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P.O. Box 365

Lapwai, ID 83540

July 14, 2006

ISRP Comment #1: In the response loop, the ISRP recommends that the Nez Perce Tribe suggest a priority and rank of the numerous proposals submitted under the titles “protect” and “restore.” Where do habitat actions and protection in the Clearwater offer the most potential? 

Response #1:  The Nez Perce Tribe-DFRM-Watershed Division chose to address this comment programmatically.  Please see the umbrella response attached as a word document to the proposal.

ISRP Comment #2:  This proposal primarily addresses road decommissioning, culvert replacement, and control of non-native plants. It is unclear how much positive impact the proposed restoration activities will have on stream habitat and whether they will lead to measurable benefits for focal species.  The sponsors could have improved the proposal by providing much more detail on how risks of particular human activities on stream habitat and focal species will be assessed, and how the proposed projects and project areas were prioritized. The work elements directly address objectives in the Clearwater plan. A major concern is that restoration activities may occur in parts of the watersheds that may have little impact on stream habitat or that the affected streams are not productive for focal species. For each restoration activity, the sponsors need to describe how they determined that the proposed sets of restoration activities will have substantive impacts on stream habitat that is productive for focal species? Was some sort of risk assessment completed for each project? Specific examples of this concern are detailed below. The proposal needed a better explanation of the method for assessment of risk for stream habitat (Work Element 4 and 6).
Response #2:    The proposed work elements include road decommissioning, culvert replacement, road and trail improvement, and associated erosion control and revegetation, which include treatment of non-native invasive plants.  The roads in the analysis area are legacies of past timber management.  Text that follows is copied from proposal #200725500…The roads that occur in the analysis are on the high risk landtypes prone to landslides and problems with erosion that are predominant in the Lochsa Drainage.  Figure 6 shows the locations of roads in relation to high risk landtypes.
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Figure 6.  Location of roads on high risk landtypes.

End of text copied from proposal….High risk landtypes share several common features:  Idaho Batholith bedrock decomposing granitics, precipitation in excess of 60” per year, steep slopes, and aspect.  During the rain-on-snow flood events occurring in the 1995-1996 winter, roads on these landtypes trigged massive landslides that went from ridgetop to stream.  The steep slopes of the Lochsa make sediment delivery from road failure into fish bearing tributaries likely no matter where the road is positioned on the hillslope.  Consequently, any road built on these landtypes has the potential to negatively impact aquatic species, including anadromous fish spawning and rearing habitat.  The roads proposed for decommissioning in this proposal have been abandoned and do not receive maintenance to the road prism or to failing drainage structures.  On the Lochsa, the older abandoned roads prove to have the greatest risk of mass failure and most negatively impact aquatic habitat.
In recent years, we have realized that trails built on high risk landtypes have similar failure rates as roads.  Trail prisms are narrow and consequently sedimentation resulting from trail failure is much less than road failure.  However, because of their number of trails and their position near streams providing rearing habitat for anadromous and resident fish it is thought that trail failure may be an important source of sedimentation into streams in the Middle Lochsa.
The first phase of the project is to collect more data on the road and trail system in order to prioritize and assess the potential for risk to aquatic species.  Assessments are completed by field inventories which collect data on the roads and trails.  Data used to assess risks to aquatic species includes number of drainage structures, how well these structures are functioning, evidence of exposed subsurface flow (shallow subsurface flow paths are frequently exposed during road constructions and sometimes trail construction.  This exposed flow does not re-infiltrate and tends to saturate road prisms triggering landslides), any pre-existing evidence of mass failure or surface erosion, and likelihood of sediment reaching spawning and rearing habitat.  Roads and trails with all the above factors are at a higher risk of failure and are prioritized for initial treatment.

It is important to note that this project is designed to reduce risks of sedimentation originating from forest management, this will have long-term benefits to anadromous species and the benefits may not be fully realized until the next landslide event on the Clearwater National Forest.

