
By Gina Baughn, Natural Resources Education Specialist, 
and Angelo Vitale, Fisheries Program Manager 
 

hoops and cheers erupted from the crowd - the 
sound of singing and hand drums alive in the 
background - as community members of the 

Coeur d’Alene Indian Reservation gathered at the 

edge of Hangman creek near Tensed, Idaho.  All 
eyes were turned to the water and to the trucks full 
of Chinook salmon.  The fish were netted out of 
holding tanks, and one at a time, gently released 
into the creek.  Fish thrashed about and fought the 
current as they tried to slip between the hands of 
excited children.  Moments earlier, the words of 
tribal leaders were received with anticipation, as 
they spoke about the significance that this day 
would hold for the Coeur d’Alene People.  Their 

words reinforced the importance of building 
community awareness around the positive events 
like this one that are happening throughout the 
Upper Columbia River Basin, where salmon have 
been blocked by dams constructed during the past 
century.  For the first time in over a hundred years, 
the Coeur d’Alene People were once again fishing 
for salmon in Hangman Creek. 

Several generations of Tribal members have 
been dreaming of such a day, and several years of 
painstaking planning had passed with little 
perceptible progress.  Then, a cascade of action.  In 
early June, the Coeur d’Alene Tribe received a call 

from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service saying that 
they would be able to secure 75 adult Chinook 
salmon from the Leavenworth National Fish 
Hatchery.  Tribal fisheries staff scrambled to create 
a fleet of transport trucks, where none had existed 
days before.  Calls were made to the Washington 
Department of Fish and Wildlife to secure transport 
permits and arrange for pathogen testing at the State 
Fish Health Lab located in Olympia, Washington.  
Staff was then on site to sort fish in Leavenworth, 
WA and move them to temporary holding ponds at 
the Chief Joseph Hatchery operated by the Colville 
Tribes in Bridgeport, WA.  Here they underwent 
pathogen testing and quarantine.  Then, on June 
26th, with a clean bill of health, the fish were 
transported to a stretch of Hangman Creek for the 
Tribe’s first public ceremonial release of adult 

salmon.  Tribal members were able to utilize 
traditional fishing tools such as gaff poles, dip nets 
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and spears to catch the salmon.  For many of the 
youngest kids, it was their first fishing experience.  
And what an awesome experience it was. 

That afternoon, tribal speakers reflected on 
the magnitude of loss to their community and their 
way of life due to the construction of hydroelectric 
projects in their homeland.  Just before the first 
salmon touched the water, tribal elder Francis White 
expressed that, “…after experiencing, in my life, 
days of our cultural darkness, now we are coming 
into our cultural light.  Where our traditions, our 
cermonies, are just shining down on everybody, and 
making everybody happy.  And this is what we 
need.  So let our light shine on, and let our children 
and our grandchildren feel that light.”  The 
significance of this moment could be keenly felt by 
everyone present. 

As the speakers concluded, the Rose Creek 
Singers were asked to sing a song inviting the 
salmon back home to the creek.  They sang to honor 
the fish, honor their ancestors, past leaders and 
current leaders and especially the Creator himself.  
“Our elders have always taught us that at times, 

words can only take us so far, and at those times our 
Creator has given us songs.  Songs let our hearts 
connect direclty with our Creator, directly with our 
ancestors”, said Caj Mathson, Natural Resources 

Director for the Tribe. 
Tribal Council member Hemene James 

wrapped up the afternoon with these thoughts about 
the future for salmon on the Coeur d’Alene 

Reservation: “Let’s enjoy today for what it is, a 

return of something that was at the very center of 
our exsistance.  A place where political deals were 
made, where marriages were made, where you got 
to see cousins and relatives that you only see certain 
times of the year when the fish were running.  So 
let’s enjoy today as much as we can and keep the 

fight [to bring salmon back] going tomorrow, cause 
I promise you as long as I have breath going, the 
fight will continue”. 

