Responses to Preliminary ISRP Comments for Project 25008: 

Resident Fish Stock Status in the Palouse River and 

upper Crab Creek Watersheds, Washington.

ISRP Comment:  “The stated intent of the proposal is to ‘…identify fisheries restoration/enhancement opportunities within each sub-basin’ (Palouse River and Crab Creek).”

Response:  The identification of fisheries restoration/ enhancement opportunities was one of several products of the proposed work, and does not comprise the entire goal or intent of the proposal (listed as Objective 6 of six objectives).  Perhaps its overall importance was overstated in text of the proposal.  The proposal’s overall intent was to conduct baseline assessments of the fish stocks in the streams and lakes within each of the sub-basins, as well as baseline surveys of stream water quality and habitat and lake productivity and habitat (4 of 6 objectives).  The phrase “...identify fisheries restoration / enhancement opportunities…” applies to all actions that may have benefits for the associated fishery, so it included habitat restoration / enhancement, as well as management actions, such as supplementation and protection of depressed stocks.  The proposal will result in better management, whether restoration, preservation, or recreation is the goal. 

ISRP Comment:  It is not clear that significant opportunity for fishery enhancement exists in these waters.

Response:  In the context of the proposal, we viewed fishery enhancement as any action taken to improve the existing fishery.  ‘Fishery’ may have been a poor descriptor as it is most often associated with recreational goals.  In our context, ‘fisheries’ should include all aspects of a fish population and its habitat.  Under this broad definition there are a large number of enhancement options / opportunities, including habitat improvements, barrier removal, regulation changes, and supplementation. 

Combined, the Palouse River and upper Crab Creek watersheds, have approximately 1,660 km of streams and 40 significant lakes / impoundments.  According to Cook et al. (2001), a large portion of the Palouse River sub-basin has degraded habitat and water quality, which limits fish production.  Despite the degraded conditions of numerous sub-basin streams, there is information that indicates fish, including trout, are present in various streams throughout both sub-basins (Dr. A. Scholz, EWU, unpublished data; Cook et al 2001; Quinn et al. 2001).  The data from this proposed project will assist in locating fish populations that could benefit from enhancement actions.  

Only four (Rock, Sprague, Bonnie, and Downs Lakes) of the 40 plus lakes have had comprehensive surveys to determine fish species composition and relative abundance, or habitat quality status including:  water quality, primary productivity, secondary productivity, or benthic macro-invertebrate productivity (Taylor 2000; McLellan 2000; L. Phillips, WDFW, personal communication).  These data have been or are currently being used to identify opportunities to improve the fisheries in lakes such as Sprague Lake and Rock Lake.  Taylor (2000) recommended changing walleye regulations in Sprague Lake to increase harvest.  McLellan (2000) reported that turbidity in Rock Lake was limiting primary and secondary productivity, and consequently fish production.   McLellan (2000) concluded that the reduction of sediment inputs from Pine Creek would improve the fishery.  The fisheries in the mainstems, tributary creeks, and other lakes in the Palouse River and upper Crab Creek watersheds also have the potential for improvement, which we plan to identify with the data collected during the proposed project.

ISRP Comment:  Conclusions from creel surveys were that substantial fisheries presently exist in several lakes in the area.

