THE LEAVENWORTH HATCHERY 

AND THE  

FUTURE OF ICICLE CREEK WATER

For 71 years the Leavenworth National Fish Hatchery (Leavenworth NFH) diverted Icicle Creek water and was not aware of the impacts to Icicle Creek downstream of their diversion.  The Hatchery discharged water into Icicle Creek and assumed their discharge was benign.  

Recently this situation has changed.  Because of litigation the Hatchery has been required to renew its National Pollution Discharge and Elimination System (NPDES) permit, a requirement under the 1977 Clean Water Act.

An applicant for a NPDES permit is required to be certified under Section 401 of the Clean Water Act.  Part of Section 401 certification requires the applicant to assure adequate volumes of water below their point of diversion.  

The Department of Ecology (DOE) is responsible for issuing Section 401 Certifications.  This month DOE delivered Order 7192 to the Leavenworth Hatchery outlining actions to be taken by the Hatchery for Section 401 Certification.  

The actions in Ecology’s Order addressing water volumes (minimum instream flows) in Icicle below the Hatchery’s water diversion require the following:

· Within six months, the Leavenworth NFH must prepare an Instream Flow Incremental Methodology (IFIM) study plan.

· Within three months of approval by Ecology, the Leavenworth NFH is to implement the IFIM Study Plan.  

· Within three years of issuance of Order 7192 the Leavenworth NFH must submit a report of the IFIM study results to Ecology.  

· Once the IFIM study results are approved by Ecology, the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service must incorporate the flow recommendations into the Hatchery’s Final Flow Management Plan.  

It is interesting that the DOE did not call for a Physical Habitat Simulation System (PHABSIM) analysis.  A PHABSIM is a specific model designed to calculate an index to the amount of microhabitat available for different life stages at different flow levels.  PHABSIM analysis has two major analytical components: stream hydraulics and life stage-specific habitat requirements.  

An IFIM study is a general problem solving approach employing systems analysis techniques.  

IFIM study recommendations are negotiated recommendations.  IFIM studies use science in collaboration with the needs of stakeholders and interested parties.  If the parties cannot reach agreement an arbitrator (court judge) will decide.  To my knowledge PHABSIM methodology is not negotiated.

The question is, “What will be the IFIM recommended minimum instream flows for Icicle Creek below the Hatchery’s water diversion?”  Because the minimum instream flow recommendations are part of the certification to permit discharge of Hatchery water into Icicle Creek, the recommended flows take precedence over the Hatchery’s water right of 42 cfs.  

The minimum instream flow numbers are tremendously important.  They will help determine the future of the Hatchery.

For example, if the IFIM recommendation is a minimum of 40 cfs this would mean that a minimum flow of 42 cfs (the Hatchery’s water right) plus a minimum of 40 cfs (the new minimum instream flow) = 82 cfs would have to reach the Hatchery’s diversion in order to satisfy both needs.  A recommendation of 40 cfs is probably close to the minimum amount of water needed for the minimum maintenance of a healthy Icicle Creek.  (The natural flow above all diversions on Icicle Creek during low flows is approximately 90 cfs and above.) 

The Hatchery claims if they draw their water from the Snow Lakes reservoir using a metered water budget plan, they can use storage from Snow Lakes to mitigate for Icicle Creek low flows and also supply the Hatchery with its water right.  However, a cursory study shows that a requirement of 40 cfs, even with access to carefully metered water from Snow Lakes, exhausts the capacity of the Snow Lakes reservoir during some years.  The result would be less water for the Hatchery and consequently reduced fish production.

If the new dams and pumping station are built as planned under the current proposal, the USFWS could argue during IFIM negotiations (two years from now) for minimum instream flow levels commensurate with Hatchery operations.  The Hatchery could argue that large amounts of capital had been spent based on 42 cfs to the Hatchery.  Using the same economic argument the Hatchery could petition for additional water for their wells during IFIM negotiations.  If these arguments persevered, minimum flow levels for Icicle Creek could be lowered to accommodate the Hatchery. 

This is what is meant when people claim that replacing Dam 2 (the Headgate Dam) with a new dam, complete with fish ladders, forecloses on stream restoration options.  A capital investment of $14,000,000 in dams, pumps and pipe sets in motion only one option, and that is to operate the Hatchery as it has been operated since it was built in 1938.  Local citizens of the Leavenworth Valley could inherit new dams across Icicle Creek, the main purpose of which is to maintain a pumping pool for the Hatchery’s water supply.  They would have to accept legally established minimum Icicle flows that support the Hatchery but do little for the aquatic life in the stream. 

Over the past few years changing climate has only been mentioned in passing.  No group I know of has seriously looked into how climate change will affect the Hatchery’s water supply.  However, a cursory analysis of Icicle Creek’s daily flow records from 1936 to 2008 shows a trend for less water and lower low flows.

In summary, it is far more in keeping with current knowledge to keep Icicle Creek’s restoration options open by replacing the Hatchery’s existing gravity feed pipeline to assure a dependable supply of water to the Hatchery and forgo new dams and pumping stations.  The knowledge about how to unite the list of issues revolving around Icicle Creek and the Leavenworth NFH is within reach.  It’s a matter of taking the time to fit the pieces together and complete a vision of a workable Hatchery and a healthy free-flowing stream.
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