ProjectID: 24018

Secure and Restore Critical Fish and Wildlife Habitats

Sponsor: Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes

Subbasin: Flathead

FY02 Request: $4,918,444

3 YR Estimate: $13,996,096

Short Description: Utilize land acquisition and habitat restoration to protect and enhance habitats critical to fish and wildlife. Reduce human-wildlife conflicts on acquired and restored lands to increase their value for wildlife.

Response to ISRP comments requested:
1. Comment:

A better description of the programmatic tie of all the individual efforts is needed.  Much of the proposal is devoted to a discussion of the need to mitigate grizzly bear and elk habitat lost as a result of construction of Hungry Horse reservoir, although there is some discussion of riparian habitat as well.

Response:

The Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes suffered losses from Hungry Horse Dam both from the inundation of habitats when the reservoir was created and from the flood control resulting from operations of the dam.  Inundation flooded critical spring and fall grizzly bear habitat and elk winter range.  In addition, not only did inundation flood many acres of riparian habitat, but also operations of the dam resulted in losses of riparian habitat farther down in the drainage along the lower Flathead River.  This project stems from the programmatic goal to mitigate those losses to the Tribes and the priority outlined in the Flathead River subbasin plan to replace lost Tribal hunting, fishing, and plant harvesting areas and spiritual and cultural sites.

Securing grizzly bear, elk, and riparian habitats through habitat acquisition or conservation easement addresses other priorities outlined in the Flathead River Subbasin summary as well.  Grizzly bears are a threatened species in Montana and important to the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes both ecologically and culturally.  This was exemplified when the Tribes passed a grizzly bear management plan in 1981, and established the Mission Mountain Wilderness area, Wilderness Buffer Zone, and Grizzly Bear Conservation Area.  Thus, this part of the proposal addresses the priority to protect habitat for native fish and wildlife populations and replace cultural sites.  Elk are one of the most valuable subsistence hunting resources for the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes as shown by the establishment of the Ferry Basin Elk Conservation Area and the interest shown by Tribal Members in the limited permit hunt.  This part of the proposal addresses the priorities to protect habitat for native wildlife populations and replace lost hunting opportunities.  Riparian areas are one of the most valuable resources on the Flathead Indian Reservation.  The Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes passed a Wetlands Conservation Plan that includes riparian habitats in 1999.  This part of the proposal addresses the priorities to: (1) protect habitat for native fish and wildlife populations; (2) reconnect fragmented habitats; (3) restore inchannel habitat structure, function, and complexity; (4) restore riparian and wetland habitats and floodplain function; (5) restore watershed function and condition; and (6) replace lost Tribal hunting, fishing, and plant harvesting areas and spiritual and cultural sites.      

2. Comment:

The proposal includes no specifics on what purchases would be made, just vague statements like “the proposal to mitigate for riparian habitat lost or degraded … will allow the Tribes to regain lost or degraded riparian habitat values.”

Response:

The proposal outlines the priority areas that have been identified for purchase of lands.  For grizzly bears all habitats will be within or adjacent to critical and important grizzly bear habitat identified along the eastern and southeastern side of the Flathead Indian Reservation.  For elk, areas within the northern and western sides of the Ferry Basin Elk Conservation area have been identified as critical to increasing production from the elk herd.  Riparian habitats can be found across the Flathead Indian Reservation.  Priority areas have been developed and include Post Creek, Crow Creek, Lower Mission Creek, the upper Little Bitterroot River, the Jocko River and major Jocko tributaries, Stinger and Mud Creeks, and habitat areas along the lower Flathead River. In the ISRP presentations we gave examples of restoration project areas that we have currently identified.  Others would be identified as project components should funding become available.  A further discussion of the methods that will be used to prioritize individual parcels is given in response to comment #4.

3. Comment:

Before any resources are committed to these agreements, population segments that are key to the long-term viability and productivity of the regional population, or populations, need to be identified.  Pursuit of habitat protection for these segments can then proceed with some expectation of benefit to the population(s).

