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Priest Rapids Fish Forum 
 Conference Call 

Wednesday, 5 March 2025 
9:00 a.m. – 11:00 a.m. 

 

FINAL MINUTES 

PRFF Members 
Emily Orling, USFWS  Patrick Verhey, Benjamin Cox, WDFW 
Ralph Lampman, Keely Murdoch, YN  Melissa Peterson, Chad Brown, WDOE 
Nathan and Clayton Buck, Wanapum  Aaron Jackson, Carl Merkle, CTUIR 
Jason McLellan, Bret Nine, CTCR  Steve Lewis, BIA 
Mike Clement, Chris Mott, Grant PUD  Pete McHugh, CRITFC 
Tracy Hillman, Chair     

Meeting Attendees 
Mike Clement, Grant PUD  Ralph Lampman, YN 
Steve Lewis, BIA  Emily Orling, USFWS 
Patrick Verhey, WDFW  Tygh Schuster, YN 
Laura Heironimus, WDFW  Joseph LeMoine, Grant PUD 
Melissa Peterson, WDOE  Nate Patterson, YN   
Jason McLellan, CTCR  Pete McHugh, CRITFC 
Paul Grutter, WSP  Corey Wright, LGL ESI 
Todd Miller, WDFW  Chris Mott, Grant PUD 
Aaron Jackson, CTUIR  Erin Harris, Grant PUD  
Tracy Hillman, Chair 
   

Action Items: 

• Ralph Lampman will update the Upper Columbia Juvenile Source Lamprey Datasheet and send it 
to Tracy Hillman for distribution to the PRFF.  

• Tracy Hillman will schedule a Pacific Lamprey Subgroup meeting in June or July to discuss the 
possibility of a juvenile Pacific Lamprey study in the project area. 
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• Ralph Lampman, with help from others, will develop a juvenile Pacific Lamprey survival strategy. 

Decision Items: 

• None. 

I. Welcome and Introductions  

Tracy Hillman welcomed everyone to the meeting and identified all attendees.  

II. Agenda Review  

The PRFF reviewed and approved the March agenda with no additions. 

III. Approve February Meeting Notes  

The PRFF reviewed and approved the 5 February 2025 meeting minutes. 

IV. Review Action Items  

The PRFF reviewed the following action item from the November meeting:  

• Ralph Lampman will update the Upper Columbia Juvenile Source Lamprey Datasheet and send it 
to Tracy Hillman for distribution to the PRFF. Ongoing. Ralph will provide an update during this 
meeting. 

V. White Sturgeon  

Update on White Sturgeon Rearing, Tagging, and Testing – Tygh Schuster reported that fish are 
growing well at the hatchery. Juveniles currently average 3.59 fish per pound (126.58 grams per fish), 
making them larger than juveniles measured at this time during the past two years. Tygh added that 
there are plenty of fish available to meet the stocking target within the project area. 

Nate Patterson reported that tagging would take place from 23-28 March. Mike Clement added that the 
plan is to release the fish into the project area on 9 and 10 April. To accommodate Nate’s crew, who will 
be installing 20-foot tanks, the release date was moved up by one week. After discussions with Paul 
Grutter, it was agreed that adjusting the timeline would not cause any monitoring issues. Mike Clement 
invited others to assist with or observe the tagging and testing operation. Laura Heironimus indicated 
that she plans to be at the hatchery on 26 March to help with or observe the operation.  

Draft 2024 White Sturgeon Annual Report and Presentation – Mike Clement indicated that on 29 
January 2025, Evelyn Zepeda sent the 2024 Annual White Sturgeon Management Plan Report to PRFF 
members for a 30-day review. Comments on the draft report are due to Mike by 3 March 2025.  

Paul Grutter (WSP) gave a presentation titled “2024 Grant PUD White Sturgeon M&E Program: Final 
Results (see Attachment 1). Paul provided a brief overview of the presentation and noted that this year 
they conducted both juvenile and adult index monitoring in the project area. He then gave a brief 
description of the project area and pointed out that each reservoir (Priest Rapids and Wanapum 
reservoirs) was divided into three sections (lower, middle, and upper) based on hydraulic and physical 
characteristics. He also provided information on river flows and temperatures during the 2024 
monitoring period. 

