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Via E-Mail: 
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Maria.Rea@noaa.gov; Howard.Brown@noaa.gov; Brian.Ellrott@noaa.gov 

National Marine Fisheries Service

650 Capitol Mall #8-300

Sacramento, CA 95816

Subject:  Comments on Draft Central Valley Salmon and Steelhead Recovery Plan, Appendix A, Watershed Profiles, Northern Sierra Nevada Diversity Group:  Auburn Ravine/Coon Creek Watershed Profile, Dry Creek Watershed Profile
Summary:  Though small lower elevation streams may not produce large numbers of anadromous fish they are an important part of a healthy Central Valley system of anadromy.  Local involvement in stream preservation can result in support for large scale efforts such as the CV Recovery Plan, and in turn, validation and a small amount of support from the plan will lend strength to local preservation efforts.  The long term persistence of Central Valley steelhead trout populations is dependent on the interrelationship between small stream and large stream populations.

Recommendation:  Based on the scientific and advocacy benefits of including small stream recovery in plans for long term persistence of Central Valley steelhead trout perhaps small steams should be given a separate set of standards for recovery goals, objectives, and criteria that recognizes their importance in long term health of Central Valley anadromy.  Resources should be directed to small steams to accomplish their part in the recovery plan. 

Discussion:  Dry Creek Conservancy (DCC) is a charitable nonprofit organization incorporated in 1996 whose mission is to facilitate watershed conservation, restoration, and education within the American Basin located in the counties of Placer, Sutter, and Sacramento and surrounding areas, and including the Dry Creek, Pleasant Grove, Auburn Ravine, and Coon Creek watersheds.  DCC facilitates the American Basin Council of Watersheds,  a collaborative stakeholder group also formed in 1996 to improve resource management and maximize collaboration among landowners, land users, recreational users, government agencies and conservation groups.  DCC participates in the Foothills Water Network and the CABY West Placer Creeks Group.  We are happy to see a comprehensive plan to recover anadromy in the Central Valley and appreciate the opportunity comment on the area where we work.  
The profiles show that anadromy consistently exists in the three major west Placer creek systems, Coon Creek, Auburn Ravine, and Dry Creek, and probably in minor tributaries.    

Both watersheds are given low viability potential for Central Valley steelhead.  It’s understandable and justifiable that in the context of the entire Central Valley the plan directs most of its limited resources to systems that produce or could produce the greatest number of fish.  At the same time we appreciate the viewpoint expressed in the introduction to Appendix A that stresses the importance of restoring habitat to many streams.

With the many habitat changes, and impacts to salmonids discussed in the Recovery Plan, improving habitat quality and availability of different habitats within a watershed and increasing the number of Central Valley watersheds that could support independent or important dependent populations is a cornerstone for salmon and steelhead recovery. Improvement in genetic diversity is and will be a direct result of maintaining and improving habitat complexity within watersheds. Since salmon and steelhead evolve to the habitats that they reside in, the loss of these habitats, or access to these habitats has been one of the primary road blocks to species population differentiation, production, and thus to recovery. Therefore, the relationship of these watersheds to population recovery is one of the primary tasks for planners when tackling threats and restoration actions within watersheds.

When we look at the map of Central Valley steams we see a large gap in the lower part of the Northern Nevada Diversity Group between the American and Yuba Rivers.  We think the west Placer streams have a role to play in sustainable anadromy in the Central Valley.  That view is clearly expressed in Central Valley Steelhead, D.R. McEwan, 2001, page 23, listed as a source for the plan.

 Due to highly variable natural conditions in the Central Valley, inter- population dynamics may be essential to the persistence of rainbow trout populations in the smaller stream systems. Historically, larger source populations occupying more stable habitats (for example, upper Sacramento, Feather, Yuba, and American rivers) provided a source for recolonization and gene flow to the smaller, less-persistent sink populations occupying more hydrologically unstable stream systems. Conversely, the long-term persistence of the source populations may be affected by the diversity and viability of the smaller subpopulations. The precipitous decline of Central Valley steelhead has been alarming not only from the standpoint of reduction in absolute numbers, but also in the elimination of the populations that occupied the many tributaries. A reduction in the large river source populations may also explain the precipitous decline of steelhead in smaller streams, in spite of the large amount of quality habitat that still exists in these systems. Thus, restoration that focuses only on increasing absolute numbers and ignores the need to increase population diversity may be inadequate.

In other words, small streams provide both genetic and geographic diversity.

Another benefit of preserving small streams is building awareness of and support from local residents for the larger recovery effort.  Migrating fish are exciting and the public understands the larger effort better when they see their community is part of it.

Local efforts in turn could benefit from even a small amount of agency support.  Local efforts are strong but very sensitive to small amounts of funding.  Agency validation of local efforts and small amounts of funding for local projects can make a big difference locally and build support for the larger Central Valley Recovery Plan. 
Recommendation:  Based on the scientific and advocacy benefits of including small stream recovery in plans for long term persistence of Central Valley steelhead trout perhaps small steams should be given a separate set of standards for recovery goals, objectives, and criteria 
that recognizes their importance in long term health of Central Valley anadromy.  Resources should be directed to small steams to accomplish their part in the recovery plan. 
A few comments follow on the three major stream systems from north to south.

