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Staff 

Due to COVID-19, a manager was not hired as there was less work to be done at the 

ladder. The Yukon Fish & Game Association hired two supervisors at the beginning 

of the season. The two supervisors were hired early in order to prepare the facility, 

assist at the hatchery, as well as participate in other field activities not typically 

included in the position. Two attendants were hired for the second half of the season 

in time for the salmon run. 

Supervisors: 

Shae Thomas  

Shae’s first day of work for the Yukon Fish & Game Association as a Fish ladder 

Supervisor was on May 26th, 2020. This was Shae’s second year working at the 

ladder as she was an attendant in 2018. Coming into this position, she had 

completed her second year of her Msc in Biology at the University of Victoria. 

Abby Cuenza  

Abby’s first day working for the Yukon Fish & Game Association as a Fish ladder 

Supervisor was on May 26th, 2020 and is a STEP Student as well. This is her 

second year working at the Fish ladder as a supervisor. She completed her second 

year of university majoring in Earth Science at the University of Victoria.  

 

Attendants: 

Two attendants were hired via phone interviews and began at the ladder on July 

13th, 2020.   

Eleanor Macmillan 

Eleanor is a recent high school graduate and is beginning her post-secondary at 

Carleton University in the fall with the intention of pursuing a degree in 

Environmental Engineering. She had previously worked for the fish ladder during the 

second half of last year’s season in 2019. 

Alyssa Cuenza 

Alyssa is a recent high school graduate who will be attending the University of 

Alberta in the fall and will be working towards a Civil Engineering degree. She is 

Abby’s sister, and this was her first year working at the fish ladder.  
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Schedule 

The Whitehorse Rapids Fishway did not open its facility to the public for the 2020 

season.  

Staff worked eight-hour shifts (8:30am-5:00pm) from May 26th until July 17th, 

Monday to Friday. On July 20th, the staff switched to working ten-hour shifts 

(9:00am-8:00pm) seven days a week in order to oversee the arrival of the salmon. 

An averaging hour agreement was signed by all staff members upon hiring. This 

agreement stated that staff would be working ten-hour days, four days a week with a 

three-day break.  

Upon switching to ten-hour shifts, two staff worked at a time with the occasional 

overlap days where all four staff worked. These overlap days were necessary to 

allow for additional tasks to be completed outside of the ladder, and to make sure the 

staff worked 80 hours in that pay period. Usually one supervisor and one attendant 

worked on the day where two staff were working.  

 

Tasks Apart from the Whitehorse Rapids Fishway  

For the first half of this season, the ladder staff assisted in various projects apart 

from the fish ladder due to the closure of the facility. 

Whitehorse Rapids Fish Hatchery  

For their first week of work, Shae and Abby assisted at the local hatchery with the 

clipping of the adipose fins of the juvenile chinook salmon prior to release. 

Additionally, they helped the hatchery with the stocking program. On various days, 

they participated in the release of freshwater fish into local lakes including LongLlake 

and Hidden Lakes I & III. They also provided ground patrol for the hatchery when 

releasing the juvenile Chinook salmon via helicopter. This entailed stopping the flow 

of traffic on the Millennium Trail when the helicopter returned to load the next batch 

of fry. 
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YFGA 

In early June, the fish ladder supervisors partnered with YFGA’s Wildlife Resource 

Manager, Brandon Crawford, to organize a summer photo contest given that many 

outreach events were unable to occur this year. To make this happen, outreach to 

local businesses was conducted and prize packages were compiled. The contest 

concluded August 7th and the YFGA staff as well as staff from CPAWS, the Yukon 

Conservation Society, and the Yukon Wildlife Preserve took part in voting for the 

winners. These were the Non-Government Organizations (NGOs) we partnered with.  

In addition to the photo contest, Shae and Abby assisted Brandon in cleaning and 

organizing the YFGA freezers as one freezer was broken. This occurred on June 

20th.  

