Kenai Peninsula Watershed Symposium
October 6 & 7, 2011

Summary Report
The Kenai Peninsula Watershed Symposium grew out of an idea originating within the Habitat Committee of the Kenai River Special Management Area Advisory Board in 2009. The committee recognized the need to educate a wider circle of decision-makers and residents of the Kenai Peninsula so that more informed decisions could be made regarding the future of the outstanding and invaluable watersheds of the Kenai Peninsula. 

Project abstract:  

The Alaska Department of Natural Resources, in partnership with several other agencies and non-government organizations proposed to host an Educational-Outreach project designed to help local decision makers understand why watershed planning is important to the health of the river and its fishery resources.  Topics were selected that gave a broad spectrum of knowledge about how a plan is designed and what has worked to solve complex watershed issues in other areas.  Additional speakers helped participants understand why a healthy riparian corridor is necessary for the health of its wildlife and fish populations, and the general economic benefits accrued to property owners and the community.

The symposium strategy was to educate those who will be involved in future planning a process on the Kenai Peninsula; to increase awareness of the importance of the riparian corridor is critical to many goals and objectives of the Kenai Peninsula Fish Habitat Partnership.  
The location chosen for the event was the Solid Rock Camp in Soldotna, after soliciting bids from other conference facility venues on the central peninsula.
Funding:
Funding for the symposium was derived from two sources: A $25,000 grant was awarded to the Alaska Division of Parks and Outdoor Recreation (ADPOR) by the Kenai Peninsula Fish Habitat Partnership through a National Fish Habitat Action Plan Grant; the remainder of match money for the symposium came from the ADPOR.
Partners in developing and delivering the Symposium:

Kenai Watershed Forum- assistance with registration and accounting

Kenai Peninsula Borough
US Fish and Wildlife Service- National Fish Habitat Action Plan Grant

City of Soldotna

City of Kenai
Kenai Peninsula Borough
Alaska Department of Fish & Game 

Alaska Department of Environmental Conservation 

Alaska DNR, Division of Parks  

US Fish and Wildlife Service- Kenai National Wildlife Refuge

US Forest Service- Chugach National Forest

Attendance

Over 60 people attended the symposium over the two days from a variety of different agencies, federal, state and local governments as well as private and public organizations. 
Outcomes of the Symposium

The final roundtable discussion of the participants produced the following list of issues:
· Need groups to advocate for policy.

· Good water quality and fish require overall watershed health so that fish focus could take care of larger watershed and ecosystem integrity.

· Have to broaden partnership to be inclusive

· Limited by perceptions of partnerships, which are different from coalitions

· Think beyond jurisdictional boundaries – e.g., watershed and ecosystem levels


· Limited funding for organization capacity building is a key issue.  Takes as much energy and money to keep members engaged as to create the organization.

· Lack of outreach and communication can doom a project or organization.

· Try to manage people without regulations – e.g., through incentives.  One type of incentive is helping the public devise their own plans for protecting a resource rather than having a Federal plan imposed on them.  Regulations tend to be rigid, allowing for little flexability in their implementation.  By contrast, grassroots plans can be tailored to local needs, abilities, capacities and interests, yet achieve common goals as well or better than a top-down plan.  In this case, the Borough or a “civilian” steering committee can be perceived by the public as protecting us from excessive government regulation – as protecting them from Big Brother.

· Bureaucratic and political decisions seldom in synch with ecological time frames.

· Be able to talk rationally about both harvest and habitat issues.

· The way laws are written, they commonly fail to address all impacts from a project.  Sometimes not even all of the direct impacts are addressed, much less indirect impacts.

· Lack of funding

· Meander zone development is a problem in the Seward area.

· Chulitna: how do we assess tradeoffs between coal and ecology?

· Kenai Peninsula Borough leaders (mayor and assembly) have made a good start by promoting this conference and by extending protection of streams from a handful to all in Borough.

· Need to involve key business leaders and corporations in watershed/ecosystem planning.

· To adequately protect the KP watersheds and ecosystems, we need an umbrella organization – a coalition of stakeholders.  Among its functions would be to:

a.
Establish a big picture of the status of each watershed/ecosystem and of how it is likely to change over the foreseeable future.

b.
Establish priorities and guidelines

c.
Establish processes for sharing of information and for collaboration in planning and assessing potential benefits and costs of major decisions (e.g., Chulitna, Pebble)

d.
Promote protection of our watersheds through educating the conservation and business communities.

e.
Work with all aspects of the KP community to derive a vision of what the KP should be like 10, 20, 50 years from now.  Derive a vision of what needs to be done and what can be done.

f. In such a coalition, agencies would not surrender any authority; they would simply be kept informed sufficiently to align their efforts where desired.  Especially important where projects or their effects extend across multiple jurisdictions.

g. Even when we understand the specific needs to protect or resort a watershed resource, we may be guilty of tunnel vision – of being unable to see the local issue from a broader geographic and political perspective.  

h. For example, much of the impact on KP resources comes from the MatSu region.  Yet we have little influence over those sources unless we involve those communities in our planning and protection processes.