Coon Creek has a major conservation effort driven by Placer Legacy, Placer Land Trust, and Ducks Unlimited.  A substantial length has been preserved and more is planned.  Lack of urbanization has resulted in a high quality riparian corridor and some of the best habitat in west Placer.  Macroinvertebrate surveys show a more diverse community than other west Placer streams (Dry Creek Conservancy, 2005 unpublished report).  Fish passage impediments appear to be in the lower watershed since surveys have shown no significant barriers upstream of Gladding Road.  Key threats related to flow and entrainment are being addressed by local water agencies working in processes with the Foothill Water Network and CABY west Placer Creeks group to implement management that will sustain anadromy.  Water quality issues related to the Placer County waste water treatment plant will be remedied as Placer County updates its system to keep in line with current standards of the state water boards.  With support from regulating agencies Coon Creek could be a very productive small stream in the long term.  Placing a higher value on the watershed could provide strength to attempts to improve agricultural practices and include adequate conservation measures in potential development.
Auburn Ravine - We agree with the lucid comments provided by Ron Otto on January 18, 2010.  Cold water resulting from water deliveries provides habitat for salmonids.  Passage impediments, flow conditions, and entrainment issues are being addressed by local water agencies working in processes with the Foothill Water Network and CABY west Placer Creeks group to implement management that will sustain anadromy.  Placer County, Nevada Irrigation District and Dry Creek Conservancy have initiated a project to improve the two major downstream passage barriers and received state and private foundation funding.  Local groups such as Save Auburn Ravine Salmon and Steelhead, Ophir Property Owners Association, Inc., Auburn Ravine Preservation Committee, and Lincoln Open Space Committee are committed to improving the corridor.  Agency support of these efforts could result in major improvements in conditions.  

Dry Creek has a different connection to the Sacramento River than Auburn Ravine and Coon Creek and so provides another path for Sacramento steelhead.  The connection, only a few hundred yards upstream of the mouth of the American River, is called Steelhead Creek (Natomas East Main Drainage Canal was renamed) and gets its name from the recollections of long time residents who remember the fish being in the canal/slough.  Impediments referred to in the profile (page 39) have been mostly removed by efforts of local stakeholders, and there are probably no barriers to steelhead, though a few low flow barriers remain to salmon. 
Salmon have been more abundant in Dry Creek than the other streams.  Dry Creek Conservancy spawning survey results shown below reflect the precipitous decline seen throughout the west coast of the US in recent years. 
Dry Creek Spawning
	Year
	Secret Ravine
	Dry Creek + tribs

	1997
	20
	54

	1998
	57
	78

	1999
	77
	119

	2000
	283
	344

	2001
	211
	335

	2002
	379
	578

	2003
	291
	368

	2004
	285
	680

	2005
	76
	772

	2006
	14
	210

	2007
	5
	41

	2008
	0
	26

	2009
	4
	5


Notes – 

1. From 1997 to 2002 the survey was done over an eight week period.  Since 2002 the survey has been conducted on all reaches simultaneously on one day.  This gives a better estimate of total numbers present for one time.  It doesn’t give a count that includes fish present throughout the whole season, and because the count is done only once, it is possible that the peak presence of spawners may be missed.

2. From 1997 to 2002 comparison of Secret Ravine to Dry Creek may reflect a differing number of observations since all reaches were not surveyed exactly the same number of times.  The same is true of comparisons of numbers from different years from 1997 to 2002.  Area coverage increased each year.  For that reason the apparent trend from 1997 to 2003 may not be accurate; there may have been more fish present in any year.

3. The numbers represent the total of both live fish and carcasses observed.
Although fall-run Chinook salmon aren’t a listed species, McEwan (ibid, page 13) presents strong evidence that “steelhead distribution can be inferred from Chinook salmon distribution…”  The presence of salmon indicates the likely presence of steelhead, and the population studies cited in the draft plan show that to be true.
As on the other streams, flow conditions issues are being addressed by local water agencies working in processes with the Foothill Water Network and CABY west Placer Creeks group to implement management that will sustain anadromy.   Entrainment on Dry Creek is not known to be a significant problem.  Local support is strong and Dry Creek Conservancy has facilitated a stakeholder group, now called American Basin Council of Watersheds, which has met monthly since 1996 to discuss resource issues and collaborate on projects.  Dry Creek Conservancy in partnership with City of Roseville is working to improve the only barrier on Secret Ravine.  Permits and partial funding have been obtained and we are working to raise construction funding.  A small foundation grant has been awarded and we have applied to American Rivers-NOAA Community-Based Restoration Program Partnership.  Agency support of these efforts could result in major improvements in conditions.  




“Where do rivers start?”


In threads in hills and gather to here-


but the river is all of it everywhere,


all flowing at once,


all one place.


                                      Gary Snyder
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