200712600 - Protect & Restore Lower Snake Tributary and Pataha Streams/Watersheds - Nez Perce Tribe
Comment Response
The Nez Perce Tribe Department of Fisheries Resource Management Watershed Division would like to thank the ISRP for providing comments on our proposal to Protect & Restore Lower Snake Tributary and Pataha Streams/Watersheds. Listed below are our answers to your questions, broken out in green color, for easy reference.
The ISRP finds the proposal potentially fundable if the individual projects can be appropriately justified and prioritized with habitat conditions above the current barriers as productive for focal species’ populations. Specifically, the proposal needs a stronger justification as to why it is needed, how it will lead to population responses, and where in the Subbasin priorities these actions fall.
First, the Tribe would like to relay a bit of background on why we believe there is a basic justifiability to this project; suitable fish habitat is of no use to the fish if they can not get there to use it during their life history.
From the Lower Snake Subbasin Plan: The vision for the Lower Snake Subbasin is a healthy ecosystem with abundant, productive, and diverse populations of aquatic and terrestrial species that supports the social, cultural and economic well-being of the communities within the Subbasin and the Pacific Northwest. Bringing this vision to fruition is a combination of protective and restorative practices of which fish passage is the first step in achieving this lofty goal. Fish must have access to suitable habitat, both in the adult and juvenile life stages based on their needs at the time, to sustain and increase their sustainable population levels. Opening passage to appropriate habitat can increase fish population numbers helping us to achieve the goal of ESA delisting. Opening access to areas that have been previously blocked by barriers also increases the population diversity of that species, in this case summer steelhead our focal species. We must continue to provide opportunities for populations to diversify, even if they are smaller populations, thereby lessening the chance of extinction from some catastrophic event that can potentially occur anywhere within the salmonids home range. This proposal aims to fulfill that critical first step and help to provide for increased diversity and population increase.
One of the guiding principles of the Lower Snake Subbasin Plan, page 103 is, “Enhance species populations to a level of healthy and harvestable abundance to support tribal treaty and public harvest goals”. 

The Lower Snake Subbasin is within the treaty territory of the Nez Perce Tribe and is protected as a usual and accustomed area via the treaty of 1855 that states; The exclusive right of taking fish in all the streams where running through or bordering said reservation is further secured to said Indians; as also the right of taking fish at all usual and accustomed places in common with citizens of the Territory; and of erecting temporary buildings for curing, together with the privileges of hunting, gathering roots and berries, and pasturing their horses and cattle upon open and unclaimed land (12 Stats., 957-Article 3). Treaty of 1855. The tribe maintains a co-management authority with the State of Washington and the United States Government over the tribes’ treaty reserved resources. Currently, the Lower Snake Subbasin provides hunting, fishing and gathering opportunities for tribal members. This area is critical to the cultural needs of the Tribe and as such we want to make sure that fish are able to take advantage of available habitat. This proposed project is essential to meet some of the goals and objectives of the Nez Perce Tribe, one goal being to “restore anadromous fishes to the rivers and streams that support the historical, cultural and economic practices of the Nez Perce Tribe, emphasizing restoration strategies that rely on natural production and healthy river systems”. The Tribes objective here is to “restore anadromous fishes to historical abundance in perpetuity”. One means of reaching this objective is to ensure that salmonids have access to all available habitats within their historic home range. 
The Council has stated four overarching objectives for the Columbia River Fish and Wildlife Program, one of which is, “A Columbia River ecosystem that sustains an abundant, productive, and diverse community of fish and wildlife”. One of the Objectives for Biological Performance “Restore the widest possible set of healthy naturally reproducing populations of salmon and steelhead in each relevant province by 2012”. Alleviating barriers will help in the fulfillment of Tribal goals and objectives also helping to fulfill the Council’s obligation.
Page 16 of the Lower Snake Subbasin Plan (LSSP) states: “Historic water summer temperatures in the Snake River basin far exceeded the optimal ranges [for salmonid stocks]. Adaptations included spring and summer chinook migrating into higher elevation tributaries to spawn so their young could rear where water temperatures were cooler. Snake River coho, sockeye, and steelhead adapted similar to the spring/summer chinook”. The Tribes proposal not only provides for adult access to spawning habitat but will document and help alleviate those barriers that are detrimental to juveniles who seek those cooler temperatures in the upper tributaries. We can find no references anywhere in prior projects or research where juvenile barriers are noted or assessed. Our project goes beyond culvert barrier analysis to address obstructions critical in the juvenile rearing stage. It will provide that information needed and set the stage for remediation.
