
Sturgeon Lake Restoration Project Update 
 

District Manager’s Message 

Welcome to the Sturgeon Lake Restoration Project electronic newsletter. I just reached my 2nd anniversary date as Dis-
trict Manager for the West Multnomah Soil & Water Conservation District and I am excited to report that construction 
for the project is on schedule to commence in July 2018. This realization is a long time in coming, ever since the original 
1989 project failed during the 1996 floods. 

Whoa! You have not heard of the Sturgeon Lake Restoration Project? Perhaps you are not even familiar with Sturgeon 
Lake. Well, here is the scoop. Sturgeon Lake encompasses 3,200 acres of open, tidally influenced, freshwater lakes, 
sloughs and marshes on Sauvie Island – one of the premier natural and biologically significant aquatic and wildlife habi-
tat areas in Oregon. Situated about 15 miles north of Portland, Sturgeon Lake is owned and managed by the Oregon 
Department of Fish and Wildlife (ODFW) and is the signature feature of ODFW’s 11,543 acre Sauvie Island Wildlife Area 
on the Island. The lake is connected to Multnomah Channel (aka Willamette Slough) via the Gilbert River and connected 
to Columbia River by Dairy Creek. Sturgeon Lake is an important link in the Pacific Flyway for waterfowl and a wide vari-
ety of bird species, offering winter habitat to 200,000 geese alone. In addition, juvenile salmon use Sturgeon Lake for 
rearing and foraging as part of their outward migration to the ocean. Currently, tidal and seasonal flows from the Co-
lumbia River into upper Sturgeon Lake are severely restricted due to a sediment plug at Dairy Creek’s inlet with the Co-
lumbia River and failing, collapsed culverts at the Reeder Road crossing of Dairy Creek. 

Please read on to learn more about how we are going to restore the tidal and flow influence of the Columbia River with 
upper Sturgeon Lake.  

Jim Cathcart, District Manager, West Multnomah Soil & Water Conservation District  



What are we doing? 

Sauvie Island is an important farming region made possible by the 
US Army Corps of Engineers levee construction in 1941. While the 
levees and associated drainage canals facilitated farming, this same 
infrastructure disconnected Sturgeon Lake from the high water, 
spring runoff flows from both the Willamette and Columbia Rivers. 
The result is Sturgeon Lake is slowly filling up with sediment and 
debris – which degrades emergent wetland marsh habitats im-
portant to migrating juvenile salmon, waterfowl and other wildlife. 
The Sturgeon Lake Restoration Project aims to reduce sediment in 
the lake by restoring high spring seasonal flows into upper Stur-
geon Lake and providing seasonal access for migrating juvenile 
salmon into the lake directly from the Columbia River – even dur-
ing low flow periods. 

 

Two undersized, failing culverts under Reeder Road will be replaced with a single-span 
bridge. The debris boom at the mouth of Dairy Creek - designed to keep material from 
plugging Dairy Creek and which was lost in 1996 - will be replaced with a new one de-
signed to remain in place even during major floods. A large sand plug which prevents 
most flow through the Dairy Creek channel will be removed. The channel will be designed 
to move as much water during high water events like floods but also allow the positive 
effects of daily tides even when the Columbia River is near its annual low flow. Finally, the 
District will restore about 7 acres of natural riparian habitat along the creek between the 
Columbia River and Sturgeon Lake.  

“There was anecdotal evidence that the original project in 1989 was working as I could see the channelization and deepening of 
upper Sturgeon Lake almost immediately after the original channel was formed to allow hydrological flushing of upper Sturgeon 
Lake from the Columbia River,” says Mark Nebeker, ODFW Manager of the Sauvie Island Wildlife Area.  “For the new project to 
replace the culverts with a full spanning bridge is exciting to see because what we can expect is even greater flushing action into 
upper Sturgeon Lake.” 

What is at stake?  

