Summary of Findings from Unuk River Reconnaissance Trip, TB-Sentinel Watersheds Project—June, 2002

Jeff Nichols and Brian Frenette traveled to the Unuk River on June 13, 2002 to conduct reconnaissance level surveys on the spawning tributaries which will be sampled for the adult work phase by the fish crews from Sportfish Division within the next few months.  Our primary goal was to determine habitat reach breaks which would allow us to determine spawner densities as they relate to the type of habitat present within the watershed and its subbasins.  Logistical support was provided by the Sportfish crew present, with on the ground assistance (and expert boat transport) within each tributary provided by Nicole Zieser.  

Extremely warm weather welcomed the Habitat crew to the Unuk River which unfortunately brought on high water in the main river due to meltwater contributing to the floodplain.  Even though the tributaries were walkable, our ability to get good bankfull/instream measures was compromised in some places within each of the subbasins.  Of the tributaries that are sampled by Sportfish during adult work, we surveyed six of the seven intended for survey because of the high flows occurring within the Unuk.  We were unable to cross the overflow channel to get to Kerr Creek; however, it looked like there were only about two reaches in Kerr when looking from the air:  one from the plunge pool below the twin barriers, and one from the tailout to the main Unuk River—however, the second reach may really be nothing more than an overflow channel from the Unuk which would mean the reach would extend from its source of the overflow above Kerr to where it reenters the Unuk below.  

Note that reaches fall within the watershed hierarchy:  valley segments are the largest units, reaches fall within valley segments, and channel units such as pools and riffles (the highest resolution) fall within reaches.  Note that we spatially referenced channel units where/when ever Nicole told us there was a key area for either snagging spawners or areas notorious for holding fish in each reach—this may have been inconsistent from tributary to tributary however.

Here is a summary of what we found during our surveys:

Tributary

Distance Surveyed

No. Reaches (preliminary)

Cripple


1.82



3

Boundary

0.60



3

Clear


0.31



2

Lake


4.17



4

Eulachon

1.83



5

Gene’s


2.61



5

Kerr


not surveyed


2(?)

Reaches were determined by changes in gradient, channel incision depth, dominant substrate, landform, riparian vegetation and channel containment.  Where applicable, we assigned the channel-type classification used by the USDA Forest Service, Alaska Region.  However, in some instances the classification scheme could not be applied and we will therefore have to develop an adapted classification for those channel reaches.  An example would be Cripple Creek once it hits the toe of the alluvial fan near the floodplain of the Unuk.  This is not surprising since the channel-type classification was developed for island stream systems which dominate the Tongass National Forest and not for large transboundary river systems.  We will use Rosgen (1996) as a guide when modifying the scheme.

The fish data collected on the ground will have to be collected spatially to ensure that the data will fall within each of the respective reaches which will in turn ensure that the habitat parameters can be attributed the fish data accordingly.  Additionally, the individual channel units where they see fish holding and where they see fish spawning will need to entered separately.  Likewise, they will need to enter separate waypoints for each of the “areas” they work up fish during the sampling part of their surveys (Figures 1 and 2).  Therefore, there must be clear instruction to the Sportfish crew as to how data should be collected to ensure that counts are separated from the sampling work.  

For example the fish crew will need to enter waypoints on the GPS for the starting and ending points of the counts, and enter a waypoint for each of the channel units where fish are holding and a waypoint for each of the channel units that they observe spawning activity.  When those waypoints and accompanying fish counts are integrated into the GIS, it will be clear which reach they fall into and what the habitat parameters are for those data.  Since we have a sub sample of bankfull widths within each of the reaches, we will be able to determine the density of holding fish vs. spawners.  I believe that Nicole had an understanding of this while walking with Jeff and Brian on the river, but it might be good to get something solid in writing so the thoughts we had on the river are clearly conveyed to the field staff—examples of data forms might be the best way to do this (Figure 1).  Either Jeff or Brian will make it a point to get back down on the river with the crews once they begin the adult sampling on the tributaries to provide instruction on this phase of data collection.

Once Jeff and Brian get the ground photos sorted out and the waypoints cleaned up, we will give a GIS presentation to interested Sportfish staff of our findings from the reconnaissance trip to the Unuk River—hopefully by next week (June 24th).
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Figure 1.  Example of data to record for conducting adult chinook counts on “Example Creek” in the Unuk River watershed, Southeast Alaska.
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Figure 2.  Example of data to record for ASL sampling with modification for waypoint data on Cripple Creek in the Unuk River watershed, Southeast Alaska.