Pages 22 and 23 of the LSSP state, “Some natural production of steelhead occurs in minor tributaries such as Alpowa Creek, Alkali Flat Creek, Almota Creek, Steptoe Creek., Deadman and Meadow creeks, etc.... Spawning and rearing by steelhead is limited in the mainstem because of the Snake River Dams and reservoirs. Most tributaries that maintain summer water flows and do not have barriers are suspected of being used by steelhead…”  Also, “Steelhead trout are known to have used Deadman Creek, although spawning was probably limited to the upper reaches. Anecdotal information from local residents suggests that steelhead still spawn in this stream system. Habitat in the upper reaches of the South Deadman is ideal for spawning and rearing and angler reports suggest steelhead were caught at the Deadman Creek Bridge at the base of Wildhorse Hill.”  
We know fish use the habitat, in limited numbers, but this statement suggests that there could have been many more there historically. 
This leads into the following statement on page 34 of the LSSP: “The life history of Lower Snake summer steelhead covers a broad range of the aquatic ecosystem. Spatially, its life history covers much of the subbasin. It also occupies the majority of the water column (including slack water, swift water and the hyporheic zone) during some portion of its lifecycle. Not only are steelhead present but also the ability of this species to thrive is dependent on being able to successfully occupy these areas. Temporally, they are present (or were assumed to be present in the past) at one lifestage or another throughout much of the watershed in all seasons. The ability of steelhead to be present at a particular time in a particular area is also key to their success. Given the wide range of both the spatial and temporal aspects of steelhead’s life history, it can be assumed that having habitat conditions that are appropriate for them will also produce conditions that allow for the prosperity of other aquatic life in the Lower Snake Subbasin”. 
We know that habitat degradation is a major limiting factor in the suppression of population numbers, but we don’t know what effect passage obstructions may have in this scenario. We don’t know how much habitat, habitat that may be suitable or critical to certain stages in the salmonid life history, is blocked because of obstruction. We propose to gather this information through our project proposal and answer this unknown.
Page 52, under Habitat Data Gaps in the LSSP states: “While conducting this assessment and particularly while performing the attribute ratings for EDT, it became quite clear that in many cases we were lacking even the most basic habitat information. This made the assessment work quite difficult. In order to properly assess the subbasin and provide better information for the management strategy processes it is vital that additional habitat and life history surveys be conducted. There were some reaches for which we had no empirical data on habitat types (pools, riffles, glides, etc.), embeddedness, LWD density, winter temperature or percent fines. The entire subbasin is lacking in, bedscour, bankfull widths, flow and riparian function data. Gradient measurements for individual reaches were also a concern. Gradients were measured using Terrain Navigator; the accuracy of these gradients is unknown and needs to be ground-truthed. Gradients for EDT input were derived using Terrain Navigator software. These gradients have not been ground truthed and some doubt remains as to whether any of the reaches actually exceed 3 percent. This could lead to habitat diversity appearing to be a higher magnitude problem than it actually is. It is the strong finding of this assessment that the above information begin to be acquired as soon as possible in order to better inform the land managers, public and private, during future planning efforts”.
This statement reflects how inadequate our data is concerning the tributaries in the Lower Snake Subbasin. Our proposal will fill in a critical data gap to be incorporated in the EDT analysis. It will fill in a data gap as to where obstructions are and which can be appropriately remediated. It will fill in a data gap concerning habitat potential. We have some basic data from a previous study by WDFW, the Brief Assessment of Salmonids and Stream Habitat in Snake River Tributaries of Asotin, Whitman and Garfield Counties in Washington, but it is lacking in critical areas concerning habitat quality assessment and passage obstructions and it states as such. The study was one of the contributing bases for the management strategy concerning immanent threat as defined and listed in the Subbasin Plan. The Plan says: Aquatic strategies were also developed for imminent threats. Imminent threats are those factors likely to cause immediate mortality to the aquatic focal species and include the following three categories: fish passage obstructions, inadequate fish screens, and stream reaches that are dewatered due directly to man-caused activities. Addressing imminent threats throughout the subbasin is also considered a priority within this subbasin plan.
As stated in the Lower Snake Subbasin Plan, page 112-113, “Passage obstructions are considered a source of potential immediate mortality to fish. Delay in passage can expose fish to habitat conditions that could be adverse to survival without the opportunity to escape, and can affect the ability of salmonids to successfully spawn.”  The plan also states: “A comprehensive inventory, analysis and prioritization of passage barriers are a high priority and needs to be completed on all locations within the subbasin that may limit migration of both anadromous/resident fish in their juvenile and adult life stages”.  Furthermore, though there is a listing of several known barriers within the subbasin the plan goes on to state, “This list is not to be considered comprehensive, as none of these creeks have been inventoried for passage barriers”.
