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Ladies and Gentlemen:

Fish, Wildlife & Parks has completed an Environmental Assessment (EA) for the purpose of reestablishing
a limited recreational bull trout fishery in Hungry Horse Reservoir, Big Salmon Lake, and the South Fork
Flathead River upstream of Hungry Horse Dam. This area extends from T20N to T30N, R12W to R19W
in Flathead and Powell counties.

The Final EA and Decision Document are enclosed. Please direct any questions or comments to Fisheries
Biologist Scott Rumsey, FWP, 490 N. Meridian Road, Kalispell, MT 59901. Thank you.

Sincerely,

Daniel P. Vincent
Regional Supervisor
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Final Environmental Assessment and Decision Notice
for Bull Trout Sport Fishery Reestablishment
in Hungry Horse Reservoir

and South Fork Flathead River Drainage
November 4, 2002

Project Proposal and Justification

The proposed action by Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks (MFWP) is to modify fishing
regulations to reestablish a limited recreational bull trout fishery in Hungry Horse
Reservoir (HHR), South Fork Flathead River (SFFR), and Big Salmon Lake. In HHR the
proposed daily and possession limit for bull trout is one fish. Upon catching a bull trout,
an angler must either kill it at once and count it as the limit, or release it. 1t would be
unlawful to possess a live bull trout for any reason. In the SFFR from HHR upstream to
the confluence of Youngs and Danaher creeks, and in Big Salmon Lake, the proposed
action would allow catch and release angling for bull trout. Existing regulations for
cutthroat trout, rainbow trout, and grayling in the drainage from Hungry Horse Dam and
all waters upstream would remain the same.

The SFFR bull trout population represents a geographically distinct restoration/
conservation area as defined by the Montana Bull Trout Restoration Team. Based on
current monitoring and population status data, the bull trout population is healthy in that
it is stable or increasing and meets the goals and objectives of restored and recovered
population. One of the goals and the direct benefit of a restored bull trout population is
recreational utilization by the public. The purpose is to provide recreational angling
opportunities for a unique Montana native fish and in so doing, maintain public support
for bull trout conservation measures.

Site Location and Characteristics

Hungry Horse Reservoir, South Fork Flathead River, and Big Salmon Lake are all in the
South Fork Flathead River drainage within Flathead and Powell counties in Northwest
Montana. This area extends from T20N to T30N, R12W to R19W. All lands fall under
ownership of the Flathead National Forest, U.S. Forest Service. Lands south of Meadow
Creek trailhead are within the Bob Marshall Wilderness.

Environmental and Social Impacts

No potentially significant impacts were detected in the EA process. Under Fish and
Wildlife Impacts the EA identified potential minor impacts to the diversity and
abundance of bull trout with a reestablished fishery. A long-term, viable sport fishery
existed for bull trout in the South Fork until closure in 1995 and subsequent ESA listing.
Monitoring from 1993 until present demonstrates the presence of a healthy and stable
population. Mitigation for population impacts from fishing may be accomplished
through monitoring and more restrictive angling regulations. The EA also identified
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potential minor impacts on the human environment regarding increased angler use.
Angler opportunity will also increase for native bull trout and be a public benefit.
Monitoring of the fishery will identify the need for specific MFWP enforcement needs.
Increased pressure from additional angling opportunity may result in potential minor
impacts to access routes associated with affected waters.

Public Involvement

In compliance with the Montana Environmental Policy Act, a Draft Environmental
Assessment (EA) was prepared and circulated for public comment from September 19 to
October 19, 2000. A request from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) for a
public comment extension until November 30, 2000, was also granted which resulted in a
71-day review period. Notices were advertised in local newspapers and radio programs,
including an article on September 28, 2000, and copies were made available at the
Kalispell office of Fish, Wildlife & Parks (MFWP), local and state libraries, and on the
MFWP web site. A questionnaire was also distributed with the draft EA to solicit
additional comments. An informational open house was also held on October 5, 2000.

