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Response to ISRP comments

1. Map  
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Figure 1.  Map of the Pend Oreille and Priest watersheds within Idaho.  Albeni Falls (AF) Dam is approximately 3 km upstream from the Washington state line; Cabinet Gorge (CG) Dam is approximately 0.5 km downstream from the Montana state line.

2.   Plan
    

ISRP comments note that the project should be re-structured to target high priority actions first with subsequent actions sequenced according to priority.  At the same time, we want to clarify that suppression is not likely to be a one-time project, but rather a long term commitment if native species are to be conserved.  Because two of the actions (lake trout suppression in both Upper Priest and Pend Oreille lakes) is urgent, there will be some overlap. This project proposes to address immediate needs, and identify and implement the most effective means for long term suppression with the least possible commitment of resources.  Where opportunities arise to eliminate threats permanently, they will be taken.  We agree the project can be restructured and suggest the following sequence and budget request modifications:

Upper Priest Lake and tributaries – 

We agree with the ISRP that addressing the problems in the Upper Priest portion of the system is the highest priority.  Our data, as noted in the project proposal, indicate the Upper Priest Lake bull trout population is at imminent risk of disappearing due to the invasion and rapid growth of the lake trout population.  The adfluvial westslope cutthroat trout population is also at high risk due to increasing lake trout numbers.  We know from previous work that lake trout in Upper Priest Lake can successfully be suppressed with intensive gillnetting, with little risk to native salmonids.  We also know that re-invasion of lake trout from the very large population in Priest Lake occurs fairly rapidly, thus it is not only important to suppress lake trout in Upper Priest Lake, but to prevent re-invasion.  Currently, we believe lake trout are the single biggest threat to bull trout in the Upper Priest system, and that the need to fund this work is urgent.
While brook trout are present in the Upper Priest Lake watershed, and some hybridization with bull trout has been documented, these instances are relatively rare.  In most tributaries, native species are the dominant species in the fish community, and brook trout are absent or rare.  Brook trout have been present in the watershed since early in the 20th century, thus we suspect their distribution and abundance are relatively stable at this time.  In the late 1990’s IDFG experimented with brook trout removal from three Upper Priest Lake tributaries.  Initial success was high (over 90% removal) in two tributaries, while in the other removal was very ineffective.  While the threat to bull trout from brook trout (particularly from hybridization) is real, we do not believe it is as imminent as the threat from lake trout, and that the need to address the threat is as urgent. 

Prioritized tasks in the Upper Priest system are as follows, with the objectives of restoring bull trout spawning escapement (as measured by redd counts) to over 100 redds distributed among at least seven tributaries, with at least five of those showing a stable or increasing trend (i.e. assuring a high probability of persistence); and to maintain the westslope cutthroat trout fishery with catch rates of 1.0 fish per hour or better:

1. Intensively gillnet lake trout in Upper Priest Lake until the population has been depleted to 1990 levels, and until such time as lake trout re-invasion can be successfully prevented or controlled.   

2. Experimentally install a lake trout exclusionary device in the Thorofare and test its effectiveness at precluding re-invasion of lake trout.  While we have considered installation of a complete barrier with trapping facilities, a very high level of recreational boat traffic through the Thorofare precludes most conventional designs.  Residents and Bonner County Commissioners have repeatedly expressed their desires for maintaining the Thorofare as a passageway for motorized boat traffic.  As noted in the project proposal, we believe installation of a fish deterrent, such as a strobe-light weir, may hold more promise for preventing re-invasion by lake trout without creating public sentiment against native trout recovery programs.

3. Monitor the effectiveness of these actions both at suppressing lake trout and achieving progress towards the bull and cutthroat trout objectives.

4. Go back to the tributary streams where brook trout removal was conducted in 1998 and assess the success of the program using electrofishing techniques.  Initial monitoring will subsample the sites where removal occurred. Use the data from this monitoring to determine whether additional removal is necessary or likely to be effective.  Also use these data to assess the frequency at which removal will be needed to achieve an acceptable level of risk to native fish over time, and whether alternative methods (such as toxicants) are a more appropriate approach for reducing the threat from brook trout.  Modeling techniques will be applied to assess the potential for brook trout re-colonization, and how long it would likely take.  If our initial reconnaissance efforts indicate a more aggressive approach is needed and holds promise, we will develop an eradication plan which may include the use of electrofishing, toxicants, or both, and will prioritize eradication efforts among the tributaries with a more aggressive schedule. 

