200710400 - Protect & Restore White Bird Creek

Sponsor: Nez Perce Tribe Dept. Fisheries Resource Management Watershed Division
Budgets: FY07: $246,804 | FY08: $215,897 | FY09: $285,294
Short description: Restore and protect the White Bird Watershed for the benefit of both resident and anadromous fish using an overall watershed approach. Restoration and protection efforts will be done cooperatively with the Nez Perce National Forest.
view full proposal
Recommendation: Response requested

Comment:

This is exactly the same proposal as 200706400 (Slate Cr.) with only the name changed.

A response is requested on:

1. Justification of benefits to fish.
Justification for Project and Benefits to Fish

The Salmon Subbasin Management Plan

The Prioritization (sections 6.1 and 6.2) and Summary and Synthesis (section 7.2) sections of the Salmon Subbasin Management Plan (2004) specifically address the need for project activities proposed under this funding request:

      Culvert Replacement

“The Salmon Fisheries Technical Team considered structural barriers and tributary connectivity to be among the most important and readily addressable factors currently limiting aquatic focal species in the subbasin.  The expected biological benefits to cost ratio likely would be favorable and biologic response would be immediate” (Salmon Subbasin Management Plan, Ecovista 2004b).
“The reestablishment of a more natural hydrograph in the Upper Salmon is an important issue, and would be partially addressed by tributary reconnection” (Salmon Subbasin Management Plan, Ecovista 2004b).
      Road Management

“Sedimentation is a concern throughout the subbasin, and is considered one of the highest priority limiting factors in geologically unstable areas.  Although reductions in the amount of in-channel fine sediments have occurred, agricultural, forestry, and access management BMPs are still needed” (Salmon Subbasin Management Plan, Ecovista 2004b).
      Noxious Weed Treatment

“The Salmon Terrestrial Technical Team considered exotic invasive species to be the most important and readily addressable factors currently limiting terrestrial focal species in the subbasin.  The expected biological benefits to cost ratio likely would be very favorable and biologic response would be immediate” (Salmon Subbasin Management Plan, Ecovista 2004b).  
Proposed project activities (including stream crossings surveys, culvert replacement/barrier removal prioritization, culvert replacement, and road decommissioning) directly address the following Problems and Objectives from the Salmon Subbasin Management Plan (2004) (see Table 2 in proposal for full details on how the project components relate to the identified problem statements and objectives):  

Problem 10 and Aquatic Objective 10A
Problem 12 and Aquatic Objective 12A 

Problem 49 and Aquatic Objective 49C 

Problem 51 and Aquatic Objective 51B 

Problem 56 and Aquatic Objective 56A 

Problem 59 and Aquatic Objective 59A 

The Salmon Subbasin Assessment

The draft Salmon Subbasin Assessment (Ecovista 2004a) identifies the reduction of habitat quality, quantity and habitat fragmentation as the three primary limiting factors for the Salmon Subbasin (Ecovista 2004a).  Project activities will reduce sedimentation, reduce noxious weeds and remove fish barriers, all of which are identified as causes of these limiting factors.  

The Assessment states that 20% of the total stream length in the Lower Salmon watershed is identified as being impaired by sedimentation.  Sediment is a primary limiting factor in the watershed areas targeted for restoration. Sediment input to the stream causes increased fines and cobble embeddedness, which reduce spawning success and winter survival.  Roads have been shown to be a major contributor of sediment to streams.  Many of the roads within the watersheds exist on land types that have been identified as having an elevated risk of generating sediment due to surface erosion processes, and contribute to landslides or debris torrents.  Road management activities will improve desired roads and remove unnecessary roads from the landscape including removal of barriers such as culverts.  Road improvements/decommissioning will significantly reduce sediment input to streams and decrease cobble embeddedness within the streams.

The Salmon River Subbasin Summary

White Bird Creek is a main tributary to the lower Salmon River Subbasin.  Water quality limited streams in the project area include Pinnacle Creek and Little White Bird Creek, both listed on the 2000 State of Idaho 303(d) list for sediment.  Habitat alteration, watershed disturbance and connectivity are also viewed as limiting factors for the watershed.  Timber harvest, roads, mining, and grazing are some of the activities that have played a large part in the alteration of habitat.  Roads have a major impact on the water quality of the watershed and contribute and have substantially increased sedimentation rates.
The following list of needs, taken from the Salmon River Subbasin Summary, coincides with this proposal’s goals, objectives, and tasks.  This list includes specific immediate or critical needs that pertain to this proposal and were defined collectively by aquatic resource managers within the Salmon River subbasin.  Needs have been defined to address limiting factors to aquatic species, ensure that gaps in current data or knowledge are addressed, enable continuation of existing programs critical to successful management of aquatic resources, and to guide development of new programs to facilitate or enhance fish/aquatic management (Summary 2001).

