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the largest basin in Oregon, housing 70% of the state’s population 
and includes 16,000 miles of stream.  Recovery cannot be 
achieved on public land alone - over 60% of land in the basin is in 
private ownership.  All parts of the basin provide important areas 
for rearing, migration and spawning of salmon and steelhead.   

Information is lacking about how stakeholders view the Willamette 
River basin salmon and steelhead recovery plan.  Through 25 
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knowledge of and engagement in Willamette River basin salmon 
recovery efforts. Interview themes came from a Delphi review of 
recovery plan themes provided by NOAA personnel.  I found that 
recovery cannot be successful in the Willamette River basin unless 
private landowners are better informed and willing to participate in 
the process.  I determined a baseline understanding of 
stakeholders while providing a roadmap for future education, 
outreach and restoration efforts. 
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Introduction 
Most natural resources issues are controversial and complex.  This is certainly 

the case in the Willamette River basin with salmon and steelhead.  Many salmon 

and steelhead species on the west coast became listed under the federal 

Endangered Species Act (ESA) in the 1990’s.  The ESA was established in 1973 

to provide for the conservation of species that are endangered or threatened 

throughout all or a significant portion of their range, and the conservation of the 

ecosystems on which they depend.  Today there are about 1,990 species on the 

endangered species list.  Five endangered and twenty-three threatened species 

of salmon and steelhead are listed on the west coast under the ESA.  In Oregon, 

many of these species reside in the Columbia River basin, including Upper 

Willamette River Chinook and steelhead.   

 

Once a species is listed under the ESA, it is protected and conserved using the 

authority in the statute which also provides a roadmap to bringing the species 

back to sustainable levels and ultimately off the list.  NOAA Fisheries – who has 

jurisdiction over anadromous species – reviews actions affecting the species and 

cooperates with other agencies on management of listed species and their 

designated critical habitat.  An important part of this process is creating a 

recovery plan which outlines actions that need to be taken to bring salmon and 

steelhead back to viable levels in the Willamette River basin.   

 

In August of 2011, the Upper Willamette River Conservation and Recovery Plan 

for Chinook Salmon and Steelhead was adopted by the Oregon Department of 

Fish and Wildlife (ODFW) and at the federal level by NOAA Fisheries.  The 

ultimate goal of the Plan is to recover Chinook and steelhead populations in the 

Willamette River and correct the factors that have contributed to their decline to a 

point where ESA protection is no longer necessary.   The recovery plan, written 
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by ODFW, The State of Oregon and NOAA Fisheries, estimates the recovery of 

upper Willamette Chinook and steelhead salmon will take 25 years at the 

minimum, with a cost of at least $265 million, if the plan’s actions are all 

implemented. A substantial share of the recovery work and cost will be on private 

lands. Thus, landowners will have to be aware of the problem and be willing to 

participate in its solution or recovery will be difficult. 

 

Since the recovery of salmon and steelhead in the Willamette River basin is 

closely tied to economic, political, cultural and social values many stakeholders 

are interested in the process and outcome.  However, with a long list of 

stakeholders, communication and decision making becomes more complicated.   

 

Part of what makes the recovery of salmon and steelhead difficult is their diverse 

use of the landscape.  These fish use not only freshwater streams and rivers in 

the Willamette basin, but they travel many miles to the ocean and back.  This 

wide range requires adequate habitat availability and optimal water quality.  Four 

main areas affect the viability and recovery of the species:  habitat, harvest, 

hatcheries and hydro power.  All four of these aspects require a change in 

human behavior, which is difficult because our current practices have become a 

way of life.  Harvest, hatcheries and hydro power are especially hot topics 

because they are tied to many economic interests.  Habitat affects everyone in 

the basin. Even though many stakeholders have strong opinions about what 

should be done and how we should go about it, most everyone agrees we do not 

want salmon and steelhead to go extinct. 

 

So how we will bring all these stakeholders together?  The first step is to identify 

the stakeholders and understand their diversity and policy preferences.  Federal 

and state biologists are required to write recovery plan and protect listed species 

as part of their job, fisherman and guides want the fish to stick around so that 
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recreational and commercial fishing and tourism will bring money to Oregon, 

citizens and tribes want the fish to exist because they are an integral part of 

Northwest culture. While it is impossible to make everyone happy, capitalizing on 

common ground and forming partnerships will be essential to saving salmon. 

 

Salmon and steelhead have been declining since the second half of the 1800’s 

and there is widespread support to bring them, but the devil is in the details.  It 

remains debatable whether feasible policy option for recovery exist between what 

is ecologically possible and what is desired by society (Lackey et al. 2006).  A 

societal commitment to recovery will be essential in the future and likely only 

achieved after the public is properly educated and informed about the issues.  As 

discussed in the Salmon 2100 project, “human population increase is a pervasive 

element that influences many of the more direct causes of salmon decline” 

(Hartman et al.  2006).  Engaging and educating stakeholders in the recovery 

process informs them of the difficult choices that will need to be made to bring 

the fish back to sustainable numbers (Upstream 2006). 

 

Decision making in this case is very complicated.  Regulation, policy, science, 

funding, implementation and communication are going on at many different levels 

and among many different groups.  At the federal and state level, stakeholder 

groups were part of the process in writing the recovery plan to insure a diversity 

of views was addressed during the process.  Due to the complexity, a systems 

approach is helpful to determine the players, the lines of communication and any 

missing links (Meadows 2008, Figure 1).  This allows for a broader view of the 

situation and the forces that may affect the outcome. 

 

Figure 1 is important to illustrate the complex array of processes and 

stakeholders involved in recovery planning in the Willamette basin.  There are 

five major drivers in recovery planning:  regulation, policy, science, 
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communication and funding and implementation.  All five of these drivers 

influence the recovery process and influence each other.  Oregon has adopted a 

unique approach to engage stakeholders by setting up watershed councils 

throughout the state.  However, not everyone is in contact with the watershed 

councils and the watershed councils may not be informed on all issues.  

Landowners have been highlighted in Figure 1 because they are the focus of this 

project due to the extensive private land ownership in the Willamette basin.  

