Ruby Watershed Council

2009 MT DEQ 319 

Miller Ranch Ruby River Channel Restoration
Introduction 

This project, located adjacent to the Ruby River immediately upstream from Alder, MT, represents a reclamation project initiated by the landowner, and supported by the Ruby Watershed Council (RWC), Ruby Valley Conservation District (RVCD), Lewis & Clark Chapter of Trout Unlimited (LCTU) and the local field office for the Natural Resources & Conservation Services (NRCS).  

Over  a year ago, Jeremy Miller, of the Miller Ranch just outside of Alder, Montana, and a member of the Ruby Watershed Council for approximately 4 years, approached the RWC & RVCD to discuss an approximately 1,800ft  section of the Ruby River that ran through their ranch that had been hardened and straightened over 60 years ago to aid with irrigation efficiency.  The RWC & RVCD encouraged the Millers to continue their investigation, and lend support and assistance wherever possible.  When Mr. Miller approached the RVCD & RWC in the spring of 2009 with an engineered project pre-proposal for the project, it was decided to support the project fully, and to help with assistance to fund the project final design and permitting, and eventually the ultimate construction &  completion of the project in the future.  This application is specifically for the final design, permitting & management in order to begin the construction phase of the project.
The Ruby Watershed is a large (622,974 acres) rural valley containing primarily traditional agricultural operations combined with a few small communities and an active recreational tourism industry.  The Ruby River begins high in the Snowcrest and Gravelly mountains in southwest Montana and flows north through the valley until it joins the Beaverhead and Big Hole Rivers creating the headwaters of the Jefferson River.  The Jefferson River then joins with the Madison and Gallatin Rivers thereby creating the Missouri River.  The Ruby is the common thread that ties the land, the communities, the people and the resources together.  It is the lifeblood of the valley. Protection of the river, its banks, its tributaries, and all of the surrounding habitat are critical to maintaining the beauty and sustainability of the entire watershed.  
The RVCD and RWC are committed to uniting agriculture, recreation, conservation and education to “protect the land and preserve our heritage.”  The RWC was formed to assist the RVCD in providing information, education and outreach to help preserve the agricultural heritage, rural open space and natural resource integrity of the watershed.  The goal of the RWC is to better understand and characterize the natural resources of the Ruby Watershed and publicly share this information in a balanced, collaborative approach with all of the local and regional stakeholders.  In this way, all citizens of the watershed benefit through the work of the council and the council builds important local support.  The RWC and RVCD have identified and prioritized several resource concerns to consider in the long-term plan.  These priorities represent a ridge to ridge focus area for this watershed plan and provide goals and guidelines to maintain the natural resource integrity through a vision for the future with an eye on the past.  The resource target areas include: water conservation, water quality protection and enhancement, range and soil conservation, fishery and wildlife management, land use planning & conservation education and outreach.
While the RWC & RVCD is working on the long term Watershed Restoration Plan, it annually identifies a prioritized workplan that supports the overall goals and target areas as outlined above.  This project fits in to the overall workplan, as well as meeting the following goals identified in the resource targets: Protect, stabilize & improve vegetation along the riparian corridor; identify locations and interested landowners for riparian revegetation projects; develop implementation strategy & seek funding sources to initiate restoration projects; expand restoration sites and spawning channels; work with local Trout Unlimited Chapter to develop & implement cooperative projects; define methods to preserve and protect identified areas of impairment in waterways and adjacent riparian areas; Educate, demonstrate & promote good resource conservation practices.
While the 319 funds requested will be for the final design and permitting, the overall effect of this project will be to restore the river to a natural planform that will involve construction of 2200 feet of total new channel and 4400 feet of new bank.  Further, there will be an establishment of a riparian floodplain community with multiage stands of riparian shrubs and trees.  Additionally, channel sinuosity, pools and riffles will be created, thus reducing sediment, reducing water temperature, increasing prime trout habitat, as well as riparian habitat that will benefit birds and other wetland species of animals and plants.
Statement of Need & Water Quality Components:
In 1995, the Ruby Watershed Council conducted a survey of the lower Ruby River and identified streamside areas of high use that had potential water quality impairment issues and deemed this area a priority site.  The Ruby River Total Maximum Daily Load report (TMDL) and Water Quality Restoration Plan (WQRP) was completed in 2006 and the Ruby Watershed Council is using a collaborative, partnership approach to develop a five year prioritized implementation plan that will identify and prioritize water quality improvement projects as outlined in the WQRP.  
As stated in the Ruby River TMDL document, this project is part of a larger effort to “ensure full recovery of aquatic life beneficial uses to all impaired and threatened streams identified by the State of Montana within the Ruby River TPA”.  The entire lower Ruby River, (from below the Ruby Reservoir Dam to the mouth with the Beaverhead River) is identified on the states 1996 and 2004 303(d) lists for partial support of aquatic life, coldwater fisheries, and swimmable waters for beneficial uses.  Probable causes of impairment include, dewatering, fish habitat degradation, flow alteration, riparian degradation, siltation, channel incisement, and thermal modifications.  Also indicated in the TMDL report, based on the macroinvertebrate sampling in the area, is impairment based on indicators related to elevated temperatures and nutrient enrichment.  
Through the reclamation of this site, including elimination of the straightened, hardened banks and creation of wetlands, creating a new channel with increased sinuosity and improved riparian vegetation many of the water quality concerns will be addressed and alleviated.  This project will help the Ruby Watershed Council meet the overall goals of the targeted TMDLs for the lower Ruby River by improving the coldwater fishery and habitat, aquatic life and swimmable waters by reducing the nutrients, sediments and siltation in the system as well as decreasing the temperature.  This project will also meet several of the priority action goals as outlined in the Montana DEQ’s Non Point Source Management Plan, namely using a collaborative, interagency approach to implement and monitor identified restoration projects that promote and improve water quality.  

