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Section I.  Introduction 
 

In May 2010, the Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks (FWP) and Natural Resource Damage 

Program (NRDP) jointly produced a draft tributary prioritization plan in the Upper Clark Fork 

River Basin (UCFRB) that prioritizes areas in the Basin for aquatic habitat protection and 

enhancement efforts and describes strategies for and examples of such efforts to benefit aquatic 

resources.
1
  After presenting the draft tributary prioritization document to the Advisory Council 

on May 19, 2010 and the Trustee Restoration Council on May 21, 2010, we initiated a 60-day 

public comment period on the document from September 30 to November 30, 2010 on this draft 

plan, as well as companion draft terrestrial resource prioritization document.
2
  We held three 

public meetings on both the draft terrestrial and the tributary prioritization plans in September 

and October 2010, plus several small group meetings were held on the draft plans by request. 

 

We received a total of 19 comments letters on the draft tributary prioritization plan (indicated 

hereafter as the “Draft Tributary Plan”).  This document provides responses to these comments.  

Appendix A contains copies of these comment letters, each of which are identified with a 

reference number (e.g. A-1, A-2, etc).  It includes a categorical breakdown of these comment 

letters under broad categories and identifies the entity or individual submitting the comment 

letter.  The responses below are organized according to this categorical breakdown. 

 

In April 2001, FWP and NRDP jointly prepared and issued draft responses to public comment on 

the Draft Tributary Plan for consideration of the Advisory Council, Trustee Restoration Council 

and Governor.  This final response document is based on the Governor’s approval of a final 

aquatic prioritization plan (indicated hereafter as “Final Aquatic Prioritization Plan”) in 

December 2011.
3
 

 

As detailed in the responses below, the state has made important changes reflected in the Final 

Aquatic Prioritization Plan that improve the Draft Tributary Plan, including changes involving 

additional rationale and explanation.  We made these changes in an effort to be responsive to the 

public comments and concerns, including better explaining the Draft Tributary Plan’s connection 

to the Clark Fork River and Silver Bow Creek, and better providing the connection between this 

document and the Draft Resolution by the UCFRB Advisory Council for Adoption of a Long 

Range Restoration Priorities and Fund Allocation Guidance Plan (December 2010).  Though 

changes were made to the Draft Tributary Plan, the methodology and goals that guided the 

original document remain basically unchanged in the Final Aquatic Prioritization Plan. The most 

significant changes made involved expanding the scope of the prioritization document to address 

both mainstem and tributary fishery restoration priorities, as reflected in the revisions to the 

Background and Purpose Section and the new additions of Section A (Mainstem Priorities) and 

Section D.  (Strategies for Fishery Management.)  Other changes to the Draft Tributary Plan 

included increasing the priority rank of some streams in recognition of native fish populations 

                                                 
1
 Prioritization of Tributaries in the Upper Clark Fork River Basin for Fishery Enhancement, jointly prepared by 

FWP and NRDP, Draft Final dated May 2010. 
2
Upper Clark Fork River Basin Terrestrial Wildlife Resource Prioritization, jointly prepared by the FWP and 

NRDP, Draft Final dated August 6, 2010. 
3
 Prioritization of Areas in the Upper Clark Fork River Basin for Fishery Enhancement, jointly prepared by FWP 

and NRDP, Final dated December 2011. 
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that are connected to the mainstem fisheries.  These changes can be found in Table 2 and on 

Map 2 and are further explained in Section B (Prioritization of Tributaries).  Other changes to 

Table 2 and Map 2 are a result of including some of the available assessment data on streams 

near Butte that had previously been assessed but not yet ranked.  Finally, some changes also 

generally served to better recognize the high priority of the mainstems of Clark Fork and Silver 

Bow Creek and the importance of increased instream flow to fishery restoration, especially in 

areas of the Basin that are chronically de-watered. 

 

Category 1:  General Support of the Draft Tributary Plan 

 

Comments:  Ten comment letters (A-2, A-3, A-4, A-6, A-10, A-11, A-12, A-13, A-16 and A-17) 

indicate general support of the Draft Tributary Plan and state that the prioritization is needed and 

the Draft Tributary Plan is a good starting point and/or Draft Tributary Plan is appropriate.  A 

few of these same letters [from Clark Fork Coalition (A-6), and Missoula County Health 

Department (A-10)] indicate some additional concerns with various aspects of the Draft 

Tributary Plan that are addressed later in this response document. 

