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Section 9 of 10. Project description

a. Abstract 
The goal of this project is perpetual conservation of important fish and wildlife habitats while also allowing for responsible timber and other resource management activities, and public recreation. This will be accomplished through purchase of a perpetual conservation easement from Plum Creek Timber Company (PCT) on 56,400 acres within the Fisher River drainage.  The project seeks $500,000 in capital funding each fiscal year (2002, 2003 and 2004) to combine with Montana’s Wildlife Mitigation Program, federal Forest Legacy dollars and a $640,000 donation by Plum Creek Timber Company. 

Appraised value of conservation easement is $13,031,550.  The U.S. Forest Service has approved the appraisal as meeting federal appraisal standards. Planning costs were covered by Montana Wildlife Mitigation Trust Fund, 9608702, and the Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation. The Trust for Public Lands holds a purchase option on the property to provide MFWP time to raise money and complete this project. The option is good for 3 years with opportunity to extend for one additional year if necessary. MFWP will purchase the conservation easement in phases over 3-4 years as funding becomes available.

The conservation easement: 

· Limits forest management practices to those that meet or exceed Plum Creek Environmental Principles and Sustainable Forestry Initiative standards;

· Allows Landowner to manage other resources subject to the conservation easement;

· Prohibits the extraction of sand, gravel, and rock in the 100-year flood plain; 

· Allows Landowner to continue permitted grazing at current levels under approved BMPs;

· Restricts future divisions of land to no more than 35 splits and prohibits commercial and residential development;

· Allows existing levels of commercial outfitting but prohibits exclusive outfitting;

· Allows continued public access consistent with current public use restrictions on PCT lands;

· Creates a Liaison Team to address future management of public access and other issues associated with implementation of the conservation easement.

Both land management and easement monitoring plans have been written and approved by MFWP and PCT (MFWP 2000a).  The land management plan is incorporated as a condition of the conservation easement.  It can be updated through time with consent of both the landowner and MFWP.

b. Technical and/or scientific background
The Fisher River basin (Fisher River and Lower Wolf Creek) consists primarily of PCT, National Forest, and state School Trust lands; it contains few residential developments. The upper Pleasant Valley Fisher consists of several ranching operations that have dramatically altered riparian/wetlands in these areas. However, much of these lands still support vital, remnant populations of native trout (bull trout, interior redband trout and westslope cutthroat trout distribution, abundance, and genetic information was recently published in the Montana Bull Trout Scientific Group 1996, and the Kootenai Subbasin Summary.  See also MFWP Interagency Fisheries databases and maps for current data on native trout in Fisher River drainage) as well as functional intact big game and other wildlife habitats.

In 1996, PCT completed their Land Use Plan for western Montana. Their plan identified properties, primarily lands along lakes and rivers, which could be sold for residential development. Sale of these lands could generate a greater economic return to the company as development lands than derived from timber management.  However, subdivision of these lands would adversely affect resident fish and wildlife populations as well as public recreational opportunities.  An appraisal report, completed in April 2000, identified all their lands along the Fisher River and lower Wolf Creek as suitable for residential development (see attached figure).

Fisheries habitats in the Fisher River and lower Wolf Creek have been severely degraded since the 1960's. Habitat declines resulted from a number of factors including:

1) Re-routing of the Burlington Railroad up the Fisher and Wolf Creek drainages as a result of construction of Libby Dam; 

2) Introduction of nonnative fish species; 

3) Management of timber resources which have impacted spawning habitats; and 

4) Impacts of ditching and diking of agricultural lands in the upper Pleasant Valley Fisher River. 

The Fisher River basin supports bull trout cutthroat trout and inland redband rainbow trout, populations considered rare but recoverable.  Pure westslope cutthroat trout are found primarily in the Silver Butte Fisher and other small tributaries. Extremely important genetically pure populations of inland redband rainbow trout also are found in the upper Wolf Creek/Little Wolf drainages and in a few Pleasant Valley Fisher tributaries.  Bull trout occur in West Fisher Creek (MFWP Information Services, 1997).

Several projects are currently underway to restore fisheries and associated riparian habitats in the Pleasant Valley Fisher River.  The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) recently established the 9,325-acre Lost Trail National Wildlife Refuge as part of the mitigation program for Kerr Dam. Additionally, three ranches have placed their bottomlands into the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) Wetland Reserve Program. These projects will restore stream function and riparian/wetland habitats in this major tributary to the Fisher River. 