Paul stated that the 2023 brood year fish were spawned and reared at the Yakama Nation Sturgeon 
Hatchery. The fish were tested for spontaneous autopolyploidy, measured, and PIT-tagged and marked 
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on 25-28 March 2024. Testing occurred to determine whether any fish were non-8N (normal). They 
found five non-8N juvenile sturgeon. These fish were removed from the release group. Paul indicated 
that 3,227 juvenile sturgeon (all 8N) were released into the project area on 23 April 2024 (1,974 into 
Wanapum reservoir and 1,253 into Priest Rapids reservoir), which was consistent with the Statement of 
Agreement. He noted that there was a low percentage of fin deformities (24%), with the pectoral fin 
being the fin most likely deformed. Fish released in 2024 were on average larger than those released in 
2023. 

Paul noted that Grant PUD and Blue Leaf Environmental collected brood stock for the 2024 brood year 
downstream from McNary Dam. Collection of brood stock occurred over a 10-day period from 13-17 
May and 20-24 May. The gonads of captured fish were examined to determine whether the fish could 
be retained as brood stock. Suitable brood stock were then transported to the Yakama Nation Sturgeon 
Hatchery. Although it was a low-flow year (32% below the 10-year mean of 313 kcfs), they landed 124 
sturgeon of which 52 were of mature spawning size (>150 cm FL). Thus, they were able to transport six 
ripe females and six ripe males to the hatchery. Spawning at the hatchery began on 4 June. Sufficient 
gametes were obtained to produce 34 genetic families (one female produced too few eggs to produce 
36 genetic families).  

Paul then talked about the adult indexing work, which is conducted every three years. In 2024, WSP and 
Blue Leaf conducted the work from 2 August to 6 September. Indexing included two sessions of 96 
overnight sets (192 total) distributed between Wanapum (n = 132 overnight sets) and Priest Rapids 
reservoirs (n = 60 overnight sets). Each set consisted of a 183-m-long mainline with up to 30 gangions 
(leaders) spaced 4.6 m apart. They used three different sizes of barbed circle hooks (12/0, 14/0, and 
16/0) baited with pickled squid.  

Adult indexing work in 2024 resulted in the capture of 372 fish (107 in Priest Rapids reservoir and 265 in 
Wanapum reservoir). Paul showed the contribution of different brood years to the total catch within 
each reservoir. He noted that they captured five wild sturgeon in 2024 and one captured in Priest Rapids 
reservoir was a large, spent male (234 cm FL), suggesting that natural spawning is occurring within the 
reservoir. Paul also showed the distribution of catch and CPUE (Catch Per Unit Effort) among sampling 
sites within each reservoir and the catch by river mile. He showed the distribution of fork lengths for 
each brood year within the Priest Rapids and Wanapum reservoirs and noted that in Priest Rapids 
reservoir, highest numbers of fish were capture just downstream from Wanapum Dam. Lastly, Paul 
provided population abundance estimates using the POPAN model. They estimated 3,897 adults in 
Priest Rapids reservoir and 4,322 in Wanapum reservoir. The estimate in Priest Rapids reservoir is higher 
than the estimate there in 2021, while the estimate in Wanapum reservoir in 2024 is lower than the 
estimate there in 2021. Paul cautioned that the robustness of the model is likely limited because of the 
scarcity of data.  

Paul said that WSP, Blue Leaf, and Grant PUD conducted juvenile index monitoring from 9-28 September 
in the project area. Juvenile sampling consisted of 360 random, spatially balanced, overnight sets that 
were distributed between Wanapum (270 overnight sets) and Priest Rapids (90 overnight sets) 
reservoirs. A 122-m-long groundline with 30 gangions per line was used to capture juvenile sturgeon. 
Two different sized circle hooks (4/0 and 12/0) spaced roughly 4 m apart were baited with pickled squid. 
Lines were set overnight and retrieved the following day. Paul noted that from 2016-2022, sampling 
gear included 40 gangions per line and 2/0 and 4/0 hooks. Sampling gear used in 2023 to present 
includes 30 gangions per line and 4/0 and 12/0 hooks. The change in juvenile sampling gear was 
approved by the PRFF in 2023.  

