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Thank you for considering our proposal and for allowing us to respond to the ISRP’s 

comments. I believe that their comments contain the following pertinent questions: 

1. Why does the proposal state that important spawning and rearing locations have 

not been identified? 

2. Why isn’t the requested project one for control of rainbow trout and hybridization 

in the Blackfoot system rather than for the life history work that is proposed? 

3. Is the purpose of the proposed study to justify a management change that would 

allow harvest of Yellowstone cutthroat trout. 

I will respond to these questions in the order that they are listed. 

 

1. Why does the proposal state that important spawning and rearing locations have not 

been identified? 

 



Thurow (1981) conducted an intensive research study on the upper Blackfoot River and 

Blackfoot Reservoir from 1978 through 1980 that thoroughly investigated the life history 

of Blackfoot system Yellowstone cutthroat trout. He visually surveyed up to 20 

tributaries of the upper Blackfoot River annually, counting the number of spawning-size 

fish and visible redds, estimating the percent of suitable spawning substrate and noting 

barriers to fish migration. Thurow noted that “upper valley tributaries function as 

principal spawning and rearing areas for wild cutthroat trout. Thurow observed the 

largest numbers of spawners in Bacon, Browns Canyon, Dry, Diamond, Sheep, Spring 

and Timothy creeks. Thurow stated that these streams exhibited an abundance of suitable 

spawning substrate and that spawning habitat was not a limiting factor. Thurow further 

stated that in view of historical densities of spawners it was apparent that these streams 

could support more spawning cutthroat than they currently did. Cuplin (1961) observed 

74 spawners/km while Thurow (1981) observed an average of 15 spawners/km in the 

same Blackfoot River tributaries. 

 

Fishing rules in the 1990s greatly reduced fishing mortality on Blackfoot River and 

reservoir cutthroat trout. Additionally IDFG conducted significant fishery habitat 

improvements through the 1990s as described in the proposal.  Although a six-year 

drought nearly resulted in Blackfoot Reservoir being drained in 1992, abundant 

precipitation during most of the years through the mid-1990s should have aided 

restoration of the cutthroat trout population. Census’ of adfluvial pre-spawners during the 

low water years when trap operation was possible on the Blackfoot river have 

documented an upward trend. In 1991, 1992, 1995 and 2001,  spawner counts were 575, 



521, 1663 and 4,747. Redd counts have been done during some years since 1990. These 

counts are on the same stream sections that Cuplin (1961) and Thurow (1981) sampled. 

In 1992, 1996 and 2000 redd counts averages1.6/km, 1.1/km and 7.0/km, respectively. It 

appears that redd density may have declined to their lowest point in the early 1990s and 

may have begun rebounding by 2000. However the redd counts in1996 were more than 

three times that of 1991 yet redd densities in traditional redd count sections in 1996 were 

less than in 1991. This raised the question of whether spawners were selecting new 

spawning sites.  

 

In 1994, IDFG purchased a cattle ranch that contained the upper 10 km of the Blackfoot 

River immediately downriver from heavily grazed traditional spawning tributaries. This 

ranch has been converted to a wildlife management area (WMA) and no livestock 

grazing has occurred in the riparian zone of this river reach since 1994. Significant 

riparian improvements have occurred in the WMA reach of the Blackfoot River. In 1998 

IDFG and IDEQ collected suspended sediment data at the upper and lower end of the 

WMA river reach. Suspended sediment during the summer grazing season in tributaries 

above the WMA averaged 7.7 mg/l. At the lower end of the WMA river reach suspended 

sediment averaged 2.3 mg/l. Since the Since bank erosion within the WMA river reach no 

longer has been greatly reduced, the WMA reach has become a sediment deposition area 

that could improve substrate in the lower portion of the WMA as well as further 

downriver. As a result of this sediment management change, possibly a larger percent of 

upper Blackfoot River cutthroat trout are spawning in the river now than occurred 

historically. Additionally, egg incubation survival should be better in substrate with less 



sediment, thus in our proposal we planned to excavate a sample of redds in traditional 

tributary spawning areas and in the river to see if there may be greater fry production 

from areas with reduced sediment. The requested radio telemetry study would allow us to 

update the relative distribution of cutthroat spawning areas and allow us to locate 

commonly used spawning areas for the excavation experiments.  

