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On the cover: Riffe Lake is a major player in a long-term agree-
ment between Tacoma Power, Lewis County PUD, and Bonneville
Power Administration. The trilateral agreement will improve natural
fish runs in western Washington’s Cowlitz River. Two of Tacoma
Power’s dams, Mayfield and Mossyrock, form Riffe Lake, while
Lewis County PUD’s Cowlitz Falls sits upstream of Riffe Lake.
Currently, a new fish collector is in the works that will help catch
juvenile fish that would have otherwise been spilled into the lake.
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acoma Power, Lewis County PUD, and Bonneville
Power Administration signed a long-term agreement
that will improve natural fish runs in western

Washington’s Cowlitz River. At the same time, Tacoma
Power and Lewis County PUD have formalized an agree-
ment to work cooperatively when the time comes to seek re-
licensing from the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission
(FERC) for their respective dams in the Cowlitz River basin. 

“This agreement is the foundation for improving down-
stream fish collection on the Cowlitz River,” said Ted
Coates, Tacoma Power superintendent. “All three signato-
ries are committed to a new era of cooperation and mutual
support.” 

“All of us that own and operate hydro projects know
that we have an obligation to put resources back in the
river,” said Bob Geddes, general manager of Lewis County
PUD. “This new agreement gives us a chance to do that col-
lectively and it also puts us in a good position for the
future, when the project is up for relicensing.”

T

by Monica Brummer

The agreement allows Tacoma Power to take ownership
of BPA-owned existing fish collection facilities at Lewis
County PUD’s Cowlitz Falls Dam and to install, operate,
and maintain improved fish collection structures at the dam
to increase fish survival. The upgraded facilities will attract
more juvenile Chinook, steelhead, and coho as the fish
migrate downstream. The fish will be collected and then
trucked around the dams and released to continue their trip
to the ocean.

“This is a great example of neighbors working together
well,” said Holly Harwood, manager of Fish Operations,
Policy, and Planning and negotiator for BPA. “And the best
part of this collaboration is that there is an agreement to
cooperate with each other well into the future.”

BPA will provide funding through June 2032 to par-
tially offset Tacoma’s cost to operate the existing facility.
The new agreement also transferred the BPA-owned ponds
and related equipment at the Cowlitz Salmon Hatchery to

Continued on page 28

Although over two million smolts have been captured and safely transported to the lower Cowlitz River since the completion of the above Cowlitz Falls Fish
Facility in 1996, fish collection efficiency has been insufficient to restore self-sustaining anadromous fish populations to harvestable levels. Inset: Before the

dam and fish facility were constructed, the Coho collected fish from Riffe Lake (pictured here in 1969). All photos provided by Tacoma Power.
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Tacoma Power, which will operate and maintain improved
fish collection structures at the dam to increase fish survival
and passage. Within the agreement, Tacoma Power will also
have the ability to collect and remove debris from Lake
Scanewa, the two-mile-long reservoir formed by Cowlitz
Falls Dam.

The journey of building the partnership hasn’t been
easy. 

“If you could see where this started, then you’d see
how far they’ve come,” said Denny Rohr, president/CEO of
D. Rohr and Associates. “In the beginning, there was a lot
of disagreement and a lack of trust. In the end (of the agree-
ment process), they were working very collaboratively. The
bottom line is that they are doing what is good for the
resource, which is fish, and they are doing it well.”

Rohr, who has 42 years of industry experience, was
hired as a facilitator to help the three organizations. He said
that these cooperative agreements take time, but that ulti-
mately the cooperation of the parties is what pushed this
agreement across the finish line. 

All partnerships are different with varying degrees of
subject matter, sizes, and scopes of what they need to
achieve. The need of the Cowlitz River trilateral partnership
started with caring for natural resources and fish.

“This project is important because we are concerned
about the long-term effect on resources,” Geddes said. “We
use the same water and should be working together.”

A lot of progress has been made over the last two years
to get the process in place, he added.

Tacoma Power’s Cowlitz River Project
In the 1960s, Tacoma Power completed the Cowlitz

River Project, which was composed of two high dams:

Mayfield, completed in 1962, and Mossyrock, completed in
1968. They’re located at river miles 52 and 66.5, respec-
tively. The dams form the 13-mile-long Mayfield Lake and
23-mile-long Riffe Lake.

