ISRP Review Response

Proposal 200705200 - Chum Salmon Evaluations Within Bonneville Reservoir

ISRP Comment

The technical and scientific background establishes that a problem exists - a decrease in chum salmon abundance during the past century. But the technical and scientific background does not establish that this project is needed to guide management in solving the problem.  There is no indication that this work is identified in a Fish and Wildlife Program subbasin plan or a federal recovery plan.

Response
This work is directly specified within the Columbia Gorge Subbasin Plan, Upper Gorge Tributary Plan, and the Lower Columbia River Salmon Recovery and Fish and Wildlife Subbasin Plan.  The Columbia Gorge Subbasin’s Technical committee “. . . found little information to ascertain the status of chum salmon within Bonneville Reservoir.  A basic assessment of population status and habitat condition/availability for passage, adult holding, and juvenile rearing constitutes the first step in ensuring connectivity between populations in the Lower Columbia River and Bonneville Reservoir Tributaries . . . “ (Columbia Gorge Subbasin Plan, Section 5.2.2, p 85).  

The passage evaluations at Bonneville, population monitoring within the Reservoir, and habitat assessments in the Gorge subbasin to be completed by this project will be used to test the 11 hypothesis proposed for chum salmon in the Columbia Gorge Subbasin (Section 5.2.2, p 85-87).  This is the first step identified by the Subbasin’s Technical Committee in order to move forward in achieving the Subbasin’s goal of developing a self-sustaining spawning chum salmon population within Bonneville Reservoir.  Therefore, the specific work outlined in this proposal is consistent with and prerequisite to the implementation of the NPCC-sponsored subbasin plan.

The Columbia Gorge Subbasin  is the first step towards development of  salmon recovery planning within this area.  With respect to chum salmon, the goals, objectives and strategies of the subbasin plan specify to, “ Reestablish at least one chum salmon spawning population upstream of Bonneville Dam” (Columbia Gorge Subbasin Plan, Section 5.2.2, Objective #1, p 84).  

Furthermore, Federal salmon recovery planning conducted by Washington lead entities, stakeholders and NOAA Fisheries has been completed with the adoption of the Lower Columbia Salmon Recovery and Fish and Wildlife Subbasin Plan, Volume 1 (Letter from D. Robert Lohn, Regional Director dated February 3, 2006).  Regarding the Objective to reestablish at least one chum salmon spawning population upstream of Bonneville Dam , the Columbia Gorge Subbasin Plan ( 2004, page 13) states, “this objective is consistent with and supportive of recovery goals being developed by the NOAA Fisheries’ Willamette/Lower Columbia River Technical Recovery Team for ESA-listed salmonids”.  The Technical Recovery Team (TRT) criteria specify that two populations of each species be present at a “high” viability level.  Currently only one exists, below Bonneville Dam.  The deliverables of this proposed project (200705200) would help ascertain the chum populations’ current status in the subbasin and thus provide a basis for the implementation of the finalized Recovery Plan for chum salmon.

ISRP Comment

Any future proposal should develop the topic with much more detailed justification and evidence that much of the work has not been completed by prior projects. For example, habitat evaluation is going to be completed to identify sites for Duncan Creek like supplementation. Wouldn't information already exist in databases or the EDT analysis that was part of the subbasin planning process?

The proposal could have been made more complete by describing the methodology and proposed outcomes of this study.

Response
The Wind River is the only Subbasin considered under this proposal  that has performed EDT analysis.  Much of the EDT work has been performed by the US Forest Service (USFS) in the upper basin above Shipherd Falls.  However, historical spawning has been identified only within the reach below Shipherd Falls and the area inundated by Bonneville Reservoir Pool.  Sedimentation levels were shown to be problematic in lower Wind River areas and the Little Wind, however, since the restoration efforts of the USFS and Underwood Conservation District, sedimentation levels have decreased by 73% in Layout creek (USFS 2000).  Ramifications of positive effects such as these in the upper watershed are yet to be evaluated in reaches below Shipherd Falls where likely chum restoration efforts would be directed.  

The tributaries within the Columbia Gorge Subbasin represent an area that is believed to have the greatest potential for the recovery of salmon and steelhead in the basin.  However, there has not been an EDT analysis completed in many of the tributaries within this region.  “Factors that limit production of chum salmon in the Columbia River Gorge are not explicitly known” (Columbia Gorge Subbasin Plan, p. 53).  However, limiting factors within the subbasin have been postulated within the Columbia Gorge Subbsin plan for chum salmon.  They include habitat losses through inundation, passage impediments at Bonneville Dam, tributary access blockage, habitat sedimentation, intermittent dewatering, and rural development.  The largest tributary is Rock Creek where historical populations of chum salmon are known to have existed and are still thought to be present.  Although an impassable falls is present at River Mile 1, this reach contains the greatest amount of potential spawning habitat, and is therefore the highest priority for habitat restoration and preservation of chum populations.

