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Executive Summary
A workshop was held in Boardman, Oregon on December 1 and 2, 2009, to initiate and lay the
groundwork for a collaborative white sturgeon strategic planning process for the lower mid-Columbia
River and lower Snake River impoundments. This report of the workshop proceedings is intended to
summarize information gathered through the workshop and inform a coordinated strategic planning
effort.

A variety of governmental, Tribal and public entities are currently involved in partially-overlapping
planning efforts to guide sturgeon management and mitigation programs throughout the region. The
workshop was designed to bring these entities together to better inform all participants about the
nature of various efforts, to help identify opportunities for complementary planning, and to support
those efforts through the initiation and implementation of a regional strategic planning process.
Participants included individuals from fish management agencies, Tribes, and other involved agencies
with technical and scientific expertise and interest in white sturgeon. Other regional experts on white
sturgeon conservation, restoration, and management are also encouraged to attend and participate.
Attendees included a total of 29 individuals with approximately 447 combined years of experience as
fisheries biologists, and approximately 221 combined years of sturgeon experience.

Participants provided brief presentations or informal updates on the historical and current status of
white sturgeon populations in the area, existing and planned sturgeon management programs, and the
current state of sturgeon genetics research and analysis for Columbia River populations. White sturgeon
populations exist in all impounded reservoir/river sections in the region of interest from Bonneville Dam
upstream to Grand Coulee Dam on the Columbia River and Lower Granite Dam on the Snake River.
Active sturgeon research, management, and monitoring efforts in this region have been funded since
1983 by the Bonneville Power Administration under the Northwest Power and Conservation Council’s
Fish and Wildlife Program. Most populations are limited by a lack of consistent recruitment and the
Columbia Basin Treaty Tribes are particularly interested in action to meet fishery and mitigation goals
for sturgeon. Tribal and state co-managers including the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife
and the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife are involved in annual stock assessment and
management activities. WDFW has also become involved with sturgeon hatchery activities in the upper
Columbia River above Lake Roosevelt under the joint Canada-US upper Columbia white sturgeon
recovery initiative. The Yakama Nation has initiated an experimental hatchery development program
including a dedicated sturgeon facility. At the same time, Chelan and Grant County Public Utility
Districts have developed mitigation plans that call for using hatchery-reared sturgeon to supplement
depleted populations in Rocky Reach, Priest Rapids, and Wanapum reservoirs of the upper Mid-
Columbia. Previous research programs have provided extensive information on sturgeon biology, life
history, and status including basic information on genetic characteristics of basin sturgeon populations.
All of this work and information leads us to a point of asking where do we go from here?

A series of work sessions followed to identify a range of potential visions, goals, objectives, and
strategies for white sturgeon in the lower mid-Columbia River and Snake River impoundments. Work
sessions produced a shared regional vision for mid-Columbia white sturgeon consisting of:

Abundant and diverse white sturgeon populations and optimum sustainable fisheries
throughout the historical range, achieved by a combination of natural production and
supplementation, and supported through an adaptive, collaborative, coordinated, and
science-based mitigation, management, monitoring, and evaluation program.
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Three potential goals enjoyed broad support among workshop participants:

1. Viable, persistent populations throughout their historical range, where feasible.

2. Significant, stable and sustainable fisheries and harvest.

3. Diverse, functional ecosystem supporting essential habitat, conditions, and resources.

Participants identified a variety of objectives consistent with these goals. Objectives included biological
characteristics such as abundance, natural recruitment, age structure, and distribution consistent with
long term population viability; desirable fishery harvest and yield levels; and habitat conditions related
to sturgeon status and production. A number of related strategies were discussed including population
management, fisheries, water management, passage/connectivity, contaminants, hatchery
supplementation, research, monitoring, evaluation, and program implementation.

