200200300-Secure & Restore Resident Fish Habitat

ISRP Response

“As submitted, this is not a scientifically reviewable project, but it should be.  The sponsors plan to acquire properties.  The proposal would benefit by including descriptions of the properties to be purchased and the species to benefit, and/or the criteria to be used for selection of the properties targeted for protection.”

The reviewers’ first comment typifies a problem we have observed during the scientific review process.  Our proposal is substantiated by science and can be reviewed based on scientific merit. We regret not receiving a review of our strategy to mitigate fisheries losses through long-term protection and restoration of critically important habitats within the Flathead River drainage.  Protecting critical habitats from development and degradation for the long term is one of the most meaningful actions we can take to offset habitat lost due to inundation.  Specific properties have been tentatively identified by the state and tribes.  However, it is not in our interest to make our interest in specific parcels known, nor do we think it is appropriate for the scientific reviewers to evaluate each parcel to be protected.  Rather, we think a scientific review of our strategy for long-term protection of riparian lands would have been more constructive.  

The NPCC-approved fisheries loss statement for the construction of Hungry Horse Dam documented the inundation loss of 125 km of the South Fork of the Flathead River and its tributaries.  This spawning and rearing habitat was permanently lost to adfluvial trout.  Rapid residential and commercial growth now threaten the best remaining habitat in the Flathead Subbasin and have resulted in much lower fish numbers than could otherwise be achieved.  The goal of this project is to protect, and in some cases restore, the best remaining habitats.  All acquisitions and/or conservation easements must mitigate the impacts caused by the construction of Hungry Horse Dam and inundation of the South Fork Flathead River watershed.  

The Tribes and MFWP are currently developing criteria to rank properties being considered for protection through land acquisition or conservation easements.  These criteria will assist the Tribes and the State in prioritizing properties based on their ability to mitigate for the habitat lost when Hungry Horse Dam was constructed.  Property selection and prioritization will be based upon the quality of habitat for resident fish and the likelihood that negotiations will result in an amicable agreement.  Each property must possess the appropriate physical characteristics, such as hydric soils, wetland hydrology, and/or landscape position that provides reasonable assurance that fisheries losses will be successfully mitigated.

Each potential property will be evaluated using a number of criteria to determine the suitability for protection.  Parameters that will be used to rank properties will include: ratio of acres to stream km; extent of ecological floodplain; connection to other protected habitat; presence of sensitive, threatened or endangered species; presence of healthy riparian and/or wetland features; resolution of other negative land management issue; cost of restoration; cost per credit.

“A response is also needed to show how selected properties will help restore fluvial functions”

Active restoration is not conducted under this project, but rather by the other projects under the direction of CSKT and MFWP.  Acquisition and easements accomplished under this project will either initiate passive restoration where feasible, or facilitate active restoration by the agencies under separate funding.  

Growing development pressure in the Flathead watershed is targeting the riparian parcels that are in private ownership.  Regulations requiring waterfront setbacks do not exist in counties of the Flathead basin.  Waterfront development typically results in efforts to simplify riparian vegetation and control erosion through artificial structures such as rip-rap and concrete.  Development brings a wide range of potential impacts, including bank disturbance and instability that may also degrade channel dimension, increase nutrient and sediment loads, degrade riparian condition, reduce woody debris recruitment, increase public resistance to normal and healthy river functions such as flooding, and result in additional introductions of non-native plants, invertebrates, and fish.  

Further, residential development, more often than not, inhibits restoration activities that would stabilize and increase the biological function of the riparian area and stream channel.  

This proposal is consistent with the philosophy in the article referenced by the ISRP in that its goal is to conserve rivers prior to their degradation and restore those that are degraded to an ecologically sound state (Palmer et al 2005; Bradshaw & Baker 1997; Ormerod 2003).  This proposal is aimed equally at protecting the best remaining habitats and restoring degraded habitats in watersheds that are important to the persistence of native fish, particularly bull trout and westslope cutthroat trout, the focal species in the Flathead River Subbasin Plan.  As habitat protection measures proceed, we will encounter a wide range of restoration needs.  Some non-degraded habitats will only require acquisition or conservation easement to perpetually secure their ecological values.  Some properties will require little more than changing land management resulting in passive restoration of natural processes.  On properties where the river has incised below its floodplain, lost sinuosity through channelization or over-widening, channel reconstruction and aggressive revegetation may be necessary to restore natural processes.  

A sequential restoration strategy that places initial emphasis on passive approaches has substantial strategic advantages. Land management activities that limit natural processes must first be corrected. Correcting detrimental land management first will result in lower overall restoration costs, particularly in situations where the ecosystem retains enough of its original components and processes to recover on its own.

Acquisition of riparian properties enables the tribes and state to correct poor land management practices, redirect residential development to less sensitive areas and protect investments in restoration designed to increase biological productivity and restore natural fluvial functions.  Securing and restoring remaining riparian habitat will benefit fish by shading and moderating water temperatures, stabilizing banks, reducing sedimentation, protecting the integrity of channel dimension, improving woody debris recruitment creating in-channel habitat features, producing terrestrial insects and leaf litter for recruitment to the stream, and by creating wetlands to accommodate and attenuate flood flows.  Restoration and protection activities will be approached in an effort to restore self-sustaining ecological processes as similar to the historic conditions as possible. 

The desired future condition on all protected properties is one in which natural processes have been restored resulting in the presence of the full range of habitat components in a dynamic but self-maintaining condition.  Natural floodplain systems are adapted to a natural disturbance regime, which in some systems provides a mechanism for their persistence.  For example, riparian cottonwood systems rely on periodic flooding to produce an open alluvial surface where cottonwood seed can germinate and establish.  An altered or human-induced disturbance regime may fail to include processes that are necessary to sustain a floodplain ecosystem.  

“It should include clear and specific objectives, detailed methods, and how progress in attaining specific objectives will be tracked and evaluated.”

The project sponsors will enter into a formal MOA with BPA to provide fisheries credits to offset the loss of 125 km of stream habitat through land acquisition or conservation easements.   This project is unique because we have a NPCC-approved loss statement and crediting scheme to offset 125 km of river and stream habitat lost due to the construction of Hungry Horse Dam.  This crediting scheme evolved over years of negotiation between the parties.  As mentioned above, the process of acquisition or easement will protect those lands and stream segments from future degradation in perpetuity.  It will also facilitate the restoration of process and function within those aquatic environments.  If conditions are degraded to the point that passive restoration will not proceed within an acceptable timeframe or to an acceptable degree, active restoration must be employed, but not under the direction of this project.  

The Tribes and the State will negotiate with BPA to determine the amount of stream kilometers that will be acquired during the FY07-FY09 funding cycle.  Progress toward meeting this target will be measured with each acquisition. 

This project, however, only funds pre-acquisition, acquisition, initial restoration activities and some operation and maintenance funding.  The achievement of the physical and biological objectives mentioned above will be determined and measured under projects 199101901 and 199101903.  Quantification of baseline conditions on each property will occur within several months following acquisition or easement.  Channel condition, fish populations, riparian condition, and water quality will all be quantified.  Photo points and vegetation plots will be established to monitor changes in riparian and wetland vegetation.  

“The reporting of results is inadequate; progress in past activities of the project need to be included as a basis for continuing similar work”

At the time of the last ISRP review, this project was new and thus, had no results to report.  The Tribes are currently hoping to secure via acquisition and/or easement a minimum of 10.5 km of stream habitat by September 30, 2006.  Operating under a joint MOA, but a different project number (199101903) due to the need for a within-year increase, MFWP hopes to secure an additional 6.2 km of stream habitat.  

