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The Proposed 

Chewaucan Wild and Scenic River 
 (Note: This nomination is hydrologically interconnected and highly complementary with the 
proposal of the Oregon Lakes Association to also establish the Lake Abert Wild and Scenic 
River.) 
 

 
 

Figure 1. The Chewaucan River and its tributaries above Paisley is outstandingly remarkable 
and should be given wild and scenic river status (Ron Larson, photo). 

 
Introduction: The Chewaucan River watershed lies in Lake County, south-central Oregon. The 
streams in the watershed above Paisley are of outstandingly remarkable value: (1) their water 
quality is high, (2) they serve as an important cold-water aquatic refuge habitat, (3) they provide  
highly important wildlife habitat; (4) they provide scenic beauty; (5) they provide numerous 
dispersed and developed recreational opportunities, and (6) they provide the main source of 
water to Lake Abert, which ranks with the Great Salt Lake in Utah and Mono Lake in California 
as a critical Great Basin aquatic habitat. 
 
The Chewaucan River is fed by snow melt from the east side of 8,000-foot-high Gearhart 
Mountain, a federally-designated wilderness, and other high-elevation areas. Dairy Creek begins 
in a glacial cirque at 7,700 feet where numerous springs produce crystal clear, cold water. Augur, 
North Fork Auger, and Dead Horse Creeks similarly arise at the base of Dead Horse Rim in the 
Deadhorse Rim Inventoried Roadless Area. Elder Creek begins at an elevation of 6,900 feet. 
Those high elevations give the upper reaches of the river a high water quality. While Swamp and 
Mill Creeks arise lower in the Chewaucan watershed, they also contribute important water 
quality and quantity to the river, as well as additional aquatic habitat. 
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Figure 2. Left, a foot bridge across the Chewaucan River provided access to one of the trails located on 
the Fremont-Winema National Forest (Source: Fremont-Winema N.F.). Right, the scenic Auger Creek 
tumbles over boulders as it heads downstream providing highly-oxygenated, cold-water habitat of high 

quality to the Chewaucan River (Source: Ron Larson). 
 
Description: The 53-mile long Chewaucan (CHEE-wah-CAN) River begins at the confluence of 
Elder and Dairy creeks. It flows northward toward Paisley where it becomes heavily dewatered 
and channeled to benefit livestock production before entering Lake Abert. The proposed wild 
and scenic river includes the upper and the most natural segment of the Chewaucan River, as 
well as its major tributaries, and is mostly federal public land. 
 
The Chewaucan Wild and Scenic River would be administered by the Fremont-Winema National 
Forest and Lakeview District Bureau of Land Management. It is within two EPA Level III (and 
IV) ecosystems: East Cascades Slope and Foothills (Fremont Pine/Fir Forest) and Northern 
Basin and Range (High Lava Plains). 
 

The Proposed Chewaucan Wild and Scenic River 
Segment ~Mileage Upper Terminus Lower Terminus Classifi-

cation 
Chewaucan River 
mainstem 23.0 West boundary S15, 

T36S, R18E, WM 
East boundary S27, T33S, 
R18E, WM Recreational 

Swamp Creek 5.0 
USFS boundary in S25, 
T26S, R18E. FFU to 
drop upper private lands. 

Confluence with Chewaucan 
River Scenic 

Mill Creek 6.0 Headwaters Confluence with Chewaucan 
River Scenic 

Dairy Creek 7.0 Gearhart Mountain 
Wilderness boundary 

East boundary S2, T36S, 
R17E, WM Scenic 

Elder Creek 8.0 Headwaters South boundary S33, T34S, 
R17E, WM Scenic 

Dead Horse Creek 4.0 Headwaters South boundary S19, T35S, 
R17E, WM Wild 

Augur Creek 4.0 Headwaters South boundary S21, T35S, 
R17E, WM (FFU typo) Wild 

TOTAL 57    
 

Outstandingly Remarkable Values 
Recreation: Recreational activities include fishing, hunting, hiking, birding, camping, pleasure 
driving, and just hanging out. The river is raftable in spring during high water. The Oregon 
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Desert Trail follows along a portion of the river and the Fremont National Recreational Trail 
traverses the Chewaucan and its canyon.  
 
There are several Forest Service rustic campgrounds (three along the Chewaucan and three along 
Dairy Creek). There are also two primitive campgrounds on BLM holdings. The road along the 
Chewaucan is part of a mountain biking loop promoted by Travel Oregon. 

 
Figure 3. Left. Fishermen try their luck to catch redband trout in the Chewaucan River. Right, a 
close up of the native redband trout (Sources: Fremont-Winema National Forest and USFWS). 

 
Fish: The cold water sourced from the tributaries of the Chewaucan River provides essential 
downstream habitat for numerous aquatic species, including the interior red-band 
trout (Oncorhynchus mykiss spp.), a sub-species of the rainbow trout. This fish evolved in the 
small rivers and streams in the high desert region of eastern Oregon. The redband trout, also 
called the Great Basin redband trout, is valued among fly fishermen. It is considered a “species 
of concern” by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service due to habitat loss, small population sizes, and 
the effects of climate change. Preserving cold-water habitat is especially important to trout and 
other fish in the interior West because temperatures will rise as a result of climate change and 
their habitat will shrink.  
 
