[image: image1.emf]Very Good Good Fair Difficult or Dangerous Poor or Unethical

Very High Flow/Heavy Turbidity X

High Flow, Some Turbidity X

High Flow, Clear Water X

Medium Flow, Clear Water X

Low Flow, Clear Water X

Very Low Flow, Clear Water X


ANGLER FOCUS GROUP MEETING
MARCH 4, 2010

JOINT COMMENTS OF ANGLERS EXPERIENCED ON  THE BYPASS REACHES

(Bill Carnazzo, Bill Templin, Monte Hendricks, Ed Wahl)

Document Written By Bill Carnazzo

I.   Bill Carnazzo


A. Contact information:

Bill Carnazzo
Spring Creek Guide Service
5209 Crestline Drive
Foresthill CA  95631
(530) 367-5209 (H)
(916) 295-9353 (C)
www.billcarnazzo.com
bcarnazzo@ftcnet.net
B. Background and general comments applicable to all bypass reaches.

I am a licensed guide (and have been for 20 years) with over 50 years of fly fishing experience. In these proceedings, I represent myself and my guide service, as well as the following: Northern California Council, Federation of Fly Fishers (I have assumed this function in place of Gary Flanagan); the Upper American River Foundation, a California Non-Profit Corporation; Granite Bay Flycasters; and a host of other fly fishing groups and clubs. 

I have been fishing the streams found in the Middle Fork drainage for over 40 years, and have extensive experience on all of them, including the Rubicon River, the Middle Fork American both above and below French Meadows Reservoir, the main Long Canyon Creek as well as its two main forks, Duncan Creek both above and below PCWA’s diversion facilities, Wallace Creek,  and other small streams. I am familiar with the type, numbers, size, and health of the fish, as well as the BMI populations that form a major part of the food source for the fishery, based on personal observation and angling experience.
I am very appreciative of PCWA’s willingness to now hold this additional angler focus group meeting to gather more information on angling in the bypass reaches. That said, I noted on the agenda for this meeting that “project nexus” is an issue to be discussed. Unless this is a typographical error, I believe that the nexus issue is inappropriate for purposes of this focus group meeting. Because nexus is a complex legal/factual issue involving questions of qualitative and quantitative relationship to the project’s improvements and operations, it could consume the entire short time allotted for this meeting—and then some. For example, a potential component of a nexus analysis is the need for mitigation for adverse project impacts caused by nearly 50 years of operation. In other words, the “nexus” concept is broader than current direct (or indirect) connections between a particular adverse impact and project facilities/operations. It is therefore respectfully requested that the nexus issue be deferred to a later time when it is more relevant.
Over the past 15-20 years I have noticed a significant general decline in the quality of the fisheries in most of the streams mentioned above; i.e., the numbers and size of fish have both been significantly adversely impacted. It has been my view for many years that the decline is due to many factors, some of which may possibly be unrelated to PCWA facilities. However, some significant adverse impacts on fish, as well as the benthic macroinvertebrates (“BMIs”) population and diversity, together with the aquatic habitat and streamside vegetation that are essential to a healthy fishery, can be traced directly to PCWA’s operation of its facilities in the watershed. Additionally, before getting to some specific comments on each of the bypass reaches, I offer the following general comments, some of which will be familiar because they were presented in a different context; they are included again here solely for the purpose of general bypass reach angling information:
1. From the angler’s perspective, wild trout require three things: food, oxygen, and cover (i.e., protection from predators). If you add “cold water,” there are four important factors. Of these, experience has taught me that in general cover trumps the others. During periods when flows are high but it is still safe to fish (which does not necessarily mean that wading must be possible), all of these ingredients are present. High flows cause turbidity, which in turn provides cover for trout. Fishing can be good with some turbidity; as turbidity renders the water essentially opaque, however, success rates fall off (but don’t necessarily zero out). Higher flows naturally also increase available oxygen content in the water. Food availability is increased dramatically, with entrained aquatic insects and terrestrials (worms, ants, beetles, etc.) washed into the flow from the watershed. And, of course, water temperatures are lower. Thus, all of the essential ingredients for increased success are present during higher flows.
2. During the summer months when flows are low aquatic insect activity decreases in frequency and tempo, flows are lower, the water warms significantly thereby reducing dissolved oxygen content, and all-important cover is dramatically reduced due to reduced flows and accordingly habitat. These factors operate to reduce fish activity, and negatively affect angling success.  In other words, the essential ingredients for angling success, mentioned above, are either lacking or significantly attenuated.
3. The fall months are generally characterized by low flows, at least until the arrival of the rainy season. Nevertheless, as air and water temperatures moderate, insect hatch activity (at least among certain mayfly and stonefly species) becomes more frequent and regular. Cooler water holds more oxygen, and shade, cloud cover, and inclement weather provide cover. The river bottom is also littered with foliage that has fallen from trees and shrubs, increasing available cover and camouflage for trout. With rain, fog, and cold air temperatures, fall fishing improves. In addition, there is the trout’s increased instinctive push to feed in advance of winter. Accordingly, despite low water conditions, fall fishing can be excellent.
4. The chart set forth below is intended to be an informational summary, representing a very general array of MFP bypass stream fishing conditions under the different broad flow categories as noted on the left side, from an angler’s perspective, vs. five general angler success levels arrayed across the top of the chart.  The success assignments (“X”) for the flow types assume a competent, experienced angler familiar with fishing techniques appropriate to each of the 6 broad flow categories.
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C. Specific comments on the quality of the angling experience in the bypass reaches.