Many other stakeholders listed in Figure 1 are essential for collecting and 

disseminating information, as well as providing science, policy and regulatory 

information to all those who live in and use the Willamette basin. 

 

In 1995, the Oregon legislature passed a providing guidance in establishing 

watershed councils but making it clear that formation of a council is a local 

government decision, with no state approval required (OWEB 2011).  Watershed 

councils are to be balanced in interests and offer local residents the opportunity 

to independently evaluate watershed conditions and identify opportunities to 

restore or enhance the conditions (OWEB 2011). A recent audit by the State of 

Oregon found that a sound approach has been established to address the large 

and complex challenge of watershed restoration and protection in order to 

produce lasting impacts and it has helped build volunteer watershed communities 

throughout the state that have performed many restoration activities (Brown 

2011).  Additionally, watershed councils get restoration projects on the ground, 

bringing dollars to the local economy and providing volunteer opportunities for 

citizens (Hibbard and Lurie 2005) and providing a critical link between the 

recovery plan and landowners. 

 

The Willamette basin is a diverse and complicated system that encompasses 

urban, forest and agricultural uses on public and private lands.  Population is 

expected to increase up to four time the current number by 2100.  It is the largest 
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basin in Oregon, housing 70% of the state’s population, and includes 16,000 

miles of stream. The issues of salmon recovery are very complex and many 

pathways are offered (Lackey et al. 2006).  Recovery cannot be achieved on 

public land alone - over 60% of land in the basin is in private ownership (Oregon 

Plan for Salmon and Watersheds 1999).  All parts of the basin provide important 

areas for rearing, migration and spawning of salmon and steelhead. 

 

While Oregon has a functioning system of watershed councils that cover much of 

the basin, watershed councils do not involve everyone and specific information is 

lacking about how individual stakeholders view the Willamette Basin salmon and 

steelhead recovery plan and whether they are engaged in activities that support 

the recovery of salmon and steelhead.  This information is important because 

recovery cannot be achieved without the help of stakeholders and specifically 

private landowners.  Through twenty-five interviews, the goal of this project is to 

collect data from stakeholders to understand their knowledge of and engagement 

in Willamette Basin salmon recovery efforts.   Studies like this one are important 

for determining a baseline understanding of stakeholders while providing a 

roadmap for future education, outreach and restoration efforts. 
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Study Area 
The Willamette River basin is a large diverse area that houses a majority of the 

population of the State of Oregon.  The Willamette River Basin is broken into 13 

subbasins – Tualatin, Yamhill, Luckiamute, Marys, Long Tom, Coast Fork, 

Clackamas, Molalla-Pudding, North Santiam, South Santiam, Calapooia, 

McKenzie and Middle Fork, plus the mainstem which runs from Eugene to 

Portland.  Of these subbasins, seven have been identified as important areas for 

UWR Chinook and four for UWR steelhead (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2.  Priority recovery areas as determined by the UWR recovery plan. 
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This study is designed to interview various stakeholders around the basin to 

determine their knowledge of and involvement in the recovery plan.  Preliminary 

interviews with anglers, landowners, and boaters determined that the group least 

known are private landowners, particularly those along the Willamette River (the 

lightest area of the map).  Further discussion and revisions focused the project 

down to landowners since knowledge of these stakeholders is extremely 

important based on the percentage of private land ownership in the Willamette 

River Basin. 

 

Because resources were not available to cover the entire basin, three target 

areas were selected to interview stakeholders – McKenzie subbasin, South 

Santiam subbasin and the mainstem Willamette River between Wilsonville and 

Eugene.  The South Santiam and McKenzie were selected because both areas 

have been identified as important areas for recovery and both have established 

watershed councils.  However, the McKenzie subbasin encompasses the large 

urban area of Eugene – Springfield.  Conversely, the South Santiam 

encompasses many small towns but is more rural in nature.  The mainstem was 

selected as important study area because all species use this corridor for 

migration to and from the ocean, but this area does not have a watershed 

council.   

 
 

Methods 
This project was designed to provide me a research experience as part of the 

Professional Science Master’s program at Oregon State University, as well as 

provide some insight into landowners in the Willamette basin.  The project was 

designed to benefit NOAA Fisheries Northwest Region in their ongoing outreach 

efforts as part of the UWR salmon and steelhead recovery plan.  In addition to 

faculty at Oregon State University, I worked with the communications and 

program staff at NOAA Fisheries to shape this study.  This study supports the 
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Northwest Region’s priority to complete recovery plans in the region and move 

forward with implementation of the plans. 

 

This study was split into three steps described below.  Once the study design 

was determined, it was submitted to and approved by the Oregon State 

University Institutional Review Board (IRB).  The IRB facilitates ethical research 

and protects human participants.  This review is required for researchers 

interacting with human subjects as part of their projects associated with Oregon 

State University. 

 

The first step of this project was to determine key target messages that NOAA 

Fisheries wishes to emphasize to stakeholders by using a Delphi ranking process 

via email to staff.  The second step was to collect data from non-agency 

stakeholders through interviews, to understand: (1) their level of knowledge 

about salmon and steelhead recovery in the Willamette Basin; (2) how they 

receive such information and (3) their relevant values and interests. The 

interview questions were developed based on the key target messages identified 

in step one.  Once these data were collected, in the third step the results were 

analyzed.  The interpretation of these results is explained in the discussion 

section below. 

 

 

1. Determining Key Messages 

To understand target messages that NOAA Fisheries wishes to emphasize to 

stakeholders, a Delphi ranking process was used via email to NOAA staff.  The 

Delphi process was developed in the 1950s by the RAND Corporation, originally 

to forecast the impact of technology on warfare (RAND 2011). The method 

entails a group of experts who anonymously reply to questionnaires and 

subsequently receive feedback in the form of a statistical representation of the 

"group response," after which the process repeats itself (RAND 2011). The goal 
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is to reduce the range of responses and arrive at something closer to expert 

consensus. 