ISRP Comment #3:  The M&E program needs to be explained better, especially in regard to sampling methods. 
Response #3:  Please see umbrella response prepared for all monitoring and evaluation comments included as an attachment to this revision submission.

ISRP Comment #4:  Will all travel ways and trails be assessed for risk to stream habitat? How will the road and trail improvement/decommissioning opportunities be prioritized? Just the fact that they are not needed for USFS management purposes is an insufficient reason. Road decommissioning should have the potential to have a significant positive impact on stream habitat. Will the project prioritization be based on potential negative impacts on stream habitat? Will current or potential fish productivity be a factor in prioritization? 


Response #4:  This continues the concerns articulated in ISRP Comment #2.  I will try and summarize how priorities are set for our program and succinctly address the comments above.

Yes, all travel ways will be assessed for risk to stream habitat.  All the watersheds of the Middle Lochsa have been identified as a priority location for rearing habitat for both anadromous and resident fish.  Roads identified as candidates for decommissioning are those roads which have been identified by the USFS as being no longer needed for any management purpose or those which are too costly because of the level of maintenance and geo-engineering required to keep them serviceable.  Once of a road is identified as a candidate for decommissioning, it is prioritized for removal based on its potential to negatively impact aquatic resources.  Roads that are classified as important to management will not be decommissioned.  These roads are candidates for road improvement, which can include culvert replacement, surfacing, etc.  Road improvement locations are prioritized based on the types of problems identified during the field inventory.  Problems which can result in direct delivery of sediment into spawning and rearing habitat receive the highest priority rating for an engineered solution.  Locations that do not have the potential to negatively impact aquatic resources will not receive treatment under this proposal.

ISRP Comment #5: How will the culvert replacement sites be selected and how will they be prioritized? Will passage be restored to productive habitat for focal species? 
 
Response #5:  Culvert replacements are prioritized according the following criteria:

1.  Culverts that block fish passage for anadromous fish receive highest priority.  (All culverts in this project area on major tributaries will impact both resident and anadromous fish).

2.  Once passage problems are identified, culvert replacements which have the potential to return the most and highest quality habitat are the culverts that receive priority for treatment.

3.  A culvert that does not block important habitat, but is undersized to the point that road failure is imminent will also receive a high priority for treatment, since the road failure has the potential to negatively impact aquatic habitat.

Some of the culverts in this project area have already been surveyed by the Clearwater National Forest.  The first task of this proposal will be to complete surveys so that a comprehensive and integrated approach to planning and prioritizing culvert replacements can be completed.

ISRP Comment #6: What is the specific purpose of the weed control? How will it improve habitat and for what species? 
Response #6:  The NPT-DFRM-Watershed Division has learned through project level monitoring that all ground disturbing restoration projects have the potential to be compromised by encroachment of non-native plant communities.  Exotic species of plants (also referred to as noxious weeds, non-native invasive plants, weeds, and invasive plants) are now prevalent along the open roads, recent clearcuts, and trail heads of the Clearwater National Forest.  They have the potential to encroach into newly disturbed areas converting these areas to monocultures of noxious weeds within a few years.  It is now estimated that noxious weeds infest upwards of 6 million acres of National Forest lands, and this infestation is increasing at a rate of 10 percent per year.(USDA Forest Service 1998) A recent research project on the Bitterroot National Forest showed spotted knapweed spread along a newly constructed road to be over 300 feet over a single year (Sutherland, 2003).  We see similar rates of encroachment on a recently decommissioned road. Noxious and invasive plants degrade habitat by out-competing or completely replacing native vegetation, reducing forage for terrestrial species and limiting the ability for restoration particularly any revegetation activity to be effective.   In some riparian areas, infestations have excluded native vegetation to an extent that they are affecting water temperature and increasing sedimentation.  Noxious weeds limit establishment of native vegetation in disturbed areas, and in some cases actually increase surface erosion (Lacey, et al. 1989).   Treatment of noxious weeds has become a critical part of any successful erosion control and revegetation efforts for both our road decommissioning projects and culvert replacement projects.  
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