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FY 2001 High Priority Project Proposal Review

PART 2 of 2. Narrative

Title: Protect Salmon River Breaks Wild Salmon, Steelhead, Bull Trout Spawning and Rearing Habitat

Section 3. Project description

Provide project detail for headings a through g. 

a. Abstract

The Salmon River Breaks Grazing Allotment covers 37,534 acres of BLM and Forest Service lands.  Of the acres identified as suitable for grazing, 32 percent are riparian habitats.  Much of this riparian habitat is located in Basin Creek and Thompson Creek, tributaries to the Main Salmon River and the primary watersheds on the allotment.  These two watersheds are identified in the Northwest Power Planning Council’s Protected Areas Designations.  The primary goal of the project is to protect critical spawning, rearing and migratory habitats for spring/summer chinook salmon, steelhead trout, bull trout, and westslope cutthroat trout within the boundaries of the Salmon River Breaks Allotment.  This will be accomplished by compensating the grazing permittee for the grazing permit and permanently closing the allotment to livestock grazing.  This project addresses several sections of the CBFWP specifically dealing with native fish, and wildlife species and habitat.  The primary benefits of the project will be for protection and recovery of wild spring/summer chinook salmon, steelhead trout, bull trout, westslope cutthroat trout and their habitat.  Removal or exclusion of livestock grazing from riparian systems effectively improves riparian and aquatic habitats that have been degraded in part by historic grazing (Burton, et al. 1998). The project will result in an increase of chinook salmon adult numbers, egg to parr survival, and stream-bank stability in salmon bearing streams on the allotment. In addition, it will decrease spawning substrate fine sediments and improve channel condition from a rating of poor to good.  Habitat objectives should be reached by 2010.  Population objectives and their time frames may be influenced by out-of-basin factors.   Initiation of monitoring programs by Idaho Watersheds Project in addition to ongoing monitoring activities being conducted by IDFG, USFS and Thompson Creek Mine will continue to be used to evaluate the success of the project.  

b. Justification as high priority

The species at risk on the Salmon River Breaks Allotment are spring/summer chinook salmon, steelhead trout, and bull trout all listed species under the Endangered Species Act.  Westslope cutthroat trout are also at risk on the Salmon River Breaks Allotment and are a State recognized species of special concern.  The Salmon River Breaks Allotment is located in steep rugged country that tends to funnel livestock down into the riparian meadows making livestock distribution difficult and promoting riparian degradation.  This riparian degradation is partially responsible for the serious declines in the numbers of spring/summer chinook, steelhead trout, bull trout and westslope cutthroat trout on the Allotment.  Efforts have been made on the allotment to promote riparian recovery through additional rest, reduced livestock numbers and shortened grazing 

duration in some areas.  While management changes have produced some habitat improvement, the time frame for adequate restoration as well as the level of recovery attainable in the presence of livestock grazing is questionable.  Over 32 percent of suitable grazing lands on the allotment are in riparian areas.  This seriously limits the ability to distribute livestock over upland areas to reduce grazing pressure in the riparian areas.  Some recent riparian improvement can be contributed to the permittee choosing to take nonuse on the allotment.  Furthermore, the improvements that have been realized from recent management changes have primarily been a result of additional rest or reduced grazing duration and intensity. This supports the contention that no grazing would promote a rapid thorough recovery.  Removing livestock grazing from the Salmon River Breaks Allotment will augment and accelerate the recovery of the degraded riparian areas, allowing for the restoration of habitat values impacted by grazing practices.  If implemented, this project will result in the protection and prompt restoration of critical spawning, rearing and migratory habitats for these species.

The Salmon River Breaks Allotment Biological Assessment identifies percent surface fines, cobble embeddedness (34 to 45 percent measured with McNeil core sampler in 1996) as well as lack of deep pools, large woody debris, undercut bank, and poor pool frequency as factors that are limiting successful spawning/incubation in Thompson Creek, particularly for chinook salmon.  In Basin Creek, the same assessment explains how the quality of spawning gravel is considered poor due to excessive fine sediment while rearing habitat is limited by pool depths, width depth ratios, large woody debris, and fine sediment levels.  These limiting factors will improve quickly on the allotment following removal of livestock.  Dahlem (1979) found that a stream excluded from livestock grazing reaches 100 percent stability (vegetative cover) within three years.  As a result, populations of chinook salmon, steelhead trout, bull trout and westslope cutthroat trout will increase on the Salmon River Breaks Allotment.  Reduction in fish populations under grazing have been reported by several authors (Behnke, 1977; Marcuson, 1977; Duff, 1983; Claire and Storch, 1983).  On the other hand, numerous investigators have found that fish populations dramatically increase when streams are protected form livestock grazing.  Bowers, et al (1979) in a review of five studies on livestock exclusion found that the average increase in fish production was 184 percent.  It has been determined that chinook salmon and steelhead production in The Basin Creek and Thompson Creek watersheds is seriously depressed.  Production capability for the two watersheds combined has been quantified at 91,096 for spring chinook and 21,509 for summer steelhead.  Although the numbers are not precise estimates, they do demonstrate the importance of the two watersheds and provide useful estimates of production potential.