The day concluded with lots of smiles and a 
feeling of hope that this would be the first steps in 
many to come, that would make Hangman Creek a 
permanent home for salmon once again.  The day 
was best summed up by words from the Tribe’s 

Natural Resources Director, Caj Matheson, “It’s a 

good day to be Coeur d’Alene and it’s a good day to 

be here on the Coeur d’Alene Reservation”. ↕ 

 

By Bobbie White, Natural Resources Education Specialist 
 

everal years ago, the Fisheries outreach and 
education staff wrote a grant request to the 
Bonneville Power Administration focused on 

building capacity for education.  We received the 
award notice in the fall of 2019 for work that was to 
begin in 2020.  Unfortunately, due to the COVID-
19 pandemic we postponed all summer youth work 
last year.  Now here we are in the spring of 2021 
and we are happy to report we have hired six Coeur 
d’Alene Tribal youth from our local high school to 
finally begin this work. 

Grant funds will be used to provide local 
high school students the opportunity to participate 
in a six week immersive STEM (science, 
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technology, engineering and math) and cultural 
education camp that will focus on strengthening 
youth engagement in tribal nation building and 
workforce development.  These dual initiatives aim 
to strengthen the cultural identity and civic 
engagement of tribal students and will be guided by 
the tribal seasonal calendar.  The seasonal calendar 
is a depiction of the physical environment as it was 
traditionally experienced by the Coeur d’Alene 

people during the changing seasons.  Students will 
make connections between the need for a healthy, 
diverse landscape and accomplishing important 
cultural activities.  At the completion of the camp 
they will have a stronger understanding of what is 
needed to heal relationships between people and 
landscapes, past and present, and will see 
themselves as bourgeoning tribal experts. 

By looking at current ecological problems 
and challenges through the lens of local indigenous 
knowledge systems, this project explores how 
teaching age old traditional activities -  such as 
constructing fish weirs and collecting medicinal 
plants - can increase student engagement in local 
environmental issues and address student 
engagement with learning in general. This project 
will connect students with community leaders, 
teachers, and scientists to explore how tribal youth 
benefit when tribal knowledge systems and 
landscapes are treated equitably to address local 
problems related to the environment, climate 
change, and sustainability. 
 During the six-week program, students will 
spend one week learning in depth about each of the 
following topics: 

1. Traditional foods - harvest camas, collect 
plants for medicine bundles; 

2. Sewing - learn to create ribbon shirts/ribbon 
skirts; 

3. Salmon - learn the life cycle of Pacific 
salmon and the history of salmon in 
Hangman Creek; 

4. Hide Tanning 
5. Corn husk weaving - collect and dye husks 

to be woven into baskets; 
6. Moccasin crafting - use the hide they tanned 

and make their own moccasins. 

Please visit our Coeur d’Alene Tribe Fish 

and Wildlife Facebook page to see updates of our 
students progressing through the summer program.↕ 

 
 

By Gerald I. Green, Wildlife Biologist 
 

n August of 2019, I waded along the center of 
Hangman Creek leading downstream from the 
Sanders Road bridge. As I walked I noted that the 

stream cut deeper into the landscape. This 
observation helped me recall my first exploration of 
this reach of Hangman Creek back in 2009.  That 
earlier walk marked my first search for beaver dams 
and beaver sign in the watershed and took me 
downstream from Indian Creek nearly 15 miles to 
the Idaho/Washington state line. 

On that first tour of the stream ten years 
previously, I had vaguely noted the deepening 
channel as I walked downstream. Within a hundred 
yards of the Sanders Road, Hangman Creek 
becomes a veritable meandering trench. The 
entrenchment of Hangman Creek has become an old 
story. Channels much deeper than nature would 
create are common. However, most everywhere else 
I’ve been able to identify the source and cause of 
the entrenchment. The dredging of Hangman Creek, 
accompanied by straightening of the stream 
channel, has completely altered streams of the 
watershed such that high flows can no longer spread 
out over the floodplains to dissipate energy, deposit 
nutrients and rehydrate soils. 