As aforementioned, the Ruby historically was straightened, channelized and had banks hardened after the creation of the Ruby Reservoir for aid in irrigation efficiency at the time.  As we know now, the riprap techniques that were used at the time often create sediment issues by increasing water velocity that hits banks and bends downstream with more force, as well as creating an unsuitable environment for many riparian plants that help to filter and cool the waterways, so there is a lack of vegetative canopy and cool water essential to the health of the trout in the waterway.

The RWC & RVCD looks to work from the headwaters of the Ruby down when looking at projects, as well as any of the identified impaired areas as defined by the TMDL.  We are finishing a project with the help of 319 funds in the Upper Ruby that was a corral relocation project on USFS lands.  That project was identified by the USFS and the Ruby Stock Association to reduce sediment by cows in a tributary stream on public land.  However, in this Miller project case, having a willing landowner who had put so much effort into researching the restoration of this section, and the positive effects to be had by the end result of the project and the opportunity to make it a pilot project for private landowners on the lower Ruby made it a great match for us to support.

Collaborative Effort:


The Miller Ranch has been located and operating at this location in the Ruby Valley for over 100 years.  The historic homeplace is bordered to the south by a county road and to the west by the Ruby River, with a public fishing access site downstream.  The Landowners have taken the lead on this project by approaching the neighboring local landowners, biologists from FWP, hiring a professional engineering firm to develop a conceptual plan and feasibility sturdy, and working with the RWC and RVCD as well as Madison NRCS and LCTU with full support and cooperation from all involved. 


