
APRIL IS EGG-CELLENT AT COLUMBIA
FALLS!

Eggs are Hatching in the Hatchery
This year’s endangered wild Atlantic salmon eggs arrived at the Columbia Falls Hatchery in
March, where they will soon begin their life cycle. These eggs are tough little salmon that have
just begun the first stages of development. Raised at the Craig Brook National Fish Hatchery,
these eggs originated from adult Pleasant River salmon. Downeast Salmon Federation is the
only non-governmental conservation hatchery in America permitted to raise these endangered
fish.

An “eyed” egg is depicted above. This stage comes shortly after fertilization and marks the beginning
of an Atlantic salmon’s journey at DSF. 

Our hatchery dates back to 1989, when an old hydroelectric dam that was hindering fish
passage on the Pleasant River was transformed into DSF’s Pleasant River Hatchery. Shortly
after this transformation, the decision was made to use the advantageous positioning of the
facility to rear fish for conservation efforts. Thus, the hatchery was born!  After getting
necessary permits from the federal government, eggs were delivered and the rest, as they say,
is history. Initial successes in the hatchery paved the way for many continuous years of Atlantic
salmon rearing at DSF, which is still ongoing in Columbia Falls to this date.
 
In 2013, we adapted our approach to salmon rearing during the yolk-sac stage, taking a page
out of the Peter Gray Parr Project that was being developed over at our East Machias
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Hatchery. New methods were tested and it was found that our salmon were larger on average
with use of Substrate Incubation Boxes (SIB’s), which would likely lead to better fitness when
the fish were eventually stocked. We continue to research innovations to make improvements
for wild survivability.
 
Today, our rearing season starts by ensuring the system is successfully wet-tested (meaning
that we are moving water within the limits of our design). The eggs are placed into incubation
trays and sit on fine mesh; they will be supplied with a low flow of water which will gently coax
them to continue onto their next stage of development. The fish will hatch from their eggs and
become yolk-sac alevin, or just alevin for short. This stage refers to a fish that brings along an
ever-helpful little “lunchbox” (their yolk-sac) that helps supply them with the energy they need in
order to grow to a size where they can finally begin the hunt for their own food! 

The alevin will next move from their egg tray and be placed into one of our SIBs. SIBs mimic
the environment of a redd (the nest where a salmon would naturally deposit their
eggs). Because we keep our timing and temperatures in line with what the salmon are
experiencing in the wild, our fish emerge from the SIBs at the same time that wild alevin exit
their redds. Once our fish swim out of the SIBs, this lets us know that they are able to find their
own food--our indicator that they are ready to be stocked as fry and survive on their own in the
Pleasant River! 

This stage helps fish hide in environments where they would be easy prey, and allows time for them to
develop to a size where they can better evade predators.

As we continue to develop our plans for the future of our hatchery, we want to upgrade the
Pleasant River Hatchery to mimic the East Machias Hatchery. Plans are being made to add
about 10 tanks, along with new pumps and a building expansion, all in the name of increasing
our support for the revival of Maine's endangered Atlantic salmon population. We currently
raise our fish to the fry stage. Fry stocking allows for higher rates of survivability, but with an
expansion we can raise them to the parr stage and we will significantly increase our adult
returns to the river by at least an estimated ten percent. If you would like to aid our efforts to
expand the Pleasant River Hatchery, please consider making a donation today!



Pictured above is our current setup of the Pleasant River Hatchery

SMELT FRY: AN ANNUAL RITE OF SPRING!
DSF’s most egg-citing public event of the year will be happening on Saturday, April 26th

from 11:00a.m.-3:00p.m. as DSF hosts the 22nd Annual Smelt Fry and Fisheries
Celebration!  The smelt will be served at the Wreaths Across America (WAA) gym,

located at 8 Point Street in Columbia Falls (the same place as the town hall).  



In addition to the best smelt fry you’re ever going to taste, there will be a variety of activities
taking place throughout the village of Columbia Falls. Start in the gym and chat with our staff at
their information tables to learn of the inspiring fisheries and conservation work they are
accomplishing. Some of our partners will also be there; it’s a great chance to find out what
others are doing, as well.
 
We’ll have kids and adult activities, including a Touch Tank hosted by our partners at the
Downeast Institute. Head down to the hatchery for fly casting and a fly tying demo, then join in
on a hatchery tour at our Columbia Falls Hatchery to see how the baby salmon are
growing. Be sure to stop by the DSF smoker for some smoked alewives caught right out in the
river! Next, meander down to visit our working Heritage Fish Camp which serves as DSF’s
home base for smelt fishing, cleaning, displays, research, and outreach work. (Our beer tent is
also located here, in case you are thirsty by now!) This is truly a family-friendly community
event that attracts many of our like-minded friends! Complimentary van transportation will be
provided between the the WAA gym and the hatchery.

If you’re not familiar with the Smelt Fry, this event has grown from a small Friday night
community potluck centered around the commercial smelt harvest to a well-known
regional event serving 500+ guests. Smelt were originally fried in big pots over small
burners. Some of the early smelt harvesters included the late Sewell Look and the late



Lewis Emerson as well as Mike Driscoll, Stevie Tibbetts, Danny Baxter, John Sawyer,
and Evan Emerson. Over the years some have come and gone, and this year the
harvesting was done by Bobby Beal along with our Assistant Hatchery Manager, Ben
Huott along with our Executive Director, Dwayne Shaw.

With 330 pounds of smelt in the freezer, DSF thanks all those who helped with this
year’s cleaning; it’s not an easy task! They include: Bobby Beal, Laurel Riggs, Charlie
Robbins, Geoff Day, Norm Lane, Jon Keller, Rich Gates, Sebastian Cordero, Haadi
Shaw and his friend, Josh. Board Members who dedicated two days to the task include
Don Sprangers, Mike Look, and “Chubba” Kane. Staff included Ben Huott, Meagan
Stanhope and Dwayne Shaw.

In conjunction with the Smelt Fry, the Pleasant River Fish and Game Conservation
Association will also be holding their annual “Late for Lunch” canoe/kayak race. Visit
their website at PRFGA River Race for information and registration.

So, please come enjoy the day, get to know and support DSF, have some fisheries fun
and a seasonal fried smelt dinner with fish caught right here on the Pleasant River. We
look forward to seeing you!

UPCOMING EVENTS
Saturday, April 26th: 11:00A.M.-3:00P.M., Visit our webpage: DSF Annual Smelt
Fry . We're still looking for sponsors; call us at (207) 483-4336.

DONATE HERE
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