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Introduction 
The Oregon Department of Transportation (ODOT) has requested a fish passage exemption for 
repair of a double barreled reinforced box culvert (RCBC) on Dry Creek, a tributary of the Walla 
Walla River.  The structure is at RM 12.25 on Dry Creek and along Highway 11 at milepoint 
22.07 between Weston and Milton-Freewater (Figure 1).  The proposed repair includes 
resurfacing of the eroded concrete floor involving replacement of over 15% of the interior 
circumference.  The site is unique in that the ODOT culvert directly abuts a single barreled 
concrete culvert downstream and under a railroad owned by Palouse River/Coulee City Railroad.  
The combined length of both culverts is several hundred feet.  At the downstream end of the 
railroad culvert there is a drop that is over five feet high (Figures 2 and 3). 
 
Dry Creek is a tributary of Pine Creek, which is a tributary of the Walla Walla River.  Pine Creek 
crosses the Oregon-Washington State line and enters the Walla Walla River approximately 7.8 
miles downstream of the confluence with Dry Creek.  The Walla Walla River spans the Oregon-
Washington State line as well. 
 
Fish Passage 
There are a total of 13 barriers to fish reaching spawning and rearing habitat in Dry Creek from 
the Walla Walla River (Figure 1).  In addition to the ODOT/railroad culverts (sites 11 and 12 in 
Figure 1), there are 8 on Dry Creek and three on Pine Creek downstream of the confluence of 
these streams.  One barrier is 1.06 miles upstream of the proposed project and is passable under 
certain conditions.  The remainder are downstream of the proposed project site.  According to 
ODFW’s fish passage database, three of the barriers are impassable, five passable with difficulty 
and the remainder are passable.  This assessment is in relation to steelhead passage.  The nearest 
impassable barrier to the proposed project is 6 miles downstream.  The impassable barrier 
furthest downstream is approximately 13.75 miles from the proposed project, on Pine Creek.  As 
these are on private property, there has not been recent inspection of these sites to confirm 
current status.  
 



The drop caused by the railroad culvert, immediately downstream from the ODOT culvert, 
would make it difficult for steelhead to pass, but is not impassable.  It is impassable by resident 
redband trout and suckers, as are many of the other barriers. 
 
Fish Presence/Absence 
Sampling of fish populations in Dry Creek has not been done in recent times.  However, 
historical records indicate that Dry Creek is inhabited by redband trout.  Inference, based on 
species assemblages in nearby streams, would suggest the presence of suckers as well.  Both are 
native migratory fish.   
 
Steelhead were historically present in Dry Creek, but there is no recent information to suggest a 
naturally reproducing population.  Passage barriers are the primary reason steelhead do not 
inhabit Dry Creek.  Anecdotal reports from the public suggest that occasionally a few steelhead 
are able to scale the barriers and ascend Dry Creek, indicating the barriers are not 
insurmountable, but severely restrict access.  These reports have not been confirmed.  
 
Habitat/Water Quality 
In general, fish habitat quality in Dry Creek is fair.  The upper part of the drainage is in better 
condition with fair to good vegetative cover, moderate habitat diversity and abundant spawning 
gravels.  The lower part of the stream is in fair to poor condition due to impacts from agricultural 
uses of the surrounding land.  If passable, the stream would provide suitable spawning and 
rearing habitat for steelhead in its mid to upper reaches.  There are approximately 10 miles of 
habitat upstream of the proposed project site.  There are no data available on water quality 
parameters in Dry Creek. 
 
Determination 
The Walla Walla Basin is currently the focus of significant efforts to restore anadromous salmon 
and steelhead.  The foundation of this effort is the Northwest Power and Conservation Council’s 
Fish and Wildlife Program, with funding provided by the Bonneville Power Administration.  
Efforts over the past decade have focused on improving instream flow, passage and habitat on 
streams with the best potential to increase production.  Dry and Pine creeks have not been the 
beneficiary of on-going watershed restoration efforts.  However, as remediation of these issues is 
addressed in other parts of the basin, the focus will shift to areas in need such as Dry and Pine 
creeks.  It is foreseeable that in the next decade, meaningful progress will be made toward 
addressing fish passage issues in Dry Creek. 
 
Under existing conditions, there would be no appreciable benefit to addressing fish passage at 
the proposed project.  For redband trout and suckers, even if passage were provided at ODOT's 
proposed exemption site, the abutting railroad culvert would still be a complete barrier.  For 
steelhead, the lack of benefit is due to the cumulative effect of the numerous barriers, as they are 
currently understood, that exist downstream.  Given the presence of these barriers, even if 
passage were provided at ODOT's exemption site, no more adult steelhead would be able to pass 
above this site than those which unconfirmed, anecdotal reports suggest may already be 
periodically passing above this site.  However, should the status of passage change downstream, 
whether through planned restoration actions or natural events, ODOT should immediately begin 
pursuit of passage remediation at the Highway 11 RCBC.  More specifically, the trigger for 
ODOT action to address passage should be restored passage at the three barriers currently 
documented as impassable and the railroad culvert. 



 
 
 

Figure 1.  Dry Creek  
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Figure 2.  Drop downstream 
of Railroad Culvert. 

 

 

Figure 3.  Height of drop 
downstream of Railroad Culvert. 
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