Mattole TAC Meeting Minutes

April 30, 2008

Humboldt Bay National Wildlife Refuge, Eureka

Present: Drew Barber, MSG; Greg Bryant, NOAA/NMFS; Scott Downie, CDFG; Karen Endres, Sanctary Forest; Ali Freedlund, MRC; Dave Fuller, BLM; Jared Gerstein, BBW & Associates; Richard Gienger, Restorationist; Dave Hope, NCRWQCB; Keytra Meyer, MSG; Kelly Miller, MRC; Joel Monschke, MRC; Doug Parkinson, Fisheries Consultant; Gary Fish Peterson, MRC/Restorationist; Nathan Queener, MRC; Campbell Thompson, MSG; Stephen Umbertis, MRC; Hartwell Welsh, USFS Redwood Sciences Lab; Jeremy Wheeler, MRC; Seth Zuckerman, MRC.

I. Introduction and Welcome
II. PTEIR Update 

Seth Zuckerman - It is hoped that an administrative draft of the PTEIR will be completed and turned into CDF by September, and a public draft completed in December. A public comment period will follow, and a final EIR will be completed by April 2009. If this timeline is achieved, people will be able to complete PTHPs in the summer of 2009.

Some new issues have been raised by concerned parties during the scoping period, including the possible use of herbicides, and protection of old growth and late seral forests. Some commenters hold the position that any timber harvest is inherently bad, and these folks may not be satisfied by any adjustments made to the program. Efforts are being made to remind the public that the alternative to the PTEIR is not necessarily no logging, and the treatments proposed in the PTEIR do have beneficial effects, including reducing fire risks and increasing the speed with which some stands achieve late seral status.

Another question for open discussion is the width of riparian buffers around Class II and III watercourses. Staff have also been soliciting input from public agencies on what classes of unstable ground operations should be limited due to geology. A checklist that would delineate such areas is under development, and CGS has recommended that the development of the checklist be subcontracted to a geology firm.

Jared Gerstein added that these efforts would build on a similar CLFA checklist that already exists, increase its validity, and include it with the environmental checklist as part of a PTHP.

Dave Fuller – Under the Northwest Forest Plan anything unstable or potentially stable was placed in riparian reserve, which doesn’t mean no entry but increases restrictions. This classification can be used as a screen to put up a yellow light where instability may cause problems.

Dave Hope – Ability of geologists to look at landscape and make recommendation needs improvement. 15 years ago most geologic reviews were a rubber stamp, and the idea of staying away from unstable areas is a big improvement.
A short discussion followed on the lack of follow-up and evaluation on geologic reviews, and the opportunity to do follow-up in the Mattole.

SZ – Hart Welsh has brought the issue of riparian buffers on class II and III streams to our attention, and there are questions about to what extent studies done on buffer schemes apply to the Mattole.
Gary Fish Peterson asked about a literature review on buffers commissioned by the CDF Monitoring Study Group. Richard Gienger says that the contract is in limbo. DH says the timber industry has been trying to poke holes in the riparian buffer issue, and that recently Charlotte Ambrose did a review pertaining to buffers and Coho. DH promised to check with Charlotte on the availability of that paper.
SZ said that many studies have looked at the effects on aquatic habitats of clearcuts vs. late seral, etc., but these weren’t particularly applicable.

DF said that he has noticed in the Mattole that most big trees are near class II and III streams, because these areas are less likely to burn. Managing fuels around these areas is probably a good idea, but not within the riparian itself. The likelihood of a stand-replacing fire in the riparian itself is low.
DH – Some good honest work has been done in riparian areas – thinning to increase growth, for example, but some take advantage of it. Riparian enhancement could be done as mitigation for other work.
HW – No money in that sort of work under the present economic paradigm, but there could be if we took the next generation of salmon fishers into account. DH remarks that the problem is that few people in the area are practicing good forestry. The public has no reference for good forestry.

