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Crucial Habitat Area Narrative

	Region:
	Sheridan

	Habitat Priority Area Name:
	Yellowstone Cutthroat Trout Restoration Watersheds

	Habitat Area Type (s):
	[bookmark: Check1]|X| Aquatic     |_| Terrestrial    |_| Combined
Stream, riparian, wetland, aspen, willow

	Habitat Values:
	Contiguous stream segments that support fish migrations to complete their life histories; functional riparian habitats connected with their channels that resist flood damage, store water, resist invasive species, and provide shade, woody debris, water quality, and food and cover for fish; and an aspen mosaic across the landscape that retains water and contributes food and dam-building materials for beaver.

	Reason Selected:
	The delineated watersheds represent the potential extent Yellowstone cutthroat trout (YSC) populations might be restored and secured on the east side of the Big Horn Mountains.

	Area Boundary Description:
	Lodge Grass Creek (HUC 100800160301), West Fork Little Bighorn River (HUC 100800160104), Elkhorn and Red Gulch creeks (HUC 100800160103), North and South Forks West Pass Creek (HUC 100800160107) within the Little Bighorn River basin; and the Little Tongue River (HUC 100901010107).  This area includes a portion of the Kerns Wildlife Habitat Management Area.

	Focal species or species assemblage(s) (limit 6): 

	Yellowstone cutthroat trout (NSS2) and beaver.

Yellowstone cutthroat trout

	SWAP Tier 1       species:
	

	Solutions or actions:
	· Establish barriers to expand and secure YSC populations from competition with introduced salmonids.
· Restore stream connectivity at barriers to facilitate fish passage within secure YSC ranges.
· Chemically treat stream segments to remove competing trout species and expand YSC populations. 
· Work with landowners to identify opportunities to expand YSC populations into stream segments on private lands.
· Promote and facilitate active and passive management measures to retain or expand aspen, riparian aspen, and riparian willow communities, and control invasive plants.
· Promote herbivore management strategies to sustain aspen and riparian communities and enhance riparian habitat functions including stream channel shading and streambank stabilization.
· Retain and manage beaver populations to enhance channel and floodplain connectivity, augment riparian bank storage, enhance riparian habitat development, and increase food and cover for fish and other wildlife.
· Transplant beaver to suitable unoccupied habitats to raise riparian water tables, augment bank storage and late-season stream flows, and enhance food and cover available for YSC.
· Screen irrigation diversions to control documented fish losses.
· Promote active channel habitat rehabilitation when passive restoration measures are considered inadequate.
· Reconnect abandoned oxbows, where reconnections are sustainable, to moderate erosive gradients, raise riparian water tables, and increase streambank water storage.
· Support conservation easement in private lands segments of the YSC watersheds to retain open space characteristics.
· Work with local entities to improve water management and instream flows when opportunities for win-win scenarios arise.
· Promote allowing prescribed natural fire management on public lands where aspen and willow expansion are likely.

	Additional Information:
	Land uses include livestock and wildlife herbivory, irrigation, crop production, recreation, and residential uses.  Energy development and mining are currently minor.  The potential for subdivision development is high on private land segments.

The Little Bighorn and Tongue rivers are YSC historic range and represent the eastern extent of the subspecies range.  Competition with introduced trout is the main factor limiting the distribution and abundance of YSC.  Brook, brown, and rainbow trout occur within some of the remnant YSC watersheds, and limit options to restore YSC in large areas of their historic range.  Securing remnant populations may require establishing barriers to exclude competing species, and chemically treating watershed segments to remove incompatible species (competition, hybridization).

Low summer stream flows and high water temperatures due to irrigation withdrawals, barriers to movements associated with irrigation diversions or roads, and loss of YSC to irrigation diversions may be an issue in some restoration watersheds (e.g., Little Tongue River, West Pass Creek).  Gaining fish passage at barriers would allow fish to seek thermal refuges during low flow conditions and facilitate spawning migrations and movements to preferred over-winter habitats.  Diversion screening would minimize fish entrainment and loss within ditches.  When possible, summer flow augmentation would increase cover available for fish.

Retention or expansion of aspen and riparian communities on the landscape would improve water cycling and riparian water storage.  Expanding deciduous riparian corridors, while reducing coniferous riparian corridors, would help moderate stream temperature extremes (spring and summer), enhance streambank stability, and increase food and cover available for fish.  Most aspen and willow communities are seral components of the landscape. Disturbances are necessary to perpetuate these types and retain or expand their abundance.  Both types succeed to shade-tolerant conifer communities or more xeric plant communities if the hydrology of a site dries.  Fire was historically the primary driver regenerating aspen.  Willow types regenerate and sometimes expand following natural flooding events, fire, and other vegetative propagation means (layering, resprouting, adventitious rooting of cuttings).  Beaver activity can increase adventitious rooting of cuttings.  Heavy browsing often limits options to actively regenerate and expand willow and aspen, and improve stream corridor function.  Effective, large-scale treatments cannot occur unless browsing use can be maintained in-line with (or reduced below on an interim basis) available resources.

Beaver populations would further enhance water retention and late season flows, and increase the availability of seral pool/wetland complexes to overwinter fish.  Additional active stream rehabilitation measures may be necessary, but will be considered only after passive measures are in place. Some potential may exist for reducing confinement and reconnecting abandoned oxbows, which would help moderate steepened stream gradients, raise local riparian water tables, and increase food and cover for various life stages of fish.

Some large-scale wildfires have occurred in YSC watersheds and are expected again in the future.  Significant sediment inputs to streams result in the short-term, which could reduce or eliminate isolated YSC populations.  Currently, limited opportunities exist to restore meta-populations of YSC that would be more capable of overcoming the impacts of periodic severe wildfires.  Fire improves water cycling and surface flow availability in the mid-term by reducing conifer and expanding aspen and deciduous riparian communities.  At existing herbivore densities, it is unclear if enough regeneration escapes browsing to maintain or expand aspen and riparian communities.       

	General land ownership and surface area:
	BLM: 917 ac (1%), 
USFS: 54,021 ac (74%), 
Other Federal: 158 ac (0%), 
State: 4,104 ac (6%), 
Private: 13,521 ac (19%), 
Total area: 72,721 ac