 

Ta’an Kwach’an Council 

On July 23rd all four ladder staff assisted the Ta’an Kwach’an Council with the 

assembly of a weir on Fox Creek for a salmon restoration project. On this day, the 

staff assisted with brush clearing, transporting supplies, and filling sandbags. This 

was an interesting experience as the staff had the opportunity to not only get in the 

field, but to also learn more about the project at hand.  

 

Wolf Creek  

On July 24th, fish ladder staff went to Wolf Creek to clean the fish ladder of silt and 

debris to prepare for the arrival of the salmon. Branch clippers were used to clear the 

area of branches and brush that was in the way. To clear the fish ladder, rakes and 

shovels were used to loosen the silt and pull out any debris. Additionally, logs were 

removed upstream to increase flow going into the culvert. This helped move the silt 
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along, but staff entered the fish ladder to dig and loosen more of the silt and to 

accelerate the process.     

 

Unfortunately, during the log removal process, Alyssa was injured. She dropped a 

log which jammed and cut her finger. Brandon performed first-aid and she was then 

brought to the hospital by Abby. She did not need stitches, but a file was created at 

Worker’s Compensation. After receiving some care from hospital staff, Alyssa was 

able to return to work.  

On July 31st, Abby and Alyssa assisted Brandon with the sanding and staining of the 

viewing deck at Wolf Creek. The platform of the viewing deck was not stained 

because the wood that it’s built of is already treated. Only the railing was sanded and 

stained. 
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Staff Safety Training 

Shae and Abby have worked at the fish ladder in previous years. They were aware 

of the safety practices in place. On the attendants’ first day (July 13th), they were 

equipped with life jackets. The supervisors then took them to the bottom of the 

ladder where water safety training occurred using throw bags. Shae and Abby also 

demonstrated how to use the rope ladder which was placed at the bottom of the 

ladder and stored in a dry bag. Furthermore, the rules of the ladder were explained, 

and the first aid kits were located. Staff also made a note of the contents of the first 

aid kits.  

 

Facility  

Similar to previous years, there had been issues with leaking from the windows that 

look into the fish ladder viewing chamber. The middle window seemed to leak the 

most. There was also some leakage by the light switch for the office during heavy 

rains. The water seemed to have come in through holes where the wires pass from 

the outside into the inside of the wall. Neil from Yukon Energy sealed the leak and 

there haven’t been any issues with it since.  

Beside the holding tank, a portion of the walkway above the ladder was removed and 

a handrail was added. This was at the request of Lawrence Vano who believed that 

salmon were pooling before the gate into the holding chamber because of the 

darkness and therefore perceived to be a safe spot. By removing the boards above, 

more light could enter, and the salmon would advance. 

Because the facility was not open to the public, the staff were able to complete a 

number of seasonal maintenance tasks. Staff sanded and stained the two picnic 

tables and the four outdoor benches. The stains and supplies were from Builders 

Supplyland. For the picnic tables, we used the colour “Padre Brown” (the same as 

the boardwalk) and for the benches we used a blue colour called “Atlantic”. Staff also 

weeded, trimmed and graded the gravel platform where the picnic tables go as it was 

fairly overgrown. 
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Additionally, as a way to maintain engagement with the public, Abby and Shae 

created a “fish count” board which was hung outside of the facility. Staff updated this 

board throughout the day while the salmon arrived in the holding tank. It was very 

well received as many people were seen stopping and taking the time to read the 

details. Facebook was another tool highly used as a way to stay engaged. An 

educational video was created to educate people about the Yukon salmon lifecycle. 

The fish ladder also hired Northern Aerial Imagery (a local business) to come in and 

capture aerial, drone footage of the ladder. This was also well received and 

educational.  

 

Due to the closure of the facility this season, neither the wall tent nor the wooden fish 

display near the cage overlooking the weir were set up. The aquariums also were left 

empty for the summer. The holding tank was cleaned less often; twice a week with 

the exception of cleaning of the gate daily. The ladder also was equipped with a 

couch which was found on Facebook Marketplace. At the end of the season, the 

couch was put back on Marketplace and sold on August 31st.  

