Potlatch River Watershed Restoration

Project ID: 28025

Sponsor: Latah Soil and Water Conservation District

Mountain Snake Province Review – Response to ISRP Comments

ISRP Comment #1 – The proposal neither states that a watershed assessment was done nor shows that it will be done, though a fleeting reference to the term exists.  Watershed assessment should be done before the project, which should then derive from that assessment.  On p. 20, “comprehensive watershed planning” is one of the project goals (the other two are doing BMPs and monitoring water quality and fish habitat); it is not clear that watershed assessment is included.  The proposal’s only mention of watershed assessment is among the list (p.23) of tie-ins with the Clearwater Basin Summary: the 3rd item is to develop ‘watershed assessments at multiple scales.’  It is implied several lines previously that this is part of the proposal, but ‘watershed assessment’ appears nowhere in the work plan. 
The previous watershed assessment efforts within the Potlatch River basin are summarized below with proposal page references.  The previous watershed assessment efforts within the Potlatch River pivot from the work summarized in the “Preliminary Investigation in the Potlatch River.”  It is referenced (p.34) as:  USDA, Natural Resources Conservation Service. 1994. Preliminary investigation report Potlatch River. 33 p..  The purpose of the Preliminary Investigation (PI) was to:

1. Develop criteria to prioritize subwatersheds for anadromous and resident fish habitat enhancement and restoration work (p.9).  The five criteria selected included water quality, flow, sediment, water temperature, and fish habitat (p.10). 

2. Compile a list of treatment strategies for near-term implementation on habitat and water quality problems that had already been identified (p.9).  Treatment strategies included:

a. Complete beneficial use attainability assessments on major tributaries.  This was completed by the Idaho Department of Environmental Quality in 1994 (p.10). 

b. Undertake a fish inventory for the Potlatch River Basin.  This was completed by Idaho Department of Fish and Game in 1995/96 (p.13).  This survey was used to prioritize subwatersheds in the Potlatch River for fisheries enhancement and restoration work. See Table 3 (p.15).  Included in this proposal is a request to fund a fisheries inventory for fish priority subbasins in order to determine what impact, if any, the November 1996- January 1997 flooding events had on the fisheries inventory (p.32).

In addition to the beneficial use attainability study by DEQ and the IDF&G fisheries study, the Confined Animal Feeding Operations Inventory and Analysis report was completed in 1998.  The findings of this report are summarized on p.16.

c. Complete analysis of collected data in order to apply five prioritization criteria and develop a Potlatch River watershed plan to identify long-term strategies for the benefit of anadromous and resident fisheries.  This component of the watershed assessment process was never completed due to staff cutbacks within the Natural Resources Conservation Service (p.2).  The work necessary for the completion of the Potlatch River Watershed Plan is outlined in this proposal as Object 1 of Section 9(f) and entitled:  Complete Potlatch River Watershed Implementation Plan (p.25).  There are eight (8) identified tasks associated with the completion of this objective (pages 26-27).  Specifically, task 1.3 (p.26) seeks to analyze the resource data that has been collected over the years but never analyzed due to the identified staffing cutbacks, and task 1.4 (p.26) seeks to reevaluate the subwatershed priorities based on the analysis of the existing data and the five watershed prioritization criteria.

d. Implement riparian, animal feed area, and hydrologic modification best management practices (BMPs) where needs have been identified from previous work.  Selected BMPS are proposed as Objective 2 within of Section 9 (f) of this proposal.  See pages 27 –32.

The watershed assessment/planning component of this proposal is outlined as Objective 1 of Section f (9) beginning on page 25 of the proposal.  The work proposed in Objective 1 incorporates the information that has been collected over the past several years from a variety of previous inventory/assessment/planning efforts.  The previous inventory/assessment/planning efforts are summarized on pages 9 – 18.

ISRP Comment #2 – The proposal contains much helpful background on the fish populations.  Assessments of instream habitat have also been done, but the results are not described.

The NRCS suspended the Potlatch River basin study, as described above, before analysis of the instream habitat database was initiated.  This proposal requests funding to complete the analysis of this data, and other resource data, as identified in Section 9(f), Objective1, Task 1.3 (p.26).  

ISRP Comment #3 – Table 2 displays channel stability, flow alteration, and habitat alteration in a column headed ‘Pollutants’ (which they are not)…

The Idaho Department of Environmental Quality 1998 draft 303 (d) lists temperature, channel stability, sediment, bacteria, flow alteration, habitat alteration, and nutrients as “pollutants” for subbasins within the Potlatch River watershed.  Although there are no Idaho State standards for channel stability, flow alteration, and habitat, Table 2 (p. 11) variables are listed as “pollutants” in order to remain consistent with the original reference.
ISRP Comment #4 – Several literature sources referenced in text are not in the reference list, the meaning of ‘(pIV-C-3)’ on page 8 is unexplained.

This is a page reference for a reference that was omitted.  The reference is U.S. Bureau of Land Management, 2000.  This reference is listed on page 34.

ISRP Comment #5 - … about half of Figure 7 is blacked out.
Figure 7 overlays prioritization criteria that were used to prioritize subwatersheds within the Potlatch River basin.  These criteria included steelhead priority watersheds, animal feeding operations (AFO) risk level and 303(d) listings.   An additional copy of Figure 7 is attached at the end of this document.