During the public comment period we received fifteen comments, and one individual
attended the open house. In summary, nine comments came from private individuals, four
from organized groups, and one from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS). Six of
the private comments favored the preferred alternative, and the other three favored
Alternative 3, with increased angler opportunity in the entire South Fork.

Two of the group comments fully supported the proposed alternative. One group
conditionally supported the proposed alternative, but felt that Big Salmon Lake should
not be reopened at this time due to a decline in redd counts. The fourth group comment
opposed reopening the South Fork fishery for the following reasons: no established
baseline population goals have been established; no disclosure of “take” monitoring; no
development of fishing season criteria; lack of long-term population trends; excessive
reservoir drawdown; no spawner protection; lack of outfitter “take” evaluations; and lack
of USFWS recovery plan and critical habitat evaluation.

The USFWS submitted a thorough review of the draft EA and stated that they support the
intent of the proposal to reestablish a bull trout fishery (letters of November 13 and 27,
2000, Appendix A). They also stated that it is premature for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service to amend the current rule for bull trout until the bull trout recovery plan has been
issued.

In the USFWS comment letters they also itemized specific concerns about the support
data within the EA and whether it provides sound evidence that the bull trout population
can withstand the proposed take.
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Additional Information

Bull Trout Monitoring

In the draft EA we provided bull trout redd count data for the South Fork drainage and
gill net monitoring data from Hungry Horse Reservoir since 1958. Since the draft EA we
have collected and are including two additional years of redd count data and gill net
monitoring (Tables 1 and 2). These data further support our rationale for considering the
reopening of a bull trout fishery. In an effort to provide additional review for the final EA
decision, the Department also requested statistical researchers Mark Taper and David
Staples from Montana State University to review and analyze data within the draft EA
and comments from the USFWS (Appendix B).

A number of reservoir tributary streams utilized by spawning bull trout flow directly into
HHR, and the four selected index streams in Table 1 have been counted annually since
1993 to monitor trends. In the upper South Fork within wilderness, four additional index
streams were selected to monitor trends, and Big Salmon Creek is also counted as a
disjunct population. Upper South Fork redd counts were conducted annually from 1993
to 1997 and then every other year.

From 1993 until present, total bull trout redd counts from the eight index streams in the
South Fork demonstrated an increasing trend (Table 1). Linear regression analysis also
displays this trend for the period (Figure 1). Not included in the total are counts from Big
Salmon Creek because it is a disjunct population only representing the Big Salmon
population. Linear regression analysis of all of the individual index streams is available in
Appendix C. Wounded Buck Creek is the only index stream of the eight that has a
declining trend, however the number of redds began to increase in 2001 after being low
for two consecutive years.

Table 1. Summary of South Fork Flathead bull trout redd counts from index stream
sections (1993-2001). Reservoir tributaries flow directly into HHR on the
Flathead Forest and upper river tributaries flow into the South Fork within
the Bob Marshall Wilderness. Big Salmon Creek is the bull trout spawning
tributary for Big Salmon Lake that is considered isolated from the South
Fork (disjunct).

Reservoir Tributaries
1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001
Wounded Buck Cr. 22 29 34 41 14 5 3 3 9

Wheeler Cr. 12 10 1 3 1 4 12 23 25
Sullivan Cr. 25 8 - 52 50 54 55 45 51
Qintonkin Cr. 5 3 7 4 0 11 15 15 17
Totals 64 50 42 100 65 74 85 86 102
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Upper Tributaries

1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001
Youngs Cr. 40 24 34 74 43 -- 85 -- 61
Gordon Cr. 35 44 46 58 30 - 99 - 120
White R. 39 60 45 86 31 -- 76 -- 76
Little Salmon Cr. 56 47 43 134 100 -- 138 -- 111
Totals 170 175 168 353 204 - 398 -- 368
Combined Total 234 225 210 453 269 - 483 - 470
Big Salmon Cr.
1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001
Big Salmon Cr. 92 91 93 61 55 -- 59 -- 75
Total South Fork Dv Redds
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Figure 1. Bull trout redd counts and linear regression from eight index monitoring

streams (1993-2001).