Juvenile indexing resulted in the capture of 586 juvenile sturgeon (179 in Priest Rapids reservoir and 407 
in Wanapum reservoir), which was lower than captures in 2023 (778 juveniles total). Paul also showed 



 
4 

PRFF 
5 March 2025 
Final Meeting Notes 

the distribution of catch and CPUE among sampling sites within each reservoir and the catch by river 
mile and reservoir section. The results showed a significant decrease in catch rates in Wanapum 
reservoir, particularly in the upper section, which may be attributed to low-flow conditions. Catch rates 
in Priest Rapids remained stable. Paul then showed the distribution of fork lengths for each brood year 
within the Priest Rapids and Wanapum reservoirs. He briefly described the performance of the juvenile 
gear and noted that they potentially lost 129 fish based on bent 4/0 hooks. He recommended that the 
PRFF consider using only 12/0 gangions in the future. Paul said they replaced the Cormack-Jolly-Seber 
(CJS) model with a multi-state model to estimate juvenile sturgeon population sizes within the two 
reservoirs. The multi-state model, which accounts for entrained fish unlike the CJS model, estimated 
4,215 (3,528-5,109) juveniles in Priest Rapids reservoir and 7,110 (6,308-8,059) in Wanapum reservoir in 
2024. Finally, Paul discussed the growth of juvenile sturgeon in the project area. Based on growth 
modeling, he noted that Priest Rapids has likely reached its carrying capacity (i.e., there is evidence of 
density-dependent growth), while growth in Wanapum reservoir is beginning to show signs of density 
dependence. Growth appears to be the highest in the lower section of each reservoir where densities 
are generally lowest. Relative weights of sturgeon in 2024 were lower than in previous years, possibly 
due to high water temperatures or other environmental factors. 

Paul concluded by noting that while 2024 was a low-flow year, the data collected provide valuable 
insights into Sturgeon population trends, habitat use, and survival rates. The program successfully 
released the target number of juveniles into the project area and was able to collect broodstock for a 
6x6 spawning matrix resulting in 34 genetic families. Adult indexing showed length-frequency/gear 
selectivity differences, lower catch rates in Priest Rapids reservoir, and that the POPAN model is 
sensitive to changes. They also captured fewer fish in the upper section of Wanapum reservoir in 2024, 
unlike in past years. They replaced the CJS model with the multi-state model because the latter accounts 
for entrained fish from Wanapum reservoir in the Priest Rapids reservoir estimate. Because of gear 
selectivity and gear loss, it may be wise for the PRFF to consider using only 12/0 hooks. Size-at-age data 
indicate density-dependent growth in Priest Rapids reservoir. Relative weight and growth data suggest 
some evidence of density-dependent growth in age 1-4 sturgeon in both reservoirs, but mostly within 
Priest Rapids reservoir. Paul said the multi-state modeling approach will continue to be refined in future 
studies.  

Steve Lewis asked about wild adult spawning, specifically whether it occurs in different areas or remains 
linked to traditional spawning locations. He inquired whether the assessment confirmed spawning in 
Wanapum reservoir. Paul confirmed that spawning is occurring in Wanapum reservoir and that they 
intend to deploy D-rings in the reservoir to capture larval sturgeon. This will help to further identify 
spawning locations.  

Ralph Lampman asked how they distinguish spent males from unripe males. Corey Wright explained that 
the key factor is the time of year when the fish are caught, as sturgeon typically spawn in the spring and 
are later captured in August. A standardized reference is used to describe their spawning status. Ralph 
also quested whether males always spawn successfully or if some go through the process without 
actually spawning. Cory responded that wild juveniles are frequently captured, indicating successful 
spawning and recruitment.  

Ralph asked about the difference between 4/0 and 12/0 hooks. Corey noted that hook size plays a 
significate role in the size of fish caught; although, there is some overlap in the sizes of fish captured by 
the different hooks. However, there is no standardized definition for the appropriate hook size among 
manufacturers. 

Ralph inquired whether low-flow conditions impact capture rates. Corey explained that flow reductions 
can affect the ability to catch sturgeon. Telemetry data indicate that many sturgeon reside near Rock 
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Island Dam. Under low flow conditions, fishing efforts can extend farther upstream to Rock Island Dam, 
but during high flow years, it becomes difficult to set lines in certain areas. Corey noted that a significant 
portion of sturgeon hold near Rock Island Dam and that catchability is likely influenced by the dams flow 
patterns there. 

The PRFF thanked Paul Grutter for his presentation and commended him for compiling the reports.  

Other White Sturgeon Items – Laura Heironimus raised a concern about PIT-tag placement in sturgeon. 
She noted that she received a call from an angry angler who found a tag inside a filet from a sturgeon 
harvested in John Day Reservoir. The fish was likely from surplus stocking in 2016, or it migrated 
downstream from the project area. In the lower Columbia River, PIT tags are placed in the head or under 
the head plate avoiding these issues. The angler reported that the tag was in the middle of the body, 
where filets are taken. 