 

Additionally the telemetry study would allow us to document pre-spawning mortality. 

There has been an increase in piscivorous birds during this previous decade and 

numerous anglers and ranchers have voiced their concerns about possible impacts of 

birds on cutthroat trout spawners. We would like to determine if predation is impacting 

the number of fish that ultimately reach spawning sites.  Monitoring a large sample of 

pre-spawning cutthroat as they migrate up the Blackfoot River and tributaries would 

allow us to determine the impact of piscivorous birds.  

 

2. Why isn’t the requested project one for control of rainbow trout and hybridization in 

the Blackfoot system rather than on for the  proposed life history work? 

 

In 2000, an IDFG research team collected samples from two locations of the upper 

Blackfoot River for genetic analysis. Fin clips were removed from the first 60 

Oncorhynchus species captured at each location. Based on Nuclear DNA and 

Mitochondrial DNA analyses, 18% and 27%, respectively of these fish were either 

rainbow trout or were cutthroat trout with some rainbow trout in their ancestry. These 

samples were collected subsequent to genetic analyses from 1995, 30 pre-spawning 



cutthroat trout had been analyzed for genetic purity and it was determined that these fish 

had no rainbow trout genetic characteristics. Samples from these two years had been 

collected differently however. In 1995 spawners that appeared to be cutthroat were 

sampled. In 2000 samples were collected by electrofishing and fin clips were taken from 

the first 60 Oncorhynchus collected, even though some of these appeared to be newly 

stocked rainbow trout that had come up the river from Blackfoot Reservoir. The question 

of what percent of the native Yellowstone cutthroat trout population in the upper 

Blackfoot River are introgressed with rainbow trout genes has not been answered by 

either one of these sampling protocols. Nevertheless, after obtaining the results of the  

samples from 2000, IDFG planned a major effort to remove rainbow trout and hybrids 

from the upper Blackfoot River beginning in 2001.    

 

Thus, as was suspected by the ISRP reviewers, the IDFG has already begun a program to 

remove rainbow trout and hybrids from the upper Blackfoot River system. Beginning in 

2000 all rainbow trout stocked into Blackfoot Reservoir were heat shocked as eggs to 

induce triploidy. This process has produced sterility in over 95% of the rainbow trout 

stocked. In 2001 IDFG installed a fish trap 1.6 km up the Blackfoot River from Blackfoot 

Reservoir to count cutthroat spawners and to remove migrating rainbow trout and 

hybrids. We installed the trap the first week of March 2002, as soon as anchor ice and 

drifting blocks of ice were out of the river. Water temperature was just above freezing. 

We installed the trap early to ensure that no early migrating rainbow trout were missed. 

The first spawners entered the trap a month later on April 4. The run lasted through the 

end of May. As determined by visual observations, total catch was 4,747 cutthroat and 37 



rainbow and hybrids, i.e., less than 1% of the spawning run was rainbow trout and 

hybrids. Additionally In March, IDFG transported picket trap material 15 km by 

snowmobile and sled to the mouths of Diamond and Spring creek, two of the most 

important spawning streams identified by Thurow (1980) and Cuplin (1961). These traps 

allowed us to remove pre-spawning rainbow trout and hybrids that had over wintered in 

the Blackfoot River and would otherwise have spawned in these two streams. Beginning 

in March 2000 IDFG also electrofished the upper 15 km of the Blackfoot River and 

removed all rainbow trout and hybrids captured. From late spring through summer IDFG 

electrofished 40 of the remaining 45 km of the river and removed rainbow trout and 

hybrids. Fifteen percent of the Oncorhynchus collected appeared to be either rainbow 

trout or hybrids. Beginning the first of September IDFG again installed the Blackfoot 

River trap and operated it through October in case hatchery rainbow trout from the 

reservoir, whose parents were fall spawners, were to migrate up the river as water 

temperature declined.  

