Preliminary Response to Independent Scientific Review Panel (ISRP) 

Comments on Mountain Columbia FY 2002 Project Proposals

February 19, 2001

Project Proponent:
Coeur d'Alene Tribe

Project Number:
24015: Wetland/Riparian Protection, Restoration, Enhancement and Maintenance in the Coeur d'Alene Subbasin.

The Coeur d'Alene Tribe appreciates the opportunity to respond to comments and concerns expressed by the Independent Scientific Review Panel (ISRP) in regards to the specifics of this project proposal.  We respectfully submit the following responses to the specific comments posed by the panel and look forward to any opportunity to provide further detail that may garner further support of this project by the ISRP.  We believe very strongly in a habitat based approach that focuses on the sources of the problems that contribute to the suppressing of native fish and wildlife populations in the subbasin.  We are also pleased to see that the ISRP feels we have adequately described the extent of these problems and look forward to their support and contribution to our efforts to address these problems.

ISRP Comment #1. This project proposes to restore wetland and riparian habitats by acquiring conservation easements on 1,000 acres per year and conducting restoration activities.  The project complements ongoing efforts to restore cutthroat trout on reservation lands.  Specific properties have not yet been defined.  Acquisition criteria are being developed and will be included in a Conservation Easement Plan.  Both purchases and voluntary easements will be included.  The landowner's incentive to provide voluntary easements is that the Tribe will perform the restoration work.

The project targets wetland/riparian habitats, and more specifically those wetland/riparian habitats that will result in substantive improvements in native wildlife and fish habitats.  Figure 1 below is derived from a database that was used to summarize wetland/riparian conditions on that portion of the Coeur d'Alene Indian Reservation within the Coeur d'Alene Subbasin for the Subbasin Summary (NWPPC 1999, Table 7).  The database was used a combination of GIS coverages for NWI wetlands, stream courses and hydric soils along with a 10-meter buffer around each to identify the locations and extent of wetland/riparian habitats.  The incorporation of Redmond and Prather (1996) vegetation coverage within the derived outline of wetland/riparian habitat renders an estimation of the extent of degraded wetland/riparian habitats.  Since intact wetland/riparian habitats should be recognized as wetland or coniferous and deciduous forests, degraded wetland/riparian habitats fall within the Agriculture, Brush, Forest regeneration, Forest low & medium density and Grassland vegetation types.  As Table 1 illustrates, Agriculture is a major contributor to wetland/riparian degradation.  Agriculture is also a major source of sediment, nutrient and temperature pollution that leads to 303(d) listing by EPA.  Thus wetland/riparian habitats devoted to the production of agriculture, are areas in which this project intends to focus its efforts.  

Weighting factors used to prioritize specific parcels that become available are discussed in response to Comment #3 below.  However, as Figure 1 illustrates, areas in which these parcels will be sought are readily identified within the Reservation and throughout the Subbasin.  Figure 1 singles out areas within each of the Coeur d'Alene Tribe's cutthroat trout restoration target watershed, which are Alder Creek (2), Benewah Creek (3), Lake Creek (5) and Evans Creek (6).  Two additional areas within the Reservation are readily apparent, the lower St. Joe Floodplain (1) and Central Little Plummer Creek (4).  Jankovsky-Jones (1999) identified 24 wetland sites and 16 additional sites with extensive wetland potential within the Spokane River Basin and most are within the Coeur d'Alene Subbasin and off the Reservation.  This listing will be used as a guide in selecting search areas.  Of particular interest are potential wetland/riparian areas in the lower St. Joe River Valley, Lower St. Maries River Valley and the lower Coeur d'Alene River Valley.  Parcels within the lower Coeur d'Alene River Valley encompassing wetland/riparian habitats not effected by heavy metal contamination will be pursued in hopes of providing fish and wildlife species safe refuge from heavily contaminated wetlands.

We recognize that the lack of specifically identified properties presents some uncertainty within the project proposal.  However, the availability of management rights to specific parcels containing wetland/riparian habitats cannot be predicted with any certainty, and while the project does include some uncertainty it allows the flexibility needed to respond to opportunities as they arise.  It is more appropriate to use a flexible programmatic approach to treating watershed health and habitat deficiencies than to implement efforts focused at specific parcels.  In addition, we are further confident that ample landowner interest exists to allow for efficient accomplishment of the desired protection level of 1000 acres per year as long as the project and associated contracting remains flexible in scope. 
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ISRP Comment #2. The proposal does a good job describing the limitations to ongoing fish mitigation activities and the reasons it is difficult to obtain sufficient riparian conservation agreements from landowners.  It makes a good case for the need to protect important habitat areas to achieve long-term mitigation benefits.  The two-tiered monitoring plan is one of the proposal's strengths.
The limitations to native fish and wildlife species caused by the lack of functional wetland/riparian habitats are ubiquitous throughout the lower elevations of the Coeur d'Alene Subbasin.  Acquisition of management rights to wetland/riparian habitats is a key tool in effectively addressing these limiting factors.  Management rights acquisition provides long-term mitigation in that it is the most effective means of legally ensuring perpetual benefits.  Further, in order to maximize long-term benefits a means of evaluating mitigation efforts must be incorporated into project management plans and a strong monitoring plan is imperative in the evaluation process.  

