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Jim Starr

Department of Fish and Game

830 S Street

Sacramento, CA   95811

November 15, 2009
Dear Mr. Starr,

The Kern River Fly Fishers wish to present the following comments for the record involving the Draft Department of Fish and Game Hatchery Environmental Impact Report and Environmental Impact Statement.  

The Kern River Fly Fishers organization has been in existence since 1969 and has been intimately involved in the many issues which surrounding the preservation and enhancement of the fish and fish habitat in California and in particular our home waters of the Kern River Basin. We have an active membership in excess of 100 anglers which represent taxpayers and river users in Kern County. In the past our members have participated in a number of the CDFG biological surveys to identify native species for both the Kern River Rainbow Trout and the Kern Golden Trout protection and restoration programs. We are active participants in the restoration projects funded by the Upper Kern Basin Fishery Resource Trust. We have worked hand in hand with the CDFG in the historic creation of the catch and release section of the upper Kern River. We annually participate as a group in the environmental cleanups of the Kern River in the annual Kern Valley Pride Day. Our purpose is to foster and promote the sport of fly angling with artificial flies, to teach the etiquette and techniques involved in fly fishing, to organize and lead outings, and to promote and support the conservation of fisheries. We promote responsible catch and release angling with barbless artificial flies in order to maintain healthy populations of sport fish for many generations of anglers to enjoy.

KRFF Preferences for EIR/EIS Alternatives

The Kern River is a complex body of water. It has four hydroelectric power plants and three dams which preclude the movement of fish between sections. The lower five sections (Sections 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5) of the Kern River, in general, have warmer and slower flowing waters. The upper three sections (Sections 5, 6 and 7 of the North Fork of the Kern River), in general, have colder and faster flowing waters. Similarly, the South Fork of the Kern River is composed of largely cold and fast moving waters. These conditions give rise to different species of native fish which demand a different management structure by CDFG in order to maintain the native species. 

We at the Kern River Fly Fishers prefer the following EIR/EIS alternatives in relation to stocking trout on the following sections of the Kern River:

Kern River Sections 

0 (Below Kern River No. 1 powerhouse (KR1)) – ALTERNATIVE 1 (this section was not previously stocked)

1 KR1 to Democrat Dam – Alternative 1 (this section was previously stocked)

2 Democrat Dam to Borel Powerhouse (Sandy Flat) - Alternative 1 (this section was previously stocked)

3 Borel Powerhouse (Keysville Bridge) to Main Dam - ALTERNATIVE 1 (this section was not previously stocked)

4 Lake Isabella (Riverside Park, Kernville) to Kern River No. 3 powerhouse (KR3) - Alternative 1 (this section was previously stocked)

5 KR 3 to Fairview Dam - Alternative 1 (this section was previously stocked)

6 Fairview Dam to Johnsondale Bridge – Alternative 2 using CDFG Stocking Evaluation Protocol Figure K-1

7 Above Johnsondale Bridge - Alternative 2 using CDFG Stocking Evaluation Protocol Figure K-1

It is our opinion that it is best to stock sport fish as soon as possible (even non-native species until the native stockers are available) in the most heavily fished parts of the river which include Sections 1,2,4 and 5 of the North Fork of the Kern River. Clearly the stocking of native trout is a priority which deserves the full attention of the CDFG.  However, the lack of any stocking since 2008 is having a detrimental effect on the scarce native species which remain in the both the North and South forks above Lake Isabella.  
Comments on Specific EIR/EIS Sections

EIR/EIS Section: Draft CDFG Hatchery EIR/EIS, Impact BIO29: Predation and Competition Effects from Stocked Trout on Hardhead (Less than Significant) Chapter 4 page 60

Subject: Hardhead Minnow vs Rainbow Trout Study 
The Kern River Fly Fishers would like recognize and introduce for the record the important 2009 study entitled Hardhead and Trout in the Kern River, February 27, 2009, by Christine L. McGuire. The existing CDFG Draft EIR/EIS has not included or recognized this scholarly work. This is a biological study of the interaction between the hardhead minnow and Kern River rainbow trout. The hardhead minnow is the native species of concern in the Kern River listed in the November 24, 2008 lawsuit brought against CDFG by the Center for Biological Diversity and the Pacific Rivers Council. Ms McGuire is the CDFG Associate Biologist located at the Kernville Hatchery and is one of a number of CDFG officials who are responsible for providing scientific and regulatory oversight over the populations of fish in the Kern River. This study employs 4 decades of fish studies in the Kern River conducted by the California Department of Fish and Game, California Regional Water Quality Control Board, University of California Davis, and Southern California Edison. 