The Upper Gorge Tributary subbasin plan also states that an EDT analysis was not completed for this region.  There was a limiting factors analysis completed in 1999 by the Washington Conservation Commission (WCC 1999) and the U.S. Forest Service completed a watershed analysis in 2000 that focused primarily on the area above the passage barrier at River Mile 1.  The most recent assessment was completed in 2002 for surface and groundwater quality (Michaud 2002) and hydrology and geology assessment’s (Welch et al. 2002).  The Gap Assessment of existing Protections, Plan, Programs, and Projects specifically states that in support of Objective 1, “. . . . additional studies are needed” (UGT Subbasin, p 76).

Despite potentially significant limiting factors within the Washington subbasin's of the Province, water supplies from upper watersheds are of high quality.  There is a limited amount of spawning habitat in the lower reaches yet high potential exists for the production potential of these short reaches.  Should restoration of natural production not be feasible or inadequate to meet recovery goals, we think that that more aggressive measures should be considered and evaluated –such as the creation of artificial spawning channels.

The research area of this project will encompass three subbasin’s, the Wind River, Columbia Gorge, and Upper Gorge Tributaries.  Passage assessment over Bonneville Dam will be completed using the fish ladder trapping facility, visual and video passage counts, and radio tag fall back rates.  This proposed work will also involve the review of the EDT from the Wind River and limiting factors analysis and various “assessments” within the other two subbasins.  Habitat evaluations will be completed within the first mile of streams with respect to water quality (i.e., temperature, turbidity, dissolve oxygen levels, hyporheic temp., dissolved oxygen, and flows), and, Substrate and Sediment (i.e., sedimentation levels, spawning gravel availability, stream gradients).  Collection of these data will allow for an analysis of change since the initial assessments of 1999 and 2002.  All streams within the Wind River and Upper Gorge Tributaries Subbains will be included with the exception of the Little White, where little or no habitat exists, and the Big White Salmon River that is covered by another project that is likely to be implemented (Big White Salmon, Project 200712200, Fundable, no review).  Those streams included in the work under this proposal (200705200) are Rock Creek, Nelson Creek, Carson Creek, Wind River, Collins Creek, and Dog Creek.

Sampling methodologies proposed include:

· passage monitoring of chum salmon at the Bonneville Dam trapping facility (capture, tag, sample for bio-data and genetics), 

· video monitoring of passage during off-peak (un-manned) hours, radio tracking of captured chum salmon adults from Bonneville Dam to identify habitat selection and spawning sites, 

· stream surveys for active spawning chum salmon adults, and 

· habitat evaluations (protocols to be adopted from Timber, Fish and Wildlife Ambient Monitoring Manuals) with respect to surface and hyporheic parameters as listed above.  

Results of the proposed activities would be a quantitative and qualitative assessment of issues related to the passage of chum salmon over Bonneville Dam, genetic evaluation of stock origin for chum adults passing Bonneville Dam, identification of current and active spawning sites above Bonneville Dam, and habitat evaluations of current natural spawning reaches and site-assessments for future artificial production locations.  

Conclusion
Chum salmon are considered a high priority species within the three subbasins that this project encompasses, yet little directed research has been completed in an attempt to move forward with realizing the objective of developing a naturally spawning population above Bonneville Dam.  There has been EDT research only in the Wind River, and just a postulated limiting factors analysis for the Columbia Gorge and Upper Gorge Tributaries subbasins.  The USFS has completed a watershed analysis for Rock Creek upper watershed and initial results pertaining to the extensive sedimentation problem show this parameter to stabilizing within the upper basin.  This stasis should continue to be realized in the lower most reach where high priority habitat exists and holds the greatest potential for anadromous salmonid production.  A review of these existing data will be completed prior to project implementation, and should preclude the need for the more intensive sampling outlined in the original proposal.  Therefore, a budget modification has been completed that resulted in a project reduction of $167,442 over the 3-year funding cycle 2007-2009.  WDFW believes that the results of this project will assist in eliminating critical data gaps as identified in the subbasin gap analysis and will allow management entities to move forward in realizing the development of a spawning population of chum salmon in Bonneville Reservoir.
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