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that even a small sediment event could jeopardize the blue ribbon trout fishery immediately below Ashton Dam.  This is one of the few sections of the Henry’s Fork that has not suffered significant resource damage due to major sediment mobilization events (Island Park Dam in 1992, and Teton Dam failure in 1976, to name two).  It is critical that the sediment situation in Ashton Reservoir be carefully assessed prior to the three planned major drawdowns during the remediation project.  Appropriate measures must be taken to both prevent a major sediment event and to mitigate the impacts of any release that may occur.  The sediment situation must be monitored prior to, during, and after construction.  With all the activity planned at the Ashton Dam project in the next three years, we recommend review and certification of the Ashton Hydroelectric project by LIHI be postponed until the dam remediation project is complete.  

Comments on Certification Criteria:

River Flows:  Ashton Dam is operated as a run-of -river operation.  Flows above the dam vary due to seasonal runoff and upriver dam operations (Henry’s Lake Dam, Island Park Dam).   However, there are several situations where flows below Ashton Dam have fluctuated significantly.  One situation occurs during a power outage.  As we understand it, the turbines shut down and outflow drops to about 300 cfs until a PacifiCorp employee manually restarts the turbines.  Perhaps during the remediation project, some design adjustments could be made to shunt water to the outlet tunnel until the turbines restart.  The second situation occurs when, for unexplained reasons, the flows below the dam fluctuate as much as 400-600 cfs within a 24-hour period.  This is often at a time when normal flows are in the 1,000 cfs range.  The Ashton facility operates with a 0.3 foot control dead band before water releases are automatically adjusted to maintain the run-of-river mode.  Perhaps the computerized controls can be recalibrated to prevent such large daily fluctuations in water releases.  Not only do these fluctuations potentially risk stranding fish immediately downstream of the dam, but the sometimes rapid increases in flow endanger fishermen who may have waded out into the river that initially was much more shallow.  These flow fluctuations also result in poor fishing conditions in a section of river that contributes millions of dollars to the local economy.  The last situation has occurred more recently when the reservoir level was changed to complete dam maintenance or safety testing.  We understand the need to adjust reservoir levels from time to time, but the pre-notification to local river users and downstream irrigators could be improved through better communication with the local communities.   These three flow fluctuation situations should be addressed prior to LIHI consideration.   

Water Quality:  Although water quality below Ashton Dam likely meets state water quality standards based on the existence of a blue-ribbon trout stream, actual water quality data is lacking.  PacifiCorp should be encouraged to work with Idaho Department of Environmental Quality to implement a water quality monitoring program downstream of Ashton Dam.  The LIHI criteria note that “In the future, a limited program of regular water quality monitoring and reporting to the public may be required of certified facilities.”   We encourage LIHI to include this as part of the water quality criteria.  In the Ashton Dam case, if LIHI considers the certification application prior to completion of the dam remediation project, it would be absolutely critical to include this standard.  

Fish Passage and Protection:  As noted in the application materials, the Henry’s Fork does not support anadromous fish.  Rainbow trout, Yellowstone cutthroat trout, brown trout, and mountain whitefish are the predominant game fishes. There is no upstream fish passage at Ashton Dam, nor to our knowledge has the Idaho Department of Fish and Game requested such modifications.  The occurrence and potential magnitude of downstream fish movement into the turbine intakes, along with subsequent injury and mortality from fish passage through the turbines, is unknown.   

Watershed Protection:  No comment.

Threatened and Endangered Species Protection:  No comment.

Cultural Resources Protection:  No comment.

Recreation:  A walk-in public access is provided immediately downstream of the dam, and is a popular fishing access site.  A small park and boat ramp facility, maintained by Fremont County Parks and Recreation Department, is located at the upper end of Ashton Reservoir.  That site is heavily used as a boat takeout site for anglers who fish the section of the Henry’s Fork above Ashton Reservoir.  That site is also the main access to the reservoir for boating and other recreational activities.  
Facilities Recommended for Removal:  To our knowledge, Ashton Dam has not been recommended for removal by a natural resource agency.  
To reiterate, we recommend LIHI evaluation for the Ashton Hydroelectric project be postponed until completion of the Ashton Dam remediation project in late 2012.  Thank you for considering our comments.  

Sincerely,  

[image: image1.jpg]Sl Ut




Stephen D. Trafton

Executive Director  
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“The Voice of the River”





February 25, 2010





Fred Ayer


Low Impact Hydropower Institute


34 Providence Street


Portland, ME  04103





RE:  Ashton Hydroelectric Project LIHI Certification





Dear Mr. Ayer,





We have reviewed the application materials submitted by PacifiCorp Energy for Low Impact Hydropower Institute certification for the Ashton Hydroelectric Project on the Henry’s Fork of the Snake River.  The Henry’s Fork Foundation has been the voice of the Henry’s Fork of the Snake River for over 25 years.   We represent greater than 3,000 members nationwide who care about the unique fishery, wildlife, and aesthetic qualities of the Henry’s Fork watershed.   