The ISRP noted that consideration should be given to designating the Upper Priest watershed as a “native fish refuge”.  Management of the watershed has been targeted at maintaining native fish for approximately half a century through restrictive fishing regulations and tributary closures.  IDFG intends to continue this direction, and actively comments on land use activities in the Upper Priest watershed to help land managers avoid negative impacts to native species.  The IDFG Five Year Fishery Management Plan designates the management strategy as “preservation” for native fish in the Upper Priest watershed, thus, in essence, it has already been designated a refugia for native fish.

The ISRP notes that the efforts at brook trout removal need to be more aggressive.  We believe that prior to declaring an “all out war” on brook trout, we should be assured that the dollars spent in doing so will be result in an effective project.  Rather, we believe an approach which attempts to identify the risk of gene transfer to bull trout, or competition with either native trout species, should be undertaken first. Complete elimination of brook trout from the watershed may be impossible, and possibly unnecessary, to restore healthy, viable populations of native bull and cutthroat trout, depending on distribution, dispersal rates, and other factors.  For this reason we propose assessing the effectiveness of the initial efforts first, then making a determination as to what the next steps should be.  As noted earlier, it appears at this time that brook trout pose a much lower threat to bull and cutthroat trout populations than do lake trout, thus the emphasis on lake trout.   

At this juncture, it is not known whether installation of a complete fish passage barrier is possible.  Boat traffic, ice, debris, remoteness of the location and other factors are obstacles which will need to be overcome in determining which barrier design will be most effective. It is unlikely a two-way weir system will work given physical, labor, and social constraints with placement of a fixed weir and trapping device, but the ability to capture fish will be considered in selecting barrier design(s). Ongoing monitoring work with fixed radio telemetry receivers and tagged fish should be helpful in identifying whether seasonal barrier installation can be a successful alternative.  We propose to test one or more designs and then implement what appears to be the most effective at precluding lake trout re-invasion. We also note here that suppression of lake trout in Priest Lake is considered as either an alternative or as an additional means to barrier installation for precluding lake trout from entering Upper Priest Lake.

Lake Pend Oreille-

ISRP comments suggested sequencing the project starting with Upper Priest Lake, moving down to Priest Lake, and then into Lake Pend Oreille.  As noted above, we concur with the recommendation to address Upper Priest first.  In a triage sense, Upper Priest is at high risk but salvageable if immediately treated.  Priest Lake, on the other hand, has already experienced the near extirpation of bull trout and depressed westslope cutthroat trout numbers due to lake trout and habitat degradation in tributary streams.  This condition is unlikely to change without intensive and active management.  The only urgent need for suppressing lake trout in Priest Lake is if there is no other means to prevent re-invasion of Upper Priest Lake.  In contrast, Lake Pend Oreille’s currently healthy bull trout population is coming under increasing risk due to a rapidly expanding lake trout population.  The relatively rapid conversion of the fish communities in Priest and Flathead lakes to lake trout at the expense of native species raises significant cause for concern in Lake Pend Oreille, and indicates that we have a relatively small window of time (perhaps as little as five years) to respond while the bull trout population is still robust.  For this reason, we believe suppression of lake trout in Lake Pend Oreille is high priority and second only to Upper Priest Lake in terms of urgency to accomplish.  

Additionally, there currently appears to be good public support for controlling lake trout numbers in Lake Pend Oreille.  If the lake’s fish community follows the same conversion that has been observed in Priest and Flathead lakes, lake trout will provide essentially the only sport fishery, native fish populations will have declined to a level which may be difficult to recover, and opportunities to conserve bull trout will diminish substantially.  Currently there is strong public sentiment in Montana against suppressing lake trout in Flathead Lake, because the sport fishery has adjusted to the fish community.  Public sentiment at Priest Lake is mixed.  We are hoping to stay on top of this issue while we still have native fish and public sentiment in our favor at Lake Pend Oreille.