The quality of the angling experience in the bypass reaches is affected by many factors; the main factors are listed below. I base the following comments on my own personal experience plus the views, expressed to me, of the many clients that I have introduced to the MFA drainage through my guide service, as well as friends and acquaintances who have accompanied me on fishing trips into the canyons. Comments on specific bypass reaches will be dealt with in subsection D below.

1. Fishery health. Fisheries such as those of the bypass streams, where there has been a steady decline  in both numbers and size of catchable trout (rainbows and browns) cannot be deemed “healthy.” The fact that young-of-the-year and fry are present does not end the “health” inquiry; rather, the real questions are related to survival rates of these young fish and their ability to mature in sufficient numbers to a size that will provide a reasonably good angling experience. In turn, survival rates depend on the presence or absence of many converging factors, including available habitat, cover and protection from predators, adequate ability to migrate upstream and downstream, food availability in sufficient quantity, appropriate water temperatures, beneficial flow rates, and sufficient oxygen content in the water column. All of these factors have been adversely affected by the MFA project’s disturbance of the historical unimpaired seasonal hydrograph that governed the adaptive life cycles of native rainbow and brown trout, and around which their genetic patterns (including survival techniques) evolved.
2. Fish numbers. As mentioned earlier, fish numbers have declined to an extent that, at times, renders the angling experience poor in quality. Catch rates twenty years ago in bypass reaches, for reasonably capable anglers, could easily exceed ten to fifteen fish caught and released. The current catch rate under ideal conditions often does not approach that number. Brown trout have always been scarcer than rainbows, but under present conditions it is rare to catch one where one or two might have been caught at the same location in past years.

3. Fish size. As also mentioned earlier, average fish size has grown continuously smaller. Twenty or more years ago, it was not unusual to catch at least one or two fish in excess of 14 inches; under present conditions, such a fish would be a rarity. The current average fish caught is between six and eight inches. Many anglers find this to present a poor angling experience.
4. Food production. Trout feed on both aquatic and terrestrial (grasshoppers, ants, beetles, etc.) insects. Based on my personal observations and experience, most of a trout’s diet will consist of aquatic insects, where they are available in sufficient abundance. The available numbers and diversity of BMIs in the MFA drainage has decreased dramatically.Terrestrial insects that are only available by happenstance, sporadically and in unreliable numbers, cannot sustain a viable trout population in the MFA drainage. My observations regarding numbers and diversity of BMIs are based on constantly searching for aquatic insects by using seine nets, turning over rocks, and shaking streamside vegetation; I do this, in part, to aid in fly selection for myself and my clients—all as part of the quality of the angling experience. I also do it because I have an intense interest in stream entomology and collection of representative specimens. My conclusions are as follows: (a) Most of the larger mayfly species that were previously found in these streams have either been extirpated or are on the verge of extirpation; smaller species, such as baetis mayflies, are still present but their numbers are reduced. (b) The larger stoneflies, such as Pteronarcys (“Salmon Fly”) have all but disappeared; Golden Stoneflies still exist, but in reduced numbers; (c) Caddis flies have fared better, but are not abundant or diverse. Because food availability obviously affects fish numbers and size, the reduction in BMIs has degraded the angling experience in the bypass reaches.
5. Riparian vegetation. Enormous floods that periodically occur in the MFA drainage scour sediments out of deep holes, creating cold water refugia for summer habitat, but are insufficient by themselves to remedy streamside vegetation problems. In fact, they make the angling experience worse by virtue of debris piles that are difficult or impossible to avoid,  and laid-down willows and alders that impede access and create serious streamside hiking and wading safety issues. Normal spring flushing flows that characterize a natural hydrograph tend to minimize these problems by keeping streamside vegetation pared back so that streamside hiking and wading during later months is much safer. Without adequate flushing flows, the angling experience is degraded by having fewer deep, cold water pools for fish to survive in during hot summers and by reducing both convenience of access and safety .
6. Inadequate flow conditions. The consultant’s studies have shown that the project, at times (summer and early fall), delivers more water to the bypass reaches than would normally be available under the unimpaired hydrograph. Nevertheless, the disturbance of the natural hydrograph at other times (winter and spring) causes irremediable damage that is not mitigated by the slight benefit of increased summer flows. While flows are addressed elsewhere, it is worth mentioning here that the current minimum flows in the bypass reaches during summer and fall seasons are woefully inadequate in terms fishery life cycles and therefore for the angling experience. The effect of inadequate flows on the fishery is devastating not only because of the factors mentioned above, but also because of water temperature increases that accompany low flows. In order to address quality of the angling experience, it is essential that flows in the bypass reaches be increased, to provide cooler temperatures and increased fish/BMI habitat during the critical summer and fall months.
7. Access issues. We will present extensive comments on this issue in our recreation plan comments. For purposes of this document, adequate access is essential for a high quality angling experience in the bypass reaches. At present, there are access barriers that, if removed, would increase the quality of angling experience.

