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Lisa Kusnierz

Montana Dept. of Environmental Quality
P.O. Box 200901
Helena, MT 59620,

Dear Ms. Kusnierz,

The Montana Chapter of the American Fisheries Society (MCAFS) appreciates this opportunity to comment on
the draft Little Blackfoot River Watershed TMDLs and Framework Water Quality Improvement Plan, which
was a collaborative effort between the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and Montana Department of
Environmental Quality (DEQ). The MCAFS comprises over 300 professional fisheries scientists and students
from multiple agencies and universities, and the private sector across Montana. As aquatic scientists, we
recognize the importance of the Clean Water Act and the TMDL process in conserving Montana’s fisheries and
aquatic life. We believe the TMDL process has great potential in advancing fisheries conservation, and are
dedicated to seeing this process attain a high level of scientific merit.

The MCAFS’s past comments on TMDLs and the TMDL process addressed the DEQ’s (and now the EPA’s)
approach and apparent unwillingness to address key water-quality constraints that harm native and wild fish,
particularly the federally threatened bull trout (Salvelinus confluentus) and westslope cutthroat trout
(Oncorhynchus clarkii lewisii). Specifically, we are concerned that despite having substantial information
implicating thermal loading as a constraint on these temperature-sensitive species, the TMDL does not develop
a plan to restore water quality with respect to this major constraint on sensitive native fishes. We are
encouraged that the TMDL acknowledged the role dewatering plays in limiting water quality (Section 9.2.1);
however, we are disappointed that temperature and flow limitations were given such limited treatment in the
document.

First, a clarification is in order regarding the status of critical habitat for federally threatened bull trout in the
Little Blackfoot River watershed. Although the Little Blackfoot River watershed has been considered core or
critical habitat for bull trout since the 1990s, a recent review removed the critical habitat designation in 2010
(W. A. Fredenberg US Fish and Wildlife Service, personal communication). This is because extensive sampling
in the drainage yielded no pure bull trout, and only a few bull trout x brook trout (S. fontinalis) hybrids.
Nonetheless, in preparing this TMDL, EPA and DEQ were under the assumption that the watershed was
designated critical habitat for bull trout, and as such should have considered the thermal requirements of this
federally threatened species in developing a description of the impairment status and the restoration approach.
Likewise, westslope cutthroat trout occur throughout the watershed and are highly vulnerable to thermal
pollution. The state of Montana currently classifies westslope cutthroat trout as a Species of Concern. In
addition, westslope cutthroat trout has been petitioned for listing as threatened throughout its range pursuant to




the Endangered Species Act (ESA) and likely has potential for future ESA protection if ongoing threats are not
addressed and declines continue.

Although the Little Blackfoot River watershed is no longer designated critical bull trout habitat, we contend that
previously occupied habitat in the basin should meet suitability criteria for bull trout to allow for recolonization
or restoration in the future. This approach will provide a model for our future reviews of planning areas
designated as critical habitat for bull trout, or supporting other temperature sensitive species such as westslope
cutthroat trout, Yellowstone cutthroat trout (O. clarkii bouvieri), and Arctic grayling (Thymallus arcticus). We
intend for this review to provide those preparing TMDLs with the best available science on thermal needs of
sensitive, native species along with insight on how the MCAFS will continue to ensure DEQ and EPA reviews
and uses all available data to protect native fishes and the designated beneficial uses of waters supporting
salmonid fisheries.

We are greatly concerned that the DEQ has removed references to “pollution” such as dewatering, from its
current versions of previous 303(d) lists despite the obvious causality and relevance to a host of pollutants. The
DEQ was aware of the potential for water temperatures to impair beneficial uses of streams in the Little
Blackfoot River watershed beginning with its 1996 303(d) list, and our archived version of the 1996 303(d) list
shows dewatering among the causes of impairment for much of the Little Blackfoot River and several of its
tributaries. Please refer to the attached map of dewatered streams in the Little Blackfoot River basin, which
indicates over 67 miles of dewatered streams occur within the watershed. We appreciate that DEQ
acknowledged the obvious relationship between dewatering and thermal loading in this document. In earlier
cases, DEQ ignored this causal relationship and often the wealth of available data providing solid evidence of a
thermal regime unfavorable, stressful, or even lethal to native salmonids. The MCAFS specifically raised these
omissions in earlier data review processes for the Shields River, the Gallatin River watersheds, and for the 2010
303(d) list. Still, thermal impairments are given limited consideration in this current TMDL in spite of a
significant amount of temperature data at DEQ’s disposal (Section 8.2.1).

