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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

 

PG&E operates its 26.6 megawatt DeSabla-Centerville Project (Project), FERC #803, within the 

Butte Creek and West Branch Feather River watersheds.   The existing PG&E license for the 

Project is due to expire in 2009 and the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC) may 

issue a license to operate such a project for a term of up to 50 years.  The license allows FERC to 

require PG&E to make changes to operations to protect fish and wildlife.  Nineteen years after 

FERC issued PG&E current license, the Spring-run Chinook salmon was declared a threatened 

species, under the ESA.   

 

Butte Creek provides one of the last viable remaining habitats for Spring-run Chinook salmon 

and Central Valley steelhead.  Butte Creek is of critical importance because it is one of the few  

waterways in the Central Valley that appears capable of significantly helping these fishery 

resources to recover.  Spring-run Chinook salmon holding and spawning occurs in Butte Creek 

from above the Parrott-Phelan Diversion Dam upstream to the Quartz Bowl Pool, a distance of 

about 17.7 kilometers (11.1 miles) 

 

In 2002 and 2003, there were massive mortalities of salmon, as a result of high water    

temperatures and related disease outbreaks.  NOAA Fisheries requested FERC to initiate ñformal 

consultationò, regarding the Projectôs effects on the Chinook salmon.  FERC did not do so.  In 

April, 2004, petitioner California Sportfishing Protection Alliance (CSPA) petitioned FERC to 

initiate formal consultation, and FERC denied the petition in August 2004. That denial, as well 

as the denial of rehearing on March 23, 2005, were the subject of a Petition for Review by 

CSPA. 

 

It is CSPAôs contention that the 2002 and 2003 salmonid mortalities (e.g., the 2003 disaster 

killed 80% of the returning salmon, prior to spawning) were due, in large part, to the failure of 

Project operations to improve fish habitat.  While Project operations have improved since 2003, 

they have failed to optimize salmonid recovery and pose an ongoing risk of further degrading the  

Spring-run Chinook salmon and Central Valley steelhead Evolutionary Significant Units. 

 

CSPAôs goal is to maximize the survival and reproduction (recovery) of the salmon and 

steelhead listed under the Endangered Species Act.  Accordingly, CSPA commissioned the 

professional analysis contained in this Report.  CSPA will use the results of the analysis to 

develop its response to the water balance and water temperature modeling runs that are being 

developed in the relicensing process. 
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This Report addresses the adult-life stages of the federally-threatened Spring-run Chinook 

salmon that migrate into Butte Creek and ñhold overò there from March through mid-September 

and subsequently spawn from mid-September through October.  This Report is not meant to be 

comprehensive, with regard to specific impacts of water temperature on the Chinook salmon in 

Butte Creek the analysis of data focuses on the results of the thermograph monitoring during 

2006.  Thus, this Report is meant as a ñstarting pointò that will provide the foundation for further 

thermal analysis on both the Chinook salmon and steelhead. 

 

As a result of the analysis contained in this report, the following conclusions were made: 

 

(1) Water temperatures in Butte Creek, under the 2006 PG&E operations conditions, 

were stressful, and subsequently, lethal, to Spring-run Chinook salmon during 

their migration, holding, and spawning life stages; 

 

(2) During the many months of holding and egg and milt (males) development, water 

temperatures were lethal.   

 

(3) There were a dearth of thermal studies on adult Chinook salmon; 

 

(4) No physiologically-based site-specific thermal studies had been undertaken on 

Butte Creek, to determine thermal requirements or thermal thresholds for adult 

Spring-run Chinook salmon; 

 

(5) There was no physiological evidence that suggested that the thermal requirements 

for each of the races of Chinook salmon differed;    

 

(6) Until site-specific physiological thermal studies are undertaken, water 

temperatures, beginning at 15 °C (59 °F), should be considered to be stressful, 

and 17 °C (62.6 °F) should be considered to be lethal for adult Spring-run 

Chinook salmon in Butte Creek; 

 

(7) Water temperature monitoring did not begin early enough.  Hence, PG&Eôs study 

design resulted in, potentially, jeopardizing the long-term survival of the Spring-

run Chinook salmon in Butte Creek; 

 

(8) The temperatures of the water released from Round Valley Reservoir were lethal 

during most of the monitoring period (i.e., holding and spawning months); 
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(9) The temperatures of the water released from Philbrook Reservoir were stressful 

and, subsequently, lethal during the time of spawning for the Spring-run Chinook 

salmon;  

 

(10) At all of the monitoring stations within the Spring-run Chinook salmon holding 

and spawning areas, water temperatures were stressful or lethal, beginning at the 

time that the thermographs were installed, and extending through most of the 

monitoring period  (during migration, holding and spawning); and, 

 

(11) Sublethal water temperatures result in decreased survival of Chinook 

salmon. ñWithin a population, the inability to maintain near optimum 

growth at less than optimum temperatures is as decisive to continued 

survival as more extreme temperatures are to immediate lifeò (Brett, 

1956)ò.   
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