As you can see all these statements reinforce the need and justification for the Tribes proposal dealing with fish passage, and how critical fish passage is in key stages of the salmonid life history.
With regards to Pataha Creek, of which a substantial portion resides within the Lower Snake Subbasin but is covered within the Tucannon Subbasin Plan, Page 136-137: “Passage obstructions are considered a source of potential immediate mortality to fish. Delay in passage can expose fish to habitat conditions that could be adverse to survival without the opportunity to escape, and can affect the ability of salmonids to successfully spawn.”  The plan also states: “A comprehensive inventory, analysis and prioritization of passage barriers are a high priority and needs to be completed on all locations within the subbasin that may limit migration of both anadromous/resident fish in their juvenile and adult life stages”.
Again, the Tribe feels there is major justification for our proposal as shown by the above statement.
In addition, the statement regarding fish population in Alpowa Creek, page 135 of the LSSP: “The population is extremely vulnerable to random events impacting the handful of reaches capable of supporting a self-sustaining population” can apply to all tributaries within this subbasin. Common sense tells us that with the increase in habitat for fish needs, and the unobstructed passage to that habitat, there is a lesser chance of some random event causing decline or possible extinction of the species. Where barriers may exist, either to adult needs or juvenile rearing, limiting access to needed habitat, we lessen the amount of available critical habitat and increase the chances proportionately that we can lose the entire population due to some unforeseen event. Finding those barriers in this subbasin and eliminating them where appropriate lessens the chance that this tragic event may occur.
Finally, the Council asks how our proposal will lead to population response. The fact is we don’t know. We propose finding, assessing, and remediating barrier problems prioritized by cost, amount and suitability of habitat that can become available. We will use the best available education, experience and research to make this judgment, especially regarding habitat suitability or potential. The Tribe will collaborate with fishery biologists from the state and federal governments to come up with the best science based answers to this question, but we can’t honestly make any guarantees. With only 5% of the budget allotted to M & E practices it will definitely be a challenge. But, using data from the WDFW’s Brief Assessment ... study and comparing it to post barrier remediation population monitoring tasks, we should get some initial data on population response. In addition to this inventory and assessment we will be applying for additional outside grant money to implement remediation and to monitor population response. But until that takes place, perhaps two or three years in the future, we can not give you a fact based answer to this question. 
Moreover, the ISRP is uncertain as to why existing culvert inventories are inadequate to prioritize individual projects at present to justify what seem to be high inventory and design costs. Also, will an updated assessment (and priority projects) realistically lead to fish populations using the newly accessible habitats?
Much of the reply to this question we hope to have touched on previously in this response. In answer to why existing inventories are inadequate, and also to reiterate, we are not just dealing with culverts, the Tribe would like to relay the following information which we alluded to earlier. The Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife, under their Brief Assessment of Salmonids and Stream Habitat in Snake River Tributaries of Asotin, Whitman and Garfield Counties in Washington has performed some habitat and fish distribution surveys within the Lower Snake Subbasin. The project summarized where ESA listed species currently reside within the Lower Snake Subbasin as well as the potential habitat with areas that have fish barriers. It was not comprehensive in its barrier inventory, touching on areas only in its sampling structure, but it brought to light the need for an in-depth inventory, assessment and prioritization of fish passage barriers within the subbasin. They photographed and noted the presence of potential barriers during surveying and passed on the information to local biologists and land managers for possible habitat restoration efforts, yet we do not know if this is all of them, if there are some lower in the watershed than those listed or if they are barriers to adults, juveniles or both. We believe this is one reason why the Subbasin plan promotes an in-depth stand-alone document to address this imminent threat problem.  No plans to resolve these potential problems have come to our attention in these budget-limited times. The Brief Assessment and statement regarding the need for an in-depth inventory was instrumental, along with professional opinion, in being included in the Lower Snake Subbasin Plan and Draft Snake River Salmon Recovery Plan as a priority, separate from the main objectives and strategies, due to its imminent threat to ESA listed species. Therefore it was chosen as a priority need for the subbasin.
Unfortunately we have no stand-alone document that analyzes these barriers for effect on fish passage nor do we know what priorities for remediation are. Prior passage assessments are generalized, piecemeal and many are dated or based on adult passage only. We are now just beginning to understand how critical passage is to juveniles who can become consolidated in lower sections of the subbasin when swimming downstream over barriers, into areas that show progressively higher amounts of habitat degradation and temperature increase. They lose the ability to migrate back upstream over the barriers to better habitat and lower temperatures. There may be increased stress and predation with this increased temperature and consolidation. 
