199901600 - Protect & Restore Big Canyon Creek Watershed

Sponsor: Nez Perce Tribe Dept. Fisheries Resource Management Watershed Division
Budgets: FY07: $455,312 | FY08: $478,301 | FY09: $507,369
Short description: This project is to protect, restore, and return critical spawning and rearing habitat using a ridge top to ridge top approach, based on a complete watershed assessment and following the Clearwater Subbasin Management Plan.
view full proposal
Recommendation: Response requested (See NPT response in GREEN)
Comment:

A response is needed regarding three issues: (a) priority and feasibility of restoration, (b) results to date, and (c) watershed assessment.

(a) Several principal questions are not sufficiently addressed. Was this watershed ever substantial (important) spawning and rearing habitat for steelhead - or was it a peripheral satellite region? Is it a critical independent population now? Can the watershed be restored in a reasonable timeframe at a reasonable cost?
Fuller et al. (1986) reported the Big Canyon was one the top steelhead producing streams on the Nez Perce Reservation (Lower Clearwater).  Kucera et al. (1983) reported that of the 23 streams surveyed in the lower Clearwater, Little Canyon and Big Canyon Creeks had the highest and 4th highest densities of over yearling steelhead, respectively.

The FCRPS BiOp (2004) states the Big Canyon Creek, Little Canyon Creek, and the Potlatch River are the primary fish-producing (steelhead) areas for the lower Clearwater subpopulation.

The Big Canyon Creek Aquatic Assessment states that Big Canyon Creek is one of the top producers of steelhead trout within the Nez Perce Reservation.

The Clearwater Subbasin Assessment (2003) notes the lower Clearwater has typically poor to good steelhead habitat.  Big Canyon is listed as one of two notable exceptions of good steelhead habitat.

By protecting the steelhead population that exists today and planning and implementing restoration activities within the Watershed will provide for additional habitat. Implementation of work items within this proposal will increase this population from contemporary levels so that future source populations are greater and much more significant for the recovery of A-run steelhead in the Lower Clearwater.

The on-the-ground work performed in the Lapwai Creek Watershed does have the potential to and should produce measurable results.  Unfortunately, baseline information on specific watershed conditions and fish populations to date is very minimal and not comprehensive.  To address this issue, the Tribe and NPSWCD are working towards the completion of several baseline assessments to define the current condition of riparian areas, landscape disturbance, fish populations, etc. within specific areas of the watershed.  The cumulative power of these assessments will allow NPT and NPSWCD to delineate priority reaches/areas within the watershed for protection and/or restoration efforts as well as prescription or treatments for these areas. 

Sponsors indicate that this is one of the top producing steelhead populations on the Nez Perce Reservation. But the citation is from 1986. What has happened in the intervening 20 years? And, what does this population contribute to the productivity, abundance, spatial structure, and diversity of the ESU. How important is this population? 
Discussion of the NOAA Biological Opinion Remand (2004) reports that Big Canyon is listed as a primary fish-producing area for the steelhead subpopulation along with Lapwai Creek, Little Canyon Creek, and the Potlatch River. Reference is made to Lapwai Creek producing significant numbers in recent history, but is currently depressed. Does this mean that Big Canyon Creek is not depressed, or does it mean it has not produced significant numbers in recent history? Providing the numbers is important for a transparent proposal.
Recently, Chandler (2005) NPT Watershed Fisheries Biologist completed a more comprehensive survey of juvenile densities for Lapwai Creek and Big Canyon Creeks, unfortunately this information was not available prior to submittal of this proposal last January.
Chandler assessed 43 sites (Fig. 3) for abundance and distribution beginning in 2003 and is currently finalizing the report for publishing.  26 sites had sufficient flows for electro-fishing and in 16 of these sites, steelhead was found, the highest density being 0.53 fish/square meter (Fig. 5).
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According to the summary, Big Canyon Creek has "medium" potential to increase the population and to improve ecological conditions. This needs to be placed into the full context. How many categories were there and how many streams were evaluated. Is this the location most likely to improve to a threshold that will contribute to recovery (ESA) and eventual self-sustaining populations (Fish and Wildlife Program), or is it one of the worst. The proposal needs to be clear about the status of recovery/restoration potential both for steelhead and for the coho reintroduction.
This proposal is consistent with the NPT Watershed Division’s goal to develop habitat-based programs designed to protect and restore healthy, naturally producing fish and wildlife populations by protecting, mitigating, and restoring habitats using a ridge top to ridge top approach.

