Response to the ISRP Review

Project ID: 28018

Project Title:          Lower Salmon River Tributary Protection and Enhancement

Sponsor:                  Idaho Department of Fish and Game

Subbasin:                 Salmon

Short Description:  Protect and enhance important aquatic and terrestrial habitats in

                                  Salmon River tributaries.

ISRP Comment #1:

A response is needed. The project would acquire land and conservation easements in lower Salmon River tributaries (from French Creek near Riggins to Salmon-Snake confluence), an approach that has been endorsed by reviewers in other subbasins as an effective way to preserve and restore fish and wildlife resources. However, this proposal provides only general statements of what will be done. There is no material to review for technical merit.

Response #1: We appreciate the opportunity to provide some additional material on methods proposed to preserve and restore fish and wildlife resources in Lower Salmon River tributaries, including the Little Salmon River.  

1. Overall restoration plan for Lower Salmon and Little Salmon subbasins.  

Assemble a Lower Salmon River/Little Salmon River advisory committee, composed of entities involved in management and restoration activities in the project area.  In coordination with the committee, develop a restoration plan that addresses existing habitat conditions and constraints to fish and wildlife populations.  Information on existing conditions is provided in a variety of past biological and watershed assessments, including Servheen and Huntington (2001), USFS (2000), USFS (1999), and USFS (1995). Work with Bonneville Power Administration, USFWS, NMFS, and members of the advisory committee to complete required NEPA or ESA requirements of restoration plan implementation. 

2.Acquisition of easements or fee-titles.
The overall goal of the project is to protect and restore tributary habitats in the Lower Salmon River tributaries, including the Little Salmon River subbasin.  These tributaries provide critical habitats for A-run steelhead trout, chinook salmon, bull trout, redband trout, westslope cutthroat trout, bighorn sheep, mountain quail, elk and deer winter range, and a variety of other native fish and wildlife species. Most of the lower tributary habitats are on private land.  Many have been impacted by previous and on-going land use activities and many are threatened by future subdivision and other developments. 

The Geographic Information System (GIS) will be used to overlay known aquatic and terrestrial species distribution information with land ownership, land use (including irrigation diversions), fish barriers, and pertinent habitat information. An advisory committee, composed of entities involved in management and restoration activities in the project area, will work in a collaborative manner to ensure that acquisitions of fee-titles or easements provide the most benefits possible to native fish and and wildlife species. Prioritization criteria for acquisitions and easements are outlined in Response #2.  All acquisitions of easements or fee-title will be from willing sellers only.

3. Monitoring and Evaluation 

We agree that aquatic and terrestrial sampling should follow a common sampling method and an agreed to subset of data collection protocols across the four states involved that will enhance monitoring and evaluation of aquatic or terrestrial systems on a subbasin or basin scale (please see reponse #5). 

Quantitative and qualitative habitat information will be collected on each individual parcel or project area, using the Habitat Evaluation Procedure (HEP) (USFWS 1980) as a template. Permanent vegetation transects will be established and a common set of habitat variables will be collected in both riparian and upland habitat types, to measure long-term changes in habitat quality for a selected group of target species. Some of the variables which are expected to be collected include herbaceous cover density, height, and composition, riparian shrub cover height, density, and composition, upland shrub cover, height, density, and composition, and upland forest composition, canopy cover and snag density.  A final set of key habitat variables will be selected in coordination with the Columbia Basin Fish and Wildlife Authority Wildlife Committee (please see response #5).

Noxious weed distribution will be inventoried in GIS using Global Positioning System (GPA) equipment. Photo points will be established to help monitor changes in noxious weed or other vegetation communities over time. Once additional protocols are developed for the NRCS National Resource Inventory program, we will adapt applicable techniques to measure range or forest resources.

Permanent Landbird Monitoring points will be set up on each habitat parcel acquired. A landbird monitoring site has already been established by the Bureau of Land Mangement in China Creek, a tributary to the Salmon River. This site may serve as one control, although others will be required. Level II monitoring under the Landbird Monitoring Program is designed to allow an assessment of habitat relationships for species that generate a meaningful number of observations.   Depending on size and habitat diversity, more than one monitoring point per parcel may be established.  Point count methods will follow Ralph et al. 1995).

A final monitoring and evaluation plan will be developed in cooperation with the advisory committee, to ensure M&E is cost-effective and will yield useful species response and species/habitat information. Additional terrestrial surveys are expected to include pre and post reptile and amphibian, bat, and small mammal surveys. 

4. Management Plans

Management plans will be developed for each parcel in coordination with the advisory committee.  Plans will include a description of baseline habitat conditions, existing fish and wildlife populations and desired future conditions for the parcel. Future operation and maintenance activities (including noxious week management), will be detailed. Site specific monitoring and evaluation techniques will be outlined. A budget will be developed.

ISRP Comment #2:

A response is requested that identifies the basics of the prioritization process that would be used to assess the merits of prospective purchases and easements. 

Response #2: The development of an advisory committee, composed of entities involved in management and restoration of fish and wildlife habitat in the Lower Salmon and Little Salmon subbasins is an integral part of this proposal. The Advisory Committee will coordinate and prioritize actions in a collaborative manner. Potential purchases or easements from willing sellers will be ran through a series of prioritization criteria, including:

-Benefits to T&E species (steelhead trout, chinook salmon, bull trout).

