower 100 miles, with
subsequent impacts to the river’s aquatic life and to the recreation experience. These changes are
of severe concern to the individuals and local businesses who support the DRA and our ongoing
science and advocacy efforts.
Furthermore, and especially in light of the above, we believe that any efforts to reintroduce
salmon and steelhead to the upper basin must demonstrate, at each step of the process, a
reasonable chance of success. The DRA is concerned that this cannot be said of the current
reintroduction program. As you are likely aware, to this point the numbers of Project-origin
returning adult fish are extremely discouraging. In 2018, a total of 5 Project-origin spring
Chinook, 25 Project-origin steelhead, and 39 Project-origin sockeye returned to the Pelton Trap.
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For spring Chinook and steelhead, these numbers represent the lowest returns since the
reintroduction program began, and demonstrate an ongoing downward trend. Similarly, the 2018
sockeye return numbers are among the lowest on record since the reintroduction program began.1
For all three species, the numbers of returning adults are orders of magnitude below the goals
that ODFW established for the reintroduction program.2 And despite attempts by the Project
operators and state and federal agencies to improve return success, meaningful improvements
have simply not materialized. We believe it is time for a thorough, external evaluation of the
program, performed at the expense of the Project operators, to attempt to identify operational
changes that will lead to a reasonable chance of success in a defined time period. If such an
assessment cannot identify such operational changes, then we believe it is time to explore other
potential mitigation efforts.
A principal concern of the DRA is the apparent lack of a clear plan for assessing the success or
failure of the reintroduction program. Similarly, we have not seen evidence of a rigorously
managed adaptive management system for the program, with clear numeric goals or an identified
timeline for measuring success or failure of the program. We believe it is essential that these
basic goals and timelines be identified and made known to the public.
With these thoughts in mind, the DRA hereby respectfully requests responses from your agency
as to the following questions:
1.

2.
3.

What is the standard you are using to evaluate the success, or lack of success, of the
current Pelton Round Butte fish reintroduction program? Is there a threshold for adult
returns, for each relevant species, below which you will deem the current fish
reintroduction program to be unsuccessful?
What timeline(s) has your agency identified for evaluating the success, or lack thereof, of
the current reintroduction program?
Should your agency conclude that the current reintroduction program (utilizing the
Selective Water Withdrawal tower) has not been or will not become a success, what
alternative fish mitigation plans will your agency require?

Thank you very much for your consideration. We are available to meet with you at your soonest
convenience to further discuss the factual basis underlying our expressed concerns. Barring that,
we would appreciate receiving your written response within 30 days.

1

Attached to this letter, please find graphs illustrating the number of Project-origin adult returns to the Pelton Trap,
for each year from 2012-2018.
2
See, e.g., Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife and Confederated Tribes of the Warm Springs Reservation of
Oregon, Reintroduction and Conservation Plan for Anadromous Fish in the Upper Deschutes River Sub-basin,
Oregon: Edition 1: Spring Chinook Salmon and Summer Steelhead (October 2008).
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Sincerely,

Jonah Sandford
Executive Director
Deschutes River Alliance
5331 SW Macadam Ave., Suite 330
Portland, OR 97239
jonah@deschutesriveralliance.org
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Attachments
The following pages contain three graphs, illustrating the number of Project-origin adult spring
Chinook, steelhead, and sockeye that have returned to the Pelton Trap, for each year from
2012-2018.
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Spring Chinook

Source: Portland General Electric and Confederated Tribes of the Warm Springs Reservation of
Oregon, 2012-2017 Fish Passage Annual Reports; and Portland General Electric, Deschutes Daily
Fish Counts, available at https://www.portlandgeneral.com/corporateresponsibility/environmental-stewardship/water-quality-habitat-protection/fish-counts-fishruns/deschutes-daily-fish-counts
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Steelhead

Source: Portland General Electric and Confederated Tribes of the Warm Springs Reservation of
Oregon, 2012-2017 Fish Passage Annual Reports; and Portland General Electric, Deschutes Daily
Fish Counts, available at https://www.portlandgeneral.com/corporateresponsibility/environmental-stewardship/water-quality-habitat-protection/fish-counts-fishruns/deschutes-daily-fish-counts
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Sockeye

Source: Portland General Electric and Confederated Tribes of the Warm Springs Reservation of
Oregon, 2012-2017 Fish Passage Annual Reports; and Portland General Electric, Deschutes Daily
Fish Counts, available at https://www.portlandgeneral.com/corporateresponsibility/environmental-stewardship/water-quality-habitat-protection/fish-counts-fishruns/deschutes-daily-fish-counts
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