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THE KLAMATH TRIBES AQUATICS PROGRAM

The Klamath Tribes Aquatic Program is within the Natural Resources 
Department and employs 18 permanent staff and a few seasonal in-
terns and temporary workers.  The program is housed at the Research 
Station located four miles east of Chiloquin, Oregon at the historic 
Braymill site. In 1988, the Research Station began as a small research 
hatchery and fish rearing ponds located across the road from the cur-
rent Research Station along the Sprague River. At that time, the entire 
Natural Resources Program included only five full time employees 
including Don Gentry, Craig Bienz, Jacob Kann, Larry Dunsmoor, 
Elwood (Cisco) Miller, and a couple of seasonal technicians.  

Currently, the Research Station consists of two large buildings and 
parking lot. One building contains staff offices, a water chemistry 
laboratory, wet lab, fish hatchery, and shop.  The second building has 

Tucked away in a corner of Oregon... There is a Tribe, 
With extraordinary people... Doing monumental work to 

Save an Indigenous Species from Extinction! 

Nowhere else in the World (The c'waam) - The Lost River Sucker  
           The Cleaner's of the Water ... If the fish die, the People Die.

                                                        The Indicator Species
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more employee offices, and a warehouse for equipment and vehicle storage.  Our facility 
also includes large fish rearing ponds along the Sprague River across the highway from the 
Research Station. 

SRWQL
Sprague River 

Water Quality Lab

The Aquatics Program has six major 
functional activities: Sprague River 
Water Quality Lab (SRWQL), Hydrol-
ogy, Water Quality, Fisheries, Habitat 
Restoration, and Water Rights. 

The SRWQL has been in operation since 
2006 and is supported by two chemists 
including Travis Bartholomew (left top 
photo) and Ben Harris (left bottom pho-
to), a 15 year employee of the Tribes. 

The SRWQL utilizes state-of-the-art 
water quality analyzers and uses envi-
ronmentally friendly methods that em-
ploy chemicals that are less toxic to the 
environment. The lab is fully accredited 
and performs analyses on water qual-
ity samples collected by our staff and 
many other agencies and clients.

Klamath Tribes Research Station

Chemist
Travis Bartholomew

Chemist
Ben Harris

Dr. Alex Gonyaw and Jimmy Jackson collecting junevile  c'waam at the rearing ponds
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We have four employees that conduct water quality monitoring on Upper 
Klamath Lake (UKL) and tributaries including the Sprague, Williamson, and 
Wood Rivers. Kenny Knight is the lead Water Quality Technician and most 
senior employee at the Research Station with 29 years experience. Other 
Water Quality Technicians include: Irvin Kirk Jr., Charles Jackson, and Dar-
rell Black. Water quality sampling has been conducted since 1990 on Up-
per Klamath Lake and in the tributaries since 2001. Data collected includes 
physical measurements like temperature, flow, depth, turbidity and oxygen. 
Water chemistry samples are tested for nutrients, sediment, chlorophyll, and 
algal toxin.  When sampling UKL, the water quality crew also samples zoo-
plankton and phytoplankton (microscopic plants and animals found in the 
water). The water quality crew samples the rivers year round and UKL from 
May through October.

Water quality and biological data collected by staff are provided to tribal con-
tractors that analyze the data and prepare reports. Dr. Jacob Kann with Aquat-
ic Ecosystem Sciences and a former 10-year Klamath Tribes employee is our 
main contractor for water quality data analysis.  Another major contractor is 
Phycotech who identify and quantify the zooplankton and phytoplankton col-
lected from UKL.  The Tribes’ 29 year database for UKL has been extremely 
useful in understanding seasonal and yearly trends in water quality and was 
analyzed to provide the technical basis for the Tribes’ water claims for the 
Klamath Basin Adjudication.

This has been necessary because over the last 20-30 
years the C’waam (Lost River Sucker) and Koptu 
(Shortnose Sucker) have steadily declined and there 
have been few juveniles surviving to adults.

The Research Station operates a fish hatchery and rearing ponds. The hatch-
ery constructed in 1995 was used for over 20 years to rear endangered suckers 
for a variety of research studies to better understand factors affecting their 
growth and survival. Starting in 2018 our hatchery changed its focus from 
research to raising fish for release into UKL (Upper Klamath Lake).  

Water Quality Technician
Kenny Knight

Water Quality Technician
Irvin Kirk Jr.

