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27002 Response - Assess Salmonids in the Asotin Creek Watershed

ISRP: The proposal addresses the goals of evaluating current productivity and survival of salmonids in Asotin Creek, but gives virtually no explanation of how the goals of developing a reintroduction plan for spring chinook 

WDFW: The project proposal is very specific about how we plan to expand ongoing evaluations of existing population status and survivals for steelhead (and bull trout) because that will be the focus of the project.  The other major section of the proposal is for the development of a reintroduction plan for spring chinook.  The WDFW considers chinook to be functionally extinct in Asotin Creek for numerous reasons.  Among them are habitat degradation within the basin, historically poor juvenile migrant survival through the Snake/Columbia corridor, and highly variable and often poor ocean survival conditions.  Despite these conditions, there exists within the region a desire to reintroduce spring chinook into Asotin Creek.  Washington recognizes that limited funds are available for such projects and believes that planning for reintroduction will help ensure success once an effort is begun.  Presently no specific plans, objectives, tasks, initiation or monitoring criteria for such a reintroduction exist.  The goal of the proposal is to create such a document.  We expect that it would include, but not necessarily be limited to, the following sections:

· An assessment of existing habitat conditions and whether there has been measurable improvement in these conditions as a result of recovery actions underway in the subbasin.
· An assessment of the current status of spring chinook in the subbasin (data that support WDFW’s contention of extirpation).
· A discussion of whether there has been sufficient improvement in chinook survivals within the subbasin habitat and the migration corridor to immediately initiate a reintroduction in Asotin Creek.

· If present conditions do not justify a reintroduction, identify conditions that should exist before such an effort would start.

· Identify the means by which a reintroduction attempt would occur (adult out-plants or some form of juvenile supplementation), which stock(s) would be used, and the duration of the attempt.

· A description of the evaluation of a reintroduction attempt, including hypotheses surrounding each (if there is more than one) facet of the reintroduction, and criteria by which success or failure would be evaluated.

· A description of the means by which the results of the reintroduction and evaluation would be reported.

ISRP: or determining if supplementation is required to sustain a wild population of steelhead.  

WDFW:  Data to be collected under this proposal will describe life stage survivals for steelhead and look at bull trout and chinook presence and status.  We will attempt to relate survival success for these salmonids to existing habitat conditions.  Presently WDFW would recommend hatchery intervention only if data collected under this project indicate a strong likelihood of extirpation of the wild steelhead population.  Should that determination be made, managers will have to decide what further recovery actions are necessary to prevent extinction, including whether to alter existing habitat recovery efforts or to implement some form of hatchery supplementation.
ISRP: One also might well ask if supplementation is compatible with the sustenance of a wild population of steelhead, 

WDFW: We agree to the extent that the Asotin Creek subbasin has been temporarily designated a refuge for wild steelhead and no hatchery reared fish of any kind are released within the basin.  Further, WDFW considers supplementation an experimental action. The ISRP may have misunderstood references within the proposal for the potential of future steelhead activities associated with the LSRCP program.  If managers agreed that hatchery intervention was necessary and appropriate, LSRCP facilities are the logical location from which supplementation would occur. 

ISRP: and some detail as to how data address these questions should be presented. 

WDFW: Data collection as part of the proposed project will focus on assessing the current productivity of steelhead, and to a lesser extent bull trout populations.  Only by measuring the ability of the populations to replace themselves can managers determine their true status.  Once this data has been collected and analysed it will be made available in raw form to managers for their decision-making processes.  This data should have broad applicability within the Columbia basin for other managers and will be made available through standard written and electronic forms as required of  BPA funded projects.  Determining the status of steelhead productivity is also relevant to any effort to reintroduce spring chinook, as it is unlikely that such a reintroduction would succeed if the extant steelhead population was unable to persist.

ISRP: It should be clear how the monitoring data will address the evaluation goals.  

WDFW: Presently the only salmonid recovery actions being undertaken in the Asotin Subbasin are habitat recovery oriented.  These actions include monitoring efforts to track their success at improving habitat quantity and quality for salmonids. This proposal will examine steelhead cohort survival rates, determine smolt to adult survivals, calculate spawner/ recruit ratios, attempt to assess whether there have been long lasting effects of past hatchery supplementation on wild steelhead populations, and attempt to more clearly identify habitat factors that are limiting population productivity and whether they are in or out-of-basin in nature.  This information can then be used to focus recovery actions on true, or most critical, limiting factors.

ISRP: The method(s) for performing Task 3a (determine abundance of juvenile steelhead) missing. The proposal references only gray literature, so the scientific background and methods are inadequately presented. The field tour and presentation, however, amply showed that the personnel have the necessary methods well in mind.  

WDFW: Presently the WDFW estimates population abundance of steelhead in the Asotin Subbasin by electrofishing.  The river is stratified by tributary, and randomly selected 50 meter sites are sampled using a three pass removal method (Zippen 1958) with upper and lower blocking nets.  Densities of juvenile steelhead by age class by surface area are calculated for each tributary.  Populations are then calculated from densities and estimates of tributary surface area inhabited by steelhead.  However, sample size by tributary is limited by available LSRCP funding for such work.  Limited sampling for the presence and abundance of salmonids is also conducted by snorkelling sections of river.  Methods follow those described by Schill and Griffith (1984).