Opportunity is a final key element to justify the high priority aspect of this project.  Previous permittees have been unwilling to accept compensation for their permit.  They felt the need to maintain the permit to support livestock operations and base property values where as the current permittee is willing to accept compensation at fair market value. This project has the objective of offering the Salmon River Breaks Allotment permittee compensation to waive existing grazing privileges back to the Salmon/Challis National Forest.  When this is accomplished, the USFS has the authority to close that allotment to livestock grazing.  Additional decision making under the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) or the National Forest Management Act (NFMA) will not be required.  Without implementation of this project, actions to remove livestock grazing from these allotments would require a significant decision process to comply with NEPA, probably at a much higher cost.

c. Rationale and relationship to criteria for high priority projects adopted in the 2000 Fish and Wildlife Program

The predicted results of this project demonstrate that it satisfies four of the six criteria for high priority status listed in the instructions.  It is reasonable to predict that the USFS, IDFG, Thompson Creek Mine, and Idaho Watersheds Project will continue their monitoring efforts on the allotment to track recovery and evaluate the habitat conditions and populations.

Expected project results

1. Increase chinook salmon and steelhead trout smolt production in Thompson Creek and Basin Creek to their estimated capability (91,096 chinook salmon and 21,509 steelhead trout) to help meet the Council’s objective of doubling the run size without loss of biological diversity.

2. Protect and enhance habitat for bull trout and westslope cutthroat trout and other riparian dependent species.

3. Increase chinook salmon adult numbers in salmon bearing streams on the Salmon River Breaks Allotment.

4. Increase chinook salmon, steelhead trout and bull trout egg-to-parr survival on the Salmon River Breaks Allotment.

5. Decrease spawning substrate fine sediment in Basin Creek and Thompson Creek to a level less than 20 percent depth fines.

6. Improve channel condition in Thompson Creek and Basin Creek from poor (as identified in the biological Assessment for the Salmon River Breaks Allotment) to good. 

1.   The project will produce largely self-sustaining habitat after activities are completed.

Retiring the grazing permit and removing the impacts of livestock grazing from the Salmon River Breaks Allotment will allow rapid restoration and recovery of riparian vegetation on the allotment.  Restoration of other riparian habitat values such as channel condition, water quality, and substrate quality will follow and be maintained with the absence of further disturbance by livestock.

2.   The project has measurable, quantitative biological objectives and will result in clear 

benefits to species survival.

The measurable objectives are explained in the previous paragraphs and are clearly a key element to species survival.  The objectives are to increase populations to production capabilities, improve channel condition, and spawning and rearing substrate conditions.

3.   The proposal has immediate measurable benefits to ESA listed species.

The project will immediately remove continued grazing impacts from the Salmon River Breaks Allotment such as bank trampling that contribute sediment and degrade stream channels and riparian areas.

4. The proposal addresses a habitat enforcement issue and results in the protection of fish or 

Wildlife habitat (including marine habitats of anadromous species).

This project would eliminate the difficult responsibility of administering a grazing allotment that is associated with ESA listed species whose continued existence is jeopardized by livestock grazing.

In addition to the high priority justifications above, this project will enhance the efforts on the Salmon River Breaks Allotment to reduce livestock grazing impacts to riparian areas and fisheries habitat.  Furthermore, the project addresses several aspects of the existing Northwest Power Planning Council Fish and Wildlife Program.  It addresses the Fish and Wildlife Program (FWP) goal (4.1) to double the salmon and steelhead runs without loss of biological diversity (NPPC, 1994) The project actions and results will support several measures of the Columbia River Basin Fish and Wildlife Program (NPPC 1994) by addressing the system-wide goal of a healthy Columbia River basin (Section 2.1), by supporting the long-term sustainability of native fish and wildlife species through permanently removing the impacts of livestock grazing on over 37,534 acres on the Salmon River Breaks Allotment.  Measure 2.2A is also addressed in the project by protecting fish and wildlife habitat, supporting weak stocks of native fish and wildlife species (chinook salmon, steelhead, bull trout, westslope cutthroat trout, lynx, wolf, furbearers, and nongame riparian dependent species).

