ISRP Comments/Question: Fund. The project would be more attractive for multi-year review cycle if it were consistent with regional goals by shifting hatchery plantings to native species such as local stocks of cutthroat.

Response: In general, the project sponsors agree with focusing the efforts on native species where possible. However, they look at the system as multifaceted. In areas that contain only native species, or could be restored to native species assemblages, locally compatible native strains will be used in their limited hatchery program. In fact, they have seldom used hatchery fish (M012 westslope cutthroat brood stock derived mainly from pure strain wild stocks from Hungry Horse reservoir tributaries) in these areas except for small, controlled experiments. Recently, development of the Sekokini Springs Natural Rearing Facility began (that has been complemented as a model recovery/ restoration hatchery, although there is only a small hatchery building at the site). When completed, this site will combine natural spawning habitat and small outdoor rearing habitats designed to protect the wild behavioral traits, genetic integrity and disease protection (designated disease free) of up to four local strains of westslope cutthroat trout. Cost-shares for this rearing facility have already been formalized with the Bureau of Reclamation, U.S. Forest Service, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, the State of Montana and BPA. Pursuit of other partnerships with local groups and educational facilities is under way. This small-scaled, low-density facility will become an important tool for re-establishing wild runs of westslope cutthroat trout in the Flathead Watershed. A peer reviews of this site during the formative stage and afterwards is welcome.

Other parts of the Flathead Watershed contain naturalized stocks of non-native fish species that in many cases are too well established to restore to a native species assemblage. In these areas, native species are encouraged and attempts are made to reduce negative interactions with nonnative species. Offsite, closed basin lakes can be restored as genetic reserves, or where natural reproduction is not possible, popular sports fisheries can be established. In the latter, non-native rainbow trout have been used to support a fishery to direct angler harvest away from critical recovery areas and reduce demands on our limited source of hatchery cutthroat. This distinction was overlooked by the ISRP review. 

Unfortunately, non-native species will likely continue to be a component of mitigation due to the inability of native species to provide high yield consumptive fisheries for anglers in the area. Westslope cutthroat in much of the drainage are regulated by a mandatory catch and release regulation due to their reduced numbers. Bull trout fishing has been banned statewide except in Swan Lake, where the limit has been set at one fish per day. The consumptive fishery argument can be made for off-site mitigation as well, because the critical habitat needed for native species has been degraded. Furthermore, habitat types required by native species can not support high use/ high yield fish populations that area anglers are demanding.

ISRP Comments/Question: It is very difficult to determine from the proposal the relative priorities, and their rationale, of the various projects, and how effective they have been (a criticism last year, too).

Response: This statement is a symptom of the proposal size limitation and the project sponsor’s inability to attach the long-term Mitigation and Implementation plans and supporting literature. The relative priority of the various projects, the structure for evaluating and prioritizing new projects and the success of specific actions can be found in these documents, so for brevity were only mentioned in the proposal. 

ISRP Comments/Question: It is also nearly impossible to make such judgments in the format of an annual review. The best mechanism for accomplishing a thorough review, as indicated in reviews of other component projects of the same umbrella, is formation of a visiting committee for simultaneous review of all of the projects. 

Response: The project sponsor agrees and welcomes the opportunity for a detailed peer review of all of their projects. 

ISRP Comments/Question: Following such review, and receipt by the various project teams of review comments, these projects should be invited to propose for a longer period (e.g. 3-5 years), during which annual progress reports could be submitted and assessed administratively.

Response: The managers and project sponsor agree with the ISRP. This would allow for reviewers to focus on only a subset of the many proposals each year and enable a more detailed review of the smaller number of projects. 

ISRP Comments/Question: The array of methods used to assess changes in population and community structure is impressive. However, they do not provide evidence of checking for catchability and comparing efficiencies of capture by gear and technique.
Response: Efficiencies of sampling gear are widely supported in the literature and through evaluation of past successes and failures in fisheries management and research. Methods and techniques have been modified over time to maximize capture efficiency of target species. These have been continually refined as standard operating procedures in the Flathead system.