The Pend Oreille lake trout suppression proposal dovetails with the Lake Pend Oreille Predation Research project proposal (24001).  While there have been a few documented instances of brook trout/bull trout hybridization in some of the Pend Oreille tributaries, we agree that efforts should be focused on Upper Priest Lake waters first.  Brook trout threats are present, and in some tributaries are possibly significant, but overall brook trout pose a far less serious threat to Pend Oreille bull trout than do lake trout, habitat degradation, and dams.  Using the information from the Upper Priest brook trout removal evaluations, and recently completed fish inventories for tributaries, a plan for suppressing brook trout in the system will be developed.

The objectives for the Lake Pend Oreille component are to continue progress towards the restoration targets described in the Lake Pend Oreille Bull Trout Conservation Plan (minimum of six healthy spawning populations, defined as having 95% probability of persistence over the next 100 years,  and efforts to maintain or improve all other spawning stocks; and to provide a population sufficient to provide an annual harvestable surplus), and to restore cutthroat trout populations to a level supporting catch rates of over 0.5 fish per hour in the Clark Fork River and an annual catch of greater than 1,000 fish from the lake.  

Prioritized tasks remain the same as in the project proposal, with the highest priority to begin lake trout removal with commercial type gear.  Other aspects of the proposal dovetail with the tasks in 24001.  Both proposals call for prize money to be used during the fishing derbies to stimulate harvest of lake trout.  Prize money has acted as a significant enticement for angler participation and in influencing angler behavior (in this case, harvesting lake trout).  

Priest Lake – 

The Priest Lake fish community and sport fishery is currently dominated by lake trout, and has been since the early 1980’s, when bull trout, westslope cutthroat trout, and kokanee essentially disappeared in the face of a rapidly expanding lake trout population.  The lake trout population may still be expanding, as evidenced by their relatively recent invasion of Upper Priest Lake.  The purpose of the Priest Lake component of the project is to assess the potential for controlling the lake trout population to a level where a) dispersal from Priest Lake to Upper Priest Lake would be reduced, and b) creating opportunity for a more diversified fishery in Priest Lake with more emphasis on cutthroat trout and kokanee.

Based on observations at Priest Lake and observations of the Flathead system, lake trout populations may expand to a level where individual fish begin to pioneer into other suitable waters that are accessible.  We believe this is what has occurred at Upper Priest Lake, and a recent assessment of lakes in Glacier National Park ( Wade Fredenberg, USFWS, personal communication) suggests this is occurring in the Flathead drainage.  At the present time, we are uncertain as to how effective we can be at excluding lake trout from Upper Priest Lake through the placement of a barrier.  We are theorizing that reducing the lake trout population in Priest Lake may help to make a barrier more effective, or possibly unnecessary.  A secondary benefit may be the resurrection of the remnant cutthroat trout and kokanee populations in the lake (at this juncture we believe bull trout populations have a much lower probability of recovery, or will take much longer, due to habitat limitations and near absence from the lake altogether).  These secondary benefits would diversify the fishery and likely attract anglers back to the fishery.  Fishing effort declined by nearly half once the kokanee, cutthroat and bull trout components of the fishery were replaced by lake trout.  The important point to consider is that if the barrier on the Thorofare is effective, lake trout suppression is not needed in Priest Lake to preserve the bull trout population in Upper Priest Lake.  For this reason, until barrier effectiveness can be determined, lake trout suppression in Priest Lake is a lower priority than in either Upper Priest Lake or Lake Pend Oreille.  

At this point, we have a rough estimate of exploitation on lake trout, and have done some preliminary modeling which suggests exploitation will have to increase significantly to impact lake trout recruitment.  The objective of the Priest Lake component is to fine tune these estimates, and then evaluate whether adequate suppression can be achieved through liberalized bag limits, or whether additional measures are needed.