ISRP Comment #3. The project proponents should specify goals for restoration and enhancement, define the criteria and process used to prioritize acquisitions, and describe how proposed acquisitions will fit into the larger set of existing easements.
Land ownership is not partitioned according to changes in habitats but according to section surveys, therefore parcels tend to be square irrespective of the habitats they encompass.  Even under optimum circumstances, wetland/riparian habitat will make up only a portion of the habitats encompassed within a single legal ownership.  It is expected that upland habitats will be a component of some of the parcels targeted for acquisition.  The target of 1000 acres per year was selected in hopes of effecting a minimum of 650 acres of wetland/riparian habitat per year.  Over a 20-year period, it is expected that a minimum of 13,000 acres of wetland/riparian habitats will be protected and improved.  Securing perpetual management rights to upland areas will also contribute to the overall health of the watershed.    

Jankovsky-Jones (1999) summarized the ownership patterns for North American Wetland Inventory (NWI) wetlands in her "Conservation Strategy for Spokane River Basin Wetlands" and identified 36,658 acres of unprotected wetland.  Jankovsky-Jones' project area largely corresponds with the Coeur d'Alene Subbasin except for the inclusion of the Rathdrum Prairie, Twin and Spirit Lakes and the upper Hangman Watershed.  Additionally, the database used by Jankovsky-Jones was only inclusive of a portion of the area targeted by this project.  This is attributable to the fact that portions of the NWI wetlands within the Coeur d'Alene Subbasin were not digitized at the time Jankovsky-Jones completed her assessments and evaluations for the Spokane River Basin (Jankovsky-Jones personal communication).  Despite these limitations, the information presented in the Conservation Strategy is useful in illustrating the extent of unprotected wetland habitat that exists in the Coeur d'Alene Subbasin.  

The database used to develop Figure 1 was also used to develop Table 1, which allows for a more accurate interpretation of the extent and vegetative condition of wetland/riparian habitats within the Reservation. The database has been further refined to include the acreage that has already been effected by Tribal efforts through project #199004400 to restore functional wetland/riparian habitats for the benefit of native westslope cutthroat trout.  Degraded wetland/riparian habitats fall within the Agriculture, Brush, Forest regeneration, Forest low & medium density and the Grassland vegetation types.  The estimated total acreage in which future improvements to wetland/riparian habitats are needed according to this analysis is 7,453.  


Agriculture
Brush
Forest

regeneration
Forest

low & medium density
Forest

high density
Developed
Water
Wetland
Grassland

Acres effected by    NWPPC funded programs


111


10
6





Total Acres within *Target Watersheds


1513
19
28
373
2112
52
3

59

Total Acres within Non-*Target Watersheds
5195
27
22
338
2650
452
572
187


Totals
6708
46
50
711
4762
504
575
187
59

Table 1.  Acreage of riparian/wetland areas on the Coeur d'Alene Indian Reservation and in the Coeur d'Alene Subbasin by Redmond and Prother vegetation type.  * Target Watersheds are those prioritized for westslope cutthroat trout restoration by the Coeur d'Alene Tribe.  

NWI wetlands make up 16% of the total acreage of wetland/riparian habitats listed in Table 1.  The vast difference in NWI wetland and the tally in Table 1 is due primarily to conversion of historic wetlands to other uses.  For example, historical wetlands completely converted to agricultural lands are not included in the NWI inventory, while the use of the hydric soils database in constructing the wetland/riparian coverage tends to include these wetlands.  Second the wetland/riparian coverage includes riparian areas that are outside the strict NWI definition of wetland.  For example, the acreages within the Forest categories are located principally in the upper forested portions of watersheds along narrow linear watercourses not included in the more course scale of the NWI mapping process.  It is reasonable to assume that a similar situation exists in the entire Subbasin in that more potential wetland/riparian habitat exists than is accounted for by NWI mapping.  From a standpoint of strict scientific rigor it would be inappropriate to state that NWI wetlands comprise 16% of the potential wetland/riparian habitat within the Subbasin because of the inability to state a confidence in that estimation.  However, it is instructive to view the 36,658 acres of unprotected NWI wetlands listed by Jankovsky-Jones as a portion of the unprotected potential wetland/riparian habitat in the Subbasin, and it is not unreasonable to consider it a small portion.  In light of the extent of unprotected potential wetland/riparian habitat in the Subbasin, the expectation of protecting and improving 13,000 acres over a 20 year period is far less than the wetland/riparian habitat that potentially needs protection and/or restoration.   

