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Title: Acquire and conserve high priority bull and westslope cutthroat trout habitat in Trestle Creek
Section 9 of 10. Project description

a. Abstract   Trestle Creek is recognized as one of the most important bull trout spawning streams in the Pacific Northwest, hosting an annual run of 500 to over 1,200 fish, representing 30-50% of the annual adult bull trout spawning escapement from Lake Pend Oreille (LPO).  A comprehensive bull trout “problem assessment” cited residential development as the primary threat to the integrity of the Trestle Creek watershed and its continued suitability for bull trout.  The LPO Key Watershed Bull Trout Problem Assessment (Panhandle Bull Trout Technical Advisory Team 1998) recognized Trestle Creek as the highest priority tributary stream in the LPO watershed. While rating Trestle Creek’s bull trout population as having the highest probability of persistence of any stream in the LPO watershed, the assessment also notes that bull trout have highly specific habitat requirements and high sensitivity to human-induced disturbance.  The Idaho Department of Fish and Game proposes to undertake a targeted program for purchasing fee title and conservation easements to prevent subdivision and development of private lands in the Trestle Creek watershed.  Three factors suggest a high probability for success of this project: 1) Private lands comprise only about 1,000 acres in this primarily national forest drainage; 2) numbers of private landowners are limited (about 25); and 3) Trestle Creek landowners are supportive of bull trout conservation.  Overall, this project will secure crucial habitat for threatened bull trout and thus meet the objectives of the Columbia Basin Fish and Wildlife Program (Section 10.5) which directs that after studies and evaluations, “on the ground projects should be identified and implemented as soon as possible to address the needs of this species”.

(Replace this text with your response in paragraph form)

b. Technical and/or scientific background
The Lake Pend Oreille system has historically supported one the Pacific Northwest’s healthiest bull trout populations, both in terms of fish numbers and individual fish size.  The world record bull trout weighing 32 was caught in the lake and fish in the 15 to 20 pound range are not unusual for this system.  However, with the advent of significant environmental changes in the LPO basin over the last half century, including altered hydrology, species introductions, and land uses related to roadbuilding, logging and mining along tributary streams, the long-term health of the bull trout population has become an issue of concern.  Declines of bull trout spawning populations have been documented in the majority of LPO tributary streams, and these declines appear largely attributable to habitat degradation, including altered stream channels, unnaturally high bedload movement, sedimentation, and loss of woody debris recruitment.  The recent listing of bull trout as a threatened species under the Endangered Species Act has focused additional attention on the future of bull trout in the region. 

Trestle Creek, a tributary entering the northeast portion of LPO, has remained the most important producer of bull trout in the system.  During the past 15 years, redd counts have ranged from 134 to 330.  Recent mark and recapture population estimates conducted by IDFG and the USFS Intermountain Research Station in Trestle Creek in 1999 and 2000 put the number of adult bull trout using Trestle Creek for spawning in excess of 1,200 fish annually.  

In recognition of the importance of the Trestle Creek watershed – and its susceptibility to adverse changes through land uses – the Trestle Creek Local Working Committee developed and adopted site-specific forestry best management practices under the Idaho Forest Practices Act (Idaho FPA 1994).  In 1995, the USFS completed a comprehensive Trestle Creek watershed restoration project that was designed to mitigate the potential adverse watershed impacts from decades of road construction and logging (USDA Forest Service 1993).  This project is considered to have significantly reduced threats to bull trout habitat in the upper watershed (Panhandle Bull Trout Technical Advisory Team 1998).

Through the Idaho Bull Trout Conservation Plan (State of Idaho 1997), Trestle Creek was designated as one of 59 key state watersheds for bull trout.  This designation provided the impetus for the detailed evaluation of Trestle Creek included in the Lake Pend Oreille Key Watershed Bull Trout Problem Assessment (Panhandle Bull Trout Technical Advisory Team 1998).  While rating Trestle Creek’s bull trout population as having the highest probability of persistence of any stream in the LPO watershed, the assessment also notes that bull trout have highly specific habitat requirements and high sensitivity to human-induced disturbance.  Actions that alter flow regime, water quality, stream substrate, riparian habitat, recruitment of large woody debris, and seclusion of spawning areas can have devastating impacts on bull trout habitat and populations.

In this context, it is clear that future land uses in the Trestle Creek watershed will determine the future of its bull trout.  The Bull Trout Problem Assessment localizes this concern to the lower watershed, stating “Development of the lower watershed, which brings additional impermeable surfaces, increased stormwater runoff, stream channel alterations for access and property protection, and vegetation removal in riparian areas is currently the most significant threat to bull trout”.  The report also cites concerns over illegal harvest of spawning bull trout, often a secondary effect of real estate development.

