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Jenny Ericson, Field Supervisor 
Yreka Fish and Wildlife Office 

Notes from the Klamath   
Basin Field Supervisors 

T he Klamath River Basin reaches across more than 12,000 square miles of farms, ranches, private timber 
holdings, national forests and Tribal lands. Beginning with the lands and turquoise waters in the upper 

reaches of the Sprague and Williamson rivers of southern Oregon, the Klamath River extends down rocky, scrub
-forested canyons, joining the Shasta, Scott, Salmon and Trinity river valleys, to the majestic redwood forests of the California 

coast. The Basin is home to many iconic species of fish and wildlife.   
 
Working to conserve the diversity of this regionôs flora and fauna, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Ecological Services 
Program has three field offices in the Klamath River Basin. Under a unified One Basin approach, staff in the Klamath Falls, 
Yreka, and Arcata field offices collaborate with numerous State, Federal, Tribal, and private partners to recover endangered,  
threatened, and at-risk species.  

  
In this issue dedicated to the Klamath Basin, youôll learn about unique, longstanding partnerships with local Tribes to preserve 
culturally important species and habitats. We focus on collaborative efforts with the Klamath Tribes to recover the Lost River 
(côwaam) and shortnose (koptu) suckers through larval collection efforts, with the Karuk Wildlife Team to survey for fisher in 
the Tribeôs ancestral territory, and with the Yurok Tribe and Green Diamond Resource Company to restore floodplain rearing habitat 
for fish and native amphibians.  

 
With humor, we highlight the very serious and somewhat hostile competition for habitat that occurs between native and non-native 
species, such as the threatened bull trout and invasive brook trout in the Upper Sprague River. And we focus on collaborative efforts 
to restore ecosystem processes and improve water quality throughout the Basin while building resiliency to climate change effects.   
 
Youôll also read about critically important efforts to monitor the vital signs of the Klamath River and its fish species, such as the 

threatened coho salmon. For over three decades, a team of fish experts in our Arcata office have used rotary screw traps to keep a 
finger on the pulse of the Klamath River and its native fish species. These large wire-mesh traps look like cement mixers floating on 
the river. The results are invaluable science for multiple partners across the Basin.  
  
Finally, we again focus on the excellent work of the young scholars provided to us through the national Directorate Fellowship 
Program. This past season we hosted two young women who courageously navigated 63 miles of the Klamath River to survey 

for northwestern pond turtle, a species that is currently being evaluated for listing under the Endangered Species Act. The 
enthusiasm of our Fellows helps us remember why we entered the field of conservation. Their passion is infectious!  
 
Please enjoy this Basin-wide look at what weôre up to. We look forward to collaborating with each of you to conserve the Basinôs 
wonderful fish, wildlife, plants and habitats.  

Dan Blake, Field Supervisor 
Klamath Falls Fish and Wildlife Office 

Tanya Sommer, Field Supervisor 
Arcata Fish and Wildlife Office 



ñThey displace bull trout and will 
hybridize with them to the point that bull 
trout are no longer producing purebred 
offspring.ò    

 
Brook trout are native to the eastern 
United States and were introduced into the 
Klamath Basin in 1925 where they quickly 
inhabited local native trout streams.   
 

Once abundant in the Western U.S., bull 
trout today occur in less than half of their 
historic range and are no longer found in 
California. In the Klamath River Basin, 
bull trout occupy about 20 percent of their 
historic range.   

 
Bull trout  are very picky fish: they prefer 
cold water, 48° F or less, clean spawning 
substrates, and streams with riffles, deep 
pools, undercut banks and large logs. In 
1999, the Service listed bull trout as a 

federally threatened species due to loss of 
habitat and diminishing populations, in 
part from competition with non-native 
brook trout.  
 
Before biologists could assess the recent 

Sprague River óinvasionô, they had to  

modify their field survey protocol and 
receive authorization to work during the 
pandemic.  
 

Sampling began in late summer 2020 
starting with tributaries along the North 
Fork Sprague River. Brook and hybrid 
trout were removed, and genetically pure 
bull trout were returned to the creeks. 
The hybrids were about three years old, 

indicating brook trout had been there at 
least that long. Since there are no 
barriers preventing brook trout from re-
entering these tributaries, the Service 
plans to increase monitoring efforts to 
prevent future fish invasions. 
 

The subsequent South Fork survey was a 
different story. On one tributary, the 

team found a large illegal campsite. 
The creek had been dug out in several 
places and impounded with wood and 
plastic to create a series of deep pools.  
 
ñThese were fishing holes to hold brook 

trout that had been caught in the river 
and released in the pools, where they  
mingled with resident bull trout,ò said 
Banish.  
 