Jason McLellan noted that PIT-tagged fish have been stocked for over 20 years in the upper Columbia, 
and outreach has been a regular part of public education. Outreach includes press releases reminding 
anglers to check their filets for tags. Laura suggested adding signage at boat ramps to better inform 
anglers. She said she will work with Jason McLellan and Bill Baker to explore outreach options and 
improvements. 

Paul recalled that PIT tagging used to be done closer to the head but was changed due to higher 
mortality rates. Ralph Lampman asked whether tagging under the head plate is feasible for smaller fish. 
Jason mentioned the use of food-grade PIT tags as a potential alternative but noted concerns about the 
longevity of the tags, especially in long-lived species like sturgeon. It was pointed out that inserting tags 
into cavities is ineffective for sturgeon because of low detection rates. Members present agreed to 
continue outreach and to evaluate potential changes to PIT-tag placement in the fish. They will also 
consider the use of food-grade PIT tags as future fisheries management decisions evolve. 

VI. Pacific Lamprey  

Draft 2024 Pacific Lamprey Annual Report – Mike Clement provided an update on the 2024 Pacific 
lamprey annual report, noting that comments and edits from Ralph Lampman and Steve Lewis had been 
incorporated into the final draft. The report was submitted to Ecology on 25 February, and it will be filed 
with the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) after review and approval by Ecology. Ralph 
Lampman asked whether there were any comments that were not incorporated in the final report. Mike 
clarified that all comments were reviewed and addressed and responses to all comments were included 
in a response table in the appendix. He added that once Ecology completes its review, the final report 
will be shared with stakeholders.  

Update on Feasibility of a Juvenile Lamprey Survival Study – Ralph Lampman revisited the juvenile 
lamprey survival study discussion, emphasizing the need to develop a study plan that aligns with the 
Pacific Lamprey Management Plan objectives for the Priest Rapids project area. After reviewing the 
objectives in the management plan, Ralph suggested that Grant PUD develop a formal study plan to 
evaluate juvenile lamprey impacts and passage effectiveness. He said previous discussions stalled 
because of questions regarding the scale of the study (e.g., reservoir and concrete or just concrete), fish 
source, level of precision in the survival estimates, and which model to use to estimate survival. Ralph 
asked Tracy Hillman how the group should move this forward.  

Tracy responded that there are a couple of approaches. First, the Fish Forum could complete the 
strategy document, which Ralph and RD Nelle were going to develop, but, unfortunately, RD retired, and 
the strategy has not been completed. The strategy was intended to describe how a juvenile lamprey 
survival study would be conducted. The second approach would be to develop a formal juvenile lamprey 
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survival study plan. This would be a plan that addresses all the concerns that the PRFF has discussed 
over the past few years. However, because the four issues identified by Ralph have not been resolved, 
the Forum may want to focus on the strategy, which would identify various options for each of the four 
remaining issues. Tracy added that this may be something that you want the Pacific Lamprey Workgroup 
to address. The Workgroup could discuss the four issues and identify recommendations for the PRFF to 
consider.  

After discussion, the group agreed to proceed with the development of a strategy document, using a 
study plan that Ralph developed for a survival study at Rock Island Dam as a starting point. Tracy will 
identify a meeting date in June or July for the Workgroup meeting. The Workgroup, which will include 
the ASWG, RRFF, and scientists from PNNL, will try to resolve outstanding issues including scale of the 
study, fish source, level of precision in the survival estimates, and which model to use to estimate 
survival.  

Ralph said he will turn his Rock Island study plan into a strategy document by April or May 2025. Tracy 
will schedule a Workgroup meeting in June or July to refine study details. Stakeholder engagement will 
continue with the Bureau of Reclamation. Both WDFW and BIA indicated that they will offer support in 
developing the strategy. 

VII. Administration  

No new administration business was discussed.  

VIII. Adjourn  

With no additional business to discuss, Tracy Hillman adjourned the meeting at 11:00 am.  

IX. Next Meeting  

The next meeting of the PRFF will be on 2 April 2025.  
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Attachment 1 
 

Presentation by Paul Grutter on the 2024 Grant PUD White 
Sturgeon M&E Program 
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