200733000 - Gardena Farms Irrigation District Irrigation Efficiency and Instream Flow Project

ISRP Comment

The sponsors need to provide a better justification for the project. The justification in the proposal is general, expressed in terms of how the project meets broad objectives of various plans. A justification specific to the project area needs to be given. Is the area an important fish production area? Is there critical habitat? How much relative flow increase will be achieved? The sponsors also need to provide some sort of estimate of the potential benefit to habitat and focal species. Does EDT or any other analysis show how much is water is needed to enhance fish populations and how the conserved flow from this project will contribute? Is the proposed project part of a larger plan or project to restore flow? Is this project a part of a concerted long-term effort to restore instream flows?
The sponsors need to provide an estimate of how much relative gain in flow will be achieved by the project. How much will fish habitat be enhanced by this flow increase and what life stages will be benefited? The proposal should include an estimate of what flows are needed to remove the threat to fish populations, attempt to show that the goal is possible and reasonable, and that this project helps to make a significant gain in meeting that goal.
Proponent Response

The proposed increase of approximately 5 cubic feet per second at the Gardena Farms Irrigation District No. 13 diversion (Burlingame) on the mainstem Walla Walla River would have the significant benefits to ESA listed summer steelhead as determined through EDT.  In addition to EDT for steelhead an IFM/PHABSIM analysis was conducted for ESA listed summer steelhead and reintroduced spring Chinook salmon.  Bull trout will benefit from increased flows resulting from this project but the life cycle analysis for bull trout is not complete and neither EDT or IFIM/PHABSIM were conducted for bull trout.

The EDT analysis for the stream reach from Burlingame diversion downstream one mile showed that the current flow conditions in the spring (May through July) result in a loss of productivity for fry colonization an average of 22.6% and that the current flow conditions in the summer months results in a loss of productivity of 0-age summer steelhead by an average of 71.2%.   Any improvements to flow in this reach during the fry colonization period and summer rearing period would have substantive positive benefits for steelhead fry colonization and 0-age summer rearing.  

The Physical Habitat Simulation analysis (PHABSIM) for summer steelhead rearing showed that increasing fry colonization flows (May through July) by 5 CFS from the current condition of 25 cfs to 30 cfs would result in a net gain of 125 square feet of habitat per 1,000 feet of stream.  The reach from Burlingame diversion downstream to Mill Creek is approximately 4.00 miles, so the net gain in habitat for the fry colonization period would be 2,640 square feet.

The PHABSIM analysis for Chinook salmon juveniles showed that increasing flow from the current condition of 25 cfs up to 30 cfs would result in a net gain of 133 square feet of habitat per 1,000 feet of stream.   The net gain in habitat for spring Chinook juveniles in the reach would be 2,809 square feet.

ISRP Comment

The sponsors need to provide more background on the project area. Will flow be increased in a single stream or multiple streams? Is there evidence that reduced flows in this (these) specific reaches reduced fish production? A map clearly identifying the project area would be helpful.

Proponent Response

This reach of the Walla Walla River has been historically de-watered to a near-dry condition during exercise of adjudicated water rights.  This reach has not been de-watered to that extent since 2000 as there have been incremental instream flow increases in this reach that began at 10 cubic feet per second and are currently 19 cubic feet per second through June 30 and then fall back to 18 cubic feet per second for the remainder of the year.  The Walla Walla mainstem would be the beneficiary from the flow increase.  Incrementally, the largest gain in habitat for rearing steelhead and spring Chinook occurs at lower flows as modeled through PHABSIM.  That is, as flows increase in 5 CFS increments from 20 cfs up to 50 cfs the incremental gains are on average 120 square feet per 5 cfs increase.  At flows above 50 cfs the incremental gains are less than 100 square feet per 5 cfs gain and at flows above 100 cfs the relationship between flow and habitat for rearing salmonids flattens significantly.  The IFIM/PHABSIM analysis clearly demonstrate the importance of small gains even 5 cfs in flow above current conditions for rearing steelhead and spring Chinook.  The productivity of steelhead colonization and 0-age rearing is reduced by an average 22.6 and 71.2% respectively due to the current flow condition in the Walla Walla River at and downstream from Burlingame.  An increase of 5 cfs will result in significant gains in habitat and will improve productivity of 0-age and juvenile steelhead and spring Chinook salmon in this critical reach of the Walla Walla River.

The proposal is also to increase flows in the river in the fall months.  A limited number of juvenile steelhead and spring Chinook occupy this reach of the Walla Walla River in the fall and while this location is near the downstream end of their current distribution due to low flow and warm water, increasing flows in this lower reach will improve the distribution and life history diversity of both species.  There was no analysis completed for spatial structure or life history diversity so we can not report the quantitative gains but clearly if this reach of critical habitat becomes more desirable it will result in increased distribution and allow the fish to express more than one life history diversity because they will be able to rear, over-winter and rear another summer in this reach if they so chose.  Currently most 0-age move out of this reach in the early summer due to low flows and warm water. 
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ISRP Comment
Relationships to other projects: The project bears a direct relationship to one BPA funded project. Direct collaboration with this project was not discussed.