- continued next page - 
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I  n the fictional world of trout wrestling, 
one of the most uneven matchups would 

pit non-native brook trout (Salvelinus  
fontinalis) against native bull trout 

(Salvelinus confluentus). When squaring 
off in their aquatic óring,ô the invasive 
óbrookiesô are river ruffians, outcompeting 
the native bull trout by eating all the 
food and hogging the best shelter. Brook 
trout are also opportunists and are known 

to spawn with bull trout.     
 
A year ago, such a fish face-off occurred in 
the Upper Sprague River watershed north 
of Klamath Falls, Oregon. The Klamath 
Falls Fish and Wildlife Office received 

reports of brook trout in tributaries of 
the river where none had been previously 
documented.   
 
Nolan Banish, former fish biologist in the 
Klamath Falls FWO and coordinator for 

the Klamath Bull Trout Recovery Unit, 
was troubled by this discovery. Quick 
action was necessary to prevent a hostile 
habitat takeover.  
 
ñBrook trout are known to flex their muscle 

in bull trout territory,ò said Banish.  

Top: A hybrid brook-bull trout estimated to 
be 3 years old when caught in the Upper 
Sprague River. Courtesy: Oregon 
Department of Fish and Wildlife (ODFW) 
 
Left: One of a series of illegal 
impoundments created as makeshift fishing 
ponds on a tributary of the South Fork 
Sprague River. Trees had been cut and 
sheets of plastic placed to form dams, 
effectively blocking fish passage upstream. 
Courtesy: ODFW 

  Rumble in the River 
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ñWe found plastic pipes for holding fishing 
poles along the bank and webs of fishing line 
littering the site.ò  
 
The Service and the Oregon Department of 

Fish and Wildlife helped the landowner clean  
the site, post signs prohibiting bull trout 
fishing, and scheduled patrols of the area by 
Service and state law enforcement officers.   
 
Because of angler reports and quick response 

by agencies, the trout have retreated to 
their respective corners of the river, resulting 
in a draw for this round of the trout bout. 
 
ñBy continuing sampling and removal efforts 
on Sprague River tributaries Iôm fairly 

confident further hybridization between 
brook and bull trout can be prevented,ò 
Banish said.   
 
 - Susan Sawyer, Klamath Basin      
   public affairs officer  
 
 
Right: Fish biologists Nolan Banish, center 
and Travis Ciotti use an electric stunner to 
search a tributary of the Sprague River for 
invasive brook trout in native bull trout 
habitat. Courtesy: ODFW 

      Watershed Action Plan: Upper Klamath  
aquatic habitat in the upper Basin. For 
many years, coordinated plans or strategies 
have been needed to prioritize and 
implement actions to restore upper 

Basin ecosystem processes and function. 
 
The Upper Klamath Basin Watershed 
Action Plan satisfies this need and 
includes a reach-scale watershed condition 
assessment, meaning that each three mile-

long stream or river reach is included in 
the plan. These assessments prioritize 
stream reaches for restoration based 
on the degree of impact or impairment.  
 
The Plan includes guidelines for 

implementing various restoration 
activities and provides guidance for 
developing monitoring programs tied to 
quantifiable restoration objectives.  

Finally, the plan outlines an adaptive 
management process to refine 
condition assessments, recommended  
restoration actions, and monitoring  

approaches as new information 
becomes available. Participation in 
and use of the plan is voluntary.   
 
A team of local restoration 
professionals developed the plan,  

representing the Service, Trout 
Unlimited, the Klamath Watershed 
Partnership, the Klamath Tribes, the  
Oregon Department of Environmental 
Quality, The Nature Conservancy, and 
the North Coast Regional Water 

Quality Control Board of California.  
 
The Service is grateful to these many 
partners for their valuable work on 
this project.   

       
 - Megan Skinner, water          
    quality specialist,  
    Klamath Falls FWO 

I  n the spring of 2021, Upper Klamath 
Basin watershed restoration efforts took a 

big step forward with the release of a new 
planning resource developed in collaboration 

with multiple partner groups and 
organizations.   
 
Land use practices and a changing climate 
have led to a decline in water quality, fish and 
wildlife populations, and riparian and 

Left: Upper Klamath Lake where the 
Klamath River originates. The new 
Watershed Action Plan will help 
agencies prioritize and coordinate 
plans to restore important ecosystem 
function in the Upper Klamath Basin. 
Credit: Megan Skinner/USFWS 
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H igh in the forest above Summer 
Lake, the Sycan River begins 

to wind its way southwest before joining 
the Sprague River near the town of 

Beatty, Oregon. The uppermost 59 
miles of the Sycan River are designated  
as Wild and Scenic, which by law  
protects the riverôs ñoutstandingly 
remarkable é values é for the 
benefit and enjoyment of present and 
future generations.ò    
 
However, in the lower Sycan River, 
channelization, levies, the removal of 
riparian buffer vegetation, and grazing 
have taken their toll over time. As a 

result, the amount and quality of the 
habitat, species presence and abundance, 
and water quality have declined. Natural 
river features like oxbows slow water 
down and help improve these conditions. 
 