Water Quality Technician
Charles Jackson

Water Quality Technician
Darrell Black

Kylee Witcarft student intern taking flow measurement of 
Williamson River
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This has been necessary be-
cause over the last 20-30 
years the C’waam (Lost River 
Sucker) and Koptu (Shortnose 
Sucker) have steadily declined 
and there have been few juve-
niles surviving to adults.  Wild 
sucker larvae are captured from 
the Williamson River during the 
spring and reared for 2-3 years 
before release. Our goal is to 
rear up to 100,000 fish per year 
until we observe good survival 
of juvenile fish and frequent 
natural recruitment of fish into 
the adult population.  We cur-
rently are rearing about 8,000 
2-8 inch suckers in the hatch-
ery. This spring most of these 
fish will be returned to outdoor 
ponds to continue to grow in 
more natural conditions. Our 
first release of reared suckers 
is scheduled for spring 2020. 
Dr. Alex Gonyaw, our Fisheries 
Biologist with over 20 years of 
experience, leads our Fisheries 
and hatchery rearing activities. 
He is assisted by Jimmy Jack-
son and Keegan Riddle, Aquatic 
Resource Technicians.

Dr. Gonyaw, (left),  Jimmy Jackson (Aquatics Technician), Keegan 
Riddle (Aquatics Technician), and Faryn Case (Biologist) and other 

staff conduct fish and other aquatic species monitoring in waterways of 
the former reservation and provide technical support for reviewing state 
and federal government agency documents and plans that potentially 
affect tribal treaty aquatic resources. 

Another major project we are currently working on in collabora-
tion with the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife is a salmon 
reintroduction plan for the Upper Klamath Basin to be implement-
ed after four Klamath River dams are removed in 2021.

When the administrative phase of the Klamath Basin Adjudication was 
completed in 2013, the Klamath Tribes’ determined senior water rights 
were affirmed. The Oregon Department of Water Resources (OWRD) 
has been enforcing and regulating Tribal water right calls since that 
time. Because OWRD has been challenged to adequately monitor and 
enforce the Tribes’ senior water rights, the Tribes’ Water Rights Spe-
cialist and Hydrologic Technicians have been monitoring stream flow 
in claim reaches during the irrigation season. When stream flows are 
near or below the Tribes determined claim, we report back to the local 
OWRD Watermaster’s Office for follow-up.  

The Tribes’ flow monitoring efforts have aided OWRD in more effi-
ciently enforcing and regulating water rights. Further, our staff have 
provided additional eyes on the ground to identify potential violators. 
Staff are currently working with OWRD to develop interim groundwa-
ter regulations.  Brad Parrish is our Water Rights Specialist and is as-
sisted by James Esqueda, Hydrologic Technician. 

Water Rights Specialist
Brad Parrish

Hydrologic Technician
James Esqueda

James Esqueda taking a flow measurement of the 
Williamson River in Chiloquin
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Oleksandr Chebanov, our Hydrologist with 
over 25 years of hydrology experience is 
conducting surface water flow monitoring 
and hydrologic modeling focused on the 
Upper Williamson River watershed. This 
monitoring and hydrologic modeling ef-
fort has been driven by recent data show-
ing that Klamath Marsh water levels and 
Upper Williamson River flows are much 
lower than the Tribes determined claims.  
Ultimately, the goal of the hydrology work 
is to develop a water availability model 
and identify opportunities to achieve tribal 
claim water levels.  Steven Escobar, our 
newest employee is a Hydrologic Techni-
cian assisting Dr. Chebanov.

The Aquatics Program in 2017 expanded 
its functional capacity to include habitat 
restoration. The Klamath Tribes have a 
responsibility to restore and steward tribal 
treaty resources in the former reservation.  
We have been developing partnerships 
with private landowners to conduct ripar-
ian and aquatic habitat restoration work.  
Our Restoration Project Manager, Tim 
Burnett works collaboratively with Or-
egon Department of Fish and Wildlife, US 
Fish and Wildlife Service, Trout Unlim-
ited, Klamath Watershed Partnership, The 
Nature Conservancy, and other entities to 
identify, design, and implement projects. 
Projects include: installing instream fish 
structures, spawning gravel placement, 
riparian fencing, off-stream cattle water-
ing systems, fish screens, riparian vegeta-
tion planting, and noxious weed control. 
Since 2017, we have completed six habi-
tat restoration projects on private property 
within the former reservation costing over 
$200,000.