Response

As stated in the proposal and in the presentation, the USFWS Grizzly Bear Recovery Plan states that, for the Northern Continental Divide Ecosystem, “…recovery cannot be achieved without occupancy in the Mission Mountains portion of the ecosystem.”  The USFWS Grizzly Bear Recovery Coordinator has further stated that “I believe that without the maintenance of large blocks of undeveloped land along the west slope of the Missions, the probability of maintaining a grizzly bear population in the Mission Mountains is very low.”  The low elevation habitats along the west slope of the Mission Mountains is specifically the area being targeted in the bear habitat subsection of the habitat proposal.

As stated in the proposal, the elk herd in the Ferry Basin Elk Conservation Area had grown to 567 animals in 1993.  At this population level, range conditions remained healthy showing the potential productivity of this resource.  However, because of conflicts with surrounding ranches, the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes Wildlife Management Program has had to manage the herd down to 200-300 animals.  With the purchase of key parcels surrounding the northern and western boundaries of the Conservation area conflicts will be minimized and the potential productivity of the area for elk winter range greatly enhanced.

Although the Riparian Habitat section of the habitat proposal does not target a specific species it is one of the most valuable habitat types within the Flathead Indian Reservation.  Riparian areas are also extremely important in linking larger habitat areas.  Many sensitive and threatened and endangered species would benefit from protection and restoration of riparian areas including: grizzly bears, bald eagles, bull trout, fisher, loggerhead shrike, and westslope cutthroat trout.  

4. Comment: 

“Pursuit of agreements for “what is available” is not a systematic approach to the problem.  One of the proposal objectives is “Develop prioritized property list.”  This task alone is fundable for one year, after which an evaluation of the need for the larger project could be considered.

A similar approach is needed for bear and elk, as implied by language on page 8 of the proposal, although criteria for setting priority are not discussed.  We know that humans will be in the area and likely to be expanding their control of the landscape.  If the area is also to have large mammals, what is truly “can habitat as well.

Response:
The Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes suffered losses from Hungry Horse Dam both from the inundation of habitats when the reservoir was created and from the flood control resulting from operations of the dam.  Inundatipletion in the first 6 months after funding.  This will not take a full year to complete as criteria have already been identified and many high priority areas have been identified. If there were a year delay in funding for purchase of properties, some of the high priority parcels would be lost to subdivision and development.  As was pointed out in the proposal presentations, Lake County, the County encompassing the majority of land on the Flathead Indian Reservation, had a 20% growth rate from 1990 to 1997, the 6th fastest county population growth rate in Montana and twice the state average.

A framework has been established to purchase riparian and wetland habitats as part of other mitigation efforts on the Flathead Indian Reservation and will be adapted toward this effort.  Some parcels have been identified and others will be evaluated as part of this project.   

With regard to elk habitat, the Ferry Basin Elk Conservation Area was established because it has the greatest potential for producing elk on the Flathead Indian Reservation. It provides subsistence harvest opportunities for Tribal members and serves as a source elk population for surrounding areas.  For elk winter range, there are only 3-4 key ranches on the north and west sides of the Ferry Basin Elk Conservation Area that are critical to increasing production from the elk herd.

Many key parcels have already been identified as low elevation spring and fall grizzly bear habitat.  Information used to identify these parcels include: the history of persistent use of certain areas by grizzly bears, a grizzly bear habitat map developed as part of a grizzly bear cumulative effects model, history of conflicts documented at certain sites and habitats and travel corridors identified in a grizzly bear research project conducted on the Flathead Indian Reservation in the late 1980’s.  We will formalize these criteria in a priority scheme as part of the project.  However, as shown in the proposal presentation, areas such as the Poison Oak Creek Restoration Project and the Redhorn Aspen Restoration Area have already been identified and we would move to purchase available parcels as soon as funding were available.  Other parcels have also been identified and more would be identified during the first 6 months of the project.