The Northwest Power Planning Council in 1994 recognized in section 7.6 of the Columbia River Basin Fish and Wildlife Program that improvements in habitat quality are needed in order to increase the productivity of many stocks.  By permanently removing livestock grazing from the Salmon River Breaks Allotment, this project will improve restore and maintain the habitat quality of The Basin Creek and Thompson Creek watersheds.  Both watersheds were designated in 1992 as critical habitat for the recovery of Snake River spring/summer chinook salmon (57 FR 14653) and are listed in the Northwest Power Planning Council’s Protected Areas Designations.  

The Habitat Goal in Section 7.6A is covered in the project by protecting and improving habitat conditions, ensuring compatibility with the biological needs of salmon, steelhead, and other fish and wildlife species across the Salmon River Breaks Allotment.  Additionally, Measure 7.6A.2 is addressed by maintaining the present quantity and productivity of salmon and steelhead habitat, as well as improving the productivity of salmon and steelhead habitat critical to the recovery of weak stocks.

Coordination of land and water activities to protect and improve the productivity of salmon and steelhead stocks, and proactive participation by private parties is called for in Measure 7.6B.1.  This project will involve the coordination of land and water activities and will involve the active participation of private interests on the Salmon River Breaks Allotment.  Measure 7.6B.2 calls for the implementation of procedures to ensure compatibility and compliance with the NPPC’s habitat goal, policies, and objectives.  By permanently removing the impacts of livestock grazing from 37,534 acres on the Salmon River Breaks Allotment, this project will directly address the Council’s habitat goals, policies, and objectives.  By providing habitat protection and improvement in the Basin Creek and Thompson Creek watersheds, this project directly addresses Measure 7.6B.3.  Priority is given to actions that maximize benefits per dollar spent in Measure 7.6B.4.  This project only requires one year of funding, and the benefits to fish and wildlife from riparian areas that are healthy and self-sustaining are abundant and perpetual.  

Federal, State and others with ownership and/or management responsibilities are asked in Section 7.6C to accelerate efforts to restore the health of affected salmonid habitat.  That is precisely what this project will accomplish by permanently closing the Salmon River Breaks Allotment to livestock grazing.  This same section also calls for habitat interventions that will restore and employ natural healing mechanisms whenever possible. By removing grazing impacts and allowing natural processes to operate, this concept will be employed in this project.  Measure 7.6C.5 calls for management agencies to manage activities to restore and maintain the quality and quantity of existing habitat, as well as managing riparian and floodplain areas to promote the protection and re-establishment of natural ecological functions.  Again, by permanently removing livestock grazing from the Salmon River Breaks Allotment, this project will allow natural processes to occur. 

Measure 7.8A.3 calls for amending existing land management plans to incorporate the Council’s habitat goal, policy, and objectives.  After the transfer of the grazing privileges to the USFS, the Salmon Challis National Forest will permanently close this allotment to grazing.  This project also considers Measure 7.8A.4, in that the project will ensure that land management activities are consistent with and will not undermine the benefits of any project implemented through the NPPC.  The project will also address Measure 7.8A.5 by permanently removing livestock grazing and therefore, improving livestock management on the Salmon River Breaks Allotment. 

This project will provide management for the Salmon River Breaks Allotment that is compatible with the NPPC’s habitat goal, policies, and objectives in Measure 7.8B.1.  It calls for the establishment of best management practices to improve salmon and steelhead production.  Measure 7.8D.1 calls for the protection of riparian and underwater lands associated with perennial and intermittent streams contributing to anadromous and resident fish production.  By permanently removing livestock grazing, the riparian areas in the Salmon River Breaks Allotment will be protected.