So, the fact that this particular reach is 
entrenched is not unexpected. But in this reach, the 
meanders remain intact, the stream channel remains 
narrow and there are no berms or piles near the 
banks created by the spoils of dredging. I hadn’t 

puzzled over this before, but during my 2019 search 
for beaver sign, the odd configuration of a deep 
channel without any corresponding widening 
became a mystery to solve. 

As I walked down channel, I watched the 
stream banks rise higher relative to the channel bed. 
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About a third of a mile downstream of the bridge on 
Sanders Road I stopped and gazed up at the top of 
the bank, which was a good four feet above my 
head. In other areas, Hangman had followed the 
normal process of channel widening after it became 
entrenched. The energy of floodwaters locked 
inside an entrenched channel rail against that 
entrapment, beating back the banks and widening 
the trench until a new floodplain is created at a 
lower elevation that is large enough to dissipate the 
flood energy. It is not at all unusual to see a raw 6-8 
foot high bank along Hangman Creek eroded back 
10 feet in a single season of high flows. But this 
reach of Hangman had remained narrow, year after 
year. The search for beaver sign took a back seat to 
puzzling over this odd channel configuration. What 
could cause this? Nothing I observed from where I 
stood gave me a clue as to the cause of this 
entrenchment.  

So in my mind I reviewed how this stretch 
of stream started and where it leads. I remembered 
what the landscape looked like around the Sanders 
Road. I remembered what lay ahead. Downstream, I 
would pass under the Airstrip Bridge, and beyond 
that the stream bed would rise relative to the top-of-
bank to the stream crossing where the Fisheries 
Program released Chinook salmon smolts as part of 
the Tribe’s Salmon Celebration. Then the Hangman 
streambed would begin cutting deeper into the 
landscape again as the stream flows toward a long 
stretch of historic stream meanders that the 
Fisheries Program reconnected as part of a large 
channel restoration project that began in 2014. In 
reviewing the streambed elevation relative to the 
top-of-bank through this entire distance I suddenly 
realized what forced the flows of Hangman to cut 
the ditch where I stood. After realizing the problem, 
my first thought was, “I’m going to get a Nobel 
Prize for this!” 

One of the first diagnostic tests that you 
learn while studying river flow dynamics is the 
comparison of entrenchment ratios from different 
locations along a stream. Simply put, when walking 
a stream bed, if the stream bed descends deeper into 
the landscape as you progress, the point of injury is 
ahead of you, if the stream bed rises relative to the 
top-of-bank, you are walking away from the point 
of injury (Figure 1). The force of the flow tends to 
even out a streambed and the relative rise of the 
streambed downstream from a point of an injury in 
a stream is the result of a “down cut”. Upstream 

from a point of injury the change is the result of a 
“head cut”. 

The Airstrip Bridge marked the deepest 
point of the entrenchment in this area above the 
channel restoration work, so it had to be the cause 
of the entrenchment. Not only that, since all the 
waters descending this channel, no matter the 
volume, must pass under that bridge, Hangman 
Creek up and downstream of the Bridge is locked in 
place and cannot widen from the force of high 
flows. I was so excited over my discovery that I 
rushed to tell my colleagues. Their response was a 
little dead pan, as though this was so obvious that it 
didn’t warrant discussion. 

