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USDA Forest Service 

c/o Jay Strand, Project Team Leader

99 Ranger Road

Rochester, VT 05767

RE: Somerset Integrated Resource Project

Dear Mr. Strand,

Native Fish Coalition (NFC) endorses the stream habitat enhancements (large wood additions) and fish passage improvements proposed in the Somerset Integrated Resource Project plan.  Furthermore, NFC would like to propose a cooperative partnership with the U.S. Forest Service (USFS) to post signs at access points to draw attention to this vital resource, wild native brook trout.  NFC appreciates the foresight of the USFS which is evident in its focus on habitat improvement to help counteract the effects of logging and other environmental stresses challenging wild native brook trout populations.

As a native fish advocacy group NFC appreciates the opportunity to participate in, and comment on, the Somerset IRP.  Our Vermont chapter will make itself available to USFS staff to discuss NFC positions and particularly to pursue the posting of signs to help highlight the fishery projects in this plan.

Thanks,

Timothy Hayes

Native Fish Coalition, Vermont Chair 

Please remit any correspondence regarding NFC comments to:

Paul Bugeja

289 Lake Road

Milton, VT 05469

Telephone: 802-373-0586
About Native Fish Coalition:  NFC is a nonpartisan, all-volunteer, grassroots, donor-funded, non-profit organization dedicated to the conservation, preservation and restoration of native fish.  We are a 501(c)(3) national organization incorporated in Maine. NFC has chapters in Maine, New Hampshire and Vermont, and each chapter has a Board of Directors and Advisory Council as well as members and volunteers.  Our goal - No lake, pond, river or stream is truly restored, healthy, clean or whole until its full complement of native species is intact, and it is devoid of non-native species and hatchery-raised fish.  While this is not always attainable or feasible, it is our goal.

General Comment on Somerset IRP:   Brook trout are an “indicator” species that only persist in clean cold water and healthy aquatic habitat.  Today, wild native brook trout exist in only a small fraction of their original range, according to the Eastern Brook Trout Joint Venture (https://easternbrooktrout.org/).  Widespread populations of brook trout once existed from Georgia to Maine prior to European settlement.  Today, Vermont remains one of the brook trout’s diminishing strongholds in its native range.  The Somerset Integrated Resource Project presents an excellent opportunity to showcase how habitat restoration and enhancement (large wood, culvert removal) as well as protection (riparian zones) can strengthen wild native brook trout populations.  The tributaries of the Upper Deerfield basin have the potential to serve as a case study for other wild native trout conservation initiatives.

NFC’s comments on the Somerset IRP are aligned with its mission to preserve, protect, and restore wild native brook trout. The Deerfield River, and tributaries in the Somerset IRP are home to wild native brook trout which are at risk due to habitat and water quality degradation, as well as climate change, invasive species, stocking, and angler exploitation.  Specific risks of concern to NFC, and the basis of our comments, are related to following factors:

· Public awareness of the presence of wild native brook trout populations, and the threats they face (see above), is dangerously lacking.

· Riparian buffer reduction on critical headwater habitat can reduce in-stream large wood debris resulting in lower nutrients in streams, reduced stream bank resilience driving erosion and stream sedimentation, as well as reduced over-stream canopy which can cause stream warming.
· Man-made impassible stream barriers such as culverts and poorly designed bridges that block wild native brook trout passage and access to critical thermal refuge and spawning habitat, while also reducing gene flow. 
· Run-off from developed lands which can lead to higher water temperatures, siltation, nonpoint source pollution, and other potentially negative water quality impacts.
USFS is planning many positive actions in the Somerset IRP to address the degradation in the Deerfield River drainage listed above.  NFC sees opportunity to prioritize large wood treatment in certain Deerfield River tributaries that have the best potential for improvement in wild native brook trout population density. There is also opportunity to raise public awareness regarding incursion of non-native fish into wild native brook trout habitat and the threat these non-native species pose, including competition for food and space, predation, disease, and introgression. This is particularly true with hatchery-raised fish.  As a policy, Vermont Fish and Wildlife Department (VF&WD) states that it will not stock hatchery trout in streams with wild native brook trout per its 2018 Trout Plan.  
Additionally, NFC encourages USFS to seek collaborative projects with private landowners, particularly Great River Hydro, whose property includes lengthy stretches of potential native trout habitat. Large wood treatment on private waterways combined with more protective regulations will enhance habitat and trout populations in the larger watershed when connectivity and increased movement of trout populations are considered.  NFC assumes the hydro property owner will gain good will among the angling community by cooperating with habitat projects and also garner support from partners in any future federal or state hydro licensing applications.

