The Horsefly River Sockeye Spawning Channel

Rebuilding the Stock

The Horsefly River Spawning Channel is a Government of Canada facility operated by the Department of Fisheries and Oceans, Salmonid Enhancement Program.  This channel was built in 1988-89 to enhance the sockeye salmon run in the sub-dominant years to historical levels.

This channel provides an ideal spawning area for 23,000 adult sockeye.  The channel will produce an annual crop of 223,000 adults of which 156,000 will be harvested by commercial, native, and sport fisheries.  The remaining 67,000 will return to the Horsefly River to spawn.

Quesnel Lake Sockeye History

The Horsefly River is the main sockeye spawning area of the Quesnel system.  Minor spawning also occurs in the Mitchell River and Summit Creek.

In 1898 and 1899 a gold mining dam located on the Quesnel River at the community of Likely blocked all upstream passage of adult sockeye salmon returning to the Quesnel Lake system.  In 1913, railway construction in the Fraser River canyon created rockslides that impeded salmon migration.  These two incidents were responsible for the decline of the Quesnel Lake sockeye stocks.

In 1945, the first Hell's Gate fishways were constructed to help salmon migrate above the major rockslide in the Fraser Canyon.

The result of these actions has limited the Horsefly River to one dominant run of sockeye, which spawns on a four-year cycle and one subdominant run also on a four-year cycle.  Runs in between are much smaller.

The pattern of use of the spawning channel is as follows:

August:  The gates are opened a fence placed across the river to force the salmon into the channel.  22,000 adults are let in and then the fence is removed.  The salmon spawn.  Workers move in and pitch out and count fish.  The percent that successfully spawned is determined.  

May:  Eggs hatch and workers move in to count fry using a fence and catchment box.  This work is done at night as the fry migrate at night.  The percent survival is determined by this count.

Early Summer: The gravel is cleaned of sediment.  The fish in it the channel are salvaged first (coho and trout juveniles) and the water is pumped out to a neutral area to allow the sediment to settle.  This cleaning of the gravel is common in man made spawning channels, as there is no river action to clean the gravel.  

