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Comments on Fisheries Management Plan 2013-2018 

Dear Don, 

We appreciate the opportunity to comment on the Draft Fisheries Management Plan 2013-2018.  Our 
comments stress the need for proactive management of limiting factors for westslope cutthroat trout in 
order to achieve restoration goals in the lower Clark Fork drainage. 

Harvest estimates for the Lake Pend Oreille sport fishery have indicated adfluvial cutthroat trout 
populations in the drainage declined by 85-percent after dams were constructed on the lower Clark 
Fork.  In light of that fact, the Idaho Panhandle Chapter of Trout Unlimited asks Montana to increase 
support for restoring runs of cutthroat trout from Lake Pend Oreille to the Clark Fork River and its 
tributaries.  Adfluvial westslope cutthroat spawners will enhance diversity of angling opportunity by 
increasing cutthroat recruitment from spawning tributaries, thus improving fishing for native trout in 
Idaho and Montana.  Before this can occur, limiting factors must be addressed.  

Idaho is controlling invasive lake trout in Lake Pend Oreille, and has implemented catch and release 
regulations for westslope cutthroat in the Pend Oreille, Clark Fork, and Priest River drainages.  Cutthroat 
trout numbers appear to be increasing in the lake; however access to many miles of spawning and 
rearing habitat was lost in 1951 when fish passage was blocked by the construction of Cabinet Gorge 
Dam.  Now, dams on the Clark Fork have real potential to aid in the restoration of native trout by 
making it feasible to selectively pass pure strain westslope cutthroat into significant amounts of suitable 
spawning and rearing habitat. 

Restored migratory cutthroat populations could presumably sustain some mortality from introduced 
and native species that occupy reservoirs on the lower Clark Fork, but conditions in the tributaries have 
to improve enough to create the resilience necessary to initiate and sustain recovery so migratory 
cutthroat populations become productive again. 

To produce a full range of benefits, cutthroat passage at the dams must be accompanied by tributary 
management that effectively reduces negative interactions with non-native species.  Expanding 
populations of brook trout, brown trout, and rainbow trout present significant obstacles to restoring 
wild cutthroat populations.  Impacts resulting from competition, predation, and hybridization with non-
native trout can be reduced by aggressively managing non-native species for harvest opportunity in the 
lower Clark Fork drainage.  This practical management tool is an element of native trout management in 



other parts Montana’s statewide fisheries plan.  Restrictive regulations offer another method to 
increase population resiliency in westslope cutthroat trout.  Harvest restrictions have a proven record of 
reversing population declines and providing world class fishing, and are management prescriptions in 
the 2013-2018 draft plan for the majority of drainages westslope cutthroat occupy.   

The very stream reaches where non-native salmonids have progressively increased since 1994 may be 
key to meeting mitigation goals for westslope cutthroat trout in the lower Clark Fork drainage.  Low 
gradient streams with relatively low summer flows and water temperatures of 10-16C often produce the 
greatest expression of migratory life histories in salmonid populations.  By contrast genetically pure 
cutthroat trout populations are restricted to the headwaters of tributary streams in the Clark Fork 
drainage and consist of mostly nonmigratory individuals.   

Hybridization with rainbow trout in the lower portions of tributary streams is a particular concern and 
impact levels have not been assessed.  What little is known is not encouraging.  Hybrids tend to have 
reduced homing fidelity and pioneer nearby streams.  Even low amounts of genetic admixture 
dramatically reduce fitness in hybrid offspring.  Lower survival could be a factor in low density, unstable 
trout populations and cutthroat trout declines in hybrid zones. 

A new trapping facility on Graves Creek, and construction or maintenance of migration barriers on other 
tributaries to the lower Clark Fork, provide opportunities for more conclusive evaluation programs and 
better control of factors that limit cutthroat production from the tributary system.  Definitive estimates 
of total tributary abundance, spawning escapements, and juvenile outmigrations would help quantify 
impacts like hybridization at the population and drainage level.  Hard evidence of which factors are 
limiting and programs that are most effective in managing them is needed so mitigation efforts can 
succeed. 

Invasive brook trout populations present a particular management opportunity as they replace 
cutthroat trout in relatively small, low gradient streams and have little or no migratory fishery potential.  
Brook trout eradication and barrier placement have developed into effective tools to reverse the loss of 
westslope cutthroat populations in streams.  Eradication and barrier management projects may have to 
be expanded to brown and rainbow trout populations, and would have to include upstream passage of 
adult bull trout and genetically pure cutthroat to make recovery of migratory life histories feasible and 
improve fishing in the Clark Fork and Pend Oreille drainages.  Trout Unlimited requests modification of 
the plan to address the loss of migratory potential by focusing on the need for native trout reclamation 
projects in tributaries of the lower Clark Fork.   

The Panhandle Chapter of Trout Unlimited stands ready to partner with Montana as TU recognizes that 
healthy adfluvial cutthroat populations will benefit Idaho anglers as well as those of Montana.  Once 
again thank you for the opportunity to comment, and if we can be of further assistance please do not 
hesitate to contact us. 

Sincerely,    

Don Childress 
 
Chapter President 
Panhandle Chapter TU 
208-255-7928 
PanhandleTU@gmail.com 


