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Summary 

Alewives (Alosa pseudoharengus) and Atlantic salmon (Salmo salar) entering the St. Croix River, a boundary water 
between Maine and New Brunswick, have been recorded at the Milltown dam since the present fishway was opened in 1981.  
This head-of-tide dam is owned by the New Brunswick Power Corporation (NB Power). The fishway and research trap are on 
the Canadian side of the river and are under the jurisdiction of Canada's Department of Fisheries & Oceans (DFO).   

Since 2007, the Milltown research trap has been operated solely for the May-July period that focuses on the alewife 
spawning run.  The St. Croix International Waterway Commission (Commission) has conducted these assessments under 
agreements and/or partnerships with the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service (USFWS), DFO, NB Power and the Maine Department 
of Marine Resources (DMR).  

In 2011, the Milltown fishway and research trap were activated on May 9 when spring flows fell to levels that 
allowed for effective fishway operation. The research trap was operated continuously, with all fish counted individually, until 
July 11 when, based on the lack of alewife returns, it was lifted for the year.  

After July 11, the fishway remained open to undocumented fish passage under management by NB Power.  

A total of 25,142 alewives passed through the Milltown fishway during the nine weeks of monitoring in 2011.  This 
was the second largest run since1999 – exceeded only by the previous year’s return of 58,776 fish – and was more than double 
that of any run in the last 13 years except for 2010.   

 The general upward trend in run size is presumed to be due, in large part, to the availability of additional spawning 
habitat in Woodland Flowage since 2001.  The smaller 2011 return, compared to 2010, may be due in part to an exceptionally 
small alewife run in 2007, which would have spawned many of the fish that returned this year.     

No Atlantic salmon or other sea run fish were recorded at the trap in 2011, however three freshwater species were 
counted in small numbers. 

 
Milltown fishway operation and trap counts 

 River flows above 5000 cubic feet per second (cfs) at the Milltown dam generate major standing waves across the 
river at the base of the dam and flood the lower end of the fishway, both of these minimizing fishway attraction and fish 
passage.  For operating efficiency, these factors and the direct observation of fish below the dam have been used in recent 
years to determine the date that the fishway is activated.    

 With flows greater than 5000 cfs and no fish observed below the dam until May 9, the Milltown fishway and research 
trap were activated simultaneously on that date.  The first alewife was passed on May 10.   

The fishway trap was then operated continuously for nine weeks until, with only eight alewives passed in the last two 
weeks and none in the last six days, it was clear that the 2011 run had ended.  [In only four of the last 31 years have any 
alewives entered the river after July 11, there being no more than three fish in any one year].   

During this period, all fish were individually counted, this to ensure a complete record, before being released 
upstream.  Table 1 gives these results. 

The research trap was lifted for the year on July 11.  NB Power continues to operate the fishway, without monitoring, 
until mid-fall annually. 

 River flows exceeded 5000 cfs for five days in the 2011 monitoring period (May 18-21 and 25) and trap records 
showed that this briefly delayed fish passage, with greater numbers of fish counted on days directly preceding and following 
these dates. 

 . 
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Table 1.  Inbound fish recorded at the research trap at the Milltown dam fishway, St. Croix River, May 9 - July 11, 2011.  
 

Species 2011 trap count  
 

Alewife/gaspereau 25,142 
White sucker 19 
Smallmouth bass 7 
Brook trout  5 

 
 
Alewife  
 

Table 2 provides data on alewife returns to the St. Croix River from 1981 (the first year of recent record) to the present.  

The 2011 run of 25,142 alewives was the second highest return since 1999, surpassed only by the exceptional return of 
58,776 alewives in 2010.   Both years warrant comment.  

Last year’s report suggested that the 2010 exceptional return may have been due, in part, to the cumulative effect of 
consecutive years of spawning success as a result of a Canadian trap-and-truck operation that partially restored access to 
alewife spawning habitat between the Woodland and Grand Falls dams, beginning in 2001.  Subsequent scale aging data 
suggests this to be the case. 

In 1995, the State of Maine blocked alewife access at the Woodland dam, based on determined adverse impacts to the 
area’s recreational smallmouth bass fishery, which left less than 0.2% of the St. Croix's believed historic alewife spawning 
habitat available to this fish.  A trap-and-truck operation by DFO in 2001-2007 and the State's reopening of the Woodland 
fishway to alewives starting in 2008 has given St. Croix alewives access to an additional 475 hectares (1174 acres) of 
spawning habitat in Woodland Flowage for the last decade.  [Maine still maintains an alewife barrier at the Grand Falls dam, 
upstream, which blocks access to further spawning habitat.]  

Compared to 2010, the lower return in 2011 may be due in part to the small size of the 2007 alewife run. Scale aging 
suggests that St. Croix alewife generally spawn first at Age 4 or 5.  The 2007 alewife run that produced the Age 4 alewives 
returning in 2011 totaled just 1294 fish, compared to returns exceeding 10,000 fish in the immediately preceding and following 
years.  The effect of the small 2007 run might also be felt in 2012, when Age 5 fish from this spawning will return for the first 
time. 

Similar to recent years, the 2011 run tended to enter the fishway in concentrated bursts with two days, May 22 and 23, 
accounting for 52% of the run.   

A total of 60 alewives were sampled between May 15 and July 5, to provide information for a long term database on St. 
Croix alewife length, weight, sex, gonad weight, sexual maturity and scale age.  These data will be available at a later date as 
an addendum to this report.   

 
Other species  

Other fish captured in the Milltown trap during the course of alewife monitoring are counted and released upstream, 
unharmed.  

In 2011, all were freshwater fish (see Table 1) that were assumed to have passed over the dam or through open gates 
and were returning up the fish ladder after encountering brackish water.  

 
Fish health 

 No fish health studies were conducted in 2011.  

 
Public information 

 Weekly reports of the alewife returns to Milltown in 2011were issued to 70 individuals and organizations by email, 
and to others by phone, from mid May to mid July.  Additional requests for general or technical information were answered as 
received.  
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