The lower Columbia River and associated lakes/wetlands provides habitat for a wide variety of species; including 13 evolutionarily-
significant salmon species (Willamette fall Chinook and Columbia River spring Coho) which lack rearing or off-channel habitat, 
green sturgeon, white sturgeon, waterfowl (180,000 each winter in Sturgeon Lake alone), and lamprey.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Audubon Society of Portland has designated the natural area and lake as an Important Bird Area. Eight species of waterfowl 
breed in the natural area next to Sturgeon Lake, 10 species of shorebirds use the habitat and up to 8 active bald eagle nests have 
been counted. Other important species using the area are osprey, great horned owl, dusky Canada geese, sandhill cranes, white 
pelicans, great blue heron, red-tailed hawk, American kestrel, peregrine falcons, and western meadowlark.  

 

 



Who is involved? 

The Bonneville Power Administration (BPA) and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Corps) serve as the federal sponsors of the pro-
ject. The West Multnomah Soil & Water Conservation District serves as the non-federal sponsor of the project. The Corps took the 
lead in piloting the project through its initial feasibility and early design phases. A key outcome of the Corps work was securing a 
favorable Survival Benefit Unit score for the project’s value as habitat for federally listed salmon and steelhead stocks in the Colum-
bia River. The favorable score enabled BPA and the Columbia River Estuary Study Taskforce (CREST) to take over the final design, 
environmental review, and the permitting and construction phases of the project. West Multnomah Soil & Water Conservation 
District is responsible for securing, voluntarily at Fair Market Value, the necessary real estate interests from the affected private 
and public landowners along Dairy Creek through both temporary construction and permanent conservation easements. The Dis-
trict is also responsible for controlling invasive species and restoring natural riparian vegetation habitat. Through an Intergovern-
mental Agreement, the District and ODFW will share responsibility for the long-term monitoring and maintenance of the project 
area to ensure the conservation values (hydrological connectivity between the Columbia River and upper Sturgeon Lake and re-
stored habitats) sustain themselves in perpetuity. Multnomah County will take ownership of the bridge and will be responsible for 
its maintenance for transportation purposes. 

Other partners are: 

 Oregon Fish & Wildlife Department 

 Oregon Wildlife Foundation 

 Oregon Department of Environmental Quality 

 Multnomah County 

 Metro Parks and Nature 

 Oregon Watershed Enhancement Board   

 Ducks Unlimited  

Oregon Wildlife Foundation Executive Director Tim Greseth says, "Sturgeon Lake 
has all of the elements that Oregon Wildlife Foundation is looking for in a project; great planning, committed partners, and            
exceptional outcomes for wildlife." 

 

What’s Happening Now?   

Federal, state and county permits have been submitted and the restoration pro-
ject will go to bid shortly, ensuring project construction begins this summer, as 
expected. This spring crews will begin removing two failing culverts in Dairy Creek 
at NW Reeder Road, the site of a newly-designed bridge. To alert island residents 
and visitors to traffic delays during bridge construction next spring and summer, 
signs have been posted at the site and on island bulletin boards. A bypass road is 
planned around the construction area (Reeder Road at Dairy Creek), but traffic 
will likely be slow during peak weekend travel times during the summer.     

West Multnomah Soil & Water Conservation District crews have removed thickets 
of non-native blackberry and false indigo bush along the banks of Dairy Creek, 
and plan to replace them with native trees and shrubs in the winter of 2018-2019.  

The District has secured a dedicated email address and web page for information about the project. Please visit 
www.sturgeonlake.org or email sturgeonlake@wmswcd.org with any questions.  

Timeline 

October, 2017 – vegetation removal begun 

July, 2018 – culvert removal, by-pass road installed, bridge construction begins 

August/September, 2018 – bridge completed, channel work begins 

October/November, 2018 – final site cleanup, native riparian plantings 

February, 2019 – additional native riparian plants installed 

We will let you know how the project is proceeding in future newsletters, so stay tuned! Updates will also be available at our web-
site.  

Thank you for your participation and interest in restoring this spectacular lake for all to enjoy. 

 

Compiled by Carolyn Myers Lindberg, Communications Coordinator, WMSWCD 
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