Response to the ISRP

Project Title: Complete and Coordinate a Subbasin Plan for the Bitterroot Watershed Project Number: 200726500
Sponsor: Montana Water Trust
1) ISRP comment: “The primary issue is policy related: does the Council want to fund a Bitterroot Subbasin planning effort?”
There are three sub-basins in the Mountain Columbia Province that currently lack subbasin plans: the Blackfoot, the Upper Clark Fork, and the Bitterroot.  These three Montana river basins have not historically received project funding from the Columbia Basin Fish and Wildlife Program, and therefore were not initially priorities for subbasin planning.  However, the Council has recognized that Montana and the tribes should develop recommendations for these subbasins in the future.  
The Montana Water Trust (MWT) was contacted in late December 2005 by Kerry Berg, Policy Analyst for the Council, and Laura Ziemer, Director of the Montana Water Project for Trout Unlimited.  (Trout Unlimited submitted a proposal to develop a Blackfoot subbasin plan in 2007-09.)  Both parties requested that MWT consider sponsoring a proposal for developing a Bitterroot subbasin plan.  Mr. Berg and Ms. Ziemer believe MWT is well-positioned to sponsor the plan due to our ongoing outreach efforts and instream flow projects in the basin.  Their recommendation recognizes that this plan is a crucial component for future successful restoration efforts, and that the timing is appropriate to begin laying groundwork for this comprehensive plan.  However, all parties also realize that the Bitterroot subbasin plan will require much more extensive initial coordination than in the Blackfoot to draw together existing studies and partners.  
The Bitterroot subbasin planning process, although in its early stages, will provide a much-needed vehicle to mobilize current stakeholders to work toward strategic restoration efforts and science-directed development of this celebrated watershed.  Ravalli County in the Bitterroot subbasin is the second fastest growing county in Montana, and therefore faces significant threats to fish and wildlife in the coming years.  Prioritizing restoration efforts, developing a collaborative public process, and inventorying existing data is important for effectively addressing these threats.  
2)  ISRP comment: “If the Council wants to pursue this idea, perhaps they could offer one year of planning support to pull the project together and submit a more detailed plan, or fund the plan, with the understanding that additional requests would be entertained after 1 year of satisfactory progress building partnerships, outlining a plan, inventorying useable data, identifying data needs, and building a public process.”


MWT would appreciate the Council funding one year of planning support in 2007 followed (upon satisfactory progress) by two to three years of funding for the actual planning process.  The budget has been amended to reflect these changes, although the application format only allows a three year time frame.  The majority of the 2007 budget ($60,000) would allow MWT and Bitter Root Water Forum (BRWF), a sub-contractor, to: inventory and collect current data; build support for and awareness of the plan’s objectives among stakeholders; and identify missing data and future sub-contractors needed to provide a complete picture of the state of this watershed’s fish and wildlife resources.  Depending upon the planning progress during the first year (2007), MWT may require additional months beyond 2009 to finish writing the subbasin plan, or for subcontractors to wrap-up field studies. 


We strongly believe that the Council’s Fish and Wildlife Program would benefit from a completed Bitterroot subbasin plan.  The timing is right to begin implementing strategic long-term planning and collaborative restoration actions to address the many threats facing the Bitterroot, specifically the quickly changing landscape of the valley.   

3)
ISRP comment: “While a worthwhile proposal, it is naive in terms of what needs to be done. Currently, there is not enough collaboration to do this project…Although collaboration is described, details are few and a lack of cost-share suggests limited knowledge of, or buy-in by partners at this point … this effort is early in its development.  Sponsors might benefit from studying the Blackfoot subbasin proposal as an example.” 


MWT recognizes that planning and coordination efforts in the Bitterroot are well behind collaborative restoration plans taking place in the Blackfoot basin or the Upper Clark Fork River basin.  Trout Unlimited’s subbasin plan proposal to the Council rests mainly upon the foundation of the “Basinwide Restoration Action Plan for the Blackfoot River,” completed in August of 2005.  In addition, the Blackfoot watershed has been recognized nationally numerous times for their successful partnerships.  While organization and momentum is lagging for restoration efforts in the Bitterroot, MWT believes that this subbasin is just as crucial for fish and wildlife habitat in the intermountain Columbia Basin.  However, we agree that the planning process is indeed early in its development, and MWT readily acknowledges that we will likely need more initial planning time to bring the Bitterroot to the level of planning evidenced in the Blackfoot, or the other two “neighboring” subbasins with plans in Montana.  