 

Twenty-one staff members who work on Willamette Basin issues at NOAA 

Fisheries were asked to participate -- 11 staff members from five groups 

responded.  The initial email was sent to staff on June 22, 2011 (Appendix 1), 

with reminders to reply on June 27, 2011 and July 5, 2011.  On July 8, 2011 

another email was sent to staff asking them to rank their top key messages from 

a list of all compiled responses (Appendix 2).  Votes for each key message were 

tallied, and each respondent ranked their top five key messages with a score of 1 

to 5, 1 being the most important message.  There were four key messages that 

emerged at the top of the rankings (Table 1). 

 

2. Stakeholder Interviews 

 

All interviews were conducted using the same set of questions (Appendix 3), 

either in person or over the phone.  These semistructured interviews followed a 

written list of questions, but allowed the interviewer to probe into or follow up on 

ideas presented by the interviewee (Bernard 2006).  There is evidence that a 

conversational style of interview produces more accurate data (Schober and 

Conrad 1997; Krosnick 1999).  In this project, a semistructured interview allowed 

the flexibility to clarify or expand upon topics that the interviewee mentioned.  

This style was useful in multiple part questions when the respondent forgot the 

latter part of the question or talked so long that they began to stray away from the 

question asked. 

 

The interviews were collected between August, 2011 and February, 2012. The 

interview included a diverse array of questions about listed species, recovery 

plan specifics and the value and importance of recovering listed species.  
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Interviews last from 15 to 60 minutes, depending on how much the interviewee 

elaborated on the questions and ideas presented.  Notes were taken on a 

computer during the interview and the files were organized by interview number, 

study area and date. 

 

Interviewees were contacted through groups operating in the basin, such as 

watershed councils, extension agents, Farm Bureau and agricultural 

organizations, or in some cases as referred by previous interviewees.  These 

groups were emailed an overview of the study and asked to pass it along to 

interested parties willing to be interviewed.  This was a snowball sampling 

approach.  All participants were given the explanation of research and consent 

information prior to interviews. All interviewees were informed their responses 

would be kept confidential. 

 

In total, twenty-five participants were interviewed.  In the both the McKenzie and 

South Santiam ten landowners were interviewed and in the mainstem there were 

five participants.  The mainstem was the most difficult of the three areas to find 

willing participants due to the lack of an overarching group that is working with 

landowners.  Most of the participants were over the age of fifty five and retired.   

In addition, demographic information was taken at the time of the interview.  This 

information was compiled into one chart summarizing the details of all 

interviewees (Figure 3). 
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Figure 3.  Summary of demographic information for all participants in the study area. 

 

3. Data Analysis 

All notes from interviews were combined into a spreadsheet.  The notes for each 

response were then analyzed for overall trends among all twenty-five 

interviewees.  For questions that had a numerical or yes/no response, answers 

were tallied and put into tables.  For narrative responses the notes were 

analyzed for patterns or common themes across all interviews and summarized 

in bulleted lists. 
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Results 
Results were compiled into spreadsheets after each stage of the project:  Delphi 

ranking and landowner interviews.  The following sections reveal the top key 

message that resulted from the Delphi ranking with NOAA Fisheries staff and the 

trends identified from the landowner interviews. 

 

Determining Key Messages 

A Delphi ranking process was used to determine the top key messages as 

determined by NOAA Fisheries Staff who work on Willamette River basin.  After 

two rounds of ranking via email, the top four key messages emerged as shown in 

Table 1.  General themes that emerged in the key messages are:  management, 

land use, effort and values. 

 

Some participants mentioned the value of having a catchy phrase, or short “one 

liners” to summarize the key messages for the public, but one was not developed 

as part of this project.  Other participants remarked that condensing a complex 

resource issue, like recovery planning, into a short key message is very difficult. 
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Table 1.  Top four key messages that resulted from using the Delphi method with NOAA 
Fisheries staff. 

 
Respondent Rankings 

 Key Message #1 #2 #3 #4 #5 #6 #7 #8 #9 #10 #11 Total  
Management: Recovery of 
salmon is a process that 
everyone can help 
accomplish.  Even small things 
like changing the amount of 
chemicals applied on lawns 
and how we use water will 
benefit fish.  Without the 
support of the people in the 
valley these fish will not 
recover. 

4   4   1 5     

  

1   15 

Land use: Salmon recovery 
can go hand-in-hand with 
agriculture and development, 
but our practices have to be 
ecologically sound and 
strategically placed. We have 
to rethink how we use the land 
to ensure that floodplains 
function properly, runoff is 
limited, riparian buffers are 
implemented etc. and support 
those who are using best 
management practices. This 
will ensure we meet the 
biological needs of fish. 
Revisiting how we use the land 
does not mean everything 
must change, but it does mean 
we have to be smarter and 
aware of each action we take. 

  5     2       3 3 3 16 

Effort:  Salmon and steelhead 
in the Willamette basin have 
declined from their once 
historic numbers. Recovering 
Upper Willamette River 
Chinook and steelhead will 
require a concerted and long-
term commitment by all who 
live in the Valley. The fish are 
part of our cultural identity and 
recovering them will benefit all 
who call the Willamette Valley 
home. 

1 4 2 5 3   5   1     21 

Values: Viable salmon runs 
sustain fishing, recreation, and 
tourism in the Willamette 
Valley.   Salmon and steelhead 
are vital to our regional 
economy and recovering the 
species will benefit local 
communities. 

3     4       5 5   5 22 



 

16 
 

Stakeholder Interviews  

All twenty-five interviews were combined in the tables below and answers where 

expressed as percentages (of the total twenty-five interviews) where possible.  

All interviews were combined due to similarities and small samples size.  All 

interviewees discussed below are landowners with property in one of the three 

study areas:  McKenzie, South Santiam or mainstem Willamette River.  All 

interviewees, except in the mainstem, learned of the study through the watershed 

council or a similar group.  The mainstem does not have a watershed council and 

thus were contacted through other means – agency contacts or word of mouth 

from other landowners. 

 

The tables below summarize the responses to the interview questions.  If a 

participant gave more than one answer the first one was tallied in the tables 

below.  Those marked with an asterisk * summarize all answers given by 

participants.  For questions that were more narrative in nature, the answers have 

been summarized in bulleted lists. 

 

What do you think is the biggest problem facing the Willamette? 

