FY 2002 ISRP Comment Response

Project ID: 28050

Protect and Restore Little Salmon River

Sponsor: Nez Perce Tribe Fisheries/Watershed

Subbasin: Salmon

Short Description:  Protect valuable riparian corridor and fluvial aquatic habitat while increasing habitat quality and quantity within the mainstem Little Salmon river basin.

1)  Would the 2.5 miles of restored riparian habitat be accessible to the public?  

The 2.5 miles of riparian area within the Circle C will not be accessible to the public beyond current state water access law.  Idaho State Code, §36-1601(a, b, c) provides the definition of navigable waters and access to such waters.  The Little Salmon River at this point meets the navigable definition.  As such, public access within the normal high water mark is available if accessed from a public location; public access across Ranch Property is not available at this time.

2)  The proposal provided inadequate information on fish resources in the immediate project area….clarify and discuss how project actions might benefit those populations.

The Little Salmon River above the barrier falls at river mile 24 provides habitat for rainbow trout, cutthroat trout, brook trout, dace and redside shiners.  It is not known if pacific lamprey within the basin are able to navigate the falls and access the upstream habitat.  No sensitive or federally listed species currently inhabit this reach.

Riparian protection work upstream of the barrier will provide increased bank stability, increased shading, increased cold water discharge and increased habitat complexity for the immediate project location.  Decreased water temperature, decreased sediment input and increased flows also aiding thermal recovery all provide core improvements to ESA species occupied habitat downstream as well.  

This project, taken together with other ongoing efforts in the basin (Browns Industries riparian restoration, Idaho Department of Water Resources State Water Plan, Federal watershed improvement actions etc.) provides the cumulative benefits necessary to restore habitat within the entire basin.  Recovery cannot occur through one catchall project but rather, must be a concerted effort taken by many entities addressing all aspects of watershed health.  Man has severely impaired fish habitat in the Little Salmon River basin through poor historic management actions.  In the same vein, it will take multiple actions and years to effectively recover these processes and habitat.  

Riparian impacts are the most severe example of poor management impairing habitat within the basin.  This one project alone will not recover the entire basin.  But with it as a starting point that portrays the stewardship and recovery potential within the basin and the cumulative benefits from other projects, it can effectively create opportunities to restore additional private lands and fisheries habitat within the watershed.  Only with that healing will salmon recovery be realized to its full potential here.     

3)  Has restoring passage above the falls been considered and is that a future possibility?  If so why is it not being proposed (or addressed) now?
Re-establishing passage above Little Salmon River Falls has been discussed.  It is thought that passage can be re-established through the falls, although a formal design and survey have not been completed.  Costs of such a project are vague until a formal design is completed.  It is the Tribe’s as well as Idaho Department of Fish and Game’s opinion that inadequate habitat currently exists above the barrier and that passage would provide little benefit at this time.  

Habitat recovery and protection is the current target of work in the upper basin.  The NPT Fisheries/Watershed Department plans on addressing the passage issue when conditions are sufficient to effectively support anadromous populations in the upper basin.  

However, completion of the basin’s watershed assessment may identify the passage barrier as a higher priority limiting factor resulting in it’s being placed on the restoration action list produced.  If so, out-year work will be focused on addressing the issue and an effort to establish passage at the falls taken. 

In either case, restoration of the upstream habitat above the falls is targeted for the eventual establishment of passage at the Little Salmon River falls.    

4)  Please describe an appropriate fish monitoring program that would be part of the   project.

For the majority of biological data collection, Nez Perce Tribe Watershed projects will be relying upon the Nez Perce Tribe Hatchery monitoring plan (NPTHMP), Idaho Salmon Supplementation studies (ISS) or Idaho Habitat/Natural Production Monitoring (IHNPMP) or any additional population monitoring programs already in place.  Available funding and a common sense approach to avoiding duplicate data collection have led us to this choice.  

In the LSR, the IHNPMP administered by IDFG is the only ongoing biological monitoring program.  This program has had a presence in the LSR since it’s inception in 1984.  Twenty-seven sites are monitored within the basin.  Twenty-four sites are located in tributary streams located downstream from the LSR falls.  Three sites are located within the mainstem LSR downstream of the falls.   Fisheries data is collected by performing snorkel surveys in established transects.  All salmonids are identified to species and enumerated by one-inch size ranges.

Fish population data is collected at these sites at a minimum of every three years with a target frequency of once every year.  Collection varies on funding availability and stream priority ranking within the state.  Population density (individuals/100 m²) as well as Percent Carrying Capacity (as calculated in IHNPM) is obtained from the surveys.  This data provides a reasonably sized data set for monitoring levels of salmonid parr within the lower watershed.  This data set will provide anecdotal evidence of population response within the downstream watershed.  The IHNPM database is easily accessible and queryable by Tribal staff and will serve as a core component of biological monitoring for this project at no extra cost.

On site monitoring plans to evaluate biological response have yet to be completely developed.  We anticipate establishing snorkel transects within and outside the project reach and monitoring fish densities pre and post treatment.  This data will provide evidence of habitat utilization changes within resident and eventually anadromous fish for the immediate project area.  To absolutely state that survival increases within the reach would require a much higher level of monitoring over an extended spatial and temporal period.      

Habitat restoration projects are aimed at improving habitat quality/quantity both at small scale, site specific, locations, as well as throughout the downstream extent of the watersheds receiving work.  Recovery efforts are aimed at holistic watershed processes in an effort to improve conditions that have contributed to the past and continuing decline of salmonid populations.  Considering the generation length of anadromous fish and the fact these impacts did not occur overnight, we should not expect immediate results in the terms of fish.  Rather a long-term positive increase in both utilization and population of habitats should eventually appear.  

Our focus is to decrease and minimize contributions of negative limiting factors within high priority salmon bearing watersheds.  Hampering any resolution to determining effectiveness measured in fish currency are the extensive out of basin effects greatly contributing to return number variability.  Additionally, a majority of restoration treatment streams are targeted in multiple supplementation studies.  Decrying a certain increase or decrease in a population as a direct result of restoration in these situations is if not impossible then so cost prohibitive to be nearly so.     

With biological data being supplied via IHNPM and NPTFW monitoring as well as project specific monitoring supplying additional biological and physical monitoring we feel confident in providing an accurate portrayal of fisheries as well as habitat response within the LSR basin.

