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Salmon and Steelhead Critical Habitat

(Taken from 70 FR 52630, September 2005)

Section 3 of the ESA defines critical habitat as (1) specific areas within the geographical area occupied by the species at the time of listing, on which are found those physical or biological features that are essential to the conservation of the listed species and that may require special management considerations or protection, and (2) specific areas outside the geographical area occupied by the species at the time of listing that are essential for the conservation of a listed species.  Our regulations direct us to focus on ‘‘primary constituent elements,’’ or PCEs, in identifying these physical or biological features.

The specific PCEs include: 

1. Freshwater spawning sites with water quantity and quality conditions and substrate supporting spawning, incubation and larval development.  These features are essential to conservation because without them the species cannot successfully spawn and produce offspring.
2. Freshwater rearing sites with water quantity and floodplain connectivity to form and maintain physical habitat conditions and support juvenile growth and mobility; water quality and forage supporting juvenile development; and natural cover such as shade, submerged and overhanging large wood, log jams and beaver dams, aquatic vegetation, large rocks and boulders, side channels, and undercut banks.  These features are essential to conservation because without them juveniles cannot access and use the areas needed to forage, grow, and develop behaviors (e.g., predator avoidance, competition) that help ensure their survival.
3. Freshwater migration corridors free of obstruction with water quantity and quality conditions and natural cover such as submerged and overhanging large wood, aquatic vegetation, large rocks and boulders, side channels, and undercut banks supporting juvenile and adult mobility and survival.  These features are essential to conservation because without them juveniles cannot use the variety of habitats that allow them to avoid high flows, avoid predators, successfully compete, begin the behavioral and physiological changes needed for life in the ocean, and reach the ocean in a timely manner.  Similarly, these features are essential for adults because they allow fish in a nonfeeding condition to successfully swim upstream, avoid predators, and reach spawning areas on limited energy stores.
4. Estuarine areas free of obstruction with water quality, water quantity, and salinity conditions supporting juvenile and adult physiological transitions between fresh-and saltwater; natural cover such as submerged and overhanging large wood, aquatic vegetation, large rocks and boulders, and side channels; and juvenile and adult forage, including aquatic invertebrates and fishes, supporting growth and maturation.  These features are essential to conservation because without them juveniles cannot reach the ocean in a timely manner and use the variety of habitats that allow them to avoid predators, compete successfully, and complete the behavioral and physiological changes needed for life in the ocean.  Similarly, these features are essential to the conservation of adults because they provide a final source of abundant forage that will provide the energy stores needed to make the physiological transition to fresh water, migrate upstream, avoid predators, and develop to maturity upon reaching spawning areas.
5. Nearshore marine areas free of obstruction with water quality and quantity conditions and forage, including aquatic invertebrates and fishes, supporting growth and maturation; and natural cover such as submerged and overhanging large wood, aquatic vegetation, large rocks and boulders, and side channels.  As in the case with freshwater migration corridors and estuarine areas, nearshore marine features are essential to conservation because without them juveniles cannot successfully transition from natal streams to offshore marine areas.  We have focused our designation on nearshore areas in Puget Sound because of its unique and relatively sheltered fjord-like setting (as opposed to the more open coastlines of Washington and Oregon).
6. Offshore marine areas with water quality conditions and forage, including aquatic invertebrates and fishes, supporting growth and maturation.  These features are essential for conservation because without them juveniles cannot forage and grow to adulthood.  However, for the reasons stated previously in this document, it is difficult to identify specific areas containing this PCE as well as human activities that may affect the PCE condition in those areas.  Therefore, we have not designated any specific areas based on this PCE but instead have identified it because it is essential to the species’ conservation and specific offshore areas may be identified in the future (in which case any designation would be subject to separate rulemaking).

The occupied habitat areas designated in this final rule contain PCEs required to support the biological processes for which the species use the habitat.  However, the Critical Habitat Analytical Review Teams (CHARTs) did identify several areas that may be essential for the conservation of specific ESUs, including:

· Areas upstream of Pelton Dam in Oregon’s Deschutes River drainage (Middle Columbia River steelhead ESU)

· Areas upstream of Big Cliff and Detroit Dams in Oregon’s North Santiam River drainage (Upper Willamette River Chinook salmon and steelhead ESUs)

· Areas upstream of Green Peter Dam in Oregon’s South Santiam River drainage (Upper Willamette River Chinook salmon and steelhead ESUs)

· Historically occupied areas in Washington’s Wind River (Columbia River chum salmon ESU) and Wilson and Naneum Creeks (Middle Columbia River steelhead ESU)

· Historically occupied areas in Idaho’s Lemhi River drainage (Snake River steelhead ESU)

Lateral Extent of Critical Habitat
…we are proposing to define the lateral extent of designated critical habitat as the width of the stream channel defined by the ordinary highwater line as defined by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (COE) in 33 CFR 329.11.  In areas for which ordinary high-water has not been defined pursuant to 33 CFR 329.11, the width of the stream channel shall be defined by its bankfull elevation.  Bankfull elevation is the level at which water begins to leave the channel and move into the floodplain (Rosgen, 1996) and is reached at a discharge which generally has a recurrence interval of 1 to 2 years on the annual flood series (Leopold et al., 1992).  Such an interval is commensurate with nearly all of the juvenile freshwater life phases of most salmon and steelhead ESUs.
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