-Benefits to both aquatic and terrestrial habitats

-Benefits to species of special concern

-Degree of threat of future development, continuing degradation

-Benefits to Species of Special concern

-Existence of native vegetation communities (high priorities include native grasslands and ponderosa pine communities)

-Juxtaposition to other protected or managed areas

-Scientific certainty/restoration potential (including presence of noxious weeds)

-Presence of 303 (d) listed streams

-Cost effectiveness.

ISRP Comment #3:

Reviewers feel that at this point, for aquatic habitats, the proposing agency would profit from the development of a watershed assessment procedure (EDT or similar) that identifies priority areas and strategies.

The project focused on the protection of both terrestrial and aquatic habitats. Abundant data illustrates the reduction and on-going threats to native plant communities such as grasslands and ponderosa pine communities.  

We agree with the watershed restoration process of assess, prescribe, implement, and monitor and that a comprehensive assessment procedure such as EDT would be beneficial across entire area for aquatic habitats.  However, watershed assessments completed for Slate Creek (USFS 2000) and biological assessments have been completed for annual federal activities in portions of both the Lower Salmon and Little Salmon subbasins (USFS 1995 and USFS 1999). Servheen and Huntington (2000) have compiled substantial information on habitat conditions and aquatic species distribution. The advisory committee will bring a vast array of local expertise to the table. We feel with their expertise and existing assessments, we can prioritize key tributary habitats for protection and restoration, while identifying and filling resource information gaps.

Response #3:

ISRP Comment #4:

Additionally, a response is needed that shows evidence of active coordination of this

proposal with the Nez Perce Tribe's proposal 28010. Both are in the same area and

propose similar strategies, i.e. acquisitions including easements and outright purchases.

Response #4: Idaho Department of Fish and Game personnel have worked and coordinated closely with Nez Perce Tribe personnel over the last 15 years on fish and wildlife mitigation issues and land acquisition projects in the Clearwater and Salmon subbasins. We have also worked closely with other entities involved in fish and wildlife restoration projects in these subbasins, including but not limited to the U.S. Bureau of Land Management, U.S. Forest Service, Natural Resources Conservation Service, Soil Conservation Districts, the Idaho Soil Conservation Commission, and the Idaho Department of Environmental Quality.  We have discussed these two companion projects in detail with Nez Perce Tribal staff members.  We envision the formation of a Lower Salmon/Little Salmon River Advisory Committee, composed of both Department of Fish and Game and Nez Perce Tribe personnel, in addition to an appropriate mix of the entities listed above.  Acquisition projects would be developed and prioritized by the group in a collaborative manner. 

ISRP Comment #5:

The review group suggests that future terrestrial monitoring efforts be made compatible with one of the national terrestrial survey efforts. Perhaps an intensification of the National Resources Inventory survey sites and data collection protocols would serve the region well. See the Proposals #200002300 and #200020116 and ISRP reviews in the Columbia Plateau.

Response #5: We agree that terrestrial monitoring efforts should be made compatible with other larger scale or national terrestrial survey efforts. We talked to the NRCS statewide coordinator for the National Resource Inventory program in Idaho.  The NRI is a nationwide program, that has been around since the 1950's.  Its primary purpose is to monitor long-term changes in land use trends.  Points are established mostly randomly across the continent.  Over 7000 Primary Sampling Points (PSI's)  have been established in Idaho.  Each covers 1/4 section. Three points are sampled in each PSI, to characterize existing broad land uses.  Most of the info has been obtained from aerial photographs.  PSI's are sampled every 5 years. Protocols are now being established to gather some more intensive on-the-ground data in each PSI, to provide trend information on range and forest health. It is our understanding that these protocols are not worked out yet.  Once they are, it is our intent to adopt comparable measurement techniques if appropriate, in order to have the ability to combine or roll-up data to look at larger pictures of range or forest health.

At a minimum, common sampling methods and data collection protocols should be developed across the four states to enhance monitoring and evaluation of aquatic and terrestrial systems at the subbasin and basin level.  The Habitat Evaluation Procedure (HEP) (USFWS 1980) was developed specifically to quantify the impacts of developments or proposed mitigation measures on fish and wildlife habitat.  HEP is based on the quantity and quality of habitat affected by a particular activity.  Habitat variables which are believed to affect habitat quality (based on empirical data or expert opinion) for selected target fish or wildlife species are measured in the field. While not a perfect method, agencies and tribes involved in the Columbia Basin Fish and Wildlife Program have utilized HEP for a number of years to estimate impacts of hydroelectric development and proposed mitigation actions for a number of years.

The Columbia Basin Fish and Wildlife Authority Wildlife Committee (composed of representatives from each agency and tribe) have long recognized this need, and have been working on the development of a common set of habitat variables that each entity would measure through time on habitat projects implemented under this program.  Variables would be selected to represent expected changes in habitat quality through time for individual or guilds of target species.  Under this approach, habitat data could be rolled up at either the subbasin or basin level.  

A need also exists to collect common species response data.  This gets a little more complicated, as both terrestrial and aquatic species can fluctuate over time based on a lot of factors other than habitat changes at the project site. However, following protocols established under programs such as the Northern Region Land Bird Monitoring Program can provide extremely valuable site specific information, that again can be rolled up to the subbasin or basin level.  The goal of the Program is to initiate long-term monitoring and habitat analyses for most landbird species across all lands administered by the USFS Northern Region and adjacent lands.  Level one monitoring is designed to provide a picture of bird distributions across the region and to estimate the overall population trends of a variety of diurnal landbird species. Level II monitoring is designed to allow an assessment of habitat relationships for species that generate a meaningful number of observations.
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