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Introduction 
 
Yurok People inhabiting the Klamath River have relied on the resources of the area for their 
subsistence, cultural, and economic livelihood since time immemorial.  The Yurok Tribe is 
the largest aboriginal tribe in California with over 5,000 enrolled members.  The Yurok 
Tribe’s Territory consists of ~320,000 acres of Ancestral Lands including the ~63,000 acre 
Yurok Indian Reservation (YIR).  The YIR, created by federal actions between 1853 and 
1891, comprises an area one mile wide on each side of the Klamath River, from just 
upstream of the confluence with the Trinity River at Weitchpec, California; to the confluence 
with the Pacific Ocean (Figure 1).  A majority of the YIR and Lower Klamath River Sub-
basin (LKRSB) is owned by Green Diamond Resource Company (GDRC) and managed for 
industrial timber harvest.  The remainder of the LKRSB is owned by private individuals, the 
state and federal government, and tribal entities (Figure 1).   
 
Central to the Yurok People is subsistence harvest of Klamath River fish populations.  
Anthropogenic activities in combination with large flood events occurring over the last 150 
years has drastically impaired aquatic and riparian habitats and altered natural flow regimes 
resulting in substantial declines to Klamath Basin fish runs.  In the Klamath River, all runs of 
chinook salmon, green sturgeon, and Pacific lamprey are on the decline and coho salmon are 
listed as “threatened” under the Endangered Species Act.  Given the sacred connection of the 
Yurok People with the fisheries resources of the basin, the Yurok Tribal Fisheries Program 
(YTFP) was established to restore LKRSB habitats to levels that support viable, self-
sustaining, native fish populations. 
 
To address this long-term objective, YTFP works with restoration partners, including other 
Tribal Departments, state and federal resource agencies, small-scale agricultural producers, 
and private landowners, to assess, identify, and treat factors limiting anadromous fish in the 
LKRSB.  Initial restoration planning efforts included developing the Lower Klamath Sub-
Basin Watershed Restoration Plan that prioritized upslope restoration and identified tributary 
specific restoration objectives for each LKRSB tributary (Gale and Randolph 2000).  LKRSB 
restoration objectives included: 1) reducing sediment inputs from upslope sources by treating 
high priority watershed roads; 2) restoring native, conifer-dominated riparian forests; and 3) 
enhancing freshwater aquatic habitats.  Since 2000, YTFP and the Yurok Tribe Watershed 
Restoration Program (YTWRP) have been working cooperatively with our restoration 
partners to implement the LKRSB restoration plan and meet program objectives.   
 
The LKRSB restoration plan took a top-down approach, where upslope sediment sources 
were prioritized and treatment of these sources is on-going.  Recently, YTFP has focused on 
improving LKRSB tributary valley conditions and the Klamath River estuary.  Many small-
scale ranchers and farmers operating in these biologically important areas have experienced 
loss of lands and infrastructure due to excessive channel aggradation, channel widening, and 
bank erosion related to land management activities and large flood events.  YTFP has been 
establishing working partnerships with a few local producers to protect their lands while 
enhancing aquatic and terrestrial habitats for Tribal Trust fish and wildlife populations.  
Relationships such as these are critical to the long-term restoration of the LKRSB.   
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Figure 1.  Map depicting landownership in the Lower Klamath River Sub-basin, California. 
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While treatment of site level problems such as eroding pastures and protecting associated 
infrastructure has been worthwhile; more comprehensive watershed restoration plans needed 
to be developed for priority LKRSB tributaries.  Therefore, YTFP coordinated funding from 
the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS), the Bureau of Reclamation (BOR), and 
the CDFG’s Fisheries Restoration Grant Program to continue collecting critical hydrologic 
and geomorphic information in four priority LKRSB tributaries: Salt Creek, Hunter Creek, 
Terwer Creek, and Blue Creek (Figure 2); and develop potential restoration strategies. 
 
Assessment and planning efforts were conducted from July 2006 – March 2008 and primarily 
focused on the lower valley reaches of the four LKRSB watersheds. We collected historic 
information and baseline data to 1) characterize conditions currently limiting fisheries and 
riparian habitats; and 2) develop watershed enhancement recommendations and strategies 
aimed at providing long-term geomorphic solutions for identified limiting factors.  Another 
primary objective was increasing Tribal capacity for engaging restoration partners, small-
scale producers, and local landowners in LKRSB assessment and planning activities.  This 
project also provided quality employment opportunities and technical training to Yurok 
Tribal staff including geomorphic mapping, total station surveying, and surface water and 
groundwater monitoring experience.  Additionally, the data collected serves as critical 
baseline information and provides a quantitative means to document changes to these habitats 
over time and assess the effectiveness of future restoration in these watersheds.   
 
