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Abstract:
Habitat restoration efforts are being implemented in the Potlatch River, ID to rehabilitate the wild steelhead Oncorhynchus mykiss population. Steelhead productivity in the drainage is density dependent and limited by available rearing habitat. Low summer base flows severely restrict the amount of juvenile rearing habitat and are a primary limiting factor. In 2015 and 2016, we conducted a pilot study to examine the feasibility of conducting low volume water releases from a headwater reservoir (Spring Valley Reservoir) to benefit juvenile steelhead habitat downstream. Results of the study indicated that flow releases < 0.5 CFS re-wetted approximately 8 km of intermittent stream, reconnected and maintained perennial flow 18 km downstream, cooled downstream water temperatures, and increased downstream dissolved oxygen levels. We found juvenile steelhead parr-to-smolt survival downstream of the reservoir increased > 130% during the flow supplementation year relative to years without flow supplementation. Furthermore, life cycle modeling exercises indicated annual flow supplementation from the reservoir could increase steelhead smolt production in the watershed > 20%. Spring Valley Reservoir has limited capacity and we have been working for nearly a decade to secure funding to increase  reservoir capacity  and ensure adequate water supply for releases under future climate scenarios. A major challenge we faced was securing a water right to ensure that water released from the reservoir remained in the stream to benefit steelhead and not used by downstream landowners. In 2024, IDFG secured a new water right for the reservoir that a) allows storage of an additional 130 acre/feet of water, and b) includes a streamflow maintenance permit that protects the water releases from withdrawal for over 18 km downstream. In 2022-23, we received funding to advance the design of the reservoir modification to 100%. Once design is completed, we anticipate presenting the project to our funding sources for approval in Fall 2026. If this project is successfully implemented, it would provide population-level benefits to wild steelhead in in the Potlatch River. 