· Collect appropriate information to assess both passage and flow issues potentially associated with culverts throughout the subbasin.

· Inventory natural and artificial passage barriers within the subbasin and evaluate if removal or modification is warranted.

· Remove or modify identified natural or artificial barriers where fish restoration guidelines have been met.

· Reconnect historic streams to recover lost riparian plant communities and habitats.

· Restoration and protection of riparian habitat and structure, channel function and form, base flows, and water quality parameters including temperature, sediment, and nutrients.

· Restore, protect, and create riparian, wetland, and floodplain areas within the subbasin and establish connectivity; need to especially restore floodplains in areas degraded by dredge mining.

· Reduce stream temperature, sediment, and embeddedness levels to levels meeting appropriate state, Federal, and Tribal standards.

2004 ESA Section 7 Consultation Biological Opinion for Operation of the CRPS and 19 Bureau of Reclamation Projects in the Columbia Basin

Extensive logging road systems have been constructed in portions of the White Bird Creek drainage, adding fine sediments, increasing water temperatures with decreased shading, and decreasing inputs of large woody debris. Elevated sediment inputs and impaired stream flows may be inhibiting fish production in the White Bird Creek drainage (NOAA Fisheries 2004).  This proposal addresses several of the essential features of critical habitat that are currently degraded including: substrate, water quality, water quantity, water temperature, access, water, velocity, and safe passage.  
2000 NMFS FCRPS Biological Opinion

The following objectives are consistent between the proposed projects in this proposal and the 2000 NMFS FCRPS Biological Opinion:

( Watershed health and degraded habitat will be restored through all aspects of this proposal (i.e. culvert replacements and road decommissioning).

( Water quality will be improved to meet standards (i.e. sediment will be decreased by road decommissioning).

( In-stream obstructions posed by culverts will be improved through culvert replacements.

( This project supports the development and implementation of the TMDL for the 303d listed Pinnacle Creek and Little Bird Creek, which are listed for sediment.  The restoration efforts in White Bird Creek will assist in reducing water quality limiting factors to standard levels and help to reduce sediment input to the river.


2. Provide a convincing case that conditions in the stream have caused decline in focal species in the basin. 
2004 Final Updated Proposed Action for the FCRPA Biological Opinion Remand

The 2004 BiOp specifically refers to White Bird Creek and lower Salmon River tributaries in various sections of the document (7.1.12 Little Salmon and Rapid River SRLSR-s).  These watersheds have been degraded from their historical conditions and are believed to be limiting for steelhead and salmon because of reduced instream flows, altered channel morphology, accelerated sediment deposition in stream channels, high water temperatures, the encroachment of roads on stream channels and their floodplains, and road construction, maintenance, and usage. Also identified as a habitat challenge for steelhead and salmon is lack of accessibility to most tributaries by spawning adults and outmigrating smolts (NOAA Fisheries 2004).
White Bird Creek has been identified as one of the larger, fish-producing tributaries for the Snake River steelhead ESU.  Extensive logging road systems have been constructed in portions of the area, adding fine sediments, increasing water temperatures with decreased shading, and decreasing inputs of large woody debris.  Elevated sediment inputs and impaired stream flows may be inhibiting fish production in the White Bird Creek drainage (NOAA Fisheries 2004).

Burnt Flats Watershed Rehabilitation Environmental Assessment

White Bird Creek is a high priority for restoration within the Lower Salmon subbasin because of its high potential aquatic productivity and current conditions and processes affected by past management activities.   Past management activities have most significantly affected sediment regimes as a result of road building and mining.  In addition, in-stream and near-stream activities have affected stream/riparian function, channel morphology, cover, and habitat complexity.  Mining, livestock grazing, road construction, timber harvest, and removal of large wood have contributed to altered habitat conditions(USDA 2002).     