A review of the water quality standards attainment record indicates that the DEQ ostensibly reviewed several
sources of information containing temperature data for the Little Blackfoot River, yet no mention of
temperature was made in the data matrix. The absence of temperature data in the matrix stands in stark contrast
to the abundance of temperature data recorded at the Little Blackfoot River U.S. Geological Survey (USGS)
gage station near Garrison as well as a substantial amount of temperature data in the STORET database
collected by DEQ in the Little Blackfoot River watershed. Despite this, the DEQ refers only to a limited 2007
dataset (Section 8.2.1). A commitment to water quality restoration and native species conservation should lead
to monitoring in those areas likely to experience thermal alterations relating to flow, riparian degradation, and
channel widening.

We contend that during the 2000 and subsequent reviews, reviewers should have analyzed data from the USGS
to conform with state law requiring DEQ to use all available data. Data collected at the USGS station near
Garrison include monthly recordings of water temperature beginning in 1983 and extending through 2010.
Although DEQ cites the NWIS database where these data are housed among its sources, the data matrix does
not refer to these data. According to DEQ’s ranking of data quality employed for the 2010 reporting cycle, this
temperature dataset would rank high in terms of temporal coverage (monthly for 27 years), and data currency,
as the data range covers the past five years.

To illustrate the importance of temperature data in assessing water quality for salmonids, we examined
afternoon temperatures during July and August because they would be more likely to reach levels unsuitable for
bull trout and other coldwater salmonids during that period (Figure 1). At the time of the 2000 data review, the
best available science on thermal tolerance of bull trout came from field observations that indicated bull trout
rarely occurred in waters with maximum temperatures exceeding 15 °C (Fraley and Shepard 1989; Saffel and
Scarnecchia 1995; Goetz 1997; Rieman et al. 1997; Rieman and Chandler 1999). Likewise, a subsequent study
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of the effect of temperature on growth and survival of bull trout found feeding ceased at 16 °C, and thermal
stress could lead to death at 21 °C if extended for 60 days (Selong et al. 2001). Afternoon temperatures recorded
at the gage site near Garrison frequently and sometimes substantially exceeded the 15° C threshold for habitat
suitability, and were often at levels likely to cause sublethal to lethal stress.

Thermal tolerance of westslope cutthroat trout is also relevant given their wide distribution in the Little
Blackfoot River watershed. The optimal range for westslope cutthroat trout is from 13 to 16 °C, and the upper
incipient lethal temperature is 19.6 °C (Bear 2005). Although westslope cutthroat trout do not exhibit the
distributional requirement of temperatures of 15 °C or less, this species is clearly a cold-water adapted, and
thermal loading influences its distribution. In addition, brown trout, a species more tolerant of warmer thermal
regimes, substantially outnumber westslope cutthroat trout in most streams in the basin, increasing their risk for
the native trout’s localized extirpation.

Of course, dewatering is not the only factor influencing thermal loading in streams. Maintaining natural channel
geometry and riparian function can minimize thermal loading potential, and this TMDL plan does address these
critical components of a healthy stream in its sediment TMDL. Nonetheless, if the Little Blackfoot River
watershed was core habitat for bull trout, this plan would insufficiently restore water quality to protect this
threatened species. Likewise, thermal alterations likely limit westslope cutthroat trout, and by ignoring the
proven relationship between dewatering and thermal loading, this plan does not protect this species of special
concern. As a signatory of the conservation agreement to conserve cutthroat trout in Montana (MCTSC 2007),
DEQ has agreed to incorporate the conservation needs of cutthroat trout into its planning processes, and this
TMDL falls short of that obligation.

In summary, the DEQ possesses sufficient data to include thermal alterations as a cause of impairment since the
first 303(d) list in 1996. This dataset spanning nearly 30 years shows afternoon temperatures frequently and
substantially exceed the 15 °C temperature threshold beyond which bull trout are negatively affected. In
addition, the spatial extent of chronic to severe dewatering, along with stream habitat and riparian degradation
indicate an extremely high likelihood that thermal loading was elevated above natural. Combined with the other
water quality problems, warm water temperatures were likely a considerable factor in the extirpation of bull
trout from this historically occupied watershed and are likely a stressor on native westslope cutthroat trout
populations in the drainage.

As the organization of Montana’s professional fisheries and aquatic scientists, the MCAFS has repeatedly
expressed its concern with DEQ’s reticence to address thermal impairments in multiple TMDL’s and planning
documents. While the Little Blackfoot River TMDL acknowledges that high temperatures and dewatering
impair water quality, the DEQ failed to address water temperatures as an impairment in spite of the wealth of
long-term, readily available data. Thus, although we applaud DEQ for considering sediments and mining
impacts, we believe the absence of any serious consideration of temperature or stream flows in the TMDL
ignores primary limiting factors and weakens the potential effectiveness of the TMDL for addressing water
quality impairments in general. The DEQ and EPA must realize that they cannot fulfill the legal mandates in
the Clean Water Act until they are willing to take a holistic approach to analyzing water quality impairments,
including water temperature and stream flow.

Sincerely,

Craig Barfoot

President, Montana Chapter of the American Fisheries Society.
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