ISRP Comment/Question: Fund for one year; future funding contingent on comprehensive review of restoration programs within the basin, and demonstration of biological benefits.

Response:  All habitat projects are review by technical and citizen committees and prioritized to address limiting factors identified in the Asotin Creek Model Watershed Plan (Plan).  These comprehensive reviews result in projects that meet the most appropriate actions for watershed restoration and that meet the needs of the co-managers as well as private citizens. 

Because future funding is contingent on comprehensive review of restoration programs, Washington State University has been hired to monitor the chemical attributes at 10 sites along Asotin Creek and the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife (WDFW) is monitoring biological responses to restoration projects.  WDFW has collected data pre- and post- installation of in-stream and riparian habitat.  Final reports from both agencies were due December 1999, but the data gathered up to this time is baseline information, due to the fact that this is the second year of contracts.  WSU will be able to compare their chemical data with a pre-watershed assessment completed in 1993.  Also temperature meters and sediment samplers have been deployed throughout the watershed, and U.S. Forest Service also monitors for in-stream and riparian habitat improvements.  

ISRP Comment/Question: Has the project resulted in biologically measurable benefits to fish and wildlife?

Response:  This is difficult since the results of the project implementation may not be apparent for several years.  As an example, enhanced riparian vegetation will not reduce water temperature enough to show measurable benefits within the first years of riparian tree plantings.  Utilization of WSU, WDFW, U.S. Forest Service and temperature and sediment monitors to evaluate the short and long-term effectiveness of these projects will continue.


ISRP Comment/Question: This plan to continue habitat restoration in the Asotin Creek watershed is enthusiastic but deficient in that no attempt is made to translate possible habitat improvement into gains in fish numbers.  

Response:  It is difficult to correlate direct gains in fish numbers to habitat improvement considering that many “out of basin” factors influence the number of spawning adults returning to Asotin Creek.  The watershed technical committee has recommended that benefits from watershed restoration be evaluated primarily by measurable improvements in habitat conditions (eg. reducing stream temperatures) and secondarily by increases in fish numbers.  Watershed restoration cannot be the sole effort to increase fish populations in Asotin Creek.  Additionally, full evaluation of changes in smolt production and adult returns would cost nearly as much as this projects entire budget.  Currently a minimum of 75% of the funding is used for on the ground fish habitat projects (ie. riparian fencing, tree plantings, alternative water developments, in-stream habitat projects, monitoring and evaluation of projects). 

ISRP Comment/Question: Furthermore, the project was apparently initiated prior to completion of a watershed analysis.  

Response:  This is incorrect.  Department of Ecology, Washington State Conservation Commission, and BPA funds were used to begin a watershed analysis and limiting factors inventory for planning purposes.  The Asotin Creek Model Watershed Plan (Plan) was printed in 1995 and habitat projects started in 1996.  In-stream, riparian and upland projects were not initiated until after the Plan was completed.  


ISRP Comment/Question: However, it appears that the project is scheduled to continue indefinitely; it needs a definite end date, and set of reviewable objectives and a time line.

Response:   Yearly funding is requested to continue implementation of Asotin Creek watershed projects.  Asotin Creek was selected as a “Model” watershed by the State of Washington and BPA to demonstrate the best methods for watershed restoration and to initiate interest within the Asotin watershed as well as other watersheds. Landowner participation and interest has resulted in almost all of the identified limiting factors being addressed.  This success has sparked interest in other watersheds within the county that also has endangered salmonids, resulting in increased need for future alternative funding sources. BPA requested funds during the next four years is reducing.  The watershed technical and citizen committees have also recognized the need to revisit the Plan’s objectives and goals and our short-term successes in achieving those objectives.

   
Reviewable objectives and timelines have been presented.  In last year’s proposal the objectives and timelines for this proposal were complemented.  A definite end is hard to determine, but the need identified to review objectives and tasks after five years shows the commitment and dedication to habitat restoration.    