In August of 2000, the Burnt Flats Fire burned approximately 20,000 acres, mostly in the White Bird watershed.  White Bird watershed was below Forest Plan objectives for fish habitat before the fire, but the additional disturbance from the fire and fire suppression activities further aggravating the disrupted hydrologic conditions, produced more sediment, and posed a risk of further degrading water quality and fish habitat (USDA 2002).   

The Burnt Flats Watershed Rehabilitation Environmental Assessment (BFWREA) was produced in 2002 to address the deteriorated watershed conditions in White Bird Creek watershed due to direct and indirect effects of the Burnt Flats Fire in 2000.  Intent was to improve the watershed and its fish habitat by decreasing sediment production, improving watershed connectivity, and reducing water interception/diversion from road prisms.  Projects proposed in this funding request are derived from the BFWREA and are aimed at decreasing sediment production and improving watershed connectivity in order to enhance water quality and fish habitat.   

Despite the sponsor's view that this "project [is] essential to address problems identified in the sub-basin," the subbasin plan did not prioritize it similarly. The proposal would benefit if the distribution and abundance of migratory fish in the basin were described. Numbers must be available given the assessment of the stream's importance for fish populations. It also would be beneficial to describe what has happened to these numbers through time compared to fish in a Middle Fork Salmon River tributary for example.
The following figures regarding fish distribution and densities for the fish species listed as focal species in White Bird Creek were created by the StreamNet Pacific NW Interactive Mapper (2006).  For more detail on fish species distribution in the Burnt Flats analysis area and fish habitat conditions please see attached document White Bird Creek Fisheries Description  from the Burnt Flats Watershed Rehabilitation Assessment (USDA FS 2002).
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3. Sponsors should provide convincing evidence that stream flow and access to the flood plain can be restored. If chances of that happening are low, it would be useful to know what the sponsors believe are realistic goals regarding fish production in the system.
The primary project objectives are to reduce instream sedimentation levels, rehabilitate connectivity, reduce floodplain/channel encroachment, and prevent the introduction of/reduce the extent and density of exotic invasive plant species.  These objectives will be reached in part through project activities proposed including culvert replacement/barrier removal, road decommissioning, and noxious weed treatment.

Restoring the hydrograph and regaining access to the floodplain are also high priority objectives and may result from project activities; probability of projects to restore the hydrograph and regain access to the floodplain and will be considered in actual project selection. 


4. Sponsors should describe and cite past studies that support their strategy for enhancing salmonid numbers.
Background Information on the Importance of Barrier Removal and Culvert Replacement for Aquatic Species

Barrier Removal (US Army Corps of Engineers 2004)
Salmon and steelhead require a network of connected spawning and rearing habitats. Migration barriers have fragmented habitats and thus reduced and constrained salmon and steelhead populations and in some cases caused extinction of local breeding populations. 

Rearing and spawning habitat of salmon and steelhead has been lost to blockages. In the Columbia basin, about 55% of the total area and 33% of the total stream miles are no longer accessible to salmon and steelhead (Spence et al. 1996). Some of the most productive rearing sites in streams are located in backwaters along the edge of the channel and in side-channel areas (Sedell and Beschta 1991). Highways and railways built next to streams and rivers often disrupt access to these off-channel sites by physically isolating them from the main channel or by including culverts that are impassable for juvenile salmon and trout. The purpose of barrier removal is to increase connectivity and to open previously unused habitat for salmon and steelhead. Barrier removal includes such things as increasing passage through culverts; removing diversions, dams, and mine tailings; and installing fish ladders. By opening up habitat lost to blockages and increasing passage over or through barriers, survival of salmon and steelhead should increase in the near term. 

Culvert Replacement

Culverts represent a road-associated factor harmful to aquatic resources.  In general, culverts harm aquatic resources when they restrict passage and/or when they are improperly sized.  Culverts that are not installed to proper stream grade often develop outlets not in contact with stream bottoms (i.e. those with waterfalls).  The waterfalls do not allow passage of all life history stages of fish.  In addition, movement of other aquatic species can be restricted because many organisms have no jumping ability or are too small to negotiate the height of the falls.  Undersized culverts constrict flows and increase water speeds creating high velocity barriers and eliminating substrate from culvert bottoms.  Substrate, such as gravel and rocks, provide low velocity areas for organisms to rest on their upstream migration. The presence of barriers can isolate small populations, limiting or preventing genetic exchange between populations, and preventing the re-colonization of historic or recovering habitats.  