The RWC, the RVCD, FWP, NRCS & LCTU work closely together and have a strong legacy of community collaboration and successful on-the-ground project implementation throughout the watershed.  The RVCD provides the fiscal authority and oversight, the NRCS provides technical assistance and support, while the RWC is the outreach and education component of the relationship.  LCTU helps to obtain funding and widespread support from the recreational community.  Recent activities and collaborative projects in the watershed include: 2007 Ruby Water Quality Restoration Plan Phase I (RVCD, RWC, MT DEQ 319); 2006 Ruby Groundwater/Surface Water Interaction Model (319, RVCD); Ruby River/Lazyman Creek Restoration Project (NRCS, USFS, RVCD, MT FWP, USFWP, & Future Fisheries funds); Ruby Watershed Special Management Area (RVCD, DNRC), Ruby River Corridor protection plan (RWC, EPA, MT Natural Heritage program, & MT Wetlands Council);  and several collaborative educational projects with the Montana Watercourse, NRCS & DEQ, the “Welcome to the Neighborhood” Small landowner workshop, River Resource Day for area 3-5th graders, Water Quality workshop for Madison/Beaverhead Realtors, and the BEHAVE  livestock workshop with Fred Provenza.  Each of these projects is the result of well coordinated planning, outreach and implementation efforts between the RVCD/RWC and local/regional stakeholders.  The well established partnership between the local NRCS office, an historic agricultural operation and the RVCD will provide a solid foundation necessary to successfully complete this project and meet our TMDL and Water Quality Restoration targets.

Project Planning and Management:

The landowners will be responsible for maintaining the relationship with the preliminary engineering firm who will be applying for the final permitting, as well as developing the final design for the project.  The engineering firm will also provide technical advice on sod, other materials and riparian vegetation that can be used from the Ranch on the project.  The landowners will be identifying and nurturing the riparian vegetation until project construction can begin in 2011.
All reporting and administration for the grant will be supplied by the Ruby Valley Conservation District and the Ruby Watershed Council.  The RVCD has successfully managed several grants through MT DEQ and is familiar with the reporting and administration requirements for DEQ contracts.  Additionally the RWC, as the education and outreach entity for the RVCD, will be responsible for communicating the successful results of the project to the public.  During this final design and permitting phase, the RWC/RVCD will provide the administrative support as well as seeking funding for the construction phase of the project.  

Upon the construction phase of the project, progress reports, photos and monitoring data will be provided at the RWC and RVCD meetings, as well as at least one public presentation and/or field tour will be conducted upon completion of the project.  In addition, the landowners want to open the completed project site to any other landowners, especially on the Ruby, who have similar reaches of river, to show what can be done, and the long term benefits it will create.  
Project Components
Reporting Requirements:

The landowner and/or a representative from the engineering firm doing the final design will report to the monthly RWC or RVCD meeting to give progress reports on their design process.  Additionally, once the design is completed, the technical advisory committee (that will be organized by the Ruby Watershed Coordinator to include a fisheries biologist, wetland/riparian specialist, NRCS conservationist, members of the RWC & RVCD supervisors) will meet with the landowner and contractor to approve the design before final permitting.  Once the final permitting is achieved, a written final report will be submitted to the RVCD.
Education & Outreach:

The RWC monthly meetings will be the outlet for hosting the informational updates given throughout the design and permitting process.  In the months leading up to the start date of final design, these meetings will also be an outlet to give education about the project, the progress of planning for it and the ultimate outcomes expected from the project in relation to increasing water quality, trout /aquatic habitat, and wetland/riparian habitat.  During the winter months leading up to that time, the RWC/RVCD will be working on the Watershed Restoration Plan, and this project will be discussed throughout the planning process, and written into the restoration plan as a pilot project and will help to identify similar properties and encourage networking with those landowners.
Watershed Activity: 
Members of the RWC are working in subcommittees for each of the target areas with technical advisors, the Ruby Watershed Coordinator, and members of the conservation district supervisors team to develop the long term Watershed Restoration Plan.  They intend on having a draft of the plan by mid spring of 2010.  

Upon review by the RWC, RVCD and specifically members of the subcommittees of Water Conservation & Water Quality, Fishery & Wildlife Management and Conservation Education and Outreach, they decided that this project, potentially a pilot project for landowners along the lower Ruby River, fit perfectly into the annual work plan, and ideally for the long term Watershed Restoration Plan.  They felt that the efforts of the landowner, who is not only an agricultural producer, but are recreationalists and conservationists as well was a great example of what could be done to restore a more natural state to the lower river.  They also felt it directly targeted an identified area of the TMDL, so fit along with the strategic approach of reducing sediment, reducing temperature and increasing habitat in a pertinent stretch.  Additionally, the Miller family has always allowed fishing by permission to the general public, and the site is upstream from an established public fishing access site, so the RWC and subcommittee members agreed that the positive impacts to the trout habitat in the proposed section would have a positive overall impact on the trout population of the Ruby in a popular section.

