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The Freshwater Trust Awarded $6.1 Million in NOAA Funding to 
Restore Salmon and Steelhead Habitat in Oregon’s Sandy River 
Basin 

New federal investment builds on more than two decades of basin-scale restoration work 
and documented fish response in a critical Oregon watershed 

PORTLAND, Ore., September 18, 2026 --The Freshwater Trust has been awarded $6.1 million in 
NOAA Fisheries funding to continue restoring habitat for salmon and steelhead in Oregon’s Sandy 
River Basin, expanding the organization’s long-standing work to reconnect rivers, improve fish 
passage and rebuild the complex habitat native fish need to survive and recover. 

The award is part of a $103 million NOAA Fisheries investment in 16 habitat-restoration projects 
nationwide. The federal funding supports projects intended to give fish access to the high-quality 
rivers, wetlands, floodplains and other habitats they need to feed, reproduce and sustain their 
populations. The Freshwater Trust is a conservation technology nonprofit that develops and tests 
science-based, outcome-focused solutions for rivers and watersheds across the West. Its work 
combines restoration, water management, data and long-term partnerships to improve freshwater 
ecosystems and support the communities, farms and economies that depend on them. 

For more than two decades, The Freshwater Trust has helped advance a basin-wide restoration 
strategy in the Sandy River Basin, where native salmon and steelhead populations were listed under 
the Endangered Species Act in 1998. The organization’s work has focused on restoring the natural 
processes that sustain healthy rivers: reconnecting side channels and floodplains, improving fish 
passage, adding large wood to streams, restoring streamside forests and using data to prioritize 
restoration where it can produce the greatest ecological benefit. 

"When we helped secure Endangered Species Act protection for these fish decades ago, the goal 
wasn’t to put them on some sacred list and mourn—it was to recover them,” says Joe Whitworth, 
President & CEO, The Freshwater Trust. “The Sandy program shows what can happen when you work 
at the scale of the whole basin, put effort into projects that matter most, and measure success by 
outcomes: spring Chinook and winter steelhead returns are now consistently surpassing ESA delisting 
abundance targets. This basin is one of very few spots in America where that’s actually happening. 
This NOAA investment lets us keep doing what works until the job is done.” 

The Sandy River Basin has become an important example of what sustained, strategic restoration can 
achieve. The Freshwater Trust reports a documented fish response to the work completed to date, 
including strong fish returns in a watershed where salmon and steelhead have faced long-term 
pressures from habitat degradation, changing river conditions and climate impacts. 

https://thefreshwatertrust.org/what-we-do/sandy-basin
https://thefreshwatertrust.org/what-we-do/sandy-basin
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The Freshwater Trust focuses on measurable, lasting outcomes for freshwater ecosystems, including 
stronger conditions for returning fish populations. Its coordinated restoration work (such as adding 
large wood, reconnecting floodplains and side channels, restoring streamside vegetation, and 
improving fish passage) creates the pools, cover, cooler water, refuge, and upstream access fish need 
to use and return to these river reaches. Monitoring shows that fish are returning to and using these 
restored habitats, demonstrating how The Freshwater Trust and its partners create multiple 
connected improvements that can produce meaningful benefits beyond any single restoration 
activity. 

The new Sandy River Basin funding will allow The Freshwater Trust to build on that same model: use 
science and local partnerships to identify the highest-value restoration opportunities, implement 
projects that reconnect and improve habitat, and measure the results over time. 

About The Freshwater Trust 

The Freshwater Trust (TFT) is a fast-growing nonprofit organization and national leader in data-driven 
watershed restoration and freshwater resource management. Headquartered in Portland, Oregon, 
with offices throughout the West, TFT pioneered analytics-driven conservation, implementing 
scalable solutions that deliver measurable environmental and economic benefits. TFT’s approach 
combines cutting-edge analytics with deep ecological expertise to identify and fund the most 
impactful projects, maximizing the return on every conservation dollar invested. For more 
information, visit www.thefreshwatertrust.org.  

Media Assets: 
TFT Sandy River Video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V72Ruap_fW4 
TFT Sandy River Overview: https://thefreshwatertrust.org/impact/basins/#sandy 
TFT Sandy River Facts: https://thefreshwatertrust.org/impact/basins/#sandy  
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