McGuire states that “There were no studies identified which indicated predation of hardhead minnow by rainbow trout. Optimal temperatures for rainbow trout are 12-18 degrees Celsius while hardhead prefer water in excess of 20 degrees Celsius. In riverine situations the hardhead tend to feed from the bottom third of the water column and prefer calmer waters, whereas rainbow trout tend to feed from riffles and the surface, in swifter waters.” 

In significant conclusion the McGuire study found that: “since stocking has remained a constant since the early 1930's, and prior to that native trout evolved concurrently with hardhead, there is no indication that stocking hatchery trout is associated with fluctuation in the population of hardhead.  The years when the hardhead population was robust and extended well into the normally colder reaches of the upper Kern would seem to indicate that stocking hatchery trout is not associated with detrimental effects on hardhead.” 

In short, the minnow and trout occupy completely different parts of the river. The hardhead minnow lives in slow, warm waters and the trout live in fast, cold waters. We find it highly doubtful that either species will ever be a significant predator on the other. We encourage CDFG and the court to use the good science available in the McGuire study to put to rest any concerns that the hardhead minnow is in any way impacted by stocking trout in the Kern River. We have included with our comments a PDF file copy of the study Hardhead and Trout in the Kern River, February 27, 2009, by Christine L. McGuire for CDFG to include as an Appendix in the EIR/EIS. (Note: We have not included the extensive Appendices to this report due to their size. Please contact Christine McGuire to include these valuable resources in the EIR/EIS.) 

EIR/EIS Section: Draft CDFG Hatchery EIR/EIS, Appendix B Fish and Game Policies, page 1-2
EIR/EIS Section: Chapter 1 Introduction page2 The Heritage and Wild Trout Program (AB 7) 

Subject: Full Implementation of the Kern River Rainbow Project 
We support and encourage California Department of Fish and Game to now actively pursue full implementation of the Kern River Rainbow Project which is designed to identify a genetic native rainbow broodstock for propagation to replace the existing non-native rainbow broodstock. It is clearly stated in the CDFG 1995 Management Plan for the Upper Kern River Basin that if hatchery production of native trout is unsuccessful, stocking of the nonnative rainbow will stop. Clearly the onus is on the CDFG to immediately proceed with identification of a native rainbow broodstock and hatchery production of this native species to replace the existing non-native broodstock.
Efforts are being made to identify streams still retaining Kern River rainbow trout and extensive collections of fish for genetic analysis were made 1991–1993. A management plan for the upper Kern River basin (above Isabella Reservoir) was completed in 1995 (Moyle et al. 1995). Problems addressed in the plan include grazing in riparian areas and heavy recreational use of the basin. Population surveys to monitor trout populations and identify habitats in need of protection are scheduled on a five year interval. To reestablish populations of Kern River rainbow trout, anglers are now allowed to keep only two fish with a maximum length of 10 inches in most of the upper basin, CDFG ultimately plans to replace nonnative rainbow trout stocked in tributary streams with catchable size Kern River rainbow trout if hatchery production of the native trout is successful According to the management plan, if native hatchery production is unsuccessful, stocking of nonnative rainbow trout will stop (Moyle et al. 1995). Appendix E Biology of Decision Species, Draft CDFG Hatchery EIR/EIS, page E-19.

EIR/EIS Section: Draft CDFG Hatchery EIR/EIS, Appendix E Biology of Decision Species, page 19 
Subject: Dedication of the Kernville Hatchery to Propagation of Native Species 
We fully support the dedication of the CDFG Kernville Hatchery to propagation of native fish species and in particular the Kern River Rainbow Trout (Oncorhynchus mykiss gilberti), the Volcano Creek Golden Trout Oncorhynchus mykiss aguabonita, and Little Kern Golden Trout Oncorhynchus mykiss whitei.  We encourage the CDFG to immediately use the funding identified by the Upper Kern Basin Fishery Resource Trust to drill cold water wells at the hatchery. These wells will enable the Kernville Hatchery to operate in a year round full scale maximum production mode which is desperately needed to protect the native trout species in the Kern River.
EIR/EIS Section: Draft CDFG Hatchery EIR/EIS, Appendix E Biology of Decision Species, page 19 
Subject: Habitat Destruction in the Kern River by Non-Native Beaver