The extent of habitat degradation present in Big Canyon justifies continuation of this restoration project.  The fact that Big Canyon remains one of the strongholds for steelhead in the lower Clearwater, in less than desirable habitat, emphasizes the resilience (and possible local adaptation) of steelhead in the watershed.

 (b) Results to date need to be reported. How do we know this is working? Summarize the realized benefits to anadromous fish. An explanation is needed as to why project funding is being used to perform work on Lapwai Creek as indicated on p 24.
Implementation activities begin in 1999.  The specific accomplishments during the 6 years are shown in Figure 4 and Table 1.  Accomplishments are shown in the BPA metrics format.  In response to the incomplete sentence, we have revised proposal accomplishments to match BPA metric standards.  Reduction in sediment delivery to the stream is calculated by multiplying upland acres treated by three.  Please refer to Table 1. 

 Table 1. NPSWCD Accomplishments within the Big Canyon Creek Watershed 

	Metric
	Units Completed

	# of miles in riparian area1
	1.28

	# of miles in upland area2
	1.1

	# of stream miles treated
	0.66

	# of structures installed
	5

	Wetland Acres Treated
	6.37

	Riparian Miles Treated
	5.86

	Upland acres treated
	15,863.23

	Riparian acres treated
	167.26

	Miles of habitat accessed to the next upstream barrier3
	0


1Used for fence and road improvement projects.

2Used for fence and road improvement projects.

3Used when a full or partial fish passage barrier is removed.

Table 2. NPT Watershed Division Accomplishments within the Big Canyon Creek Watershed 

	Metric
	Units Completed

	# of miles in riparian area1
	4.1

	# of miles in upland area2
	0.33

	# of stream miles treated
	4.1

	# of structures installed
	0

	Wetland Acres Treated
	308

	Riparian Miles Treated
	4.1

	Upland acres treated
	8

	Riparian acres treated
	10.5

	Miles of habitat accessed to the next upstream barrier3
	0


1Used for fence and road improvement projects.

2Used for fence and road improvement projects.

3Used when a full or partial fish passage barrier is removed
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Figure 4:  NPSWCD Accomplishments to Date

The unique nature of land ownership and legal jurisdiction within the Nez Perce Reservation make an interagency partnership crucial to the success of watershed restoration projects. The mosaic of private, state, and federal land within the Big Canyon Creek watershed lends itself to the integration and participation of both entities, NPT Watershed Division and NPSWCD, to achieve restoration objectives. The focus of the NPT Watershed Division proposal is to implement habitat restoration activities on tribal lands, monitor fish abundance and distribution and serve as the lead in the biological parameters of the project.  The NPSWCD’s proposal focuses on restoration of habitat in private lands.

The NPT Watershed Division and NPSWCD share a unique and strong partnership.  This results in collaboration on many projects to share resources and meet our common objectives.  Due to our collaboration we have exceeded our goals and reduced costs by an estimated 20%.
Road decommissioning will reduce sediment delivery to streams to assist in improving water and habitat quality.  Riparian Fencing will protect habitat from livestock grazing and Vegetation Plantings will improve shading and eventual introduction of large woody debris for anadromous fish

The desired goal for protection and restoration work in the Big Canyon Watershed is to improve at least 75% of those stream reaches determined to be in “poor” condition as rated per SVAP protocols to an “excellent” condition.