At the request of several participants, a group discussion about hatcheries and timing, and the pros and
cons of supplementation was also included. A spectrum of support for this strategy was evident among
workshop participants, ranging from enthusiastic endorsement to a more measured willingness to
embark on a careful evaluation. Virtually all participants recognized the need for careful evaluations to
avoid the potential pitfalls of supplementation that have been highlighted by past experience with
salmon hatcheries throughout the Pacific Northwest. In particular, it is critical that the goals and
objectives of sturgeon supplementation be clearly articulated in order to provide a sound basis for
evaluation of program effectiveness. Workshop discussions highlighted a number of hatchery-related
risks and issues that will inform further considerations of this alternative during the formal strategic
planning process.

Workshop results will provide raw material for consideration in the development of a regional strategic
plan to guide future sturgeon management and mitigation efforts. A working group of interested
parties is being convened to begin drafting a strategic plan including a comprehensive list of alternative
strategies and actions; this working group will consult with all regional entities to identify related policy
priorities. A second workshop will be held during 2010 to review planning progress and results. A final
strategic plan will then be completed based on input from the second workshop and direction from
regulatory and management entities and stakeholders.
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Planning Area
For planning purposes of this effort, the mid-Columbia geographic area has been subdivided into three
areas (Figure 2). The lower mid-Columbia River includes the Columbia River mainstem from Bonneville
Dam to Priest Rapids Dam and the mouth of the Snake River downstream from Ice Harbor Dam. The
upper mid-Columbia includes the Columbia River mainstem from Priest Rapids Dam to Grand Coulee
Dam. The lower Snake includes the Snake River mainstem from Ice Harbor Dam to Lower Granite Dam.

This strategic planning effort is primarily focused on the Federal Columbia River Power System portion
of the region which includes the entire Lower mid-Columbia and Lower Snake areas in their entirety, and
a small portion of the upper Mid-Columbia between Chief Joseph and Grand Coulee dams. The mid-
Columbia Public Utility Districts (Grant County PUD, Chelan County PUD, and Douglas County PUD)
aren’t being excluded from this strategic planning effort, but are subject to their own independent
planning and coordination processes.

Bonneville

The Dalles
John Day

McNary

Priest Rapids

Wanapum

Rock Island

Rocky Reach

Wells

Chief Joseph

Grand Coulee

Ice Harbor
Lower Monumental

Little Goose

Lower Snake

Upper Mid-Columbia

Lower Granite

Lower Mid-Columbia
Figure 2. Geographic area covered by the white sturgeon strategic planning process.
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Participants
Workshop participants were invited from State and Federal Agencies, Indian Tribes, and other
organizations with management or mitigation authority or responsibility and specific knowledge and
expertise on sturgeon in the region. Participants include a mixture of policy and technical
representatives. Workshop announcements were broadly distributed among agencies and parties with
a potential interest and no limit was placed on attendance. Public participation was not sought in this
organizational stage of planning process – public processes of the participating parties are expected to
provide ample opportunity for involvement public involvement prior in the consideration of any plans
that may arise from this workshop.

Participants included a total of 29 individuals with approximately 447 combined years of experience as
fisheries biologists, and approximately 221 combined years of sturgeon experience. Workshop
organizers included Blaine Parker (CRITFC, Tom Rien (ODFW), Brad James (WDFW), and Ray
Beamesderfer (Cramer Fish Sciences). Ray Beamesderfer acted as the workshop coordinator and point
of contact, and Alison Squier (Ziji Creative Resources), helped design the workshop sessions and
facilitated the workshop.

Table 1. Participant list

Name Affiliation Day 1 Day 2
Alison Squier
Ben Lenz
Bjorn van der Leeuw
Blaine Parker
Bob Rose
Brad Cady
Brad James
Christine Mallette
Dave Roberts
Dennis Gilliland
Dennis Scarnecchia
Donella Miller
Jason McClellan
Jason Vogel
Jeff Korth
Jim Hansen
Joe Miller
John Sands
John Whalen
Lance Beckman
Mark Fritsch
Matt Howell
Olaf Langness
Paul Anders
Ray Beamesderfer
Ron Rhew
Steve Parker
Tom Rien
Tucker Jones

