Response to ISRP 2001-6 Preliminary Review of Fiscal Year 2002 Project Proposals for the Columbia Plateau Province

Prepared by Dinah J. Demers – Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife

PROJECT ID:  25072

Restore Tucannon River Riparian Habitat:  Wooten Wildlife Area

Sponsor:  WDFW

Subbasin:  Tucannon

Thank you for the review of project proposal 25072, Restore Tucannon River Riparian Habitat:  Wooten Wildlife Area.  Following is a response to issues and concerns you identified pertaining to:  1) consideration of alternatives to riparian restoration such as fencing; 2) loss of public campgrounds/recreation, versus 3) the benefits expected from added riparian protection in an area which is relatively small as compared to the entire watershed.

* Issue – alternatives such as fencing to protect riparian areas.
Utilization of fencing and other barriers to control access is an excellent strategy, if implemented in conjunction with the proposal to replant riparian vegetation in the disturbed areas.  Past experience on the Wooten Wildlife Area has demonstrated that limiting access to the stream banks alone is not successful in restoring riparian vegetation in disturbed areas in a timely manner.  The number of campgrounds along the river has been reduced over time from approximately 30 to 14, primarily by installing barriers to access, such as large boulders.  These sites received no restorative planting, and have not improved significantly.  

The current project will effectively close identified existing campgrounds, and accelerate the riparian recovery process via site preparation and planting of vegetation.  As mentioned above, we will incorporate fencing or other measures to restrict public access to sensitive areas as needed to ensure success of the project.

*Issue – loss of public recreation.

As outlined in the project proposal, the recreational importance of the Wooten Wildlife Area is well documented:  the Wildlife Area averages between 120,000 and 140,000 visitor days use per year.  The “campgrounds” along the river evolved over time, as the public consistently utilized wide, flat areas for camping.  

The Wm. T. Wooten Management Plan, which was developed with significant public input and review, specifically identifies removal of campgrounds from the riparian area along the Tucannon River, and restoration of riparian habitat as management objectives. 

The current proposal is not designed to appreciably reduce public recreational opportunities on the Wildlife Area.  WDFW proposes to replace 6 existing campsites that are relatively informal (dispersed camping, no clearly marked “sites”), and accommodate a variable number of campers, with 3 developed campground areas that will have designated parking and camping areas.

*Issue – benefits expected for this project, which is relatively small in acreage as compared to the entire watershed

The campgrounds lie directly in the middle of crucial spring Chinook habitat, and the temperature problems due to limited riparian cover within the area have been well documented (Mendel 1981, Gephart and Nordheim 2001, WDFW 1997).  Developing additional riparian habitat will help keep the water cooler within this reach, will have a direct beneficial effect on the adjacent habitat, and will aid in extending usable Chinook habitat further downstream as instream water temperature conditions are improved (Schuck, pers com 2001).

While it is true that the acreage targeted for restoration is relatively small, the campgrounds represent some of the most affected (degraded) habitat in the upper reach of the Tucannon River.  The campgrounds can be equated to a “point source” of degraded habitat, and the proposal to relocate them and restore riparian vegetation represents a prioritized approach to correct habitat problems in a hierarchical fashion. 
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