In addition, PCT and the USFWS signed a Native Fish Habitat Conservation Plan (HCP) for PCT lands (USFWS & NMFS 2000).  The MFWP conservation easement precludes subdivision and development along important native fisheries habitat that would otherwise be allowed in the HCP. The HCP provides additional habitat management requirements beyond those in the conservation easement providing improved native fish habitats. The combination of projects in this watershed represents an unparalleled opportunity to protect and restore native salmonid habitats across the entire watershed. 

The Fisher River basin has long been noted for its abundance of terrestrial wildlife, particularly big game species, and for quality recreational opportunities. The steep, south- and west-facing slopes and low elevations of the Fisher River/Wolf Creek areas consistently winter some of the highest densities of white-tailed deer, mule deer, elk and moose in northwest Montana. This area draws animals from a large area of the Kootenai National Forest including Libby Creek/Cabinet Mountains, Pleasant Valley and Silver Butte Fisher River drainages and other drainages to the north. This subbasin comprises an entire hunting district (HD 103) which provides 24,500 deer hunter days and 14,600 elk hunter days during Montana’s 5 week general hunting season (MFWP 10-year averages, MFWP 2000a).  The Fisher and Wolf Creek drainages support a newly established pack of endangered gray wolves.  It also supports populations of ruffed, blue and spruce grouse, aquatic and terrestrial furbearers, and nongame wildlife species. 

This project, along with other projects mentioned above, offer an unprecedented opportunity to restore and protect native fish habitat throughout the Fisher River drainage.  The project also provides a unique opportunity for both fish and wildlife mitigation programs to work cooperatively and synergistically with private and public sectors to achieve a landmark, large-scale, beneficial impact to northwest Montana’s natural resource environment. In the long-term, enhancement and perpetual conservation of these important fish and wildlife habitats will replace fish and wildlife and their habitats lost along the Kootenai and South Fork of the Flathead Rivers.

If the project is not completed, Montana could loose one of the last remaining undeveloped river valleys to homes, cabins, and eventually commercialization. In time, habitats would be fragmented and irreversibly impacted, public access would be restricted, and fish, wildlife, timber, and other resource management flexibility would be drastically reduced. The existing economy of the area would most likely shift from dispersed recreation and timber to rural development and commercial enterprises. 

In summary, this project provides a unique opportunity to work with the largest private landowner in northwest Montana to the benefit of all parties. The assurance of manageable habitat, improved fisheries, continued public recreational opportunities, and timber resources provides some degree of social and economic security at a time when western Montana continues to change due to increasing pressures from human population growth and development.

c. Rationale and significance to Regional Programs
This project is included as part of the Libby Fisheries Mitigation Program (199500400) and Focus Watershed Project (199608720). It will protect past and future investments toward the overall goal of the Kootenai River Subbasin Summary to rehabilitate and protect the abundance, productivity, and diversity of biological communities and habitats within the subbasin.  This conservation easement protects 56,400 acres of land from eventual subdivision and residential development, stopping fragmentation and maintaining connectivity, a major limiting factor in headwater streams in the Subbasin.  The project will protect 4,000 acres of riparian coniferous forest habitat (Objective 6) and 163 miles of perennial and intermittent streams. 

The conservation easement addresses 3 of 4 Limiting Factors identified for headwater streams in the Kootenai River Subbasin Summary.

1. Habitat Fragmentation: The project prevents unlimited fragmentation of land ownership patterns and multiple management objectives of numerous small private landowners.

2. Changes in Stream Morphology: The project will help to prevent future changes in stream morphology that result from cumulative changes created by home construction along rivers and streams and owners subsequent efforts to minimize property damage inevitably caused by flooding; 

3. Vegetation change: The project precludes vegetation changes associated with home construction that include lawns, gardens and livestock pastures.

The easement also addresses 4 of 5 Limiting Factors identified for Lower Valley Tributaries and Wetlands.

1. Floodplain Alterations and Stream Morphology Changes: The project will help to prevent future changes in stream morphology that result from cumulative changes created by home construction along rivers and streams and owners subsequent efforts to minimize property damage inevitably caused by flooding. 