Response:  The creel survey information was provided to demonstrate that fishing opportunities do exist within these sub-basins, and that the potential to improve angling opportunity in the sub-basins exists.  We wanted to demonstrate that there are waters to fish in the sub-basins and anglers use them, but we did not intend to give the impression that the lakes in the system were being managed to their maximum potential.  The majority of the creel survey data presented within the proposal was primarily derived from standard WDFW lowland lakes opening day creel data.   This type of creel effort is focused on obtaining catch per unit of effort information based on completed angler trip interviews.  Rough estimates of overall harvest were generated by the WDFW Regional Fish Program to provide a general indication of the importance of the fisheries in the sub-basin and as an indication of the potential benefits of improved management.  Opening day creel surveys on lowland lakes planted with hatchery trout are designed to evaluate harvest of recently planted trout, leaving angler use of other species as a secondary emphasis.  This uncertainty in terms of known angler use speaks to the lack of adequate data and the need for further investigation as outlined in this proposal.
The following two lakes have had dedicated recent surveys and were thus excluded from the proposal’s work.  They were included as examples in the proposal to illustrate the potential existing within the watershed if managers have adequate information available.  Rock and Sprague Lakes are the only lakes in the proposed study area that have had statistically defensible creel surveys conducted on them (McLellan 2000; Taylor 2000).  Despite the existence of a substantial fishery at Rock Lake, data collected during the study indicated that the lake had turbidity problems limiting fish production (McLellan 2000).  With improvements, the fishery at Rock Lake has the potential to provide even greater angler opportunity (McLellan 2000).  Similar to fish management and habitat restoration recommendations developed through the Rock Lake study, we would like to use resource data obtained from this project to identify significant limiting factors for sub-basin fish resources, which could be effectively addressed through future management actions and /or future habitat enhancement actions.  
ISRP Comment:  The proposal does not adequately justify the need for the information it proposes to collect.

Response:  There is a general lack of information about fish distribution and population status throughout the Palouse River and upper Crab Creek watersheds in Washington (Cook et al. 2001; Quinn et al. 2001).  The lack of information regarding species distribution, population status, and ecosystem health causes management difficulties, including: regulation of sport fish, application of Hydraulic Project Approval (HPA) regulatory actions under the Washington Administrative Code, and prioritizing conservation and restoration activities (Cook et al. 2001).  The truth is that relatively little pro-active management occurs in these basins due to the lack of current, adequate information.

Water quality and habitat conditions have been described as generally degraded, and have been designated as the primary limiting factor for fish production, in the Palouse River sub-basin (Cook et al. 2001).  Stream water quality has been measured at least once at 11 sites on Pine Creek, Rock Creek, South Fork Palouse River (2), Palouse River (3), Crab Creek (3), and Lake Creek (WDOE, unpublished data.  Other than two sites (one on the Palouse River and one on the South Fork Palouse River), water quality data was collected on isolated occasions.  The water quality data collected by the WDOE is not comprehensive enough to identify problems associated with individual streams, or sub-watersheds.  Fishery resource managers would benefit by knowing the extent that each tributary contributes to water quality problems in the larger stream or river, such that restoration activities could be focused and prioritized.  We would coordinate with the WDOE to ensure there is no overlap in data collection.  

The quality of stream habitat in the Palouse River and Crab Creek sub-basins has never been quantified to any significant extent (Cook et al 2001; Quinn et al. 2001).  We know that the overwhelming majority of the sub-basins have degraded habitat due to agriculture, but baseline values are needed to identify specific areas with good habitat that need protection, and those areas with poor habitat that are in need of restoration.  The fish distribution and population status information, combined with the habitat data, will allow managers to prioritize habitat protection and restoration efforts.  By quantifying the habitat we will provide solid values, and associated variances, from which realistic improvement goals can be established and from which monitoring and evaluation programs can be based.  

Baseline water quality, productivity, fish species composition and densities, and habitat data for sub-basin lakes are also necessary for management.  McLellan (2000) reported that the primary limiting factor for fish production in Rock Lake was elevated levels of turbidity, which had a negative impact on primary and secondary productivity.  Rock Lake was the only lake in the Palouse River sub-basin that has an obvious turbidity problem.  Other than Sprague, Bonnie, and Downs Lakes there have been no other investigations of water quality, primary, secondary, and benthic macroinvertebrate production, and habitat.  The proposed survey work will provide data to managers for developing hypotheses about limiting factors and management goals, resulting in new project proposals to quantify limiting factors and develop management actions.  Determining fish species assemblages and quantifying densities, water quality, productivity, and habitat in each lake will provide mean values, and associated variances, from which monitoring and evaluation programs can be based.
ISRP Comment:  The management implications are not specified.