Also, we don’t know at this time how much habitat may become available due to remediation. Gathering this information is a goal in our proposal. Our proposal will incorporate the experience of a Tribal fishery biologist who will work hand in hand with state and federal fishery biologists to come up with the best possible answer to this question. Their recommendations will be based on the best available science, experience and historical precedent, not just on the “if you build it they will come” philosophy. WDFW’s Brief Assessment of Salmonids and Stream Habitat in Snake River Tributaries of Asotin, Whitman and Garfield Counties in Washington documented steelhead populations throughout the subbasin. It noted the potential for population increase with suitable habitat. Passage is paramount to the use of available habitat for salmonids. If the fish can’t get there of what use is the habitat to them? The fact is we may have wasted thousands, perhaps hundreds of thousands of dollars on previous watershed restoration efforts (See Section 5 of proposal #199401807 plus the Brief Assessment... listed above) if the fish are unable to get to or use the habitat.
Our assessment will gather information that is available from each of the public agencies and Conservation Districts. We will work with the agencies to see where data is lacking or needs updating. Assessments on public lands will be straight forward, but, public land makes up a small portion of the proposal area and there will need to be an in-depth education program for landowners on passage concerns and effect on fish before we request permission to traverse their properties. They will need to know how these projects may affect them and their property rights. We will need to set up public informational meetings beforehand and will need time to meet face to face and gather trust for this private land access. This hopefully will lead to the privilege of access entailing the walking of many miles of stream channel both on public and private lands. Then there will be the scientific assessment of each potential barrier. Then the process goes to prioritization based upon the “biggest bang for the buck” principle, again, collaboration between the public agencies and Conservation Districts will be critical here. We must assess the potential amount of habitat that can be made available to the fish. Then we must go through environmental compliance as well as “sell” the landowners on implementation. As you can see it will be time intensive personnel wise to get the project to the inventory stage. The Lower Snake Subbasin encompasses some 1,656 square miles within portions Adams, Franklin, Walla Walla, Columbia, Whitman, Garfield and Asotin Counties in the southeastern corner of Washington State. Though we will be working in only four of these counties we will be working in eight different streams and meeting with dozens of landowners and public agency personnel. It is a vast amount of area and a multitude of stream miles to cover, map, categorize habitat suitability and finally prioritize and design the remediation. We had to take into consideration the costs of travel within this large area at the current fuel related costs. Today’s increasing inflation rate has been figured into budget cycle for this project as well as the higher cost of equipment and software. Again, this will be a time intensive on the ground as well as public relations/education dissemination project. If the project was wholly on public lands the cost would be substantially lowered. Unfortunately it is not. Implementing a fish barrier remediation will be the easy part. 
The timeframe (along with costs) appear to be greater than for other such “culvert” projects. A three-year time horizon for inventory seems excessive. A summary of previous efforts that justifies this time and expense might provide such support. Another benefit of summarizing what is presently known about barriers in this subbasin would provide the basis for their conclusion that present inventories are significantly incomplete.

We hopefully responded adequately to part of this comment in the previous section. The Tribe wants to reiterate again that this is not just a culvert project. We will be working to inventory and assess all potential barriers to adults and rearing juveniles. This goes well beyond culvert analysis. The area worked in is remote and it takes a good amount of time and travel over primitive roads to reach areas to be inventoried. Also, the timeframe and related costs may seem excessive compared to some other passage projects but the explanation about educational needs and gaining trust from landowners could take up a good part of the first years work. This is unfortunate, but true. Yet this time-intensive project with its higher cost, as explained, can pay off for future access and collaborations between the Tribe, landowners, Conservation Districts and public agencies when future restoration projects are proposed for this subbasin. One can use the example of high costs from the Walla Walla Subbasin where much work occurs on private lands. Costs are appreciably higher for a project that takes place on private land due to the educational need, the need to gain permission, and the fact it can occur across several different counties where each county agency and/or commissioners must be consulted and sign off on the project. This is the scenario that this project will be dealing with. Hopefully this helps with the timeframe and cost commentary. And hopefully we were able to convince you from previous responses as to why we feel, as did the subbasin planning team that present inventories are significantly incomplete and there is a need for this project.
The ISRP recommends it be approved only for the development of the needs as a standalone project. Upon identification and prioritization of substantial barriers, subsequent project proposals may be submitted for review and funding based on measurable objectives, expected impact, and suitable M&E elements.