ISRP Comment/Question: One panel member pointed out that these streams would seem to be ideal incubators of whirling disease. 

Response:  This is an unsubstantiated claim. The Grande Ronde is the only watershed in Washington where the parasites have been documented.  This comment has no bearing on this project or drainage and is inappropriate.


ISRP Comment/Question: Some of the instream work, in particular, has the potential to do serious damage. 

Response: The reviewers’ intentions with this comment are uncertain. Serious damage related to property, in-stream or riparian habitat?  In-stream work is based on a watershed assessment, limiting factor analysis and Rosgens Stream Classification Systems according to the Plan.  A stream geomorphologist, WDFW fisheries biologists, U.S. Forest Service fisheries biologist, U.S. Fish and Wildlife and National Marine Fisheries Service consultation and other members of the technical committee as well as citizen input is used to evaluate in-stream structure needs or placements.


In the context of this discussion, stream physics proceeds biology.  Example, without floodplains in arid environments like the Blue Mountains of southeastern Washington, it becomes virtually impossible to maintain riparian vegetation.  Without riparian root cohesion in streambanks, long-term woody debris recruitment, corridor shading and numerous biological features that affect stream temperature, cover and bank erosion, acceptable habitat conditions for salmonids is not attainable. Yet all these characteristics cannot exist without the physics of the floodplain and bankfull (channel shaping flow) channel.  

The development of a floodplain is a function of physical valley development, bankfull dimension, hydrologic conditions, present and historic climatic patterns, stream development, gradient and so forth.  These are all physical factors than need to be addressed before proceeding with long-term stream restoration plans.  The basis for restoration in Asotin Creek, at numerous sites, involves the analysis of the stable reference site condition.  The use of the reference site, regional bankfull curves, and historical photos are all design parameters for specific restoration sites on Asotin Creek.  When these stable reference site conditions continue to maintain their dimension pattern, profile, and good salmonid habitat conditions while being subjected to numerous flood events, they are valuable resources for desired restoration conditions.

ISRP Comment/Question: The project needs to produce an evaluation, in a subsequent proposal, of sediment fate, output and stability of structures that have been affected by past project activities, and an assessment of how the fish are responding. 

Response:  A good M & E procedure such as the techniques described in Stream Channel Reference Sites: An Illustrated Guide to Field Technique by Harrelson, Rawlins, and Potyondy, General Technical Report RM-245, Rocky Mountain Forest and Range Experiment Station, US Forest Services will capture changes in dimension pattern and profile, while documenting erosion using pins and chains.  To address sediment fate involves extensive offsite evaluations by bedload samplers and subpavement analysis.  These sorts of procedures can be used but timing, budgets, and human resource availability are limiting factors in a comprehensive sediment fate analysis.  The project sponsor would suggest using onsite pins, cross-section, profile, and limited bedload analysis as a reasonable alternative.  Currently all available technical assistance and funding to evaluate sediment fate and stability of structures is being used.  Natural Resource Conservation Service standards and specifications are followed to ensure structural stability.  

When these physical factors are addressed in Asotin Creek, “the biologicallly measurable benefits to fish and wildlife” can yield improvements as riparian vegetation, woody debris, in-stream habitat and aquatic factors improve.  

The “bottom’s up” planning, coupled with collaboration with agency representatives in habitat projects in this area is key to prioritized projects being completed that benefit fish and wildlife habitat. Local landowners agree with this saying, “Good Stewardship has it Rewards.”  This funding proposal has helped set goals and continued funding will enable most of the objectives in the Plan.  Continued efforts will be made to meet the needs of the ISRP, but local collaboration appears to be lost in this process.  The project has the support of the Nez Perce Tribe, WDFW, US Forest Service, DOE, USFWS, NMFS, and most importantly private landowners.  Putting cost-share dollars on the ground is a commitment of this proposal and utilizing over 75% of the funding for prioritized projects is commendable. 

