RESPONSE TO THE ISRP REVIEW OF FY 2007 SOLICITATION

198710001 – Umatilla Anadromous Fish Habitat – CTUIR

Sponsor: Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation (CTUIR) 

Province: Mid Columbia   Subbasin: Umatilla 

Short description: This project works with private landowners, and other government and quasi-governmental agencies to protect and enhance habitat for salmonid fish in the Umatilla  River Subbasin. 

ISRP Comment 1:  
Not much priority is provided for tasks.  Questionable whether the activities will have any benefit, especially compared to alternatives.  Inadequate justification that activities will have benefit.

CTUIR Response:
We have used outputs of the Umatilla/Willow Subbasin Plan (priority Geographic Areas for habitat protection and restoration, by species), along with recommendations from the Subbasin Planning Team to Council (priority Management Strategies, by Geographic Area, required to enhance natural production through habitat restoration), to refine high priority target areas and develop a suite of treatment options for these areas.  The Five-Year Action Plan was developed as a logical extension of the Subbasin Plan, identifying potential project opportunities at the reach-level within high priority target areas.  To accomplish restoration actions within the identified high priority target areas, our project has established working relationships and coordinates with private landowners and other resource-oriented agencies in order to develop and ultimately implement habitat improvement projects.  Attempting to prioritize activities at a finer scale (in the context of a proposal aimed at describing project activities over a period of three to five fiscal years) would not be beneficial until landowner cooperation can be obtained - the result of initiating landowner contacts and project development.  
Once these relationships are established, we then inventory the subject reach to determine the opportunity for addressing the identified limiting factors.  The Subbasin Plan provides a prioritized list of habitat limiting factors and prioritized list of restoration strategies for each high priority target area; in reference to the Umatilla Subbasin the priority geographic areas and strategies are, respectively: (1) Birch Creek, Meacham Creek, and the upper Umatilla River, and (2) elimination of salmonid passage barriers.  This guidance, as well as data collected from the prospective restoration sites, is then utilized by project staff to develop a site specific restoration approach.

Section 7.3 of the ISRP’s Preliminary Review - Programmatic Comments (document: isrp2006-4a) on Fish and Wildlife Habitat Projects, states that “…availability of a site or receptivity of a landowner, rather than a clearly prioritized fish and wildlife need”, forms the “…primary selection criteria…” for many projects.  This is not the case for CTUIR’s Fish Habitat Project.  A clear distinction needs to be made between actions focused on initiating project opportunities, landowner interactions, and actions to design and implement projects.  The action to pursue development of projects in a particular geographic area is not based on pre-conceived ideas about landowner cooperation.  This action is based on guidance provided in the Subbasin Plan.  A clear logic path is used that includes prioritization of target areas for restoration, and development of restoration actions based on prioritized limiting factors and prioritized restoration strategies.  
Under ideal circumstances our project could prioritize and develop a timeline for implementation of projects at the reach- and site-levels, however; we have no option but to employ a policy of strategic opportunism - landowner cooperation is crucial to project implementation, but it is not the primary factor in selecting project sites.
ISRP Comment 2: 
Sponsors need to convince reviewers that the strategies employed (in the subbasin) are worth continuing from the perspective of steelhead and chinook salmon benefits.

CTUIR Response:

The project proposal described past efforts and locations to improve habitat for aquatic and wildlife that included both riparian and instream improvements in a number of the Subbasin’s watersheds.   The 2007 proposal incorporates a more holistic approach that focuses on priority streams and improvement actions as described and justified in the Umatilla/Willow Subbasin Plan, i.e., Birch Creek, Meacham Creek, and the upper Umatilla River.  These are the streams and/or stream reaches that have the most potential for restoring stocks of spring chinook and summer steelhead, a listed ESA species.  The intent is to obtain easements on as many parcels in those drainages as possible in order to implement the management actions described in M & E project reports.  The Subbasin Plan emphasizes that increased habitat quality and quantity – e.g. removal of passage barriers - equate to increased populations of salmonids.  This basic tenant obviates the need for extensive monitoring at all project sites such as annual smolt per spawner data keeping in mind that as the number of adults increase, the number of smolts per spawner is likely to decrease.
This comment implies that declining egg-to-smolt survival figures are indicative of ineffective habitat improvement treatments, without consideration for all of the many other in-basin factors which can affect smolt survival.  The current mandate of research project 198902401 (Evaluation of Juvenile Salmonid Outmigration and Survival in the Lower Umatilla River Basin - referenced in the ISRP’s comments as the source of egg-to-smolt survival data), is not to monitor or evaluate the effectiveness of habitat improvement treatments applied in the upper Umatilla Subbasin, nor is their sampling protocol designed to support analysis of egg-to-smolt survival data at the tributary-level.  Furthermore, the proposal for project 198902401 does not offer conclusions that link declining survival rates to ineffective habitat improvement treatments.  We would also argue that the egg-to-smolt survival data (presented in Figure 3, proposal 198902401), shows substantial annual variations in survival estimates that, when fit to a linear regression, indicates a slight decreasing trend with only a weak statistical relationship (R2 = 0.1297).  Although our project cannot provide the ISRP with smolt output data that will substantiate the effectiveness of habitat improvement efforts (i.e., increased smolt production at the Subbasin-level, as a function of site-specific habitat improvement treatments), we feel that it is a misuse of the results presented in proposal 198902401 to interpret this information as evidence of ineffectiveness on the part of habitat improvement projects, and we would caution against the use of these data for this purpose.  

When using smolt output at the Subbasin-level as an indicator of performance, reviewers must also consider the relatively short sections of stream treated by habitat improvement projects in upper watershed tributaries, as well as the spatial disconnect between habitat improvement project sites and Three Mile Falls Dam where smolt data are collected (over 45 mainstem stream miles, heavily impacted by agricultural land use and irrigation withdrawals).  Project 198902401 has also presented results (project 198902401, 2001 annual report) based on four years of reach survival tests (1998 through 2001), which illustrates statistically significant decreases in survival rates for test groups of juvenile hatchery steelhead released higher on the Umatilla River, compared to those released lower in the watershed.  These results suggest that in-river, mainstem factors (including low flow, high temperatures and predation) adversely effect migration success and survival of juvenile salmonids. 
ISRP Comment 3: 
Smolt-per-spawner data should be provided (in order to demonstrate effectiveness of past habitat activities in the subbasin).
CTUIR Response:
We disagree with this comment in that as the number of spawners reach saturation (for the available spawning habitat), the number of smolt-per-spawner is likely to decline (Ricker, et al).  A better measure of project success is the total number of adult returning or number of redds present over time.  As shown in Figure 1 from the CTUIR M&E project depicts spawners in the Umatilla River for the period of 1985 to 2004.   The obvious increase in the total number of spawners is no doubt due partially to improved habitat and removal of passage barriers in addition to out of basin factors. 
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Figure 1 Steelhead redds per mile in the Umatilla River Basin
ISRP Comment 4: 
The proposal does not demonstrate that the described actions and agreements will recover lost productivity.  The approach is subject to question regarding whether or not the “right” thing is being done from the perspective of the fish; see the results from project 20072009 that show declining survival from egg to smolt over the past decade.
CTUIR Response:
We were unable to find project 20072009.  Our response to ISRP comments 1 and 2 above apply here.  The Subbasin Plan - that relied on the EDT model to relate limiting factors and management actions to address those factors – stresses that implementing habitat improvements in priority geographic areas is the preferred approach for increasing populations of focal species.
ISRP Comment 5:  
Has thought been given to methods other than sinking wells to developing alternative water sources to reduce the need for irrigation removals; e.g. purchase of water rights and/or lands with the objective of replacing the “Power Repay” project for keeping more water in streams?

CTUIR Response:

Of the proposed project locations, Birch Creek is the drainage that has potential for retaining instream water.  We agree with the advisability of developing alternative water sources; however, project staff has canvassed property owners in that drainage and have received little support from landowners in leasing or otherwise relegating water rights to instream purposes.   Even after the economic and aesthetic benefits to landowners of retaining instream flows are pointed out, landowners prefer to irrigate crops to the maximum of their water right.  The one exception where CTUIR has been instrumental in retaining instream flow is the Whitney property where consummation of a lease agreement is imminent between the landowner and the Oregon Water Trust.   Without landowner support there is no possibility of replacing irrigation use of Birch Creek with retention of water instream.  
