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a. Abstract 
The proposal is to acquire three parcels of property in to the Yakima River, which have exceptional value as fish and wildlife habitat.  The parcels are forested wetland complexes are utilized by juvenile spring chinook, coho, steelhead and bull trout.  These sites are strategically located: adjacent to the river in the eastern portion of the I-90 corridor.  Flows in the Yakima River are managed primarily for irrigation water deliveries.  This creates a hydrograph, which is substantially different than normal river flows and crates main stem conditions difficult to juvenile salmonids.  Off-channel rearing opportunities play a valuable role by providing more optimal rearing conditions and are considered vital for improving smolt survival.

Objective 6 of the Yakima Sub-basin Summary recommends: securing “for restoration key habitats through purchase, easement, lease of other appropriate means” (page 319).  

The report also specifically calls for purchase of “670 acres at risk of conversion to mining or residential development in the Keechelus to Cle Elum Reach.”  Two of the three parcels (Crystal Springs & Easton Wetlands) were identified in the Jim Waldo proposal to Governor Gary Locke, and were recommended to BPA for funding.  The 96 and 80 acre pieces need to be purchased immediately due to development threats by the respective landowners.  Restoration opportunities also exist including:  road abandonment, native vegetation planting, and placement of Reichmuth drop structures.”  

b. Technical and/or scientific background
The Yakima Sub-basin Summary identified development threats to the Yakima basin, and one their solutions was land purchase.  This proposal requests funding to purchase three high priority properties within the Upper Yakima River sub-basin.  

The Upper Yakima River reach provides important fish habitat and is specifically managed to enhance anadromous fish production.  Some of the best salmon habitat in the Yakima River is within the reach between Keechelus Dam and the City of Cle Elum (Yakma Planning Unit Report, 2000).  Department of Fish and Wildlife Priority Habitat maps, StreamNet maps and USDA CREP maps all show anadromous fish are present and spawn throughout the reach.  A recent Conservation Commission Habitat Analysis Yakima River Basin Limiting Habitat Factors Analysis, Draft, 2001) mapping effort shows all of the reach being utilized by spring chinook and portions by steelhead and bull trout.

Crystal Springs Parcel:  The 80-acre parcel includes an old river meander and wetland/stream complex accessible to juvenile salmonids from the Yakima River.  The watercourses provide a connecting link between superb wetlands on USFS and BOR lands immediately below Keechelus Dam with the Yakima River floodplain.

This piece is situated in the middle of one of the few critical habitats connecting links across Interstate Highway-90 corridor, i.e. the Lower Keechelus Lake/Swamp Lake area identified by Peter Singleton’s (US Forest Service, Pacific Northwest Forest Experiment Station) research as a “hot spot” for connectivity.

Current owners plan to convert the site toa gravel mine.  The post-mine residual property will be available for subdivision/recreational development.

The parcel has many exceptional attributes.  It:

*Straddles the Yakima River

*Includes remnant old growth forest along the river shoreline and wetlands

*Is adjacent to USFS Crystal Springs Campground

*Is adjacent to Iron Horse State Park trailhead

*Includes an extensive wetland complex.  The lower wetlands portion is actually the old Yakima River channel before the channel as moved by the Bureau of Reclamation when Keechelus Dam was constructed in 1917.  This complex is the outlet of a large (290 acre) wetland system (WDOE rating category I – the best) beginning at the Meadow Creek alluvial fan at Keechelus Dam.  The entire wetland complex converges into the old river meander and enters the Yakima River just above the Crystal Springs gage.  This private parcel includes the old river meander and the connecting wetlands.

*Is accessible to spring chinook, coho, steelhead, bull trout and resident fish.  Depending upon flows/water years, fish can gain access through the watercourses to USFS/BOR property immediately below Keechelus Dam

*Is situated in the middle of one of the few critical habitat-connecting links across I-90, i.e. Lower Keechelus Lake/Swamp Lake area.

The Cascade Partnership effort is acquiring an adjacent section which will help block up a corridor.  However, from a landscape perspective, this proposed parcel contains the most ecologically significant features.  Acquisition of this parcel is a crucial compliment to realizing the benefits of the other acquisition.

The site also has possibilities for aggressive restoration actions.  It would be possible to put a drop structure in the river, thereby diverting some water into the upper end of the old river channel and creating superb rearing habitat for salmonids throughout the old channel.  Restoration of the wetland recently drained by USBOR at Keechelus Dam would also provide better flow conditions in the tributary wetlands.

Easton Parcel:  The Easton Parcel is a forested wetland complex adjacent to the Yakima River.  The site has been used for gravel mining in the past and includes some roads with associated wetland fill.  The gravel pit has been reclaimed and the wetlands are in good condition.  Additional restoration actions would be beneficial for fish and wildlife.  Portions of existing roads could be abandoned, and road fill and culverts removed to enhance water flow and wetland continuity.

The wetland complex is used by spring chinook, coho, steelhead trout, and potentially bull trout.  Significantly, the Easton fish acclimation facility (Yakima Fisheries Project, BPA) is located across the river from this parcel on the right bank.  The parcel is strategically located for YFP fish use and their progeny.

The site is valuable for terrestrial wildlife as well as wetland and aquatic species.  There is extensive use by elk and deer.  The parcel includes an exceptional stand (research natural area quality) of large, cottonwood trees.  Pileated woodpeckers, a WDFW “priority species” have been observed on site, and there is one verified report of Vaux’s swift.  The site is “snag rich,” therefore we expect a full complement of cavity excavators to utilize the site.