Upper ladder walks were performed every day to ensure that the ladder was clear of 

obstructions. Staff would often do a lower ladder walk as well. 

 

Wildlife 

On three occasions the ladder was visited by a porcupine. The first time, the 

porcupine was spotted outside of the property fence. On the second occasion it was 

seen on the inside of the fence. It was in the shrubs right beside the fish ladder. 

Upon hearing staff approach on the boardwalk, the porcupine made its way towards 
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the dam. A conservation officer was called but no action was taken. The last time the 

porcupine was seen, it was in front of the backdoor of the fish ladder facility. The 

door was closed to prevent it from coming inside.  

 

 

Freshwater Fish 

Many different species of Yukon freshwater fish used the ladder this season. A 

Google document was created so all staff could record the freshwater fish each day. 

In total, staff observed 93 wild chinook fry, 0 hatchery chinook fry, 182 arctic 

grayling, 75 rainbow trout, 38 whitefish, 2 juvenile northern pike, 114 longnose 

suckers and 3 lake trout. There were three occasions where staff saw resident 

Chinook salmon. These Chinook never go out to the Bering Sea and instead stay in 

freshwater. They don’t get as big as they would in the ocean and look very similar to 

fry. Staff noted that they were close to the size of an average grayling seen in the 

fish ladder. 
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At the beginning of the season, we had many schools of longnose suckers and 

grayling. As soon as the gates were closed, staff saw less of these freshwater fish 

species. Because many longnose suckers were trapped on the wrong side of the 

gate and were too big to fit through the bars, at least 10 longnose suckers died. It is 

recommended to not let the suckers through.   

 

Chinook Salmon  

The Run 

The Chinook salmon run this year was predicted to be considerably lower than 

average. It was similar to the size of the Chinook run last year in 2019 where only 

282 salmon used the fish ladder to get to their spawning grounds. The first Chinook 

salmon was spotted at the entrance of the ladder on July 30th via the underwater 

viewing camera. The first Chinook salmon entered the viewing chamber on August 

1st. This salmon was a healthy, medium-sized, wild male. The run was generally a 

few days late and peaked around August 21st. The last day of the Chinook salmon 

run was September 3rd with 216 fish recorded. The run consisted of 75.9% wild 

salmon which is much higher than the average of around 50%. Furthermore, the run 

comprised of 25.5% females which is lower than last year’s female proportion of 

39.6%.  

Table 1. Total number of Chinook salmon that came through the Whitehorse Rapids 

Fishway 2020 Season 

 Male Female Total 

Wild 114 50 164 

Hatchery 47 5 52 

Total 161 55 216 
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Broodstock 

On August 11th, the fish were taken to the hatchery for the broodstock program for 

the first time this season. A wild male and wild female were taken. In total, 60 fish 

were taken to the hatchery for the broodstock program; 21 wild males, 22 wild 

females, 13 hatchery males and 4 hatchery females. Most of the egg and milt takes 

were done at the hatchery but because the facility was closed to the public, a few 

were done at the ladder. All of the fertilization took place at the hatchery and staff 

went to assist with that process. Staff helped with sampling as well; taking 

measurement and pulling scales.  

 

 

Radio/Acoustic Tagging Program 

Continuing a radio and acoustic tagging program, William Twardek of Carleton 

University came to the facility to install receivers at various points along the ladder. 

This occurred on July 27th. The purpose of this project was to determine unknown 

spawning grounds of the salmon and to conclude how efficient the fish ladder is. This 

was Will’s third year conducting this project and working alongside the ladder staff. 

He already knew the safety procedures. As there were two staff on this day, they 

took turns accompanying him on the ladder while the other remained in the facility 

with a two-way radio.  

The ladder staff, alongside Lawrence Vano, began tagging salmon on August 6th. 