Although the Bitterroot subbasin plan may require more than the allotted three years to complete, MWT believes that a Council-funded “pre-planning year” (2007) will likely lead to solid partnerships and cost-share later in the planning process.  

This will allow MWT and BRWF to draw together existing studies and coordinate stakeholders to produce a baseline “action plan” to more effectively guide the planning process.


The Bitterroot lacks a unified coalition working for a common goal, such as the Blackfoot Challenge or the Upper Clark Fork River Basin Task Force, but this planning process would be the impetus for the Bitterroot’s many public and private natural resource groups to combine their past and future efforts under the umbrella of MWT, and sub-contractor BRWF.  This non-profit group is strategically positioned as a non-partisan group, and Susan Key, BRWF Director, has spent the last year admirably connecting private citizens, government agencies and non-profits.  She is respected, and extremely supportive of the subbasin planning process.


After completing the initial proposal to NPCC in January for the Fish and Wildlife Program, MWT has dialogued with several private and public groups in the Bitterroot, including Trout Unlimited, BRWF, Bitterroot Land Trust, USFS Fish Biologists, Tri-State Water Quality Council, Bitterroot Conservation District, private landowners, and Lolo Watershed Group.  All stakeholders we talked with are supportive of developing a subbasin plan, and excited about the possibilities for more effectively coordinating efforts.  However, official networks for communication will need to be built over the next year to initiate cost-share and “buy-in.”  


MWT would be in close contact with both Lynn Ducharme and Brian Marotz, both of whom worked closely on previous Montana subbasin plans, for guidance during the Bitterroot planning process.  MWT currently uses the Flathead subbasin plan extensively as a tool for funding and developing our streamflow restoration projects in this watershed.  We have also studied the Kootenai subbasin plan.  


MWT is positioned to coordinate sub-contractors, public participation, and existing restoration efforts due to our efforts in the Bitterroot.  MWT develops streamflow restoration projects to protect water quantity and quality throughout the watershed.  We currently manage instream flow projects in the Bitterroot, which were funded by BPA’s Columbia Basin Water Transactions Program.  The proposed subbasin plan will help guide and prioritize future CBWTP funding in this watershed, and ensure that these and other BPA investments are achieving high-priority restoration objectives in the Bitterroot.  Current MWT projects include:

· O’Brien Creek: MWT acquired a 20-year donation of two senior water rights for a total of 3.35 cfs.  This agreement maintains flows to O’Brien Creek’s confluence with the Bitterroot River.

· Threemile Creek:  MWT received a permanent donation of two water rights on this creek (listed on the 303(d) list as water quality impaired) for a total of 1.7 cfs to help maintain sufficient flows. 

· Lolo Creek:  MWT bought water rights to increase flows by a total of 2.37 cfs to restore flows in the upper reaches of this westslope cutthroat spawning tributary.

· Teller Wildlife Refuge: MWT implemented short-term instream flow projects on 3 different creeks on the Refuge, to guide TWR on how to effectively manage their water rights. 
· Sweeney Creek:  MWT has a permanently donated water right for 0.91 cfs on this chronically dewatered creek, improving critical bull and westslope cutthroat trout spawning habitat.  Also, a senior water right on Sweeney Creek for 3 cfs is under negotiation for instream flow.
· Tin Cup Creek:  MWT acquired an expired water lease from FWP, renewing this lease for 10 years.  MWT now manages 5 different water rights, returning a total of 4.32 cfs to Tin Cup Creek.
4) ISRP comment: “Actual time to be committed by each responsible person is not indicated and subcontract amounts appear inadequate to likely needs.  The budget seems insufficient for the likely magnitude of the effort, especially lacking substantive cost sharing.” 


After discussions with many of the groups listed above, MWT amended the budget to include more funds for subcontractors to update inventories or provide missing data on fish and wildlife in the basin.  MWT also increased the funding for “pre-planning” in 2007 to reflect one full time employee, split equally between Brianna Randall, Program Manager, and Barbara Hall, Project Manager.  This staff will coordinate information sharing, as well as identify and prioritize projects and data collection for the subbasin plan.  MWT staff time will decrease to .5 FTE in 2008 and 2009.  Susan Key, Director of BRWF, will be contracted for .33 FTE during the “pre-planning” year 2007, and then .25 FTE subsequently for outreach and education to Bitterroot natural resource agencies and private stakeholders.  Again, MWT believes that allotting 2007 as a “pre-planning year” will allow us to secure cost-sharing sources for subsequent subbasin planning years through grant writing and coordination with other natural resource groups.