SZ asked DF if he believes that late-seral stands in the Honeydew drainage developed under different fire regimes? If so, should some thinning be done now?
DF - Up until the ‘60s there was more burning than there is now, and therefore some thinning around the riparian would probably be good to protect the big trees.
III. East Mill Creek Barrier Removal

Drew Barber – The Salmon Group is funded to remove three fish passage barriers on the South Branch of East Mill Creek, and implementation is planned for this summer. The barrier that was the impetus for the project is a 14’ tall concrete dam. It was apparently constructed in the 1950s, but no one is sure for what purpose. The landowner approached MSG about removing the dam after seeing steelhead spawning at its base. Dam removal turned into barrier removal when it was discovered that a downstream culvert was a temporal barrier, and a culvert upstream of the dam a complete barrier.
After considering some different possibilities for dam removal, it was decided to remove the dam in one shot and excavate the sediment prism to grade. The sediment prism extends 500’ upstream and contains an estimated 1800 cu. yds of material. Sediment will be placed above the hundred year floodplain, and the dam removed with a jackhammer. A tracked 4WD dump truck will be used to negate the need for a haul road and minimize compaction. An excavator will work upstream from the dam site and a dozer will be on site to help spread out the excavated sediment.
DH recommended looking into renting a conveyor belt to move material from the excavator to the dump truck, minimizing the need to the truck to be in the riparian.

HW – If fish have been found at the base of the dam, is the lower culvert really a barrier?

DB – A temporal barrier – at low flows and at high flows. E. Mill has low water temps, measured below the coho threshold, and in the ‘60s DFG described abundant coho in the stream. By the ‘80s the creek was “trashed” from land management, especially grazing, but the stream is now recovering and even in the last few years dramatic changes have been observed. Removing fish passage barriers allows one to make other improvements.

SZ asked about the percentage of forest cover in the E. Mill drainage given the low water temperatures. HW said that his research in the Mattole had showed that the % of forest cover in the basin was a more important factor in determining water temps than the riparian cover.
DH asked about putting wood in the channel as part of the project, and mentions thinning and falling trees into the watercourse as a low cost method of adding wood.

DB – DFG didn’t want wood included as part of the project because of concerns about channel changes following barrier removal. 
GFP asked a series of questions about the length of stream opened to fish usage following removal, and expressed concerns that this might be an expensive steelhead enhancement project, as this stream is lacking in sufficient wood and deep pools for coho.

DB – The project will open 1 mile of stream upstream from the lowest culvert, and about ¾ mile upstream from dam. At the upstream-most culvert the flow is almost nothing in the summer, at the dam a trickle, and a good flow at the bottom culvert.
GFP – Removing the dam could lower the local water table – are there contingency plans in place if local wells dry up following removal?
DB – There is money set aside to work with landowners if it appears this affects their water supply. There are two wells in the area that might be affected, including an instream well, and MSG is working on a solution for this landowner.
DH – If the wells are that tied to the water in the creek, that says something about the effect they might be having on creek levels.

GFP – What is the price tag on the project?
DB – The total is $385,000. The bridge replacing the upstream culvert is very expensive, because it has to handle cattle trucks.
GFP – How concerned are you about post-treatment sediment movement? The study Randy Klein did for SFI in the headwaters following stream crossing removal found that about 4/10 of a cu. yd. of sediment eroded for linear yard of stream channel excavated – is there any monitoring or mitigation in place?

DH – One issue in the headwaters was in most cases no wood was used in channel.

KM – Was NOAA for or against placing wood as part of this project? 

DB – Also against – thought it wouldn’t be a good use of funding.

RG announced that there will be a tour of sediment reduction sites in the headwaters on May 13th with Water Board and DFG representatives that will address some of these issues, especially concerning instream work.

