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The water suppliers and landowners along the Sacramento River joined with federal and state agencies in 
a new science collaborative designed to inform ongoing efforts to improve conditions for salmon on the 
Sacramento River, while also helping better manage water for cities and rural communities, farms, 
refuges and wildlife management areas that depend upon this water.

The Sacramento River Science Partnership (Partnership) establishes a science collaborative in 
which members will develop, share and discuss science to inform water management activities and 
protection of fish in the mainstem Sacramento River. We have all seen that warring science only leads 
to conflict, acrimony and lack of trust. This new path forward for collaborative science is important for 
our continuing efforts to understand the needs of salmon and advance recovery projects in a thoughtful 
and scientific manner. We know this process will be hard work, but this will help improve conditions for 
salmon and more effective water management on the Sacramento River.

The initial Charter members include the Bureau of Reclamation, Sacramento River Settlement 
Contractors (SRSC), NOAA Fisheries’ West Coast Region and Southwest Fisheries Science Center, California 
Department of Fish and Wildlife, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and California Department of Water 
Resources. We invite others interested in collaborative science to join this effort. By openly discussing 
science from various perspectives, we anticipate opportunities to promote effective and efficient science 
may emerge. Through the Partnership, the various partners will share and develop science to inform 
sustainable solutions to water management challenges, including resolving conflicts between water 
supply delivery and fish survival.

We strongly believe the diversity of the Partnership demonstrates its strength, because it draws on the 
expertise of local, state and federal partners. A shared understanding of research and monitoring, as well 
as co-production of science will help build trust between agencies and stakeholders.
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https://norcalwater.org/wp-content/uploads/Charter.SRSPaug2020.pdf
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A Robust Science Plan
The first task for the new collaborative already underway is co-producing a Science Plan for the mainstem 
of the Sacramento River from Lake Shasta to Verona (the confluence with the Feather River), including 
the Sutter Bypass. The Science Plan, which is being led by accomplished scientist Denise Reed, has 
been reviewed by scientists and a revised version will be available in mid-September for public review 
and input. The Science Plan provides science and research recommendations centered on prediction, 
detection and understanding of the effects of management actions designed to support all four runs of 
Chinook salmon. The Science Plan will identify approaches to collaborative learning that can be applied 
to management actions proposed in various relevant projects and agreements. The Partnership is 
coordinating this Plan with other groups working on water issues in the Sacramento River watershed and 
Central Valley salmon species.

Advancing Projects on the 
Upper Sacramento River
We anticipate that the 
collaborative and its Science Plan 
will be helpful to the ongoing 
efforts to improve conditions 
for salmon on the Sacramento 
River. The Sacramento River is 
home to four runs of salmon, 
but the Upper Sacramento River 
is specifically vital to the health 
of the endangered Winter-run 
Chinook. It is in the upper reaches 
of the Sacramento River and its 
tributaries where returning adult 
salmon “hold” while they wait to 
spawn and once spawning occurs, 
egg incubation begins followed by 
fry and juvenile fish rearing. This is 
described in more detail in Aiding 
Salmon in the Upper Sacramento 
River.

As a migratory species that 
typically spends only a few months in the river, supporting the fish in a scientific and timely manner is 
critical to their long-term survival. GCID, working with other Sacramento River Settlement Contractors 
and our conservation partners, have been working on projects located from the Delta to Redding, with 
the goal of producing better habitats and practices for the benefit of salmon. In the upper river, many 
of the historic spawning and early life stage sites that salmon used to rely on have been altered by 
levees and Shasta Dam. To address this issue, the coalition is creating and improving viable and effective 

https://norcalwater.org/wp-content/uploads/SRSPSciencePlanBrief7.16.20.pdf
https://norcalwater.org/wp-content/uploads/Aiding-Salmon-in-the-Upper-Sacramento-River.pdf
https://norcalwater.org/wp-content/uploads/Aiding-Salmon-in-the-Upper-Sacramento-River.pdf
https://norcalwater.org/wp-content/uploads/Aiding-Salmon-in-the-Upper-Sacramento-River.pdf
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habitats, based on scientific recommendations, to better integrate with managed flows and temperatures 
below Shasta Lake. This includes three critical parts of the salmon life cycle:

l Salmon Spawning Gravel Project
 Winter-run salmon historically spawned (laid their eggs) in the upper reaches of the Sacramento 

