Meeting Minutes

Kootenai Valley Resource Initiative

March 15th, 2010 – 7:00 p.m., Boundary County Extension Office

Bonners Ferry, Idaho
Committee Members in Attendance:

Jennifer Porter, Kootenai Tribe of Idaho Chair, KVRI Co-Chair

Dave Anderson, Mayor of Bonners Ferry, KVRI Co-Chair

Dan Dinning, Boundary County Commissioners, KVRI Co-Chair

Bob Blanford, Business/Industry

Jim Cadnum, (alt.) Landowner/Industrial
Dave Wattenbarger, Soil Conservation District/Landowner

Tony McDermott, Idaho Fish & Game Commission

Sandy Ashworth, Social/Cultural/Historical

Linda McFaddan, (alt.) U.S. Forest Service – Idaho Panhandle National Forest

Justin Petty, Environmental/Conservation
Don Allenberg, (alt.) Corporate Agriculture

Patty Perry, KVRI Facilitator, Kootenai Tribe of Idaho
Kristin James, KVRI Recording Secretary, Kootenai Tribe of Idaho
Agency/Others in Attendance:

Wayne Wakkinen, Idaho Fish & Game

Chan Nagel, Boundary County Citizen

Barbara Nagel, Boundary County Citizen

Greg Hoffman, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers

Laura Roady, Boundary County Citizen & Bonners Ferry Herald

Michael Sloan, Boundary Economic Development Council

Chip Corsi, Idaho Department of Fish & Game

Ina Pluid, Idaho Women in Timber & KVRI Alternate

Alan Flory, Boundary County Citizen

Pat Behrens, U.S. Forest Service

Jason Flory, U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service

Shelley Landry, Congressman Minnick Staff

Vaughn Paragamian, Idaho Department of Fish & Game

Mark Reller, Bonneville Power Administration

Rich Torquemada, U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service

Joel Fenolio, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers

Stacy Kassover, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers

Nola Leyde, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers

Sarah Canepa, Vital Ground Foundation

Mick Shea, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers

Ron Smith, Boundary County Commissioner

Michael Gondek, U.S. Department of Ag – NRCS

Kevin Greenleaf, Kootenai Tribe of Idaho

Colet Allen, Chamber of Commerce

Opening:

Jennifer Porter opened by welcoming everyone to the meeting; introductions followed.
A member of the group submitted a correction to the minutes from February 22nd meeting; approval will be made at next meeting.

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Mick Shea, Greg Hoffman 

Mick Shea, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE), thanked KVRI for allowing them to take advantage of the opportunity to get information out to the community for the possibility of spill testing this spring.  KVRI provides a chance to interface with the community and agencies in an informal environment.  There have been changes made to the requirements and operations for Libby Dam.  A settlement was made on litigation with Center for Biological Diversity, State of Montana, Kootenai Tribe of Idaho, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and the USACE.  One of the requirements of the settlement is to shape the sturgeon volume to release an additional 10,000 cfs in the river channel (equivalent of two more units beyond the five existing units) for seven days during the sturgeon spawning season.  The total volume of water provided for the sturgeon in a single year won’t change, just the overall shape of the release of flows from the project.  The plan is to conduct the spill test for the next 3 years.  

Joel Fenolio, USACE Engineer, stated there is a 70% - 75% of average snow pack this winter in the basin.  In October the precipitation was fairly high, but February was only 15% - 20% of average.  March forecast is similar to February, warm temperatures with high elevation snow pack and little precipitation.  This year is could be headed in the top 5 percent of dry years since 1929.

Greg Hoffman, USACE biologist, confirmed that it will very likely be a dry water year.  In order for a sturgeon volume to be released from Libby Dam, a final May, April though August inflow forecast of 4.8 million acre feet or more is required; the March, April through August inflow forecast is for 5.084 million acre feet.  The volume forecasts have decreased each month over the winter, and continue to trend towards a Tier 1 water year (less than 4.8 million acre feet), which would provide no additional flows from Libby Dam for sturgeon during their spawning season.  If there is no additional flow provided for sturgeon, there will not be a spill test.  Jason Flory, USFWS biologist, joined the group and was available to answer questions regarding the Biological Opinion for the sturgeon.  He was involved with the settlement agreement that led up to the spill testing.  

The litigation settlement requires USACE, USFWS, and BPA to conduct spill testing in exceedence of power house capacity.  It is limited to 7 days total during the year and if gas levels reach 123% the spill is backed off to 120% of the duration.  There are certain criteria Montana has put in place to limit damage to resident fish below the dam.  There are also requirements related to sturgeon behavior.  The 2008 and 2009 operations were determined to have not met the requirements of the settlement agreement in terms of movement of tagged females above town to what has been defined as good spawning habitat and the  amount of time they were present in that area.  There were very few progeny found from the 2007 and 2008 year classes in 2009, which was another measure of success in the settlement agreement.  

