Fix-It-Loop Response for:

200715000 - Expand Salmonid Monitoring in Grays River to Meet Monitoring Needs Identified in the Lower Columbia Salmon Recovery and Subbasin Plan and maintain an at risk Chum Salmon Population through Supplementation

ISRP comment:  The rationale for population estimates from the Grays River are not sufficiently demonstrated. Page 6 identifies the Grays River as an intensively monitored watershed by the Lower Columbia River Salmon Recovery Plan. However, the Washington Salmon Recovery Funding Board’s report on Intensively Monitored Watersheds (IMWs) identifies the nearby Abernathy, Mill, and Germany creeks as intensively monitored watershed sites, not the Grays River. No reference to the identification of the Grays River as being an important site for population estimation is attributed to the Council’s subbasin plan. Sponsors note that the Grays River is classified by the Lower Columbia River Salmon Recovery Plan as in intensively monitored watershed (LCFRB 2004b). But how this plans relates to the Council’s subbasin plan or other regional recovery plans or obligations is not clear.


Response: The Lower Columbia Fish Recovery Board’s Lower Columbia Salmon Recovery and Fish and Wildlife Subbasin Plan referenced in the project proposal is the accepted NPCC subbasin plan and was approved by NOAA in 2004.  This plan outlines regional recovery plans and recommended the Grays River basin for in-depth biological monitoring at Level 1 (the most intensive) and presented an “Intensive Watershed Monitoring Schedule” in Figure 1 (LCFRB 2004a, p. 7-10 & 7-11).  Reference to the Grays River as an “intensively monitored watershed” in this proposal’s narrative may have been more appropriately stated as “recommended for in-depth biological monitoring at the most intensive level”.  We did not intend to suggest that the Grays River was part of the SRFB funded Intensively Monitored Watershed (IMW) program.

ISRP comment: A response is requested that clarifies the need to monitor these species in this watershed. What is needed here is the number and location of sites that are identified by Washington, Oregon, and NOAA as needed to assess the Lower Columbia River ESUs. It may be that this is an essential location for monitoring but it is not clear from the proposal.

Response:  LCFRB (2004b, p.C-68) states: “Biological objectives for Grays subbasin salmonid populations are based on recovery criteria developed by scientists on the Willamette/Lower Columbia Technical Recovery Team convened by NOAA Fisheries. … The Grays subbasin was identified as one of the most significant areas for salmon recovery among Washington coastal subbasins based on fish population significance and realistic prospects for restoration”.

The recovery plan ranked individual populations as Primary, Contributing or Stabilizing (LCFRB 2004a, chap. 5 page 7).  LCFRB (2004a, chap. 5) categorizes salmonid populations for the Coast, Cascade, and Gorge strata of the Lower Columbia into these designations.  Grays River chum, fall chinook, coho and winter-run steelhead are listed as “Primary” populations for recovery. Chum salmon in the Grays River were further identified as a population for a greater than high viability objective.  Table 2 from LCFRB (2004a, chap. 5 page 8) is presented below for reference.  The plan recommends annual in-depth monitoring for chum salmon in the Grays River, and periodic monitoring for fall chinook, coho, and winter-run steelhead; with fall chinook monitoring to begin in the first 3-year rotation (LCFRB 2004a, chap. 7 page 14)
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ISRP comment: A response is requested on the supplementation portion of the proposal that lays out the assessments conducted by the sponsors to clearly establish the need for and benefits of any supplementation efforts.

Response: The Grays River chum salmon population is part of the Lower Columbia chum salmon ESU.  Chum salmon in this ESU were listed as threatened under the auspices of the ESA in 1999 (FR Vol. 64 No. 57) the threatened status was reaffirmed in 2005 (FR Vol. 70 No. 123).  When the status was reaffirmed in 2005, Grays River Hatchery propagation was included in the ESU.
Despite supplementation programs in the late 1950’s and a moratorium on commercial harvest since the 1950’s, Columbia River chum salmon returns have remained at near 3% of historical levels (WDFW 2000).  The lack of stable spawning habitat is considered the primary physical limitation on chum salmon production today (NWPPC 1990 and Johnson et al. 1997).  In 1985, the WDF constructed a spawning channel in the Gorly Springs area.  The spawning channel was connected to Gorly Creek; a tributary that enters the mainstem Grays River at RM 12 and it provided one of two protected off-channel spawning and incubation areas in the basin. The channel was heavily used by chum salmon until its destruction in the winter of 1999 when the upstream protection dike failed during a flood event.  The mainstem Grays River now flows through the Gorly Springs area.  The other off-channel protected spawning area is located in the upper reaches of Crazy Johnson Creek.  Crazy Johnson Creek entered the mainstem Grays River at RM 13 prior to flood of 1999; it now enters the West Fork Grays River at RM1.  However, this area can also be threatened by high water events and during low water years access can be limited or denied, confining spawning to less stable mainstem reaches where redds are subject to frequent channel shifts and bedload deposition or scour.  The highly dynamic nature of this river and its current condition is being documented by BPA project # 200301300 - Grays River Watershed Assessment.

As mentioned above, chum salmon in the Grays River have been identified as a primary population, with a high viability objective, targeted to improve to a level that contributes to recovery of the species (LCFRB 2004a, chap. 5).  Table 10 in LCFRB (2004b) states that the current viability of this population is “Low+” with annual escapement values of 500-10,000 with an objective of a “High+” viability and annual escapement values of 4,300-7,800.  The Grays River chum salmon population is one of only two remaining substantial populations, with recent natural origin returns greater than 1,000 adults, utilizing the Columbia River and its tributaries.   In 1998, the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife (WDFW) initiated a chum salmon supplementation program using native stock on the Grays River.  The purpose of this supplementation program was to maintain and stabilize the chum salmon population in the Grays River basin.  A Hatchery and Genetic Management Plan was prepared in 2000 and updated in 2004.  Table 20 in Section 5 of LCFRB (2004b) presented the results of a WDFW Benefit-Risk Assessment Procedure (BRAP) relative to risks to natural populations.  The results of this assessment regarding chum salmon were: Continue propagation of Grays River chum brood stock to supplement and manage risks to Grays River, Chinook River and other local coastal populations. Increase abundance and distribution of coastal chum populations.  This program was identified as a production enhancement strategy to be implemented in the Grays River basin (LCFRB 2004b, page C-93 Table 18).
WDFW’s supplementation program will ensure that chum salmon persist in the Grays River basin at viable population levels.  Results of research associated with the supplementation program will benefit current and future supplementation/reintroduction programs for chum salmon in the Columbia River and its tributaries.  Adults collected for the supplementation program or fry resulting from the program could be used to jumpstart populations in nearby streams where suitable chum salmon habitat exists but is being underutilized or not used at all.  Genetic analysis reported by Small et al. (2006) shows that the Grays River chum salmon would be a suitable donor stock for Columbia River tributaries in Washington from the Chinook River upstream to Germany Creek.

It is the position of the WDFW that hatchery supplementation of chum salmon continue until suitable protected off-channel spawning and rearing habitat has been constructed/rehabilitated and has been proven successful.

The proposed program is critical to maintaining at risk chum salmon populations, determining long-term trends in adult and juvenile abundance, connecting the implementation of habitat restoration and preservation measures with an expected increase of juvenile anadromous salmonids, and estimating freshwater productivity for these populations.
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