 

In 2002 IDFG will continue with rainbow trout removal. In this year, 21% of the fisheries 

work planned for southeast Idaho will occur on the upper Blackfoot River, most of which 

will be directed toward removal of rainbow trout and hybrids. Currently the Engineering 

Bureau is working with Smith-Root Company on a project to install an electric weir 1.6 

km up the Blackfoot River from Blackfoot Reservoir. In 2003 the electric weir will 

replace the existing Alaskan floating weir because the floating weir only works during 

low flow years. The new weir will allow IDFG to remove upstream migrating rainbow 

trout and hybrids no matter how high river flows become.  



 

3. Is the purpose of the proposed study to justify a management change that would allow 

harvest of Yellowstone cutthroat trout. 

 

The goal of the upper Blackfoot River and Reservoir management plan developed by 

IDFG in coordination with the angling public in 1989 was to: 

 

 “restore a significant wild-stock cutthroat trout fishery, consistent with the  

historical program, the potential of the stock and system, and needs for regional  

and local angling opportunity”. 

 

Although prior to 1990 most anglers harvested at least part of their cutthroat trout catch 

from the Blackfoot River and Reservoir, anglers understood that a major decline in the 

cutthroat trout population had occurred and that fishing mortality was the chief cause of 

this decline. Anglers accepted a change to catch-and-release for cutthroat in Blackfoot 

Reservoir and harvest of only post-spawn cutthroat trout in the river (two cutthroat trout 

at least 18-inches in length with the season opener delayed until July 1). Post-spawning 

mortality in the late 1970s (Thurow 1981) was 75% to 81% with angling accounting for 

about a third of that mortality. Only 2% to 8% of the spawners in the upper Blackfoot 

River tributaries were repeat spawners. From 1990 through 1997, anglers were allowed to 

harvest two post-spawn trout and modeling by Labolle and Schill (1989) demonstrated 

that this would be an insignificant factor in the restoration of the cutthroat trout 



population. However in 1998, the Fish and Game Commission ended all cutthroat trout 

harvest in an effort to encourage population restoration at the most rapid rate possible.  

 

Restoration efforts need a goal such that once the goal is obtained restoration may be 

considered complete. Consistent annual redd counts that average near 75/km as were seen 

by Cuplin (1961) in the late 1950s might be a practical goal. Fishing rules have changed 

significantly since 1990 so that creel statistics of catch and catch rate are not comparable 

with those from the modern day fisheries on the river and reservoir. 

  

Monitoring the stock-recruitment relationship would allow us to determine when 

“restoration is complete”. Without impacts from harvest, the carrying capacity of the 

system will limit population growth. When the spawning stock reaches carrying capacity 

further increases in stock size will not produce a corresponding increase in recruitment. 

At carrying capacity, excess stock escapement will provide some level of harvest without 

reducing recruitment. Our proposed study to continue monitoring the adfluvial spawner 

stock size at the new electric weir and additionally monitor smolt recruitment to the 

reservoir using screw traps requested in our project proposal will not only allow us to 

document the status of both spawners and smolts to determine which component in the 

cutthroat trout’s life cycle is limiting, but it will allow us to determine when that 

population reaches carrying capacity. By learning whether the river/tributary environment 

or the reservoir environment is limiting we can seek to improve conditions that limit the 

population. Additionally, the information will allow us to determine when and if we can 

offer the angling public an opportunity to harvest trophy Yellowstone cutthroat trout. The 



anglers have been extremely patient with fisheries managers for over a decade, allowing 

us to take extreme measures, including no harvest rules, to recover this valuable native 

cutthroat trout fishery. When we are able to determine that restoration goals have been 

met and how much harvest can occur without again depressing the population, than 

appropriate fishing rule changes will be justified.  
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