The Aquatics Program staff have also 
been working with consultants and coop-
erators to develop the Klamath Basin Wa-
tershed Action Plan (WAP).  The WAP is 
a science-driven plan that guides and pri-
oritizes future habitat restoration projects. 
This plan is scheduled to be completed by 
July 2019. It is intended to be accessible 
by agencies, restoration practitioners and 
landowners and is sensitive to the needs of 
landowners to sustain their operations and 
ways of life.

Hydrologist
Dr. Oleksandr Chebanov

Hydrologic Technician
Steven Escobar

Restoration Project Mngr.
Tim Burnett

Dr. Oleksandr Chebanov 
collecting water level data 

on the Williamson near 
Little Wocus Bay

Will Hatcher, longtime Direc-
tor of the Natural Resources 
Department oversees the Aquat-
ics Program and Forestry and 
Wildlife Programs. The Aquat-
ics Program is led by Dr. Stan 
Swerdloff, Aquatics Supervisor, 
with over 50 years of experience 
in aquatic ecosystem science.  
He has led the program for the 
last three years. Mark Buettner, 
Environmental Scientist, (not 
pictured - unavailable at time of 
photo shoot) a former 30 year 
federal employee with extensive 
experience in the Klamath Basin 
is the supervisor for the Water 
Quality and Habitat Restoration 
groups.  Both Stan and Mark, 
not satisfied with retirement life, 
accepted the challenge of help-
ing the Klamath Tribes restore 
and steward their tribal trust re-
sources.  Mark and other staff 
have been heavily involved in 

an Endangered Species Act consultation process for the Klamath 
Irrigation Project. Last year, the Tribes sued the Federal Govern-
ment over its operation of Upper Klamath Lake. The Aquatics 
Program staff also work collaboratively with natural resource 
staff from the Yurok, Karuk, and Hoopa Valley Tribes on impor-
tant resource issues in the Klamath Basin.

Natural Resource Director
Will Hatcher

Aquatics Supervisor
Dr. Stan Swerdloff

Steven 
Escobar 

H y d r o l o g i c 
Tech III 

Collecting 
Water level 
Data at 
Scott creek



Page 6,  Klamath News 2010

Betty Case, Natural Resources Administrator (not pictured) and Kaneeta 
Kirk, Program Clerk, are the administrative staff that keep the Aquatics Pro-
gram functioning smoothly and taking care of all the critical contract and 
financial duties. The Aquatics Program operates entirely on Grant funding 
from the US Bureau of Indian Affairs, US Fish and Wildlife Service, Na-
tional Fish and Wildlife Foundation, US Environmental Protection Agency, 
US Bureau of Reclamation, and Oregon Watershed Enhancement Board.

Aquatics Program Clerk
Kaneeta Kirk

We welcome visitors to the Research Station to see our facilities and  meet with the dedicated 
staff working every day to protect and restore the Tribes Treaty aquatic resources. 

We are some of the extraordinary people at the Klamath Tribes... Doing monumental work to 
Save an Indigenous Species from Extinction! 
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Appropriations Committee to Successfully Fight for Funding 

for Sucker propagation efforts, irrigation modernization.

KLAMATH FALLS, OR – Oregon’s U.S. Sen. Jeff Merkley, joined
by representatives from Klamath-area irrigation districts and the 
Klamath Tribes, announced in February, significant investments in 
the Klamath Basin were included in the 2019 spending bills that re-
cently were passed by Congress and signed by the President of the 
United States.

“These big national bills often seem far removed from the concerns 
of life on the ground here in Oregon. But included in the spendin 
package were bipartisan agricultural investments that are having real, 
lasting, on-the-ground impacts in rural communities throughout our 
state—including right here in the Klamath Basin,” Merkley said. “As 
the top Democrat on the Agriculture and Rural Development Sub-
committee, and the only member of the Oregon delegation in either 
chamber to serve on the appropriations committee, I will continue to 

work to ensure that programs critical 
to Oregon’s farmers, ranchers
and tribes are funded, and that those 
in the Klamath Basin and agricultural 
communities across our state have the 
resources and support that they need 
to thrive.”

February 23, 2019 
“I thank Senator Merkley for bring-
ing folks in the Basin together to look 
at the real issues affecting Klamath 
Lake and the fish that are so important 
to us,” said Don Gentry, Chairman of 
the Klamath Tribes."

 “We, the Klamath Tribes, thank him for holding the Sucker Recov-
ery Summit in November 2018 and for the $4 million in federal sup-
port for our propagation projects. We are committed to continuing to 
move things in the right direction to improve water quality and the 
health of the C’waam and Koptu (the endangered fish).”