“When only Mayfield Dam existed on the Cowlitz, the
fish bypass facility that we built allowed us to collect the
juvenile salmon just fine,” said Pat McCarty, generation
manager of Tacoma Power. “But six years later, when we
built Mossyrock Dam upstream of Mayfield, it hindered our
ability to effectively collect downstream migrants from the
upper Cowlitz River basin.”

However, they did continue to try to collect the juvenile
fish.

“We had a boat called the Coho that would launch into
Riffe Lake. The Coho was used to transport the juvenile
fish collected in a series of net traps to a location down-
stream where the fish could continue their journey to the
ocean,” he added.

Those efforts continued into the early ‘70s but were
hindered by the significant amount of debris that came
down the river and regularly wiped out the nets. That col-
lection method came to an end when the fisheries agencies
agreed that Tacoma Power should place its energies in the
giant hatcheries and move the emphasis from trying to col-
lect natural fish to producing more hatchery fish.

The relicensing of Tacoma’s Cowlitz River Project, com-
bined with the Endangered Species Act listing of several
species of salmon in the Cowlitz River as “threatened,”
changed that emphasis. The comprehensive settlement
agreement reached in 2000, and the resulting FERC license
that Tacoma Power received in 2002, stipulated that the
“priority objective is to maximize the recovery of wild,
indigenous salmonid stocks.”

COVER STORY

Tacoma Power’s fish
hatcheries, which are

operated by the
Washington Department
of Fish and Wildlife, are

still producing millions of
fish each year, but the

emphasis is changing to
better ensure the success

of the recovery of the
listed species.

A coho salmon smolt.
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Tacoma Power’s fish hatcheries, which are operated by
the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife, are still
producing millions of fish each year, but the emphasis is
changing to better ensure the success of the recovery of the
listed species.

Adult fish returning to the Cowlitz River are collected
below Tacoma Power’s dams at the Cowlitz Salmon
Hatchery and transported to either the Tilton River above
Mayfield Dam or to the Cowlitz and Cispus rivers above
Cowlitz Falls Dam.

Lewis County PUD’s Cowlitz Falls Hydro Project
The process to develop a hydroelectric project at the

Cowlitz Falls site, upstream of Riffe Lake, began during the
1980s. A power purchase agreement to fund the construc-
tion and operation of the Cowlitz Falls Dam was entered
into in 1992 by Lewis County PUD and BPA. Through a
separate agreement with Friends of the Cowlitz, BPA agreed
to build a downstream fish collection system on the new
dam. The completion of the run-of-river Cowlitz Falls Dam
in 1994 then allowed for an opportunity to reintroduce
salmon and steelhead to the historically productive 240
miles of anadromous habitat upstream of Cowlitz Falls
Dam.

The Cowlitz Falls Fish Facility was completed during
the winter of 1996 by BPA and provided facilities for hold-
ing, handling, and loading smolts and adults into Tacoma
Power’s transportation trucks. Although over two million
smolts have been captured and safely transported to the
lower Cowlitz River since 1996, fish collection efficiency
has been insufficient to restore self-sustaining anadromous
fish populations to harvestable levels. 

Tacoma’s new license for the Cowlitz River Project
Fast forward to 2002 and a new FERC license. Tacoma

Power’s downstream fish collection and fish survival from
the upper Cowlitz River basin had to be improved with spe-
cific measures for success in order to meet the requirements
of the new license.

Fish agencies and consultants, along with
Tacoma Power biologists and engineers, evaluated
numerous alternatives and all agreed that the highest
probability for success was to improve the fish collec-
tion facility at Cowlitz Falls Dam rather than try to
construct a new facility further downstream in Riffe
Lake.

In 2003, an access agreement was made between
Tacoma Power, Lewis County PUD, and BPA, which,
along with numerous amendments, has enabled the
testing of various improvements to enhance fish col-
lection at Cowlitz Falls over the past 11 years. A new
fish screen was built by Tacoma Power and tested at
Cowlitz Falls Dam during the 2006-2009 seasons.
The new fish screen did not perform as well as
expected and proved unlikely to achieve the required
improvements to meet the fish passage survival goals.

