Northwest Power Planning Council

Attention: Kendra Phillips

Response to ISRP

851 S.W. 6th Avenue, Suite 1100

Portland, OR  97204

October 27, 2000

RE:
Project Number 21009:  Assess current and potential salmonid production in Rattlesnake Creek associated with restoration efforts.

Dear Northwest Power Planning Council:

Enclosed are our project team’s responses to comments by the Independent Scientific Review Panel reviewer(s) of our Columbia Gorge Province FY2001 proposal submitted to BPA for project number 21009.  We would be happy to discuss any of our responses in further detail.  Our addresses and contact numbers are provided below.

Patrick J. Connolly, Ph.D



Wendall S. Willey

Research Fisheries Biologist



TFW Fish Habitat Biologist

US Geological Survey




Yakama Nation

Columbia River Research Laboratory

P.O. Box 151

5501-A Cook Underwood Road


Toppenish, WA  98948


Cook, WA  98605




   509-865-6262 ext 6694

   509-538-2299 ext 269



   willey@yakama.com

   patrick_connolly@usgs.gov

Steve Stampfli

White Salmon River Watershed Coordinator

Underwood Conservation District

P.O. Box 96

White Salmon, WA  98672

   509-493-1936

   stevestampfli@gorge.net 

Sincerely,

Wendall S. Willey

ProjectID: 21009

Assess current and potential salmonid production in Rattlesnake Creek associated with restoration efforts.

Sponsors:   
Underwood Conservation District (UCD, Contact agency)


     
U.S. Geological Survey, Columbia River Research Lab (USGS-CRRL)




Yakama Nation Fisheries Program (YN).

ISRP ranking: Fundable only if the response adequately addresses the ISRP’s concerns.

Full Text of ISRP’s Comments

Fundable only if the response adequately addresses the ISRP’s concerns.  This appears to be a good opportunity for proposers to take full advantage of the opportunity to study the anadromous-resident fish interactions with the removal of the dam.  This is a very well written proposal that presents good justification for the documentation of pre-restoration work and the benefits of that work in guiding the direction of restoration.  The proposal is comprehensive, including a wide range of tasks.  The discussion of limiting factors was, however, weak and generic and did not demonstrate a strong understanding of the system.

Potential information transfer needs to be better described.  Costs for assessment and prescription appear very high, compared to other areas, and need fuller justification.  The proposed cutthroat trout survey work seemed redundant with that proposed by proposal #21012.

Also, what are the risks to the cutthroat trout population and other resident salmonids following dam removal, and how will those risks be dealt with?

Point-by-Point Responses

1) ISRP comment:  “The discussion of limiting factors was, however, weak and generic and did not demonstrate a strong understanding of the system.”

Response:  The discussion of limiting factors for the Rattlesnake Creek basin was limited, in part, due to a lack of information for this basin.  The main documents identifying habitat conditions in the White Salmon River basin, namely the NWPPC’s Draft White Salmon River Subbasin Summary and the Washington Conservation Commission’s Salmon and Steelhead Habitat Limiting Factors in WRIA 29, contain insufficient information on habitat conditions to arrive at anything more than a generic description of limiting factors.  These documents both recommend that further information be collected so refinements in limiting factors can be determined in future years.  Perhaps the most detailed source of existing information comes from the Panakanic Watershed Analysis.  This document represents the most quantitative source of habitat condition in the basin, however, even limiting factors identified from this analysis were based on limited field surveys and as a result, confidence in the analysis was given a low to moderate rating due to the lack of field sampling.  Finally, other existing information sources for the White Salmon River basin, such as a water quality investigation report and a stream survey report conducted by the Underwood Conservation District, provide only a subjective evaluation of habitat conditions and do not contribute to an effective evaluation of limiting factors in the basin.

We recognize that our discussion of limiting factors was incomplete and as a result we were not able to demonstrate a strong understanding of the system.  That is in fact, one of the reasons why we are proposing this project, to increase our understanding of the system so limiting factors can be further assessed and accurately identified for future use in guiding restoration activities.

2) ISRP comment:  “Potential information transfer needs to be better described.”

Response:  The project sponsors believe that all data collected from this project should be and will be shared among the project cooperators and other interested parties.  In particular, collected information will be shared with other ongoing research projects or new research proposals in the region to avoid redundancy in fish sampling between projects (see response to ISRP comment 4 for additional information on data sharing between projects), and regional fisheries managers such as the Washington Dept. of Fish and Wildlife, US Fish and Wildlife Service, NMFS etc.  As such, the fisheries and habitat data should be compatible and readily transferable to other databases (e.g., ASCII files).  The purpose of our evaluation is to identify and prioritize restoration areas and to provide baseline fish and habitat data for comparison with post-restoration conditions.  It is therefore essential that the information from our project be well documented and archived.  Electronic and hard copies of all datasets and analyses will be archived with the cooperating parties and will be made available for dissemination to interested individuals and organizations in the region (e.g. StreamNet).

The project sponsors also conceive that information transfer of data obtained from this research will be facilitated by presentations describing methods and results at local and regional conferences and workshops.  Furthermore, results of the project will be summarized in reports and a manuscript will be submitted for publication in peer reviewed scientific journals, which will increase the transfer of information to interested parties.

3) ISRP comment:  “Costs for assessment and prescription appear very high, compared to other areas, and need fuller justification.”

Response:  The high costs associated with this proposal are the result of several factors which may not have been adequately conveyed to project reviewers.  These factors collectively increase the amount of personnel time that will be required to successfully complete the project objectives.  Personnel costs are high due to the amount of work that is anticipated to accomplish the tasks outlined in the proposal.