What to do about the Airstrip Bridge has 
become a focus of attention among the Wildlife and 
Fisheries staff working to improve the condition of 
Hangman Creek. Efforts are directed at determining 
how best to retain the access to areas and habitats 
that the Bridge provides while overcoming the 
problems it causes. The entrenchment caused by the 
Bridge dries out the floodplain, which reduces the 
growth of trees and shrubs, which limits wildlife 
habitat, including beaver habitat. It also reduces 
summer stream flows, which reduces habitat for 
trout. The Airstrip Bridge is responsible for 
degrading habitats for a good half mile of Hangman 
Creek. Previously, the Fisheries Program installed 
wood “choke” structures downstream of the Bridge 
to force high flows out onto the surrounding flats. 
But the force of the water as it shoots out from 
under the bridge prevented the choke structures 
from functioning as intended. Given the level of 
detrimental effects, the removal of the Bridge is 
under serious consideration. Another possibility 



being investigated is placing a series of sizable 
culverts under the road approach on either side of 
the bridge. Culverts might allow floodwaters to 
spread out and move over the floodplain without 
losing the access provided by the Bridge. Each of 
these options is being modeled to predict how well 
they will improve the function of the riverscape, 
with attention paid to the cost of each option. At 
this point in time, a clear solution has not been 
defined. 

Preparations for whatever alternative is 
selected have begun, however. This last September, 
the Wildlife Program repaired three beaver dam 
analogs (BDAs) in Hangman Creek upstream of the 
Airstrip Bridge that were originally built by the 
Fisheries Program in 2018. Eight additional BDAs 
were installed to build on the stream bed 
aggradation that resulted from the three installed in 
2018 and further reduce the force of floodwaters at 
the Bridge (Figures 2 and 3). Three additional 
BDAs were built in Smith Creek above the Airstrip 
Bridge to slow the waters coming in from that 
drainage. 

BDAs consist of a series of posts driven in a 
line across a stream channel. Branches are woven 
between the posts and also extended downstream. 
The weave between the posts captures debris to 
form a dam and the branches extending downstream 
break the force of the water plunging over the top of 
the dam, which could erode the streambed under the 
BDA and cause it to fail. Mud, debris and grass are 
worked into the upstream side to form a seal. BDAs 
are meant to function as a beaver dam to blunt the 
downstream force of a flood and store water in an 
elevated pool upstream to increase the water 
available to plants during the growing season. 

This process of creating analogs to beaver 
dams is one of the main processes used in 
partnering with beaver. BDAs create deep pools in 
streams, which are hiding cover for beaver, and 
increase moisture availability in adjacent 
floodplains, which encourages the development of 
beaver habitat. BDAs are constructed to function as 
beaver dams until the habitat improves to the point 
where beaver can take over the job of maintenance 
and improvement. Interestingly, several weeks after 
the BDAs were installed in Hangman Creek, a 
beaver took advantage of the deeper water in that 
channel to forage for alder. Several feeding sites 
were noted where the beaver had gathered alder and 
tansy. And while there, the beaver added mud and 

grass to three of the BDAs, literally providing its 
seal of approval.   

To date, we have not fully succeeded in this 
Partnering with Beaver approach. As indicated 
previously, the entrenchment of Hangman has 
resulted in a system that is not supportive of a 
population of beaver that is large enough to bring 
about the desired benefits of large dams that persist 
year after year. There is not much for the beaver to 
eat with the lack of aspen and willow along the 
stream channels. The lack of food means few 
beavers; few beavers mean groundwater levels in 
adjacent floodplains are low; low groundwater 
levels result in high mortality and slow growth rates 
of aspen and willow plantings. It’s kind of a chicken 
and egg question (which came first). The lack of 
aspen and cottonwood prevents the expansion of the 
beaver population, while the lack of beaver prevents 
the establishment of aspen and willow. 

Whatever the outcome of the investigations 
into the possible alterations to the Airstrip Bridge, it 
is hoped that the resulting changes will provide a 
substantive opportunity to partner with beaver to 
improve fish and wildlife habitat. Either removing 
the Bridge or changing its configuration will allow 
for higher groundwater levels, deeper pools, and 
more aspen and willow. All of which will enable the 
beaver population to expand, which will improve 
habitats for fish and more fully prepare the 
landscape for the return of salmon. ↕ 

 



 

 