Specific Recommendations:  Comments below refer to actions specified in the USFS document Somerset Integrated Resource Project Notice of Proposed Action and Opportunity to Comment
Section 2.3 Fisheries and Water.  The proposal consists of treatments designed to improve aquatic habitat including the placement of large wood in streams and providing aquatic passage through culverts

NFC Comment #1:  Education of the public and angling community is an important part of NFC’s mission.  Signage and information stations/placards can enhance and guide recreational anglers as to what is there and how to best protect it.  Signs highlight unique features in the national forest and support appreciation of the resource by non-fishing visitors as well.

NFC proposes and strongly encourages USFS to incorporate a signage element in the project featuring wild native brook trout, Vermont’s official Cold Water Fish.  Signs would be provided by NFC and would highlight the uniqueness of wild native brook trout and their habitat.  Signs would be placed at trailheads near the project area and along easy access  portions of streams and brooks populated by wild native trout.  The signs would be customized for the Somerset project and would include text cooperatively scripted by NFC and USFS as well as other project partners where appropriate.  Example signage is included for reference purposes only, in Figure 1 at the end of this document. Samples of similar signs deployed for other NFC projects can also be provided.

The nine tributaries listed have documented populations of wild native brook trout. 

NFC comments 1a-1h are recommendations for Signage at trail heads, or adjacent to roads, for the following streams: 
· (1a) East Branch Deerfield River - East Deerfield Loop Trail off TH-1 Stratton-Arlington
· (1b) Deer Cabin Brook - Deer Cabin Brook Trail – off of Glastenbury River Trail accessed from Corridor 7 Trail
· (1c) Deer Lick Brook - Deer Lick Brook Trail - off Castle Brook Trail, confluence Deer Lick Brook and Glastenbury River
· (1d) Blind Brook - Blind Brook Trail – off Castle Brook Trail, confluence Blind Brook and Glastenbury River
· (1e) Glastenbury River - Glastenbury River Trail - off Castle Brook Trail
· (1f) Rake Branch - Rake Branch Trail - off Corridor 7 Trail, confluence Deerfield River
· (1g) Vose Brook – No trail, but labeled as “good brook trout stream” by Scott Wixsom, it flows into Deerfield River adjacent to Route 9
· (1h) Heather Brook – No trail, flows into Deerfield River adjacent to Route 9
NFC Comment #2: Large wood treatment preference should be granted to sub-watersheds with the best scientific profile and potential for improving wild native fish habitat, particularly those with consistently low water temperature required for healthy brook trout populations.  Streams and rivers in the project area with sustained water temperatures exceeding 72 degrees Fahrenheit are poorly suited for native brook trout and may not produce the intended benefits from large wood amendments.

NFC has examined data in the Somerset IRP reports profiling stream temperatures, trout population and other factors.  Upon this review, NFC has comments 2a-2h: 
· (2a) Glastenbury River - Riparian buffer adjacent to the river should be fully maintained through the proposed intermediate and even/un-even regeneration vegetation treatment proposed just upstream from the confluence of the Deerfield River.
· (2b) Deer Cabin Brook- Riparian buffer adjacent to the river should be fully maintained through the proposed even regeneration vegetation treatment proposed at the confluence of the Deerfield River.
· (2c) Deer Lick Brook - No comments relative to planned vegetation treatments or other proposed activity
· (2d)Blind Brook - Riparian buffer adjacent to the river should be fully maintained through the proposed even/un-even regeneration vegetation treatment proposed just upstream from the confluence of the Deerfield River.
· (2e) Priority for large wood treatment in the Somerset IRP should be focused on the Deerfield River tributaries listed above (2a-2d) due to lower water temperatures compared to other parts of the Deerfield River drainage.
· (2f) Proposed large wood treatment in the main stem of the Deerfield River should be lower priority due to elevated water temperatures. NFC recognizes the broader interest in the angling community for supporting habitat restoration in locations where trout habitat has become marginal; however, NFC asserts USFS resources are best devoted to protecting and preserving wild native brook trout habitat.
· (2g) - All tributaries and rivers receiving large wood treatment should receive pre- and post-project evaluation of fish population densities to establish how trout and other fish populations have been altered and to provide feedback for USFS and VF&WD managers to improve future work.  Fish population survey data should be reported by species as opposed to groups such as “trout.”  Additionally, all fish species sampled should be reported.
· (2h) - VF&WD is developing a screening tool to evaluate the efficacy of large wood projects, given its growing popularity for habitat restoration in wild native trout streams.  USFS is encouraged to continue its ongoing collaborative partnership with state fishery biologists to apply this screening tool to projects in the Somerset forest. 

********
Figure 1.  Example Signage as identified in NFC Comment #1.  Please note, exact wording and scope of signage is open to discussion.
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