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Technical Committee Project Evaluation

Project Name:  Devils Run & Chesnimnus Creek Watergap Modifications
Project Sponsor:  USFS, Wallowa Valley Ranger District 
Site Visit:  May 9, 2012

Personnel On-Site:  Jeff Oveson – GRMW, Coby Menton – GRMW, Jesse Steele – GRMW, Jeff Yanke – ODFW, John Stephenson – USFWS, Renee Coxen – NMFS, Larry Nall – GRMW BOD, Larry Cribbs – GRMW BOD.

Personnel not on-site, comments received:  Christopher Cuhaciyan – BOR.

Project Rating:  Medium
Limiting factors: (does it appear the proposed actions will address limiting factors)
Limiting factors for the steelhead population in the Upper Joseph Creek watershed include key habitat quantity, sediment and stream temperature.

The proposed actions will address each of these limiting factors on 1400 feet of stream in the watershed.  Narrowing water gaps, armoring banks at the water gaps and reducing domestic livestock access to the streams will contribute to improved watershed conditions in the project area.   
Watershed/species benefits: (are there tangible benefits)

The project sponsor is proposing to protect 1400 feet of stream in an 8-mile project area.  The combination of fencing, water gap armoring and use of thinned trees to protect stream banks will have some incremental benefit and sum to a tangible level.  Those areas of stream fenced in the past are clearly in better condition than the water gaps and by narrowing the gaps the same improvement can be expected.  Discussions during the field visit questioned whether narrowing and therefore concentrating use in the gaps would lead to improvement in water quality, specifically sediment delivery to the creeks.

Snake River Basin steelhead occupy this watershed and they would benefit from the increased stream protection and the reduction in sediment delivery to the streams.  Spawning and rearing would be improved as well if sediment inputs were reduced.

The prescribed project will have a minimal effect on the stream temperature.        

Technical merit:
It is very clear that the project sponsor has prescribed a project that is as light on the landscape as possible.  She has minimized the size of rock to be used on the gap banks and native material will be used as much as possible.  It is also clear that significant coordination has been accomplished with permittees in the watershed to address livestock management concerns they may have.  However, there is very little indication to support that the proposed actions will directly respond to the large-scale needs in the watershed.  Project objectives are well defined, proposed actions are clearly stated, and actions are specific to each site indicating a non-generic prescription.    

Gap Narrowing - Conversation regarding gap narrowing revolved around whether concentrating use to a smaller area would have benefit.  Several reviewers felt that concentrating use to a smaller area would not reduce sediment delivery to the streams while others indicated excluding more stream from cattle use would have benefit.  One reviewer commented on the use of the gaps by elk and deer, their tracks were evident during the project visit, and what impact do they have on the stream banks?      

Gap Armoring – The placement of 3 – 5 inch rock on water gap banks has not been demonstrated in the project area.  It has been proposed in the past yet not implemented.  It is unclear whether the rock will stay in place over time, if it will need maintenance and if it will indeed ameliorate sediment delivery to the streams.  Questions about the rock include: will it be angular or round? Is there information available to suggest what type of rock and size should be specified? And will cattle comfortably us the gaps as proposed or will they go around the rock?     
Fencing – Fencing is a proven method to reduce or eliminate domestic livestock use along streams.  The project sponsor indicates that the permittees will be responsible for removing trespass cattle and maintaining fence, that the Forest Service Range staff would enforce these responsibilities, and that the District Ranger would inform the permittees of this responsibility. The conditions within previously excluded areas indicate that permittees have done a good job of maintaining fence and keeping cattle out of the areas. 
Wood Placement – Fallen and laid down wood in the riparian areas can prevent cattle movement but not necessarily.  Will the wood be small diameter trees and sparsely spaced or large diameter and highly overlapping with intact branches?  There is no design shown or explanation given to support this action.  To assess the benefits, a design is needed to clarify the proposed actions. 
Special considerations:
The project sponsor indicated that this project is “as much art as science”.  The project has been developed in cooperation with the permittees and their input to project design has been considered and implemented.  In essence project design has been a collaborative process between watershed restoration needs and allowing the permittees to effectively implement their grazing programs.  

Several years ago in the Swamp Creek Watershed, adjacent to the Upper Joseph Creek Watershed, a project similar to this one was prescribed.  This project called for fencing, narrowing of gaps and the rocking of those gaps.  At project completion the gaps were not rocked and at this time those gaps have eroded, receded into the stream bank and in places the receding banks have compromised the fence.    
Things you like about the project:

The project as proposed addresses all of the needed water gap modifications in Chesnimnus and Devils Run Creeks as a batched action.  The general direction of the project, to reduce grazing and water crossing sediment effects, is needed and could have a positive effect on fish if designed and implemented appropriately.    
Things you don’t like about the project:

In general the review team did not seem to feel that the project as presented is a long-term solution to erosion, sedimentation and riparian condition improvement in the project area.  The use of rock to harden the gap banks is an unproven method and the concentration of use to smaller gaps may exacerbate sediment delivery.  The lack of specific design for the use of wood to deter cattle use in specific areas needs to be rectified prior to proposal submission.  While wood has been used successfully to stop bank erosion, those areas in the project where this is specified have not been adequately considered by the sponsor to ensure success.   
Misc Comment:
One reviewer stated: 
“Not sure that I agree with the reasoning for not using erosion fabric; If it is needed, it is needed and not using it is a bigger waste than having to redo and add some work.  On the other hand, I do not feel that erosion fabric is a good answer here.  It is temporary at best, the cattle would be hard on it, and long-term erosion won’t change.  Is this project to be considered a long-term fix or shorter-term maintenance that will need completed every so many years?

Designing to a “five-year frequency storm” is not the same as designing to a five-year frequency flood event and generally has little relevancy.

There are a large number of water gaps and many have different requirements depending on cultural resources and geomorphic configuration—any thoughts or ability to work with a researcher to design various treatments and study for preferred alternatives in future designs?  As is, much of this is a shot in the dark.  At least, I would propose a more rigorous monitoring plan that is quantitative; numbers of cattle use crossing, survey, pebble counts, bank stability ratings, new cattle path locations, etc.”