Most of these support letters acknowledge the sound scientific basis of both the draft terrestrial 

and tributary prioritization plans and note the plans provide sound guidance for a more detailed 

restoration plan and future restoration activities. 

 

In addition to these support comments specific to the Draft Tributary Plan, most of the 130 

comment letters in support of the Advisory Council’s Draft Long Range Guidance Plan indicate 

their support of funding aquatic and terrestrial projects based on sound science and their support 

of our draft prioritization plans as thorough and science-based.
4
 

 

Response:  We appreciate the indicated support for the Draft Tributary Plan.  Prioritization of the 

terrestrial and aquatic resources in the UCFRB has been a goal of the agencies, and the Tributary 

Plan lays the groundwork for future decisions on the aquatic priorities. 

 

Category 2:  Native fish restoration and potential conflicts between goals 

 

Comments:  Five comment letters generally question why native fish restoration was de-

emphasized and one comment letter suggests clarifying how native fish will be protected.  The 

Clark Fork Coalition (A-6) and Montana Trout Unlimited (A-10) have similar comments about 

how the improvement of native fisheries through restoration projects will improve the diversity 

and resiliency of the entire trout fishery.  The U.S. Department of Interior, Fish and Wildlife 

Service (USFWS) (A-9) expresses concerns that the Draft Tributary Plan may preclude and 

delay bull trout recovery and westslope conservation by focusing habitat efforts in areas that 

directly favor non-native fish species that compete, predate on, or hybridize with the native 

species.  The USFWS believes the goals to restore habitat on the tributaries and replace lost trout 

angling could conflict with maintaining or improving native trout populations.  The USFWS also 

notes that some streams that were not priorities in the Draft Tributary Plan have been designated 

by USFWS as critical bull trout habitat.  Missoula County Health Department Water Quality 

                                                 
4
 These letters on the Advisory Council’s Draft Long Range Guidance Plan are provided in our December 2010 draft 

response to comments on this document, which is available from the NRDP upon request. 
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District (A-14) states they would rather see preference given to projects for native fisheries over 

those that enhance non-native sport fisheries.  The Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes of 

the Flathead Nation (A-18) comments that native species, particularly bull trout, should be given 

full consideration for restoration enhancement.  The Pat Barnes Chapter of Trout Unlimited (A-3 

and A-17) promotes a balance between native and non-native fishery restoration and suggests 

clarifying how native trout are protected while maintaining the brown trout and rainbow trout 

fishery. 

 

Responses:  We agree that further clarification was needed in the Draft Tributary Plan regarding 

the balance between native and non-native trout populations.  In the Final Aquatic Prioritization 

Plan, we modified how Goal 3, maintain or improve native fish populations in the UCFRB to 

preserve rare and diverse gene pools, maintain to improve ecological function, and improve the 

diversity and resiliency of the trout population, is addressed.  The Final Aquatic Prioritization 

Plan explains that the de-emphasis of Goal 3 resulted in removing many fish populations that 

were biologically or physically disconnected from the mainstems of Silver Bow Creek and the 

Clark Fork River, which are the major emphasis of the program.  In addition, many of the areas 

that were prioritized as a result of their value for Goals 1 or 2 also have significant native fish 

value.  All areas with viable bull trout populations are included in the priority list regardless of 

their physical or biological connection to the mainstem.  Changes to the Draft Tributary Plan 

included raising the priority level of several bull trout streams.  This is to provide a spatial 

distribution of high priority native fish conservation areas throughout the drainage to act as a 

source of fish for the Clark Fork River as its habitat improves.  Section B of the Final Aquatic 

Prioritization Plan (Prioritization of Tributaries) provides additional clarifications specific to 

native species. 