 
Partner and Stakeholder Meetings 
 
A major component of this project was to coordinate our watershed assessment and 
restoration planning activities with landowners, small-scale producers, and stakeholders.  
YTFP has been building restoration partnerships in the LKRSB for over a decade.  In 1995, 
the Yurok Tribe helped form the Lower Klamath Watershed Restoration Partnership with 
GDRC, California State Coastal Conservancy, and the Northern California Indian 
Development Council to address state and federal mandates by developing innovative 
solutions to resource management issues.  This partnership has allowed YTFP and other 
Tribal Departments to conduct physical and biological monitoring and assessments, 
watershed improvement projects, and road decommissioning activities on GDRC lands.   
 
GDRC owns property in all four of the LKRSB watersheds we assessed and therefore we 
coordinated with their resource staff on a fairly regular basis during this project.  Several 
small-scale producers live and raise cattle in the valley reaches of Salt Creek, Hunter Creek, 
and Terwer Creek.  Therefore, YTFP focused a great deal of energy coordinating with 
priority producers in these watersheds.  A majority of the area assessed in Blue Creek is 
owned by GDRC; therefore, we concentrated our outreach efforts on GDRC resource staff.  
YTFP began engaging pertinent landowners and producers in the Salt Creek and Hunter 
Creek watersheds in summer 2001.  Following initial watershed investigations, YTFP re-
initiated landowner outreach activities in these watersheds in 2005 – 2006.  YTFP organized 
several scoping meetings with these landowners to introduce project objectives; discuss 
assessment methods and potential restoration strategies and benefits; and to obtain their 
input.  Increased flooding (i.e. duration and magnitude) was a priority concern of landowners  
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Figure 2.  Map depicting four priority watersheds assessed by the Yurok Tribal Fisheries 
Program in 2006 - 2008, Lower Klamath River Sub-basin, California. 
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living in High Prairie Creek. These landowners were concerned that aggradation occurring in 
lower High Prairie Creek was resulting in increased flooding of their lands.  Therefore, YTFP 
specifically addressed this concern and developed conceptual restoration alternatives that 
would result in increased water and sediment storage in the vicinity of the High Prairie Creek 
confluence with the intention of reducing flooding impacts to local residents and property. 
 
California Department of Transportation (Caltrans) plans to elevate the grade of U.S. 
Highway 101 and replace multiple stream crossings along a portion of the highway located 
near the Klamath River estuary.  The project, known as the Klamath Grade Raise (KGR), 
currently remains in the planning and scoping phase. The Klamath River estuary and its 
associated habitats are of great cultural and economic value to the Yurok People and critical 
to the survival of Klamath Basin salmonids and lamprey.  Therefore, YTFP has been 
coordinating closely with CalTrans to provide spatial and temporal fish distribution 
information for their project area; discuss the potential impacts to Tribal Trust fish 
populations and their habitats; promote construction strategies that limit impacts to fish and 
wildlife; and develop strong wetland mitigation projects in the vicinity of the estuary to 
further reduce impacts related to the KGR.   
 
YTFP organized a field tour of lower High Prairie Creek and Salt Creek on September 12, 
2006 with the following project partners: Rocco Fiori, Fiori GeoSciences (FGS); Kevin 
McKernan, Yurok Tribe Environmental Program (YTEP); and Jack Miller, (Caltrans).  YTFP 
presented an overview of the environmental issues of concern and discussed potential 
restoration options for the confluence reach of High Prairie Creek and Salt Creek.  Top 
priorities were to obtain input regarding wetland protection and management and to discuss 
how best to protect existing infrastructure (i.e. U.S. Highway 101 and private property) while 
improving conditions for fish and wildlife.   
 
On September 27, 2006, YTFP, Rocco Fiori (FGS), and Monica Hiner (YTEP) attended a 
meeting with the KGR Project Development Team (Caltrans) and other resource agency staff 
to discuss the following issues: 1) design alternatives for the proposed water crossings; 2) 
how best to minimize impacts to fish, wildlife, and wetland habitats; and 3) project 
mitigation.  Mitigation for this project will include a combination of constructing new 
wetland habitats and enhancing existing wetlands.  One option discussed was allowing the 
Yurok Tribe to use mitigation funds to purchase lands and be responsible for the prescribed 
wetland creation and/or enhancement.  YTFP continues to work closely with CalTrans 
environmental and mitigation specialists to develop KGR mitigation strategies in priority 
areas (i.e. close proximity and hydrologic connectivity to the estuary).  This report will be 
extremely useful for developing potential wetland mitigation strategies for the KGR.  
 