The Sycan Oxbow Reconnection Project  
pulls together multiple partners to 
restore nearly eight acres of wetlands and 
reconnect a half mile stretch of river to 
the flood plain. 
 

This project brings back the oxbow, a 
feature that occurred in this stretch 
historically and will  improve water 
quality while creating habitat for both 
migratory birds and aquatic species, 
including the ESA listed Lost River and 

shortnose suckers. 

In 2017, the Klamath Falls FWO Partners 
for Fish and Wildlife Program (Partners) 
began discussions with Taylor and Becky 
Hyde, owners of the Yannix Ranch, about 

restoring the Sycan Oxbow. Once the  
Hydes were on board, Partners reached out 
to the Klamath Tribes and Ducks 
Unlimited to collaborate on technical 
details to restore and improve the overall  
scenic quality of this section of river.   

 
Beyond the habitat restoration 
partnership, this project provides an 
exciting opportunity to study how suckers 
use riverine habitats. Once the 
reconnection is established and restoration 

work complete, the Service will release  
captive-reared suckers into the oxbow.  

 Sycan River Oxbow Restored  

Top: Satellite image shows the oxbow reconnection site on the Sycan River in 
eastern Klamath County. Courtesy: GoogleEarth 
 

Above: Drone image showing the oxbow reconnection site. The project also 
includes riparian vegetation restoration. Courtesy: Cascade Stream Solutions  
 

Left: The project also created two ponds that will remain wet year-round, 
making it a suitable habitat for aquatic species even in drought years. Credit: 
USFWS 

These fish will  carry an internal passive 
integrated transponder, or PIT tag, 
which allows biologists to track 
and monitor their movements. The 

PIT tags will help us understand 
whether the suckers remain in the 
oxbow, how they use the habitat if they 
remain, and whether they migrate to 
and from the oxbow.      
 

The Partners Program is working 
closely with sucker recovery and rearing 
experts at the Klamath Falls FWO to 
answer these questions. Project 
implementation is ongoing, and all 
phases are slated for completion in 

2022.   
 - Tyler Hammersmith,  
    Partners biologist, Klamath 
    Falls FWO 



Top: Klamath Falls FWO bio-tech 
Michelle Jackson uses a plankton drift 
net to capture larval suckers. 
 

Above: Sucker larvae at a few weeks of 
age.  
 

Left: Drift nets hang off Modoc Road 
bridge over the Williamson River to 
collect tiny sucker larvae as they drift 
downstream. All photos credit: USFWS 
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T he Sucker Assisted Rearing Program 
(SARP) began in 2015 raising Lost 

River (Deltistes luxatus) and shortnose 
suckers (Chasmistes brevirostris), known to 

the Klamath Tribes as côwaam and koptu. 
SARP is progressing toward its goal of 
releasing at least 60,000 fish annually into 
the Upper Klamath Basin.    
 
To help maintain genetic diversity in these 

reared populations, staff from the Klamath 
Falls FWO and the Klamath Tribes collect 
larvae from the Williamson River each 
spring using a variety of nets and methods.  
 
Several weeks after suckers begin spawning 

in the Williamson and Sprague rivers, 
larval suckers begin emerging from the 
gravel in the evenings, drifting downstream 
to the lake. At daylight, the tiny larvae seek 
refuge in shoreline vegetation. They repeat 
this process over and over until they reach 

Upper Klamath Lake.   
 
To capture drifting larvae, Tribal staff set 
large stationary drift nets in the evenings. 
The nets are checked the next morning by 
Service staff, who also use dip nets along the 

river edges and boats to deploy drift nets in 
the lake to ensure as many larval suckers as 
possible are collected for rearing.   
 
Following collection, larval fish are divided 
between the Tribe and the Service and 

transported to nearby hatcheries. The tiny 
fish are slowly acclimated to the new water  

and given treatments to rid them of 
external parasites. 
 
After four weeks of intensive rearing, the 

juvenile suckers are placed in nutrient-
rich rearing ponds where they live for up 
to eighteen months, about the time needed 
to reach their target length of 200 
millimeters (eight inches).  
 

Compared with their wild counterparts, 
fish in captivity reach this size six to eight 
months sooner than if they remain in the 
lake.    

   Saving Suckers Together 

Once the suckers reach target size, they 
receive a tracking tag and are released. A 
small portion of each cohort is held back 
for future rearing efforts.  

 
The SARP brings hope for a future that 
continues to include the federally 
endangered Lost River and shortnose 
sucker. The Klamath Falls FWO looks 
forward to continuing this effective 

collaboration with our Tribal partners in 
recovery efforts for the côwaam and 
koptu.  

 
      -Mark Yost, supervisory  
                      fish and wildlife biologist 
        Klamath Falls FWO 


