Response to ISRP Preliminary Comments

Project ID: 199803300

Restore Upper Toppenish Watershed

ISRP Comment: “The proposal should explicitly describe alternative approaches to the problem and why they were rejected in favor of the proposed approach.”

Response:  Because the proposal is essentially a geographic extension of the Satus Watershed Restoration project, we are bringing the same approach to bear in the Upper Toppenish watershed.  Specifically, as proposed and undertaken by the Upper Toppenish Watershed Assessment (Project ID 98-033-00), we have identified and evaluated the areas within the watershed with a disproportionate effect on watershed functioning and aquatic habitat.  

The areas identified by the assessment are the wet  meadows of the headwater plateaus and the lower elevation canyon bottoms.  Under natural conditions, these areas play a critical role in the storage of water during times of high availability and its release as base flow.  Under incised, degraded conditions, their ability to attenuate runoff is severely limited.  The effects of increased ‘flashiness’ can propagate in the downstream direction, imposing a more extreme disturbance regime on the entire stream/riparian system and degrading fish habitat.

ISRP Comment: “The watershed is 625 square miles, but the size of the project portion, and the exact reasons for choosing locations, and the treatments at each, are not explained.”

Response: In the course of the assessment, we surveyed the extent, location, and condition of the headwater meadows and the stream/floodplain systems within the watershed, noting degraded areas and probable causes.  The geology and soils of the upper watershed indicate the significance of the area south of the middle fork of Toppenish Creek.  Here, deep soils underlain by highly permeable Simcoe volcanic rock combine to create high water storage potential.  Degradation of meadow and stream systems, and certain specific road problems ‘short-circuit’ storage capability.  

We have begun meadow restoration, prioritizing by the fisheries significance of the stream it directly feeds.  Meadow restoration includes grazing management, construction of sediment traps in incised channels, control of noxious weeds, and revegetation.  We will address minor road drainage problems associated with the meadow systems we restore.  Major road problems for the most part will be addressed in conjunction with timber sale activities.  

North of the middle fork of Toppenish Creek, shallower soils and less permeable bedrock create an area of the watershed with less natural storage capability.  Headwater meadows in this area are of lower priority than those further north because there would be less ‘bang for the buck’.

To date, work in or near the lower elevation, low-gradient canyon streams has largely been opportunistic.  When other management activities are scheduled we participate to ensure that existing problems are rectified, or future problems averted.  This includes the completed reconstruction of a major stream crossing, reestablishment of fish passage, and rehabilitation of the associated channel.  This summer, a similar project is being planned and implemented for a crossing of the north fork of Simcoe Creek.  

We are also deeply involved with the development and implementation of a major flood management project involving Toppenish Creek and its floodplain at the lower end of our project area.  High concentrations of steelhead spawning activity occur above and below this reach of Toppenish Creek.  However, no spawning occurs in this reach.  Diversion from its natural channel, diking, and channelization have created a straight, simplified, incised stream reach that is unable to capture spawning size material.  The work will include dike removal, the gradual reintroduction of Toppenish Creek into its former channel, and intensive restoration of approximately 80 acres of floodplain.  We are in the process of negotiating a long term lease of this floodplain area so that restoration activities will be protected from future degradation.

ISRP Comment: “There is a 100+ % increase in the funding request to take advantage of unidentified cost-share opportunities, which need to be explained.”

Response:  We have two major cost sharing opportunities in the Toppenish Watershed.  The first is a response to a growing forest health crisis in the upper Toppenish Watershed.  Over the past two years a spruce budworm epidemic has ravaged the forests of upper Toppenish and Simcoe Creeks.  In response to this outbreak the normal timber sale schedule has been modified to include both of the upper Simcoe Creek sale units for 2001 harvest.  We have worked with the BIA Branch of Forestry Road Program to amend their road improvements to include a suite of in-channel and floodplain improvements and develop a quality source of large angular rock.  Specifically these include: lowering 600’ of floodplain bisecting road to allow for flood passage, replacing a 6’ culvert with a 21’ bottomless arch to allow for flow independent passage of fish and bedload, and nearly 1,500’ of channel stabilization and revegetation features to help mitigate for damage caused by the floods of 1996 and 1997.  We would also help develop a nearby quarry.  By adding on to a larger contract we will achieve considerable cost savings.  This strategy has been very effective for both the Satus and Toppenish Projects in the past.  

The second cost sharing project will be on a reach of Toppenish Creek at the lower end of the project area.  This 3,000’ reach of stream was channelized in the early 1900’s to develop a stable point of diversion for an irrigation canal.  In doing so a prime spawning and rearing reach of Toppenish Creek was rendered useless for anadromous fish.  Recently, the Yakama Nations Flood Management Project, which is funded by a congressional allocation, developed a plan to reclaim this reach of stream.  However, it is beyond their scope and capability to perform much of the necessary floodplain and riparian reclamation.  The Toppenish Project staff is ideally suited to this task and has offered to perform this function.  This is an excellent project that will not only recover high quality fish habitat on site but also help restore floodplain hydrologic function at the most critical point on the Toppenish Creek alluvial fan. 