 

It is a goal of this prioritization effort to enhance native fish populations to the extent that is 

practical.  We have therefore added Section D (Strategies for Fish Management), which 

discusses our strategy for native fish conservation to protect and enhance existing populations 

and improve the habitat of the Clark Fork River to be more suitable for these existing 

populations.  It is evident that non-native, competing species will benefit from improvement in 

the Clark Fork and protection and enhancement efforts in the tributaries.  Nevertheless, with 

careful consideration of the possible biological outcomes of specific restoration actions with 

respect to native fish, we are confident that native fish populations can improve in the Upper 

Clark Fork. 

 

We acknowledge the concern pertaining to coordination with the USFWS on bull trout critical 

habitat and the Recovery Plan.  The most recent, and third version, of USFWS Critical Habitat 

closely resembles our priority areas.  We will also cooperate in revising the 2003 USFWS Draft 

Recovery Plan, and note that the Final Aquatic Prioritization Plan is working towards 

implementing listed strategic actions of the USFWS Draft Recovery Plan.  We do not plan to 

wait for a final USFWS Recovery Plan, however, since the current draft has not been finalized in 

over eight years.  The Department of Interior holds a seat on the NRDP’s Advisory Council.  We 

will continue to work with the Department of Interior on the program’s strategy for native fish 

conservation and implementation of specific projects. 
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Category 3:  Additional deliberation, more public comment or further investigation 

 

Comments:  Five Comment letters advocate for a better delineation of where projects would be 

pursued and how the prioritization process will actually work in terms of implementation before 

the Final Aquatic Prioritization Plan is implemented.  These commenters were: Project Green of 

Montana, Inc. (A-5), Clark Fork Coalition, (A-6), George Grant Chapter of Trout Unlimited,  

(A-11), Butte Restoration Alliance (A-15), and Butte Silver Bow, Office of County 

Commissioners (A-20).  Project Green and Butte-Silver Bow requested additional time for public 

comment (A-5, A-20). 

 

Response:  How the Final Aquatic Prioritization Plan would be implemented is beyond the scope 

of this document.  It will be addressed in the subsequent process plan and aquatic restoration 

plan that will be developed pursuant to the Final Upper Clark Fork River Basin Long Range 

Restoration Priorities and Fund Allocation Guidance Plan (December 2011). These subsequent 

plans will be subject to additional public comment, similar to the public process that was 

completed for the Draft Tributary Plan. The Final Aquatic Prioritization Plan was developed to 

identify where Restoration Funds can best improve the aquatic resources of the UCFRB. Such a 

plan has not yet existed as part of the grants program.  Implementing the appropriate type of 

project in the priority areas identified in the Final Aquatic Prioritization Plan, consistent with 

priority scheme reflected therein, will provide the most cost-effective fishery restoration for the 

UCFRB. 

 

In addition, as recognized in the Draft Tributary Plan, the intent of the plan was not to identify 

individual projects. Gathering sufficient information on the limiting factors for every stream area 

in the Basin would take many years and would likely exhaust much of the available resources.  

Instead, we determined that it would be more cost-effective to gather that level of data on only 

the highest priority stream areas as needed to develop projects.  More discussion of this issue is 

available the Background and Purpose section in the Final Aquatic Prioritization Plan. 

 

Moreover, as also noted in the Draft Tributary Plan, this prioritization process was intended to 

change over time.  Additional scientific data and adaptive management will be used in 

subsequent revisions.  More discussion regarding this adaptive management approach is in 

Section B (Mainstem Priorities, p. 5) and Section E (Important Considerations, p. 15) in the Final 

Aquatic Prioritization Plan. 

 

Regarding the request for additional time for public consideration of the Draft Tributary Plan, we 

believe adequate opportunity has been provided for public comment and additional public input 

will exist on subsequent revisions.  We produced and posted the Draft Tributary Plan in May 

2010.  NRDP and FWP staff presented the plans at three public meetings and several some group 

meetings throughout the basin.  We then produced and posted the Proposed Final Aquatic 

Prioritization Plan and associated draft response document in April 2011and presented these two 

documents to the Advisory Council and Trustee Restoration Council at meetings in April and 

August, 2011, respectively.  The Final Aquatic Prioritization Plan recognizes the need for 

periodic review and adaptive management with public review of any proposed changes in 

Section E (Important Considerations, p. 15). 
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Category 4.  2005 Silver Bow Creek Watershed Restoration Plan and priority for areas near 