A full accounting of the justification to purchase individual parcels will be made as part of progress reports developed for this project.  However, as stated previously, if funding for acquisition is delayed, key parcels will be irretrievably lost to subdivision and development.

5. Comment:

Part of the proposal is a new position to develop and implement methods and strategies for limiting human-bear conflicts.  Such a position seems like a logical step to help prevent bear-human conflicts.  The FTE required depends on the magnitude of the problem.

Response:

Although bears were highlighted in the presentation, this position would not be limited to bear conflicts.  The Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes Wildlife Management Program deals with an assortment of wildlife conflicts over the course of a year including grizzly bears, black bears, mountain lions, deer, elk, river otter, red fox, great blue herons, osprey, and waterfowl.  As habitats are restored and subdivision pressures continue, these conflicts will increase.  Proactive projects could be implemented with many of these species.  Currently, however, Tribal Biologists must resolve conflicts as part of their overall duties and little time is available to develop long-term solutions.  That is why this position is part of the proposal.  A full FTE was established because this is a priority for making habitat restoration efforts work within the context of existing land owners.  Should work duties be light during certain times of the year, this position would aid in habitat restoration efforts.  However, human-wildlife conflicts would be the priority of this position.

6. Comment:

Is there a database of agreements similar to those they propose here to show that in the majority of cases, the results have been successful?  Stating that land technicians are needed to “work with landowners to assure compliance” seems to suggest only marginal confidence that an agreement will work as desired.

Response:

We currently do not have a formal database for conflict projects but we track each one that we have completed.  Of four fences completed to resolve bear conflicts (2 grizzly, 2 black bear), all have been successful.  Since they were completed, no further conflicts have occurred at these sites although conflicts have occurred in adjacent areas.  Attempts at resolving conflicts with river otter have been partly successful.  Most of the problems have stemmed from the fact that fish farm facilities along streams were planned without considering the defense of the ponds from predators.  They have, however, met with enough success to warrant further testing of methods.  New methods and research are being developed each year to deal with human-wildlife conflicts.  This position would incorporate and expand on this research to develop innovative methods to address long-term solutions to human-wildlife conflicts. 

Working with individual landowners is vital to making sure conflict projects work as planned.  It does not mean that we do not have confidence that the projects will work, rather the landowner contacts are to assure the landowner that we are willing to work out any bugs that may occur with the project and not just walk away.  The Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribal Council has stressed that customer service is a priority when working with the public.  When working with wildlife conflicts and conflict projects this translates into one-on-one time spent up front to work with landowners with periodic visits later to respond to concerns, resolve any problems with the projects, and to assure the project is being maintained.  These visits become less frequent as the landowner’s confidence in the project grows.

7. Comment:

The proposal to model shoreline erosion should include the need to be addressed by development of a predictive model, the objectives of the modeling effort, and how the results will contribute to a solution.  Presumably, the modeling proposal itself has been subjected to critical review.

Response:

Shoreline erosion of Flathead Lake has been extensive and has had biological ramifications of reduced productivity of the littoral zone, in part the result of extensive construction of concrete structures.  A predictive model has value in identifying areas for  implementing proactive solutions, and for negotiating water management agreements that will reduce the cause of shoreline erosion.

8. Comment:

Habitat actions are fundable after the funding agency has received convincing evidence that a rigorous monitoring program is in place with indicators that will provide a basis for program evaluation and for adaptive management needs.

Response:

Monitoring of grizzly bear habitat acquisition and easements will incorporate criteria developed as part of a cumulative impact model used to assess the impacts of projects on grizzly bear habitat.  The model tracks grizzly bear habitat quality through use of satellite imagery supplemented by local habitat information.  It also quantifies human impacts such as home density, open and total road density, trail and campground densities and other human impacts.  These variables will be monitored to evaluate the success of habitat protection and restoration within grizzly bear habitat on the Flathead Indian Reservation.  Riparian health assessments, grassland nesting cover measures, and cover of noxious weeds will also be monitored on individual parcels.

