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A Vaswon of Conservation

In a bend of the Kootenai River, nestled in a glacial valley flanked by Idaho’s
Selkirk Mountain Range to the west and the Purcells to the east, lies the
Kootenai National Wildlife Refuge. For thousands of years, spring floods of

the Kootenai River inundated the valley floor, creating the largest complex of
wetlands and floodplain forests in the State of Idaho. Multitudes of ducks, geese,
and swans passed through this natural funnel as they migrated between nesting
areas in Canada and wintering grounds to the south.

During the 1920s, wetlands were drained to make way for farms, and dikes were
built to hold back the floodwaters. In 1964, Kootenai NWR was established to
restore a small remnant of the once-vast wetlands--a vital link between protected
habitats in Canada and the U.S. Tens of thousands of ducks, geese and swans
visit Refuge wetlands, now managed to mimic the natural cycles of flooding

and drying. Croplands complement the productivity of wetland habitats and
sanctuary areas ensure that waterfowl can feed and rest undisturbed. When the
winter snows blanket the land, deer and elk descend from the mountains to find
food and shelter here.Spring brings not only waterfowl, but songbirds that nest
in the Refuge’s forests and grasslands.

The Refuge also provides a respite for people, where visitors of all ages and
abilities can experience nature directly, and develop an appreciation for the
unique natural character of the Kootenai River Valley.

Comprehensive Conservation Plans provide long-
term guidance for management decisions and

set forth goals, objectives, and strategies needed

to accomplish refuge purposes and identify the

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s best estimates

of future needs. These plans detail program
planning levels that are sometimes substantially
above current budget allocations, and as such, are
primarily used for strategic planning and program
prioritization purposes. The plans do not constitute
a commitment for staffing increases, operational

and maintenance increases, or funding for future Matwre and immature bald eagles
land acquisition. ©Stan Bousson
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Chapter 1. Introduction and Background

1.1 Introduction

Nestled in a glacial valley, flanked on the west by the Selkirk Mountains and on the east by the
Purcell Range, lies the Kootenai River. For thousands of years, spring floods of the Kootenai River
inundated the valley floor, creating a mixture of floodplain forests, river meanders, old oxbows, and
wet meadows—the largest wetland complex in what would eventually become the State of Idaho.
The river also laid down rich soils that would later attract farmers to the region.

The Kootenai River and its tributaries teemed with white sturgeon, burbot, kokanee, redband trout,
cutthroat trout, and bull trout. In spring and fall, multitudes of ducks, geese, and swans passed
through the valley as they migrated between nesting areas in Canada and wintering grounds to the
south. In winter, the valley provided food and shelter for deer, elk, and moose. This was the
ancestral home of the Kootenai (Ktunaxa) people. They were a “river people” who gained much of
the livelihood from the valley’s abundant fish and waterfowl. Their material culture, from their fish
traps and weirs to their unique sturgeon-nosed bark canoes, reflected their focus on wetland and river
resources.

David Thompson’s 1808 expedition marked the first Euro-American incursion into the region, but the
valley changed little until the discovery of gold in Canada increased traffic through the area on the
Wildhorse Trail. As the mines played out, northern Idaho became known for its vast timber
resources, attracting large timber interests from the East. As the easily accessible timber was cut
over, farms and ranches appeared in the fertile river valley and its surrounding benchlands.

Beginning in 1921, 47 miles of the Kootenai River, and many of its tributaries, were diked in order to
drain the bottomland for agriculture. In 1925, the area that would one day become a national wildlife
refuge was established as Drainage District # 7. By 1947, farming dominated the fertile river valley
and 95 percent of the original wetlands had been lost. The huge flocks of waterfowl that once
darkened the skies became a distant memory.

In the early 1960s, the Migratory Bird Conservation Commission (MBCC) realized that there was “a
pressing need for the restoration of waterfowl habitat in this part of the Pacific Flyway.” The MBCC
noted that waterfowl “generally pass over the Kootenai Valley for lack of resting or feeding areas.”
So, on June 24, 1964, the MBCC authorized the acquisition of land to create Kootenai National
Wildlife Refuge.

Until 1972 when the Libby Dam in Montana became operational, the Kootenai River rose
dramatically in June, with snowmelt rushing down from the mountains. Despite the dike building
projects along the river, spring floods remained a threat to the valley farmers. Libby Dam
construction eliminated the spring floods and removed the bottomlands from the influence of the
river. Today, only remnants of the diverse floodplain habitats that once covered the Kootenai River
Valley remain.

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service manages Kootenai NWR habitats in a highly altered ecosystem.
Thousands of ducks, geese, and swans visit Refuge wetlands, now managed to partially mimic the
natural cycles of flooding and drying. Croplands complement the productivity of wetland habitats
and sanctuary areas ensure that waterfowl can feed and rest undisturbed. When the winter snows
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blanket the land, elk descend from the mountains to find food and shelter here. Spring brings not
only waterfowl, but songbirds that nest in the Refuge’s forests and grasslands. The Refuge is also a
place where people can share a bond with nature, and each other by passing on outdoor traditions to
new generations. As the population of the region increases, the Refuge will become even more
important to wildlife and those seeking to connect with nature.

