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 FACT SHEET 
MILTON-FREEWATER LEVEE PROJECT 

 
DATE: August 2020 
 
PROJECT GOAL:  Restore the Walla Walla River channel within the 5-mile Milton-Freewater Levee Project (“the 
Project”) to improve floodplain-riverine processes and stop channel incision, enhance fish passage and rearing 
habitat and decrease surface water seepage while having no deleterious impact to flood risk management. 
 
IMMEDIATE NEED: Complete fish passage modifications at the Nursery Bridge drop structure and request US 
Army Corps of Engineers authorization and funding to initiate an ecosystem restoration feasibility study under 
Section 216 of the Flood Control Act of 1970. 
 
INFORMATION 
The Walla Walla River is home to two Endangered Species Act (ESA)-listed fish species: Middle Columbia River 
summer steelhead (Oncorhynchus mykiss) and Bull Trout (Salvelinus confluentus) as well as other culturally and 
economically important species including spring Chinook Salmon (O. tshawytscha) and resident redband Rainbow 
Trout (O. mykiss gairdneri).  Since the construction of the Milton-Freewater Levee Project, the Walla Walla River 
channel has continuously degraded downstream of the drop structure, resulting in poor fish passage conditions at 
the drop structure and poor riverine and floodplain process function throughout the Project that pose significant 
threats to ESA-listed and unlisted species. Upstream of the drop structure, localized aggradation and channel 
roughening have decreased the freeboard available for the Project to safely convey the designed flood flows. A 
thorough review of the Project’s current utility as it relates to ecosystem function and development of 
alternatives to remedy the Project’s deficiencies while maintaining acceptable flood risk management for the 
Milton-Freewater community is needed.  
 
BACKGROUND 
The City of Milton-Freewater is constructed on a broad fan of river sediments formed over millennia as the Walla 
Walla River exited the steeper, confined canyons of the Blue Mountains and spilled onto the wide, flat Walla 
Walla Valley. Historically, this fan was a diverse, ever-changing network of channels that laterally spanned nearly 5 
miles across the Valley. These streams supported thriving populations of summer steelhead, spring Chinook 
Salmon, Bull Trout, and many other culturally and economically important fish species.   
 
As the Walla Walla River Valley and the Milton-Freewater communities were developed by Euro-Americans, the 
unpredictability of the Walla Walla River began to pose risks to life and property in the community. In 1951, the 
US Army Corps of Engineers constructed the Milton-Freewater Levee Project to provide flood risk reduction of the 
City of Milton-Freewater and the surrounding area. After construction of the Project, the active floodplain of the 
Walla Walla River was ultimately reduced from its historic 5-mile width to a width of approximately 200 feet. With 
the energy of the Walla Walla River concentrated within the levees, the levee project was breached during the 
1964-65 flood. The US Army Corps of Engineers repaired the levees in 1967 by installing larger rock facing on 
levees and constructing a 14-foot tall drop structure downstream of Nursery Bridge on Eastside Road to stabilize 
bridge footings. 
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As the Project has experienced flood flows over the years, the levees and drop structure have required continuous 
maintenance due in large part to the channel below the drop structure continuously degrading. The highly 
energetic leveed river channel creates extreme stress on the channel bottom causing channel degradation and 
incision. Between construction of the Project and 2014, the channel degraded over 7 vertical feet and the 
floodplain further narrowed by over 25 feet. 
 
The narrow, highly energetic Walla Walla River within the Milton-Freewater Levee Project does not function well 
as an ecosystem that provides valuable habitat or reliable passage conditions for Endangered Species Act-listed 
fish species. Below the drop structure, the River has little to no connectivity with its floodplain, very little riparian 
vegetation is present to maintain summer water quality, limited complexity necessary for high-quality aquatic 
habitat due to the confined nature of the channel, and a degrading channel threatens to disconnect fish passage 
at the drop structure. Upstream of the drop structure, the channel is less confined in many places, but the River 
lacks floodplain connectivity and complexity, and the current alignment of the channel at the drop structure does 
not allow reliable connectivity of the main channel with the east fishway exit.  
 