2. Water Pollution: Conservation easements will prevent floodplain development in the Fisher River drainage, and will help reduce sediment input into the channel by enabling the development of stream enhancement and bank stabilization projects through Libby Mitigation.

3. Fragmentation / Connectivity:  The easements will allow existing connectivity patterns to remain intact.

4. Human / Wildlife Conflicts:  Deterring floodplain development will reduce the deleterious effects of human / wildlife interactions on wildlife, including fish species.

It will meet the resident fish goal (10.1) to preserve and help recover native resident fish populations.  This project compliments other efforts in the watershed (Subbasin Objective 6).  Projects for Kerr mitigation (a related FERC project) and NRCS wetland restoration in the Pleasant Valley Fisher River will benefit native interior redband and westslope cutthroat trout populations in that tributary.  In addition, the conservation easement and habitat restoration opportunity associated with PCT’s HCP, will benefit recoverable populations of bull, cutthroat and redband trout in the Fisher River and its tributaries, including Wolf Creek (10.2A.1).  

The Fisher River is a primary tributary to the Kootenai River below Libby Dam.  Protection and restoration of the Fisher River watershed, through this and other projects mentioned previously, would improve water quality and seasonal flow regimes, which will benefit the Kootenai River. Fisheries Mitigation Guidelines for the Kootenai basin (Libby Dam Fisheries Mitigation and Implementation Plan, 1998) provides relevant direction for this project. These guidelines include the following: 

* Protect, mitigate, and enhance biological production in affected waters; 

* Emphasize natural fish production and habitat where ever possible; 

* Emphasize mitigation for designated T&E species (white sturgeon and bull trout) and species of special concern (westslope cutthroat, and interior redband rainbow trout) where appropriate;

The easements in the Fisher River drainage will place much-needed emphasis on riparian habitat in the river corridors.  The easements will make it much more conducive for MFWP’s Libby Mitigation program to form partnerships with other agencies and industries to implement on-the-ground habitat restoration activities.

MFWP’s proposal to BPA for continued support of the Focus Watershed Coordinator position in the Kootenai highlights the need to work with PCT in the Kootenai basin:

“Key subbasins within the Kootenai drainage, which are critical to native species restoration, are experiencing a rapidly progressing change in land ownership and management patterns. Subdivision and subsequent residential development of much of the agricultural and timber lands adjacent to waterways in the drainage likely poses one of the greatest threats to weak but recoverable stocks of trout species.  PCT, a major landholder in the Kootenai system is currently divesting itself of large tracks of its lakeshore and streamside holdings basin-wide.”

The proposed conservation easement would comprise in-kind fish and wildlife mitigation.

Opportunities to partnership with Montana’s wildlife mitigation program as well as other programs are also an important part of this project (10.2A.1 & 11.2D.1).  This project, and a related project on the Thompson River, could complete full mitigation for forest habitat losses, and most if not all of the remaining riparian habitat losses for both Libby and Hungry Horse Dams.  It provides an opportunity to sustain levels of habitat and species productivity that would otherwise be lost to future subdivisions, thereby fully mitigating wildlife losses caused by Libby and Hungry Horse Dams (11.1).  It offers a cost-effective way to protect important, high priority, riparian/riverine habitats and crucial winter ranges for mule deer, elk and other big game species.  Game populations support endangered gray wolf packs in the Fisher River valley.  The project would help long-term species diversity, complement state and federal wildlife management, provide significant partnership opportunities, address concerns over additions to public land ownership through a perpetual conservation easement on private land (11.2D.1).  By maintaining commercial timber harvest, it will benefit local economies, maintain jobs, support the tax base and insure continued public enjoyment of these lands.
d. Relationships to other projects 
This project complements the FERC Kerr Dam mitigation project that established the Lost Trail National Wildlife Refuge, and NRCS wetland reserve projects in the Fisher River drainage. Those projects will restore approximately 5,000 acres of streams and wetlands that historically supported cutthroat and inland redband trout.

PCT’s Habitat Conservation Plan with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service will provide improved management measures to benefit native salmonids and their habitats throughout the Fisher River drainage. In fact, the HCP covers 1,454,500 acres of PCT land in western Montana and literally hundreds of miles of stream important to all resident fish species. 