By Jon Firehammer, Fisheries Research Biologist 
 

he stay-at-home mandate issued by the Tribe in 
March of 2020 to curb the spread of COVID-19 
interrupted the normal everyday routines for a 

lot of people.  It also temporarily suspended the 
operations of many of the Tribal departments, 
including the Fisheries Program.  Springtime is 
typically one of the busiest seasons for Fisheries 
staff.  During a normal year, crews attend to traps 
installed in reservation streams on a daily basis to 
collect data on captured migratory trout.  In 
addition, field crews would normally make daily 
trips during the workweek to Lake Coeur d’Alene to 

set gillnets to remove northern pike, an invasive 
non-native predator that negatively impacts our 
native trout populations.  Both of these activities 
typically require several staff members working in 
close quarters, and because of the protocol instituted 
last spring during the mandate which limited such 
‘gatherings’, these activities had to be suspended. 

Fortunately, the Fisheries Program had a 
back-up plan in place to still gather data that would 
inform management decisions.  For example, in the 
Lake Creek watershed, traps have been used in the 
past to annually collect data on migratory adult 
cutthroat trout to track trends in population 
abundance.  Though trapping operations had to be 
discontinued this spring, another type of monitoring 
device – a PIT-tag antenna – was still able to be run 
and maintained to evaluate how the adult cutthroat 
population was trending.  The antenna is 
permanently installed in the stream and detects fish, 
which have been previously tagged with small 
microchips called PIT tags, when they swim 
through the electrical field generated by the 
antenna.  Each PIT-tag has a unique code and this 
code is logged onto the computer that is hooked up 
to the antenna.  The PIT-tag antenna is powered by 
batteries charged by solar panels and can be easily 
managed by only one person, which enabled it to be 
functional during the springtime restrictions 
imposed by the COVID protocol. 

Cutthroat trout that had been PIT-tagged in 
prior years that were detected migrating upstream 
past our antenna in the spring allowed us to estimate 
the number of fish that survived the lake 
environment to return to Lake Creek as spawning 
adults in 2020.  Our spawner abundance estimate 
was comparable to that found in the spring of 2019, 
which was approximately 500 adults.  These levels 
are substantially higher than what has been 
previously documented, and the consistent upward 
trend attests to the success that the northern pike 
suppression program in Windy Bay is having 
toward re-building the cutthroat trout population in 
the Lake Creek watershed. 
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Unfortunately, because of the temporary 
COVID restrictions imposed back in March 2020, 
the Fisheries Program was not able to deploy 
gillnets that spring to remove spawning 
aggregations of northern pike from Lake Coeur 
d’Alene.  However, the lack of suppression 

activities early that year may not have set us back 
too much.  During the fall when water temperatures 
in the lake start to cool down, pike are again 
concentrated in shallow water habitats searching for 
food to boost their energy reserves before the winter 
sets in.  In fact, in the southern end of the lake, pike 
are often found concentrated in fewer locations in 
the fall than in the spring when they tend to disperse 
to widespread spawning grounds.  Given that the 
Fisheries Program was allowed to operate in fall 
2020 under less stringent conditions, while still 
following certain guidelines (for example, wearing 
face coverings when social distancing cannot be 
maintained), staff worked in groups of 3 to 4 out on 
the boats setting gillnets to capture pike. 
 So far what we have found has been 
encouraging.  In Windy Bay, we set nets for only 4 
days before we observed a dramatic decrease in the 
numbers of pike caught in our nets; in comparison, 
we didn’t see a decline in catch rates over a month 
of sampling during the fall of 2019.  In the southern 
end of the lake, our average catch rate of pike along 
the western shoreline of Chatcolet Lake – a hotspot 
for northern pike in the fall – was around 4-5 fish 
per net.  This is lower than what we observed 
during the fall of 2019 when daily catch rates were 
typically between 7-8 pike per net. 