PAST ACTIONS 
Responding to the 1996 Endangered Species Act listing of Middle Columbia River summer steelhead and 1999 ESA 
listing of the coterminous United States population of Bull Trout, a new upstream fish passage facility was 
constructed on the east side of the drop structure in 2001. The east fishway was constructed to provide volitional 
passage for all life stages of ESA-listed fish species, which the original west fishway did not provide. The east 
fishway also contains fish counting and brood collection facilities for the Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla 
Indian Reservation’s (CTUIR) South Fork Walla Walla hatchery to support continuing reintroduction of Spring 
Chinook to the Walla Walla River.  
 
In 2002, the US Army Corps of Engineers completed an inspection of the flood control project and informed the 
local sponsor, the Milton-Freewater Water Control District, that several areas of the Project needed repairs. In 
2006, after several years of failed bond measures to raise capital for Project repairs, the US Army Corps of 
Engineers decertified the Project, making it ineligible for US Army Corps of Engineers funding for flood damage 
repairs and imposing flood insurance requirements on structures in the previously protected area.  
 
In 2009, the City of Milton-Freewater and the Milton-Freewater Water Control District requested that the Oregon 
Solutions Process be used to develop a collaborative agreement for addressing Project maintenance concerns. 
Out of the Oregon Solutions process several stakeholders including the Milton-Freewater Water Control District,  
City of Milton-Freewater, Bonneville Power Administration, CTUIR, Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife, US 
Army Corps of Engineers, US Fish and Wildlife Service, Umatilla County, and the Walla Walla Basin Watershed 
Council agreed to collaboratively address levee project safety, vegetation management, Project maintenance, fish 
passage at the drop structure, and ongoing downcutting below the drop structure.  
 
In 2010, the Milton-Freewater Water Control District secured a $2.8 million bond to complete the necessary 
repairs to the Project. The US Army Corps of Engineers recertified the Project in the fall of 2013. The Milton-
Freewater Water Control District also requested that the US Army Corps of Engineers complete a Section 216 
initial appraisal to review the Project for changed environmental and operational conditions since its construction.  
 
A flood event in 2013-14 again caused significant downcutting downstream of the drop structure which 
disconnected the east fishway entrance and rendered the drop structure impassable by ESA-listed fish species. 
The Walla Walla Basin Watershed Council, CTUIR, Bonneville Power Administration, and the Milton-Freewater 
Water Control District cooperatively constructed an emergency grade-controlled channel to regain fish passability 
at the east fishway entrance in the summer of 2014.  
 
In 2016, the CTUIR initiated a collaborative design effort to develop a long-term solution for fish passage at the 
drop structure and to address ongoing downcutting below the drop structure. Analyses completed during this 
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design indicated that the hydraulic conditions downstream of the drop structure are such that material or 
structures placed in the channel are unlikely to halt channel degradation or encourage channel aggradation. It is 
estimated that increasing the flood prone width through the Project from 200 feet to a minimum of 400 feet will 
be required to halt the processes causing downcutting. The design process to address fish passage at the drop 
structure is ongoing. The stakeholder group elected to address downcutting under a separate, future design 
effort.   
 
In 2019, the US Army Corps of Engineers approved the Section 216 initial appraisal report for the Project. The 
report identifies changes in irrigation practices and the presence of ESA-listed fish species as changed conditions 
from when the Project was constructed. The report recommends an additional Section 216 feasibility study to 
investigate alternatives to correct unacceptable conditions. 
 
In 2020, the CTUIR, acting as a non-federal sponsor, requested a Section 216 feasibility study be conducted to 
address significant environmental concerns throughout the Project, including severe downcutting below the drop 
structure.  
 
REMAINING NEEDS 

• Organize stakeholders and arrange formal agreement (memorandum of understanding) to construct fish 
passage rectification at the Nursery Bridge drop structure 

• Complete designs to ensure reliable fish passage at the Nursery Bridge drop structure 
• Obtain regulatory clearance and funding to rectify fish passage 
• Construct fish passage rectification design 
• Complete concept designs to address downcutting below the Nursery Bridge drop structure 
• Obtain US Army Corps of Engineers authority and funding to complete an ecosystem restoration feasibility 

study under Section 216 of the Flood Control Act of 1970 
• Utilize feasibility study conclusions to develop designs that address impaired floodplain-riverine processes 

within the Project reach 
• Increase right-of-way of the floodway where feasible 
• Obtain regulatory clearance and funding to implement floodplain-riverine process restoration 
• Construct floodplain-riverine process restoration design 

 
MANAGEMENT IMPLICATIONS 
The headwaters of the mainstem Walla Walla River has available, sustainable cold water habitats to support 
salmonids and native fish.  Access and availability of cold water habitats are essential for maintaining and 
enhancing fish populations, and imperative for de-listing and recovery of harvestable populations of ESA-listed 
steelhead and Bull Trout and recently reintroduced spring Chinook Salmon.   
 