Loss of Vegetation/Habitat 24% 
Floods/Erosion 20% 
Population Growth 16% 
Dams 8% 
Pollution 8% 
Lack of Gravel Extraction 8% 
No Problem 8% 
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*Do you know if species are listed in the Willamette?  Which ones?   
Salmon 12 
Steelhead 8 
Bull trout 5 
Frogs 3 
Cutthroat 3 
Don't know 3 
Eels 2 
Catfish/bass/carp/squawfish 2 
Japanese knotweed 1 
Turtles 1 
Rainbow trout 1 
72% of respondents mentioned salmon or steelhead or both, 28% did not mention either 

Have you heard about the recovery plan for salmon and steelhead 
in the Willamette? 
Yes 88% 
No 12% 
 

Have you read any part(s) of the plan? 
Yes 28% 
No 72% 
 

Have you supplied comments or been involved in the recovery 
planning process? 
Yes 8% 
No 92% 
 

Who would be best to contact about the recovery plan? 
ODFW 44% 
Watershed Council 28% 
NOAA  12% 
Fishing shop 8% 
SWCD 4% 
DEQ 4% 
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Do you do anything personally to aid in salmon recovery? 
Good land stewardship 52% 
Donate time 20% 
Donate money 8% 
Avoid/reduce use of chemicals 8% 
Follow fishing regulations 8% 
No 8% 
 

*What do you think is the best way to get the word out about the 
recovery plan? 
Mainstream media (TV, Oregonian) 6 
Presentations, community meetings 6 
Local newspaper 4 
Internet - social media, email lists 4 
Print mailings, newsletters 4 
Word of mouth, door to door 3 
Industry newsletters, newspapers 3 
Local agency/utility mail outs 2 
Internet - websites 1 
Fishing shops or their list serves 1 
 

Who do you talk with about salmon and steelhead recovery in the 
Willamette? 
Neighbors 40% 
Friends and family 24% 
Other fisherman 24% 
Everyone 12% 
 

How long will recovery take? 
50+ years/long time 48% 
No idea 28% 
0-10 years 8% 
10-20 years 8% 
20-50 years 8% 
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Where did you hear about the recovery plan?  When? 
• Of those who had heard about the recovery plan, 32% have heard about it 

in the media (TV, radio, newspaper) and 56% through a local source 
(conservation group, local newspaper, watershed council outreach. The 
significant source is talking with neighbors.  

• Four people had heard about the recovery plan more than 2-4 years ago, 
most had heard about it in the last year 

• Some had heard about the plan but could not remember when or where 
they first heard about it 
 

Do you think it’s important to recover salmon and steelhead in the 
Willamette valley?  What is the value of recovering the species? Do you 
think we need to recover salmon and steelhead in the tributaries of the 
Willamette?  

• All respondents agreed that salmon and steelhead should be recovered in 
the Willamette and the tributaries 

• Common values were social, economic and environmental 
• Many interviewees are long term residents and have first-hand knowledge 

of how many fish used to be present compared to current numbers 
• McKenzie respondents recognized the importance of their scenic river and 

world class fishing and the positive economic impact on the local 
community 

• Many participants were skeptical that we would be able to recover species 
in a timely fashion, or to a level that would be self-sustaining 
 

What do you think it will take to make salmon viable in the Willamette?  
What actions do you think it will take to recover salmon and steelhead in 
the Willamette?   

• Many participants mentioned that they weren’t sure if we can ever make 
salmon viable in the basin 

• About 90% of the interviewees focused on specific actions that need take 
place such improvement of fish passage at dams, removal of dams, 
habitat improvement, reducing temperature, reducing pollutant inputs, 
monitoring, understanding ocean conditions and climate change 

• Approximately 56% of the respondents mentioned societal and behavioral 
changes that need to be made including better communication, increased 
understanding of the issues, more outreach, changing individual use of 
chemicals and pesticides, legislation, incentives and diligence 
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How will we know when recovery is achieved? 
• Of all the interview questions, this question received the most “I don’t 

know” responses 
• Interviewees felt that they were not qualified to answer this question 

because they were not scientists and expected science to provide an 
answer 

• Five respondents mentioned that we will know when we are able to have 
multiple uses of the river – recreation, fishing, commerce and be able to 
maintain all uses over time 
  

How does land use affect salmon? 
• 96% of the participants brought up examples of land use effects that  they 

had observed on the river such as cutting riparian vegetation, logging, 
wastewater outfalls, debris in urban areas, erosion, inputs of chemicals 
from agricultural areas, and livestock in waterways 

• Most participants acknowledged that many negative land use effects have 
increased with the population growth in the basin 

• One said, “Wild things need wild places – and we have people here” 
• Another said, “There is not big picture, long-term thinking about land use’ 

 

Discussion 
Many of the landowners that participated in this study came to similar 

conclusions as the writers of the recovery plan:  “To achieve recovery, we will 

also need to increase education, positive incentives, and regulatory enforcement. 

The salmon and steelhead species cannot recover if society’s actions continue to 

degrade the ecosystems that support them” (NOAA and ODFW 2011b).  

Landowners, especially those who fish, are aware that there are listed species in 

the basin and believe they are worth the effort of conserving and recovering.  It is 

interesting to note that while 88% of respondents have heard about the recovery 

plan for salmon and steelhead, only 72% mentioned salmon and/or steelhead 

when asked which listed species are present in the Willamette basin. 

 

The mainstem part of the study area proved to be the most difficult to find 

interviewees.  This is in part due to the lack of a watershed council in this area, 
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which means the coordination is left up to many small jurisdictions along the 

mainstem of the Willamette.  Since there is currently no overarching group, it is 

difficult to find a way to disseminate information among these stakeholders.  

Several interviewees on the mainstem mentioned the need for more outreach 

and education to landowners on the river – specifically meetings or one on one 

visits.  All five respondents suggested putting information into agricultural 

newspapers or newsletters and get recovery information into current mailings of 

local agencies.  One interviewee remarked that in his experience landowners 

want to do the right thing, but is this case they don’t know what the right thing is.  