The Chewaucan redband trout population is an evolutionarily significant component of the 
Oregon Closed Basins (West) grouping of Great Basin Redband Trout, which—along with 
Columbia River redband trout—is a subspecies of rainbow trout (Oncorhynchus mykiss gibbsi.). 
As Pleistocene Lake Chewaucan receded to today’s Lake Abert and Summer Lake, the 
Chewaucan redband evolved in isolation from other redbands. The Chewaucan redband trout are 
wild fish, not having been affected by the introduction of hatchery stock. 
 
Wildlife: The landscape and vegetative diversity of the Chewaucan corridor means a diversity of 
wildlife habitats (including, but not limited to: aspen woodlands, late-successional mix-conifer 
forests, ponderosa pine woodlands, flowing water and riparian, sagebrush, wetlands, expansive 
grasslands, wetlands [including ponds and lakes], and talus slopes and rock crevices). In addition 
to redband trout, sensitive species (state) or species of concern (federal) found in the Chewaucan 
Conservation Opportunity Area (see below) include: the western toad, an amphibian; Black-
backed Woodpecker, Flammulated Owl, Great Gray Owl, Lewis’s Woodpecker, Northern 
Goshawk, Olive-sided Flycatcher Swainson’s Hawk, and White-headed Woodpecker birds; 
California myotis, hoary bat, long-legged myotis, pallid bat, and silver-haired bat. The lower 
Chewaucan above Paisley is mule-deer winter range habitat. 
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Figure 4. A White-headed Woodpecker, a state-sensitive 
species, brings food to nestlings located inside an aspen tree 
(Photo by Ron Larson). 
 
 
Scenic: The landscape mosaic of ponderosa pine forests, 
western juniper woodlands, sagebrush-steppe, rocky rims, wet 
meadows, dry meadows and riparian vegetation all combine 
to be quite easy on the eye. The Chewaucan River and its 
tributaries provide outstanding scenic beauty and recreational 
opportunities, including many hiking trails, some of which 
pass through the Gearhart Wilderness Area, as well as rustic 
campgrounds. The upper tributaries of the Chewaucan River 
flow through montane meadows lush with outstanding 

displays of colorful wildflowers in summer. Several nearby trails in the Wilderness provide 
access to this scenic area. Dairy Creek flows though Fremont National Forest, which has forests 
of large white fir, old-growth ponderosa pine, and aspen groves that turn gold in the fall. A 
number of US Forest Service campgrounds are located along the Chewaucan and its upper 
tributaries, providing opportunities for camping, hiking, horseback and mountain bike riding, 
fishing, bird observing, etc. to enjoy this beautiful part of Oregon.  
 

Figure 4. The scenic Dairy Creek cirque and its wetlands is the source of Dairy Creek. Located 
at an elevation 7,700 feet, the water is very cold. Numerous wildflowers occur in associated 
meadows, such as wild onion (center) and western columbine (right). Photos by Ron Larson. 

 
 

The Chewaucan River and Lake Abert 
At Paisley, the river enters the flat, seasonally-marshy basin that lies between the upper 
undisturbed part of the watershed and Lake Abert. Extensive water diversions from the 
Chewaucan River occur in support of cattle ranching in the former marsh, heightening the 
importance of protecting the flow of water through the upper reaches that we are nominating for 
Wild and Scenic River status.  
 
Protection of the undisturbed nature of the upper Chewaucan watershed through provision of 
Wild and Scenic River (WSR) status will help to ensure that Lake Abert will have a dependable 
water source. The Oregon Lakes Association is separately proposing WSR status for Lake Abert 
and its three main tributaries. 
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Other Information 

Agency Consideration: The Forest Service has determined their portion of the proposed 
Chewaucan Wild and Scenic River to be “eligible” for inclusion in the National Wild and Scenic 
Rivers System. The agency identified recreation as an outstandingly remarkable value. 
 
Fishing: According to the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife: “The Chewaucan River 
offers quality wild trout fishing in a primitive setting. It’s an excellent choice for introducing 
families to primitive style camping and to stream fishing. Getting here is part of the adventure. 
Fill up your gas tank whenever you find an open pump, and come prepared with all your 
camping needs, including water. Wild redband trout are abundant. There are brook trout in the 
higher reaches.” 
 
ODFW Conservation Opportunity Areas: The proposed wild and scenic river flows through 
both the Gearhart Mountain-North Fork Sprague and Chewaucan conservation opportunity areas 
(COA), identified by the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife with recommendations to: 
“maintain or enhance in-channel watershed function, connection to riparian habitat, flow and 
hydrology; maintain or restore existing stands of aspen woodland and ponderosa pine woodland 
to provide habitat for wildlife; and maintain or restore riparian habitat and ecological function, 
ensuring sufficient habitat complexity for wildlife.” ODFW notes that 
the Chewaucan “[p]rovides important habitat for Oregon Great Basin 
Redband Trout.”  
 
Non-Federal Land: There are small amounts of scattered non-federal 
lands along the Chewaucan mainstem. It is recommended that the 
Chewaucan Wild and Scenic River start above and end below these 
private inholdings, but that language be included that specifically states 
that the private lands shall not be included in the “detailed boundaries” 
of the wild and scenic river. 
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