Measure 7.8E.1 asks for land exchanges, purchases, or easements of a sufficient width to improve and maintain salmon and steelhead production, with full compensation going to landowners.   Property is not being purchased for this particular project but private individuals are being compensated for waiving grazing privileges associated with the Salmon River Breaks Allotment.  Measure 7.8E.2 calls for the BPA to provide funding for the acquisition and management of permanent conservation easements for rebuilding and maintaining salmon and steelhead populations.  After transferring the grazing permit back to the USFS, that agency will permanently close the allotment to livestock grazing.

Several tasks in the Proposed Recovery Plan for Snake River Salmon (NMFS 1995) are covered by this project.  Task 1.1.b, 1.1.b.2, and 1.1.b.3 call for the protection of important habitat on Federal lands, protecting riparian areas from activities that would cause degradation, and protecting watersheds that contain or support both high quality habitat and habitat that can be readily restored.  By removing the influence of livestock grazing from the Salmon River Breaks Allotment, this project directly addresses these tasks by protecting riparian habitat and watersheds on Federal lands containing high quality habitat and habitat that can be readily restored.

Rationale for the high priority status of this project is endless, as will be the benefits of the project if implemented. 

d. Relationships to other projects 

There are no known conflicts with other projects.  However, this type of project has already been implemented on Elk Creek in the Bear Valley Basin by compensating the grazing permittee there for his permit. The Protect Salmon River Breaks Wild Salmon, Steelhead, Bull Trout Spawning and Rearing Habitat Project is almost identical to the Protect Bear Valley Wild Salmon, Steelhead, Bull Trout Spawning Habitat Project in scope.  The results and benefits of the two projects would be similar.  Both projects permanently end livestock grazing and its impacts on existing grazing allotments.  The primary difference in the two projects is their size and cost.  The Protect Bear Valley Wild Salmon, Steelhead, Bull Trout Spawning Habitat Project incorporates a greater number of livestock on a larger grazing allotment (48,000 acres) than the Protect Salmon River Breaks Wild Salmon, Steelhead, Bull Trout Spawning and Rearing Habitat Project (37,534 acres).  In addition, the cost of the Salmon River Breaks Project is proportionately lower. 

e. Proposal objectives, tasks and methods
Objectives 

1. Increase chinook salmon and steelhead trout smolt production in Thompson Creek and Basin Creek to their estimated capability (91,096 chinook salmon and 21,509 steelhead trout) to help meet the Council’s objective of doubling the run size without loss of biological diversity.

2. Protect and enhance habitat for bull trout and westslope cutthroat trout and other riparian dependent species.

3. Increase chinook salmon adult numbers in salmon bearing streams on the Salmon River Breaks Allotment.

4. Increase chinook salmon, steelhead trout and bull trout egg-to-parr survival on the Salmon River Breaks Allotment.

5. Decrease spawning substrate fine sediment in Basin Creek and Thompson Creek to a level less than 20 percent depth fines.

6. Improve channel condition in Thompson Creek and Basin Creek from poor (as identified in the Biological Assessment for the Salmon River Breaks Allotment) to good. 


Tasks and Methods 

1. BPA and the USFS agree to permanently eliminate livestock grazing on the Salmon River Breaks Allotment if grazing privileges are waived back to the government.

2. Contract a grazing permit appraisal.

3. BPA reviews and approves the appraisal.

4. The permittee waives the permit back to the government.
5. BPA compensates the permittee for the grazing permit.
6. The Forest Service issues a decision to permanently close the allotment to grazing.
Results expected from this project are healthy, properly functioning riparian and aquatic ecosystems returning quickly to near natural condition with numerous benefits to fish and wildlife species.

f. Facilities and equipment
None 
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Section 4. Key personnel

Stew Churchwell

HC-67 Box 2096

Challis, Idaho 83226

(208) 838-2374

Employment

Valley Sun L.L.C.

East Fork of the Salmon River

Ranch Manager

Job Description

Oversee the day to day maintenance and operations of Valley Sun L.L.C. holdings on the East Fork of the Salmon River and represent their interests in other activities throughout the region that are tied to the operation of the property on the East Fork.

Previous employment

Company Western Construction

Location   Boise, Idaho 

Position    Heavy Equipment Mechanic

Company J.C. Compton Co.

Location  McMinnville, Oregon

Position   Heavy Equipment Mechanic

Company Cyprus Mines 

Location  Challis, Idaho

Position    Maintenance Supervisor

Project duties

Gather information and data on the Salmon River Breaks Allotment and then submit the high priority proposal.  Act as a liaison between government agencies and private interests on the project.  Coordinate certain monitoring and evaluation efforts for the project.
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