Butte 

 

Comments:  Jocelyn Dodge (A-8), the Butte Restoration Alliance (A-15), and the Butte Silver 

Bow Council of Commissioners (A-20), advocate for greater consideration of the 2005 Silver 

Bow Creek Watershed Restoration Plan (2005 SBC Plan) in the prioritization process.  Dodge 

and the Butte Restoration Alliance also maintain that the Draft Tributary Plan focuses too much 

on current value of the fishery and not enough on the Butte area, even though it is the most 

injured (A-8, A-15).  Kris Douglass (A-19) notes that there are many functioning habitats that 

are very close to the major source of the injury, near Butte, and suggests that these areas be high 

priority areas. 

 

Response:  The Draft Tributary Plan indicated how the 2005 SBC Plan was considered in the 

2010 prioritization effort and the Final Aquatic Prioritization Plan has a new Section D 

(Strategies for Fishery Management) that connects to the fishery goals of the 2005 SBC Plan.  

For directing Basin-wide efforts, we do not, however, believe the 2005 SBC Plan should be 

given equal weight as the 2010 prioritization plans for the following two reasons: 

 

1. The aquatic and terrestrial priorities identified in our tributary and terrestrial prioritization 

plans were developed for the entire basin, whereas the priorities developed in the 2005 

SBC Plan were identified strictly for that watershed.  The 2005 SBC Plan and Draft 

Tributary Plan address priorities on different scales (UCFRB watershed vs. Silver Bow 

Creek watershed).  The 2005 SBC Plan makes it clear that the relative priorities of 

restoration needs identified in that plan would likely change in the broader context of all 

restoration needs within the entire UCFRB. 

 

2. The 2005 SBC Plan involved a compilation of existing information on the natural 

resources of that watershed, and was limited to a limited a number of tributaries.  The 

2010 Draft Tributary Plan was based on a basin-wide methodical assessment of fisheries 

and riparian habitat that involved collecting comparable data from each stream area.
5
  

Thus the 2010 prioritization effort involved a more robust scientific analysis than the 

2005 effort.  The fish populations and riparian habitat assessment data used for 2010 

prioritization effort incorporated and expanded upon the fishery information provided by 

FWP and USFS for the 2005 SBC Plan. 

 

Even with the limited application of the 2005 SBC Plan for these reasons, there is general 

agreement between the 2005 SBC Plan and the 2010 prioritization effort with regards to priority 

tributaries in the Silver Bow Creek Watershed.  As a result of the comments received, the Final 

Aquatic Prioritization Plan now includes areas near Butte that were assessed but not prioritized 

in the Draft Tributary Plan.  The Final Aquatic Prioritization Plan now includes the following 

Silver Bow Creek tributaries as either a Priority 1 or a Priority 2 areas: German Gulch, Browns 

Gulch, Upper and Beef Straight Creek, Blacktail Creek, Alaska Gulch, American Gulch, and 

                                                 
5
 2008 and 2009 Assessment of Fish Population and Riparian Habitat in Tributaries of the Upper Clark Fork River 

Basin Phase I and Phase II. 

http://doj.mt.gov/wp-content/uploads/2011/06/2009phase1report.pdf 

http://doj.mt.gov/wp-content/uploads/2011/06/2009phase2report.pdf 

http://doj.mt.gov/wp-content/uploads/2011/06/2009phase1report.pdf
http://doj.mt.gov/wp-content/uploads/2011/06/2009phase2report.pdf


6 

Flume Gulch.  These tributaries constitute nearly all of the major perennial tributaries in the 

Silver Bow Creek Watershed and even some tributaries that were not discussed in the 2005 SBC 

Plan.  In addition, we added text to clarify the high priority of the mainstem Silver Bow Creek 

and Clark Fork River fishery restoration.  The Final Aquatic Prioritization Plan discusses these 

areas in more detail in Section A (Mainstem Priorities) and Section B (Prioritization of 

Tributaries). 

 

With regards to the comment regarding too much focus of current fishery conditions, it needs to 

be understood that the driver of the prioritization is how best to restore the mainstem fisheries, 

building on what are the already completed or planned mainstem remediation and restoration 

efforts (see Background and Purpose Section).  Also, the adaptive management approach allows 

for adjustment of priorities as conditions change and new information is obtained. 