Ziji Creative Resources
Grant Co. PUD
USGS
CRITFC
Yakama Nation
WDFW
WDFW
ODFW
BPA
WDFW
ISAB
Yakama Nation
WDFW
Nez Perce Tribe
WDFW
DOE – Hanford
Chelan PUD
DOE – Hanford
WDFW
USFWS- Retired
NWPPC
WDFW
WDFW
Cramer Fish Sciences, U of I
Cramer Fish Sciences
USFWS
Yakama Nation
ODFW
ODFW

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

X
X
X
X

X

X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
X
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Background Presentations
In order to help provide a framework for the planned work sessions the workshop organizers asked
participants to provide a series of brief presentations or informal updates which collectively were
intended to provide a snapshot of the historical and current status of white sturgeon populations in the
strategic planning area, existing and planned sturgeon management programs, and the current state of
sturgeon genetics research and analysis for Columbia River populations.

A History of Status, Factors & Programs
Ray Beamesderfer gave a presentation on the history of and current status of lower mid-Columbia and
lower Snake River white sturgeon populations. White sturgeon are a long-lived species found in the
Sacramento River Basin, Klamath River, Columbia River and Fraser River, as well as coastal waters from
southern California to Cook Inlet in Alaska. Within the Columbia Basin, white sturgeon abundance has
been greatly reduced from historical levels. The commercial fishery over-harvested sturgeon in the late
1800s causing the early population collapse. Hydroelectric dam construction on the Columbia isolated
upstream populations and reduced flows during critical spawning periods. White sturgeon recruitment
in The Dalles and John Day Reservoirs has been correlated with spring flows at the dams. They are
currently abundant only in the Columbia River below Bonneville Dam. In the rest of the basin, white
sturgeon abundance ranges from moderate to extirpated. The history of sturgeon programs has been
punctuated by some fascinating characters, not the least of which were a couple of expatriate Russians.
Alexander Bajkov (1895-1955) was born in Russia, fought in WW I, and had a long career in fish research
in Eastern Canada before working for the Oregon Fish Commission in late 1940s. His work protecting
sturgeon broodstock with the 36-72” slot limit was the key to sturgeon recovery. Serge Doroshov was
born in Russia in 1937 and emigrated to the US in 1977 after a distinguished career in Soviet Union. He
pioneered the understanding of reproductive biology and pioneered the use of sturgeon aquaculture in
North America. A workshop on white sturgeon research needs held in Seattle in November 1983
(Fickelsen et al. 1984) laid the groundwork for white sturgeon research through 1991. Since 1992, the
emphasis has been on monitoring and evaluation program including periodic stock assessments,
population indexing, recruitment indexing, trawl and haul operations, and hatchery feasibility studies.
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Columbia River Inter-Tribal Fish Commission Programs
Blaine Parker, with the Columbia River Inter-Tribal Fish Commission, presented the Tribe’s perspective
on sturgeon and the Columbia Basin Treaty Tribes. He described his experience as a young biologist who
took a “one year or so” sturgeon project which has lasted 16 years. Much of his early studies and
investigations dispelled many of the myths and rumors about sturgeon. Tribes have now become true
co-managers of a shared resource and have brought their scientific expertise to the management table.
The lack of consistent recruitment has continually thwarted their best intentions to increase the
productivity of the various populations. A lot of research has been done since the 1983 White Sturgeon
Workshop (Fickeisen et al. 1984). It is now time to roll up our sleeves and get substantive restoration
efforts started. The idea of supplementation was first voiced by CTUIR staff in the early years (1980’s) of
the first course of NPPC amendments, but back then the cry was “We don’t know enough to do
something so drastic”. Now we have the information.
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Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife – Lower Columbia River Program
Brad James, with Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife, presented information on Bonneville
Power Administration (BPA) White Sturgeon Project #1986-50. Many entities have been involved with
various phases of the work. Early work included quantifying spawning and rearing habitat, population
status, recruitment indexing, sustainable harvest management, and experimental transporting 42,400
juveniles caught below Bonneville to John Day and The Dalles pools. Some things have been phased out
based on priorities and funding reductions. Continued work includes a three-year rotation of juvenile &
adult population assessments, and annual indexing of age-0 production in Bonneville, The Dalles, John
Day, and McNary Pools; and sustainable harvest management, including monitoring and managing sport
and Treaty commercial harvest in-season and population modeling. The intent is to “build a snow ball”
to increase the population gradually over time by regulating fishery to increase spawning and
recruitment.