D. Comments relating to specific bypass reaches.

Each bypass reach is unique in myriad ways. Nonetheless, they have common characteristics (pocket water, pools, riffles, side channels, etc.) that form the basis for the general comments mentioned above. Another commonality is that each stream has remote, nearly inaccessible reaches, as well as areas where access is reasonable (although it could be improved in order to increase the quality of the angling experience). Where there are differences from an angling standpoint, they are addressed below.
1. Rubicon River.

a. River above Ellicott’s Bridge. The most convenient access to this reach is via the Hunter Trail, which for the most part is relatively high above the river on river-right (north side). From the Hunter Trail there are two main trails down to the river (other points do exist, but they involve some relatively steep and potentially hazardous traverses): one at the confluence of the South Fork Rubicon/Main Rubicon (approximately 1.5 miles above the bridge), and another at Hale’s Crossing (approximately 5 miles above the bridge). From the south side of the river there is access to Parsley Bar from the Crystal Basin area via USFS roads. Water temperatures in this reach increase over the ten miles between Hell Hole dam and the confluence. In July, August, and September, assuming minimum flow conditions, the water at the confluence is far too warm to ethically fish because the fish are already stressed and even if caught and quickly released, there will be significant hooking mortality. In order to improve the quality of the angling experience in this reach from July through September, there needs to be higher minimum flows for all of the reasons set forth above. Angling at the South Fork confluence area, during ideal angling conditions as described above, can be characterized as mediocre compared to (for example) 20 years ago. While there is a fair population of rainbows, 95% of them are in the 6-8” range; the largest specimen I have seen in many years was 13”. Browns are so scarce that they are nearly nonexistent in this area. Between the confluence and Hale’s Crossing there are obstacles that make streamside travel difficult at times, but not impossible. The angling in this reach is, compared to 20 or 25 years ago, also mediocre for the same reasons although in some places the fish are slightly larger but not more plentiful. Between Hale’s Crossing and Hell Hole (Parsley Bar, for example), the angling is slightly better for larger (10-12”) rainbows, with a few browns mixed in. Still, the numbers are quite low. Angling near the bridge is characterized by small fish in low numbers.
b. River between Ellicott’s Bridge and Long Canyon Creek Confluence. From Ellicott’s Bridge down to the confluence of Long Canyon Creek/Main Rubicon, access is difficult. There are several trails that meet the river a few miles downstream of the bridge (e.g., Lawyer Trail, Slide Point Trail, and Nevada Point Trail).  Angling here has, at times been somewhat better than above the bridge, but again can be described as mediocre compared to 20-25 years ago. There is a road at Pennsylvania Point which reaches the river near a footbridge. Angling here in the summer months is poor due to excessive water temperatures and inadequate flow. At other times more fish can be caught but they are very small, and most likely are fish that have migrated downstream from Long Canyon Creek. No temperature assistance is provided by Long Canyon Creek because it too is overheated at the confluence.
c. River between Long Canyon Creek Confluence and Ralston Powerhouse. The canyon along this stretch is very steep; the best access is hiking up from Ralston Powerhouse. Angling from the powerhouse upstream to the first major pool (approximately 150-200 yards) consists of a series of pools and pockets. While a few fish in the 12-14” range can be found here in the spring, most are in the 6-10” range; the numbers are low for all sizes. Once the water warms above 60 degrees, virtually all fish move either upstream or down below the powerhouse. This can occur as early as late June; temperatures after that can reach 70 degrees, resulting in a negative angling experience. The area above the first large pool consists mainly of pocket water, plunge pools, and a variety of riffles and runs with some larger, deeper pools mixed in. During early spring, larger rainbow trout enter this section of the river, apparently from Oxbow, to spawn. Access