
Watershed Restoration & Protection
Cowiche Case Study
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Yakima



Watershed Visions & Planning

• Restoration (general and specific)
– Planning units (stream, geologic, land use characteristics)

• Headwaters (WQ & habitat protection)
• Upper basin (passage and screening, flow, riparian) 
• Canyon (passage)
• Lower basin (irrigation consolidation, passage, diking, riparian, WQ)

• Protection (fish and wildlife)
– Habitat – Specific habitat values and specific threats
– Key migration corridors & ecological connectivity



 
COWICHE CREEK ASSESSMENT AND INTERIM STRATEGY 

Native species:  Steelhead, chinook (rearing), coho (extirpated and 
reintroduced), resident rainbow trout, westslope cutthroat trout, 
and possible bull trout. 

Drainage area:  ### acres 

STATUS: High priority for passage restoration for steelhead 
SIGNIFICANT SUBWATERSHEDS: 
South Fork Cowiche, Reynolds, and North Fork Cowiche (restoration and protection efforts should be focused on SF 
Cowiche and Reynolds Creeks) 
FACTORS AFFECTING HABITAT CONDITION: 
 Passage & Screening 
 Low instream flows in mid and lower reaches of Cowiche and SF Cowiche. 
 Dikes and riprapped in places resulting in a highly simplified channel. 
 LWD levels and recruitment potential below desired amounts due to riparian degradation in mid and lower 

reaches of Cowiche and SF Cowiche. 
 High temperature associated with low flows and degraded riparian and floodplain. 
 Other water quality issues - 303(d) 
 Beaver activity is limited where riparian vegetation is cleared in mid and lower reaches of Cowiche and SF 

Cowiche 
 Some road placement constricts the stream channel & increases sediment input 
LEVEL OF CERTAINTY: 
 Field surveys by YTAHP have been conducted.  Surveys identified barriers, screening needs, and riparian 

habitat condition.  This survey provides a high confidence level in assessment of limiting factors for 
restoration projects and assessment of habitat function for protection projects. 

 Some uncertainty exists on relation of instream flows and fish habitat. 
RECOMMENDATIONS (IN PRIORITY): 

1. Remove passage barriers& address screening needs 
2. Improve instream flow conditions in the mid and lower reaches of Cowiche and the SF Cowiche. 
3. Protect and restore floodplains, side channels, and riparian areas 
4. Reduce road densities, improve roads, and relocate problem roads to reduce their effects on hydrology 

and instream sediment conditions. 
5. Monitor baseline water quality parameters throughout the watershed. 

  
MEANS TO MEASURE EFFECTIVENESS: 
 Monitor passage at fixed barrier sites and throughout the Cowiche and SF Cowiche 
 Conduct spawning survey for both steelhead and coho yearly. 
 Monitor screening effectiveness 
 Monitor stream flows at fixed stations year-round. 
 Monitor stream channel sinuosity, width/depth ratio, riparian coverage from fixed stations and with remote 

sensing on a periodic schedule (i.e., every 3 or 5 years). 
 Monitor Road improvements and relocation efforts.   
 Monitor selected water quality parameters (temperature, turbidity, etc.) at fixed stations. 
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Develop Partnerships
• YTAHP = Yakima Tributary Access & Habitat Program

– Resource & Community Development (RC&D)
– Conservation Districts
– Water Purveyors & Irrigation Districts
– WDFW & Ecology

• Cowiche Canyon Conservancy
• The Nature Conservancy
• The Yakama Nation
• Landowners
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Schneider Habitat Project on 
Cowiche Creek



Habitat Protection
Story

Why Protect This Area?

Habitat & Species
Values and Risks
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Shrub-steppe 
zone
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Habitat Diversity & Quality

• Riparian (good to excellent)        PHS
• Instream (good to excellent) PHS
• Wetlands (good to excellent) PHS
• Aspen stands (good to excellent)      PHS
• Oak Woodland (good to excellent)   PHS
• Shrub-steppe (fair to excellent)             PHS
• Cliffs and talus (good to excellent)   PHS
• Ponderosa Pine (fair to good)
• Deer and elk winter range (fair to good)





Steelhead

Coho

West-slope
Cutthroat





Loggerhead 
shrike
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White Headed Woodpecker   &   Lewis’ Woodpecker





Golden eagle

Bald eagle



Game Species



Habitat and Species 
Risks





Cowiche Project    immediacy of threat to habitat

Subdivision sales grid southeast of the Project

“The basin’s population 
is projected to increase 
about 45% by 2020”



Subdivision Impacts



Parasite Threat





Cowiche Project                         ongoing stewardship

John McGowan, Oak Creek WLA Manager



Cowiche  Project                        ongoing stewardship



Political Support
Yakima County Commissioner Palacios

Congressman Hastings’ Yakima director



Letter of Support 
from Yakima 
County 
Commissioners



Cowiche Project Project Support

Project Site
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Cowiche Project                                 project support

BPA 594,500
SRFB 953,000
IAC WWRP 905,000
IAC WWRP          1,600,000 
WDFW 102,000
RFEG 15,000
RMEF 15,000
CCC 5,000

$4,189,500



Changing Landscape
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Summary For Success

• Vision
• Detailed Plan
• Develop Partnerships
• Have a Compelling Story 

– Grantors = $$$
– Gain Political Support

• Be Patient, Persistent, and Flexible
• Develop a Good Team



Thank You.             Questions?
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