After years of studies, hydraulic modeling, fish evalua-
tions, and extensive alternatives analysis, the Cowlitz
Fisheries Technical Committee concluded that building an
adaptable shore-based collector on the north end of Cowlitz
Falls Dam would provide the best likelihood of Tacoma
Power successfully meeting its fish collection goals.

Unique fish collector
Tacoma Power has been working collaboratively with

the fish agencies and Lewis County PUD over the past sev-
eral years to design the new fish collector. The new collec-
tor, which will be operated in tandem with the existing fish
collection facilities at Cowlitz Falls Dam, is estimated to
cost $30 million.

The new fish collector will attract more juvenile
Chinook, steelhead, and coho as the fish migrate down-
stream. The fish will be collected and then trucked around
the dams and released into the lower Cowlitz River to con-
tinue their trip to the ocean.

“This is a unique set-up,” Harwood commented.
“Tacoma Power has an obligation to collect fish and the
best place to meet that requirement is at a dam they don’t
own. It took a while to figure out how to make that work,
but now we have a solid plan that will guide how we all
work together moving forward.”

Geddes said that there are some skeptics in the area.
“I’m not an engineer. We need several engineers to keep an
eye on safety and to assure the plan is secure. We will do
this project right, and it will benefit both facilities and the
fish,” he said.

The final design, which was completed in September
2014, includes pumps, a pipeline, screens (both traveling
and fixed), fish flumes, trash rack cleaning system, a pump
back discharge structure, and a bypass channel. It also
involves cutting a 16-foot-wide-by-23-foot-high entryway
through the dam that will simulate a flowing river to attract
the fish that want to migrate downstream.

Continued on page 30

A 3D computer-generated image of what the new fish collector will look like.
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“What’s unique about this design,” McCarty said, “is
that the water will be pumped into the collector to attract
fish and then back up to the reservoir to guide fish toward
the collector entrance. We will be able to manipulate the
flow patterns in the vicinity of the entrance in order to help
guide the fish toward the dam.”

Another unique feature of this collector is that when
the flows into the reservoir increase significantly, the pumps
can be turned off and a gate opened to allow water to flow
through the fish collector and down to the tailrace. This
will allow the first portion of water that would normally be
spilled out of the reservoir to go through the new fish col-
lector. These features provide opportunities to catch juvenile
fish that would have otherwise been spilled into Riffe Lake.

Construction is expected to begin in March 2015 and
be complete by the end of 2016. Plans are to have the new
Cowlitz Falls North Shore Collector in service by April
2017. NWPPA

Monica Brummer is with Tacoma Power. For questions 
about any of the above projects, please contact Pat McCarty,
Tacoma Power’s generation manager, at either pmccarty@
cityoftacoma.org or (253) 502-8336.

The partners

• Tacoma Power serves 170,000 customers in Tacoma, 
University Place, Fircrest and portions of Fife, 
Lakewood, Federal Way, Steilacoom, Joint Base 
Lewis-McChord, and other portions of Pierce 
County. The Cowlitz River Project is the largest of 
four Tacoma Power hydroelectric projects which
generate about half of the utility’s power needs.

• Lewis County PUD provides electricity to approxi-
mately 31,000 consumers through 3,370 miles of 
distribution line. Cowlitz Falls Dam provides one-
third of the utility’s power needs. The project is 
located about 88.5 river miles upstream from the 
Cowlitz’s confluence with the Columbia River, near 
the town of Randle, Wash.

• BPA is a federal nonprofit agency based in the Pacific
Northwest. Although BPA is part of the U.S. 
Department of Energy, it is self-funding and covers its
costs by selling its products and services. BPA mar-
kets wholesale electrical power from 31 federal hydro
projects in the Columbia River basin, one nonfederal 
nuclear plant, and several other small nonfederal 
power plants. The dams are operated by the U.S. 
Army Corps of Engineers and the Bureau of 
Reclamation. About one-third of the electric power 
used in the Northwest comes from BPA. Since 1978, 
BPA has spent $13.8 billion to support fish and 
wildlife programs along the Columbia and Snake 
rivers. NWPPA

Above: Fisherman on the fishing bridge at Taidnapam Park
try to catch some of the landlocked coho in Riffe Lake. 

Below: A successful catch!