to these spring fish is not possible without crossing the river at the base of the first large pool above the powerhouse because there is a bedrock face on the north side (river right) that is extremely slick at this time of year and very dangerous to try to cross (there is a gaging station on this rock face). A slip by an angler wearing waders could be fatal because he/she would end up sliding down the face into the large pool (possibly with injuries from the fall) which is over 10 feet in depth in places and the water will be cold. Prior to 1997 (I believe that is the correct year), this bedrock face had areas covered with soil, which made it relatively safe to traverse in order to get to the water above the pool. High flows and heavy rains removed virtually all of the soil that provided the necessary footholds for safety. Since the water level at the base of the pool is too high at this time of year to cross safely (without being swept into the fast water below the pool), the spring fish are now inaccessible in all but the most dry years. Once the flow is reduced enough to safely cross at the base of the pool, access to the river above the pool is relatively easy and safe, although there are areas where anglers must climb around obstacles. However, by the time that the water level has dropped sufficiently for safe crossing, the spawners have returned to Oxbow. Compared to 20-25 years ago, angling in this reach during this time, all the way up to the Long Canyon Creek footbridge, is at best fair in quality, due to the small size and sparse number of fish available.
2. Middle Fork American
a. Middle Fork Below French Meadows, to Interbay powerhouse. The stretch below French Meadows Res. can be reached from the USFS road and overland hiking. Beyond a mile or so below the dam the terrain becomes difficult and dangerous to attempt. Down to that point, the angling 20-25 years ago, and earlier, was reasonably good for fair sized (12-14” with occasional larger specimens) rainbows and a very few browns, especially in the spring (when road access opened). Since then there are so few fish in this reach that it is hardly worth the effort, even in the spring. Access to the river below Interbay is very limited due to the steep terrain. Above the powerhouse, angling has now been blocked off completely by PCWA. Prior to that, during the spring and early summer angling was fair for small fish; in earlier years angling success was much better. There are some sizeable trout (wild browns and rainbows) in the stream as it exits the powerhouse and enters the afterbay—and in the afterbay itself, but they are limited in number. It is my belief (backed by physical evidence and observations by me and by other anglers) that they feed on entrained and damaged fish and perhaps other aquatic species that are in the water exiting the powerhouse.
b. Middle Fork from Interbay to Ralston Picnic Area. There is apparently a trail from Mosquito Ridge Road down to the Middle Fork. I have not found it yet, and therefore have not personally used this trail, but intend to do so this spring in order to assess the angling quality in this area. The Middle Fork is safely accessible from the Ralston picnic area, where there is a short trail leading upstream. Beyond a mile or so above the picnic area, the terrain becomes very steep and difficult to access. Impaired spring flows here are insufficient to flush gravels and other material out of what would otherwise be clean, deeper, and cooler holes, and clean the stream of accumulated detritus, mosses, algae, weeds, and riparian overgrowth. This makes this reach difficult to fish at all times, but especially so in the summer and early fall. There are some rainbows that remain in this stretch, but they are quite small with the exception of a few larger specimens. I personally have not caught brown trout here (nor have my clients), but I have heard of others who in years past have. Again, 20-25 years ago the fishing here was easier due to less vegetation and in-stream materials, and more available (albeit small) fish.
3. Duncan Creek. In general, this little creek was a back-country angler’s dream—full of eager rainbows and browns in the 6-10” category. The creek above the diversion facility still can be categorized in that manner, at least until late summer and early fall when flows are very low and the fish are extremely shy. The creek below the diversion facility is but a shadow of its former self, with far fewer fish.

