Response to ISRP Preliminary Comments

Project ID: 199603501

Satus Creek Watershed Restoration Project

ISRP Comment: “What are those cost share opportunities that would so increase costs over the forecast?”

Response:  Several opportunities to cost-share on restoration projects have become available in the last year.  The BPA Maintenance Program for right-of-ways is implementing a clearing and road upgrade project this summer for the Hanford-Oestrander line which runs through the Satus Creek corridor.  A portion of this line also runs through Shinando Creek drainage.  Satus staff have developed an agreement with the BPA personnel and the potential contractor to add restoration work onto the right-of-way clearing contract.  This opportunity provides considerable cost savings for heavy equipment time and mobilization fees.  Work performed will include: removing several hundred feet of the old Goldendale highway roadbed where it bisects the Satus Creek floodplain, placing whole conifer trees in the Satus and Shinando Creek channels and floodplains, and performing a large volume of riparian hardwood replanting.  This agreement has already been discussed between the BPA Maintenance and Fish and Wildlife Divisions and agreed to by the Satus project COTR.

The second costs share opportunity is with a Washington State Department of Transportation (DOT) effort to replace the Shinando Creek Culvert that passes through the U.S. HWY 97 road fill.  This culvert is a nearly complete passage barrier to several miles of quality steelhead habitat and allows virtually no bed load passage to critical spawning reaches of Satus Creek.  The Satus Project intends minimize cost by adding on to the DOT construction contract to perform complimentary riparian and instream rehabilitation work in Shinando Creek.  This is a multi year effort which will be coordinated with the Shinando Creek portion of the right-of-way maintenance project above. 

In 1999, Satus staff reached an agreement with off-reservation cattlemen south of the project area to rebuild the boundary fence.  Under this agreement the Satus Project would provide materials and the cattleman would provide the labor.  In 2002 another 7 miles of fence would be constructed in accordance with this agreement.  

Similar arrangements have been made with cattlemen within the Satus Watershed.  Wildfires burned approximately 55,000 acres within the project area in 2001.  In coordination with affected permittees, the BIA Range Program (Yakama Agency) and the BIA Area Office, we will rebuild approximately 51 miles of range unit boundary and cross fences.  The BIA has agreed to pay for, in full, 38 miles of fence.  In order to achieve maximum benefit from this opportunity the Satus project has agreed to build and reconstruct and additional 13 miles of fence.  The whole intent is to realign range units so that grazing management can be carried out in a more ecologically sound manner while providing economically viable grazing opportunities for tribal permittees.  Riparian and aquatic habitat rehabilitation is the driving force behind this effort.  

Lastly, the Satus Project is working cooperatively with the on-reservation sage grouse recovery effort to assess habitat conditions for sage grouse and plan for a potential reintroduction.  Within the sage grouse project is a detailed vegetation map of the shrub-steppe uplands and a forage utilization study.  The Satus Project has agreed to fund 0.75 FTE for a biologist to expand the map and utilization study to account for seasonal wildlife forage preference throughout the Satus rangelands.

ISRP Comment: “We need more info on grazing – How many AUMs in past and in future; what is a brief description of the plan (mostly herding?) to reduce grazing impacts in addition to retiring 40% of the leases; where are exclosures mentioned but never described and what do they show; and indication if future grazing might defeat the effectiveness of stream rehab efforts (riparian plantings and instream habitat placement).”

Response:  Livestock grazing management has been one of the focal points of the Satus Project since it’s inception in 1996.  Cattle grazing can be one of the most destructive and pervasive economic landuses, yet, it is also one of the most easily managed.  Cattle numbers have declined since the mid 1970’s (figure 1) to the point where the total volume of forage consume is almost insignificant.  Currently, permitted utilization stands at just under 10% of the estimated available forage (table 1).  At present there are only 750 cow-calf pairs permitted for a 6 month grazing season in the entire Satus Watershed.  There is virtually no likelihood that numbers will ever increase beyond present levels.
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Figure 1)  Permitted AUM’s in the Satus Watershed, 1966 to present.

YEAR
AUM's
Acres/AUM

1966
45197
9

1976
50491
8

1986
32271
12

1996
7774
50

2001
4500
87

Table 1)  Forage utilization figures for the Satus Watershed, 1996 to present.

There are 4 major anadromous fish bearing streams in the project area; Satus, Logy, Dry, and Mule Dry Creeks.  Of those streams, the Satus Project leases the grazing permits on almost the entire fish bearing reaches of Satus and Logy Creeks.  Approximately 40% of the entire watershed.  By the conclusion of the fire rehabilitation / fence reconstruction effort on Mule Dry Creek (described above), cattle will be excluded from almost the entire length of that creek as well.  Incidentally, the idea of complete exclusion from Mule Dry Creek was originated by the permittee before the fire in July, 2000.  The remaining stream, Dry Creek, will be effectively excluded by this time next year.  Satus staff developed an EQUIP contract with the NRCS last year for $126,000 (Another cost sharing opportunity). The goal of the contract is to move grazing completely out of the fish bearing portion of Dry Creek drainage with fenced pastures and upland water development.  The range being developed is on the north face of Toppenish Ridge.  This area will provide substantially better forage than the Dry Creek side of the ridge and has no surface water (riparian areas) to be harmed.  

Of the exclosures we have developed, those on the headwater meadow have proven to be effective.  In the lower fish bearing reaches exclosures have proven largely ineffective and costly to maintain.  All of our grazing plans have been developed with close cooperation and participation from the individual permittees and compliance has been good.  Livestock grazing has become our most readily managed landuse.  
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