Avista Corporation is a partner in a similar project with the Montana Wildlife Mitigation program on 86,000 acres along the Thompson River.  Through FERC relicensing of Cabinet Gorge and Noxon Rapids Dams, they have agreed to provide $400,000 for fisheries mitigation.  This will be combined with $17 million from the Montana wildlife trust fund and other partners.

The Fisher River conservation easement project asks BPA to cooperate with Montana’s Wildlife Mitigation Program in funding a 56,000 acre conservation easement that will strongly complement these other projects. The size of both the Thompson and Fisher River projects will result in completion of all the upland wildlife mitigation goals for both Libby and Hungry Horse dams.

e. Project history (for ongoing projects) 

The fisheries conservation easement project is an outgrowth from Montana’s ongoing Wildlife Mitigation Program. The Montana Wildlife Mitigation program was approved and included in the NPPC’s 1987 Fish and Wildlife Program Amendment. This program is now funded by the Montana Wildlife Mitigation Trust Fund, set up by agreement between BPA and Montana in 1988. The Wildlife Program has committed $2.7 million to this conservation easement.  Conservation easements on riparian/wetlands are the number one strategy for Hungry Horse Wildlife Mitigation and the number two strategy for wildlife mitigation for Libby Dam. Conservation easements are the number 2 strategy for both Libby and Hungry Horse Dams upland forest mitigation (Wood 1997).

This project has received favorable recommendations for funding by the ISRP in 1999 and 2000, but has not been funded to date. Earlier questions concerning the location of lands to be included, and specific protective language afforded by the easement, have since been answered.

f. Proposal objectives, tasks and methods
The major outcomes expected from this project are: the perpetual conservation and future enhancement of wildlife and fish habitats on PCT lands throughout the Fisher River basin and continued public recreational access. 

Another outcome of the proposed conservation agreement is a mutually agreed upon management plan between MFWP and PCT. The development of this plan will insure that future management will never fall below existing guidelines for environmental management and sustainable forestry initiative standards. Achieving these outcomes on a landscape scale provides significant fisheries mitigation and would meet all of Montana’s upland wildlife mitigation for Libby and Hungry Horse dams. 

Goals of the proposed Fisher River conservation easement project are to: 

1. Restrict future subdivision and commercial development within this basin; 

2. Insure the existence of a viable timber base in the future to support local and regional economies over time, managed in a way to sustain quality fisheries and wildlife habitat; 

3. Allow for restoration and management of stream hydrology or streamside/river habitats; 

4. Provide for public access to and enjoyment of these lands and waters; 

5.  Provide the basis to work cooperatively with the landowner for long-term maintenance and enhancement of fish and wildlife habitats through time. 

6. Maintain or increase fish and wildlife populations associated with this watershed.  

7. Document current conditions in the baseline reports.

8. Continue monitoring of fish and wildlife population levels in the drainage. Begin annual monitoring of compliance with conservation easement terms and habitat conditions.

The major benefit of the project is to prevent the gradual, incremental negative impacts that usually occur with land splits and increased human development. Another benefit will be the ability of the landowner, whether PCTC or another timber company, to manage their resources over a large landscape. This allows flexibility in harvest schedules, road closures, timing of harvest and other factors which, if managed in balance, will help maintain very important fish and wildlife populations and habitats. 

This project has the potential to affect the future of fish and wildlife resources at a landscape scale. There is no question that if these lands were to be sold into other ownerships or subdivided into smaller lots for cabins and commercial developments that the overall quality and management flexibility for these fish and wildlife resources would be severely impaired. 

The goal of the project is to protect current habitat values and any subsequent habitat improvement or restoration efforts in this watershed (which includes Habitat Conservation Plans addressing native fish habitats) in perpetuity.  Part of the conservation purchase includes a management plan for the entire project area.  The management plan can be changed through mutual agreement between the parties to help insure the sustained production of fish and wildlife resources, timber and recreational outcomes and deal with changing conditions through time.

Project success will be measured by monitoring various elements described in the management plan on a regular basis. At a minimum, MFWP would continue to monitor fish and wildlife populations. MFWP would also monitor compliance with the terms of the agreement. In developing the management plan, MFWP has identified additional survey and inventory work required to measure outcomes and insure the intent of the conservation agreement is met.

g. Facilities and equipment
Project oversight is provided by Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks with regional offices located in Kalispell and Libby, Montana. No special facilities or equipment requests are required to carry out this project proposal.
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