What the COVID pandemic has taught us is 
the importance of having flexibility within the 
program to adapt management actions when a 
situation presents itself as rather ‘inflexible’.  Last 
spring, we were able to still track trends in our 
native trout populations by using different 
monitoring infrastructure.  Additionally, because of 
our instituted, two-season approach to pike removal 
in Lake Coeur d’Alene, we were able to boost our 

fall suppression efforts to compensate for the 
suspension of spring netting activities.  However, 
our alternative approach to fish management that 
had to be implemented in 2020 cannot be sustained 
every year.  The spawner abundance estimate that 
was generated using the PIT-tag antenna requires 
estimates of the number of juveniles out-migrating 
to the lake in prior years, and this requires using 
traps. In addition, the suspension of spring 
gillnetting means that we were not able to remove 

adult northern pike before they spawned; hopefully, 
this does not translate to an upsurge in juvenile pike 
production in a couple years.  Therefore, it is 
imperative that guidelines to minimize outbreaks in 
this virus are adhered to so that the community, and 
all Tribal departments including the Fisheries 
Program, can more quickly return to a more normal, 
productive, and hopefully relaxing lifestyle. ↕ 

 

By Gerald I. Green, Wildlife Biologist 
 

n Hangman Creek the lack of beaver prevents the 
establishment of aspen and willow, but the lack of 
willow prevents the establishment of beaver. We 

are trying to break this negative feedback loop in 
our efforts to prepare the Hangman landscape for 
the return of salmon. Our tactics are to plant the 
needed aspen and willow along the stream channels 
and raise the level of moisture in the floodplains to 
increase survival and growth rates of those 
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plantings. The moisture in the floodplains is raised 
by installing beaver dam analogs (BDAs) and where 
practical, by putting the streams back in their 
original channels where stream bed elevations and 
meanders are more representative of a system 
functioning under natural conditions. The approach 
we use is becoming referred to as Low Tech, 
Process Based Restoration. Beaver provide the 
central process and will actually do the heavy lifting 
of restoring the stream channels. Coeur d’Alene 

Tribal Hunting Regulations prevent the harvest of 
beaver on the Reservation, which greatly helps the 
process of partnering with beaver in that we 
hopefully don’t have to worry about continual, 

direct human interference in beaver population 
dynamics.   

We are actively looking for ways to hurry 
the process along. But one tactic we are not 
planning to use on a wide scale is direct feeding of 
aspen and willow to beaver. The title of this article 
is taken from the National Park Service’s efforts to 

prevent the complications that arise from direct 
feeding of wildlife populations. It is tempting to 
consider devoting time to gathering aspen and 
willow and transport them to the stream side for 
beaver to take to build dams, grow in numbers and 
complete the needed work. But doing so comes with 
its own set of problems. First and foremost, it takes 
time and effort away from establishing a self-
sustaining system. It is difficult to imagine how 
much effort in manpower and resources would be 
needed to supply the aspen and willow needed to 
establish a beaver population sufficient to form a 
fish bearing Hangman Creek. Actively supplying 
willow and aspen could increase beaver 
populations. But if the process was ever interrupted, 
the artificially high beaver population would 
immediately collapse. Also, where would we find a 
never-ending supply of aspen and willow? 

A beaver population that increases slowly 
allows time for the human population to adapt. 
Beaver will no doubt cause some problems. A 
slowly increasing beaver population will allow for a 
slow increase in conflicts. Processes and techniques 
are available to manage the problems associated 
with beaver. We can use pond levelers to prevent 
unwanted flooding, beaver deceivers to prevent 
culvert damming, and exclusionary fencing to limit 
beaver access to specific sites. But becoming 
proficient at installing all these will take time. 
Encountering these problems slowly will provide 
the time needed to adjust and adapt. 