Firstly, the proposal is composed of many comprehensive and interrelated tasks and will be conducted over a three year period by several cooperating agencies.  This increases the amount of time required for project administration to coordinate and schedule field crews and equipment.  Furthermore, there are costs associated with equipment purchases and subcontractors to complete the required tasks as outlined in the proposal.  

Secondly, the proposed work will be conducted over a large area that includes many stream miles (mainstem Rattlesnake Creek and tributaries).  A major problem with conducting an assessment of the Rattlesnake Creek basin is that a large portion of the basin consists of steep inner gorges and canyons that will be difficult to access for field sampling.  Lack of accessibility is in fact, one of the major reasons why habitat information is generally lacking in the Rattlesnake Creek basin.  Logistics of sampling such inaccessible areas will increase the amount of time required for field crews to sample a given amount of stream.  For example, one stream mile of easily accessible habitat in the lower watershed will require much less time to sample than one stream mile of habitat in the inaccessible inner gorge area.  Unfortunately, the majority of the basin consists of such difficult to access habitat which will increase the amount of time required for sampling.  As a result, the cost per stream length will be elevated compared to other systems.   

Thirdly, the data to be collected will be highly quantitative so as to allow for statistically meaningful analyses. The method of data collection is important to consider when assessing costs of a project.  In this case, we will be using the Hankin and Reeves sampling technique for small streams.  This method has been shown to deliver the required level of statistical power that will be required for our project.  However, a disadvantage of employing this methodology is that it is labor intensive and is therefore very time consuming and costly (although less labor intensive than many other competing methodologies).     

An additional item that increased the costs associated with outyear expenditures was the anticipation of increased salary requirements of all project personnel involved with the assessment work.  This includes potential cost-of-living increases as well as increases in hourly pay rates.  It has been the project sponsors experience that these costs frequently are incurred over the life of a multi-year project and can reduce the amount of time spent on required field or office work if not accounted for and incorporated into a proposal budget.  Of course, these are only potential costs that may not be realized during the course of the project, and therefore may not be used. 

4) ISRP comment:  “The proposed cutthroat trout survey work seemed redundant with that proposed by proposal #21012.”

Response:
The project sponsors fully recognize that fish sampling can be an expensive and time consuming activity, especially when the goal is to collect highly quantitative data for subsequent statistical analysis.  We also recognize that fish sampling techniques using electroshocking equipment can inflict damage to the populations under study leading to possible direct and indirect fish mortality.   Given these sampling drawbacks, we understand that duplicate or redundant sampling should be avoided whenever possible.

One way that our project avoids sampling redundancy with other projects is to encourage communication between ours and other ongoing projects.  As indicated in the initial application for this project (Section 9-d, Relationships to other projects), we stated that we would communicate with two other ongoing projects, namely project 9802600 “Document Native Trout Populations” and project 9902400 “Bull Trout Population Assessment in the Columbia River Gorge, WA”.  This explanation strictly stated that we would communicate with other ongoing projects, however it was our oversight in not mentioning that we would also communicate and cooperate with any new projects as well, such as project proposal #21012.  New projects were not specifically identified for communication because there was no certainty of funding for new projects.

If funded, we fully intend to continue this practice of communicating, coordinating, and sharing information with other ongoing and new projects to increase sampling efficiency and to pose less risk of physical injury to fish populations from repeated electrofishing.

Another way in which our project avoids sampling redundancy is to collect data on fish populations and habitat in such a manner as to facilitate data transfer and usefulness to other projects.  Data collected by our project will meet or exceed the sampling criteria requirements of other projects and will be supplied to other projects in an easily transferred format.  This will be done by collecting highly qualitative data for estimating fish populations by species, species abundance by habitat type, and distribution of species (both salmonid and nongame fishes) throughout the Rattlesnake Creek basin using a commonly employed methodology. 

5) ISRP comment:  “Also, what are the risks to the cutthroat trout population and other resident salmonids following dam removal, and how will those risks be dealt with?”

Response:  In order to answer this question, accurate information must first be obtained regarding the composition, abundance and distribution of species in a watershed, as well as the general state of existing conditions in the system.  Several questions must be answered before we can truly assess the risks to resident fishes of reintroducing anadromy to the system.  For example, what will be the potential or likely upper extent of anadromous fish distribution once migratory access is opened for salmon and steelhead?  Are there isolated populations of cutthroat trout or bull trout in the watershed that haven’t been identified up to this point?  Are these isolated populations upstream of the potential limit of anadromy or will they occupy overlapping habitat once anadromy is restored?  What is the carrying capacity of existing habitat?  What diseases, if any, are currently affecting the resident fish populations and what diseases could they be exposed to if anadromy is restored?  Furthermore, how will introduced disease organisms affect isolated resident fish populations?  These questions need to be answered prior to assessing risk.  It is our belief that this information is lacking for the Rattlesnake Creek basin and as such, it makes answering the question of what risks could potentially occur to resident salmonids very difficult.

A large part of the rational for initiating this project was to collect the very information that would be needed to answer questions pertaining to the risks to resident salmonids prior to Condit Dam removal.  Our intent was ultimately to collect the data that would make an accurate risk assessment possible.  It was also our intent, after collecting and analyzing the combined habitat, fisheries, water quality, nutrient availability, and disease data, to offer our analysis to fisheries management agencies for their management consideration regarding risk to resident populations.
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