a. Duncan Creek above the Diversion Facility. As stated above, this part of the creek remains relatively pristine, characterized by some boulderous pockets above and below the PCWA bridge, with mostly bedrock riffles, runs, and plunge pools above the informal “campground” area. The fish are small (6-8”) but numerous, and readily take well-presented dry flies and small nymphs. They are mostly rainbows, with an occasional brown mixed in.
b. Duncan Creek at the Diversion Facility. There are some fish that inhabit the small pond above the dam; the pond is shallow and very clear, which makes fishing it during summer months extremely challenging. During the spring months (assuming road access is available) anglers fishing the pond can have some success. The fish here tend to be a bit larger (6-10”). It is my belief that a large number of fish from the upper creek become entrained in the diversion tunnel; at one point I saw a very large brown trout swimming just beyond the trash barrier. It could have come up through the tunnel—I have no way of knowing that.

c. Duncan Creek pool just below the dam. At the base of the dam there is a pool that supports a fair fishery. During spring and early summer the fish swim throughout this pool; in later months they locate themselves up near the minimum flow pipe. Angling is generally good here until August when the water is too warm and the water is very clear. The fish are mostly rainbows although I and some of my clients have caught a few browns here.

d. Duncan Creek below the dam and pool down to the gaging station. The fishing in this freestone reach, down to the gaging station, has deteriorated over the years. There are still a fair number of fish, but they are virtually all small rainbows with a very sparse number of browns. Access is somewhat difficult due to excessive riparian vegetation overgrowth caused by insufficient flushing flows. This, combined with the relative paucity of the fish population, impairs the quality of the angling experience.
e. Duncan Creek below the gaging station down to the USFS road bridge. The fishing in this reach is very similar to that found above the gaging station. My experience here is that there are a few more fish in this stretch.

f. Duncan Creek below the USFS road bridge. This stretch is accessible for a relatively short distance before the terrain begins to steepen sufficiently, making access difficult. In the distant past, brown trout of surprisingly large size were found in this area—but that is no longer the case due to lack of sufficient spawning and rearing habitat in the fall. The rainbow population is similar to that found above the bridge, and is subject to the same problems inherent in that fishery. Further downstream, a dirt road along the eastern side of the creek provides additional access opportunities to less heavily fished reaches where bigger and more fish may still exist; the area downstream from the terminus of this road probably receives even less angling pressure.
4. Long Canyon Creek. 
a. North and South Forks above Diversion Facilities. While the North Fork has somewhat less water available, the two forks are similar in their stream character, and in the number and size of fish. In spring the fishing can be fairly good (assuming road access is open) for small rainbows. Due to excessive erosion (from poorly maintained culverts and range cattle destruction of vegetation) along the paved road to Hell Hole Res. (along the north side of the South Fork) and debris flows in this reach, much of the water goes underground as the flows decrease in the summer, leaving wild rainbows stranded in small pools to die of exposure or from predation. It is my view that the diversion facilities entrain a large number of these fish, with a resulting adverse impact on the downstream fishery (due also in part to the lack of ability for fish to migrate downstream because of the type of dam structures that exist). There are a number of available access points to this area.
b. North and South Forks at Diversion Facilities. Once the flows drop the pools above the dam become shallow and clear and difficult to fish. During spring small rainbows can be caught in the inflow area. The diversion facility on the South Fork requires frequent sediment removal because of the highly erosive materials upstream and the land use impacts of roads and cattle. Some anglers and researchers believe that the reach above the South Fork diversion is the primary source of sediments entering the Rubicon River below its confluence with Long Canyon Creek and into the Ralston Afterbay Reservoir (Oxbow).
c. North and South Forks below Diversion Facilities to Confluence. The angling here, on both forks, is similar in quality to that available in Duncan Creek below the pool beneath the dam. The fish are uniformly rainbows of small size.

d. Long Canyon Creek below Confluence, down to Ramsey Crossing. The terrain here is difficult to hike and wade, but there is reasonable access upstream from Ramsey Crossing. The fishing near the bridge at Ramsey Crossing is reasonably good for small fish in the spring as access becomes available, but tapers off steeply as the water level lowers, clarity increases, and temperatures rise.

e. Long Canyon Creek below Ramsey Crossing down to Rubicon Confluence. There is reasonable access from the bridge to downstream areas for a relatively short distance. There are also trails down to the creek via Wallace Creek and from the USFS road. This area is populated by a relatively large number of very small fish that have migrated upstream from the Rubicon River. Again, in the summer and early fall, fishing here is poor due to low, warm flows and crystal clear water.
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