
A step up
BUILDING NATURE-LIKE FISH LADDERS A FLUID PROCESS

When it comes to creating fish ladders that mimic natural waterways, there’s no master blueprints. 

“It’s almost as much an art as it is a science,” says Jonathan Platts, a conservation program specialist with Ducks Unlimited 
Canada (DUC) on Prince Edward Island. 

“Every watershed is different and because of that, every fish ladder needs to be different,” he says.     

As a result, the way DUC staff construct nature-like fish ladders is constantly evolving. It’s an evolution based on research and 
studying what works and what doesn’t. 

“By monitoring our existing fish ladders, we’re learning how to design and build better ones,” says Platts.

Throughout the process, DUC conservation biologists review which species are using the fishway, as well as their life stage at 
the time of passage through it. In recent years, the monitoring process has grown to answer additional questions like: 

• How are fish species navigating upstream?

• How long does it take them, and are there barriers that slow them down or impede their migration? 

• What is their preferred route, and why? 

• Are resting points necessary? 

• How do strategically placed natural infrastructure (like rocks) facilitate their journey?

“By asking these questions, we’re able to make better decisions, and build better fishways,” says Platts. As a result, DUC fish 
ladders have evolved to what Platts calls, “third generation passageways.” 

Unlike its predecessors, which were constructed with concrete walls and wooden baffles, a third generation passageway is 
built using natural materials collected at the site. 

“We really try to make it not just look like a natural stream, but act like one,” says Platts.

DUC built the first fishway of this sort last fall at McCarrick’s Pond. The ladder contains deep pools for fish to hide in, 
strategically placed rocks that create back-eddies to help them on their upstream journey, and a mature riparian zone that 
includes shade trees.  



Habitat features such as cover-logs, undercut banks, and spawning gravels incorporated into the design help to ensure fish get 
added value from the new fishway.  “The goal is to make as many fish friendly spots available as possible,” says Platts. 

DUC staff will continue to study the effectiveness of the passageway at McCarrick’s Pond over time, which will help inform 
the development of new designs and different ways to construct nature-like fish ladders.

Construction at McCarrick’s Pond was completed 
in fall, 2015. Today, this nature-like passageway is 
host to native fish species migrating upstream.  