Brook Trout Removal –

We have taken the ISRP comments into consideration and agree that focusing on the Upper Priest watershed as a first priority is appropriate.  As noted above, our preference is to go into brook trout removal on an experimental basis, using the 1998 effort as a baseline from which to assess efficacy and need.  We believe that with current inventory data, an assessment of 1998 efforts with follow up work in 2001-2002, and a modeling approach, we can develop a brook trout control plan which targets critical areas, minimizes the need for repeated removals, and identifies sites where removal would have little or no benefit.  In this way we feel we can make more effective use of limited resources to provide the necessary level of protection for native species over the long term.  Brook trout removal efforts are seldom 100% successful even under good conditions, thus we don’t believe we can treat brook trout control as a one-time event.  

In sequence, the brook trout proposal consists of the following:

· Identify representative reaches within the Upper Priest Lake tributary streams that were previously treated with a brook trout removal effort in 1998.

· Conduct population estimates, and compare with pre- and post treatment data from 1998.  Obtain additional life history information from brook trout.  Conduct sampling on a minimum of three reaches per stream.

· Construct a model of the brook trout populations, and then model population responses to different treatment levels.

· Apply model results to other tributary populations as appropriate, identifying streams where brook trout pose the greatest threat to native fish. 

· Develop a brook trout suppression plan which targets high priority populations first, and identifies appropriate treatment measures based on an assessment of risk to native populations and efficacy of technique.

· Implement the plan.

Depending on plan direction, it is likely much of the work identified in the plan would occur either towards the end of this five year planning period.

Genetic Mapping – 

This component of the proposal overlaps with the proposal sponsored by the Kalispel Tribe (24008) to assess the genetic composition of native fish stocks in the Priest basin.  Whether the project is funded through this project or through the Kalispel proposal, the intent is to work cooperatively to complete the project.  At the very least, we anticipate collecting tissue samples for analysis during monitoring and brook trout suppression efforts in Upper Priest tributaries.

General – 

The overall sequential strategy for this project can be modified as follows, while still addressing urgent needs:

FY2002 – 

· Remove lake trout from Upper Priest Lake (highest priority).

· Place and begin evaluation of a lake trout barrier in the Thorofare (high priority).

· Monitor response of target species (westslope cutthroat trout and bull trout), by continuing annual redd counts, repeating tributary fish population assessments, and monitoring cutthroat and bull trout populations in the lake concurrent with lake trout removal (high priority, with increasing importance in subsequent years).

· Model lake trout, bull trout, and cutthroat trout populations to begin planning for long term suppression needs and for setting more realistic targets for reaching objectives (high priority).

· Conduct evaluations of 1998 brook trout eradication efforts in Upper Priest tributaries (medium priority).

· Develop long term plans for lake and brook trout suppression needs in the Upper Priest watershed (high priority).

· Conduct public scoping and finalize plans for lake trout suppression efforts in Lake Pend Oreille (high priority).

FY2003 –

· Implement lake trout suppression on Lake Pend Oreille on an experimental basis (as described in the project proposal).  This effort will include testing the efficacy of different types of gear and continued monitoring of the response by target species, which will be accomplished with annual bull trout redd counts, operation of tributary weirs and traps, angler survey work, and tributary population assessments.  In part, monitoring will be conducted as part of Avista funded tributary projects (highest priority, unless FY2002 effort on Upper Priest Lake and Thorofare is not fully successful).    

· As needed, remove lake trout from Upper Priest Lake (priority dependent on effectiveness of FY2002 effort and efficacy of the barrier). 

· Continue evaluation of the lake trout barrier in the Thorofare (high priority).

· Monitor response of target species (westslope cutthroat trout and bull trout), by continuing annual redd counts, repeating tributary fish population assessments, and monitoring cutthroat and bull trout populations in Upper Priest Lake concurrent with lake trout removal (high priority).

· Depending on initial results of Thorofare barrier monitoring, design and begin implementation of Priest Lake creel surveys to assess other potential means for restricting lake trout dispersal to Upper Priest Lake (medium priority, unless the barrier concept is a failure).

· Using data from FY2002, model brook trout response to eradication efforts.  Fill in any missing data with follow up field evaluations (high priority).

· Begin implementation of brook trout suppression plan in the Upper Priest watershed (high priority)

FY2004 –

· Continue lake trout suppression in Lake Pend Oreille (high priority).

· Evaluate initial success of lake trout suppression in LPO (high priority).