There was a clear trend in this small sample that there is more work to be done 

communicating to landowners along the mainstem. 

 

Both the McKenzie and South Santiam interviewees were reached through the 

watershed councils and seemed to be generally well informed of the recovery 

plan and the status of listed fish.  It appeared that most who live near the river 

were genuinely interested in what was going on and wanted to know more.  All 

twenty of these interviewees were involved with or receiving information from a 

local watershed council or conservation group.  In fact, in the McKenzie, a group 

of 200+ landowners has formed the McKenzie Clearwater Coalition whose 

mission is to “preserve and protect the legacy of the McKenzie River drainage 

basin while protecting property values and respecting the rights of citizens, 

residents, landowners and lease holders to reasonably use private property.”  

These landowners would like to balance protecting the river with protecting 

property rights. 

 

In the South Santiam, many of the interviewees were working with the watershed 

council on conservation projects, or had in the past.  One landowner admitted 

being reluctant and even stubborn in the beginning, but was glad the watershed 

council remained persistent.  Now, the landowner is able to see the benefits of a 

project that fenced cattle out of the creek and is bringing back the riparian 
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vegetation from plantings.  All ten respondents had only positive things to say 

about their watershed council and the staff who work there.  This really speaks to 

the effectiveness of perseverance and dedication at the watershed council in this 

basin. 

 

One thing that became clear from all the interviews is that the task ahead of 

recovering listed salmon and steelhead will require a long and consistent effort.   

Forty-eight percent of interviewees recognized that recovery will take 50+ years, 

a sustained effort and a lot of money. 

 

In general, most concerns revolved around money, society’s willingness to 

change and the timing of recovery efforts.  Based on this study, stakeholders 

remain supportive of the ongoing effort to recover salmon and steelhead in the 

Upper Willamette River basin. 

 

Recommendations 
From the data collected and the response patterns that were analyzed, these are 

areas that would benefit from additional attention – namely communication 

between agencies and stakeholders.  Following is a list of recommendations to 

provide specific suggestions on where to focus future outreach and education 

efforts. 

1. To target the following audiences, interviewees recommended that these 

types of media should be investigated: 

• Farmers and Agricultural landowners 

o Capital Press newspaper, Agri-Times NW 

o Newsletters from Oregon Department of Agriculture, Farm 

Bureau, Extension Service, Soil & Water Conservation Districts 

• General Public (statewide) 

o Oregonian 

o Television (commercials, or special on OPB/PBS) 



 

23 
 

o Radio 

o Direct mailings  

• General Public (regional and local) 

o Eugene Register Guard 

o Corvallis Gazette Times 

o McKenzie River Reflections 

o Albany Democrat Herald 

o Lebanon Express 

o Sweet Home Era 

o Watershed Council Newsletters 

• General Public (special interests) 

o Caddis Fly Shop 

o Fishing group newsletters 

o McKenzie River Guides Association 

o West Fly Fishing Blog 

o Fishing Regulations Handbook 

 
2. To make sure correct information is being distributed state and federal 

agencies should consider providing trainings and printed materials to the 

following groups: 

• Watershed council staff 

• ODFW staff – especially district biologists 

• Angling, guiding and other river recreational groups 

• Soil and Water Conservation Districts 

• Farm Bureau 

• Fishing Shops 

• Extension Service 

 

3. NOAA Fisheries and ODFW may want to consider starting a large media 

campaign with a short, easily understood message about how each 
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person can help save salmon and steelhead.  These messages could 

focus on saving water, limiting use of chemicals or some other small task 

that is attainable by anyone such as Clean Water, Happy Fish or Think 

Before You Spray. 

 

4. Incentives or creative solutions for encouraging landowners in the UWR 

basin to conserve, protect and restore habitat on their land should be 

pursued because recovery will not be attainable without cooperation of 

those who own private land in the basin. 

 
5. Capitalize on opportunities to highlight projects by landowners to 

maximize the power of word of mouth and leading by examples.  

Landowners are likely to try something new if they can see success story 

and have support for the project.  Write up stories about landowners and 

their projects in local and specialty media mentioned above. 

 
6. Encourage the formation of a mainstem watershed council or similar group 

to build relationships and distribute recovery information to mainstem 

landowners. 

  

 

Conclusion 
NOAA Fisheries describes the importance of partners in recovery planning:  

“while we're responsible for adopting recovery plans, the plans will have a greater 

likelihood of success if they are developed in partnership with entities that have 

the responsibility and authority to implement recovery actions” (NOAA 2011c).  

As evident from this project, many landowners understand that we all have to do 

our part.  While there remains skepticism on the part of landowners, that 

agencies will manage the recovery process properly and not intrude on private 

property rights, they also acknowledge that recovery will take cooperation and a 
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long-term sustained effort by all.  In the eloquent words of a landowner: “We 

need continued and improved education to move recovery forward.  I think 

Oregonians more than people in other states are pretty savvy and interested in 

being greener than other states.  We can do this and we can change attitudes, 

but it will take time.  We need to continue to educate people and it will become 

something that’s part of the culture.”  While there is widespread support for 

restoring salmon runs, there remains a large gap between what society says it 

wants and the actions we are taking to achieve it.  The current momentum will 

have to carry us forward into making tough decisions that will recover salmon 

and steelhead after decades of overharvest, resource use and population growth.   
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NOAA Fisheries Mission and Structure 
NOAA Fisheries was formed in 1871 as the Bureau of Commercial Fisheries 

specifically "for the protection and preservation of the food fishes of the coast of 

the United States."  NOAA, along with the Environmental Protection Agency, was 

formed under President Nixon as a way to bring together conservation and 

environmental tasks throughout the Federal government.  NOAA was not formed 

until 1970, at which time the fisheries service became part of NOAA, along with 

the weather service, coast survey and other groups and was placed into the 

Department of Commerce.   