Monitoring of elk habitat acquisition and easements will be accomplished by continuing to monitor the elk herd within the Ferry Basin Elk Conservation Area.  Productivity consisting of cow/calf ratios and total numbers will be evaluated on an annual basis.  Winter forage quality, nesting cover, and noxious weed densities will also be monitored on the parcels.

Monitoring of riparian areas will be done using health assessment methodologies developed by the Montana Riparian Association.  Overall health assessments will be conducted on a 5-10 year interval.  Using the baseline health assessment, individual variables found to be the most limiting on each parcel will be monitored more intensively to drive adaptive management.   

9. Comment: 

Objective #8 is to “Develop an electronic-based subbasin plan for the Flathead Subbasin.”  The relation of this plan to existing plans is not described.  The problem causing need for the proposal was not described.  The proposal states, “Once the plan is completed, locally based watershed restoration projects will be initiated and recovery strategies formulated and implemented.”  This leaves an impression that ongoing projects do not have an equivalent basis.

Response:

The subbasin plan is a long-term management tool implemented by the NWPPC to address each subbasin with a more holistic and subbasin approach.  The plans are required to be completed by each subbasin under the NWPPC’s Amendment process.  The plans will replace the subbasin summaries in the provincial review process and are anticipated to be completed within three years.  The subbasin plan will be different from the summary in that it will incorporate existing and new information and will set management policies and objectives for the subbasin in the future.  The Plan is consistent with the work that is ongoing in the Flathead, and provides the umbrella of organization and logic that justifies ongoing watershed restoration efforts.  The Flathead has years of data on habitat condition, allowing us to implement locally based watershed restoration projects in priority areas.  

10.  Comment:

Page 12, first paragraph:  Please clarify what is meant by “adaptive management” here.

Response:

This project employs adaptive management by setting goals, monitoring key parameters, and adapting our goals or methods based on the results.  The use of  the term “adaptive management” was directed at two past examples.  We set a goal in 1993 to restore kokanee to Flathead Lake by means of a five year experiment of reintroduction.  The experiment employed multiple seasons of release of kokanee, multiple ages at release, multiple locations of release, and multiple methods of release.  We intensively monitored the experiment, and at the end of the five year experiment, we concluded that we did not achieve our goal.  We further concluded that conditions of release were irrelevant, and that the reason for failure was the high level of predation exerted by lake trout.  We then adapted by abandoning the goal of restoring kokanee.   We retained the goal of restoring native trout, but adapted our method of achieving that goal to include reduction of lake trout, based on the information obtained in the kokanee experiment.

11. Comment: 

Page 12, Monitoring, Item 1.  Why did it fail?

Response:

As stated under #10, the reintroduction failed because the level of predation by lake trout was so high as to eliminate nearly all kokanee planted within one year of their release.  The details of this conclusion are described in annual reports summarizing the kokanee experiment, and in the report completed by Beauchamp and others (1996) that quantified the rate of predation based on bioenergetic modeling.

12.  Comment:

Page 12, Monitoring, Item 2.  What does “baseline” mean here?

Response:

In 1991, Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks and the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes wrote the mitigation plan to offset the losses of fish attributed to the construction and operation of Hungry Horse Dam (MFWP and CSKT 1991).  One of the first measures scheduled by this Plan was the collection of baseline information prior to the implementation of mitigation measures.  The year-long and lake-wide creel survey conducted in 1992-93 was one component of the baseline.

13. Comment: 

Page 12, Monitoring, Item 3. What are the trends?

Response:
The trends are downward for both species, roughly  >70% for westslope cutthroat and 60% for bull trout.

