ISRP Comment/Question: Fund for 1 year.  Subsequent funding contingent on submission of a proposal that includes detailed monitoring plans and evidence of outcomes assessment and achievement. 

Response: The M&E program for this project is in its infancy and the sponsors intend to expand and refine this component. Properties that were incorporated into previously existing wildlife management areas benefited from ongoing monitoring activities at these facilities. The project sponsor currently monitors populations and productivity of mule deer, elk, Canada goose, mallard, sage grouse, sharp-tailed grouse, breeding and wintering bald eagles and neo-tropical migrants on these wildlife management areas. The intent is to expand the scope of monitoring to include all target species. The Wildlife Caucus is developing a coordinated M&E program with standardized M&E protocols that will be used throughout the region (See Current Status of Monitoring and Evaluation in the Wildlife Program – Report to the ISRP, July 1999, CBFWA Wildlife Caucus).  

In addition, none of these properties have been in the program more than two years. The time necessary for responses to management to be measurable varies from a few years in some habitat types such as wetlands, to decades in others such as shrub-steppe. Project sponsors have already observed that passive restoration (livestock removal) in scrub-shrub and forested wetland habitat types have resulted in shrubs and trees returning to the sites once the livestock were removed. HEP-based vegetation monitoring is being used to measure baseline conditions and response to management. However, these properties have not been held long enough to measure change in most areas. It is too soon to begin the next round of monitoring; the plan is to do so at five-year intervals. HEP techniques will be supplemented by using line transects, permanent plots, and permanent photo points to measure vegetation change. 

ISRP Comment/Question: The proposed land purchase is well justified and should benefit a variety of fish and wildlife. However the management plan and the monitoring and evaluation component are not well developed. A clear management plan needs to be developed. 

Response: Site-specific management plans are developed for each project within a year after purchase and submitted to the Wildlife Caucus for approval. Eight (six at the time the proposal was submitted) properties have been purchased or eased since this project began. Four of the properties were adjacent to or within areas managed primarily for wildlife and were incorporated into previously existing, ongoing management programs.  Plans have been prepared for each individual project but were not included in the project proposal because of space constraints. A 2,500 acre property purchased since the proposal was submitted is adjacent to/near two small properties purchased earlier.  A management plan for these three properties is being written now and will be completed by September 1999.  Two easements were purchased to preclude residential development and will continue to be managed by the owners as farmland under existing Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) approved management plans.  One wildlife habitat enhancement project plan has been prepared and was approved by the Wildlife Caucus in June 1998.

As previously mentioned the M&E program for this project is in its infancy.  The intent is to expand the scope of M&E to include all target species.  None of these properties have been in the program more than two years.  HEP-based vegetation monitoring is being used to measure baseline conditions and response to management; however, these properties have not been held long enough to measure change in most areas. It is too soon to begin the next round of monitoring but the plan is to do so at five-year intervals. HEP techniques will be supplemented by using line transects, permanent plots, and permanent photo points to measure vegetation change. 

ISRP Comment/Question: Enhancement and other management activities are the long-term costs of the project. They are substantial, and they should be clearly justified as needed and should not inhibit development of a self-sustaining system. 

Response: Enhancement activities are a relatively minor part of this program and there is currently only one enhancement project ongoing. A former livestock feedlot on a state owned wildlife management area is being restored to native sagebrush-steppe vegetation to provide habitat for target species. This restoration project will provide clear benefits to wildlife by replacing bare dirt, weeds, and manure with native vegetation. The project sponsors expect this project to be self-sustaining when completed but several more years of active management will be necessary before native plants are established and noxious weeds are controlled.  

O&M are a significant and essential part of this project. Much of the O&M work concerns noxious weed control or the building and maintaining of fences to control trespass livestock grazing. Without continuing work in these areas the wildlife habitat value of the properties would undoubtedly decline and progress toward full mitigation for wildlife losses would cease. In addition, all landowners and managers are required by state law to control noxious weeds.     

ISRP Comment/Question: Such techniques as large-scale spraying and removal of Russian olives require explanation. 

Response: The USFWS Russian olive removal proposal at Minidoka NWR was deferred until a later date after Wildlife Caucus members expressed concerns about costs, long-term benefits, and in lieu funding.   

ISRP Comment/Question: Reasons for continuing enhancement should be given. Are these directly beneficial to wildlife? 

Response: Enhancement activities are a relatively minor part of this program and there is currently only one enhancement project ongoing. A former livestock feedlot on a state owned wildlife management area is being restored to native sagebrush-steppe vegetation to provide habitat for target species. This restoration project will provide clear benefits to wildlife by replacing bare dirt, weeds and manure with native vegetation. This restoration project is expected to be self-sustaining when completed but we expect several more years of active management will be necessary before native plants are established and noxious weeds are controlled.

ISRP Comment/Question: Objective 4 of this proposal refers to monitoring in perpetuity to “maximize benefit to wildlife.” But “maximum benefit” is not defined, nor are measurements for monitoring and evaluating it specified. 

Response: The term “maximize benefit to wildlife” is not defined. The project sponsor agrees to discontinue its use. The M&E component will be expanded and refined as the Wildlife Caucus develops a coordinated and standardized M&E protocol.

 ISRP Comment/Question: It is also not clear why 11 more years are needed to achieve the remaining 25% HUs. 

Response: The proposers somewhat arbitrarily divided the total remaining southern Idaho hydropower HU debt and assigned 75% to acquisition and 25% to enhancements. The final ratio is unknown. Since completion of the first acquisition in 1997, 15,000 HUs have been provided toward a total construction and inundation debt of 54,000 HUs, or about 28% toward the total for all southern Idaho hydropower facilities. The estimate of 11 years to mitigate those losses is just that – an estimate.  

The time needed to achieve full mitigation is dependent on funding and the timing of funding. It will be difficult to implement mitigation under the current single-year funding process and could take 11 years or many more. Multiple-year finding would provide the flexibility to take advantage of opportunities to acquire real estate that are currently being lost because of single-year funding.

