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Draft In-stream Habitat Enhancement Plan

for the

Lower Illinois River Public Fishing and Hunting Area

Simp and Helen Watts Management Unit 

Introduction
The Oklahoma Department of Wildlife Conservation (ODWC) manages a year-round trout fishery within a portion of the lower Illinois River (LIR) below Tenkiller Reservoir.  The trout stream begins at Tenkiller Dam and extends 7.75-miles downstream to the U.S. Route 64 bridge near Gore.  ODWC seeks to enhance in-stream habitat within a reach of the trout fishery located in the LIR Public Fishing and Hunting Area - Simp and Helen Watts Management Unit.  The purpose of this plan is to discuss in-stream habitat deficiencies in that area and proposed solutions for remediation.  The benefits of this plan are diverse and include improvements for biota and an increased recreational value of the project area.
Project Site Description 
  The Simp and Helen Watt’s Management Unit is located about 1 ½-miles downstream of Tenkiller Dam (see attached General Site Map).  The tract is comprised of open pastures, mature oak and pecan woodlands and contains a US Geological Survey (USGS) stream gauge and associated cableway.  The project area also includes a ¾-mile reach of the LIR trout stream.   SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1This reach is characteristic of the C4 stream type in that it is a meandering, low gradient riffle/pool channel with a gravel-dominated substrate  (Rosgen 1996).  The stream flows through a wide valley (type VIII) with gentle slopes and a well developed floodplain (Rosgen 1996).  Principal sport fish within this reach are rainbow trout Onchorynchus mykiss and brown trout Salmo trutta.  Multiple species of waterfowl, terrestrial animals and invertebrates also inhabit the area.  Privately owned until 2007, the Simp and Helen Watt’s Management Unit became the first property purchased by ODWC using revenues from the Fishing and Hunting Legacy Permit.
Various special trout angling regulations are in effect for that portion of the LIR within the Simp and Helen Watt’s Management Unit.  These include a daily bag limit of six rainbow trout with no minimum length limit from the north property line of the area downstream to the USGS stream gauge (see attached General Site Map).  Contrastingly, from the USGS stream gauge downstream to Gravel Pit County Road, the daily bag limit is one rainbow trout 20-inches long or longer.  All trout angling in this downstream portion of the Simp and Helen Watt’s Management Unit is restricted to artificial flies and lures affixed with barbless hooks.  The exception to this is that anglers may use single 3/0 or larger barbed hooks provided they are fishing with natural bait.  Brown trout regulations are consistent throughout the entire LIR trout fishery and provide for the take of one fish per day 20-inches long or longer.

Problem
Simply defined, habitat is where fish live.  Reductions in in-stream habitat quantity and quality are consequential to trout populations.  Consideration of these problems, including their source and remediation, is paramount to sound trout management.  For example, where in-stream habitat is deficient, there exists a reduction of stream area that is suitable for trout, the organisms on which they feed and anglers.  Fish movement is also reduced because habitat necessary for successful dispersal is not available throughout the stream continuum.  Consequently, introduced fish often congregate at stocking areas resulting in high concentrations of fish and anglers at these sites.

The US Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) completed construction of Tenkiller Reservoir in 1953 by impounding the Illinois River.  There has since existed a disparity between historic flow regimes of the Illinois River and those now provided via reservoir releases.  The altered flow regime results in a high frequency of flooding events relative to historic trends.  The scouring nature of these flows alters channel morphology and limits fishing access because of vertically eroding banks.  These changes, coupled with a reduced supply of sediment and woody debris, have severely impacted in-stream habitat conditions at the project area and are limiting the potential of the trout fishery.
Prescriptive Remediation
The specific objectives of this initiative are to: 1) improve in-stream habitat quantity, quality and diversity for trout in that portion of the LIR within the Simp and Helen Watt’s Management Unit; and 2) improve trout angling and angler access for constituents using the project area and the overall recreational value of the Simp and Helen Watt’s Management Unit.
A cooperating partnership has been developed between multiple state and federal agencies and constituency groups to complete the project objectives.  The ODWC’s streams management staff constitutes the lead team for this endeavor.  Cooperating constituency groups including the 89er and Oklahoma Chapters of Trout Unlimited, Tulsa Fly Fishers, Federation of Fly Fishers Southern Council and NatureWorks are providing donations to facilitate the work.  These funds will be matched 3:1 with Federal Aid in Sportfish Restoration dollars to provide the total budget necessary for improvements.  The USACE is the principal cooperating federal agency that will provide requisite permits, regulation of stream flows during project implementation and other technical assistance where appropriate.

