
 
 

 

  River operators increase flows to welcome returning chum salmon 

Portland, Ore. - Sometimes being underwater is a good thing, especially for Columbia River 
salmon nests, called redds. This fall, federal agencies are increasing Columbia River flows below 
Bonneville Dam to ensure the redds of spawning chum salmon stay covered with water. The 
agencies have conducted these “chum operations” every fall since 2000. 

Beginning Nov. 2, the river will be held between 11.5 to 13 feet above sea level to ensure chum 
can spawn at the mouth of Hamilton Creek in the Columbia River Gorge. For chum operations to 
occur, water is released from reservoirs as far away as Hungry Horse and Libby dams in 
Montana, more than 850 river-miles upriver from Bonneville Dam. The water is then captured 
and released as needed to create spawning flows that keep the redds underwater.  

The annual run of Columbia River chum salmon historically numbered more than 1 million. 
However, habitat loss, harvest and other factors caused their numbers to plummet during the last 
century to a low of just a few thousand fish returning to the river each year. The federal 
government listed Columbia River chum as threatened under the Endangered Species Act in 
1999.  
	
Called “dog” salmon because of their canine-like teeth, chum are the last salmon of the year to 
return to the Columbia to spawn, and their young are the first to leave for the ocean in the spring. 
Chum salmon generally spawn in the lower part of the Columbia River below Bonneville Dam, 
in areas where warm ground water pushes up through the gravel where salmon make their nests. 
The warm water quickly incubates their eggs.  
	
The Bonneville Power Administration has funded two hatchery programs and constructed new 
spawning habitat for chum in several areas of the lower Columbia River. These efforts appear to 
be showing signs of success – more than 20,000 chum returned to the Columbia in 2015, the 
highest number since 2002. 
	
Chum are not the only salmon to benefit from special river operations. River levels above 
McNary Dam are also adjusted this time of year for chinook salmon spawning on the Vernita Bar  
and down through the Hanford Reach, a 50-mile free-flowing stretch of the Columbia River that 
ends near Richland, Washington.  

 



 
 

 

Vernita Bar is a large gravel bar in the Columbia River, 4 miles downstream from Priest Rapids 
Dam. There, and in three other places in the Hanford Reach, salmon dig redds in the gravel to lay 
eggs. The fish come back like clockwork, so river flows are adjusted each year beginning Oct. 
15.  

From mid-October to the weekend before Thanksgiving, river levels below Priest Rapids Dam 
are reduced during the day. Lower water encourages chinook salmon, which spawn mainly 
during the day, to dig their redds lower on the riverbanks. At night flows are increased to allow 
any excess water to go downstream. The objective is to ensure that eggs are deposited in areas 
that will remain submerged until they hatch and emerge in the spring. Redds made higher on the 
river banks could dry out when water levels decrease.  

The river flows are controlled through coordinated efforts by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 
and the Bureau of Reclamation, along with Grant, Douglas and Chelan county public utility 
districts, which operate dams in the mid-Columbia River. BPA, the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration, the states of Washington and Oregon, and the Yakama, Umatilla 
and Colville tribes are all involved in the Vernita Bar agreements. These agreements are just 
some of the many partnerships used to help restore salmon populations to the Columbia River 
Basin.  

Historically, scientists believe only a small number of chinook spawned in the Vernita Bar area. 
However, river operations during some seasons have helped to increase that number to as many 
as 250,000 salmon. 

Video	of	spawning	chum	salmon	below	Bonneville	Dam	and	chinook	salmon	at	Vernita	Bar	
is	available	upon	request.	
	
	
Contact:		David	Wilson,	Bonneville	Power	Administration,	503‐230‐5607	or	503‐230‐5131	
                Matt Rabe, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, 503-808-3710 or 503-265-9150   
         Erika Lopez, Bureau of Reclamation, 208-378-5101 or 208-258-1982 

 
	
	


