
 

 
 

             
 

 
 
 

Dear White River Resident, 
 
As the Director of the local Cascade Columbia Fisheries Enhancement Group (CCFEG), one of 
Washington’s fourteen non–profit Regional Fisheries Enhancement Groups (RFEG), I am writing to 
introduce CCFEG and to provide continuing information on our Lake Wenatchee-area projects. 
 
 In 1990, the Washington State Legislature created the RFEG Program to involve local 
communities, citizen volunteers, and landowners in the state’s salmon recovery efforts.  
 
CCFEG works throughout North Central Washington on a wide range of projects including:  

• opening blocked salmon/trout spawning habitat by removing undersized culverts,  
• planting trees to provide shade and stability to streams,  
• engineering assessments, and  
• conducting water quality monitoring.  

 
In addition to stream habitat restoration and assessment projects, we also host and support 
educational events such as free community movie nights, guest speakers, fish dissection in 
classrooms, Kids in the Creek, and participate in annual events such as Wenatchee River Salmon 
Festival and Ponderosa Watershed Fair. 
 
History of Salmon in the Columbia and Wenatchee Basins 
 
Over the past century, numbers of Pacific salmon returning to the Columbia Basin have declined.  
Annual numbers of salmon and steelhead returning to the Columbia Basin to spawn, once estimated 
to range from 10-16 million, were recently reported at about 1 million fish annually (NPCC 2001)1. 
As a result of these declines, many stocks of salmon and steelhead have been extirpated and/or 
listed for protection under the Endangered Species Act. In the Wenatchee watershed, spring 
Chinook were determined to be Endangered in 1999; steelhead and bull trout were listed as 
Threatened in 2009 and 1998, respectively. The reasons for this precipitous decline are often 
grouped into four major categories known as the 4-H’s: Harvest, Hydropower, Hatcheries, and 
Habitat.  
 
With the completion of the Grand Coulee Dam in 1941, salmon lost access to nearly 1,000 miles of 
vital spawning and rearing habitat. This also marked the transformation of the Columbia from a 
free-flowing river to a series of highly regulated reservoirs.  This not only had a dramatic effect on 
the salmon’s habitat and migration, but also introduced new predators that thrived in the lake-like 

environments.  Beginning in 1866, canneries and industrial salmon fishing techniques (e.g., fish wheels, horse drawn 
seines) enabled harvesting much greater numbers of fish than previous methods. In addition to significant changes in 
the mainstem Columbia, human settlement in the tributaries such as the Wenatchee Valley yielded additional 
stressors to these fish.  Extensive logging, agriculture, mining, grazing, and urban development also contributed to 
further depressing local populations. Responding to the rapid decline in fish populations, Washington State began 
collecting adult salmon for propagation in the early 1900’s, in part to supplement the booming cannery industry in 
the lower Columbia. The belief was that over-harvest and habitat degradation/loss could simply be offset by 
propagating salmon in hatcheries—a win-win for both commercial harvest and fish populations. Our understanding 
of supplementation has evolved considerably in the last century and now we recognize the futility—and yet the 
necessity— of continuing to mitigate for harvest and habitat loss with hatcheries.  
                                                           
1 NPCC (Northwest Power Planning Council). 2000. Columbia River Basin Fish and Wildlife Program, Council document 2000-19. 
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As you are likely aware, there are many organizations working on all of the individual and collective facets of the 
“4- H’s” of salmon recovery. For example, in the Wenatchee watershed Native American Tribes, Public Utility 
Districts, non-profits, County, State, and Federal entities all play a role in recovering these species from the brink of 
extinction. As part of this interconnected wheel, CCFEG focuses primarily on Habitat elements. We engage in 
habitat restoration projects that are often brought to us by landowners, community groups, agency scientists, or that 
have been identified through the locally-developed and federally-approved Upper Columbia Spring Chinook Salmon 
and Steelhead Recovery Plan (http://www.ucsrb.com/theplan.asp). It is through this plan and the ongoing 
coordination of stakeholders that projects receive support and funding. 
 
Proposed Salmon Habitat Restoration Projects 
 
Lower White River Wood Atonement 
 
As part of our ongoing efforts to engage communities in our restoration work, I’d like to share some information 
about two proposed projects in the lower White River. The first, which we’ve named the Lower White River Wood 
Atonement project, was funded by the State Salmon Recovery Funding Board, Chelan PUD, and the US Fish and 
Wildlife Service (USFWS) in December, 2011. The USFWS identified this project opportunity based on research 
done on the White and Chiwawa Rivers. The lower White River, like most river basins in the West, experienced 
decades of intensive timber harvest. Large clear cuts on private land, including to the river’s edge, occurred as 
recently as the 1980’s. 

                

Figure 1.  Note major floodplain and upland clear cutting extending to edge of the active river channel between 1970 - 1985.  
Little Wenatchee River Road shown on right and White River Road at the top. 

