
Bowers Rock State Park Reconnection Project 
 
The Willamette River, once a complex system of main channel, side channels, islands and 
floodplains, has been greatly simplified by man over time.  We now realize that complexity is 
essential to the health of the river and its ecosystem.  Working with the Oregon Parks and 
Recreation Department, the Oregon Watershed Enhancement Board, The Oregon Department of 
Geology and Mineral Industries (DOGAMI), and the Meyer Memorial Trust, we have also begun 
planning for a reconnection project at Bowers Rock State Park near Albany. 
 
Bowers Rock is an undeveloped state park located on a bend of the Willamette slightly upriver 
from the confluence of the Willamette and Calapooia Rivers.  An abandoned gravel pit is located 
in the southwest corner of the park.  Man-made and natural embankments along the Willamette 
have disconnected several side channels and alcoves, cutting-off year-round flow to the park’s 
natural floodplains.  The Little Willamette River flows through the park, near its eastern and 
southeastern boundaries, and is partially blocked by culverts and woody debris at the access road 
to the gravel pit.   
 
This fall, our contractors surveyed the site on the ground and from the air, using LiDAR and 
GPS ground stations to collect data for a detailed hydraulic model of the park.  They also 
collected hydro-acoustic (sonar) data from this reach of the river.  This data – and the model 
developed from it – will help us determine how best to reconnect side channels, alcoves and 
floodplains to the river.  We will coordinate our project with DOGAMI, which has developed a 
restoration project to reconnect the gravel pit to the river by excavating a fish passage channel 
between the pit and the Little Willamette River.   
 
We believe the hydraulic model will show us how to reconnect numerous side channels and 
attendant floodplain to the system.  Aerial photography taken during high water events indicates 
we can also reconnect the old channel between the Willamette to the west and the Little 
Willamette to the south.  This latter reconnection will connect with DOGAMI’s fish passage 
channel and with three existing overflow channels south of the pit.  These projects will be 
carefully engineered to allow us to restore complexity to the system without risking capture of 
the land or the pit by the river.   
 
Once the data and models are available, the Oregon State Parks Department, Linn County Parks, 
the City of Albany, and others will meet to determine reconnection and restoration strategies that 
align with future uses of the park.  This reconnection project will improve the health of this reach 
of the river, and integrate nicely with projects planned by the City of Albany, the Greenbelt Land 
Trust, local landowners, and other groups working to restore the health of the river and the land. 
 
As part of our reconnection projects at Willamette Mission and Bowers Rock State Parks, we 
will control weeds along the reconnected channels and install native vegetation in the new 
riparian zones and floodplains.  We will secure large wood (i.e., downed trees) on the floodplains 
to provide additional habitat for native aquatic and terrestrial animals.  We will monitor both 
sites for changes in plant and animals populations over time, and work with agency and 
academic biologists to use our findings to better develop future reconnection projects.   
 



Riverkeeper is working closely with federal and stage agencies to use our data and models to 
develop better approaches to reconnecting large public lands along the Willamette Greenway to 
the river.  These approaches will facilitate future projects undertaken by Riverkeeper and other 
groups working to restore the health of the river, and will expedite the permitting required before 
implementing these projects. 
 
Much of the on-the-ground work could be completed within the next two years, but much work 
will remain.  Long-term monitoring and maintenance will be required to ensure success, and we 
look to our members and volunteers to assist us as we move forward on these exciting 
reconnection projects. 
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