lnstream Flow

Clearing

Real instream flow
isn’t just water
under the bridge

By Tom Annear
Instream Flow Supervisor

I was fishing on the Encampment River late last
summer and having my usual luck. The day was almast
warmm, the water was almost aryseal dearand the ooura
the head of the pool were almost biting, Bur on this day
they were more content to just sit there, waiting for real
food. As I worked my way through every flyin the box, 1
found myself pondering a remark from a recent meering
where someone had candidly stared, “[Fyou want a real
instream flow, its got to come from storage in a dam.”
Like a lot of the comments [ hear about instream fAow,
this one had a ring of truth to it; bur it struck me that
there really is a lictle more to it than that.

Flailing the warter with my three fies, 1 surmised
that there surely wasn't a fish in the stream thar ever
wondered where the water came from. As long as it
was cold enough, cdean enough and gave them a place
to hide, rest and feed, they couldn't care less abour how
the water got there. And 1 also suspected a fair number
of people seem to think sort of the same thing — thar
instream How is simply water for fish, and they often
don't care where it comes from as long as there’s a fish
in the water or on the end of their line. I probably had
too much time to think thar day, but [ concluded that
while instream flow may indeed beabout the fish, a real
instream flow is abour the fver,

Though people can argue for hours
on end (or years), the simple fact is that
instream flow just means water in the
creek in any amount at any time of year
from any source. Instream fow can and
does come from melting snowfields,
groundwater springs, dams, irrigation
returns, or even sewage treatment plans.
The source, type and dcg,mc of use all
affect what the receiving stream chan-
nel looks like and the kind of fish that
live there, thluus]y. water is tlmsinglc
element needed to produce life, but just
because you've got water in a stream
doesn't mean you'll find the same kind
and number of fish in every stream.

A real instream flow, on the other
hand, is something that creates and
maintains the form, function and eco-
logical processes of a river and maintains
those features over long peniods of time.
It does that by mainmining decp pools,
dean riffles and flood plains (geomor-
phology), supplying the right water
chemistry (water quality), providing
enough of the nght kind of habitat
to perpetuate all of the crivers and plants that live in
and adjacent to the stream (biology), and providing
encn.lgh water at the right time n-f}-mrsu fish and other
Organisms can get 1o pars of the stream system thar
are important for spawning or growing (connectivity).
On each stream, these functions are all interrelared in
complex and unique ways thatare related to the timing,
duration and amount of warer ar different times of the
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Most of the water in the Encampment River west of Riverside is a real instream flow that presently maintains all
the ecological characteristics necessary for a healthy fishery. Wioming Game and Fish Department photo

year or in different years (hydrology).

Though there’s a lot we don't yet know, there is a
wealth of scientific information that helps us understand
how these factors interact. Today we know that changes

in the timing, magnitude and duration
of natural How pattemns can resule in
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flow ..is something
lhal creates and
maintains the
form, functionand
ecological
processes of a
river and
maintains those
features over long
periods of time.

vegetation. Flow changes thar affect the
amount of sediment and gravel moving
into and through some streams can ei-
ther cause more erosion or greater depo-
sition, which may change the number,
shape, size and quality of pool and riffle
habitar. Clungﬂi in How that affect the
temperature, rud]idity or quality of the
water affects the fish in the stream, oo,
as do flow changes that affect the abil-
ity of fish to move upstream to spawn
or inhibit the downstream drift of their
offspring when they hatch. Depending
on the stream and the extent of change,
the species and number of fish in these
areas will change right along with the
habirar.

To be sure, keeping a minimum
amount of water in a stream i an in-
stream How; and sometimes its enough
to keep fish alive, But maintaining our
existing fisheries requires a real instream
flow that does much more than just
kecp fish alive,

So what does it all mater? Well, iF}rnu‘rc afish—or
a fisherman who simply wants enough water for fish 1w
I.ivcwhcm],ruu can catch ‘'em pretty easy— it doesnit really
mmrw}mtheryuujum]mv:sunmmrm thecreck or
a real instream fow; But zfycru WARE [0 manage nvers
so future generations can expcricnccﬂm same thnlls or
frastrations that you do today, then the picture changes,

and you need the kind of water that'll maintain all of
the organisms that live in and along the stream today.
Thar means having the right amount of water at the
right time of year to maintain channel shape, fish and
wildlife communities, water quality and connectivity.
The issue becomes much bigger than just keeping a
little water in the creek for fish.

Mot every stream or stream segment can or should
have just enough water to keep the fish alive. Likewise,
it’s unrealistic, and certainly pot a Wyoming Game
and Fish Department goal, to expect the kind of real
instream flows that provide long-term, fully functioning
aquatic ecosystems in every stream in the state. Manag-
ing instream Hows really comes down to making choices
on a stream-by-stream, segment-by-segment, case-by-
case basis based on scientific information, public desires
and whart the law will allow. The conflict, if thar’s how
you castit, is basically all about what we want our world
to look like now and far into the future.

Making decisions involves choices and an apprecia-
tion that all of our actions have consequences, To make
wise decisions, it's important we don't characrerize any
problem or any answer as just one thing. We need 1o
make informed choices that strike a balance reflecting
our need to use water for survival and prospenity while
maintaining a quality of life that makes living a kind of
enjoyable thing without causing irreparable harm to the
world we leave for those future generations,

Do we need instream Hows or real instream Hows?
Frankly, we need them both. We canlt have both ev-
erywhere, but we can have one or the other ina lot of
places. Each provides a piece of the fabnc of our water
henitage that makes Wyoming one of the finest places
on the Fla.nct to live and fish. As long as we make
informed choices and have laws that let us implement
those choices, there's a good chance we'll be able to make
that boast long into the future.

For more information about instream flows, go to:
hup/lglstatewyus/fish/watermangd SF/index.asp .

Wyoming Wildlife News