River and its tributaries, which is now above Shasta Lake. To mimic these sites, GCID and others have 
placed 15,000 tons of gravel in the river and side channels were opened to the river below Shasta 
Lake to provide new spawning habitat for salmon. To see how a project came together and why it is 
vital to the salmons’ survival, click here.

l Temperature Release Management Project
 With salmon now spawning below Shasta Lake, cold water is released with precision at specific times 

from the deeper (and thus colder) parts of Shasta Lake to flow over the spawning gravels during 
egg incubation. The science emerging from the Partnership will be particularly helpful to inform 
the monitoring, modelling and various actions to improve temperature management. The SRSCs 
work with the Bureau of Reclamation and NOAA to schedule cold water releases to maximize egg 
incubation.

l Salmon Shelter Project
 Juvenile salmon look to debris such as trees and rocks for protection from predators. Due to Shasta 

Dam and human development along the banks, fewer debris enters the river, leaving a bare channel 
with no shelter for fish. To change this, our coalition has built 25 salmon shelter structures, which 
are made of walnut trunks and root wads bolted to limestone boulders, and placed them in strategic 
locations in the river. Finding shelter allows the salmon to eat and grow, increasing their odds of 
survival as they begin their journey to the ocean. To see how the SRSCs placed 25 salmon structures 
in the Sacramento River, click here.

 To see a flyover of the upper Sacramento River near Redding, including the primary spawning habitat 
for Winter-run Chinook Salmon, please click here.

We look forward to working with our various partners and we would welcome any input and further ideas 
at: tbettner@gcid.net. 

https://youtu.be/00yekVhd0B0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RLqy3tBYr7k&feature=emb_logo
mailto:tbettner%40gcid.net?subject=
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KDS-aJE7Rcw&feature=youtu.be
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Partnership Shares Science to Find Fish and 
Water Solutions 
Water suppliers, water and wildlife agencies join the Sacramento River Science Partnership. 
 
Sacramento, CA – August 25, 2020 – This month six California and federal agencies representing water 
management, fish, and wildlife, along with the Sacramento River Settlement Contractors, signed onto the 
Sacramento River Science Partnership. The Partnership establishes an interagency science collaborative in 
which members will develop, share and discuss science to inform water management activities and 
protection of fish in the mainstem Sacramento River.  
 
Stretching south from Shasta Lake, the largest reservoir in California, the Sacramento River carries water to 
millions of people at the same time it supports farms, birds along the Pacific Flyway, and endangered 
species, such as winter-run Chinook salmon. The seven signatories will foster and advance science to 
inform sustainable solutions to water management challenges including conflicts between water supply 
delivery and fish survival.  
 
“By openly discussing science from their individual perspectives, the Members anticipate that 
opportunities to promote effective and efficient science may emerge,” the Partnership Charter says. Charter 
members include Bureau of Reclamation, Sacramento River Settlement Contractors, NOAA Fisheries’ West 
Coast Region and Southwest Fisheries Science Center, California Department of Fish and Wildlife, U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service, and California Department of Water Resources.  
 
Partnership members are co-producing a science plan for the mainstem of the Sacramento River from 
Shasta Reservoir to Verona, at the confluence with the Feather River, including the Sutter Bypass. The 
plan, which is expected to be finalized in mid-September, provides science and research recommendations 
centered on prediction, detection and understanding of the effects of management actions designed to 
support all four runs of Sacramento River Chinook salmon. 
 

mailto:mknecht@usbr.gov
mailto:Peter.Tira@Wildlife.ca.gov
mailto:ryan.endean@water.ca.gov
mailto:michael.milstein@noaa.gov
mailto:pamela_bierce@fws.gov


The Partnership is coordinating with other groups working on water issues in the Sacramento River 
watershed and Central Valley salmon populations. 
 