The results show consistent recruitment in Bonneville Reservoir with a large cohort of smaller fish and
expected recruitment into harvestable sizes. The Dalles and John Day Reservoir populations are
showing similar patterns but the populations are smaller. The Mid-Columbia & Snake reservoirs have
small populations, made largely of adults in Mid-Columbia, and smaller fish in the Snake River. Indexing
shows a lot of years without recruitment in all areas. There was good production in late 90s but has
been sporadic and limited since. Spawning conditions have not been conducive to survival. Egg mat
work has shown that adults are present and spawning but the eggs have not been viable. A minimum
flow of 250 kcfs at McNary Dam seems to be the breakpoint in recruitment success.

Future plans include meeting US v Oregon commitments to provide long term sustainable harvest
opportunities for Indian and non-treaty fisheries, and to continue ongoing studies. Plans also include
meeting concepts in the 2009 NPCC F&W program amendments (planning component, population
assessments above McNary Dam and in the lower Snake River, identifying augmentation needs, evaluate
hydro operations. Harvest management will be based on annual harvest guidelines & effectiveness
monitoring. There is a commitment to pursue enhancement activities including propagation and
transplants.
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Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife – Upper Columbia River program
Jason McClellan gave a presentation on the Lake Roosevelt White Sturgeon Recovery Project. Research
conducted since the late 1980s indicated that the Lake Roosevelt sturgeon population had declined due
to recruitment failures. To address this decline, the Upper Columbia White Sturgeon Recovery Initiative
(UCWSRI) was established in 2000, consisting of an international group of federal, state, provincial,
Tribes/First Nations, and interested stakeholders. The UCWSRI developed a recovery plan in 2002. The
Lake Roosevelt White Sturgeon Recovery Project is the Washington component of the recovery plan that
is co-managed by the Spokane Tribe, WDFW, and the Colville Tribes.

The UCWSRI goal is to ensure the persistence and viability of naturally-reproducing populations of white
sturgeon in the upper Columbia River and restore opportunities for beneficial use if feasible. The short-
term objectives (within 5 yrs) are to assess population status and prevent declines in distribution,
abundance, and genetic diversity. Medium-term objectives (within 10 years) are to determine survival
limitations and develop actions to eliminate or reduce them. The long-term objective (within 50 years) is
to achieve a natural age structure, target abundance levels, and beneficial uses through natural
recruitment. Recovery strategies include conservation aquaculture, evaluation & monitoring, control
direct mortality (angling), genetic stock structure, research on recruitment failure causes and remedies.

The conservation aquaculture program is considered interim until natural recruitment can be restored.
The program was initiated in British Columbia in 2001 and in Washington in 2003. Prior to 2006 WDFW
reared fish collected and spawned in Canada. Since 2006, WDFW has collected its own broodstock.
Current release targets are 4,000 yearlings in both Washington and British Columbia. Washington
broodstock is collected near Northport, Washington, and the Canadian broodstock from the Canadian
side of the border. Stock assessments that were conducted in 1998 and 2005 indicate no recruitment of
wild fish but some recruitment due to the conservation aquaculture program. Telemetry studies have
shown that most of the fish are distributed in the upper third of the reservoir and there is movement
between Washington and British Columbia. Angling for white sturgeon has been prohibited in the
Washington portion since 2001. Previous genetic studies suggested stock structure and a new study
were initiated in 2009.

Recruitment failure research has focused on early life-history studies. Preliminary results suggest that a
bottleneck occurs between the larvae stage and 10 months. Future activities include continued
conservation aquaculture, periodic stock assessment, acoustic telemetry, habitat modeling/mapping,
water quality & habitat monitoring, and analysis of benthic macro-invertebrate data.
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Handout #1
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