Proponent Response

This project is related to project 200107500 Enhance Walla Walla Basin Flow.  A portion of this project replaced 2.12 miles of open-channel canal and on-farm deliveries within the Gardena Farms Irrigation District No. 13 canal system in PVC pipe.  This project resulted in flow conservation of approximately 1.4 cubic feet per second.
ISRP Comment
Objectives: The objective is straightforward. It is to provide increased instream flow using water saved by installing piping to convey irrigation water. Flows will be held in trust for salmon. In some sections of the proposal the amount of water added to instream flow is given as 1.4 cfs, but in the objectives the amount is 4-5 cfs. Which is it?

Proponent Response

Modest estimates for conservation with this project are 4 to 5 cubic feet per second.  

ISRP Comment
Monitoring and evaluation: No provisions are made for M&E. The proposal needs a description of how flows (and the hydrograph) will be monitored and how the water "savings" will benefit steelhead and salmon populations.

Proponent Response

Washington Department of Ecology’s (WDOE) Environmental Assessment Program currently utilizes a year round recording flow gauge just below the Gardena Farms Irrigation District No. 13 diversion.  This gauge is used to monitor Walla Walla River stream flows, the minimum instream flow provided by the District, and is used to monitor the District’s trust water right.  This gauge is one of two permanent gauges now used on the mainstem Walla Walla and there is at least one other site further downstream proposed for the near future.  There are seasonal gauges at varying locations utilized on an annual basis as well as regular seasonal manual flow measurements taken both upstream and downstream of the project area by WDOE and other resource managers.    
The project site and reach is in a Major Spawning Area (MSA) as identified in the Snake River Salmon Recovery Plan.  This MSA is critical to the recovery of the Walla Walla population of summer steelhead.  For the population to recover, the MSA must have at least 1,000 adult steelhead, a productivity greater than 1.3, spatially distributed into most of its historic range and life history diversity comparable to historic conditions.  The project site and reach is near the downstream end of the current distribution of juvenile steelhead and spring Chinook rearing.  Increasing flows in this currently marginally productive reach will substantively improve productivity, life history diversity and result in increased abundance.  Restoring areas that were historically productive is critical to the recovery of this and other populations.  

ISRP Comment
Benefits to focal and non-focal species: The project could be of benefit to multiple focal species. It is difficult to assess the benefits, however, because the sponsors provide little background information relating to project location, pre-project flows and habitat conditions, fish use of the specific area of the project, etc. Most of the justification for the project is in general terms. Non-focal species were not discussed. Non-focal species could benefit if increased flows were substantive enough to provide significant improvements.

Proponent Response

This reach of the Walla Walla River has been historically de-watered to a near-dry condition during exercise of adjudicated water rights.  This reach has not been de-watered to that extent since 2000 as there have been incremental instream flow increases in this reach that began at 10 cubic feet per second and are currently 19 cubic feet per second through June 30 and then fall back to 18 cubic feet per second for the remainder of the year. Incrementally, the largest gain in habitat for rearing steelhead and spring Chinook occurs at lower flows as modeled through PHABSIM.  That is, as flows increase in 5 CFS increments from 20 cfs up to 50 cfs the incremental gains are on average 120 square feet per 5 cfs increase.  At flows above 50 cfs the incremental gains are less than 100 square feet per 5 cfs gain and at flows above 100 cfs the relationship between flow and habitat for rearing salmonids flattens significantly.  The IFIM/PHABSIM analysis clearly demonstrate the importance of small gains even 5 cfs in flow above current conditions for rearing steelhead and spring Chinook.  The productivity of steelhead colonization and 0-age rearing is reduced by an average 22.6 and 71.2% respectively due to the current flow condition in the Walla Walla River at and downstream from Burlingame.  An increase of 5 cfs will result in significant gains in habitat and will improve productivity of 0-age and juvenile steelhead and spring Chinook salmon in this critical reach of the Walla Walla River.

The proposal is also to increase flows in the river in the fall months.  A limited number of juvenile steelhead and spring Chinook occupy this reach of the Walla Walla River in the fall and while this location is near the downstream end of their current distribution due to low flow and warm water, increasing flows in this lower reach will improve the distribution and life history diversity of both species.  There was no analysis completed for spatial structure or life history diversity so we can not report the quantitative gains but clearly if this reach of critical habitat becomes more desirable it will result in increased distribution and allow the fish to express more than one life history diversity because they will be able to rear, over-winter and rear another summer in this reach if they so chose.  Currently most 0-age move out of this reach in the early summer due to low flows and warm water. 

The project site and reach is in a Major Spawning Area (MSA) as identified in the Snake River Salmon Recovery Plan.  This MSA is critical to the recovery of the Walla Walla population of summer steelhead.  For the population to recover, the MSA must have at least 1,000 adult steelhead, a productivity greater than 1.3, spatially distributed into most of its historic range and life history diversity comparable to historic conditions.  The project site and reach is near the downstream end of the current distribution of juvenile steelhead and spring Chinook rearing.  Increasing flows in this currently marginally productive reach will substantively improve productivity, life history diversity and result in increased abundance.  Restoring areas that were historically productive is critical to the recovery of this and other populations.  