Officials say the diversity of the Partnership demonstrates its strength, because it draws on the expertise of 
local, state and federal partners. A shared understanding of research and monitoring, as well as 
collaborative science, will help build trust between agencies and stakeholders and provide a common 
foundation for decisions. 
 

### 
 
 
Statements from the Partners: 
 
“Reclamation looks forward to this new science collaborative. We welcome a forum that includes both 
stakeholders and agencies to reach a shared understanding of, and advancement in, the science 
supporting habitat restoration actions and our operation of Shasta Reservoir for fish, water supply, and 
power generation.”  
-- Ernest Conant, Regional Director, US Bureau of Reclamation 
 
“The California Department of Fish and Wildlife is proud to be among the founding partners of this 
collaborative science effort to benefit one of California’s iconic rivers upon which so much of our state 
depends.” 
-- Charlton H. Bonham, Director, California Department of Fish and Wildlife               
 
“DWR’s mission is to balance water supply and flood protection for communities while preserving species 
and natural ecosystems. We recognize the role of upstream tributaries in advancing this mission. The 
partnership brings together the right minds to preserve this critical upstream habitat.”  
-- Karla Nemeth, Director, California Department of Water Resources  
 
“This takes advantage of shared resources to go beyond what any agency or organization would do on its 
own. We cannot recover these species on our own, and welcome partners to lean in and work through the 
science to inform good fish and water management decisions.” 
-- Barry Thom, Regional Administrator, NOAA Fisheries’ West Coast Region 
 
“The partnership is a valuable forum for sharing and coordinating science that assists NOAA Fisheries with 
its responsibilities.”  
-- Kristen Koch, Director, NOAA Southwest Fisheries Science Center 
 
“Science is the key to understanding how best to protect and manage fish and wildlife species. Water 
managers are best served when making decisions founded in solid and collaborative science.  The 
Sacramento River Science Partnership is a great opportunity to move forward with development and 
sharing of that science.” 
-- Paul Souza, California Great Basin Regional Director, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. 
 
“We have all seen that warring science only leads to conflict—this is a new path forward for collaborative 
science. It’s hard work, but this will help improve conditions for salmon while also serving water for farms, 
cities and rural communities, birds and recreation.” 
-- Roger Cornwell, Chair, Sacramento River Settlement Contractors 



If we want to boost population numbers for 
endangered Chinook salmon, we must look at 
supporting the fish throughout their entire freshwater 
life cycle. United in a desire to produce real results and 
change, a coalition of farmers, conservationists, water 
management agencies and state and federal fishery 
agencies are working together to provide salmon with 
vital habitats along the Sacramento River. 

Support in the 
Upper River:
As a migratory species that spends only a few 
months in the river, supporting the Chinook salmon 
in a scientific and timely manner is critical to their 
long-term survival. The Sacramento River Settlement 
Contractors, a group of farms and water agencies, 
are involved in projects located from Sacramento to 
Redding with the goal of producing better habitats 
and practices for the benefit of salmon. 

Specifically, the projects implemented in the 
Upper Sacramento River are a prime example of 
the collaborative effort underway. Together, these 
projects strive to produce more salmon who are born 
in and return to the Sacramento River each year. 

Aiding Salmon in the 
Upper Sacramento River
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Why the Upper 
Sacramento River is 
Vital to the Health 
of Salmon
The Sacramento River is home to four runs of 
Chinook salmon, but the Upper Sacramento River 
is specifically vital to the health of the endangered 
winter-run Chinook. It is in the upper reaches of the 
Sacramento River and its tributaries where returning 
adult salmon “hold” while they wait to spawn and 
once spawning occurs, egg incubation begins followed 
by fry and juvenile fish rearing. 

