Klickitat River Subbasin

Wildlife Population Status and Trends

The Yakama Nation’s Wildlife Resource Management Program has conducted multiple surveys of the following species and species groups: breeding forest birds, waterfowl, elk, deer, and northern spotted owls.  These monitored species are a very small subset of animals that are culturally important, or are sensitive species that could serve as indicators of ecosystem health.  However, the limitations of funding have restricted efforts to this subset of species thus far.  The Yakama Nation is in the process of developing an Integrated Resource Management Plan that will aid in reassessing priorities for management.  A system for prioritizing species for monitoring and management is being developed as part of this planning.  Species prioritization will be based on cultural values, federal and state status, use of specialized habitats vulnerable to degradation, and value as indicator and/or keystone species. 

Breeding Forest Birds

As summarized under the Yakima River Wildlife Population Status and Trends, the Yakama Nation’s Wildlife Resource Management Program conducted breeding bird point counts throughout the managed forest of the Yakama Reservation in 1992-1997.  Population trends in logged areas were compared to those in unlogged areas.  

The data generally indicate that many edge-associated bird species were increasing over the time period studied, particularly where logging occurred.  There is also evidence supporting the effectiveness of blockouts (unlogged areas within timber sales).  Increases in brown-headed cowbirds were identified as a potentially serious problem, as nest parasitism by cowbirds has become a major threat to many forest songbirds (Brittingham and Temple 1983). Cowbirds are associated with fragmented forests, livestock grazing, and livestock feeding stations (Robinson et al. 1993).  It is interesting to note that no brown-headed cowbirds were observed west of the Klickitat River.  The exclusion of cattle from this area may be helping to prevent its spread.  The lower degree of forest fragmentation west of the Klickitat, relative to the highly managed forest to the east, may also be keeping cowbirds in check.  Given these preliminary findings, continued monitoring of cowbirds and of species associated with closed forests or specific habitat components is highly advisable.  

Spotted Owls 

The Yakama Nation’s Spotted Owl Inventory and Monitoring Project has been monitoring the Reservation’s spotted owl population since 1991. Until the recent listing of fish stocks, Biological Assessments for Section 7 Consultation with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service focused solely on the effects of timber sales on spotted owls.  Incidental take permits have been issued annually, incorporating mandatory habitat protection measures that allow the Nation’s timber harvests to proceed.  The light timber harvest required around spotted owl sites benefit salmonids through decreased delivery of sediment to streams, and by aiding in retention of interior forest characteristics important for ecosystem functioning.

Nonetheless, timber harvests on the Reservation are generally designed to produce a more open, pine-dominated state, in contrast to the dense fir that developed over much of the forest due to fire exclusion.  This has resulted in a roughly 30% reduction in the amount of spotted owl habitat on the Reservation between 1978 and 1998, with most of the loss occurring within the Yakima subbasin and southeastern portions of the Klickitat subbasin.  Much of the Yakama Reservation’s portion of the Klickitat subbasin is in areas reserved from regularly scheduled timber harvests, and high tree densities are more sustainable in the northern and western areas of the Klickitat subbasin than in the drier regions of the forest.  Therefore any plan for long-term maintenance of the local spotted owl population will focus on this subbasin.  

Large Mammals

The Klickitat Basin supports a relatively large number of elk, mostly associated with the Yakama Reservation.  Elk densities are highest during the summer when migratory animals that winter in the Yakima drainage are present.  An estimated 4-5,000 elk use the Klickitat drainage for summer range.  Among these elk are a small colonizing group that uses the Glenwood Valley and makes seasonal forays onto Conboy Lake National Wildlife Refuge.  Small numbers of elk winter in the Klickitat Basin, but this number has increased in the last 20 years.

The Klickitat River basin supports mule/black-tailed deer populations that fluctuate considerably with the frequency of severe winters.  Large die-offs occurred during winters of 1985-86, 1992-93, and 1996-97.  The numbers of deer in the Klickitat Basin were historically very high, but depredations in the lower Klickitat River drainage led to landowner conflicts and drastic reductions in deer numbers beginning in the 1960s.  Current populations are probably a fraction of the numbers during the 1950s.  The Klickitat drainage provides critical winter range for one of the state’s largest deer herds, including sizable numbers of deer that summer on the Yakama Reservation.  The wintering Klickitat herd may number as high as 6,000 deer during high points in the typically variable population cycle.  Since 1997, regional deer populations have been recovering from the last severe winter.  Populations during 1999-2000 appeared to have rebounded considerably.