The work proposed by 27002 would supplement ongoing LSRCP funded summer population sampling, and begin sampling out-migrants to estimate smolt production.   Out-migrant sampling would use standard methods and procedures established by WDFW for the estimation of migrating populations [following a discussion presented by Chapman (1948)] and would be similar to procedures followed by WDFW on the Tucannon River (Bumgarner et al.  2000).  
The proposal includes development of a plan to reintroduce spring chinook back in to the subbasin (Objective 8).  Comprehensive review and data collection plans for adult and juvenile life history life stages for steelhead, spring chinook and bull trout.  Plan for adult trapping station at Headgate Park – discussion of the difficulties in steelhead trapping at times of possible peak flows.  May lead to a fish ladder with trap, or a combination of permanent structures with temporary seasonal trapping features

ISRP: We need more information on how the decision of whether to supplement spring chinook would occur. The presentation provided a general discussion of this, but did not provide details of how that decision could be made.  

WDFW: As mentioned above, WDFW considers spring chinook to be functionally extinct in Asotin Creek.  There is no consistent yearly population of chinook to supplement.  Any action other than allowing natural colonization to occur would represent a re-introduction of chinook to the basin with a stock of chinook that is not native to Asotin Creek.  Under these circumstances, a decision to intervene in Asotin Creek and reestablish spring chinook should occur only after a benefit risk analysis has occurred and the full potential for success been examined.  If such actions were taken before habitat conditions were considered sufficiently improved to sustain a population, the long-term reintroduction effort would be jeopardized and could detract from other actions that might eventually better support chinook.  
ISRP: How will the collected data on spring chinook be used to determine whether or not supplementation should be used to enhance spring chinook abundance in Asotin Creek?

This was not specified in the proposal or presentation.  

WDFW: Collecting data on stray chinook entering Asotin Creek will allow WDFW and co-managers to track natural colonization that might occur in the subbasin.  If these natural occurrences were to successfully re-establish a population of spring chinook in Asotin Creek, then the data would be valuable in tracking the population’s rebuilding progress and allow us to estimate egg-to-smolt and smolt-to-adult survivals as habitat recovery within the basin continues.  The ISRP should remember, however, that native chinook are absent from the subbasin.  If natural colonization does not occur, a decision to use some form of supplementation would constitute a reintroduction (Ho: Habitat conditions within and outside of the Asotin Creek subbasin are sufficiently improved to support a self sustaining population of spring chinook salmon), not simply an attempt to enhance an existing population.  Supplementation under these circumstances would occur for some pre-specified time period with evaluation monitoring in place to determine success or failure.  The criteria by which the hypothesis would be tested would have been clearly defined in the Re-Introduction Plan before any actions had been taken.

ISRP: How does one get from the data (population and life history) to determining whether supplementation is needed? The response should more clearly explain how personnel intend to collect data on the key parameters and provide the analysis to inform their primary goals. 

WDFW: Habitat recovery actions within the basin have been directed toward limiting factors identified in relevant planning documents.  These generally identified water quality (temperature, sediment, fecal coliform, etc.) and habitat quantity (lack of pools and riparian cover, stream channel instability, migration corridor mortality, etc.) as problematic.  The benefits of these actions have been presumed, but the response of the target populations (ESA listed salmonid populations) remains to be validated.  WDFW personnel will collect data to document the survival by age class of steelhead over a period of years, eventually providing estimates of smolt to adult survival and the spawner : recruit relationship (S:R) within the basin (see above).  We suspect that this relationship is near the value of 1.0 for steelhead or they otherwise would have disappeared like spring chinook.  There is some data to suggest that the steelhead population is slowly rebuilding (S:R >1.0).  Without additional information from the basin, managers will not be able to determine whether a survival shift has occurred because of actions to improve in-basin habitat, or whether out-of-basin factors (ocean survival?) are driving productivity.  By estimating adult escapement, egg deposition, life stage survivals by electrofishing and snorkel surveys, smolt production through out-migrant trapping, and smolt-to-adult survivals by the use of coded-wire and PIT tags, we can identify where survival bottleneck(s) may be occurring, and justify existing or re-direct recovery efforts if necessary.  We reiterate that data collection is not directed at justifying if or when supplementation should occur.  Rather to provide a full understanding of the productivity of the basin so that managers can make the most informed decisions for the benefit of salmonid populations.

ISRP: Language in the proposal suggests that success of recovery is assumed and that the monitoring and evaluation will be used to document this expected outcome. The approach should explicitly be cast as a test and clear criteria for evaluating success versus failure should be stated.  

WDFW: Ongoing LSRCP funded data collection has provided information which suggests that the steelhead population may be stable or increasing.  Confirming this possibility and providing a causal relationship to ongoing actions in or out of the basin is valuable management knowledge.  We do not however assume that recovery will be successful.  We desire to more fully understand existing conditions and the relationships to salmonid populations, to help ensure success.  We fully agree that spring chinook reintroduction should be approached as a test, and only after the development of a fully coordinated reintroduction plan.
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