“Stability for our farms, survival of the species and success of our 
community all hinge on addressing the issues in collaborative, cre-
ative ways,” said Tricia Hill, owner of Gold Dust & Walker Farms. 

“To have support of Senator Merkley not only helps to bring us to-
gether, it gives us the ability to actually come up with a long-term 
solution that benefits us all. Thank you, Senator.” 

Tricia Hill spoke with Klamath Falls News (Brian Gailey) following 
the press conference and provided this statement: “When it comes to 
the Klamath Project we’ve been using the lake elevations for the last 
twenty years to try to recover the species, and the species are in a far 
worse situation now. By continuing to allocate significant numbers 
of resources in any way shape or form to the lake levels, we don’t 
think it is going to get us there. When we think about the definition 
of insanity - doing the same thing over and over again, expecting dif-
ferent results - we need to take our financial resources, our emotional 
resources, our mental resources, and really turn it to looking to other 
potential solutions. That was one of the reasons why the Senators 
Sucker Recovery Summit was such a great thing for the community.”

When asked about, what are the sane steps we could take to promote 
sucker recovery and what impact may those have on Klamath Ag, Hill 
responded: “The water quality piece is going to be a huge thing. We 
obviously have - what I like to think of as - a legacy issue in the lake 
when it comes to water quality. This is something that’s been chang-
ing over a hundred years. We need to be thinking creatively on how 
we are going to deal with that. There are some components of water 
quality likely coming from the Upper Basin. There is components that 
have to do with the changes of marshlands and grasslands of the lake 
as we developed it for agriculture. The system we have now, we can 
make it better if we focus on how to deal with those problems. Water 
quality effects not only the species but effects recreational opportuni-
ties in our community as well.”

Dr. Mason Terry, Oregon Institute of Technology, 
Department Director of the Oregon Renewable 
Energy Center, and Board Member of the Modoc 
Point Irrigation District.  “Irrigation moderniza-
tion is crucial for the Klamath Basin to recover 
the endangered sucker, pave the way for the return 
of the salmon and provide water predictability for 
farming families so all can thrive. Senator Merkley 
has been working hard for our farms, the Klamath 

Tribes and habitat. He has secured over $75 million in the last three 
years with $25 million in the last year for irrigation modernization" 
He added, "Let’s honor his hard work by doing what each of us can 
to protect the environment, help our basin’s economy and come to a 
sustainable solution to the crisis upon us."

Merkley is the only Oregon member of Congress from either chamber 
since Senator Mark Hatfield to serve on the Appropriations Commit-
tee, considered to be one of the most powerful on Capitol Hill. As the 
top Democrat on the Agriculture and Rural Development Appropria-
tions Subcommittee, Merkley helped write the Agriculture and Rural 
Development bill, securing billions of dollars of investments to help 
rural communities across Oregon and across the country, including 
funding to help address water resource issues in the Klamath Basin.
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We must focus on addressing Klamath Basin resource problems 

Through a 'coalition of the doing' 

Featured Story: Commentary by Don Gentry - Chairman Klamath Tribes 
Published February 2019 Photo by: Herald and News

"Apparently, the Klamath Tribes, the senior water rights hold-
er in the Klamath Basin, is the only party given pre-conditions 
in order to be able to participate in the current discussions 
of the “Coalition of the Willing.” The Klamath Tribes is not 
invited according to Alan Mikkelsen. He confirmed this on 
February 3rd in an article in the Herald and News. Klamath 
Tribes is being held to a different standard than the other par-
ticipants. Why?"

The Klamath Tribes acknowledge the efforts, facilitated by the Department of Interior, to pro-
vide opportunity to develop solutions to the Klamath Basin’s ongoing water and fisheries battles.
It is our understanding that recent discussions have been focused on basin-wide resource issues 
including fisheries, water quality, agriculture, and recreation by identifying actions that the local 
communities are able to implement and maintain.

Principles identified for these discussions include: provide for self-sustaining fish populations 
that will lead to delisting of ESA listed species, harvestable levels for Tribes, support commer-
cial, subsistence, and sport fisheries; provide for sustainable agriculture and other uses to reduce 
crisis management; and provide a sustainable economy.

The Klamath Tribes support the overall principles of these discussions.

Protecting and providing for our Treaty fisheries and other natural resources has driven the 
Klamath Tribes’ actions. Past actions and ongoing efforts by the Tribes have included coopera-
tive efforts with state and federal agencies, tribes, private landowners and non-governmental 
organizations, litigation, and settlement agreements.

