Salmon struggle with uphill battle
Water district to reduce water flow to help fish navigate ladder
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LINDEN -- A chinook's gills gape, showing pink, as it smacks hard
onto the concrete embankment and slides back into an eddy.

Year after year, the Calaveras River proves to be a fickle breeding
ground for the salmon and federally protected steelhead that head
upstream to spawn. Most years, low water keeps the fish away
entirely.

But hitches arise even when water is plentiful. A higher-than-normal

flow has obscured a temporary fish ladder that lets fish move upstream above the small Bellota weir.
Although some make it over, other fish -- including steelhead, a threatened species under the U.S.
Endangered Species Act -- flail in vain against the torrid currents.

After a small clamor from environmentalists, Stockton East Water District officials agreed this week to adjust
water releases from upstream New Hogan Dam and modify the weir to better accommodate the fish.

"It's certainly a barrier," said Kevin Kauffman, the general manager of Stockton East, which has been
accused in the past of placing its customer's water needs above the fish. The agency, which provides water
to Stockton homes and businesses, installs the small Bellota dam to pool water so that it can be pumped to
the agency's drinking-water treatment plant.

Today, district officials plan to double the river's flow for three days and then drop it back, cutting the rushing
torrent that has kept most fish from crossing the weir.

"The salmon is not a protected species," Kauffman said. "We're more protective of the steelhead. ... But if
the salmon can't make it, the steelhead probably can't, either."

The lack of a permanent solution, however, means problems are likely to continue.

For salmon, the Calaveras River is a tenuous environment at best, said Jeff McLain, a biologist with the
National Marine Fisheries Foundation.

More often than not, the river lacks enough water to support a regular
migration.

.| A wet year this year means more fish trying the river. Kauffman said
| a healthy rain during the spring filled up New Hogan Reservoir to its
| highest level in eight years. "We had a lot of excess water," he said.

| When that happens, the Bellota weir becomes a trouble spot.
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salmon at the Bellota  Twg temporary fish ladders installed several years ago were meant
to help the fish upstream. Rectangular flumes about four feet wide
and about 30 feet long, the ladders have sloped "steps" that lets fish
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Due to higher flows,
weir on the Calaveras River have a
difficult time getting upstream

But they aren't designed well for the river. Two problems regularly occur, sometimes at the same time: If too
much water flows over the weir, the rushing water hides the ladders from the fish. Or if the lower river isn't
high enough to match up with the bottom of the ladder, fish can't find the passageway. Some get lucky and
jump into the ladder, but many others continue to throw themselves against the weir to no avail.

"The fish have to jump into it, and it's not designed for that,” said Trevor Kennedy, a California Fisheries
Foundation biologist monitoring the fish migration.



Adjusting the river's flow could help solve the problems. Although the waters will be rushing even more over
the next few days, eventually they'll be cut to a manageable level that will help with the fish passage.

For the past four years, Stockton East officials also have been working with the National Marine Fisheries
Service to create a habitat conservation plan that describes how the district plans to protect fish species in
the future. That plan, now under review, includes outlines for more useful fish ladders.

The plan also includes spending $300,000 a year to study the river and monitor the migration patterns of the
steelhead, Kauffman said.
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