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Acquire and conserve high priority bull and westslope cutthroat trout habitat in Trestle Creek.
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Response to ISRP comments

1.  Monitoring plan

The ISRP points out that little mention was made of the monitoring strategy associated with this proposal.  This is primarily because long-term monitoring of the effectiveness of this project is currently, and will continue to be largely funded by other IDFG and Avista projects.  However, we included a request for funding of monitoring for compliance with any easement terms within this particular proposal.  

The specified objective of this project is to conserve the existing high quality aquatic habitat for bull and westslope cutthroat trout found in Trestle Creek through fee title purchase or conservation easements.  However, the ultimate objective of this habitat conservation initiative is to allow the existing populations of bull and westslope cutthroat trout in Trestle Creek to continue to flourish.  The measure of success in achieving this biological objective is defined in the Lake Pend Oreille (LPO) Bull Trout Conservation Plan (LPO Watershed Advisory Group 1999) as a stable or increasing population trend over time.

We are monitoring the biological success of this project directly utilizing 2 methods.  The first method is annual bull trout adult escapement monitoring.  IDFG has maintained one of the best long-term data sets (18 years) available on annual bull trout redd counts for 17 tributaries to LPO, including Trestle Creek.  IDFG will continue to monitor the Trestle Creek bull trout population annually using redd counts.  Redd counts will be analyzed for trend using the correlation analysis procedures of Reiman and Meyers (1997).  In addition to redd counts, IDFG will operated a weir annually for the next five years to directly monitor adult escapement to Trestle Creek.  This weir is being operated as part of a cooperative research project between IDFG, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and Avista Corp to directly estimate lake survival of juvenile bull trout.  Juvenile bull trout are being marked as outmigrants with PIT tags and will be re-captured as adults when they return to spawn in Trestle Creek.  These two projects complement each other from a monitoring perspective.

The second method of monitoring will be estimating juvenile bull and westslope cutthroat trout outmigration from Trestle Creek using a rotary-screw trap.  We will employ a mark-recapture technique to directly estimate the numbers of juvenile bull and westslope cutthroat trout emigrating from Trestle Creek in both 2000 and 2001.  Using these data as baseline, we can assess any future changes in outmigration from Trestle Creek.  When these data are combined with adult escapement data, it may also be possible to estimate tributary survival of juvenile bull trout.  This juvenile trapping is also part of the cooperative research project mentioned in the previous paragraph and is being funded outside of this proposal request.

The terms and conditions of any easements will be monitored by the entity (identified as Inland Northwest Land Trust in this proposal) holding the easement.  This entity will be responsible for periodic monitoring (typically annually), the frequency of which will be determined by the terms and conditions of individual transactions.  In addition, Avista Corp funds a full time IDFG bull trout conservation and education officer based in Sandpoint, Idaho.  Part of the officer’s responsibility is to monitor any conservation easements or fee title acquisitions acquired under this program for compliance. 

2.  Property prioritization

Parcels were identified and prioritized using a number of factors.  Approximately half of the bull trout redds counted annually are found on the private property in the lower portion of the drainage.  Densities of redds appear to decrease as one moves downstream within this private property.  For this primary reason we prioritized streams as being of higher value if they were located further upstream.  The second filter we applied was property size.  Larger properties allow one to protect more habitat faster, and the potential risk of future subdivision is greater for larger than for smaller properties.  In addition, it is more efficient to negotiate with a single landowner prior to subdivision than it is to negotiate with the numerous landowners that follow.  The per-unit price of the property is also typically lower when larger parcels are purchased.  The third filter is opportunity.  The linear stream distance we seek to protect is only approximately 4 kilometers. Because our goal is to protect the entire length of Trestle Creek throughout this private property corridor, all riparian properties are of interest.  We maintain the flexibility to shuffle individual properties within the prioritization scheme to take advantage of unforeseen acquisition opportunities as they may appear.  

3.  Conservation objectives

The definition of conservation objectives for individual properties can be more easily defined for fee title acquisitions.  Under fee title acquisitions, the property specific objectives would be determined based on know habitat requirements of bull trout and the physical characteristics of the property.  Big picture objectives would be to maintain shade and large woody debris recruitment, and minimize transport of fine sediment into the stream.  On many properties in Trestle Creek, this would mean that properties should not be altered from their present state.  Site-specific objectives would be developed on a case-by-case basis to meet individual property needs.  

Conservation objectives for conservation easements are more complicated because we must ensure we first meet the needs of the resource, while also make sure the terms and conditions of the easement are palatable to the landowner.  They would be property specific and determined as opportunities arise.  In general, we would visit the site with a landowner interested in a conservation easement and determine their vision for the property.  We would then discuss habitat needs of bull trout and westslope cutthroat trout as it relates to the physical condition of the property.  From there we would balance what is needed to protect or enhance the aquatic habitat on the property with the landowners vision for the property.  

4.  Acquisitions in context of total habitat needs

Current habitat quality in Trestle Creek is very good as is evidenced by what appears to be a bull trout spawning population literally bursting at the seams.  This population is in stark contrast with the majority other LPO populations such as those in the Lightning Creek drainage, which have declined dramatically in recent decades, likely as the result of habitat degradation from land-use practices.  Trestle Creek provides evidence that strong bull trout populations can be maintained when tributary habitat quality is maintained.

Very real threats exist to this habitat quality, and ultimately to these populations of bull and westslope cutthroat trout.  They can be seen in recent land use patterns in the Trestle Creek watershed on private lands.  Recent land transactions along Trestle Creek and the West Branch of Trestle Creek have resulted in further subdivision and urban development (with associated increases in roading and stream crossings) of the floodplain and riparian zone.  In addition, the pattern of land purchases based on standing timber value has resulted in increased timber harvest, including in riparian areas.  We are unaware of any stream supporting a bull trout run of the size of Trestle Creek in the U.S., making this population extremely valuable for bull trout conservation across the range of the species.  It is also clear based on annual redd counts and population estimates, that Trestle Creek is key to the persistence of bull trout in the LPO system.  

In addition to preserving habitat quality by preserving the riparian habitat, we are addressing other tributary habitat needs such as minimum in-stream flows.  We undertook a project in April of 2000 to estimate mean monthly discharges for 8 tributaries to LPO important to bull trout.  Data collection will be completed in March 2001.  Data will be analyzed and minimum in-stream flow reservations will be recommended to the Idaho Water Resources Board for Trestle Creek and other LPO tributaries.

Exotic species interactions in the lake environment also place this population of bull trout at risk.  Although at this time Trestle Creek bull trout appear to be doing well in the presence of lake trout, recent IDFG creel data suggests a rapidly growing lake trout population in LPO.  The BPA FY 2002 IDFG proposal ProjectID: 24004 Pend Oreille/Priest Exotic Fish Species Suppression and Native Fish Protection project offers the opportunity to address this issue directly.

5.  Map of the Trestle Creek watershed.
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Figure 1.  Map of Trestle Creek drainage.  Solid bar represents approximate distribution of bull trout spawning area.  Black boxes represent private property (all targeted for conservation acquisitions), and the remaining land ownership is USFS and State of Idaho.  Red boxes represent completed transactions and yellow boxes represent pending transactions.
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