Three of Chinook salmon’s life stages 
are found in the Upper River

SPAWNING: Adult winter-run salmon seek out shallow waters and side 
channels to lay their eggs in the loose gravel that has collected in the river.  

INCUBATION: Salmon eggs benefit from cold water during the period 
when the salmon redds (eggs) are incubating. 

REARING AND EARLY LIFE STAGES: When the young salmon fry 
release from their eggs, they seek out shelter in woody debris or among rocks 
for protection from predators and the swift current. This allows the young 
fish to eat and grow before the journey down river to the ocean.
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On the decline: 
Winter-run Salmon
The Sacramento River winter-run Chinook Salmon is a 
Species in the Spotlight considered at-risk of extinction by 
the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration 
(NOAA), which listed them as “endangered” in 1994. 
Drought conditions leave the salmon extremely 
vulnerable as limited access to habitats and water 
temperatures can adversely affect the fish. 

On average less than 6,500 winter-run salmon return to 
spawn each year.
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Taking Action for a Better Tomorrow
Many of the historic spawning and early life stage sites that salmon used to rely on have been altered by levees 
and Shasta Dam. To address this issue, the coalition is creating and improving viable and effective habitats, based 
on scientific recommendations, to better integrate with managed flows and temperatures below Shasta Lake. 

Salmon Spawning Gravel Project
Aids in Spawning

Winter-run salmon historically spawned (laid their eggs) in the upper 
reaches of the Sacramento River and its tributaries, which is now above 
Shasta Lake. To mimic these sites, 15,000 tons of gravel has been placed 
in the river and side channels were opened to the river below Shasta 
Lake to provide new spawning habitat for salmon. 

Watch how the project came together and  
why it is vital to the salmons’ survival.

Temperature Release 
Management Project
Aids in Incubation

With salmon now spawning below Shasta Lake, cold water is released 
with precision at specific times from the deeper (and thus colder) parts 
of Shasta Lake to flow over the spawning gravels during egg incubation. 
The Settlement Contractors work with the Bureau of Reclamation and 
NOAA to schedule cold water releases to maximize egg incubation. 

Salmon Shelter Project
Aids in Rearing and Early Life Stage

Juvenile salmon look to debris such as trees and rocks for protection 
from predators. Due to Shasta Dam and human development along 
the banks, fewer debris enters the river, leaving a bare channel with no 
shelter for fish. To change this, the coalition built 25 salmon shelter 
structures, which are made of walnut trunks and root wads bolted to 
limestone boulders, and placed them in strategic locations in the river. 
Finding shelter allows the salmon to eat and grow, increasing their odds 
of survival as they begin their journey to the ocean. 

Watch how we placed 25 salmon structures 
in the Sacramento River.
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Sacramento Valley Salmon Recovery Program
The efforts detailed above are part of the greater Sacramento Valley Salmon Recovery Program, a collaborative 
partnership to complete projects and improve science to promote recovery of salmon and other species of 
fish in the region. The success of the program relies on each organization bringing expertise in specific areas 
to help increase the chance of success. Over the past 20 years, more than 140 projects have been completed, 
many located in the Upper Sacramento River. 

What’s Next
Each season brings about new challenges and new opportunities, 
our coalition continues to seek out projects that will help the 
winter-run Chinook salmon in Northern California. We look 
forward to continuing the effort through the Sacramento 
Valley Salmon Recovery Program and building a larger 
coalition of landowners, water managers, conservation 
groups and state and federal agencies. 

By implementing the recommendations set 
forth by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration, we are working toward a more 
sustainable future for salmon. If our collective 
projects result in a return of winter-run salmon 
to healthy population numbers, we will have the 
opportunity to use and manage water resources to 
benefit more fish and wildlife throughout California. 
We look forward to the collaborative Sacramento River 
Science Partnership, which will inform the protection of 
fish and water management.
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