The Kootenai NWR’s boundary encompasses 2,774.29 acres of Kootenai River bottomlands and
uplands in Boundary County, Idaho (see Maps 1 and 2). The Kootenai National Wildlife Refuge is
part of the Inland Northwest National Wildlife Refuge Complex, which also includes Turnbull and
Little Pend Oreille National Wildlife Refuges, both located in Washington State.

1.2 Proposed Action

We, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (Service), manage the Kootenai NWR as part of the National
Wildlife Refuge System. This document is the Refuge’s Draft Comprehensive Conservation Plan
and Environmental Assessment (Draft CCP/EA). A CCP sets forth management guidance for a
refuge for a period of 15 years, as required by the National Wildlife Refuge System Administration
Act (16 U.S.C. 668dd et seq.) as amended by the National Wildlife Refuge System Improvement Act
of 1997 (Public Law 105-57). The Administration Act requires CCPs to identify and describe:

e The purposes of the refuge;

e The fish, wildlife and plant populations, their habitats, and the archaeological and cultural
values found on the refuge;

e Significant problems that may adversely affect wildlife populations and habitats and ways to
correct or mitigate those problems;

e Areas suitable for administrative sites or visitor facilities; and

e Opportunities for fish- and wildlife-dependent recreation.

National Wildlife Refuge System (Refuge System) planning policy (Service Manual Part 602, 602
FW 3, June 21, 2000) states that the purpose of CCPs is to: “describe the desired future conditions of
a refuge and provide long-range guidance and management direction to achieve refuge purposes;
help fulfill the National Wildlife Refuge System mission; maintain and, where appropriate, restore
the ecological integrity of each refuge and the Refuge System; . . . and meet other mandates.”

The Service has developed and examined alternatives for future management of Kootenai NWR
through the CCP process. The various alternatives address the major issues and relevant mandates
identified during the process and are consistent with the principles of sound fish and wildlife
management. We evaluated three alternatives for the Refuge’s Draft CCP/EA and selected
Alternative 2 as the preferred alternative.

The draft preferred alternative represents the most balanced approach for: Achieving the Refuge’s
purposes, vision, and goals; contributing to the Refuge System’s mission; addressing relevant issues
and mandates; and managing the Refuge consistent with the sound principles of fish and wildlife
management. However, the draft preferred alternative may be modified between the draft and final
documents depending upon comments received from the public or other agencies and organizations.
The Service’s Pacific Region Regional Director will make the final decision of which alternative will
be implemented. For details on the specific components and actions comprising the range of
alternatives, see Chapter 2.
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1.3 Purpose and Need for the CCP

The purpose of the CCP is to provide the Service, the Refuge System, partners, and the public with a
15-year management plan for improving the Refuge’s habitat conditions and infrastructure, for fish,
wildlife, and public use. An approved CCP will ensure that the Service manages the refuge to
achieve its purposes, vision, goals, and objectives; and help fulfill the mission of the Refuge System.

The CCP will provide reasonable, scientifically grounded guidance for the long-term conservation of
native plants and animals, with emphasis on migratory birds and improving the Refuge’s wetland,
grassland, riparian, and forest habitats. The CCP will identify appropriate actions for protecting and
sustaining the biological features of the refuge; migrating and breeding waterfowl and their habitats;
the migratory landbird and waterbird populations that use the refuge; and threatened, endangered, or
rare species. A final purpose of the CCP is to provide guidance and evaluate the priority public use
programs on the refuge, including hunting, fishing, wildlife observation, photography, environmental
education, and interpretation.

The CCP is needed for a variety of reasons. Primary among these is the need to provide migration
habitat for waterfowl in the Kootenai River Valley. There is a need to improve habitat conditions on
the Refuge’s wetland, grassland, riparian, and forest habitats to improve productivity and species
diversity, and control invasive species. There is a need to address the Refuge’s contributions to the
recovery of Federal and State listed species native to the lower Kootenai River and northern Idaho,
including the bull trout and the Kootenai River white sturgeon. There is also the need to protect and
restore habitat values for other sensitive, rare, and declining species of the Kootenai River Valley.

There is a need to analyze Refuge public use programs for the Refuge System’s wildlife-dependent
priority public uses and to determine what improvements or alterations should be made in the pursuit
of compatible, higher quality programs, and to accommodate increasing numbers of visitors while
providing for the needs of wildlife.

1.4 Content and Scope of the CCP

This Draft CCP/EA provides guidance for management of refuge habitats and wildlife and
administration of public uses on refuge lands and waters. This Draft CCP/EA is intended to comply
with both the Refuge Sy