 

Category 5:  Priority and restoration needs of the Clark Fork River 

 

Comments:  Two comments recommend greater priority to the mainstem Clark Fork River than 

what is reflected in the Draft Tributary Plan.  The City of Deer Lodge (A-12) advocates the Clark 

Fork River as the highest priority and expresses concern that the Draft Tributary Plan does not 

allow for any funding for the river.  Similarly, the Missoula County Health Department Water 

Quality District (A-14) suggests that restoration of riparian and wetland habitats along the river’s 

mainstem should be a top priority.  The District recommends that the Draft Tributary Plan 

include the mainstem of the Clark Fork River, as well as the tributaries, and notes that additional 

Milltown projects and other mainstem projects between Milltown and Garrison may be needed to 

ensure successful restoration of bull trout and westslope cutthroat trout. 

 

Response:  We agree that the importance and priority of the mainstems need to be better 

clarified.  In response to these comments, we broadened the scope of the Final Tributary 

Prioritization Plan to cover both mainstem and tributary priorities and have clarified that the 

Clark Fork River and Silver Bow Creek are also high priorities.  This is discussed in more detail 

in the Background and Purpose Section, in Section D (Strategies for Fishery Management) and 

in Table B in the Final Aquatic Prioritization Plan. 

 

Category 6:  Expanded or broader approach 

 

Comments:  Jocelyn Dodge and the Butte Restoration Alliance both comment that the Draft 

Tributary Plan is too narrowly focused and that a broader, watershed-based approach should be 

used (A-8 and A-15).  They note that the lawsuit covered broad injuries such as fish, wildlife, 

surface water, groundwater, soil and vegetation as well as the lost services of wildlife hunting, 

bird watching, wildlife photography, hiking, fishing floating and general recreation.  They 

perceive the Draft Tributary Plan to be too narrowly focused on trout species and missing aspects 

of habitat restoration and non-game species enhancement. 

 

Response:  We believed a better prioritization would be accomplished by focusing on aquatics in 

a broad, basin-wide approach.  However, by implementing the Final Aquatic Prioritization Plan, 

which will enhance and protect aquatic resources in the identified priority areas, other resources 

and their uses referenced in the comments will also be enhanced and protected.  For example, 
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many of the aquatic resources are related to riparian habitat and will require sufficient instream 

flow.  We are likely to attempt increase instream flow in the areas and during the times when it is 

needed most.  This activity will assist other resources, such as aquatic insects and riparian 

vegetation, which will improve the overall riparian function.  To clarify, we added a sentence 

about trout as indicator species for other aquatic resources, such as aquatic insects, to Section B 

of the Final Aquatic Prioritization Plan (p. 5). 

 

Category 7:  Prioritization of streams based on flow needs 

 

Comment:  The Clark Fork Coalition (A-6) and the Missoula County Health Department Water 

Quality District (A-14) advocate that we prioritize areas for aquatic restoration for stream flow 

needs.  The Pat Barnes Chapter of Trout Unlimited expresses a concern that the Draft Tributary 

Plan does not specifically mention enhancement of flows as a limiting factor and urges the State 

to directly address flow enhancement issues (A-3, A-17). 

 

Response:  In the Final Aquatic Prioritization Plan, we recognize the need for increasing 

instream flow as a major component to restoration in a large portion of the UCFRB (see 

Section A (Mainstem Priorities) and Section C (Strategies for Habitat Enhancement) while we do 

not believe that determining the flow needs for all tributaries is necessary at this time, 

determining specific flow needs would be part of the future project development for the priority 

areas. 

 

Category 8:  Species-specific goals and limiting factors for each tributary 

 

Comment:  The Clark Fork Coalition suggests including species-specific goals and limiting 

factors for each tributary to help guide future work (A-6). 

 

Response:  Such an effort is outside the scope of the Draft Tributary Plan.  We understand, and 

the Draft Tributary Plan recognizes, that additional information is needed to develop a project.  

Limiting factors will definitely need to be a portion of, and species-specific goals could be a 

portion of, the additional information needed for developing future projects.  This topic is 

discussed in more detail in the Background and Purpose Section of the Final Aquatic 

Prioritization Plan. 

