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King County’s 
Electrofishing Cataraft:  
Another type of 
Research Vessel 
By Chris Gregersen

This past year, employees from different units 
within King County’s Water and Land Resources Divi-

sion (WLRD) – Science and Technical Support, Ecological 
Restoration and Engineering, and the Rivers and Floodplain 
Management – teamed up to enhance fish monitoring 
capabilities necessary to evaluate effectiveness of river res-
toration and flood projects. Each spring, these groups work 
together to monitor juvenile salmon use of restoration and 
floodplain management projects throughout King County. 
Snorkeling or seining* have been the primary fish monitor-
ing approaches, neither of which work well during high 
springtime flow conditions on most King County rivers. An 
alternative and safer fish monitoring method is electrofish-
ing; however, most electrofishing units are limited to use on 
shore or with large boats, which also have challenges.

A seine is a fishing net that hangs vertically in 
the water; the bottom edge is held down by 
weights and the top edge is buoyed by bloats. 

Seine nets can be deployed from the shore as 
a beach seine or from a boat.

The team realized that the best and most cost-effective 
solution would be to custom fabricate a boat to meet pro-
gram needs. 

The team worked with King County employees from Hu-
man Resources, safety and claims management, ethics, and 
procurement. The legal, administrative, and safety aspects 
of producing the boat in-house and operating it legally and 
safely were thoroughly investigated. 

The three WLRD units agreed on a cost-sharing arrange-
ment and approved the proposal to design and fabricate 
the cataraft in-house for $15,000 – a cost savings of around 
$45,000. The effort exemplified several “Lean” concepts, 
particularly the ability to make customer-driven improve-
ments through employee engagement.  

Fabrication of the cataraft was completed in seven days. 
The team also worked to develop training requirements 
and appropriate safety protocols for vessel use. It has 
already been put to use on the Upper Carlson, Tolt Pipe-
line Protection, Porter, Reddington, and Briscoe-Desimone 
projects on the Green and Snoqualmie rivers. 

Thanks to the new boat, we have been able to collect data 
that we were previously unable to collect on juvenile fish 
use of projects. These data help us understand how juve-
nile salmon use restored and unrestored river habitats. This 
will allow us to measure the success of our flood and resto-
ration projects, so we can adjust our designs to provide the 
greatest benefit to people and salmon in the future.  ■

Catarafts – known as ‘cats’ for short - are made of 
a pair of inflatable pontoons straddled by a metal 
frame. Seine nets can be deployed from the shore as a 
beach seine or from a boat.

After some discussion, the team determined that an elec-
trofishing cataraft was the most effective solution to meet 
monitoring needs.  An electrofishing cataraft would com-
bine the agility and safety of a whitewater cataraft with the 
efficient electronics of a boat electrofishing system.

The team soon found that electrofishing catarafts are not 
widely available and are expensive. The only commercial 
unit available was an oversized cataraft setup for $60,000. 
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