Response:  As a consequence of the lack of information for these basins, management is based on best guess rather than science, if management occurs at all.  Meaningful sport fish regulation is a blind endeavor without knowledge of species distribution, population densities, and demographics.  Length and weight data collected during surveys will aid with regulating sport fish populations for the various angler groups, such as consumptive versus non-consumptive, to maximize recreational opportunities.  Fish population data also allows for better understanding and application of conservation measures where needed.  Fish distribution information is necessary for credible responses to permit applications within the HPA process, particularly within the agriculturally dominated Palouse River and Crab Creek sub-basins.  As previously noted, without baseline survey information, fish managers will continue to struggle with prioritizing management actions with limited funding resources.  

Habitat protection and restoration work is warranted throughout the sub-basins, however managers lack the information to prioritize their efforts.  Habitat restoration programs, such as the WDFW Habitat Development Program and the USDA’s Conservation Reserve Program, foster cooperative agreements with local landowners to lease a portion of their land for habitat protection and restoration.  Using the habitat data from the proposed project, managers would be able to actively seek conservation leases from landowners with priority habitats.

Data collected during this project has the potential to identify populations of trout that may have phenotypic appearances that are characteristic of redband or cutthroat trout.  Subsequent new projects could be initiated to conduct genetic analysis of these populations that will determine the appropriate amount of protection.  

Knowledge of lake water quality, productivity, and fish species composition information will aid in management of the lakes.  The data will allow for developing hypotheses about limiting factors for fish production, testing the hypotheses through future projects, and attempting to improve habitat conditions.  The data will help managers prioritize the species managed, determine stocking rates or supplementation based on primary, secondary, and benthic productivity, and determine appropriate harvest regulations to achieve the desired angling experience.   

ISRP Comment:  The proposal should be directed to data compilation or field surveys for this cycle with the other (database development or field surveys) being done later.

Response:  The major emphasis of the proposal is the field data collection.  However, the utilization and improvement of a regional database already being funded by BPA, the Resident Fish Stock Assessment above Chief Joseph and Grand Coulee Dams, would be beneficial and cost effective.  The proposal was developed with the idea that the database would be developed in conjunction with the data collection (field surveys).  We felt that it was important to develop the database as the data was collected so that it would be available to the managers as it was collected.  After further thought, we agree that the database aspect of the proposed project should be conducted in the second cycle, along with the final year of field surveys.  The data would be provided to managers after each collection year in the form of the BPA Annual Report and data files developed while writing the annual report.  The field surveys should be conducted first, so all of the data will be available for database development.

ISRP Comment:  This proposal includes no discussion of its relation to project 25092.

Response:  Poor water quality conditions, particularly warm water temperatures and high turbidity, in the upper watershed are negatively impacting the Palouse River in Washington (Cook et al. 2001).  Habitat restoration in the upper Palouse River, Idaho, as proposed in project 25092, will be extremely beneficial in contribution to the success of any future habitat and water quality improvement projects on the main stem Palouse River, Washington that may be recommended as a result of our proposed project.  Data collected from our project will provide the baseline data for evaluating short and long term effects of any improvements made in Idaho.  Once the priority habitats for restoration are identified from the proposed project in Washington, the Idaho restoration template will be available for developing restoration projects.  

ISRP Comment:  The genetics component of this proposal is unwarranted unless the survey work locates populations that might be remnant redband or cutthroat trout populations based on phenotypic appearance.

Response:  We agree with the ISRP’s assessment of the genetics aspect of this proposal.  The survey work may locate populations of trout that may have a phenotypic appearance that is characteristic of redband or cutthroat trout.  In the event that the proposed survey work locates one or more of these populations, samples can be collected and stored for future analysis at no cost.  New proposals would be developed to fund the analysis.
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