Redd numbers in Big Salmon Creek also have a slight negative trend over the period, but

have recovered steadily since the 1997 low of 55 (Figure 2). A count of 75 redds in 2001
brought numbers within 81 percent of the high count of 93 in 1995, which are within the

range of variability.
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Figure 2. Big Salmon Creek bull trout redd counts and linear regression (1993-
2001).

In 1993, all potential bull trout spawning streams (n=36) within the entire South Fork
drainage were surveyed for bull trout redds. Redds occurred in 14 of the 36 streams
surveyed, and a repeat basin-wide survey was conducted in 1999 to quantify any
significant changes in distribution. We estimate that index streams account for 85 percent
of the total South Fork redds when comparing with basin-wide counts. Overall, 22
percent of the total South Fork drainage redds occur in HHR tributary streams with the
remainder in upper South Fork wilderness streams.

There were some concerns raised in the comments on calibration of index stream counts,
counter bias, and error due to species overlap. FWP feels that by conducting basin-wide
counts on an approximate five-year interval that FWP is adequately assessing spawner
distribution and potential changes. Utilization of nearly an identical crew over the entire
survey period has minimized the potential for variation due to counter error or bias. No
other fall-spawning trout are found in the South Fork; therefore bull trout redds cannot be
confused with another species.

Bull trout redd counts for the entire SFFR display an increasing trend over the monitoring
period extending from 1993 to 2001 (Table 1 and Figure 1). Increasing trends are
exhibited for seven of the eight tributaries counted representing the South Fork
population (Appendix C). Wounded Buck Creek is the only individual spawning
tributary with a declining trend, however an increase occurred in 2001.

The Big Salmon population is treated as a disjunct population separated from the South
Fork by Big Salmon Lake. Big Salmon redd counts (Table 1 and Figure 2) have a
declining trend overall, however increases occurred in the last two count years and the
2001 count of 75 redds was 81 percent of the recorded high count of 93 in 1995.
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Gill Net Monitoring

Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks has used gillnetting to monitor fish population
abundance, size-and-age structure, and community composition in HHR since 1958.
Consistent sampling during this period provided data on long-term population trends and
served as a baseline for current population assessments. Prior to 1983, gillnetting was
conducted reservoir-wide during spring, summer, and fall seasons. From 1983 until
present, three specific monitoring areas (Emery, Murray, and Sullivan) were netted,
depicting representative thirds of the reservoir. Over time, seasonal netting was reduced
to only the fall series (May 1987, Deleray et al. 1999). Table 2 summarizes long-term
bull trout mean catch per net in HHR from fall sinking nets. Due to an extensive historic
netting program, bull trout net mortality has been significant in certain years when
seasonal netting was conducted. Prior to 1993, annual bull trout net mortality averaged
247 per year during multi-seasonal netting. Not until net numbers and the fall series were
standardized in 1993 did the bull trout net mortality drop substantially. After 1993, the
average bull trout net mortality dropped to 69 annually (Table 3 and Figure 3).

The long-term trend indicates a steady increase in the number of bull trout per sinking net
over time (Figure 3). In review and in an attempt to standardize bull trout netting data,
Staples and Taper detected two apparent levels of equilibrium (Appendix A). From
1983-1993 bull trout appeared to fluctuate at a lower level, then from 1995-2000 a higher
level was established. The upper level is likely due to lower gill net mortality and
elimination of angler harvest since total fishery closure in 1995.

Table 2. Fall sinking gill net summary of bull trout catch in Hungry Horse
Reservoir (number of bull trout per net) 1958-2001.

Year Mean Catch Per Net
1958 6.9
1966 2.2
1968 2.3
1970 6.1
1972 4.6
1974 5.2
1976 3.7
1978 2.8
1983 1.9
1984 4.6
1985 3.3
1986 4.9
1988 7.0
1989 5.4
1990 5.5
1991 4.2
1992 6.5
1993 5.4
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1994 7.3

1995 6.9

1996 7.2

1997 7.0

1998 7.5

2000 7.3

2001 8.9

Table 3. Estimated bull trout gill net mortality in HHR 1983-2000.

