RESPONSE TO ISRP COMMENTS

PROJECT ID:  28013

PROJECT TITLE:  
Renovate Selway Falls Anadromous Fish Passage Tunnel

Has this been a recommended action from the Clearwater Focus Group?  This project was identified as an action in the Clearwater Subbasin Assessment Summary.  The Clearwater Focus Group was directly involved in the development of the action needs listed in that document.

The response should provide material that shows the natural falls are or are not an obstruction.  The only documented study that relates to whether the falls is a total obstruction or not is the 1999 study conducted by the Idaho Department of Fish and Game referenced in the proposal.  While steelhead trout were documented migrating through the falls, the majority of fish utilized the tunnel.  The utility and necessity of the tunnel may provide a more favorable route for other species (i.e., chinook salmon) that migrate during lower water flows and for all species during periods of extreme flows (high or low).

If it (obstruction to fish passage) is a demonstrated problem, the response should describe the options of blasting. The mainstem Selway River is protected under the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act and is not a candidate for removal of materials instream.

If water were not diverted by the tunnel and instead went over the falls, the falls might be even more passable that it now is, depending on the volume involved.  The amount of water adjusted to flow through the tunnel is approximately 100 cfs while the main river flow, in most years, exceeds 10,000 cfs during the months of salmon and steelhead migrations. Even during extremely low flows years of 1934 and 1987, main river flows during the migratory window were in the range of 3,000 cfs.   Diverting the tunnel flow would be insignificant to the flow going over the falls.

The proposal should discuss the positive selective pressure exerted by the falls on the fish population. The applicant is unsure of what response this comment requires, but would be willing to rewrite the proposal to incorporate such a section if need be.

A review of the site by hydrological engineers and biologists experienced in fish passage issue is recommended, followed by a re-submission of a prescribed solution to the problem if it remains of concern.  If appropriate the proposal can be revised to include an assessment of the falls and associated tunnel and the relationship to fish passage.  This objective would be considered an objective 1 with the existing objectives contingent on findings of the assessment.

We were informed that there is not consensus among managers regarding the need to renovate the tunnel, and request clarification, especially on how this might affect the upcoming chinook and coho supplementation efforts.  This project was initially submitted as a ‘High Priority’ project early in 2001.  The proposal was awarded a ‘High Priority A’ rating by the CBFWA committee.  At that time or at any time thereafter has the applicant received any comments to contradict the rating given during the high priority process.  Specifically, there has no comments or response received by the Nez Perce Tribe as to how this project would affect there satellite release program above the falls.

Letters of support from agencies and tribes concerned with this area should be provided.   Because of the short time frame between notification of a response and the deadline, letters of support will not accompany this response.  However, if requested, those letters will be forwarded as they are received.

General.  While the applicant recognizes that during some years and over a range of flow events, anadromous fish  have and still do migrate through the falls.  However, the existence of the tunnel does provide an avenue by which fish can move above the falls with less stress.  During high flow periods, excessive velocities and elevated dissolved gas saturation can create highly stressful conditions for fish to utilize the falls.  The tunnel not only provides an avenue to more easily negotiate the falls, but also provide a refuge from harmful and stressful conditions.  The applicant believed that any action necessary to provide a safer and accommodating route through the falls will benefit those species spawning and rearing in the upper Selway River drainage.