Although private property comprises only about 14% of the ownership in the Trestle Creek watershed, this private ownership supports the majority of the spawning habitat currently utilized by bull trout in Trestle Creek.   IDFG proposes to acquire fee title or conservation easements on approximately 500 acres of privately held land in the lower Trestle Creek watershed.  Fee title lands will either be transferred to IDFG or the USFS and conservation easements will be held by Inland Northwest Land Trust or IDFG.  

c. Rationale and significance to Regional Programs
The Pend Oreille Subbasin Summary identifies and supports this project.  IDFG’s proposed land acquisition program will complement Avista Corp’s land acquisition programs already underway in the Trestle Creek watershed.  It will meet the objectives for bull trout conservation and mitigation provided in Section 10.5 of the Columbia Basin Fish and Wildlife Program by conserving one the most significant bull trout spawning streams in the region. Such conservation action is consistent with the Programs directive stating that following studies and evaluations, “on-the-ground projects (should be) identified and implemented as soon as possible to address the needs of this species”.  Numerous studies and evaluations have documented the importance of Trestle Creek in supporting the stability of LPO bull trout.  

This project also meets to goals of the Idaho Bull Trout Recovery Plan by helping to conserve Idaho’s most significant bull trout population.  This project also serves the recovery objectives of the US Fish and Wildlife Service’s listing of bull trout as a threatened species.  This project is entirely consistent with IDFG’s 5-year Fishery Management Plan.

Three factors suggest a high probability of success for this project: 1) Private lands comprise only about 1,000 acres in this primarily national forest drainage; 2) numbers of private landowners are limited (about 25); and 3) Trestle Creek landowners are supportive of bull trout conservation.  This project addresses a root cause of bull trout decline-tributary habitat degradation.  It offers an on-the-ground solution with measurable results which can be completed in a short time frame.  (Replace this text with your response in paragraph form)

d. Relationships to other projects 
 Currently, the only ongoing BPA-funded fishery project in this area is IDFG’s LPO Fishery Recovery Project.  It is anticipated that this proposed project will complement the existing BPA funded research on LPO by securing a component of the LPO fishery habitat critical to LPO fishery recovery and conservation – Trestle Creek tributary habitat.

This proposed project is consistent with, and would cost share, Trestle Creek acquisitions with Appendix A of the Clark Fork Settlement Agreement: The Idaho Tributary Acquisition and Enhancement Program.  IDFG is the lead implementer of this program which provides annual funding for conservation of tributary habitat in the LPO watershed.  (Replace this text with your response in paragraph form)

e. Project history 

(for ongoing projects) This is a new project.

(Replace this text with your response in paragraph form)

f. Proposal objectives, tasks and methods
The overall objective of the Trestle Creek bull trout habitat acquisition project is to conserve the habitat of one of the most significant bull trout spawning streams in the Pacific Northwest.  This objective will be accomplished by securing at-risk private lands through fee purchases and conservation easements, thus eliminating the significant threat posed to the Trestle Creek watershed by residential subdivision and other land uses inconsistent with the integrity of bull trout habitat.

Specific task-related objectives of the Trestle Creek watershed bull trout habitat acquisition project are to:

1) Establish property-specific conservation objectives for the approximately 500 acres of private property of interest; prioritize acquisitions.

2) Communicate with landowners the programmatic approach to bull trout habitat conservation in Trestle Creek and explain the financial incentives associated with conservation transactions; contract with Inland Northwest Land Trust’s Sandpoint, Idaho office to negotiate conservation transactions with willing sellers.

3) Secure additional funding to complete conservation transactions for Trestle Creek at the following total project cost estimate:  fee title for 250 acres @ $3,000/acre, conservation easements on remaining 250 acres @ 1,000/acre for a total cost of $1,000,000.

(Replace this text with your response in paragraph form)

g. Facilities and equipment
None requested in association with this project.  Facilities and equipment to be provided by IDFG.
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Section 10 of 10. Key personnel

Chip Corsi – project manager: Chip Corsi will be responsible for project oversight.  When the project is funded, the current IDFG Avista Project Biologist, Chris Downs, will implement the project.  He will oversee the landowner contacts, acquisitions, and contracting with Inland Northwest Land Trust.   Corsi will be responsible for program supervision and serve as the liason with other agencies.  

Corsi received a B.S. in 1979 from the University of Idaho in Fisheries Resource Management, and an M.S. in 1988 from Idaho State University in Zoology.  He has worked for IDFG since 1980, holding positions as a fish culturist, fishery technician, fishery research biologist, regional fishery biologist, regional fishery manger, and environmental staff biologist in eastern, south central, and northern Idaho.  He has authored numerous technical reports and publications, and has also served as the president of the Idaho Chapter of the American Fisheries Society.    

Chris Downs – project biologist:  Downs received a B.S. in 1990 from the University of Massachusetts at Amherst in Natural Resource Management, and an M.S. in Fish and Wildlife Management from Montana State University in 1993.  He has worked for the National Park Service in New York, New Jersey, and Montana.  Pertinent fishery experience includes employment as a fisheries fieldworker for Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks, and as a Senior Fishery Research Biologist and Regional Fishery Biologist for the Idaho Department of Fish and Game.  For the past year Downs has managed and implemented the Idaho Tributary Habitat Acquisition and Enhancement Program for IDFG in the Lake Pend Oreille watershed.  
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