Year Season Netted No. Gill Nets No. Bull Trout Captured
1983 Sp, S, F 294 125
1984 Sp, S, F 345 374
1985 Sp, S, F 302 336
1986 Sp, S, F 342 451
1987 Sp 114 265
1988 Sp, S, F 171 336
1989 Sp, S, F 171 261
1990 Sp, S, F 99 128
1991 Sp, S, F 99 134
1992 S, F 55 59
1993 F 21 53
1994 F 21 75
1995 F 21 67
1996 F 21 67
1997 F 21 73
1998 F 21 74
2000 F 21 77

Key: Sp = Spring; S = Summer; F = Fall
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Figure 3. Fall sinking gill net summary of bull trout catch in Hungry Horse

Reservoir and linear regression (1958-2001).

Fishing Regulations

Increasingly protective regulations (Table 4) have been used to maintain a healthy bull
trout population in SFFR based on monitoring indices. Complete closure of all waters to
bull trout fishing, except Swan Lake in 1995, eliminated all legal harvest of bull trout in
Montana, including the SFFR.

Table 4. South Fork Flathead and Hungry Horse Reservoir bull trout regulations
summary.
Year Bull Trout Regulation
Pre-1959 15 fish, not >10 Ib. & 1 fish, 18” minimum
1959 10 fish, not >10 Ib. & 1 fish, 18” minimum
1982 Streams — 1 bull trout, 18” minimum; Lakes — 18” minimum
1985 Streams & Lakes — 1 bull trout per day
1990 Streams & lakes — 1 bull trout per day, immediate kill or release
1992 Close all waters to taking of bull trout except HHR and Swan Lake
1995 Close all waters except Swan Lake

Angling Pressure and Harvest

Hungry Horse Reservoir

Angler pressure and harvest levels for HHR and SFFR have been randomly evaluated in
past years. Statewide mail creel surveys are now conducted every two years in an effort
to depict trends. Trends for HHR do not show a steady increase in angler pressure (Table
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5). In the 1980s pressure varied between 5,397 and 9,472 angler days per fishing season.
In the early 1990s pressure reached a high of 8,043 and a low of 2,423 angler days. After
closure of the bull trout fishery in 1995, pressure ranged between 3,824 and 8,433. In
2001, the estimated pressure reached 6,484 angler days.

Other measures of angler use included a creel survey between May and October of 1986.
During this survey, May (1987) predicted a bull trout harvest of 2,168 fish, utilizing the
1985 mail creel survey pressure. This estimate lacks accuracy due to confidence limits of
+3,800 man days (Bob McFarland, pers. comm.), and catch and harvest were not
differentiated. Catch rates for bull trout during the 1986 creel survey were estimated at
0.15 per angler day (3.5 hours per angler day).

Summary comments by May (1987) indicate that HHR attracted mostly local anglers (91
percent from Flathead County) who spent only nine percent of their effort targeting bull
trout, utilizing lures or lures and bait combination.

Table 5. Hungry Horse Reservoir mail creel survey angler pressure estimates.
Year Pressure
1982 8,399
1983 9,472
1984 5,397
1985 6,071
1989 7,511
1991 8,043
1993 2,423
1995 3,824
1997 8,433
1999 7,568

South Fork Flathead River

In 1983, a creel survey of the South Fork Flathead River enumerated 1,082 anglers that
spent an estimated 1,839 angler days on the river. During that period, 151 bull trout were
harvested at a catch rate of 0.05 per hour or 0.18 per angler day. Fifty-three percent
utilized flies or lures, sixteen percent bait and thirty-one percent used a combination of
flies, lures, and bait.

In 1988 and 1989 a wilderness survey interviewed anglers to determine that bull trout
were caught at a rate of 0.015 per hour.
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Mail Creel

Statewide mail creel surveys conducted for the SFFR indicate an ever-increasing use
trend. During the 1980s pressure ranged between 991 and 4,555 angler days per year,
averaging 2,757 days. In the 1990s use ranged between 2,974 and 11,488 angler days,
averaging 8,162.