14.  Comment:

Page 12, Monitoring, Item 4. What is a baseline trend, and what is the reason for doing it?
Response:

Baselines have been established for age at maturity, length at age, and age structure for the Flathead Lake population of lake trout.  These measures are essential for determining success at reducing lake trout abundance and therefore the rate of predation on bull and cutthroat trout.  Absolute enumeration of lake trout is a nearly impossible task using conventional tools.  Hydroacoustics are ineffective because of the inability to distinguish targets within one meter of the bottom where most lake trout reside, and mark-recapture estimation is labor intensive and results in statistically indefensible estimates with poor precision.  The parameters being measured allow estimation of changes in abundance based on mortality rates and physiological adjustments to density.  Changes in these parameters will be critical for determining the success of our efforts to manipulate the population and achieve our mitigation goals. 

15. Comment: 

Page 12, Monitoring, Item 5. Why is it important to monitor these parameters?

Response:
Same as No. 14.

16. Comment:

Page 112, Implementation, Item 1. If they successfully emigrated, why was it necessary to create a “tributary?”  What impact did the new tributary have on the marsh?

Response:

The sentence was poorly phrased resulting in a misinterpretation by the ISRP.  The marsh did not provide any fish habitat and no fish were present there.  Restoration efforts resulted in a defined channel that successfully hatched westslope cutthroat eggs and provided the conditions for rearing allowing them to reach a suitable size before outmigrating.

17. Comment: 

Page 12, Implementation, Item 3. Have these improvements resulted in benefits to fish?

Response:

Yes, but too small to measure at this time because their implementation was so recent.  The first measures were implemented in 1999.  We do not expect to measure improvements in key parameters (temperature, channel dimension, substrate condition, standing stock of fish) for several years.  

18. Comment:

Page 12, Implementation, Items 5-9.  Have significant fishery benefits resulted from these projects?

Response:

Same as No. 17.

19. Comment: 

Page 12, Research, Item 1. How will this knowledge be used?

Response:
As has been stated elsewhere in these comments, lake trout exert a strong influence on other species in Flathead Lake, primarily by predation.  Lake trout abundance is thought to be directly controlled by Mysis abundance.  To achieve our goal of native species restoration, we must manipulate the species composition of Flathead Lake to relieve the competitive interactions between lake trout and native species.  Manipulation of an aquatic community as large and complex as that in Flathead Lake assumes great risk of unforeseen repercussions.  One such repercussion is a release of the pressure on Mysis resulting in a population increase that cascades throughout the foodweb.  Concerns have spanned the range of possibilities from phytoplankton blooms to enhanced survival of lake trout.  Prudent manipulation of the system requires that we expand our understanding of the linkages between aquatic species and improve our predictive capabilities.  Results of this research to date indicate that Mysis are controlled from the top, and therefore to reduce their predators would likely increase their numbers.  Secondarily then, through bioenergetic modeling, we have tentatively concluded that lake whitefish exert a greater control of Mysis than do lake trout.  This tentative conclusion reinforces our decision to reduce lake trout, by implying that lake trout reduction will not result in an increase of Mysis.  These conclusions must be continuously tested and our actions must be monitored to ensure that the large-scale manipulations we are directing generate the intended results.

20. Comment:

Page 16, Fish Habitat.  Does monitoring of past habitat work show significant fishery benefits?

Response:

Same as No. 17, except for the project on the Polson golf course completed in 1996 that has resulted in successful hatching, rearing, and spawning of westslope cutthroat trout, where none existed prior to the restoration work.

21. Comment:

Page 17, second paragraph.  Have any of these monitoring programs identified gains as a result of watershed projects?

Response:

There may be some confusion over what are described as watershed projects.  The CSKT are actively restoring habitats to benefit fish, and the method employed is to identify, analyze, and prioritize projects based on a watershed context.  Because habitat restoration includes private landowners and the involvement of multiple government agencies, we employ a specialist (Focus Watershed Coordinator) to coordinate activities between all the parties and to develop private landowner support and trust.  Watershed projects therefore, describe all the habitat work done under BPA funding.  The answer to the question then is similar to that stated earlier, that our habitat improvement work is too recent to produce measurable responses at this time.
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