There is a requirement to reach 8 degrees centigrade at Libby Dam in order to conduct the spill test, which likely puts operations out into early to mid-June before they are able to conduct spill testing.  The next public Corps meeting will be May 17th in conjunction with KVRI.  The current forecast predicts a Tier 2 water year, so USACE currently planning to provide water for sturgeon via spill.  Elevation 2,415 feet in the reservoir needs to be reached before a spill can even take place at the dam.  The sturgeon volume is based on the final May forecast, that being the reason for timing of the May 17th meeting.  

Questions & Answers:

The primary motivation for the spill testing is to scour the river so there is spawning habitat and the measurement of success is the offspring?  What is the measurement of success?

Migrational behavior of sturgeon was the determined measurement of success outlined in the settlement agreement.  There are currently 80-100 tagged females.  When a female is going to spawn they are what are referred to as an F4, 40% of the F4 females need to be documented above the town bridge for 5 days to be determined successful.  The measurement of success is biological and the process would indicate the operations at the dam were substantially different and better than what has been done in the past.  Until 5 years ago the focus of the higher flows was to scour, but with technology the agencies have learned more about the fish behavior.  The VEMCO sonic tracking system has helped observe fish and their migration patterns.

Above the town bridge there are historic spawning beds or there are likely usable spawning habitats in the area?

Vaughn Paragamian, Idaho Department of Fish & Game (IDFG), has thoughts of what used to happen, but there isn’t any data available before 1970’s.  Sturgeon live to be 100 years old and there aren’t results from operations 20 years ago, and the sturgeon don’t sexually mature until their 20’s and 30’s.  

The framework of the success criteria was to coax spawning females above Bonners Ferry.  If there were higher flows it may coax the females to spawn above town.  With the spill test and the manipulation of flows it will determine whether the sturgeon will travel above town in any event.

If you get the recruitment or the offspring how do you know where they have spawned?

It will not be determined.  There will be unmarked juveniles that will not have any telemetry data available on them.

The other part of the assumption is that the sturgeon eggs need the rocky substrate to survive.  There are rocky substrates scouring down stream and lost above town.  The habitat restoration project that the Kootenai Tribe, USFWS, USACE and others are working on focuses on providing more suitable flow conditions over more suitable gravels through the stretch of the river.  This information feeds into the habitat program as well.

If the spill test, in its first year, proves the females can not be coaxed above the bridge does the test have to be conducted the following two years?

Under the terms of the settlement agreement the spill test is slated to occur in 2010, 2011, and 2012.  Since the habitat project is scheduled to begin in 2012, no spill was provided for the following years.  The hypothesis of the spill testing is that higher flows will coax the females to spawn higher upstream.  If the test is started at the right time and has the right temperatures and everything goes as planned and there is no change in the behavior of the fish then the hypothesis that providing an additional volume of water during the spawning period from a recovery standpoint will have been found to be unsupported.  The testing will provide more information to be used to take appropriate action if it has been successful or put the hypothesis to rest and focus efforts on the habitat project and other efforts.  

Because of the spill test, will the levels exceed the specified flood stage in Bonners Ferry?

The Corps’ primary consideration in operating Libby Dam is minimizing risk to human life, health and safety, while meeting the project’s multiple purposes and responsibilities. The spill operation will be closely monitored to ensure that the spill test does not exceed flood stage below Libby Dam. Regardless of the Corps’ best efforts in flood risk management, Libby Dam can not prevent all flooding in the Kootenai Valley. 
If flows of 1758 feet for 5 days or longer the surface waters will hit the agricultural crops.  In the 1990’s all the crops lost were from surface water.  There aren’t any broken dykes it is the water tables that are being raised by high river levels.  What will the river level be at Bonners Ferry and the duration?  35,000 cfs could be dumped at certain times of the year.  As long as there aren’t high runoffs it will not affect folks that much.

If the local runoff lasts 1763 feet for a month, will the spill test tag onto the end or will that be success enough?

Libby Dam is operated so as not to exceed 1764 at Bonners Ferry, and this is a condition of the spill test.  It is almost unheard of to get that much runoff from the Rocky Mountains.  Right now there is not enough water in the reservoir to reach the spill way.