Comparison to Swan Lake

A comprehensive year-long creel survey was conducted on Swan Lake during 1995
(Rumsey 1996), which contains a healthy and stable bull trout population. The mean
annual bull trout catch rate was 0.3 fish per day with a harvest rate of 0.04 per day.
Anglers released an average of 86 percent of the bull trout caught and only 53 percent of
harvested fish were adults. Many anglers voluntarily released legal fish.

We estimate daily catch rates for bull trout will be approximately 0.15 in HHR and 0.18
in the SFFR based on creel survey data. Similarly, we assume approximately 50 percent
of harvested fish are sub-adult bull trout, and that anglers would voluntarily release many
legal fish, further reducing impacts to the population.

Decision Notice and Justification

Based on the purpose and justification for the project, the environmental assessment, and
public comment received, | recommend that the proposed action to reestablish a limited
bull trout fishery in Hungry Horse Reservoir, South Fork Flathead River, and Big Salmon
Lake be implemented. This decision elevates the intent of FWP to reopen the bull trout
fishery. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service has the ultimate authority under the
Endangered Species Act and must implement procedural rule changes to allow legal take
of the species.

As part of this decision, FWP offers the following recommendations that will act to
protect bull trout and provide recreational fishing opportunity:

HHR Proposed Fishing Regulation:

Fishing for bull trout in Hungry Horse Reservoir shall be open between the third Saturday
of May and August 15 with a daily and possession limit of one bull trout. Upon catching
a bull trout, an angler must either kill it at once and count it as the limit or release it
immediately.

The reason for a shortened season is to protect individual stocks of fish that may
congregate off reservoir tributaries prior to spawning migrations. In the reservoir, adult
and juvenile bull trout are present and adult angling mortality will also be reduced as we
have found in Swan Lake where only 53 percent of bull trout harvested were adults
(Rumsey 1996). The catch and kill regulation also prevents “high-grading” for
progressively larger fish, thereby reducing delayed angling mortality.
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SFFR Proposed Fishing Regulation:

Catch-and-release fishing only would be allowed for bull trout from the third Saturday in
May through August 15.

Adult bull trout are predominately caught by anglers in the SFFR in contrast to the
reservoir, as they stage in the river prior to fall spawning. Because they are visibly
congregated and vulnerable to angling in the river, we feel this regulation proposal would
provide adequate bull trout protection. The SFFR historically supported an active bull
trout fishery with regulations allowing harvest of one bull trout per day. To provide
better protection to a vulnerable population, FWP will shorten the season and allow only
catch and release of bull trout. Mortality associated with catch and release angling is not
expected to be significant, nor is it expected to impact the population.

Big Salmon Lake Fishing Regulation:

Catch-and-release fishing would only be allowed for bull trout from the third Saturday in
May until August 15 in Big Salmon Lake. During the summer period bull trout in Big
Salmon Lake will tend to favor the deeper, colder portions of the lake, which are not
readily available to shore anglers. Boat use is very low on the lake due to its size and
remoteness, and consequently impacts to bull trout are expected to be minimal. Mortality
associated with catch-and-release angling in the lake is also not expected to be
significant, nor is it expected to impact the population. The August 15 closure would
protect adult fish congregating near the inlet.

All other waters within the South Fork Flathead River drainage would remain closed to
the taking and/or intentional fishing for bull trout.

Monitoring

Also included within the decision to allow a limited bull trout fishery in HHR and SFFR
is the proposal to monitor angler pressure and harvest. This information, combined with
fall gill net and redd count monitoring, will help ascertain the health and stability of the
South Fork bull trout population.

Based on the purpose and justification for the project, the Environmental Assessment,
and the public comment received, | recommend the reestablishment of a bull trout sport
fishery in specified waters of the South Fork Flathead River.

Daniel P. Vincent, Region One Supervisor Date
Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks
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