 

Category 9:  Gold Creek Correction 

 

Comment:  Mark Vetter (A-1) identified an error in the Draft Tributary Plan, noting that Gold 

Creek is not in Reach A. 

 

Response:  This mistake is corrected in the Final Aquatic Prioritization Plan. 



Appendix A 
 

Public Comment on the 
 

Draft Final Prioritization of 
Tributaries in the Upper Clark 
Fork River Basin for Fishery 

Enhancement 
(dated May 2010) 

 



NRDP Comment # First Name Last Name Organization City
A-1 Mark Vetter
A-2 Warren Hampton Friends of Two Rivers Milltown
A-3 duplicate of A-7; Comment A-3 has been deleted.
A-4 Gary Matson Milltown
A-5 Brian Holland Project Green Butte
A-6 Chris Brick Clark Fork Coalition Missoula
A-7 John Wilson Pat Barnes Chapter of Trout Unlimited Helena
A-8 Jocelyn Dodge Butte
A-9 R Mark Wilson US FWS Helena

A-10 Rob Roberts Trout Unlimited Missoula
A-11 Bob Olson George Grant Trout Unlimited
A-12 Mary Ann Fraley City of Deer Lodge Deer Lodge
A-13 Mike Mueller RMEF Missoula
A-14 Peter Nielsen Missoula County Health Department Missoula
A-15 Suzzann Nordwich Butte Restoration Alliance
A-16 Gary Matson Milltown
A-17 Tony Herbert Pat Barnes Chapter of Trout Unlimited
A-18 Earnest T Bud Moran CSKT Pablo
A-19 Kriss Douglass
A-20 Butte Silver Bow Council of Commissioners Butte

TRIBUTARY PRIORITIZATION COMMENTS

cj4869
Typewritten Text

cj4869
Typewritten Text

cj4869
Typewritten Text
NOTE: Comment A-3 has been deleted, as it was a repeat of Comment A-7.
Comment A-17 is also a duplicate letter of A-7.



December 7, 2010, Preliminary Compilation of the Tributary Prioritization Comments: 
 

1. The prioritization is needed and the plan is a good starting point/the tributary plan is 
appropriate.  [A-2, A-3, A-4, A-6, A-10, A-11, A-12, A-13, A-15, A-16] 
 

2. More deliberation is needed before approving this plan/ further investigation is needed before 
next draft is written.  [A-5, A-6, A-11, A-15, A-20] 
 

3. Do not approve of de-emphasizing Goal 3, (native fish restoration).  [A-6, A-9, A-10, A-18] 
 

4. Supplying water from tributaries that don’t necessarily have high priority fisheries could be 
beneficial.  [A-6] 
 

5. Coordination with Forest Service and Fish and Wildlife Service.  [A-6] 
 

6. List the known limiting factor on each stream.  [A-6] 
 

7. Species-specific goals for each tributary.  [A-6] 
 

8. A broader watershed approach is needed other lost services need to be considered.  [A-8, A-15] 
 

9. Tributary Prioritization may preclude or delay native fish recovery.  [A-9] 
 

10. Questions the value of a non-native fishery verses and native fishery.  [A-9, A-14] 
 

11. Some non-priority streams are designated as critical habitat for bull trout.  [A-9] 
 

12. Conflict between Goals 1 and 2 versus Goal 3.  [A-9]. 
 

13. Butte areas should be a higher priority.  [A-11, A-15, A-19] 
 

14. Clark Fork River should be the highest priority.  [A-12, A-14] 
 

15. Mainstem projects between Milltown and Garrison low cost and high benefit.  [A-14] 
 

16. Milltown may need additional funds.  [A-14] 
 

17. Prioritize streams based on stream flow needs.  [A-14] 
 

18. A basin-wide aquatics restoration plan is needed.  [A-14] 
 

19. Consider Silver Bow Creek Plan.  [A-15, A-20] 
 

20. Comment: Gold Creek-Lower is incorrectly located in Reach A of the Clark Fork River.  [A-1] 
 

cj4869
Typewritten Text
(See previous page for Commenter's List.)

cj4869
Typewritten Text
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