Culverts also limit or prevent seasonal upstream movement by fish.  Juvenile salmon and trout living in large rivers or streams often seek refuge in small tributary streams during high water events.  Without access to refuge habitats, fish may be washed downstream into poor quality or overcrowded habitats.  This could reduce the chances for survival for both individuals and for populations, including those already on the Endangered Species list.

Improperly sized culverts, not only create passage barriers, but they also jeopardize the integrity of the road. Culverts that do not receive maintenance can cause saturation of roads and subsequent mass failure (Furniss et al 1997). Historically, most culverts were sized to accommodate 25 to 50 year storm events.  In many cases, this sizing is not adequate to handle water and wood movement during large flood events.  

Background Information on the Impact of Roads on Aquatic Resources and the Importance of Decommissioning 

Road Management and Decommissioning
Effects of roads on aquatic resources can occur through on-site sedimentation delivered to streams, movement or migration blockages at stream crossings, channel constriction, floodplain and riparian alteration from streamside roads, and slope hydrology effects through subsurface flow interception.  The success of restoring aquatic resource functions is highly dependent on road management.  Roads which are most detrimental to the aquatic resource must be dealt with swiftly and decisively (USDA 2002).  

Increased sedimentation has been identified as one of the prime limiting factors within the Salmon River Subbasin (Salmon Subbasin Management Plan, Ecovista 2004b).  Sediment input to the streams in White Bird watershed has resulted from excessive roads in the drainage, coupled with additional disturbance as a result of the 2000 fire in the Burnt Flats area.  Pinnacle and Little White Bird Creeks have been listed on the State of Idaho’s 303d list of water quality limited streams for sediment.  

Extensive road construction to facilitate logging and mining in White Bird Creek watershed has occurred over the last sixty years, with little decommissioning.  Currently there are approximately 291 miles of road within the White Bird watershed on Federal lands, or 4.2 miles of road per square mile.  These roads have contributed to an increase in the modeled sediment yield of 4.5% over the natural base (USDA 2002).  Road management, including road decommissioning, has been identified as one of the highest priority management needs in the White Bird Creek watershed.  Decommissioning “high aquatic risk” roads will reduce sedimentation and minimize the potential for future landslides.  

Other studies of interest include:

Jones, Julia et al. 2000.  Effects of Roads on Hydrology, Geomorphology, and Disturbance Patches in Stream Networks. Conservation Biology. 11(1):  76-85.

Reid, Leslie and Thomas Dunne. 1984. Sediment Production from Forest Road Surfaces. Water Resources Research 20(11): 1753-1761.

Wegner, Steve. 1999.  Monitoring the results of watershed restoration activities.  1999 Annual Summer Specialty Conference Proceedings: Science into Policy, Water in the Public Realm/Wildland Hydrology.  (Kootnai Nat Forest research).  

Wemple, Beverly and Julia Jones. 2003.  Runoff production on forest roads in steep, mountain, catchment.  Water Resources Research 39(8): ?.

Noxious Weed Treatment

Invasive exotic plants have the potential to affect native species richness and frequency, erosion rates, ecological processes, and rare plants (USDA 2002).Weed colonization is an active process influencing many habitats in the Salmon River and White Bird Creek watershed.  Many weeds currently found in the White Bird Creek watershed have the potential to spread into adjacent susceptible habitats and disperse along the transportation network.

The Burnt Flats Watershed Rehabilitation Environmental Assessment recognizes the need to include noxious weed control and treatment in aquatic restoration project activities (USDA 2002).  Weeds are a problem on newly disturbed soils such as decommissioned roads.  All roads scheduled for road to trail conversion and decommissioning during this project will be treated prior to decommissioning and following decommissioning.


5. The response should provide discussion of the risk that barrier removal might permit access to exotic species.
All potential barriers will be identified through stream crossing surveys. Access to exotic species will be one of the factors considered in developing the comprehensive plan which will identify fish passage barriers and prioritize culverts for replacement/barriers for removal.   

6. Objectives are to build culverts and decommission roads. Rather, sponsors should develop objectives to increase fish populations by some reasonable and defensible amount. 
Project objectives are to reduce instream sedimentation levels, rehabilitate connectivity, reduce floodplain/channel encroachment, and prevent the introduction of/reduce the extent and density of exotic invasive plant species.  These objectives will be reached in part through project activities proposed including culvert replacement/barrier removal, road decommissioning, and noxious weed treatment.

