COEUR D’ALENE FISH HABITAT ACQUISITION

(PROJECT # 200204500)

RESPONSE TO ISRP QUESTIONS AND CONCERNS
ISRP Comment:  The proposal is to purchase easements so that management rights can be exercised to provide protection for habitats that provide or can potentially provide instream habitats for native westslope cutthroat trout. They would be acquired from one timber company and are in the Benewah Creek drainage. A response is needed better justifying the properties that the program proposes to protect. Please substantiate how these properties would fit in with their overall restoration and protection prioritizations.

What management actions would be implemented? How would these benefit fish and wildlife, especially cutthroat trout? Please provide specific quantitative information on distribution and density of cutthroat trout, and any other trout species present, within or nearest to the property. What is the size (stream order and/or approximate dimensions) of the stream(s) involved? 

Are these easements for perpetuity or limited in time? See ISRP programmatic comments on easements. 

The Coeur d’Alene Tribe Fisheries Program’s Habitat Protection Plan was initially drafted in June of 2002.  The Plan identified parcels in Lake Creek, Benewah Creek, Alder Creek and Evans Creek, which are the 4 Target Watersheds of BPA Project #199004400 in the Coeur d’Alene Subbasin.  The 63 parcels identified in 2002 total 7,912.55 acres and were the priority areas within the Target Watersheds for protecting and enhancing the native westslope cutthroat trout on the Coeur d’Alene Reservation.  Priority parcels identified through the interactive process established by the Habitat Protection Plan are the target for easement acquisitions.  The parcels indicated in Figure 3 of the original proposal were identified as an example of the types of parcels on which the Coeur d’Alene Fish Habitat Acquisition will seek conservation easements.  Having been written in 2002, the Habitat Protection Plan is in need of revisions to reflect the incorporation of the most recent data.  This revision will review all parcels within the 4 Target Watersheds and will undoubtedly rearrange the priority values of the parcels based on current data.  Figure 3 of the FY2007 – FY2009 Proposal illustrated a subset of the parcels in the Benewah Watershed that were re-evaluated with current data.  These parcels were reviewed because of a single owner’s (private timber company) willingness to discuss conservation measures for native trout.  The parcels identified in Figure 3 were only intended as an example of the type of parcels, their potential dispersion across the landscape, and the potential variation in parcel size.  In no way did project proponents intend to suggest that these parcels are the only parcels on which conservation easements will be pursued.  Rather, what was intended was that properties to be pursued are among those that are identified as high priority through the interactive process established by the Coeur d’Alene Habitat Enhancement Project (BPA Project Number 1990-044-00).      

RANKING PRIORITIY AREAS/PARCELS (summarized from the Coeur d’Alene Tribe Fisheries Program’s 2002 Habitat Prioritization Plan for the Target Watersheds) 

Fundamental ecosystem restoration begins by removing the sources of perturbation(s) that fall outside the normal range of environmental variability.  The Habitat Protection Plan prioritized areas with the most degraded conditions that were most likely to exhibit a positive response from indicator species when habitat conditions were protected or restored.  The prioritization was an objective process based on available data.  If no data existed for a particular parcel, habitat conditions were assumed to be adequate.  As a result, parcels could potentially receive a higher relative ranking over time, thus become a higher priority, as the amount of data available for that parcel increases.  This approach was deemed an appropriate way to identify data gaps while reducing the subjectivity related to identifying project sites.

Priorities were assigned to parcels located in each of the four Target Watersheds based only on data available on or before June 2002.  As data is collected and projects are implemented, the documented knowledge of specific areas will increase.  As additional data becomes available, priority areas are expected to change and therefore, the process of assigning priorities was, and is, adaptive.

In the ranking process, stream temperature, channel stability, erosion hazard potential, the presence wetland/riparian habitats, and migration barriers were macro-habitat variables assigned a value of 1 or 0 for each property parcel.  A value of 1 indicated a limiting condition for that particular variable on a given parcel, while a 0 indicated suitable conditions or a gap in the available data.  A total limiting factor score for each parcel was calculated by adding all the assigned scores in that parcel, thus a maximum score for those variables for any given parcel was 5.

Next, a value was assigned to each parcel based on the population status of the westslope cutthroat in the parcel.  Using the density of trout to determine parcel prioritization rather than other species is done for two main reasons: 1) bull trout density in the four watersheds was undetectable; and 2) population information was not available for any other indicator species.  Fish populations were categorized according to 4 densities; absent or present at low, moderate or high densities (Table 1).  The value assigned to each parcel for cutthroat trout density were added to the total value for macro-habitat conditions, thereby creating an overall maximum value for each parcel of 8.

Table 1: Matrix scores for various categories of westslope cutthroat trout density.