A means of prioritizing parcels is paramount given that the expected acreage of wetland/riparian habitat to be protected and/or restored by this project is far less than the estimates of wetland/riparian habitat that need protection and/or restoration in the Subbasin.  Parcels must be carefully selected in order to provide maximum benefit in our attempt to alleviate the influence of stressors to native fish and wildlife habitats.  A series of weighting factors are applied to parcels that become available in each of the target areas.  Table 2 identifies the interrelationship of these weighting factors and the qualitative weight that each factor carries in the evaluation process.  General principles considered are as follows:

· Parcels that can expand or provide connection to existing wetland/riparian protection and restoration projects will be weighted more favorably than isolated parcels;

· Parcels within Alder, Benewah, Evans, and Lake Creek (cutthroat trout restoration target watersheds, BPA Project #199004400) will be weighted more favorably than those in other watersheds;

· Wetland/riparian and floodplain habitats on the Reservation will be weighted more favorably than similar habitats off the Reservation;

· Parcels will also be prioritized according to the amount of habitat they can provide this proposal's target species;

· Westslope cutthroat trout is preeminent among the target species and the amount of habitat a parcel is able to either provide or improve for this species will be weighted more heavily than that provided or improved for other target species;

· The amount of habitat a parcel has the potential to provide for muskrat, yellow warbler and wood duck would be viewed more favorably than the amount of habitat provided the American black bear, since the black bear can range across a wide area and uses a variety of habitats;

· The degree to which a parcel contributes to the degradation of water quality or a stream's 303(d) listing will also be weighted.  Parcels that contribute heavily toward a stream's degradation or listing will be weighted more favorably than parcels that contribute little;

· The central criterion in prioritizing parcels is the amount of wetland/riparian habitat a parcel can provide.  In order to maximize investment however, the proportion of wetland/riparian habitat within a parcel must be considered.  The higher the proportionate coverage of potential wetland/riparian habitat the greater the weighted favor. 

Weighting Factor
Qualitative Weight

Proximity to Existing Wetland/Riparian Protection and Restoration Projects
Weighted According to Degree of Connectivity Provided

Within *Target Watersheds 

In a non-*Target Watershed on the Coeur d'Alene Indian Reservation

Not within Coeur d'Alene Indian Reservation Boundaries
High

Medium

Low

Amount of Habitat Provided Target Species

Cutthroat Trout

Muskrat

Yellow Warbler

Wood Duck

American Black Bear
High

Medium

Medium

Medium

Low

Contribution to Water Degradation
Weighted Proportionately to Amount of Contributed Pollutants  

Acres of Potential Wetland/Riparian Habitat

Proportion of Wetland/Riparian Habitat


Weighted According to the Number of Acres 

Weighted According to the Proportion of Total Acres

Table 2.  Qualitative criteria used to evaluate parcels for protection and restoration.  * Target Watersheds are those prioritized for westslope cutthroat trout restoration by the Coeur d'Alene Tribe.

In many circumstances, conservation easements will be viewed more favorably than fee title acquisition.  This is in accordance with the Proportion of Wetland/Riparian Habitat weighting factor.  With fee title acquisition, an entire parcel is purchased including those portions of the property that are non-wetland/riparian habitats, while the area encompassed within a conservation easement may be specified to include only wetland/riparian habitats and possibly adjacent habitats essential to ensure their proper function.  An issue that must be considered in this Weighting Factor is the degree to which perpetual benefits are ensured.  Fee title acquisition offers the greatest assurance of perpetual benefits.  The benefits of purchasing a conservation easement versus fee title will be examined on a parcel by parcel basis.  However, landowner preference will be the ultimate factor in determining whether a property is protected by fee title acquisition or conservation easement once a particular property is identified as a priority. 

Given the current extensive alteration and degradation of wetland/riparian habitats within the Subbasin, achieving this project's 20-year expectation of protecting and/or restoring 13,000 acres will not, in and of itself, result in achieving the Subbasin's wetland/riparian potential to support native fish and wildlife species.  The Monitoring and Evaluation portion of this project calls for correlating the effects of this project on the target watersheds within the overall trends and conditions of wetlands and riparian areas in the entire Subbasin.  This continual monitoring will allow for an evaluation of this project's contribution toward alleviating the limiting factors within the Subbasin as a whole.  If it can be demonstrated, through monitoring and evaluation, that further pursuit of this project's objectives will not further contribute to alleviating the limitations to native fish and wildlife within the Subbasin, they should not and will not be pursued further.        