YTFP and Rocco Fiori (FGS) met with U.S. Fish and Wildlife staff (USFWS) for a field visit 
of lower High Prairie Creek and Salt Creek on January 16, 2007.  YTFP presented an 
overview of the area and the proposed restoration alternatives and strategies.  USFWS 
provided critical insight regarding the environmental setting and the potential benefits and 
risks associated with proposed restoration alternatives.  We also discussed potential 
restoration funding options.  In March 2007, YTFP and FGS finished a preliminary report 
detailing assessment and monitoring efforts in the Salt Creek watershed and presented 
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several restoration alternatives for the confluence reach of High Prairie Creek and Salt Creek.  
YTFP and Rocco Fiori (FGS) met with CDFG staff to discuss the results of the geomorphic 
assessment of Salt Creek and introduce the proposed restoration alternatives.  CDFG 
provided valuable input regarding potential funding sources and regulatory compliance.  
YTFP also distributed the watershed report to other Tribal Departments, landowners, several 
federal and state resource agencies, and CalTrans.  The report was finalized in May 2007 
after receiving feedback from multiple resource partners (Beesley and Fiori 2007a).   
 
In May 2007, YTFP also re-initiated discussions with a local Hunter-Salt valley producer to 
share the results of the recent Salt Creek and High Prairie Creek assessment; and to discuss 
the potential of constructing off-channel habitats on his property.  We met numerous times 
with this producer and continue to work towards finding mutually beneficial salmonid 
restoration opportunities in this critically important area.  Creating off-estuary rearing 
habitats for Klamath Basin salmonids is a top priority for YTFP; therefore we focused a great 
deal of attention towards the Hunter-Salt valley during this project.  YTFP will continue 
expanding public outreach efforts in the Hunter-Salt valley to ensure assessment and 
restoration planning activities meet long-term resource and stakeholder objectives. 
 
YTFP has been coordinating with GDRC and small-scale producers in Terwer Creek to 
implement bank stabilization and riparian enhancement projects since 2004.  The objectives 
include developing and implementing mutually agreed upon strategies that result in benefits 
for willing participants and provide improved conditions for wildlife and aquatic dependent 
species.  This study allowed YTFP to continue and expand our landowner outreach and 
effectiveness monitoring activities in this priority LKRSB watershed.  During this project, 
YTFP conducted several scoping meetings with a local producer, CDFG, USFWS, and 
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) regarding on-going and future 
restoration implementation and effectiveness monitoring activities in Terwer Creek.  We also 
held several informal meetings with another Terwer Creek producer operating a ranch 
downstream of our current work sites in Terwer Creek.  We will work with this producer 
over the next year to try and develop mutually beneficial projects to enhance their existing 
operation and provide improved conditions for Tribal Trust fish and wildlife.  YTFP has been 
successfully implementing these types of cooperative projects in Terwer Creek since 2004.   
 
 
Salt Creek 
 
Salt Creek is the lower-most anadromous tributary to the Klamath River, entering the estuary 
less than one mile upstream of the Pacific Ocean (Figure 3).  The watershed is comprised of a 
diverse range of habitats including the deep ponds and shallow marshes of Salt Creek (Figure 
4) and the alluvial reaches of High Prairie Creek (Salt Creek’s major tributary) (Figure 5).  
Salt Creek provided a unique opportunity to examine conditions affecting salmonid habitats 
in an off-estuary watershed affected by beaver activity, wetland expansion, agricultural use, 
and upslope land use activities that result in excessive sediment yield.  YTFP has produced 
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Figure 3.  The Salt Creek watershed, Lower Klamath River Sub-basin, California (Base 
image: portions of the 2005 NAIP imagery, 1 meter resolution).  
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Figure 4.  Photographs of the channel and marsh habitats of Salt Creek, Lower Klamath 
River Sub-basin, California (2002 - 2003).  
 
 
   

  
  

Figure 5.  Photographs of a large wood accumulation in High Prairie Creek, Lower Klamath 
River Sub-basin, California (2004). 
 
 