IV. The Mattole Coho Recovery Strategy

SZ - The development of a Mattole specific Coho recovery strategy is a task in an existing contract with the State Water Board. The MRC and MSG want to make sure the development of this strategy mesh with the state and federal planning efforts in progress, specifically the state coastal monitoring plan and the federal recovery plan.

SD - In the preparation of the state Coho Recovery Strategy, the Mattole had a lot more information available than many other watersheds, and the recovery planning team largely extracted from the Mattole NCWAP document and other existing assessments. There is a need for getting down to specifics based on previous efforts – get as specific in terms of priorities as possible. There is also a need to look at what information needs exist and what survey work needs to be done – DFG is trying to do habitat typing on a decadal basis, but funding has been tight. The priorities for where to do these assessments are largely driven by Coho and Southern Steelhead. It is time to survey the Mattole streams again, and their might be some money available for contract work to do it.

KM – Are there any plans to update the state Coho Recovery Strategy?

SD – The original plan was to update it annually, but that hasn’t happened. It needs to be done, in particular for some areas like the Eel that got light treatment the first time.

DH – With the dire condition Central Coast Coho are in, a switch in thinking about what is important is underway. You have to save fish where they exist – Coho are on life support. An assessment of where fish are and what they’re doing is essential to knowing what to do.
SD – The bulk of the state looks at the North Coast like the “tundra of Alaska.” It is crunch time for decisions, there aren’t many strongholds left, and some places called strongholds aren’t really strongholds. The case for actions needs to be made carefully.

DF – Overview of federal recovery planning: two phase effort – first the technical recovery team prepares a report on historical population structure and population viability. The team is also supposed to make recommendations on monitoring and initial recovery actions. These are then passed off to NMFS regional offices, who bring in stakeholders and develop an actual recovery plan. This process for the federal team is currently in the analysis stage, tying different life stages of the fish to watershed processes and on the ground actions.
Three recommendations: 1. Sit down with Sam Flanagan (NOAA/NMFS) and see how to mesh with the federal recovery effort. 2. Overlap with the watershed planning effort. 3. Mesh with coastal monitoring plan.

SD – There is a sign of a pulse on the Coastal Monitoring Plan. Pilot projects are happening in Freshwater and down in Mendocino. There is a commitment to expand the life-cycle monitoring model and try to get a handle over time on how well the fish are doing in fresh water. This approach is very expensive, and the funding request was reduced substantially from the original. The current plan is to try to get away with fractional sampling. The next step is to do a random sample of various areas.
KM – When will this information be available to the public?

SD – Hard to say – will have to check with those heading up life-cycle monitoring efforts.

V. Updated Mattole Watershed Plan
Stephen Umbertis – Why an update to the Watershed Plan? The first plan left out some important components that a watershed plan needs to include in order to meet statutory requirements. To date preliminary goals, objectives, and priority issues have been identified. A survey was sent to board and staff of MSG, SFI, and the MRC to get input in priorities, goals, and objectives, and the responses will be used to guide these. Another goal in the writing of the update is to make it more integrative than the last plan.
Some specific questions we are wrestling with include:

-The plan must include quantifiable milestones and benchmarks, which are attainable within the ten-year life of the plan.

- The plan needs to provide a method of prioritizing projects

- The plan must include criteria for measuring the effectiveness of our actions.

- The plan must address the ocean and nearshore.

DH – The ocean requirement can be met by talking about what effect the ocean has on project success, not just what effect projects will have on the ocean.

RG – It makes sense to move the plan update and the Coho Recovery Strategy along together.

DH – The 1978 Santa Cruz general plan included a land use component that worked with watershed management planning, and considered that in making land use maps. 

SZ – In terms of land-use planning there are trade-offs between principled positions and scaring off landowners.