There may be a time and location where 
providing supplemental aspen and willow will be 
useful. There may come a time when a specific 
beaver dam will become important in restoration 
efforts. Beaver move their centers of activity as 
habitat changes along a stream course. Perhaps at 
some point we will depend on a specific dam to 
promote habitat expansion. Increased moisture may 
be needed at a specific location to establish 
plantings. But the benefits derived from a 
maintained beaver dam at such a site will need to be 
weighed against the manpower needs, equipment 
availability and risks that come with the 
supplemental feeding. ↕ 
 

By Gina Baughn, Natural Resources Education Specialist  
 
In late October, fisheries staff spent two days 
individually PIT tagging and adipose fin marking 
4,275 summer Chinook salmon pre-smolts 
(approximately 4-5 inches in length) in the ‘nik’wln 

tribal rearing facility in preparation for their 
transfer, acclimation and future release into the 
Columbia River near Kettle Falls. 

These summer Chinook originated as eyed 
eggs from the Entiat National Fish Hatchery and 
were meant to be raised and released into Hangman 
Creek as part of our Salmon in the Classroom (SIC) 
educational program. However, due to COVID 19 
and the closure of schools, they instead had to be 
returned to the ‘nik’wln rearing facility in March. 



After an additional 8 months of rearing at 
the hatchery, on November 12th, the salmon were 
large enough to be transported by truck to floating 
net-pens located near the Sherman Creek Fish 
Hatchery just west of Kettle Falls on the Columbia 
River.  In collaboration with Upper Columbia 
United Tribes (UCUT) and the Washington 
Department of Fish and Wildlife (WDFW), the 
Coeur d’Alene Tribe’s Chinook salmon will be 

acclimated to the river and released as full term 
smolts in the spring of 2021.  

These fish will now play an important role 
in a pilot study that is being collaboratively 
developed by staff at the USGS Western Fisheries 
Research Center (USGS), Pacific Northwest 
National Laboratory (PNNL) and the Coeur 
d’Alene, Colville, and Spokane tribes, including 

representatives from the UCUT to further inform 
the feasibility of successful fish passage and 
reintroduction in the Upper Columbia and Spokane 
Rivers upstream of Chief Joseph and Grand Coulee 
Dams. 

Although these fish are not an official part 
of the Phase 2 pilot study designed to evaluate 
downstream movement and survival rates of 
juvenile salmon in the Upper Columbia Basin, these 
fish are intended to help inform this study; to refine 
sample sizes and potential release points. These fish 
are also intended to assess our ability to use net pen 
rearing as the final stage of hatchery growth prior to 
release. Currently there are very few programs in 
the northwest that rear Chinook in net pens outside 
of commercial aquaculture. Net pens also allow for 
the fish to acclimate to the water where they will be 
released, giving them a better chance of survival 
and possibly improving their ability to find their 
way back home as adults. 

Starting in March of 2021, keep an eye out 
for updates on our Facebook page, as we track these 
fish making their journey downstream through the 
Columbia River hydro-system to the Pacific 
Ocean!↕ 
 



By Jon Firehammer, Fisheries Research Biologist 
 

he Coeur d’Alene Tribe’s Fisheries Program 

has been working diligently over the last 
several decades to rebuild populations of native 

trout in reservation watersheds of the Coeur 
d’Alene Basin.  Actions implemented by the 

Program have included the addition of large wood 
to streams to provide cover for trout, the planting of 
trees along stream margins to provide shade that 
cools summer water temperatures, and the removal 
of barriers (e.g., road culverts) to permit trout the 
freedom of moving between preferred stream 
habitats.   The removal of northern pike, a non-
native predator introduced into the Basin around 50 
years ago, from Coeur d’Alene Lake is another 

measure being implemented by the Program to 
increase the survival rate of migratory trout that 
spawn in streams but utilize the lake as adult rearing 
habitat.    

Native westslope cutthroat trout were the 
target of many of these recovery measures.  
Recently, more attention is being devoted to bull 
trout, also a native salmonid but distant relative of 
the cutthroat.  Although both species share 
similarities in appearance, the bull trout has lighter 
spots against a darker colored body whereas the 
cutthroat has dark spots along its body.  Bull trout 
are much more of a piscivorous (fish-eating) fish 
than the cutthroat, and spawns during the fall 
compared to the cutthroat which spawns in the 
spring.  Bull trout are also highly intolerant of poor 

habitat conditions.  They require cold clean water, 
and gravels free of silt for successful spawning.  
Historically, bull trout in the Basin were located 
throughout tributaries of the Coeur d’Alene and St. 