ISRP Comment #4. The Conservation Easement Plan should be scientifically reviewed prior to project funding.  Project proponents should develop a timeline specifying delivery of products and subsequent review.

The production of the Conservation Easement Plan is not within the scope of this project.  The Conservation Easement Plan will be produced within the ongoing tasks of Project # 199004400 and the timelines for completion and solicitation of reviews are a part of that effort.  The first draft of the document is scheduled for completion in August of 2001, and the final draft is due in October of 2001.  The Fisheries Program, Wildlife Program and the Land Services Program will review the document internally within the Coeur d'Alene Tribe.  It will be further reviewed by prominent organizations that focus on habitat protection such as the US Fish and Wildlife Service, Natural Resource Conservation Service, and the Idaho Department of Fish and Game.  Offices of the Bonneville Power Administration will conduct reviews before final acceptance.  It is important to note that while this project will seek consistency with the Conservation Easement Plan, the problems of habitat degradation are not restricted to the four watersheds currently targeted for cutthroat trout restoration by the Coeur d'Alene Tribe (which is the scope of that document).  Similarly this project was not designed to be restricted to the four targeted watersheds, but was designed to address the issues of habitat degradation within wetland/riparian habitats of the Subbasin with the central objective being maximization of dual benefits whenever possible.

ISRP Comment #5. Because a large number of objectives are listed under different types of activities (planning and design, construction and implementation, monitoring and evaluation) it would be helpful to put activities in a flow chart to clarify their sequence and interrelationships.

As the following flow chart illustrates, the central objective of this project is to maximize benefits to both fish and wildlife within the Coeur d'Alene Subbasin through the protection, restoration, enhancement and maintenance of wetland/riparian habitats.  All the objectives within the proposal are arranged to facilitate this central objective.  The primary limiting factors discussed in the Couer d'Alene Subbasin Summary (NWPPC 2000) indicate that the disruption and alteration of riparian and wetland communities have constricted the availability of habitats to native fish and wildlife species.  Further there are limited economic incentives for landowners to provide native wetland/riparian habitats within the Coeur d'Alene Subbasin except through the sale of management rights to those habitats.  Management rights acquisition through fee title or conservation easement purchase coupled with restoration of riparian habitats thus become primary tools (Objectives) in achieving this end.    The objectives selected in the Planning and Design, Operation and Maintenance and Monitoring and Evaluation Phases are orchestrated to support these Construction and Implementation objectives.  Monitoring and Evaluation Objective 3 provides the all important feedback loop through which activities can be continually evaluated and fine-tuned to maintain the efficiency and effectiveness of the project. 


Figure 1.  Flow chart of project objectives. 











Obj. 1.  Plan and establish a trust fund or other funding strategy for securing management rights.





Obj. 3.  Adapt management plans, activities and objectives.





Obj. 2.  Conduct annual noxious weed monitoring.





Obj. 1.  Monitor trends.





Monitoring 


And 


Evaluation





Operation


And Maintenance





Construction 


And 


Implementation





Planning


And


Design





Obj. 2.  Maximize long term benefits to fish and wildlife populations on all project sites.





Obj. 1.  Improve awareness of fish and wildlife habitat protection, restoration and enhancement activities in the Coeur d'Alene Subbasin.





Obj. 5  Develop monitoring and evaluation protocols.





Obj. 4.  Conduct pre-management acquisition activities.





Obj. 3.  Develop a project management plan.





Obj. 2.  Plan and establish a trust fund or other funding strategy for ensuring long-term operation and maintenance.








Obj. 3.  Maximize dual benefits.





Obj. 2.  Protect, restore and/or enhance 25% of the newly acquired riparian, wetland, and transition lands per year.





Obj. 1.  Secure management rights to at least 1000 acres of flood plain, riparian, wetland and associated upland habitat each year.





Figure 1.  Wetland/riparian habitats on the Coeur d'Alene Indian Reservation and in the Coeur d'Alene Subbasin.  Redmond and Prather (1996) vegetation types have been incorporated in order to estimate the current condition wetland/riparian condition.  Agriculture, Brush, Forest regeneration, Forest low density, Forest medium density and Grassland coverages represent degraded wetland/riparian habitats.  Examples of areas of interest for accomplishing the goals and objectives for proposal #24015 are 1) lower St. Joe River Flood Plain, 2) Upper Alder Creek, 3) Central Benewah Creek, 4) Central Little Plummer Creek, 5) Central Lake Creek, and 6) Lower Evans Creek.
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