RG – Community support is necessary – there are segments of the Mattole where people don’t really know about the MRC. Restoration zoning is one idea out there – in areas that are already subdivided, landowners could get tax breaks for contributing to restoration efforts. 
VI. Future Direction for the Good Roads, Clear Creeks Program
Joel Monschke – The general strategy for the GRCC program has been to start in the Headwaters and move downstream. Project areas have now covered much of the watershed (over 600 sites total), and implementation work is partially funded for the next four summers. No inventory work is happening this year. In some areas where work has already been done, landowners who didn’t participate in the initial inventory have approached staff after seeing the work done on their neighbor’s property.
(JM showed slides of example projects by project type and discussed some things that worked well and some that would be done slightly differently if doing project again.)

As an estimate of progress towards TMDL implementation, sediment savings from projects were calculated assuming a 15 yr time frame, and that one cu yd of sediment =one ton. In the headwaters area, using these calculations the GRCC program has stabilized 20% of the anthropogenic sediment from TMDL load calculations. In other project areas, that number is a single digit percentage.
In the future, should the program focus on covering new ground in the watershed or filling in gaps? Two challenges particular to the Honeydew to Petrolia area are the more unstable geology (high background erosion rates) and high proportion of ranch landowners who tend to be more skeptical of restoration work. To what extent should the program address natural but treatable sediment sources? How should cost-effectiveness be balanced with large scale sediment savings? When background sedimentation rates are really high replacing individual culverts doesn’t make a big difference.

(JM showed slide of streamside landslide he considered natural on Upper North Fork – but treatment could be feasible, cost-effective (large amount of rock on site), and result in large sediment savings.)
DH – If trying to reduce the sediment load in a watershed, natural sites can give you huge savings.

GFP – It makes sense to start at the headwaters of tribs and work down – it’s important to work at smaller scales.

DH – Another consideration is turbidity – all these projects add up to reduce turbidity, even in the mainstem.

RG – (Referring to slide) Is this untypical of riparian in the Upper and Lower North Forks? One thing we have been discussing is how to recover some of these riparian areas that are in bad shape.

Nathan Queener – Lack of functioning riparian area might be driven by instability, sediment transport in system – many more slides like the one in photo upstream, changeable channel bed elevation. How likely is it that instream project will survive under these conditions?
DH - It is important to pick the right place for these treatments.

RG – Another successful example is landslides in Redwood Creek near Briceland that RG worked on with SD and Bill Eastwood in the ‘80s.

SD – That work was done in ’86 – another one was on Yager Creek in ’88, which is also still functioning fine. Having rock and other material on site makes a big difference. These have been done on PL land – the big sites are doable but you have to pick your battles.

GFP – One strategy in the Petrolia or Honeydew area is to pick a visible project that you were reasonably certain would work. This could help get segments of the community on board who are currently skeptical.

SZ – The money is drying up, or will sometime – how do we use the last slice of it – to “button up” areas or start in areas like the North Fork?

JM – Some possible solutions to consider include developing future priorities based on more in-depth sediment transport analyses coupled with what we know about habitat quality and fish use. We also could integrate more effectively with riparian restoration programs, and instream habitat enhancement. 
Doug Parkinson – To what extent do you look at fish habitat when prioritizing slide treatment? Agencies might be more responsive to smaller, prioritized projects.
DH – The Mattole is the poster child for unstable ground and landslides – if you can do it here, you can do it anywhere.

HW – Don’t be too taken in by where fish live. After recent GRCC work near property on the headwaters of Deer Lick Creek, yellow-legged frogs were abundant where they were not before.

VII. Sanctuary Forest’s Comments on the SWRCB Draft Instream Flow Policy
Karen Endres – Today is the final day of the public comment period on the new draft instream flow policy, also known as AB2121, proposed by the state water board. The policy is largely based on studies done in the southern portion of salmon habitat, south of the Mattole, and there are some concerns over the applicability to this region. The policy proposes a pumping moratorium from March 15 – October 31. If a water user wants to pump out of the stream during this time they must know what the flow is in order to be able to pump. Most users don’t have ready access to this information
The policy would only apply to new appropriative rights, not to existing appropriative rights or riparian right holders. Most users in the Mattole are riparian users, so this policy has little chance of giving relief to Mattole. Policy has potential to derail SFI’s tank storage program – under the policy, if riparian users want to store water they must go to state and obtain an appropriative right.