NOAA Fisheries’ 2,500 employees operate within the headquarters in Maryland 

and six regions throughout the country with a mission to provide “stewardship of 

living marine resources through science-based conservation and management 

and the promotion of healthy ecosystems.”  NOAA Fisheries works to conserve, 

protect, and manage these resources to ensure their continuation as functioning 

components of ecosystems, while also affording economic opportunities and 

enhancing the quality of life for the American public. Mandates and authorities 

are derived from numerous statutes, most significantly the Magnuson-Stevens 

Fishery Conservation and Management Act (MSFCMA), the Endangered 

Species Act (ESA), and the Marine Mammal Protection Act (MMPA). 

NOAA Fisheries operates both a regional office and a science center in each 

region, the exception being there is no science center in headquarters.  Table 1 

shows the locations of the regions and science centers. 
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Table 2.  Locations of NOAA Fisheries regional office and science center across the U.S. 

Region Location of Main Office Location of Science Center 

Alaska Juneau, AK Seattle, WA 

Northwest Seattle, WA Seattle, WA 

Pacific Islands Honolulu, HI Honolulu, HI 

Southwest Long Beach, CA La Jolla, CA 

Southeast and 

Caribbean 
St. Petersburg, FL Miami, FL 

Northeast Gloucester, MA Gloucester, MA 

 

The Northwest Region of NOAA Fisheries encompasses three states – Oregon, 

Washington and Idaho, with nine offices throughout the area.  The main task of 

the Northwest Region is to implement the ESA and recover 18 populations of 

listed salmon and steelhead.  In addition, the Northwest Region works with the 

Pacific Fishery Management Council to manage the West Coast Groundfish 

fishery and works to protect and conserve marine mammals.   The 2012 priorities 

of the Northwest Region are to: 

• Improve Groundfish Trawl Rationalization Catch Share Program 

• Strengthen Protections for Listed Species 

• Complete Recovery Planning and Lead Implementation 

• Implement Federal Columbia River Power System Biological Opinion 

• Harmonize harvest and hatchery decisions with the recovery of ESA-listed 

salmonids and treaty Indian fishing rights 

• Strategically manage consultation workloads and staff resources to meet 

consultation timelines while ensuring effective species conservation 

outcomes 

• Implement Habitat Blueprint: Puget Sound Habitat Initiative 
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• Integrate strategic communications into regional programs and policies 

• Advance Regional Electronic Records Management 

The Northwest Region is split into six different divisions, each providing support 

for the priorities listed above.  The organizational chart below shows each of the 

divisions and their general responsibilities that fall under NOAA Fisheries 

jurisdiction.  Many divisions work on inter-divisional projects, due to the complex 

nature of salmon and their habitat, while maintaining expertise is a specific area 

such as hydropower or habitat. 

The regional directorate includes the regional director and upper management, 

as well as the communications and outreach staff which I worked for on this 

project.  The communications staff supports all the divisions to spread the word 

about their work and get important resource updates to the media and the public.  

These staff members are located in both Portland and Seattle, with the staff in 

Portland handling the Oregon issues.  The UWR recovery plan falls under 

statutory authorities and listings and staff from both the Habitat Conservation and 

Protected Resources Divisions are participating in the rollout of the plan, assisted 

by the communications staff.  This project is intended to support the outreach 

efforts for the UWR recovery plan. 
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Figure 4.  Organizational chart of the Northwest Region of NOAA Fisheries 

 

Within the Northwest Region, salmon recovery has been spilt into four domains 

grouping geographically similar areas and genetically related species.  The four 

recovery domains are:  Puget Sound, Willamette/Lower Columbia, Interior 

Columbia and Oregon Coast.  A small part of the Oregon Coast is part of the 

Southern Oregon/Northern California recovery domain which is managed out of 

the Southwest Region in California.  Stakeholder interviews were conducted in 

the Upper Willamette River basin, which is part of the Willamette/Lower Columbia 

recovery domain. 
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Figure 5.  Recovery domain boundaries in the Northwest Region. 

 

 

NOAA Fisheries Budget 
Since NOAA Fisheries is a Federal agency, their budget is ultimately decided 

and approved by the President and Congress.  For fiscal year 2010 (October 

2009 to September 2010), NOAA Fisheries had a national budget of 

approximately 1 billion dollars.  Details of the budget are as follows: 
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Table 3.  Fiscal year 2010 agency budget for NOAA Fisheries nationwide.  

NOAA Fisheries Activity FY 2010 Budget 

Protected Species Research & Management* $206 M 

Fisheries Research & Management $440 M 

Enforcement & Observers Training $109 M 

Habitat Conservation & Restoration $51 M 

Pacific Coast Salmon Recovery Fund $80 M 

Other $105 M 
*This activity includes permitting, listings, consultations, stock assessments and recovery plans. 

 

To ensure that protected species are maintained and recovered, a portion of the 

budget is distributed among the regions to administer these programs.  The 

Northwest Region’s annual budget for protected species research and 

management is approximately 20 million dollars.  As shown in Figure 2, the 175 

employees of the Northwest Region operate within a budget of approximately 

$134 million dollars.  A significant portion of this annual budget goes to 

implementing mandates under the ESA and administering grants under the 

Pacific Coastal Salmon Recovery Fund (PCSRF).  The PCSRF funding goes to 

implementing restoration, research and monitoring projects throughout the region 

and provides a significant source of funding to tribes and the states of Alaska, 

Oregon, Washington, Idaho and California (NOAA Fisheries 2011d). 
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Figure 6.  Annual budget for Northwest Region of NOAA Fisheries FY 2010. 

 

Context of Stakeholder Project 
This stakeholder project is beneficial to the Northwest Region because the Upper 

Willamette River recovery plan was finalized in August 2011.  As a result of this 

plan, NOAA Fisheries will continue to be engaged with stakeholders throughout 

the basin, and landowners are a key component of recovery actions.  In order to 

maximize the output while operating with limited staff and budget, it is important 

to have a plan to engage stakeholders in the basin.  By efficiently informing and 

engaging landowners, priorities habitat actions can be taken and landowners can 

learn and be involved in the process.  The goal of the recommendations in this 

report is to provide specific areas and methods that NOAA Fisheries can focus 

outreach efforts on to engage landowners in recovery planning and 

implementation. 
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Appendix 1:  First Email sent to NOAA Fisheries staff on June 22, 2011 

Willamette Basin recovery plan stakeholder study - PLEASE RESPOND 

Explanation of Research Study 

You are invited to participate in a research project designed to find out what 
people in the Willamette Basin know about salmon and steelhead recovery. This 
study is being conducted by Court Smith, Principal Investigator, and Christy 
Fellas, student researcher, of Oregon State University.   This is an unfunded 
study that is one of the requirements for my Professional Master’s of Science in 
Environmental Science degree with natural resources policy as a focus. 
Information from this study may be used by the Oregon Museum of Science and 
Industry and the NOAA Fisheries to help them better understand public 
knowledge in order to guide outreach efforts for salmon and steelhead recovery 
in the Willamette Basin. No personal information will be requested or reported 
and headers of emails will be removed to protect identifiable information. 

