Response to the ISRP Preliminary Review for the Upper and Middle Snake, Columbia  Cascade, and Lower Columbia and Estuary Provinces

Project ID:
199405400

Title:
Tools for Managing Bull Trout Populations Influenced by Nonnative Brook Trout Invasions; Monitoring Abundance and Habitat of Bull Trout and Other Salmonids in the Middle Snake Province

EMAP Monitoring

ISRP comment:

Like the Blue Mountain proposal and response for this project, methods for the EMAP component are not described in enough detail. The response should describe whether the sample sites are for long-term monitoring or to meet the specific needs of this research.  The summary of results to date was helpful.

Response: 

We have withdrawn this portion of the proposal because of NWPPC/BPA’s decision subsequent to submission of Middle Snake proposals (i.e., EMAP monitoring will be limited to a pilot in the Columbia Plateau province).

Bull Trout-Brook Trout Interactions

ISRP comment:

The management application is of the proposed work is vague.

Response:

Because of the general need to relate proposed research to management and ISRP/CBFWA comments concerning the management relevance of a closely related proposal (28007) submitted for the Mountain Snake province, we made a conscious and concerted effort in the proposal to demonstrate its management application. For example, pages 5-8 (Scope of the problem) describe the issue of nonnative trout management to provide a management context for the proposal.  Pages 8 and 16 list specific management-related questions the proposal is designed to address.  On pages 21-22 we discuss specific products and anticipated applications of those products to management of brook trout and bull trout.  Since these sections of the proposal directly address the management application of the proposed work in some detail, we are uncertain what additional response is needed given the general nature of the comment. 
 

ISRP comment:

The reviewers were not confident that this would provide information that would significantly move bull trout recovery forward.

Response:

Brook trout have been identified as a significant threat to bull trout in the USFWS’ decision to list bull trout under the ESA and a number of management planning documents, including draft recovery plans.  As pointed out in the proposal, the Powder Subbasin Summary specifically identifies the need to determine the extent and magnitude of nonnative species interactions and hybridization with bull trout to better define treatment options.  The Lower Middle Snake and Malheur subbasin summaries call for determination of the distribution and abundance of native and nonnative species and the effects of nonnative species, including hybridization.  Our objectives and tasks directly address the need to  characterize and quantify the nature of the threat and needs identified by managers in the subbasin summaries and draft recovery plans.  

The Middle Snake province is a particularly appropriate study area for this proposal because brook trout are widely distributed and occur in all of the subbasins where remaining bull trout populations are found. Although brook trout are widespread and generally represent a potentially significant recovery issue, it is not clear that brook trout are a problem in all the systems where both species are found.  Furthermore, it is impossible, both biologically and financially, to “control” brook trout with current management options in all ecological settings where they occur.  Consequently, an efficient strategic approach to recovery is needed to identify where the threats are the greatest, where control efforts have the most promise, and the types of controls that may be most effective (e.g., habitat restoration vs. eradication).  This is precisely the approach taken in our proposal and is consistent with the ISRP’s discussion of programmatic issues related to nonnative fish (p.8 of the preliminary review):

“Proposals should identify how the presence of exotic (introduced) species or stocks in the proposal's subbasin or watershed will affect intended habitat restoration projects and the re-establishment of intended species/stocks. Most restoration projects target the historically abundant salmonids, yet other species now co-occur in many locations. Also, native stocks occur with other stocks of the same species that are not native to the waterbody (e.g., those introduced from other locations, often in hatchery programs). Species/stock interactions should be estimated (mere presence of introduced species/stocks is not necessarily bad, and is likely an unchangeable feature of the landscape).”

The alternative to this approach, as discussed in the proposal and evidenced by brook trout control proposals submitted for this and other provincial reviews, is a piecemeal recovery effort with respect to brook trout that lacks a larger sense of context, relative risk and potential effectiveness, and limited understanding of the biological and ecological mechanisms necessary to set priorities.  These limitations are reflected in ISRP comments and recommendations to not fund brook trout control proposals:

32017:  Suppress Brook Trout Populations in the Upper Malheur Subbasin.

Preliminary comments from ISRP:

“Reviewers viewed this as the worst possible ecological situation for effective brook trout suppression, with a headwater lake stronghold of brook trout. The likelihood of project efforts being successful in suppressing brook trout were felt to be minimal.

25085 (Columbia Plateau):  Eradication of brook trout from Winom Creek to enhance bull trout habitat.

Final comments from ISRP:

“Brook trout removal has proven to be difficult and problematic in most cases. Methods need to be robust and long-term monitoring will be required to ensure project success. Hard removal using chemicals could be considered after distribution surveys, if the surveys do not reveal bull trout in this section of Winom Creek. It is important to also determine the population size and distribution of the brook trout population at present and the level of threat it may present to bull trout populations other than Winom Creek.”

As the previous ISRP comments indicate, success of bull trout control using methods to date is highly uncertain.  Our proposal will help identify those cases where it is most needed and where it may have the greatest potential to be effective.  Even in the absence of extensive brook trout control, bull trout recovery also depends on an improved understanding of the factors for their decline and the relationship of brook trout interactions to other management strategies and their potential for recovery of the species.

ISRP comment:

The proposed research does not appear to be drawn from past efforts.  This is an ongoing project with new objectives.

Response:

Pages 13-15 discuss previous project work related to this proposal. Past project objectives and tasks related to bull trout-brook trout interactions included the following:


Objective 4. Characterize relationships among bull trout and sympatric species.

Task 4.1 Determine the distribution and habitat use of sympatric bull trout and brook trout populations.

Task 4.2 Estimate the amount of hybridization between bull trout and brook trout by dorsal fin pigmentation and genetic analysis.

Task 4.3 Determine a basis for assessing the relative risk to bull trout by brook trout.

The objectives for the Middle Snake proposal are:

Objective 1.  Determine distribution and habitat characteristics of bull trout and brook trout populations.

Objective 2.  Describe patterns of hybridization in brook/bull trout.

Objective 3.  Describe pathways of brook trout invasion as indicated by patterns of among- and within-population genetic variation.

Although the objectives, tasks, and methods of our Middle Snake proposal are not exactly the same, they are a logical continuation of our past work and objectives.

ISRP comment:

Projects should have definite objectives and tasks with timelines for completion with deliverables.

Response:

Specific objectives and tasks for proposed work are defined and discussed in detail on pages 15-22 of the proposal.  Timelines for completion and deliverables are on page 24 (Schedule and Deliverables).

Results to date from previous objectives and tasks are summarized on pages 13-15 of the proposal narrative, section 2 of the administration and budgeting document, and annual reports and peer-reviewed journal articles identified in the proposal.

