






Attachment 2b: Technical Comments from the State Caucus 
 
Fish Habitat. The EES instream flow study stated they omitted a key lower river spawning area 
in the vicinity of Peaceful Valley below the falls (see the earlier study conducted by Dr. Hardin 
for the upper river, which also addressed spawning at Peaceful Valley). Hardin’s lowest study site 
was Peaceful Valley, not far upstream from the uppermost EES transect.  Hardin assessed 
transects in a spawning area that Avista and WDFW had identified as an important lower river 
spawning area. According to a Parametrix (2003) survey, important spawning habitat occurs at 
T.J. Meenach Springs (RM 70.1) and Riverbend Bar (RM 68.4), approximately 3.5 miles above 
the WRIA 54 study site. These areas are probably the most important spawning areas in the lower 
river.  In the upper river (e.g., at Barker) the state caucus did not recommend spring spawning-
incubation flows, either, for an instream flow rule.  Instead, they addressed spring spawning-
incubation flows through real-time flow management as part of the Avista relicensing.  
Nevertheless, the instream flow needed to protect spawning and incubation at this sensitive lower 
river spawning area needs to be addressed more effectively in the rule.  The rule and real-time 
flow management for hydroelectric project mitigation are related but not identical processes.  It is 
necessary to develop recommendations so that the two processes are consistent, even if the rules 
and conditions are different. 
 
The City’s proposal maximizes Weighted Useable Area (WUA) for rainbow trout during the 
summer, but provides only about 77% of whitefish habitat.  The model probably understates 
rainbow trout habitat at higher flows, but is probably realistic from 450 cfs down to lower flows 
(as discussed below). This is because PHABSIM models trout habitat based on water velocity at 
60% of the depth, which is reasonable for wadeable streams (where habitat suitability criteria for 
trout were developed), but in a bigger, deeper river such as the Spokane, trout will be deeper, 
avoiding the faster water at 60% depth.  Whitefish, on the other hand, are almost always in bigger 
rivers and suitability criteria for them are based on their being in big rivers.   

In spring, the concern is for rainbow trout spawning and incubation.  Spawning flows are quite 
different from year to year.  If flow is reduced too rapidly, incubating eggs will be lost.  Detailed 
analysis based on spawning flows would be needed to determine the sensitivity of incubation at 
the City’s proposed flow, and it would be different in different years, depending on magnitude of 
spring runoff flows. 

The Weighted Useable Area (WUA) results from the EES study show that 1350 cfs at the 
Spokane gage (Spokane River at Spokane) provides about 99.5% of maximum WUA for 
mountain whitefish, the most abundant salmonid fish in the Spokane River.  Mountain whitefish 
peaks at 1,500 cfs (using the weighted 80% WRIA 54 and 20% WRIA 57 results).  Clearly, 1350 
cfs is not harmful to whitefish, compared to the proposed state caucus flow in summer.  Whitefish 
normally inhabit bigger rivers, so the habitat suitability criteria are appropriate for the Spokane 
River. 
 
Rainbow trout juvenile and adult rearing during summer have a maximum WUA at 400 cfs, with 
88% at 850 and 73% at 1350 cfs.  Although strict reference to WUA suggests loss of habitat from 
400 to 850 to 1350 cfs, this assessment should be tempered by the circumstances for the habitat 
suitability determination.  Habitat suitability criteria for rainbow trout were determined (through 
measurement of depths and velocities selected and not selected by fish during snorkeling 
observations) in streams much smaller than the Spokane River, with generally slower and 
shallower water available to them.   Rainbow trout juvenile and adult WUA declines at higher 
flows as velocities in cells exceed optimal velocities.  In very high velocity streams (e.g., Sullivan 
Creek near Metaline Falls), we see fish staying close to the bottom in deep water, indicating a 



behavioral accommodation of the fish to deep, fast water by staying in a lower velocity layer; that 
would suggest that in deeper water, such as the Spokane River in the canyon, fish will use water 
that the model, which simulates velocity at 60% of the depth rather than 80-95% of the depth, 
predicts to be less usable.  The outcome would be that habitat does not decline at higher flows as 
much as the model implies, although the lower flow end of the model is probably reliable. 
 
WDFW and Ecology are unaware of any rivers in the Pacific Northwest where high flow during 
summer is a limiting factor for fish.  In most cases all evidence suggests that summer low flows 
limit fish. 
 
Water Quality. The waste load allocations for phosphorus under the proposed Dissolved Oxygen 
(DO) Water Quality Improvement Plan (or TMDL) for the Spokane River were developed using 
the CE-QUAL-W2 model based on 2001 flows in the river (Spokane River and Lake Spokane 
Dissolved Oxygen Total Maximum Daily Load. Water Quality Improvement Report.WA 
Department of Ecology Publication No. 07-10-0703. September 2007).  This year was a drought 
year, and minimum low flows of  about 500 cfs were reached.  The State recommended 850 cfs 
would be protective of minimum flows needed to dilute the phosphorus at the current load 
allocations. If use of inchoate rights would cause river flows to drop below 500 cfs, water quality 
impacts are likely as the waste load allocations are modeled on a summer low flow of about 500 
cfs. In this scenario it will be difficult to meet the minimum water quality standards for 

hosphorus and other parameters.  p

 












