3.3
Restoration Needs, Problems, and Opportunities
High quality rearing habitat for Chinook, sockeye and coho salmon in the lower Eklutna River is limited.  Pink and chum salmon fry migrate to saltwater almost immediately after emergence from incubation gravels, and quality spawning habitat is more of an issue for these species than is the availability of quality freshwater rearing habitat.  Quality freshwater rearing habitat is necessary for Chinook and coho salmon.  Some rearing habitat in abandoned gravel pits is available to Chinook and coho salmon, but this habitat is silting in and may continue to degrade under current conditions.

The area of spawning habitat available in Reaches 2 and 3 does not appear to be limiting fish production, but the quality of the habitat has not been evaluated to be certain it is not limiting production.  The RAS was done during what should have been the peak of pink and chum salmon spawning.  Salmon appeared to be using less than 10 percent of similar appearing spawning habitat, but actual measurements were not taken.

Habitat in Reaches 4 and 5 reflect a reduction in the flow regime due to the upstream withdrawals for power and water supply.  It also reflects the lack of gravel input to the channel due to the diminished flows.  Sediment in this reach is mostly silt and cobbles and provides only minimal areas of spawning and rearing habitat.  Without increased flows and sediment supply, these reaches will continue to provide minimal habitat.

Reaches upstream of the Lower Eklutna Dam are isolated from anadromous fish by the dam. This will continue without removal of the dam or a means to place fish directly in the river or to transport fish past the dam.  Upstream reaches reflect a reduction in the flow regime and lack of gravel input to the channel due to the diminished flows.  Sediment in this reach is mostly silt and cobbles and would provide only minimal areas of potential spawning and rearing habitat without restoration efforts.  Productivity of the littoral and riparian zones along Eklutna Lake and its tributaries are impacted by water level fluctuations associated with the management of the lake for hydropower and water supply.  Lacking a change in management priorities for the lake, these impacts will continue.

Sufficient interstitial flow of high-quality water through the gravel must be maintained to incubate salmon eggs.  The incubation from egg to fry is impaired by silt that interferes with the supply of oxygen to and the removal of wastes from the incubating eggs.  Levels of sedimentation would continue as they are without increased instream flow or at least annual flushing flows.  

This report concentrates on addressing the identified habitat concerns.  Suggestions to address some of the identified management concerns may be made, but the execution of them is beyond the legal mission of the Corps.  The key to resolving many of the management concern lies in the restoration and subsequent management of impaired habitat within the watershed.  Therefore, the recommendations of this report will be a key component to adequately addressing both habitat and management concerns.

Habitat Concerns

● Current Eklutna River water quantity and stream system quality restricts habitat potential for resident and migratory fish.  The Upper Eklutna Dam has eliminated all flows from Eklutna Lake into the Eklutna River.  The only means to convey water to the upper Eklutna River is via an uncontrolled spillway at the crest of the dam during extreme flood events. This dam brought any existing Eklutna River sockeye runs to extinction and severely impacted remaining coho, pink, Chinook, and chum salmon.  Remaining salmon populations are severely impacted by the removal of all Eklutna Lake water from the Eklutna River.  Resulting low flows have led to loss of over-wintering habitat, poor sediment transport, excessive siltation of stream channels, gravel starved stream channels, and insufficient water depth for Chinook salmon spawning.   

● Overall quality of fish and wildlife habitat for all users is low and should be improved.  Various impacts within the watershed below the Lower Eklutna Dam have resulted in excessive habitat degradation and habitat loss. The river has been diverted from its historical path, and surrounding wetlands are seasonally isolated from the river resulting in the potential loss of salmon smolt every year.  De-vegetation of the stream banks and ponds has resulted in reduced productivity, nutrient levels, macroinvertabrate populations, moose browse, and beaver habitat in the system.  The near elimination of water and sediment available from the upper watershed due to the two dams also limits spawning and rearing habitat.  The Lower Eklutna Dam blocks fish migration to the upper watershed effectively isolating any available habitat.  A major portion of upper watershed habitat is buried beneath the backfill of the Lower Eklutna Dam.  

● Subsistence resource needs are not being met due to inadequate habitat conditions for fish and wildlife in the watershed area. Fish resources are probably the most important subsistence food resource for the Eklutna people.  

Management Concerns

● Current area resource users and residents have competing or conflicting needs for available resources.  Conflicting needs for resources include hydropower, municipal water supply, fish and wildlife habitat, subsistence, and recreation.

● There is a need to pursue economic development opportunities for area residents and interests, while minimizing negative impacts to cultural and natural resources.  

● There is expanding demand for land and natural resources from permanent and daily/seasonal sources.  How can potential impacts be managed or prepared for, to attain high-sustained watershed health and quality of the environment?  A comprehensive watershed management plan for the watershed is lacking.

● Private property trespass, illegal dumping, and other vandalism occur now and may increase in the future.  The area is largely unmonitored and the public seems unaware or disregards issues of ownership or allowable uses.  Illegal dumping and operation of vehicles within stream channels have impaired habitat and water quality.  Trespassing is common and the amount of fish taken from the river, legally or illegally, is unknown.
● Cultural resources and traditional use area are being degraded or lost.  Dumping, vandalism, and trespassing also impacts cultural resources and traditional uses.
● The watershed area lacks a coordinated management plan, which should help protect sensitive features and natural resources as well as guide future development.  A goal of the Eklutna River Watershed Council is to facilitate the adoption of a coordinated management plan. This report is in response to their efforts to do so.
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