Mountain goat population estimates are unavailable for the Klickitat River Basin, but WDFW status reports suggest regional goat populations are stable.  Goat populations are relatively isolated to islands of steep, rugged terrain in the upper portions of the Basin. Areas such as the Goat Rocks Wilderness and Mt. Adams provide important mountain goat habitat.  Mountain goats on the Yakama Reservation appear to number on the order of a few hundred goats, but actual population estimates based upon aerial survey are unavailable.

Bighorn sheep are rare in the Klickitat Basin.  Two transplants have been attempted in the lower Klickitat Basin.  Both efforts failed and the basin essentially does not support a viable or functional bighorn sheep population.

Black bears are relatively common in the Klickitat River Basin.  Recent changes in bear hunting regulations beyond the boundaries of the Yakama Reservation have unknown implications for long-term black bear numbers.  Very little research has occurred on black bears in the Klickitat Basin and their relationships with other species via predation, scavenging, etc. are not specifically known.  Black bear densities in the Klickitat Basin are unknown.

Problems Common to Wildlife and Fish Resources

Many of the problems affecting fish resources negatively impact wildlife as well.  Logging, cattle grazing, and high road densities coupled with poor road design and maintenance are detrimental to a wide array of wildlife species.  Many aquatic, riparian, and interior forest wildlife species or guilds therefore serve as excellent indicators of ecosystem health.  These indicators can serve as independent checks on the ability of systems to support healthy fish populations, particularly where non-habitat factors confound analysis based solely on fish numbers.

Large Mammals

Deer and elk populations are primarily limited in the Klickitat River Basin by the availability of suitable winter range and the tolerance of private landowners for deer and elk depredations during winter.  Conserving winter range for large wild herbivores through land acquisition and conservation easements is probably critical to the maintenance of current population levels.  Deer populations are particularly susceptible to the impacts of severe winters because of the lack of low elevation winter range.  Neither deer nor elk are artificially fed in the Klickitat Basin in any substantial numbers.  

Forest management activities will likely reduce the availability of some important habitat components for black bears, such as decayed and hollow logs for den-sites, outside of wilderness areas over the next several decades.  The implications of the relative loss of such habitat components are unknown.

Ongoing Actions

Interdisciplinary Team Participation for Conditioning of Timber Sales

The Yakama Nation’s Wildlife and Fisheries Programs actively participate in conditioning of timber sales through the NEPA process.  Examples of key issues raised are reduction of impacts from roads, and maintenance of key habitats and habitat components such as riparian zones, interior forest, large wildlife trees, and snags.

Large Mammals

The Yakama Nation conducted intensive research on deer habitat use and demographics during 1988-94.  Other research oriented towards bird communities of the oak woodlands in the lower Klickitat and western gray squirrels has been completed or is ongoing.  These efforts are associated with the WDFW and the University of Washington.

Bighorn sheep were recently (1997) transplanted into the Dead Canyon area of the Klickitat Basin in a joint effort of Champion International Corporation and the WDFW.  All but 2 sheep from this transplant are known to have died, and the effort has been concluded to have failed.

Recommended Actions for the Klickitat River System

Beaver Habitat Inventory and Restoration – Klickitat Sub-basin

Beaver have a positive ecological relationship with salmon populations.  They create salmon rearing habitat, provide nutrient cycling, aid in floodplain development, catch and store sediment and regulate water flows.  However, beaver populations and habitat have been reduced in the Yakima sub-basin over the last two centuries.  This project would inventory historic beaver habitat and areas with existing anadromous fish runs.  Silvicultural treatments would then be implemented to restore beaver habitat and beavers would be re-introduced to those habitats.  

Budget

FY01

$95K 

FY02

$95K 

FY03

$95K

FY04

$95K

FY05

$95K
Monitoring of Amphibian Populations in the Central Klickitat Watershed

Amphibians are excellent indicators of aquatic and riparian ecosystem health, and are exceptionally vulnerable to some of the same environmental degradations that affect salmonids (Corn and Bury 1989).  For instance, the tailed frog is an occupant of cold, rocky streams, and is highly sensitive to sedimentation and increases in stream temperature (Leonard et al. 1993).  Monitoring populations of tailed frogs and other amphibians could aid in assessment of overall aquatic and riparian ecosystem health, but these efforts need to be focused on a manageable portion of the managed forest.  

We recommend the 39,574-acre Central Klickitat Watershed, as it contains a wide diversity of streams and wetlands, provides habitat for steelhead and spring chinook, and is 75% commercially managed forest (with potential habitat impacts from grazing and timber harvesting activities with associated high road densities).  Initially we will conduct presence/absence surveys of amphibians within the Central Klickitat Watershed, then expand this effort throughout the watershed with continual monitoring of key species and stream segments.

Budget

FY01

$60K

FY02

$80K

FY03

$80K

FY04

$80K

FY05

$90K 
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