In much of the middle and lower Walla Walla River today, water is sparse and fish habitat has been compromised 
due to out-of-stream water use and channelization and simplification of streams.  The Project is seriously 
impacting fish passage and habitat, floodplain connectivity, and water quantity and quality.  The dam and 
hydraulically controlled channel conditions directly impact channel degradation and incision, water temperature, 
and loss of stream flow (extreme seepage).  Lack of progress in addressing the conditions in the flood control 
project reach is creating an increasing “fish restoration bottleneck” for steelhead, Bull Trout and spring Chinook 
Salmon.  Recent fish studies over the last decade indicate that an average of 72% of mortality among emigrating 
salmonids in the Walla Walla River occurs in the mid and lower river impacted areas. 
 
Correcting the environmental deficiencies of the Project has been prioritized in numerous subbasin plans, 
including the National Marine Fisheries Service’s (NMFS) Mid-Columbia Steelhead Recovery Plan and Columbia 
Bull Trout Recovery Plan under the Endangered Species Act, and recent river assessments and strategic action 
plans.  The NMFS emphasized to the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers in 2012 and 2014 letters that ecosystem 
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recovery actions in the project reach was necessary and offered the greatest potential for ESA-listed steelhead 
population viability and de-listing.  The current Bi-State Flow Enhancement Study has identified this as an 
essential complimentary project due to the anticipated reduction in seepage and retained water instream to meet 
flow project goals in the mainstem Walla Walla River.   
 
As part of the Fish and Wildlife Program, the Bonneville Power Administration is funding construction of a new 
spring Chinook Salmon hatchery facility, located 10 miles southeast of Milton-Freewater, Oregon, on the South 
Fork Walla Walla River.  Once completed, the hatchery is expected to return thousands of adult spring Chinook 
Salmon to tributaries throughout the Walla Walla River Basin each year.  Twenty nine miles of adult spring 
Chinook Salmon spawning habitat exists upstream of the flood control project.  Improved passage, habitat, and 
flows are essential for meeting restoration goals of re-introduced spring Chinook Salmon which includes river 
access for harvest and natural production above the project location 
 
Numerous collaborative investments are resulting in water and fish restoration projects in the Walla Walla 
watershed, including flow enhancement, fish passage, stream restoration and a new hatchery for salmon 
reintroduction. The efforts described in this document would fund a feasibility study, outline recommended 
ecosystem measures and desired outcomes, and design measures to address the broader flood control project 
concerns of floodplain function, channel form and process, fish passage and in-stream habitat and overall water 
quality and quantity within the flood control project.  Following the study, continued collaborative investments 
will be necessary to implement this priority channel restoration project and secure diverse benefits into the 
future.   
 
CONTACT 
Key contact for additional information: Michael Lambert, CTUIR Fisheries Habitat Program Supervisor. Phone 
number: (541) 429-7240; email: mikelambert@ctuir.org. 
 
ATTACHMENTS 

1. Map of Milton-Freewater Levee Project 
2. Photos of the Milton-Freewater Levee Project 
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Figure 1. The Nursery Bridge drop structure in spring 2020. 

 
Figure 2. The Nursery Bridge drop structure in February 2020. 
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Figure 3. Levee failure downstream of Marie Dorian Park in February 2020. 

 
Figure 4. Progressive downcutting of the Walla Walla River channel downstream of the Nursery Bridge drop 
structure 
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Figure 5. Downcutting at the east fish ladder in 2014 providing poor fish passage conditions 

 
Figure 6. Typical degraded condition downstream of the Nursery Bridge drop structure. 
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Figure 7. Sedimentation disconnecting east fishway exit from the Walla Walla River 

 
Figure 8. Channel condition immediately upstream of the Nursery bridge drop structure, summer 2020 


