OAK FLATS ACQUISITION AND HABITAT ENCHANCEMENT

Proposal Number 200719400

Response to ISRP comments

7/14/06

The following are responses directed to include and expand on the information from the administration portion of the form in the narrative portion of the proposal.  The responses are below, following paraphrased ISRP comments.  The second edition on the narrative includes this same information.

ISRP comment:  Include the information from the administration portion of the form in the narrative portion of the proposal

Response:  Data incorporated in the revised narrative in Section 10.

ISRP comment:  Restoration work is not adequately described, describe methods to be used and benefits

Response:  Initial restorative efforts will focus on removal of approx. 750 feet of remnant dikes that were originally installed by the City of Yakima to divert high river flow away from the pipelines, water diversion structures, and settlement ponds used to treat Naches River water for municipal use.  A large in-stream concrete headgate structure and remnant concrete diversion dam will also be demolished and removed by use of a large tracked excavator.  These structures currently constrict flow and increase velocity considerably, down cutting the main river channel and impacting fish passage.  Some of the large debris may be spread out and placed in the deeper channel to retain bedload sediments and reduce velocity.

The diversion pipeline / open ditch channel and connective ponds supports heavy willow thickets and other riparian vegetation and will be retained, and with removal of the river containment dikes, will convert to a more natural side channel.  An outlet passage from the end of this open ditch back to the main channel will be constructed downstream, utilizing a small backhoe.  Additional side channel recruitment and channel migration will be promoted by lowering or removing upstream restrictions.  All of this restoration work will benefit salmonid species by increasing off-channel rearing and feeding habitats.

Monitoring and Evaluation:  How will it be accomplished?

Staff from the Oak Creek Wildlife Area, who would manage the site, will work with WDFW regional staff to monitor habitat conditions on the site, and the results of restoration work.  This information would be maintained at Oak Creek.  Monitoring of populations of target fish species would continue through the large YKFP project, working cooperatively with the Yakama Nation, WDFW fisheries staff during the ongoing cooperative (w/ USFWS) bull trout study, and USFS habitat and population monitoring that occurs upstream on the Wenatchee National Forest.  Restoration work would occur under contracts, likely administered by WDFW, who would ensure the work was accomplished to high standards.   

What are the population levels of target fish species, and results from the EDT analysis for this portion of the Naches River in the Sub basin plan?

Populations of target fish species in the Naches basin are low.  Approximately 2,000 adult spring Chinook pass through this area to the upper Naches and American River each year.  Steelhead occur in low numbers as well, with only several hundred to just over 1,000 returning to the Naches in most years.  Coho have been recently reintroduced to the system, and are beginning to return each year in larger numbers, which is still below 1,000 for the system.  Juveniles of these species rear throughout the Naches system, and pre smolts have been located below the project.  Bull trout numbers are largely unknown, but are believed to be only in the few hundred for the entire system.  Ongoing radio telemetry work on bull trout has located wintering fish on the project area.  (source, J. Cummins, WDFW).  This project would support recovery and population increases for all of these species.

EDT identifies this as the Naches River in their analysis for various species.  Ranking under the EDT model ladder chart for Naches spring Chinook (Sub basin plan fig 2-101, p. 2-386) ranks the Naches geographic area (project included) as Protection benefit, Category A, rank #1.  The same ranking criteria for steelhead, ranks this area as Protection benefit Category B, rank #2, out of 9.  For Coho, in a similar ranking criteria, both for Protection and Restoration, the Naches area ranks as Category A, and rank #1.  Thus, utilizing the EDT method, the Oak Flats project in within an area that ranks very, very high for work necessary to protect and restore Chinook, steelhead, and coho.

Wildlife Connectivity on Oak Creek:  This project would enable better population connectivity across the Naches River for bighorn sheep, mule deer and elk, all priority species for WDFW.  Currently the elk fence cuts off access for these animals across the river here, and could be relocated after completion of this acquisition.  There are approximately 120 bighorn sheeo in the Tieton River area, and 160 on Clemans mountain that are likely inhibited from exchange due to the fence along the project area.  The same concept applies to elk.  Approximately 2,600 elk winter on the south side of the Naches, and 2,000 north in the Wenas valley, with the Oak Flats project between these populations.  This project would help with connectivity for these animals, and the mule deer that use this range.

Where are other protected reaches of the Naches?
Significant portions of the Naches are in protected status, particularly beginning 14 miles upstream where the system enters the Wenatchee National Forest.  There are some short segments protected in the lower reaches of the system, approximately 5 miles downstream (Yakama Nation projects), and about 1 mile owned by WDFW just upstream from the project area.  

Relationships to other projects:

The Oak Creek Wildlife Area is a long term project of the WDFW.  Efforts have been made to consolidate and link blocks of lands here for many years.  Recently, the Tieton project partnered WDFW w/ The Nature Conservancy, Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and supported by Yakima County, to acquire 10,400 acres of timber company inholding lands.  Also, the Foundation for North American Wild Sheep worked with WDFW recently to acquire a small inholding parcel on Clemans mountain within 2 miles of Oak Flats.  WDFW is currently working with WA DNR on a land trade to block up each ownership.  All of the state lands in the is area will go to WDFW.  This project compliments and expands these efforts by connecting blocks of Oak Creek across the Naches River in a very important area for fish, wildlife and recreation. 