Joe Rivers.  However, because of landscape level 
changes in land use that have negatively altered 
their preferred rearing habitats, today they are 
constrained to a few streams in the upper St. Joe 
River watershed.  In addition, the abundance of bull 
trout in the upper St. Joe, as indexed by the number 
of redds, or nests, built by female fish, has declined 
by around 90% since 2008. 

The status of bull trout in the Basin is not 
unlike those populations found elsewhere in the 
northwest United States.  In fact, the overall 
depressed status of bull trout across its native range 
triggered their listing in 1999 by the federal 
government as a threatened species under the 
Endangered Species Act.  As part of the listing, 
recovery plans have been drafted to address those 
factors that are adversely impacting regional 
populations. One of the features in the recovery 
plan for the Coeur d’Alene Basin bull trout 

population is to gain a better understanding of the 
distribution of fish at these low population levels.   

The Coeur d’Alene Tribe Fisheries Program 
offered to conduct this work, and spent two weeks 
this last summer camping in the upper St. Joe 
watershed to see what they could find.  Around 
twelve staff members, including four interns, hiked 
miles of stream, and used electrofishing 
methodology to capture and collect data from bull 
trout.  Because of the rugged terrain, sampling these 
streams was not easy, and crew members were 
exhausted toward the end of most days in search of 
these elusive fish.  To quote one of the interns, 
Sergio Abuan, “…this is insane”.  However, the 
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effort was worthwhile and the data collected from 
over 120 fish is currently being analyzed to develop 
a more comprehensive picture of the status of bull 
trout in the upper St. Joe.  
 Another issue in the recovery plan was to 
address threats from non-native predators in Coeur 
d’Alene Lake.  Similar to the cutthroat populations 

that have been targeted by the Fisheries Program 
recovery measures, bull trout in the upper St. Joe 
rear as juveniles in stream environments, and at 2-3 
years of age migrate downriver to the lake, though 
their journey downstream is much longer because of 
the length of the St. Joe River.  Bull trout will then 
rear several more years in the lake to maturity 
before swimming back up the St. Joe River in the 
fall to spawn in their birthplace.  Thus, bull trout 
just like cutthroat are vulnerable to predation by 
northern pike while they rear in the lake.  
Consequently, the pike suppression program that is 
currently being implemented by the Fisheries 
Program in the southern end of the lake is expected 
to benefit not only cutthroat but also bull trout. 
 At this time, federal, state, and tribal 
agencies are convening to conduct a five-year 
review of their respective bull trout populations to 
evaluate their current status and to determine if 
measures listed in the recovery plans are being 
implemented to address threats.   

Rest assured that representatives from the 
Coeur d’Alene Tribe are involved in this process 

and looking out for the bull trout population that 
once thrived throughout the Coeur d’Alene Basin 

and is still holding its own in the upper St. Joe River 
watershed.  Our representatives will emphasize the 
work that is being done by the Fisheries Program to 
benefit bull trout while they reside in the lake, 
notably the pike suppression program, and will 
recommend that this work be continued as it is 
imperative to the overall recovery of this 
population. ↕ 
  



To see more photos and to be the 

first to know about events 

happening in our community follow 

us on the Fish & Wildlife Facebook 

page @cdatribe.fishandwildlife 

 

The Coeur d'Alene Tribal Fish and Wildlife Programs work in a variety of cooperative, governmental and educational arenas in efforts to protect enhance and 
restore our fish and wildlife resources. This publication is intended to provide all people interested in Fish and Wildlife of the Coeur d’Alene Reservation 

information about our program, and to solicit your support as well as constructive criticism. Thank you for your interest. 