Logging in the early years generally focused on harvesting trees along the river, as it provided the most efficient 
method for transporting logs to the mills. The large trees along the lower White were indeed a mosaic of sizes but 
included many large cedars, white pine, Douglas-fir, and Engelmann spruce, sometimes up to 8 feet in diameter! 
These highly-prized trees were most easily transported to the mill by floating them downriver once they’d been cut 
and skidded to the channel.  Large, occasionally channel-spanning logjams were likely common on the lower White 
and had to be dynamited to get the trees to the Lake or onward to Leavenworth. The loss of these riparian forests and 
instream logjams resulted in a significant decrease in local fish and wildlife habitat. As a result of these changes, the 
White River has down-cut vertically, reducing the frequency of flood flows on the floodplain and lowering the water 
table.   

http://www.ucsrb.com/theplan.asp


 

Modern ecological research has documented the positive, symbiotic relationship of logjams, floodplains, 
groundwater, forests and rivers; when any one of these fundamental components is altered, the consequences are felt 
throughout the ecosystem and can be long-lasting.  It is for this reason that we are proposing projects which attempt 
to improve the whole ecosystem by restoring some of these basic components—persistent logjams and healthy 
forests. 

                           
       
Figure 2.  Log drive along the upper Wenatchee ca. early 1900’s   
 (Wenatchee Historical Society)                                                                                                                    
 
Beyond anecdotal accounts of logging and land-use in the lower White, we can piece together historical conditions 
by relying on evidence still seen on the landscape such as large cedar stumps and old logjams embedded in the river 
bank/bottom. Other information has also helped us assemble a clearer picture of the pre-settlement White River.  By 
using aerial photos (dating back to 1938), high-definition aerial topography (LiDaR), and by studying reference 
conditions in similar, less-altered, local rivers such as the Chiwawa, the history of the White begins to unfold and 
reveals how the effects of a century of human activity still persist today.  Fortunately, all of the properties in our 
project reach have been protected in perpetuity for conservation by the Chelan-Douglas Land Trust and WA 
Department of Fish and Wildlife. We believe that the recovery of the White River could be accelerated through 
some simple silvicultural and instream actions to improve its health. 
 
The goal of our project is to reconstruct the role that the downed old growth trees and logjams once provided. Our 
project proposes installing natural, untreated, vertically imbedded trees upstream of the Little Wenatchee Road 
bridge for approximately two miles. We would install these pilings into existing logjams and in areas where eroding 
banks would be helped by the accumulation of future wood.  We also propose to “jump start” future accumulation 
on the eroding banks by adding some whole trees pinched in-between the pilings to catch other logs and give them a 
natural look.  In order to minimize our construction footprint as much as possible, we’re proposing to access the site 
using only boats and working entirely from the water.  A company based in Plain has a specialized barge-mounted 
pile driver which can be pushed using a shallow-draft jet boat. Utilizing the river for access, just as the original 
loggers once did, will eliminate any potential riparian impacts and should have minimal impacts to the stream 
environment. Over the past two years we have been working to refine this design, gather more scientific 
information, and solicit input from the community. 
 
To date, we have held several small “focus group” meetings with landowners, a broader community meeting in 
March 2013, and one public field visit. As a result of this outreach, we have heard several concerns and have worked 
hard to address these concerns.  Our desire is to implement this project in July/August 2014. 
 

Figure 3.  Tree house built on a large old growth 
cedar stump – lower White River. 



 

 

Figure 4. LiDar image of the lower White River in the vicinity of river mile 6. 
                                         Notice evidence of past channel locations. 
 
 
Lower White River Forest and Floodplain Assessment 
 
CCFEG is also working on another exciting project on the White which we believe is complimentary to the Lower 
White River Wood project. The Lower White River Forest and Floodplain Assessment project was funded by the 
Washington State Salmon Recovery Funding Board in December 2012. This project will seek to better understand 
forest conditions, river and floodplain hydrology from the confluence of Lake Wenatchee to approximately river 
mile 6. The goal of this project is to assess historic, current, and target riparian and floodplain conditions and to 
develop a restoration strategy that, once implemented, improves the health and function of the area for native 
salmonids and other wildlife. Due to many of the past land use practices described above, these forests are currently 
not providing the habitat value that they once did. Through this project and collaboration with landowners, a suite of 
actions will be recommended to improve overall riparian forest health (e.g., diversity, stand health, accelerated 
succession).  Restoration of floodplain hydrology would also improve floodplain function for wildlife and people. It 
is through these two complimentary projects that we can best achieve improved fish and wildlife habitat and create a 
conservation legacy for future generations. 
 
We would like to invite you to contact us to answer questions and to get feedback about our projects.  We’re happy 
to share more information with you about any aspect of the project planning process. We also have several 
documents on our website (www.ccfeg.org/projects/habitat-projects/whiteriver) if you want further background 
reading. We are available by phone, email, or in-person and welcome the opportunity to discuss our proposals at any 
time.   
 
 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
Jason Lundgren 
Executive Director   
Cascade Columbia Fisheries Enhancement Group 
509.888.7268 
Jason@ccfeg.org 

http://www.ccfeg.org/projects/habitat-projects/whiteriver