We fully support CFG to trap and remove from the Kern River Valley the non-native introduced beaver.  This destructive mammal species is currently creating major alterations in the native species habitat by flooding meadows and causing significant changes to the river channel itself in the Sequoia National Park. It is our understanding that CDFG introduced these beaver into the north fork of the Kern River as part of a previous management plan. The impact of the DGF introduced beaver is a continuing streambed alteration which poses a real threat to the survival of the Kern River Rainbow Trout (Oncorhynchus mykiss gilberti). The CDFG needs to correct this serious mammal management error immediately to avoid any further destruction of native species habitat and to avoid legal action against the CDFG by environmental protection groups. 

Threats to remaining populations of Kern River rainbow trout are introgression with nonnative rainbow trout, habitat losses from poor management and events such as floods, droughts and fires. Some of its current habitat suffered from the landslides that filled in pools and silted spawning areas as a result of the Flat Fire of 1976. Introduced Beaver have significantly altered the river in Kern Canyon in Sequoia National Park, flooding meadows and increasing meandering in the channel (Moyle et al. 1995). Appendix E Biology of Decision Species, Draft CDFG Hatchery EIR/EIS, page E-19.

General Comments on EIR/EIS
Impact of Stocking Stoppage on Native Species

In the winter of 2008 CDFG stopped stocking fish in the Kern River. It has been the studied observation of our members that the following events soon unfolded. The stocked fish in the Kern River below the Johnsondale Bridge were quickly harvested and not replenished by stocking. Anglers moved up increasingly further and further up the Kern River and its tributaries to find fish. We started seeing many more traditional bait and lure anglers up above the Johnsondale Bridge in the barbless hook artificial lure sections of the river where we had previously seen only fly fishermen. It has not been uncommon to see anglers and their families carrying out stringers of fish in excess of the 2 bag limit. Since this area is not stocked by CDFG, these trout taken from the river are native trout. It has been the observation of our members that the numbers of native trout in these protected barbless hook artificial lure waters have dramatically decreased after the stocking of non-native trout was stopped in 2008. Restocking of the Kern River to allow anglers to fish the traditional and accessible roadside Kern River locations below the Johnsondale Bridge is critical to reduce the illegal harvesting of native trout in the protected barbless hook artificial lure upper Kern River and tributaries.

Economic Contribution of Recreational Fishing

We would like for the CDFG and the elected officials to recognize the very significant role that recreational fishing plays not only in the local Kern River Basin economy but also in the State of California. Suspension of the stocking of trout on the upper Kern River has had a devastating effect on the local Lake Isabella and Kernville businesses. These economic losses have been well documented in the EIR/EIS public meetings in Kern County. 

According to a study conducted by California Trout, anglers spend more than $2 billion a year in California on recreational fishing trips and related equipment. Over the last ten years spending in northern and central California communities has been up to $421 million annually. Economic impact multipliers clearly show that this recreational industry is a major part of the California economy.  Restoration of fish habitat that could result in increased fish populations and recreational fishing is estimated to provide an increase of $600,000 per year for every additional 2,000 fish caught. The Value of Recreational Fishing in California, California Trout, Inc. 2008.

Conclusions

The Kern River Fly Fisher organization recommends that the California Department of Fish and Game employ Alternative 1 to stock Sections 1, 2, 4 and 5 of the Kern River with the existing trout broodstock until native species as soon as they are available and to use the existing broodstock until the native species are available. 

We recommend that the California Department of Fish and Game use Alternative 2 to manage Sections 6 and 7 of the North Fork of the Kern River and all of the South Fork of the Kern River. Alternative 2 will involve the selection and stocking of native species using the CDFG Stocking Evaluation Protocol Figure K-1.
Rapid implementation of the Kern River Rainbow Project by the CDFG is critical to identify the appropriate native species broodstock, propagate these fish and get them into the river for the recreational anglers.

We want to thank the staff and consultants of the CDFG for this opportunity to provide input into the CDFG hatchery and Stocking Program draft EIR/EIS. It is our hope that we can continue to work together to provide quality recreational opportunities in the Kern River for many future generations of anglers. 

Sincerely, 





Geoff Kimler



Kent Varvel 




President of KRFF


Conservation Chairman

cc: CDFG Kernville Hatchery, Southern Sierra Fly Fishers, Aguabonita Fly Fishers 
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