	Category
	Density Range
	Matrix score

	No fish
	0
	0

	Low density
	0-2 fish/100 square meters
	1

	Moderate density
	2-10 fish/100 square meters
	2

	High density
	>10 fish/100 square meters
	3


The database summed the values for each parcel and organized them into three priority categories: 1) Low priority; 2) Review priority; and 3) High priority (Table 2).  Parcels in the “low” category were eliminated from current consideration as potential management acquisition sites.  Parcels in the “review” category were priority for further investigation, and those scoring a 5 or greater were elevated to “high” priority.  Parcels in the “high” priority are candidates for immediate management right acquisition.

Table 2:  Property ranking matrix.  Matrix colors indicate parcel prioritization category- green is low priority, yellow is review priority, and red is high priority.

	Limiting Factors
	Cutthroat Trout Density

	
	No Fish
	Low
	Medium
	High

	
	0
	1
	2
	3

	0
	0
	1
	2
	3

	1
	1
	2
	3
	4

	2
	2
	3
	4
	5

	3
	3
	4
	5
	6

	4
	4
	5
	6
	7

	5
	5
	6
	7
	8


Figure 1 below is a view of the results of the initial prioritization process applied to the Benewah Watershed and can be seen as Figure 11 in the 2002 Habitat Protection Plan.   Discrepancies exist between in Figure 3 of the Coeur d’Alene Fish Habitat FY2007 to FY2009 Proposal and Figure 1 below.  Of the properties identified in Figure 3 of the FY2007 to FY2009 Proposal, 8 were identified as low priority in 2002, 2 were identified as review priority and only 1 was identified as high priority in the original plan.   The intent of Figure 3 in the FY2007 to FY2009 Proposal was to present a set of parcels that have been reviewed and updated according to current priorities.  A full revision of the Habitat Protection Plan will be needed to identify the full suit of potential parcels for which conservation easements will be pursued.  Revision of the Habitat Protection Plan will be a collaborative effort between project proponents of the Coeur d’Alene Fish Habitat Acquisition (Project # 2002-045-00) and the Coeur d’Alene Tribe’s Fish Habitat Enhancement (Project # 1990-044-00).  Work Elements 1 and 2 of the FY2007 to FY2009 reflect the intent to cooperate between projects and update the Habitat Protection Plan to update the priority status of the remainder of the parcels in the Target Watersheds.
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Figure 1.  Habitat Protection Plan prioritization results for the Benewah Watershed as of 2002.

The sole function of the Coeur d’Alene Fish Habitat Acquisition Project is to provide the missing habitat protection tool in recovering the west slope cutthroat trout fishery on the Coeur d’Alene Reservation.  Habitats are currently protected only through voluntary lease agreements with land owners or through the single wildlife mitigation property in the Benewah Watershed.  Lease agreements are of limited duration and provide limited benefit (compensation) to the landowners.  The pool of landowners willing to enroll in the voluntary lease agreements is being depleted (Coeur d’Alene Fisheries Enhancement [Project #199004400] FY2002 Proposal, FY2007 to FY2009 Proposal).  Project # 200204500 proposes the purchase of conservation easements (easements in perpetuity) to enroll priority lands in conservation efforts.  This approach is unique in the Basin and the Coeur d’Alene Tribe is and has been working to ensure consistency with Northwest Power and Conservation Policy and Programs and Subbasin Plans.

The question of which management actions to implement on parcels with conservation easements will be determined on a site-specific basis through interaction with BPA and Coeur d’Alene Fish Enhancement (Project#199004400).  A range of actions will be considered from no-action to active restoration as appropriate.  These actions will be consistent with strategies for habitat recovery that remove the causes of perturbation and strengthen ecosystem processes (Kauffman et al 1997).  Within the Benewah Creek watershed, there is substantial evidence that habitat and water quality factors currently depress mainstem production and reduce individual fitness particularly during the refuge and trophic migrations that occur between mainstem and tributary habitats.  Restoring degraded 3rd and 4th order mainstem habitats and connecting them to remaining strongholds for spawning and rearing has great potential to increase westslope cutthroat trout production and productivity at the reach and watershed scales.  There is also opportunity to increase egg-to-fry survival and production for early life cycle stages of cutthroat trout in some 2nd and 3rd order tributaries.
Westslope cutthroat trout is the species of interest in the Target Watersheds.  As the Prioritization Plan criteria indicate, fish densities can vary from 0 to >10 fish per 100 square meters, however the interaction between fish density and other macro-habitat variables is dynamic with greater fish densities affording a higher probability of a parcel being assigned a high priority.  The greater weight given to the presence of fish increases the probability that a stream selected will be classified according to the Idaho Forest Practices Act as a Class I (permanent, fish bearing stream).  However, the Habitat Protection Plan must be revised and a set of parcels chosen for easement acquisitions from the available high priority pool before specifics of stream size on targeted parcels can be quantified.   
Kauffman, J.B., R.L. Beschta, N. Otting and D. Lytjen.  1997.  An ecological perspective of riparian and stream restoration in the Western United States.  Fisheries 22(5):12-24.