This year, Lawrence and Will fine-tuned the tagging method by using a smaller tube 

for tag insertion to reduce any discomfort for the fish. The first day of tagging went 

very smoothly and continued this way for the rest of the season. The fish ladder staff 

assisted with floy-tagging, taking DNA samples through caudal (tail) punches and 

handling the salmon for radio/acoustic tag insertion. In total, staff assisted in tagging 

26 salmon at the ladder for Will’s study. Although tagging took place further 

downstream, none of the tagged fish were observed in the holding tank. Staff 



 12 

identified one tagged female on the underwater camera and waited several days for 

it to arrive in the holding tank, but it never did. The last day of tagging was August 

30th; just in time for the end of the run.  

 

 

Revenue 

The Whitehorse Rapids Fishway did not collect any donations or produce as much 

revenue as past years due to the closure of its facility. This year the fish ladder 

advertised shirts, hoodies and hats that were available via Facebook and people 

placed their orders online to limit personal contact. On one occasion, merchandise 

was shipped to Victoria but most of the sales occurred locally. The total sales 

revenue for 2020 was $436.00. Two youth t-shirts were donated to the photo contest 

prize packages and three misprinted hoodies were sold at discounted prices. 

Table 2. Whitehorse Rapids Fishway revenue for the 2020 season 

Item Season Total 

Adult T-Shirts $66.00  

Long sleeves $75.00  

Hoodies $215.00  

Hats $80.00  

TOTAL $436.00  
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Communications 

Because public tours were not possible, virtual tours were produced and posted on 

Facebook. On July 16th, the first virtual tour video was published, and it focused 

mainly on the information usually presented indoors. In addition, an aerial 

photography company called Northern Aerial Imagery was able to get drone footage 

which showed the Fish Ladder from a bird’s eye perspective. After editing the 

footage and adding background music, a video was uploaded to Facebook. In 

addition to those formal videos, other shorter videos and statuses were posted on 

Facebook. No other social media was used.  

 

On August 6th, CBC North came into the ladder and interviewed Shae. Both a radio 

interview and a video interview for Facebook were collected and shared with the 

public. Moreover, a photographer came in on August 25th and took pictures of a 

salmon sort which featured Abby holding a fish and releasing it. 

The Whitehorse Rapids Fishway did not host its annual Yukoner’s Appreciation 

Night. There were plans for an outdoor event to replace Appreciation Night which got 

approved by YEC but did not come to fruition due to social distancing concerns.  
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Recommendations  

• The middle window still leaks and should be fixed. The window on the left 

might be leaking in the inside of the wall (staff could hear water trickling). 

• At the beginning of the season, weeding/trimming in and around the picnic 

table area is recommended. 

• Clean out the fish ladder at Wolf Creek before the start of the salmon run. Silt 

tends to accumulate, and the fish can’t go through it. 

• Longnose Suckers often come from the lower ladder; don’t let them through to 

the upper ladder (keep the gates closed). The bigger ones do not survive in 

the ladder, but the smaller ones can fit through the grates and head back 

down the ladder to the river. 

• Have a new yearly totals chart made that includes 2018, 2019, and 2020. 

• Fish kept jumping over the back wall after shutting the back gate in the 

holding tank. If there was something blocking that opening, less fish would 

escape. Lawrence has been trying to think of a way to mitigate this. 

• Square nets for the holding tank would be more helpful in netting the fish.  

• The underwater camera works great, but the livestream was not working for 

majority of the season.  

• The black rope that loops around the gate to hold it up is fraying. It may need 

to be replaced. 

• The circle brush for cleaning the windows is quite short, it may need to be 

lengthened.  

• The purple tape on the holding tank brushes needs to be replaced with tape 

that is sturdier.  

• Put up and take the count board outside every year so people can view it as 

they’re passing by.  

• If the Whitehorse Rapids Fishway remains closed to the public for the 2021 

season, make sure staff has access to the building before water is put into the 

fish ladder. This way, staff can clean out the holding tank to prevent build-up 

of debris that is hard to reach when there is water.  

Because the fish ladder facility wasn’t open, there aren’t many recommendations to 
do with the public; the main priority this year was the fish. Please see the report from 
2019 for any recommendations that were not sought out.  