The ODWC’s streams management staff will improve in-stream habitat in the project area using a variety of structures comprised of native materials.  These strategies will provide dynamic and suitable living conditions for trout and their prey and improve angling and angler access.  Some of the structures appropriate for use in the LIR include random boulder clusters, J-hook rock vanes and root wads (Figures 1, 2 and 3).  The specific benefits of each structure type are provided below.

Specific areas of the LIR within the Simp and Helen Watt’s Management Unit have been targeted for improvement.  In-stream habitat enhancement structures will be constructed and/or strategically placed in these areas to maximize trout and angler benefits and long-term structure stability.  The attached plan-form documents (i.e., Exploded Views) delineate the general locations for and approximate abundance of proposed enhancement structures.

Other improvements are proposed for the project area and will be conducted by regional ODWC fisheries management staff.  These include constructed fishing access areas, posted regulation signs and a paved entrance road and parking area.  A stocking tube has already been constructed by regional personnel and this, along with an optimized stocking strategy, will facilitate regular introductions of trout to the reach.
Habitat Structure Descriptions

1. Random Boulder Clusters (Figure 1):  Provide in-stream cover for trout by creating dynamic flow vectors and local scour depressions.  These characteristics provide both resting areas and ambush sites for feeding.  Approximate locations and abundance of random boulder clusters can be found in attached Exploded Views 1 - 5.

2. J-Hook Rock Veins (Figure 2):  Constructed primarily to stabilize stream banks, J-hook rock vanes also improve in-stream habitat by providing: 1) deep scour pools downstream of the structures; 2) cover among the rocks; 3) ambush areas for feeding; and 4) resting areas.  J-hook rock veins are attached to the bank which also provides stream access for anglers.  Approximate locations and abundance of J-hook rock veins can be found in attached Exploded Views 1, 4 and 5.

3. Root Wads (Figure 3):  Provide excellent cover for fish as well as resting areas.  They also promote invertebrate production which enhances food availability for trout.  Root wads can be anchored to the bank, incorporated in rock vane structures or placed within the main channel and anchored to the bottom.  Approximate locations and abundance of root wads can be found in attached Exploded Views 1 - 5.
Approximate Project Timeline
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Dates:


Milestone to be reached:

April 2008

Complete draft habitat enhancement plan.
May 2008
Submit plan to key ODWC staff for review and comments.

1) Establish deadline for review and comments.

2) Incorporate staff comments into revised draft plan. 

June 2008
Submit revised draft plan to stakeholders for review.

1) Identify key constituent groups to receive plan.

2) Establish deadline for review and comments.

3) Develop instructive memo including meeting information to accompany plan.

4) Submit plan and instructive memo to leaders of constituent groups.

June 2008
Encumber project funds that have already been in the ODWC budget for more than one fiscal year.
July 2008
Hold meetings with constituents groups to present draft plan and get recommendations from stakeholders.

July 2008
Finalize plan with all recommendations and ideas considered.

Aug. – Sept. 2008
Complete project preparatory action items:

1) Prepare budget necessary to execute plan.

2) Acquire necessary permits (Section 7, 404, Archaeological opinion, etc.).

3) Identify equipment needs, submit requisitions and obtain purchase orders.

4) Schedule equipment deliveries dates.

5) Have materials delivered to job site.

6) Begin maintaining project folder.

7) Contact I&E Division about proposed work schedule and plans.

Oct. – Dec. 2008
Implement plan.

1) Build structures before placing in stream.

2) Place structures in stream.

3) Obtain photo and video documentation of project.

Conclusion
A suite of problems associated with construction and operation of Tenkiller Reservoir has limited the fishing potential and recreational value of the LIR trout fishery within the Simp and Helen Watts Management Unit.  The ODWC, in cooperation with multiple partners, proposes to improve this area using in-stream habitat enhancement techniques.  Completion of the project will improve nearly ¾-mile of trout fishery resulting in benefits to fishing, associated recreation and constituent satisfaction.




Literature Cited

Rosgen, D.L. 1996.  Applied river morphology.  Wildland Hydrology.  Pagosa Springs, CO.

Figure 1.  Plan view of random boulder clusters.�














Figure 2: Plan view of J-hook vane (Rosgen, D. L.   1996.  Applied Fluvial Geomorphology.  Pagosa Springs, CO).
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Figure 3: Plan view of root wads.�
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