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Appendix |

Reports of discussions with informed observers of the Wild Trout Reach



9076.3 Middle Owens River

MEMO
To: File
From: Barry Hecht
Subject: Report of discussions with Darryl Wong and Alan Pickard,
Department of Fish and Game
Date: May 27, 1991
1. On May 23rd, Tom Hickson, Eric Larsen and I were able to meet in the field

with Gary Smith, Alan Pickard, and Darryl Wong, of the Department of Fish and
Game. Darryl has been the Associate Fisheries biologist responsible for most
management-related issues in this reach of the Owens River since the late 1970’s.
Prior to assuming his present position in Bishop, Darryl avidly fished this reach of
the river every chance he could get for 10 years or more. Alan has recently been
transferred to the Bishop office, but began his government career there in 1972
and 1973 when Rhea Williams and Kevin Scott were conducting their geomorphic
studies. Much of our conversation was in a car trip down Chalk Bluffs Road from
the vicinity of our site to (about 2000 feet downstream of the campground) the
eastern end of Chalk Bluffs Road.

2. We discussed changes to the stream upriver from station 2. Darryl reports
that on at least one occasion beavers have colonized the south channel of the
Owens River, within the campground area, markedly reducing the density of
Willow and Cottonwood along the channel. During Darryl’s tenure in Bishop, he
recalls at least a couple of population spikes of beaver which affected the entire
reach above Five Bridges and lasted for a year or so. He and we speculated that
the beaver activity would result in some loss of habitat, but increase the diversity
of habitat, introducing large areas of low velocities, not ordinarily present except
at high-water when oxbows may be connected to the main channel.

Also, in recent years, the city has raised the berm at the entrance to the South
Channel, to increase the flow into the spawning channel upstream. The South
Channel now carries much less flow than before.



The first northside meander downstream of the campground was considered as a
potential site for a second spawning channel in the past.

On two separate occasions, the county has riprapped major sections of eroding
banks within the campground. The heaviest activity of this type has been in the
vicinity of the footbridge at the lower end of the campground; however, a number
of cutbanks throughout the campground, particularly in the upper end of the north
channel were protected with large blocks of volcanic rock from the adjoining
slopes. Installation involved removal of the riparian trees and shrubs, not all of
which have grown back. At two or three locations, meander migration has
continued, resulting in some of the larger boulders being isolated in mid-channel,
and eventually undercut; these now form large plunge pools and locally direct the
flow into the bank.

3. Near site 2, an attempt was made several years ago to restore riparian
vegetation. An effort was made to cut willow wattles from one of the drier sites
and from one of the willow species thought to be most tolerant to drought. Both
wattles and rooted, cuttings were planted; the latter were protected from grazers
with wire mesh. Several isolated trees remain, one of which is about 100 feet
upstream of section 2. Lack of summer irrigation during the first season is thought
to be a major reason that this program did not take.

4. We reviewed with Darryl and Alan and Gary Smith the boundaries of the
various sub-reaches which are recognized in the DFG notes over the years.
Generally, the boundaries coincide with major landmarks such as fence lines,
section lines, or distinctive trees or large boulders which have fallen from the
adjoining cliffs. These subreaches are each about one mile long, beginning from
the upper campground bridge and ending at Five Bridges. They were established
initially to pinpoint the results of creel censuses, but also may reflect subtle
differences in both the character of the river and in adjoining land use which have
been recognized by the DFG biologists over the years. Most subsequent DFG work
on this reach has been referenced to these subreaches. We agreed to define our
measurements by sub-reach to assist in location. Subreaches do not need to be
recognized for overall channel morphology or IFIM work.



5. Prior channel habitat/geomorphology/physical factors work is practically
nonexistant, with the exception of the U.S.G.S. study (Williams, 1975). At one
point a thermograph was maintained along the river at, or very near, our site 5. A
full year of data was collected. Other isolated observations and historical aerial
photos might be obtained through John Deinstadt, now stationed at D.F.G.’s
Rancho Cordova office; John, of course, is the great white eminence and scholar
for this reach of the river, with service dating back into the early 1960’s.
Additionally, the fisheries biologist who served in the interim between John
Dienstadt and Darryl Wong did make a number of channel cross-sectional
measurements. These were apparently measured down from the water surface,
even in riffles. The locations of these sections are not known, although Darryl has
made some effort to find them. This biologist (Bob Brown?) is now deceased. No
other records are known.

6. The single most dramatic change during Darryl’s years on the stream is the
major meander cutoff near the downstream end of subreach B. Darryl recalls this
happening during the early eighties, during one of the very wet years, perhaps
1983. A second cutoff is developing in Section D, where we observed active flow
through the cutoff. No other major changes are expressly known downstream
from the campground.

7. Each of the four individuals with whom I spoke who have known the river
for 10 years or more have noted the gradual disappearance of gradually undercut
banks. The overhangs, deep pools with reverse flows, and varied water conditions
which develop in the undercuts are highly valued by the brown trout. The
biologists believe that perhaps the single most important geomorphic management
goal is to restore the prevalence of these deep undercut banks.

8. All the senior DFG biologists we spoke with believe that the stream is
becoming deeper, and possibly wider. One key line of evidence from their
experience which supports this view is the abundance of wet ground or standing
water through which they had to pass before reaching the stream from the north
in the sixties and seventies. Knee boots were de rigueur during some seasons of
the year. In recent memory, these overflows have not been occurring. Biologists
also suspect that part of the demise of the undercuts is that the stream is getting



deeper, inhibiting water availability during the driest parts of each year, perhaps
leading to the sparser, more scattered appearance of the grassland.

9. All three observers with whom we spoke at this site indicated that the
grasslands had been denser and lusher in previous years. They emphasized that
grass, more so than woodland roots, provided the main support of the overhanging
banks. Grazing, possibly less availability of water, and damage to the soil from
especially intense scraping near the channels when the riparian woodland was
cleared, are all thought to be factors which contribute to less lush grass. The
remains of the piles of riparian brush that were cleared are now prominent along
some streambanks--particularly the north one.

10.  During the early 1980’s, Fish and Game staff noted what appeared to be a
general and long-term decline in both angler success and in their qualitative and
quantitative measurements. Productivity is now higher at levels not greatly
different from the historic norms. Both the amount of periphyton and the density
of aquatic invertebrates seem to have increased in recent years. Darryl suspects
that both the fish and benthic populations have benefitted from the lower flows
which have prevailed for the last 5 or 8 years; sustained high flows of the early
1980’s may have harmed the overall habitat quality. He raised this speculation
and noted it as such, largely to identify velocity distributions as an item we should
consider; in general the more diverse the velocity distributions, the stronger the
fishery is likely to be on this segment of the Owens, he suspects.

11.  Darryl noted that tree and brush clearing activity along this reach of the
river was especially aggressive during the 1950°s and early 1960’s. We should
contact John Dienstadt who may know more. Both Darryl and Alan noted that it
is their belief that 2,4-D was heavily applied in at least one year for brush and
broadleaf control, to provide better pasturage and improved access. Alan noted
that it was his impression that there had been some increase in growth of brush
along the river, but that all the individual spots where he worked in conjunction
with USGS were originally free of brush or woodland and remain so.





