ISRP Comments/Question: The set of Flathead proposals needs a comprehensive review by independent scientists, via a visiting committee.

Response: Scientific review of this project and all others in the Program is welcome.  Unfortunately, the review process does not allow fair and meaningful analysis. It is difficult to convey sufficient detail in a 10-page proposal (where only one page addresses the research component) for critical review. The ISRP recommended a comprehensive review by a visiting committee, which is supported by the project sponsor. This should alleviate some of the misconceptions that arise during proposal reviews.
ISRP Comments/Question: Fund in part, for one year. The objective to quantify the trophic level (University of Montana) is not sufficiently described to justify funding at $35K. The ISRP suggests that funding for the trophic-level objective be deferred until the suggested comprehensive review can be conducted, and that interim funding continue at the current level.

Response: The research objective was not sufficiently described.  The proposal format does not allow lengthy description, especially of a single component of a larger project.  This insuf-ficiency cannot be corrected here, but a copy of the research proposal will be submitted to the Power Planning Council so that they will have the complete information that the ISRP found lacking.  Deferring funding is appropriate because of the immediate influence of this research on the nature and design of mitigation.  In fact, the research is a prerequisite to mitigation, which echoes prior review by the ISRP. 

Continuation of this research will improve the quality of mitigation and prevent losses of investments like those that resulted from the kokanee reintroduction experiment.  The need for the research comes from the fact that the Flathead Lake food web has changed radically with the introduction of Mysis.  Species shifts and increases in piscivorous lake trout have complicated the efforts by the management agencies to effectively mitigate fisheries losses from hydroelectric impacts.  The kokanee reintroduction experiment was a casualty of these shifts and illustrated our incomplete knowledge of the food web changes.  This research is designed to quantify production of zooplankton and Mysis and determine if resources or predation control Mysis abundance.  Effective mitigation of fisheries impacts or determination of indirect effects of mitigation cannot occur without first determining what controls Mysis abundance, because Mysis appears to structure the fish community.  Intervention with mitigation must be consistent with these biological limitations of the system.

The ISRP has a very difficult job to review projects that they have never seen, and are only briefly described in a proposal.  The numerous contradictions in the ISRP comments clearly show their recommendation against immediate funding results from the insufficient description of the research, and therefore is not a result of a difference of opinion with the ISRP.  Examples of the contradictions are the following endorsements of the research while recommending against immediate funding: 1) The trophic research we proposed was presented last year as an independent proposal by the University of Montana (UM) and the ISRP rated it very highly; 2) We reduced the scope of the proposed research and incorporated it as a subcontract to UM in our proposal this year; 3) In all years that the ISRP has reviewed this project they recommended that additional research be done on trophic interactions as limiting factors in the system; 4) In this current review the ISRP stated that “the lake trout-Mysis complex may be such a strong factor that this part of the food web will predominate and that habitat-based management will be ineffectual in restoring native fishes”; and 5) “subcontracting to the University of Montana is a good move.”

Because of the importance of this research we initiated it under different funding with work beginning in 1998.  Preliminary results of that research are that zooplankton production during summer months exceeds the energetic demands of Mysis suggesting that Mysis abundance is more likely controlled by predation rather than available resources.  These results are based on a small sample of Flathead Lake and require more intensive sampling to confirm results.  This request for BPA funding is for additional support above current funding so the research can be continued and expanded to the level adequate for conclusive results.  
ISRP Comments/Question: Objective 1 (monitor abundances of bull trout and cutthroat trout): What about the effects of the lake trout-Mysis complex? The point is that the lake trout-Mysis complex may be such a strong factor that this part of the food web will predominate and that habitat-based management will be ineffectual in restoring native fishes.

Response: The ISRP questions our restoration strategies for native fish. They raise valid considerations, but they are not relevant to this objective. This is simply a monitoring objective that established a baseline and provides feedback on the effectiveness of the restoration strategies we employ. The ISRP also questions the method employed. In the spring series conducted under this objective we employ nets in the same locations annually with the sites distributed around the lake in an even pattern that is not randomly selected. A random selection is desirable, but only if the sample size is adequate. Also, this series established a long record that is too valuable to modify. A separate series that is randomly selected with a stratified random design and large sample size has also been instituted. 

ISRP Comments/Question: Objective 2: At least 3 habitat metrics are not independent measures of habitat restoration. These are (a) area of riparian vegetation planted, (b) miles of fencing installed, and (c) linear distance of stream channel reconstructed. These are not responses by the stream, but human interventions. The biotic measures are fine.

Response: The project sponsor agrees that three of the habitat metrics listed are not independent measures. This does not affect the objective, but for accuracy’s sake they will be listed correctly in future proposals. There is not a formal process to decide between active and passive restoration. Methods have been chosen by judgment based on cost, estimated effectiveness, and landowner support for each strategy.

ISRP Comments/Question: Objective 3: Obtaining baseline information useful for measuring the predation effects of lake trout using the Wisconsin model is a good do-able objective. Weights at age/size class is a missing metric in the list of parameters. 

Response: The weight at age metric is being collected, although it was not listed under the objective. This can be listed in future proposals.

ISRP Comments/Question: Objective 4 came out of the blue. It does not appear to be connected to anything. Only by reading other proposals do reviewers realize this has to do with diverting fishing pressure away from Flathead Lake.

Response: The ISRP did not find fault with this objective, but only expressed confusion as to the history of establishment of the objective. This, again, is a problem with the brief proposal format that does not allow complete description of each objective.