(c) Some watershed assessments have been completed, but the results and implications of these analyses are not adequately summarized in the proposal. The Big Canyon Creek Environmental Assessment (1995) and Big Canyon Creek Watershed Assessment ("expected completion 2001") are identified as related projects. It seems this project should be designed and based on the assessments provided by those efforts. Also, why is Big Canyon Creek Watershed Assessment still listed as expected completion 2001 in 2005/6? Is the assessment completed and released yet? If not, how is ii being used to develop the work elements in this proposal.
Per project solicitation instructions and recommendations from BPA personnel, the Clearwater Subbasin Management Plan, 2003 (draft) was the guiding document for developing this proposal.  
The Big Canyon Creek Aquatic Assessment was completed and released in 2001.  Many of the recommendations from the report summary are being addressed by NPT Watershed Division work elements in progress and also those included in the current proposal.  Most notable are the NPT NRAMP and NPSWCD SVAP data collection assessments that are necessary for planning and prioritizing protection and restoration activities.

Use of the phrase "expected completion 2001” was an error overlooked during the final review of the proposal in the 11th hour before downloading.
The Big Canyon Creek watershed project was originally funded in 1999 to complete a watershed assessment.  Since that time, the NPT Watershed Division has been working on resource assessments and project implementation throughout the Big Canyon Creek watershed.  Prior to the initiation of this project, a massive data gap existed on fish, the condition of fish habitat, and limiting factors within the watershed.  Only a minimal amount of baseline data collection had occurred.  We felt it was of utmost importance to address this issue prior to any large-scale implementation of restoration activity.  Thus, the early years of the project (1999-2001) were focused on watershed assessment and subbasin planning.  Unfortunately, these efforts were very broad in scope, and the watershed assessment was based on what minimal data existed on the watershed at that time.  This proved to be much too coarse to provide any substantial direction or guide our restoration activities.  

To fill this data gap, beginning in 2002 we developed and/or modified existing protocols to facilitate the collection of relevant baseline data within the watershed.  In realizing that this data collection phase would involve a substantial amount of manpower and take several years to complete, NPT Watershed in collaboration with the NPSWCD began implementing watershed rehabilitation activities concurrently with the data gathering activities.  Due to the lack of a comprehensive watershed assessment to help prioritize restoration activities, our implementation activities since 2002 have been concentrated on the “hot spots” or obvious areas in need of rehabilitation (e.g., livestock feeding operations, un-vegetated riparian areas, and areas with direct livestock access to the stream).  For example, the NPSWCD has treated and or removed all winter livestock feeding areas adjacent to major streams, with the exception of two, within the watershed.  NPT Watershed has completed several livestock exclusion projects (e.g., fenced horses from main stem Cold Springs Creek at the Yearout pasture lands).   As mentioned previously these projects have been implemented in the interim while the detailed baseline data collection phase is completed.  By fall 2007, a very comprehensive baseline data set for the Big Canyon Creek watershed should be assembled.  

This baseline data will include information from various agencies within the watershed.  Some of the major products from each agency are included below:

NPT Watershed Division
1.) Fish distribution and abundance data as well as habitat data has been collected since 2002.  2006 is the final year of data collection, and all reports are expected to be completed by fall 2007.

2.) A fish passage assessment was produced in 2003, which assessed all road/stream crossings in the watershed using a modified USFS protocol.

NPT Water Resources

1.) A TMDL assessment will be completed by Dec. 2006.  This effort has included several years of water quality data collection at strategic points within the watershed, development of thermal infrared imagery, and a complete LiDAR survey of the watershed.

NPSWCD

1.) By fall 2007, the main stem and all major tributaries of Big Canyon Creek will have been assessed using the Stream Visual Assessment Protocol (SVAP).  SVAP is a rapid assessment of stream/riparian/landscape condition that allows qualitative comparison between reaches.  This process allows the identification of treatment strategies to improve steelhead habitat.  The assessment also identifies site-specific problems and treatment needs.  For example, in-stream irrigation diversions, dikes, stream bank erosion sites, canopy cover needs, weed densities (which helps refine the strategy needed to improve and/or enhance the riparian areas).

2.) A riparian canopy assessment through the use of digital ortho-photos has been completed.  This assessment delineates reaches of poor (bare ground), fair (< 15m), or good (>15m) riparian buffer widths. This assessment will help focus riparian restoration efforts.