Operation, Maintenance & Monitoring:

This application is specifically for the final design and permitting to implement the construction aspects of the project.  For this initial phase, the landowners are committed to transparent communication with the RWC/RVCD on all phases of that.  We suspect the final study, design and permitting will take quite some time, once funding is in place to do so, and that construction will not be able to begin until the spring of 2011.
The RWC/RVCD will send Rebecca Ramsey, Ruby Watershed Coordinator to take beginning photo points, and stake the area for future reference, to have “before” documentation at specific sites to compare the progress once construction begins on the project.  These photo points will be used for monitoring purposes throughout the project.

The design goals for this project include increasing habitat for trout and other aquatic species through adding stream sinuosity, revegetation of stream banks thus increasing canopy and reducing water temperatures, removal of riprap to reduce sediment production and decreasing water temperatures, addition of wetland habitat to filter nutrients and sediments as well as increasing habitat for birds and other wetland species.  The final design will be reviewed by wetland/riparian specialists and fishery biologists from FWP, USFWS, NRCS and the RVCD team of supervisors before proceeding to permitting and ultimately implementation on the ground.
Scope of Work and Project Implementation Plan:

Objective: restore natural channel processes and ecological function in a clearly degraded and unnatural reach of the Ruby River

Task 1: Obtain final design


Responsible Party:
Engineering Contractor – review & acceptance  by 





landowner, technical advisors, RWC, RVCD


319 Cost:

$10,000


Match:

$6000.00 (cash & in kind from LCTU, landowners, 





RVCD, RWC)


Timeline:

July 2010


Deliverable:

Time in the field providing topographic survey, 





hydraulic analysis, excavation volume calculations, 





construction & permit drawings, final report, time 





to present at RVCD meeting

Task 2: Obtain permits


Responsible Party:
Contractor/landowner


319 Cost:

$3,000.00


Match:

$1800.00 (cash & in kind from LCTU, landowners)


Timeline:

September 2010


Deliverable:

Following final design approval, all necessary 





permits (as determined by contractor, but likely 





RVCD & army core of engineers) will be secured 





by the landowner with assistance by the contractor.



Task 3: Project management for this portion of project


Responsible Party:
Contractor/Landowner


319 Cost

$4,000.00


Match:

$2400.00 (cash & in kind from LCTU, landowners, 





RWC, RVCD)


Deliverable:

Monthly progress reports to given to RWC/RVCD 





at monthly meetings, one written report at final 





design review meeting with 








RWC/RVCD/TAC/landowner meeting

Task 4: Project Administration, Outreach & Education



Responsible Party:
RWC/RVCD


319 Cost:

$1700.00


Match:

$1020.00


Deliverable:

Accurate administration of 319 funds and 






accounting as outlined by DEQ, facilitating 






TAC/landowner meeting, facilitating RWC/RVCD 





meetings to report progress and final design.

Total Project Cost:      

$29,920.00



Requested 319 Funds: 

$18,700.00

Match:                           

$11,220.00
Letters of Support:

Rob Miller, President, Miller Cattle Company
Gary Giem, Chairman, RVCD & member, RWC
Marni Thompson, District Conservationist, Madison County NRCS
Dave Delici, president, Lewis & Clark Chapter of Trout Unlimited

John Zelazny, Executive Director, the Trout Conservancy
Project Milestone Table

July 2010: contractor to begin surveys, analysis, drawings, etc., progress report at RWC/RVCD meetings, TAC developed
August 2010: progress reports at RWC/RVCD meetings

September 2010: progress reports at RWC/RVCD meetings

September/October 2010: final design presented to TAC, progress reports at RWC/RVCD meetings

October 2010: begin permit application process, progress reports at RWC/RVCD meetings

November 2010: final report to RWC/RVCD