i. Development in rest of Alaska can impact the KP.  For example, major change in the prices of natural gas, crude oil or gold; or impacts on Chinook salmon in Washington, Oregon and BC.

j. Insight into how to develop an umbrella organization might be obtained from studying the MAPP coalition of healthcare providers based in the Homer region: developing a vision, work groups, and funding.  Although MAPP has not been officially empowered, it has been influential in changing some government policies, if not in altering the policies themselves, then in altering the interpretation and implementation of those policies.

k. The broader an organization’s representation, the more likely it is to become officially empowered and thus funded, whether from government or outside grants.

l. The Borough and other concerned entities need to now short- and long-range plans for businesses, for instance in terms of developing mineral and energy resources.  Who are the key players?

m. Understanding plans for economic development is not yet a part of the KP watershed planning process.

n. Nor does watershed planning yet take into account events on the western side of Cook Inlet.

o. Where do we find sufficient leadership and talent?

p. How do we identify the appropriate scales of effort, process and complexity for addressing each issue?

q. Build on existing partnerships

*
Organizations are most likely to succeed when they:

a.
Are official empowered, both financially and politically – where they are packed by political will.

b.
This requires broad stakeholder representation.  Stakeholders must sign-on and commit themselves to the process.  Among the key stakeholders are tribes, mainstream governmental entities, businesses, NGOs, etc.  Each may bring expertise and $$ to the table.  Each may also have unique insights on how to enhance political support.

· Our view of watershed protection needs to address events outside the KP (e.g., Pebble), and in some regards statewide.

· Where can we find the political will for watershed protection?  Where can we find charismatic leaders who do not come with so much baggage, especially so many enemies, that they would doom the effort?

· We need to protect more salmon spawning and resting area from degradation.  We also need to protect salmon in those areas from harassment by anglers.

· We need to protect the Kenai River from pollution from the adjacent highway – both from the cumulative effects of tiny incremental impacts such as copper in the dust from brake linings, and from spills of toxic chemicals such as happened near Cooper Landing several years ago.

· Various government agencies have conflicting agendas which seriously impede any attempt to work together; but that is still likely to produce more cooperation and more protection than if these agencies simply battle one another.


· Although tiny incremental impacts are often so small that they are ignored by regulatory agencies, their cumulative effects can devastate a fisheries resource.

· Other concerns:

· Intense fishing

· Harvest allocation

· Large scale mining

· Hydro power development

· Tidal power development

· Discussion in this conference has been too salmon-centric (i.e., salmo-centric)
Discussion needs to involve other biota, such as large mammals and birds.

· Habitat fragmentation for salmon and large mammals

· How can landowners be educated on these issues?  What messages?  How does this differ between local vs. non-local stakeholders?

· Loss of riparian habitat

· Bank erosion

· Land-use planning for habitat corridors

· Impacts on habitat in alluvial rivers

· Floodplain development impeding watershed functions

· Turbidity

· Multiple ownerships and management agencies

· Changes in temperature and flow related to climatic change

· Invasive/exotic species

· We need consistent, comprehensive ways to assess watersheds and threats to them.

· Save the best, protect the rest.  How do we identify the “best”?

· Inadequate regulations and enforcement

· How do we enhance regulations and enforcement in an environment where many people prefer to eliminate regulations and pull their teeth?

· Even where we know what is needed to protect a resource, implementation is often inadequate

· All too often, we don’t know enough about potential or existing impacts; or we lack the rigorous data needed to prove our findings to the public, whether through education or litigation?

· Insufficient unity in identifying what needs to be protected and how to achieve this.

· What is “protection” – how is it defined in philosophical and pragmatic terms?

· How do we prioritize what to protect and how to do it?

· How do we identify acceptable levels of us and thus of impact?

· Access technology and design structures so that they can be used without degrading watershed resources.

· Access to the Kenai River for launching and take out, especially on the lower half of the river.

· Human-wildlife interactions

· Insufficient knowledge of which areas of salmon habitat are most critical.

· Management of the personal use fishery

· Point discharge from municipal storm water or sewage systems

· Seepage/leaching from stream-side septic systems into streams

· Gravel pits

· Monitoring shorebirds and marine ecosystems

· Lack of statewide protection for riparian zones

· Focus on protecting existing high water quality, rather than allowing degradation, then later having to come back and restore it.

· To move forward, we need creative ideas and processes

· Water quality standards need to be set according to the needs to the species of concern.  Water that is safe for human consumption – often considered to be the highest standard set by EPA – is not necessarily adequate to meet the needs of salmon or other biota.  For example, levels of copper that do not harm humans can disrupt salmon navigation, which could in turn have major impacts on salmon stocks.  The tolerance of salmon or any other species for pollutants (e.g., from hardrock mining) needs to be assessed in situ, not just in an aquarium.  Pollutants need to be evaluated in combination, not just individually, and over time frames that reveal long term impacts.

Participants were invited to continue to stay involved by participating in discussions with the Kenai River Special Management Area Advisory Board’s Habitat Committee each fall, winter and spring.