Unfortunately, the status of our endangered fisheries and the political environment has changed 
significantly which limits opportunities for a comprehensive solution to the problems facing our 
Treaty resources and the Klamath Basin.

It is clear by our actions the Klamath Tribes have been and are very interested in continuing 
to coordinate with tribes, federal, state, and private entities to address water quality and other 
problems affecting our Treaty resources.

We have been proactive and are engaged in recent collaborative efforts to address natural re-
source issues in the Upper Klamath Basin.

The Tribes worked closely with Senator Jeff Merkley and his staff to convene the Sucker Recov-
ery Summit held at OIT in November. The purpose of the summit was to provide participants 
current science on the endangered suckers and identify short-term actions and pilot projects to 
help sustain and recover the species. Several viable recommendations emerged from the summit 
and are now being considered for funding and implementation.

The Tribes have also been collaborating with state agencies, landowners, tribes, and other part-
ners during the last year to identify and implement measures to reduce nutrient loading from 
major human-caused sources around Upper Klamath Lake.

Some landowners have been very cooperative and supportive of implementing best management 
practices identified including treatment wetlands. Just this week, another cooperative effort was 
initiated to address a major source of nutrient loading in the Wood River Valley. A short-term 
strategy was identified that can be implemented within a year and a longer term holistic solution 
within five years.

We have been participating in an irrigation and energy efficiency and aquatic habitat restoration 
planning effort for the Modoc Point Irrigation District. The Tribes funded a preliminary irriga-
tion efficiency and modernization assessment that was completed this spring and has met with 
the District and other partners since then to move forward with actions.

Current Department of Interior discussions have been focused on fish-
eries and resource management issues. We believe it is evident that the 
process is hoped to eventually culminate in water settlement similar 
to the Klamath Basin Restoration Agreement (KBRA) and the Upper 
Klamath Basin Comprehensive Agreement (UKBCA).

Both of these settlements were developed and supported by the Klam-
ath Tribes and a majority of affected stakeholders but were not sup-
ported by Congressman Walden, Congressman LaMalfa, and key local 
entities which resulted in their eventual termination. At this point we 
have serious doubts and do not see the benefits of engaging in what ap-
pears to be a similar time intensive and costly process that would result 
in a failed agreement.

The Klamath Tribes have made it clear that we are not interested in 
engaging in water settlement discussions. However, we are very inter-
ested in discussions that will protect and enhance our treaty resources.

In addition to the reasons communicated above, due to the serious-
ly declining populations and projected dire status of the endangered 
C’waam and Koptu in Klamath Lake, it is necessary that we continue 
to be focused on improving water quality and providing needed trib-
utary flows and Upper Klamath Lake water levels. Maintaining and 
advancing the Tribes’ standing in the Klamath Basin Adjudication is 
a priority that will also protect and provide for our fisheries and other 
Treaty resources.

Apparently, the Klamath Tribes, the senior water rights holder in the 
Klamath Basin, is the only party given pre-conditions in order to be 
able to participate in the current discussions of the “Coalition of the 
Willing.” The Klamath Tribes is not invited according to Alan Mik-
kelsen. He confirmed this on February 3rd in an article in the Herald 
and News.

Klamath Tribes is being held to a different standard than the other par-
ticipants. Why?

The Department of Interior-led discussions appear to be another op-
portunity to address Klamath Basin resource problems. The Klamath 
Tribes are willing to participate if there is opportunity for development 
of constructive activities that actually result in substantive improve-
ments for our priceless resources.
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Remembering and honoring the true history of the indigenous people of California/
Oregon and what took place in 1872-1873. 

Editor's Note: 
The following letter was presented to Oregon Senator Fred Girod (District 9) after 
he drafted and proposed Senate Resolution 12 - regarding the Commemoration of 
the Modoc War 1872-1873 into Legislation on March 27, 2019, in Salem, Oregon, 
with the Eighteenth Legislative Assembly. The resolution honors all those who 
fought in the war and lost their lives and way of life. Mr. Girod drafted the legisla-
tion after he watched the Modoc War (OPB Documentary) in which, the Klamath 
Tribe's, Cheewa James (Modoc Tribal Historian and Author), and many others col-
laborated on that Modoc War documentary in 2010/2011. 
*The documentary can be viewed on Utube: Modoc War (Oregon Experience).
 

The following letter was submitted to Senator Girod by the Klamath Tribes 
(Klamath, Modoc, and Yahooskin Piaute People) 1864 Treaty
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