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The ISRP requested a response to their comments “including a more detailed description of what will be monitored or a justification why an important wildlife or habitat component of the project cannot be monitored.”  The response below follows the approach of describing current monitoring efforts, past monitoring, and proposed monitoring.   As we noted in our presentation, some past monitoring has been suspended due to unanticipated funding restrictions and proposed new monitoring efforts are contingent upon adequate funding levels.  

Current Monitoring Efforts:

Photo Monitoring:  One of the most basic types of monitoring of periodically taking photos from the same point and direction is useful in illustrating 1) change over time, 2) project results, and 3) effects of natural or other unanticipated disturbances.  Our primary intent in developing photo points in this project area was, and continues to be, illustrating progress toward enhancement goals.  For example, one of the newer points we have established sights along the edge of a riparian planting.  Assuming the project continues to be successful, subsequent photos will document the initial establishment and growth of the trees and shrubs.  These photos may also be useful in illustrating unanticipated results or unexpected events.  

Wetland Monitoring:  A great deal of the enhancement effort planned for this wildlife area focuses on reestablishment of herbaceous native-type wetland plant communities to benefit migratory waterfowl and other species.  Undesirable exotic plants or agricultural crops dominated most of the sites prior to enhancement.  The initial measure of success we have been using is the percent cover of desirable vs. undesirable plants in the basins near the end of the growing season.  Our sampling methods include a subjective estimate of the two cover classes and more detailed plant cover measurements along transects including the most dominant species at each sampling station.  Water levels in managed basins are also recorded regularly during the inundation period.  The information gathered will be useful in assessing benefits of management treatments, developing more specific goals and prescriptions for each wetland basin, and perhaps eventually tying the changes to wildlife use.

Wildlife Monitoring:  WDFW and others periodically monitor use by specific species based on their relative importance.  These include Great Blue Heron colonies, bald eagle nests, mourning dove call counts, and winter waterfowl counts.  Some of these surveys are conducted annually and others less frequently and are generally used in estimating regional population numbers or trends.  Recently an effort was made to evaluate turtle populations on the wildlife area as well as in other locations nearby to determine species present and specifically targeting detection of western pond turtles (a state endangered species).  

Habitat Evaluation Procedures:  As we noted in our proposal, Bonneville has elected to take the lead in conducting these surveys with WDFW wildlife area staff participating in the field sampling.  These surveys serve as the “yardstick” to measure whether the mitigation obligation is met.  However, we do feel that monitoring wildlife response to habitat enhancement measures is important as well and we hope that the ISRP will support our efforts to include this type of monitoring in our future contracts.  

Weed, Other Vegetation and General Monitoring:  Wildlife Area Staff are on the wildlife area almost on a daily basis engaged in a wide variety of tasks. As part of their responsibilities, staff are expected to look for and report anything unusual (e.g., new invasive plants, discarded pets, mortality of planted trees, dumped garbage, and other issues) that may affect project success and respond appropriately at the time if warranted.  Our goal is to spot and address new problems early so that they do not become a major concern.  Examples would include finding Carp in a water body where they have not been seen before or a plant that does not look familiar that may be an invasive weed.  Although photo points, described above, in some cases illustrate weed prevalence and other vegetative characteristics such as the prevalence of clover in pastures, much of this monitoring has been subjective with no standardized method to measure conditions.  While it may be difficult and expensive to quantify some variables such as discarded pets, we agree with the ISRP comment that better monitoring is needed in some of these areas.  For example, if an area is to be treated to control weeds, a better measure of the results besides stating “a good level of control was achieved” would be more useful.  We will review a number of practices and issues and will attempt to develop more documentable monitoring efforts.  For example, a method similar to our wetland plant sampling may be useful in tracking weeds in grassland and pasture types as well, while other simpler measures such as hours of effort or number encountered per year might be more appropriate in other instances.

Past Monitoring Efforts:
Waterfowl Response Monitoring:  The wildlife area manager initiated surveys intended to evaluate use by Canada Geese in different habitat types and areas where management treatments were being applied.  As the surveys were developed it also became evident that it would be appropriate to record numbers of several other species during the course of the fieldwork including swans and sandhill cranes.  Surveys were conducted in specific portions of the wildlife area (specific pastures, agricultural fields, and wetlands) and were not intended in any way to contribute to a population monitoring effort.  Rather the intent was to evaluate the effectiveness of enhancement or other management funded by BPA and other sources.  Initially we intended to have volunteers collect most of the data; however, this proved to be an inconsistent approach and comments by a few of the volunteers called some of the data into question, particularly with regard to some of the other species that we asked to be counted along with Canada Geese.  As a result we began using temporary employees and full time wildlife area staff almost exclusively to conduct the surveys on a more systematic basis.  Funding for the effort included our annual BPA contracts and grants through the State Migratory Bird Stamp Fund.  In 2006 we were informed by BPA that they would no longer fund wildlife monitoring and the amount of funding we had been receiving from the State Migratory Bird Stamp account was substantially reduced, which has caused us to suspend the effort.  This came at the time that we had nearly completed organizing the data into spreadsheets.  The data that had been gathered is being preserved and will serve as valuable baseline information once we are able to reinitiate the surveys and continue evaluation of the data.  At the current time we believe that we have secured adequate funding from the Migratory Bird Stamp Fund to reinitiate the surveys on at least a limited basis next year and plan to approach BPA on including the effort in our next project contract.

Proposed Monitoring Efforts:

Breeding Bird Surveys:  WDFW is proposing to include this type of monitoring in future project contracts for all of the mitigation funded wildlife areas in Washington as part of a standardized approach to determine the effectiveness of enhancement and maintenance actions.  These surveys would potentially detect changes in use by two of the HEP indicator species and at least one other focal species in the subbasin plan as well as many others.  This work would not only be of value in determining direct project effectiveness but would be useful in developing planning prescriptions or evaluating future projects.

Snag Monitoring:  One of the mitigation enhancement measures identified for this area was management of snags to meet HSI requirements of the Black Capped Chickadee model, which would benefit other cavity nesting species as well.  Providing nest boxes was included as an alternative where suitable trees were not available or were in short supply.  Snag densities have not been monitored since the initial HEP surveys were completed.  We intend to use a simple method to measure snag availability, which will drive snag creation or nest box placement.  The most likely approaches will be to either run transects through the riparian and upland forested areas or to establish a minimum distance between snags.  The latter may be preferred, as it would enable snag creation to occur at the same time the survey is being conducted.  

Other Potential Monitoring:
Amphibians and Reptiles:  Our proposal contained a misleading statement that implied that monitoring reptiles and amphibians might be impractical, which was provided to the manager as a component of the statewide standardized monitoring proposal effort for the BPA funded wildlife areas.  Nevertheless these types of inventories have not been conducted formally on this wildlife area to date nor are they included in our current proposal.  We do agree that this is important, particularly since many of the project enhancements have the potential to benefit amphibians in particular.  

Waterfowl Production Surveys:  Waterfowl brood or pair counts were deemphasized or abandoned in this part of Washington many years ago.  With a number of wetland enhancement projects now complete on the wildlife area, it would be worthwhile to conduct a short-term study that could be revisited periodically to estimate the benefits to breeding duck populations within the site.  
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