7. Efforts to restore the hydrograph and regain access to the floodplain should be high priority.
Primary project objectives are to reduce instream sedimentation levels, rehabilitate connectivity, reduce floodplain/channel encroachment, and prevent the introduction of/reduce the extent and density of exotic invasive plant species.  These objectives will be reached in part through project activities proposed including culvert replacement/barrier removal, road decommissioning, and noxious weed treatment.  Restoring the hydrograph and regaining access to the floodplain are also high priority objectives and may result from project activities; probability of projects to restore the hydrograph and regain access to the floodplain and will be considered in actual project selection. 


Where vegetation will be "treated," an IPM approach is needed. Seeding annual rye is not re-vegetation in any long-term sense. If the goal is to manage invasive plants, establishment of adapted native species is most effective.
An integrated pest management approach is taken on all Nez Perce Tribe DFRM-Watershed road decommissioning projects and may include: 

· spraying for noxious weeds before and after the implementation of road improvements/decommissioning

· seeding and fertilizing decommissioned roads upon completion of recontouring to prevent short-term surface erosion until native grasses and vegetation take hold
· planting native vegetation
· placement of brush and trees removed from the road template to cover up the road to reduce surface erosion as well as provide organic matter for soil enrichment
· monitoring for presence of noxious weeds following road decommissioning.

Monitoring plans seem to be perfunctory. The plan seems to be to monitor tasks, rather resource conditions. Sponsors need to develop a rigorous M&E plan to outline the details of their sampling and assessment methods.
The following excerpt is taken from the attached memo, Umbrella response to ISRP on DFRM Watershed Division project proposals (please see the attached memo for full text):

The proposals submitted by the NPT DFRM Watershed Division are habitat protection/restoration implementation projects and fit into category 3 defined in the solicitation letter from the Council, where a “project proposal is primarily focused on managing or manipulating habitat or species, but with associated M&E tasks included within the proposal.”  In language taken straight from the solicitation letter, it states on page 4, “project level monitoring and evaluation activities for habitat projects, in most cases, should not constitute more than 5% of the proposed budget for compliance and implementation monitoring activities.”  It further defines each type of monitoring in the following manner, “compliance monitoring is a form of post project auditing of project performance” and “implementation monitoring is the monitoring of task completion in a specific project.”  

Our division’s projects followed this guidance strictly in the development of our proposals and budgets.  We understand that many forums are currently taking place to determine regional/subbasin/watershed level monitoring and evaluation plans and implementation strategies (PNAMP, CSMEP, recovery planning) that will answer many of the questions raised by ISRP.  We are also extremely interested in answering these types of M&E questions; we will continue to participate in these forums the best we can as they develop.  The fear that we have is when ISRP reviews our projects within the requested response loop, they will look unfavorably on our projects because we did not include the M&E that they are asking for.  It would be impossible to include this facet into our projects without a substantial increase in funding.  We want to make the council fully aware up front about this issue with the potential of what ISRP may decide in their second review.  We would also like to suggest that the Council discuss this with ISRP before the second review is conducted to resolve this issue.

Data storage, sharing, or amalgamation at regional level are missing. Information and education program are not information transfer in a scientific sense, but road decommissioning in particular is rarely popular and could benefit from some public understanding. The sponsor might look to State and NRCS programs on private lands to expand available technical and financial resources.

Results from the comprehensive plan identifying fish passage barriers and prioritizing culverts for replacement/barriers for removal will be shared between Forest Service Districts, other Forests, within the Nez Perce Tribe, and other various agencies.  

Results from restoration and watershed improvement activities will be published in monitoring and evaluation reports. New findings, restoration techniques, and any other new technologies incorporated into design and implementation will be published in project specific reports. Results of restoration work will be shared between Forest Service Districts, other Forests, within the Nez Perce Tribe, and other various agencies.

Project details and results may also be presented to professional audiences at scientific and professional conferences and workshops.
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Summer Chinook Distribution in White Bird Creek (StreamNet Pacific NW Interactive Mapper 2006)





Summer Steelhead Distribution in White Bird Creek (StreamNet Pacific NW Interactive Mapper 2006)





Spring Chinook Distribution in White Bird Creek (StreamNet Pacific NW Interactive Mapper 2006)