This projects goal is to create a standalone fish passage restoration plan just as the ISRP suggests.

The ISRP recommends clarifying the relationship of this assessment project to other ongoing or proposed projects. Other projects are mentioned, but there is no summary of what is known and what specific actions are presently underway by other groups. Simply listing other projects and entities without a tie-in is not convincing that the assessment is critical or will lead to projects that will benefit focal fish populations.
This proposal does tie in with the previous Brief Assessment of Salmonids and Stream Habitat in Snake River Tributaries of Asotin, Whitman and Garfield Counties in Washington. That assessment concludes that there are salmonids in these subbasin streams. It noted the potential for population increase with suitable habitat and relayed the need, as the Subbasin Plan does, that a comprehensive inventory, analysis and prioritization of passage barriers are a high priority and needs to be completed on all locations within the subbasin that may limit migration of both anadromous/resident fish in their juvenile and adult life stages. Furthermore, though there is a listing of several known barriers within the subbasin, the Plan, based in part upon the Brief Assessment, goes on to state that the list is not to be considered comprehensive, as none of these creeks have been inventoried for passage. 

The ongoing project, proposal #199401807, Improve Habitat for Fall Chinook, Steelhead in the Lower Snake and Tucannon Subbasins, has been instrumental in reducing sediment loads into the streams of the Lower Snake Subbasin. It has been in progress since 1996 and has included riparian buffers, plantings and completed streambank restoration projects. It is currently proposing additional stream protection and restoration activities for the 07-09 budget cycles. The Conservation District is working with landowners to get them to sign onto other federal conservation plans. It plans to be working on noxious weed abatement in the subbasin as well as developing offsite watering projects to protect the riparian corridor. Our project complements this by helping to provide fish access to these protected and restored habitat areas. As you can see, years of work and money have already been put into protective and restorative effort for this subbasin and we will be collaborating with the District to make sure fish have adequate access to current and future appropriate habitat. Also, WDFW reports there is a need to continue fish and habitat survey and assessment as they were only able to touch on a minimum amount of stream area within the subbasin.
The objectives are clear and flow somewhat from the problem statement, but are really tasks rather than measurable biological objectives (e.g., return x# steelhead to watershed or provide access to y# miles of spawning/nursery habitat). Perhaps including a salmon biologist on the team would be helpful.
Our proposal provides for a Tribal fish biologist to collaborate with fishery biologists from the state and federal governments to work out the details of measurable objectives. There are several forums currently in progress developing these strategies and protocols including the Snake River Salmon Recovery Plan, BPA/NWPPC plan, PNAP, and CESMEP. It is through these forums that a comprehensive M&E plan will be developed for the region and subbasin. We will use the M&E methodology finally decided upon. Only then will this project be able to come up measurable objectives, incorporating EDT scenarios when appropriate. Please refer to attached NPT M&E Umbrella Comments for further information.
How will quality, quantity, and type of habitat (e.g., spawning area, rearing habitat, thermal refuge) above the barrier be assessed? A barrier may receive a red rating and be replaced but the habitat above the barrier may be so degraded that it is only marginally suitable for fish. Habitat condition should be part of the prioritization process. The sponsors should explain how habitat conditions will be taken into account.

Habitat quality, quantity, and type of habitat (e.g., spawning area, rearing habitat, thermal refuge) above the barrier will be assessed by the Tribal biologist in conjunction with state and federal fishery biologist input and using the Brief Assessment... report where appropriate.
Watershed-scale population monitoring will be done by co-managers. Are the co-managers aware of this and building in appropriate effectiveness and population monitoring to measure a response?
Yes, it has been discussed with co-managers and all agree to base population monitoring on what comes out of the numerous processes taking place in Washington at this time. There are several forums currently in progress developing these strategies and protocols to include the Snake River Salmon Recovery Plan, BPA/NWPPC plan, PNAP, and CESMEP. The State of Washington has also developed a monitoring plan as well.  It is through these forums that a comprehensive M&E plan will be developed for the region and subbasin. Unfortunately, the NWPPC set a 5% budget cap on M&E activities for habitat restoration projects. It is to include only compliance and implementation monitoring. This cap does not allow for the type of M&E the ISRP is looking for regarding population monitoring. It is a goal of this project to track the forums above and be highly involved in the implementation when it gets to that point. At that point additional grant monies will be sought from a variety of outside sources, not just BPA, to provide for what probably will be a standalone, ongoing watershed-scale population monitoring project that will be proposed by a collaboration of or perhaps one of the co-managers. 