SU – Does this apply to rainwater catchment as well?

KE – It depends on who you ask. Most appropriative rights are self-reporting, but are supposed to be reviewed every five years. The policy might apply on review of an existing right. Enforcement in some cases is based on technical data that doesn’t exist – the Mattole has a USGS gage, but most rivers don’t.

A user must determine the “bypass flow” when applying for a new right under the draft policy. There are three options presented for figuring out the bypass flow:

1. The watershed option (not defined in the policy)

2. Site-specific (the agency decides)

3. Written standards based on mean annual flow and flood forecasting data

The three options are for establishing the policy, which includes the bypass
flow, but will also address other issues. The difference is in how the
restrictions will be determined.

Writing policy for instream flows is an unenviable task – each watershed has differences. SFI will submit letter detailing their concerns with draft policy.

VIII. Final Headwaters Restoration Monitoring Report

KE - A final report, completed by Randy Klein, has been released. People should contact Tasha McKee at SFI if they would like a copy.

IX. Water Conservation Beyond the Headwaters – Preliminary Analysis for Priority Tributaries

KE – Priority creeks outside of the headwaters for low flow remediation would be those with the highest amounts of human water use and the best fish habitat. Number of parcels per tributary and temperatures were used as indicators of those two variables to develop a preliminary ranking of priority streams. Flow measurements will be conducted in August in the creeks determined to be the top 15 priorities. 
X. SFI Mattole Flow Program – Community Flow Update

KE gave a brief overview of the flow program. Monitor is being done on the Mattole mainstem, selected tributaries, and at groundwater sites. Monitoring wells were installed last year. 
The relationship between surface and groundwater appears to be quite complicated, and each year of the program has unique challenges. In last summer’s 1.03” rain event on July 17-18, none of that rain made it to the groundwater. When rain does make it to the groundwater, the response is generally visible within one day. By separating the mainstem baseflows from stormflows, it has been determined that about 30% of yearly stream flow comes from groundwater.

Greg Bryant – How much residual groundwater storage is there?
KE - My personal opinion is that all the groundwater in the headwaters is exchanged on an annual basis – no year to year storage. There is a need to increase storage which can be used to augment the groundwater, but the challenge is to make sure it doesn’t flow out too quickly.

GB – This was done extensively in the upper Klamath, in the Shasta and Scott. More wells had been put in because the river was so drawn done that irrigation from it wasn’t possible anymore, but this drew the river down further.

GFP – Has re-injecting water from high flows been done in the Russian River? Given the way the summer is shaping up, are there contingency plans in place for fish rescue?

KM – This is a serious point, as there is interest in rescuing fish but DFG is not allowing us to rescue fish, nor have they been rescuing them. MSG has a meeting with DFG scheduled to discuss this.

XI. The Federal Coho Recovery Planning Effort (addendum to earlier Coho recovery discussion)

Greg Bryant – A workbook developed by the Nature Conservancy to prioritize land acquisition and conservation on a large scale is being used basin wide for each Coho ESU. This process offers a transparent way to come to a conclusion about priorities for recovery. There are 45 populations of Coho in the SONCC ESU, and a separate workbook was developed for each population, using all the electronic and hard copy data available. The attributes used for analysis were whittled down to 8 or 9, and picked as the most representative of what is going on in the landscape. KRIS Mattole data was used.
A threats assessment is conducted for each watershed using the aforementioned data, and based on the results restoration goals and objectives determined. The Mattole is used as a pilot project, and GB is hoping to meet with Mattole staff to make sure analysis checks out. Each quantitative assessment will be accompanied by a narrative. The hope is to have a draft recovery plan by the end of the summer.