3.) Stream temperature monitoring is completed at the major tributaries of Big Canyon Creek.  This monitoring will provide base-line data showing the location of stream temperature problems.  Data from 2003 to 2006 will be analyzed and a report completed in January 2007.

The synergistic power of these data sets will allow us to see a clear picture of what is occurring in the.  With the assistance of GIS, we will be able to use these data sets and the professional judgment of all those who collected the data to identify priority reaches for protection and restoration in the watershed. 

Regarding the 2005 Road Erosion Survey and the 2004 Fish Passage Assessment, a short discussion on the management and restoration recommendations from these projects is needed. How much sediment is coming off the roads, how many miles need to be obliterated? How many miles need to be repaired? How is the obliteration and repair prioritized? Same for the passage problems - how many are there, where are they, what can be done about them, how much is it going to cost, and how long will it take?
All Survey and Assessment reports will be transferred electronically and uploaded to the BPA website at ISRP request.
The Road Erosion Survey: Big Canyon Creek Watershed project was limited to road surveys on tribal lands. Approximately 58.8 miles of roads in the watershed are on Nez Perce tribal properties in three major ownership categories (Individual Trust Allotment, Tribal Fee, and Tribal Trust lands).  The survey covered just over 43 miles of road on Nez Perce Tribal lands in the watershed.  This accounts for 10.6% of all the roads in the Big Canyon Creek watershed and 73.2% of all the roads on NPT lands in the watershed.  Of those roads surveyed, it was found that 218 tons of sediment is delivered to the streams annually. 

The recommended area for road obliteration is the Cold Springs Reserve (Fig. 2).  In this block of land, 209 tons of sediment is delivered, or 93% of the total sediment delivered from tribal roads within the watershed.  The average road density on tribal lands is 2.81 miles per square mile of land.  The road density within the Cold Springs Reserve is 3.74 mi/sq. mi.  All road decommissioning proposed projects at this time will take place in this block of land.  Removal of 23.2353 miles of road and the predicted annual delivery of 175.524 tons of sediment (as in over 10 dump truck loads!!) would be an extended process taking several years to complete.
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FIGURE 2:  Cold Springs Reserve Roads

The Fish Passage Assessment included surveys of 79 crossings and identified and prioritized 30 barriers (Fig. 1).  Because of budget constraints, we have included limited funds in the current revised proposal as a cost-share incentive element that will assist us in the search of alternative funding sources to fund barrier replacement implementation.  Our goal is to replace 2 barriers each year for the next 15 years at a total cost in the range $1.65 to $2.25 million.  
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FIGURE 1:  Big Canyon Creek Watershed Barrier Priorities



Finally, in the response loop, the ISRP recommends that the Nez Perce Tribe suggest a priority and rank of the numerous proposals submitted under the titles “protect” and “restore.” Where do habitat actions and protection in the Clearwater offer the most potential benefit? 

The justification for pursuing restoration in each watershed submitted by DFRM Watershed is provided within every proposal.  The DFRM Watershed Division as a group met several times to decide which watersheds should be targeted for proposals.  The major considerations in making these determinations were the Clearwater Subbasin plan, on-going investments, and connection to supplementation or research projects (both tribal and non-tribal).  The projects were further prioritized within the entire DFRM program and then the local Idaho process (in which DFRM prioritized its own projects).  It was at this time that the manager, all directors and key staff within DFRM, to include administration, watershed, production, research and resident fish, used all existing information and professional knowledge in deciding the priority of projects to move forward that would best work to restore anadromous fish populations in the Mountain Snake province, to include the Clearwater Subbasin.  We are aware and engaged in other currently on-going forums that may help further refine this process, such as the BiOp remand and recovery planning, and will use these tools as they become finalized and available.  The DFRM Watershed Division was involved with the projects prioritization and supports the list provided by the Idaho Office of Species Conservation to the Council for Tribal projects.  Please see the attached spreadsheet that lists the NPT DFRM project priority number and ranks with budgets as submitted to OSC and put forth by them.     