· If needed, continue lake trout removal in Upper Priest Lake (high priority if needed).

· If needed, evaluate alternative means of controlling lake trout dispersal to Upper Priest Lake (high priority if barrier is not functioning effectively).

· Monitor response of target species (westslope cutthroat trout and bull trout), by continuing annual redd counts, repeating tributary fish population assessments, and monitoring cutthroat and bull trout populations in Upper Priest Lake (high priority).

· Conduct creel survey and assess lake trout abundance in Priest Lake.  Scope public attitudes about lake trout suppression in Priest Lake (medium priority, unless Thorofare barrier is ineffective).

· Continue implementation of brook trout suppression plan in Upper Priest watershed (high priority).

FY2005 – 

· Continue lake trout suppression in Lake Pend Oreille (high priority).

· Evaluate success of lake trout suppression in LPO (high priority).

· Develop a long term suppression plan for Lake Pend Oreille lake trout (high priority).

· Using data generated by the Avista funded project, identify brook trout suppression needs in Lake Pend Oreille tributaries, and develop a long term suppression plan (priority dependent on identified need).

· If needed, continue lake trout removal in Upper Priest Lake (high priority if needed).

· If needed, begin control measures on Priest Lake using knowledge gained from Lake Pend Oreille efforts and creel surveys on Priest Lake (high priority if needed).

· Continue implementation of brook trout suppression plan in Upper Priest watershed (high priority).

· Continue monitoring of target population responses in both Upper Priest and Pend Oreille watersheds using established monitoring protocols (high priority).

FY2006 – 

· Continue to implement Upper Priest and Pend Oreille lake trout suppression plans (high priority).

· Continue implementation of brook trout suppression plan in Upper Priest watershed (high priority).

· Implement Pend Oreille tributaries brook trout suppression plan (priority dependent on need).

· Continue monitoring of target population responses in both Upper Priest and Pend Oreille watersheds using established monitoring protocols (high priority).

· If needed, evaluate initial lake trout suppression efforts in Priest Lake (high priority if needed).

· Track initial success of long term suppression plans and identify needs for next five year period.

The most urgent high priority task is to suppress lake trout in Upper Priest Lake and prevent their re-invasion into Upper Priest Lake.  Existing information indicates that if this task is not accomplished in the very near future, bull trout populations in the Upper Priest watershed may be extirpated.

The next most urgent high priority task is to begin suppression efforts on Lake Pend Oreille lake trout.  The rapidly expanding lake trout population there suggests one of the most important bull trout populations in the US is facing a significant threat in the next few years unless the lake trout population is brought under control.
Brook trout suppression in the Upper Priest, and subsequently Pend Oreille watersheds, is the third highest priority task.

The ISRP review characterized the original proposal as a “shotgun approach” to dealing with the suppression efforts.  We agree that in the initial proposal there was a tendency to try to accomplish all of the tasks at once, particularly in the first year.  With these suggested changes, the initial focus is on Upper Priest Lake.  Unfortunately, the need for monitoring, and the urgency of addressing the lake trout issue in Pend Oreille, result in the need for starting new efforts while monitoring and adjustments for the Upper Priest effort are still underway.  We believe that postponing the brook trout efforts somewhat is biologically defensible based on urgency, but ultimately that issue will need to be addressed, and likely during a period when some suppression or monitoring effort is under way for the lake trout effort. 

An alternative approach would have been to split the Priest and Pend Oreille watersheds into two projects, and address each separately.  Functionally this could still occur, although we believe it can still be managed under one project leader with adequate support staff and working with sub-contractors in Lake Pend Oreille and for tributary work. 

3. Budget – 

For the five year period, the budget request does not change significantly from the original proposal, but initial costs are lower as the project focuses on addressing immediate needs in the Upper Priest Lake system.  If the Kalispel Tribe proposal for genetics assessment is approved, $30,000 can be saved from this project.  Some savings for prize money for lake trout derbies can be saved from this project if 24001 is funded.  Thus, the anticipated budgets for FY’s 2002-2006 are estimated as follows:

FY2002:  $206,000 

FY2003: $410,000

FY2004-2006: @$200,000 annually
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