Participation in this study is completely voluntary. Consent to participate is 
granted by replying to this email.  If you have additional questions regarding this 
study, please contact Court Smith (csmith@oregonstate.edu) or Christy Fellas 
(fellasc@onid.orst.edu). 

Instructions for Participation 

Your participation in this stage of the study is intended to gather information 
about the key messages from NOAA Fisheries staff and rank them according to 
their importance of communication to the public.  

Please respond with your list of the top 5 key messages to the public about 
the Willamette Basin salmon and steelhead recovery plan by Friday July 
1st. 

This is an iterative process.  Once an initial list has been compiled from all 
respondents, you will be contacted in subsequent emails and asked to review the 
list of messages received in replies and to rank the top 5 key messages.  This 
process will be repeated at least once until the top 5 key messages are 
determined by the feedback of all participants. 
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Appendix 2:  Second Email sent to NOAA Fisheries staff on July 8, 2011 

Thank you to all that participated previously!  You can participate in Phase 2, 
regardless of whether you provided key messages in the last phase.  I have 
taken all the key message that were sent in and  combined the ones that were 
similar.  Please see instructions below on how to proceed with ranking of the 
messages.  I appreciate your participation in helping me move my master's 
project forward!   

Explanation of Research Study 

You are invited to participate in a research project designed to find out what 
people in the Willamette Basin know about salmon and steelhead recovery. This 
study is being conducted by Court Smith, Principal Investigator, and Christy 
Fellas, student researcher, of Oregon State University.   This is an unfunded 
study that is one of the requirements for my Professional Science Master’s in 
Environmental Science degree with natural resources policy as a focus. 
Information from this study may be used by the Oregon Museum of Science and 
Industry and the NOAA Fisheries to help them better understand public 
knowledge in order to guide outreach efforts for salmon and steelhead recovery 
in the Willamette Basin. No personal information will be requested or reported 
and headers of emails will be removed to protect identifiable information. 

Participation in this study is completely voluntary. Consent to participate is 
granted by replying to this email.  If you have additional questions regarding this 
study, please contact Court Smith (csmith@oregonstate.edu) or Christy Fellas 
(fellasc@onid.orst.edu). 

Instructions for Participation 

Your participation in this stage of the study is intended to gather information 
about the key messages from NOAA Fisheries staff and rank them according to 
their importance of communication to the public.  The goal is for the group to get 
down to 5 messages from the 30 on the list. 

Please respond with your ranking of the top 5 key messages to the public 
about the Willamette Basin salmon and steelhead recovery plan by Wed 
July 13th. 

The synthesized list of messages is provided in the attached spreadsheet 
with a column for ranking and column to provide alternative wording if you 
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believe the message is unclear or incomplete.  Please read all 30 messages 
and then rank your top 5 and send back to me. 

This is an iterative process.  You may be contacted in subsequent emails and 
asked again to review the list of messages and rank the top 5 key messages. 
This process will be repeated until the top 5 key messages are determined by the 
feedback of all participants. 

Attachment:  WillametteStudy_Phase2.xlsx 

 

Table 4.  Attachment to July 8, 2011 email. 

  Key Message 

Your 
ranking 
(Top 5 
only) 

Alternate 
wording? 

1 
In order to keep native species from going extinct in the 
Willamette Basin, the habitat will have to be in good 
enough shape to support each species.     

2 
Providing healthy rivers and streams for salmon and 
steelhead also provides water for us to drink, swim in, 
enjoy.     

3 

Stream flows are critical to migrating salmon.  Enough 
water must be in the system to flush juveniles out and 
provide cool water for returning adults.  Collectively, we 
must look to ways to increase water flows in the rivers 
and still provide water for end users.     

4 Current state of listed species is due to modifications of 
their habitats by humans.     

5 Land use and stormwater will need to be addressed in 
recovery to protect and restore water quality.     

6 

The Plan is designed to guide implementation of actions 
needed to conserve and recover these populations by 
providing an informed, strategic, and voluntary approach 
to recovery that is based on science, supported by 
stakeholders, and built on existing efforts and new 
proposed actions.  The public is a large part of making 
the recovery plan successful.      

7 
Some influences on listed species are outside human 
control so the influences we can control are even more 
important.     

8 
Although hard to accept at first, it will cost us less right 
now to help salmon than wait until things get worse. Are 
you willing to make a contribution to salmon recovery?     
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9 Grant funding is often available for projects that are tied 
to the recovery plan     

10 
Keep Oregon's farms, forests, and rivers sustainable by 
making changes now. Current trajectories are 
unsustainable for all three sectors.     

11 
River deltas are a huge benefit to juvenile fish.  The 
Willamette in Portland was once a huge 
delta.  Restoration of off channel areas in the Portland 
area would increase juvenile survival out of the system.     

12 

The Plan has two recovery goals: 1) restore self-
sustaining populations of naturally produced salmon and 
steelhead while providing for significant ecological, 
cultural, and economic benefits, and  2) achieve 
delisting from the federal ESA threatened and 
endangered species list.     

13 
High quality habitat in the headwaters of the Cascade 
mountains is just waiting for salmon and steelhead to 
come back home. We must get funding to deal with the 
impassable dams.     

14 

The Plan is the product of a multi-year, collaborative 
process led by the Oregon Department of Fish and 
Wildlife, with extensive participation by the Oregon 
Governor’s Natural Resources Office, NOAA’s National 
Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS), and the Upper 
Willamette River Stakeholder and Planning teams. In 
addition to the cooperative efforts of those entities, the 
Plan has benefited from the involvement of a number of 
other state, federal, and local agencies.     

