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Threatened Bull Trout to be Restored to Oregon’s Clackamas River 
New Population Will Be Classified “Non-Essential Experimental” 

 
Bull trout will soon return to Oregon’s Clackamas River, one of their home waters from 
which they were completely wiped out nearly 50 years ago.  As part of an overall 
recovery strategy for this threatened species, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and the 
Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife will reintroduce the native fish to this major 
tributary of the Willamette River near Portland over the next month.  Reestablishing bull 
trout in this area of its former range also may lead to other bull trout reintroductions in 
the future to reconnect isolated populations. 
 
Formally, the project involves a federal rule-making under the Endangered Species Act, 
to be published in the June 21, 2011 Federal Register, to restore a “non-essential 
experimental” population. While it is illegal to deliberately “take” (kill or harm) any 
listed species, this special classification under the act provides a less restrictive level of 
protection and precludes anyone who accidentally kills or harms the listed species from 
being in violation of the law. 
 
“It’s amazing to think that bull trout evolved and thrived in Northwest rivers and lakes 
over thousands of years, yet it took only decades of dramatic habitat changes and 
overfishing to put them in peril,” said Robyn Thorson, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service’s Pacific Northwest Regional Director.  “Reaching this day gives me great hope 
that despite the conservation challenges for this wide-ranging species, we can find ways 
to restore bull trout to their home waters and reconnect fragmented native fish 
communities.” 
 
Starting this summer, bull trout of different life stages will be reintroduced into historic 
bull trout habitat in the upper Clackamas River above the confluence with the Collawash 
River, within the Mt. Hood National Forest.  Donor stock comes from a healthy bull trout 
population in the Metolius River.  The project is expected to include additional fish 
transfers annually for at least seven and possibly up to 15 years.  The goal is to 
reestablish a self-sustaining population of 300-500 spawning adult bull trout within 20 
years.   
 
Prior to the bull trout’s listing under the Endangered Species Act in 1999, the Oregon 
Department of Fish and Wildlife and U.S. Forest Service had been considering restoring 
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bull trout to the Clackamas for several years.  The Service, ODFW, Forest Service, 
NOAA Fisheries, and other partners began considering the possibility in 2005.  They 
worked together to thoroughly evaluate the biological feasibility of a reintroduction 
effort, assess impacts to the broader ecosystem and especially other protected species, 
seek public input, and develop a plan for carrying it out.   
 
This approach involved considering the interactions between different species, including 
the Clackamas populations of coho salmon, spring and fall Chinook salmon, and 
steelhead listed under the Endangered Species Act.  The Service, ODFW, and other 
partners developed a robust monitoring and adaptive management program for assessing 
the effectiveness of reintroduction and impacts to listed salmon and steelhead.  Although 
population level effects to salmon and steelhead are not expected to result from the bull 
trout reintroduction, the project will be modified, halted, or even reversed if impacts are 
greater than anticipated.  
 
No otherwise lawful activities will be prohibited to protect the Clackamas River non-
essential experimental population of bull trout.  Oregon’s sportfishing regulations would 
apply just like any other area of the state; under current fishing regulations any bull trout 
must be immediately released unharmed.  Federal projects would not be altered or 
stopped to protect the reintroduced population.   
 
From a biological standpoint, the continued existence of the rangewide bull trout 
population is not conditioned upon a newly restored one in the Clackamas River. 
Restoring bull trout to areas they once ranged is an important means of recovering the 
species rangewide, however, and the Service expects the Clackamas River effort may 
serve as a model for other similar reintroductions in the future.  
 
The area covered by the “non-essential experimental” population provisions is the entire 
Clackamas River, with the exception of the Oak Grove Fork above Timothy Lake Dam 
(which historically was not accessible by bull trout due to an impassable natural barrier).  
In addition, it includes the Willamette River from Willamette Falls downstream to the 
confluence with the Columbia River, including the Multnomah Channel, because of the 
very low possibility of fish migrating downriver.  On the Clackamas, the size of the 
covered area is about 70 river miles, but the covered area also includes countless miles of 
its tributaries.  
 
Other partners providing assistance are the Confederated Tribes of the Warm Springs 
Reservation, which manage, along with ODFW, bull trout in the Metolius River; Portland 
General Electric, which owns and operates the Clackamas River Hydroelectric Project; 
NOAA Fisheries, which leads conservation efforts for listed salmon and steelhead in the 
region; and the U.S. Geological Survey, which is providing scientific support.   
 
Bull trout are primarily threatened by habitat degradation and fragmentation, blockage of 
migratory corridors from hydroelectric and diversion dams, poor water quality, the 
effects of climate change, and past fisheries management practices, including targeted 



eradication through bounty fishing and the introduction of non-native species such as 
brown, lake, and brook trout.  
 
Bull trout have been extirpated from four sub-basins in the Willamette River Basin, 
including the Clackamas River. Once widely distributed in the Clackamas River, the last 
known bull trout was documented there in 1963.  The species is highly unlikely to re-
colonize the area naturally due to the geographic distance to existing bull trout 
populations.   
 
The Clackamas River was chosen primarily because factors that caused bull trout to 
disappear there have been remedied.  There are currently no dams that would impede bull 
trout migration, since those that remain now have fish passage facilities.  A significant 
amount of spawning and rearing habitat exists in the upper Clackamas and tributaries.  In 
addition, much of the upper Clackamas is either part of the Federal Wild and Scenic 
Rivers System or part of the Oregon Scenic Waterway program.   
 
Once plentiful throughout the coldwater rivers and lakes of the Northwest, bull trout 
populations in the U.S. are now scattered and patchy in portions of Oregon, Washington, 
Idaho, Montana, and Nevada.  They occur in the Columbia and Snake River Basins, 
extending east to headwater streams in Montana and Idaho and north into Canada, and 
south into the Klamath River Basin in south-central Oregon.  Though still wide-ranging, 
many of the remaining populations are small and isolated from each other.   
 
Some bull trout populations are migratory, spending portions of their life cycle in larger 
rivers or lakes before returning to smaller streams to spawn, while others complete their 
entire life cycle in the same stream.  Some bull trout in the Coastal-Puget Sound 
population migrate between fresh- and saltwater.  Bull trout require extremely cold, clean 
water and specific habitat features, as well as connectivity from river, lake, and ocean 
habitats to headwater streams for annual spawning and feeding migrations.   
 

The mission of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service is working with others to conserve, 
protect and enhance fish, wildlife and plants and their habitats for the continuing benefit 

of the American people. We are both a leader and trusted partner in fish and wildlife 
conservation, known for our scientific excellence, stewardship of lands and natural 

resources, dedicated professionals and commitment to public service. For more 
information on our work and the people who make it happen, visit www.fws.gov and in 

Oregon, http://www.fws.gov/oregonfwo.  
 

The mission of the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife is to protect and enhance 
Oregon’s fish and wildlife and their habitats for use and enjoyment by present and future 

generations.  For more information, visit http://www.dfw.state.or.us. 
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