ISRP Comment #6 - … the discussion of ‘Limiting Factors to Fish and Wildlife Species’ is vague and confusing, especially in the (1) for many of the factors mentioned, it is not said how they affect fish and wildlife, and (2) sometimes human activities that indirectly affect fish and wildlife are misconstrued as limiting factors; it is the specific conditions caused by those activities that should be identified as the limiting factors (and the human activities should be identified as causes of those limiting factors).
The 377,776-acre Potlatch River watershed is the major tributary to the lower Clearwater River. Land use has been predominantly agricultural and timber production occurring in the western and eastern watershed, respectively.  These land uses have, over time, contributed to increased erosion, sediment delivery, alteration of flow regimes, and the seasonal temperature characteristics of the Potlatch River mainstem and its 13 tributaries.  Conversion of mid-river watersheds from timberland cover to agriculture and development of the road and rail transportation infrastructure throughout have added to the impacts resulting from land use.  Collectively these impacts have a cumulative effect on riparian and aquatic habitats.

Adult migration of A run steelhead, which are considered returns into the lower Clearwater River tributaries (US BLM, p. II-7), occurs by August 25.  These fish travel through low flows and elevated temperatures outside of the Clearwater River subbasin and throughout the Clearwater River subbasin.  Spawning occurs March to June coincidental to high spring flows in the Potlatch River system.  While high flows may maximize the amount of available aquatic habitat, stream flows in the steep graded tributaries may reduce usability.  Rain on snow events in the Potlatch River can (and have) accelerate the annual hydrograph. Spring precipitation and snowmelt generate erosion and sediment delivery at the same time redds are built and spawning takes place. Emergence occurs by mid-July in higher elevation streams in the Clearwater and earlier in the lower tributaries of the Potlatch, which is coincidental to rising stream temperatures.

The Potlatch River system has probably always been “flashy” because highland subwatersheds enter plateau geomorphologies that are connected to lower steep sided canyon conduits to the mainstem.  Flow has been altered by land uses, change in vegetative cover, and channelization.  Erosion has been accelerated and delivery to streams dependent on land uses and flow.  Stream temperatures are affected by flow regimes, sediment transport, vegetation cover, and riparian functioning conditions.  Flow, sediment, and temperature conditions affect the Potlatch River watersheds that have impacted aquatic habitat quality and optimal use by fish species.

ISRP Comment #7 – On page 19, ‘large stream size of the Clearwater River mainstem’ is shown as one of the four ‘principal factors’ constraining steelhead.  It is not at all clear how large stream size would constrain the population.
 “Large stream size” certainly does not convey the intended meaning.  The Potlatch River mainstem (as well as some meadow streams) has a large bankfull width to stream depth ratio that is symptomatic of a stream out of equilibrium.  In this condition erosion is accelerated, stream widening occurs, and the streams ability to transport sediment diminished (See Rosgen, Dave. 1996. Applied river morphology. Western Hydrology, Lakewood, CO.).  The widening of the Potlatch River mainstem impacts fish passage to system tributaries because of diminished water depth, and elevated water temperature.  Increased sediment delivery increases streambank erosion.  

ISRP Comment #8 – Task 2.2 (p.28), on modifying channelized stream implies a need for restoring ‘miles’ of habitat lost through channelization along railways, logging deck, and roads.  It says sites are being reviewed to ‘identify a channelized stream segment that can be modified in a relatively low-cost fashion to return the stream to original channel.’  This could undoubtedly help restore habitat, but why just one piece of stream when apparently so many parts of the stream are needy in this respect?
This proposal identifies one site that was identified from previous planning efforts and is located within a fish priority watershed.  Technical and financial assistance has been requested by the landowner.  Additional sites will be identified and prioritized through the watershed planning efforts proposed in Section 9(f), Objective 1 (p.26).  Specifically, tasks 1.3, 1.4 and 1.5 (p 26). 

ISRP Comment #9 – If an initial survey was done in 1995, then the proposal should contain data and discussion of impact of the 1996 flood.  Streamflow gauging stations should be established throughout the system.

There is limited fisheries-related data summarizing the effects of the 1996 floods.  It is for this reason, Section 9(f), Objective 3 is proposed for funding (p.32).  Objective 3/Task 3.1 (p.32) seeks funding to undertake a fisheries inventory to account for changes due to the 1996 flood events.

Section 9(f), Objective 3, Task 3.2 seeks funding to install eight (8) continuous monitoring stations in priority subbasins to monitor temperature, flow and turbidity 

(p. 32).  These gauging stations will be placed within subbasins with the highest salmonid densities as identified in Table 3 (p15).  These stations will supplement the current temperature and water level recordings currently being undertaken, albeit on a limited scale, by the Idaho Soil Conservation Commission (p.18). 

ISRP Comment #10 – The review group suggest 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.

The following was taken from the Idaho USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service website.

NRCS field personnel and remote sensing data collectors at the Inventory Collection Coordination Site in Boise collected data for the 1997 NRI from more that 6,900 locations in Idaho.  The NRI was scientifically designed and conducted, and is based on recognized statistical sampling methods.  NRI data are statistically reliable for national, regional, state, and sub-state analysis.  However, interpretations at the local level may be misleading.  The purpose of the NRI is to formulate effective public policies, to fashion agricultural and natural resources legislation, and to develop state and national conservation policy.

We will initiate discussions with the Latah NRCS Field Office NRI specialist regarding the applicability of analysis using this database at the Potlatch River watershed or Clearwater River subbasin scales.
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Figure 7
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