15 
Protection and restoration of riparian areas, secondary 
channels and floodplains will be key for recovery, 
especially as population in the Willamette Basin grows.  
Urban areas will also need to contribute to recovery.     

16 

The recovery plan serves as a blueprint for recovery and 
identifies limiting factors and threats that are responsible 
for the status of ESA-listed species.  Activities to 
address these limiting factors will be needed to achieve 
recovery and delisting.     

17 

It is not necessary to recover all populations of Upper 
Willamette River Chinook and steelhead for us to 
recover the species. Each population plays a different 
role in the recovery process, with some playing a more 
important role than others. With this in mind, it is 
necessary to ensure that the genetic integrity and 
diversity of the species is upheld, that populations 
inhabit historical areas, and that the populations are 
sufficiently abundant and productive to persist over time.     
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18 
We will need to focus on all aspects of viability including 
genetic diversity so that recovery can be sustained 
through time and with new stressors such as 
anthropogenic climate change.     

19 

Floodplains are critical for increased survival of juvenile 
outmigrants.  They provide refugia during high water 
events and increased foraging areas.  We must develop 
a functioning flood plain where we can with willing 
partners.     

20 
Viable salmon runs sustain fishing, recreation, and 
tourism in the Willamette Valley.   Salmon and steelhead 
are vital to our regional economy and recovering the 
species will benefit local communities.     

21 

 In order to protect the Willamette Valley habitat and 
restore degraded areas in order to avoid extinctions, 
public support will be needed to fund the actions, and 
that will mean substantial amounts of public and private 
money will have to be spent     

22 
Recovery plans rely heavily on existing Oregon rules 
and regulations, which are not always adequate, 
particularly with respect to forest practices and 
agricultural water quality management plans.     

23 

Recovery of salmon is a process that everyone can help 
accomplish.  Even small things like changing the 
amount of chemicals applied on lawns and how we use 
water will benefit fish.  Without the support of the people 
in the valley these fish will not recover.     

24 
It is a high priority for the Corps, BPA and USBR to 
implement the RPA for the Willamette Biological 
Opinion.     

25 
Even everything we do may not be enough to prevent 
extinction due to the political feasibility of many of the 
necessary actions.     

26 
Safe, timely and effective (High survival) passage for 
downstream fish at Cougar, Detroit and Lookout Point 
Dams is important.     

27 

Salmon recovery can go hand-in-hand with agriculture 
and development, but our practices have to be 
ecologically sound and strategically placed. We have to 
rethink how we use the land to ensure that floodplains 
function properly, runoff is limited, riparian buffers are 
implemented etc. and support those who are using best 
management practices. This will ensure we meet the 
biological needs of fish. Revisiting how we use the land 
does not mean everything must change, but it does 
mean we have to be smarter and aware of each action 
we take.     

28 Understanding the inter-connectivity of habitat in a 
spatial and temporal context     
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29 

The reasons that salmon and steelhead populations are 
threatened with extinction are complex; likewise the 
approach to recovery will be multi-faceted requiring 
participation at all levels of government (federal, state 
and local) as well as significant participation by private 
citizens and industry.  We will not see measurable 
results from one action.     

30 

Salmon and steelhead in the Willamette Basin have 
declined from their once historic numbers. Recovering 
Upper Willamette River Chinook and steelhead will 
require a concerted and long-term commitment by all 
who live in the Valley. The fish are part of our cultural 
identity and recovering them will benefit all who call the 
Willamette Valley home.     

31 

While tens of thousands of adult spring Chinook return 
to waters above Willamette Falls annually, about 90% 
die prior to spawning.  While scientists are working to 
understand this unusual level of pre-spawning mortality, 
we do not precisely know why this is happening.  High 
water temps are a contributing factor, as are an array of 
diseases.      
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Appendix 3:  Questions for Stakeholder Interviews 

Do you spend time at or on the Willamette River? How much? 
 
How do you interact with the river (choose one):     
Landowner Angler/Guide     Recreation     Watch Wildlife    Boater     
Other_______________________ 
 
In which part of the basin do you most use the river: 
Mainstem   - below falls     above falls 
McKenzie 
Middle Fork 
Calapooia 
Tualatin 
Clackamas 
Yamhill 
Coast Fork 
N. Santiam 
S. Santiam 
Mollala 
 
 
Awareness of Recovery Plan 

1. What do you think is the biggest problem facing the Willamette? 
 

2. Do you know if species are listed in the Willamette?  Which ones?   
 

3. Have you heard about the recovery plan for salmon and steelhead in the 
Willamette? 
 

4. Where did you hear about it?  When? 
 

5. Have you read any part(s) of the plan? 
 

6. Have you supplied comments or been involved in the recovery planning 
process? 
 

7. Who would be best to contact about the recovery plan? 
 
 
Recovery Plan Specifics 

1. Do you think it’s important to recover salmon and steelhead in the 
Willamette valley?  What is the value of recovering the species? 
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2. Do you think we need to recover salmon and steelhead in the tributaries of 
the Willamette?  
 

3. What do you think it will take to make salmon viable in the Willamette? 
 

4. What actions do you think it will take to recover salmon and steelhead in 
the Willamette?  How long will it take?  How will we know when recovery is 
achieved? 
 

5. Do you do anything personally to aid in salmon recovery? 
 

6. What do you think is the best way to get the word out about the recovery 
plan? 
 

7. Who do you talk with about salmon and steelhead recovery in the 
Willamette? 
 

8. How does land use affect salmon? 
 
 
Additional Information 

1. Do you have any additional questions or comments about the recovery 
plan? 

 
 
Demographic Information 
Method of interview:   Phone   In person ___________ 
Are you:  Male or Female (observation) 
Age:  under 25  25-35   35-45   45 -55   55-65   over 65 
Describe your education:  High school  Associate’s  Bachelor’s Master’s  PhD JD 
 
What would you list as your occupation? 
 
What City and County do you live in?
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