In terms of flows for sturgeon, there are a lot of variables.  There is river temperature, time of year, sturgeon behavior at the time, and the flow.  Most years when there is the lower runoff which provide the flows mentioned, the runoff is generally from snow melt which provides lower temperatures causing the sturgeon to hold back from spawning.  If the water level was 1763 for 10 days on its own and the sturgeon are spawning with the warm temperatures then the conditions would be met and there wouldn’t be need for the additional spill testing.  The conditions need to be met; it doesn’t matter if they are accomplished by the spill testing or on its own.  The important thing is that they are met. However, it is possible to that, if conditions were present in the system that the spill could occur at a time when tributaries were also rising. The spill test would, however, be operated so as not to exceed 1764 at Bonners Ferry.

What percentage of dissolved gases in the river that is harmful to fish below the Libby Dam and the duration?

Montana’s standard is 110% and is in place to protect their resident fish.  After 7 days of spill of 113 or greater is when trout exhibit signs of gas bubble trauma.  They can also suffer long term effects from the trauma.  The symptoms of gas bubble trauma are bubbles in the fins.  If the gas persists it will cause the fins to split and allow the fish to be susceptible to fungus and mortality.

How far below the dam is it expected to have the high percentages of gases?

The gas is dissipated by the time the water gets to the town of Libby.  Kootenai Falls also resets the gas to 110%, normal conditions.

The understanding is USACE is predicting a Tier 2 year and the spill test will occur.  If something changes and there is less water and causes a Tier 1 year, then the spill test will not occur.  Will the spill test be set to occur in 2011, 2012 and 2013 or is 2012 a cut off date for the testing to occur?

The testing is not expected to extend past 2012, but it is unclear.  

How many years will be needed to test the hypothesis?

The 2012 date is when the Kootenai Tribe will begin the habitat restoration project.  If the habitat project comes online before 2012 there will be construction taking place and with higher flows and the USACE wouldn’t want to interfere with work being done on the project.  Ideally 3 years would be great to test the hypothesis and the opportunity to gather enough information to make a determination one way or the other whether the spill testing worked successfully or wasn’t effective.  One year would be tough to make that determination.

Patty Perry added the Kootenai River Habitat project is ahead of scheduled and has been projected to begin in 2011.

USACE will be in Bonners Ferry on May 17th for their public meeting.  It will be held at the Kootenai River Inn at 6:00 p.m.  USACE will also be visiting Canada and addressing their concerns for flows and runoff as well.
February 22, 2010 Drafted Minutes:
Minutes from February 22nd were reviewed.  One correction was mentioned.  The minutes will be corrected and brought to April’s meeting for approval.

Vaughn Paragamian, Idaho Department of Fish & Game (IDFG):
Vaughn Paragamian, IDFG, presented information to the KVRI group on the white sturgeon spawning location and the research IDFG has been doing.  Vaughn’s presentation will be available on Kootenai Tribe’s website, www.kootenai.org.  

Question & Answer:

Where did the cobble which the sturgeon used to spawn from pre-Libby Dam originally come from?

Deep Creek, Myrtle Creek and Selkirk Mountains  

Is there any ability to conduct restoration on the tributaries to allow for the cobble to be brought down in the same manner they did pre-Libby Dam?

There may be the ability to do that, but there are already cobbles and gravels in those areas.  The best chance for sturgeon recovery is to modify the sturgeon habitat that exists with the Kootenai Tribe’s habitat restoration proposal.

Does the cobble get covered up with sediment every year?

Yes, it doesn’t take an entire year for that to take place.

Was it considered that the cobble that was discovered under the sediment was actually flushed out of the streams rather than being eroded and cleaned out?

Vaughn was unsure but didn’t believe that was the case.  The main volume of water was coming from the upper Kootenay’s.  The area in question was not very far down from Myrtle Creek and the reason for the curiosity.

Chip Corsi added there are a lot of flood plains between the high energy part of Myrtle Creek and the river.  Even in high flows it’s difficult to move bigger stuff at a flat gradient.  When USGS used their equipment consistently they discovered there was cobble and gravels through the river bottom.  

Are there gravel and cobble throughout the Kootenai River bottom?

Vaughn has said before there is quite a bit of the Kootenai River substrate underneath a thick layer of fine sediment there is cobble and gravel present.

USFWS stated in the study conducted in 2001 when critical habitat was designated there was many core samples taken.  They found there was sand and lacustering clay.  The gravel was restricted to the stream mouths and just below.

It is thought that there is imprinting with the sturgeon.  They go back to where they were hatched.  It is not a certainty but a theory.