The entire parcel lies within the Yakima River floodplain.  Although a portion of the parcel is designated by FEMA as “floodway”, the majority of the 96-acre site is designated as “floodplain” and can be developed into a high-density recreational housing project similar to the adjacent Sun Island Estates subdivision.  The current landowner plans to log the property and subdivide it into small building lots.  Gravel mining could also legally occur on the parcel.

To our knowledge, the 300-acre Gold Creek parcel would be the first Yakima River purchase that specifically protects riparian habitat for an existing bull trout population.  Twelve percent of Washington’s bull trout populations are considered high risk including the Keechelus Lake/Gold Creek population (Eric Anderson, WDFW).  The Gold Creek bull trout population is considered critically depressed due to the downstream blockage at Keechelus Lake.  Gold Creek has been surveyed for bull trout since 1984 with redd values ranging from 2 – 51.  Nineteen redds were located in 2000.  The property has been partially logged and without a conservation purchase, the property will be broken into 1 – 2 acre recreational home lots.

c. Rationale and significance to Regional Programs
The project is needed to permanently protect three intact, functional Upper Yakima River riparian habitat areas. The projects complement the active Yakama Nation YKFP critical habitat lands purchase program.  Conserving existing high quality riparian areas is an integral part of a long-term Yakima River Sub-basin salmon recovery.  As part of YKFP, the Yakama Nation, The Nature Conservancy, BOR, and WDFW are cooperating to purchase and/or conduct restoration of high priority riparian parcels in the Yakima Basin.  By purchasing and restoring wetlands adjacent to the upper Yakima River, this project will directly benefit the BPA Yakima Fisheries Project.

The parcels are strategic (both in terms of habitat and location) to the USFWS approved Habitat Conservation Plans for Plum Creek Timber Company and Washington Department of Natural Resources.  The parcels also complement the corridor conservations effort of the Mountains to Sound Greenway Trust and the landscape scale conservation initiative underway by the Cascade Conservation Partnership (with technical assistance from the Trust for Public Lands and funding from the Land and Water Conservation Fund).

This acquisition proposal was part of the Yakima Basin Recommendations packet submitted by special assistant Jim Waldo to Governor Gary Locke in December, 2000, and was recommended for BPA funding.

d. Relationships to other projects 
The proposed acquisitions complement the BPA Yakima Fisheries Project by securing “at risk” off-channel rearing habitat for fish produced by the Yakima Fisheries Project (YFP ) and their progeny.  The Crystal Springs parcel is located in the most complex, intact reach of the Upper Yakima River (i.e. Lake Easton to Keechelus Dam).  The Easton parcel is located adjacent to the YFP Easton Acclimation Facility as well as the coho rearing ponds at Easton.  The Yakima Fisheries Project is part of a more comprehensive effort by the US Bureau of Reclamation, US Forest Service, BPA, the Yakama Nation and the State of Washington to enhance the fishery and water resources of the Yakima River Basin.  The YFP would test the assumption that supplementation could be used to increase natural production of anadromous fish in the Yakima River Basin.

Earlier fisher and habitat enhancement efforts in the Yakima Basin included Congressional legislation to authorize fish screening and adult passage improvements.  The USBR and BPA completed phase1 construction, while phase II is also nearly complete.  Since 1987, CRFMP-sponsored activities in the Yakima River Basin included programs for coho salmon.  Coho salmon are currently being acclimated in ponds adjacent to the Yakima River at Easton.  In 1994, Congress passed the Yakima River Basin Water and Conservation Act to fund voluntary water conservation activities basin-wide, including improving flows in the upper Yakima River and tributary streams.

The Cascade Partnership is acquiring an adjacent section to the 80-acre Crystal Springs piece, which will help “block up” a corridor.  However, Crystal Springs contains the most ecological significant features (Brent Renfrow, WDFW Habitat Biologist, personal communication).  Acquisition of this parcel is a crucial compliment to realizing the benefits of the Cascade Partnership purchase.  The Nature Conservancy, Mountains to Sound Greenway, Yakama Nation and the Bureau of Reclamation have all expressed interest in the parcel.

e. Project history (for ongoing projects) 

NA

f. Proposal objectives, tasks and methods
Objective: Secure spawning and rearing habitat for salmonids in the UpperYakima River Sub-basin

Tasks:

1.  Completed Easton Wetlands Appraisal

2.  Initiate Crystal Springs and Gold Creek Appraisal

3.  Purchase three properties 2002

4.  Begin master planning process

5.  Restoration:  Reichmuth drop structure and road abandonments.

Methods

1.  Property appraisals:  Yakama Nation

2.  Procure acquisition funds:  WDFW seeking BPA grant

3.  Develop operations and maintenance plan:  Region 3 WDFW staff:  2002

4.  Identify and implement restoration activities:  Brent Renfrow, WDFW Habitat Biologist: 2002.

5.  Monitor:  Stream surveys, redd counts, measure restoration success.

g. Facilities and equipment
1.  Backhoe excavator for placement of Reichmuth drop structure, and to remove culverts for part of road abandonment.

h. References

Reference (include web address if available online)
Submitted w/form (y/n)

Yakima Sub-basin Summary (draft)

River Reach #1, Yakima River Mainstem: Keechelus Dam to Cle Elum River Yakima Planning Unit/Habitat Committee. Dick Bain 2000

Yakima Fisheries Project, Revised Environmental Impact Statement, 1995.  BPA

Brent Renfrow, WDFW Habitat Biologist, personal communication.  (2001)

Eric Anderson, WDFW Fish Biologist, personal communication. (2001).
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Bill Weiler, WDFW Watershed Steward                       Grant writing, fund procurement

Brent Renfrow, WDFW Habitat Biologist                     Project Coordinator

Cindy McMinn, WDFW Lands Agent                           Coordinate Real Estate Transact.

Scott Nicolai, Yakama Nation Biologist                         Property Appraising
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