The sturgeon have been in the Kootenai River for 10,000 years and there have been more changes than what the Libby Dam has done in 30 years and they have adapted to those changes.  If their habitat would not have continually been messed with, would they not have adapted to this environment as well?

They hadn’t adapted in 30 years.  The population is down and diminishing by 4% each year.  They started out at 8,000 fish and now are counted at 800 fish.  

There is not any documentation of adaptation they have made in the past 10,000 years?

It is known the sturgeon spawn at colder temperatures and are the furthest upstream.  It is not known what the migration patterns were and the connectivity with the lower Columbia River populations.  There are a lot of unknowns.

There is a timeframe also, the changes that are being talked about are very dramatic and don’t allow much room for adaptation whereas gradual changes can be made over a longer period of time than it allows a fish to adapt easier.

It seems odd that there has been such a dramatic change in the river that the same things that brought them to the spawning areas historically are still in place to bring them back.

Has anyone looked at the cultural aspect of sturgeon and spawning?  

Vaughn was unclear on the answer of this question.  IDFG looks at the science of recovery.

Updates:
TMDL Subcommittee:
The next TMDL meeting was scheduled for March 16th but has been canceled.  Bob Steed, Idaho DEQ, had planned to provide information to the group on the integrated report but it was not yet available.  There has not been rescheduled date set yet.
Boundary-Smith Creek Management Committee:
The next meeting will be held on March 16th at Chic-n-Chop at 5:00 p.m.  The group will be discussing plans for the summer: food plots, water levels and etc.  Everyone is invited.
Congressman Minnick Collaborative:

The next meeting will be held on March 31st in Priest River at 2:30 p.m. but there has not been a location confirmed yet.  Membership, process, potential agreement points, MOU, mission statement and purpose will be discussed.
KVRI Forestry Committee:
The group met on March 9th at 1:30 p.m. at the Memorial Hall at the Boundary County Fairgrounds.  The group reviewed funding options and determined the best scope for approach would be to look at the project area as the entire ranger district as a landscape scale and narrow that down to smaller projects.  The first project the group agreed to begin with is in 20 Mile Creek.  It will give the group the opportunity to follow process and work through the analysis with the USFS to move the project ahead.  20 Mile Creek is a public watershed and has a TMDL project and other projects with road improvements as well.  The reason the group chose to encompass the entire ranger district as the project area is because under the Collaborative Forest Landscape Restoration (CFLR) Act 2009 it will allow the group to apply for funding in 2011 and compete regionally and nationally that will help the group move ahead in the process.  The master plan approach the group will be taking is to look at the entire district which encompasses the watershed boundary for the Kootenai and then within the approach the group will look at the habitat and types of projects across the landscape which will vary from area to area.  

Pat Behrens, USFS, put together a proposal to submit to the Panhandle Resource Advisory Committee (RAC) for the purpose to fund an analysis on 20 Mile so if the group decided to make the area the first project effort there would be ability to do so.  USFS received $40,000 from the effort to work on the analysis.  Any projects that come out will be within the bounds of the Idaho Roadless Rule which is being recognized as the existing forest plan.  
The group would like to seek approval from the KVRI board to move ahead with the proposed project area.  There was consensus from the board for the Forestry Committee to move ahead.
Grizzly Bear Committee:
The group met on March 12th at 9:00 a.m. at the Kootenai Tribal Office.  The meeting prior Kim Annis, Montana Fish Wildlife and Parks, had attended and shared the use of electric fencing for discouraging grizzly bears from fruit trees, garbage, gardens, etc.  The committee will be planning a demonstration for the committee so they can understand how the process will work.  After having a successful demonstration the committee is hoping to hold demonstrations at venues such as the Farmers Market and the Boundary County Fair to help engage the community.  
USFWS has several bear proof garbage cans currently at the Priest Lake ranger district.  A few of the garbage cans will be brought to Boundary County to loan out to residents in the area.  The committee is going to try to purchase a few loaner fences to be able to demonstrate the effectiveness.

CJ the bear needed a touch up.  He is getting a shampoo and a new nose.  He will be back on the streets fulfilling his educational duties shortly.  Kirk is still on display at the library.  The group also discussed getting a black bear mount so the participants in Hunter Safety classes would be able to see the difference between black bears and grizzly bears up close.  The bear identification test was also suggested to be used at the Hunter Safety classes. 
It was suggested to find a way to fence the orchards in Canada, particularly the areas where grizzlies are being shot.  Each mortality in Canada counts against the recovery efforts locally.

The April meeting has not been scheduled yet.

Next Meeting:

The next meeting will be held on April 19th, 2010 at the Boundary County Extension Office; the meeting was adjourned at 8:15 p.m.