Although it appears the Ashton Dam facility may meet the eight certification criteria, the Foundation has concerns regarding the timing of the application for LIHI certification.  PacifiCorp, in consultation with the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission, is in the early phase of a major dam remediation project for this nearly 100 year-old dam and hydroelectric facility.  The project was initially scheduled to take place during 2010-2011, but we have recently learned from PacifiCorp that remediation will extend over three years, to be completed in 2012.   The upstream face of the dam will be completely removed and rebuilt, and a new low-level outlet tunnel will be constructed, resulting in some significant changes to the facility.  





As part of the dam remediation project, Ashton Reservoir will be drawn down to the lowest level it has been for 85 years.  We have discussed our concerns regarding mobilization of sediment in the reservoir with PacifiCorp, Idaho Department of Fish and Game, Idaho Department of Environmental Quality, and FERC.  Although PacifiCorp has assured us they will address the sediment issue, we remain concerned                                                   
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Teton Dam failure in 1976, to name two).  It is critical that the sediment situation in Ashton Reservoir be carefully assessed prior to the three planned major drawdowns during the remediation project.  Appropriate measures must be taken to both prevent a major sediment event and to mitigate the impacts of any release that may occur.  The sediment situation must be monitored prior to, during, and after construction.  With all the activity planned at the Ashton Dam project in the next three years, we recommend review and certification of the Ashton Hydroelectric project by LIHI be postponed until the dam remediation project is complete.  





Comments on Certification Criteria:





River Flows:  Ashton Dam is operated as a run-of -river operation.  Flows above the dam vary due to seasonal runoff and upriver dam operations (Henry’s Lake Dam, Island Park Dam).   However, there are several situations where flows below Ashton Dam have fluctuated significantly.  One situation occurs during a power outage.  As we understand it, the turbines shut down and outflow drops to about 300 cfs until a PacifiCorp employee manually restarts the turbines.  Perhaps during the remediation project, some design adjustments could be made to shunt water to the outlet tunnel until the turbines restart.  The second situation occurs when, for unexplained reasons, the flows below the dam fluctuate as much as 400-600 cfs within a 24-hour period.  This is often at a time when normal flows are in the 1,000 cfs range.  The Ashton facility operates with a 0.3 foot control dead band before water releases are automatically adjusted to maintain the run-of-river mode.  Perhaps the computerized controls can be recalibrated to prevent such large daily fluctuations in water releases.  Not only do these fluctuations potentially risk stranding fish immediately downstream of the dam, but the sometimes rapid increases in flow endanger fishermen who may have waded out into the river that initially was much more shallow.  These flow fluctuations also result in poor fishing conditions in a section of river that contributes millions of dollars to the local economy.  The last situation has occurred more recently when the reservoir level was changed to complete dam maintenance or safety testing.  We understand the need to adjust reservoir levels from time to time, but the pre-notification to local river users and downstream irrigators could be improved through better communication with the local communities.   These three flow fluctuation situations should be addressed prior to LIHI consideration.   





Water Quality:  Although water quality below Ashton Dam likely meets state water quality standards based on the existence of a blue-ribbon trout stream, actual water quality data is lacking.  PacifiCorp should be encouraged to work with Idaho Department of Environmental Quality to implement a water quality monitoring program downstream of Ashton Dam.  The LIHI criteria note that “In the future, a limited program of regular water quality monitoring and reporting to the public may be required of certified facilities.”   We encourage LIHI to include this as part of the water quality criteria.  In the Ashton Dam case, if LIHI considers the certification application prior to completion of the dam remediation project, it would be absolutely critical to include this standard.  





Fish Passage and Protection:  As noted in the application materials, the Henry’s Fork does not support anadromous fish.  Rainbow trout, Yellowstone cutthroat trout, brown trout, and mountain whitefish are the predominant game fishes. There is no upstream fish passage at Ashton Dam, nor to our knowledge has the Idaho Department of Fish and Game requested such modifications.  The occurrence and potential magnitude of downstream fish movement into the turbine intakes, along with subsequent injury and mortality from fish passage through the turbines, is unknown.   





Watershed Protection:  No comment.





Threatened and Endangered Species Protection:  No comment.





Cultural Resources Protection:  No comment.





Recreation:  A walk-in public access is provided immediately downstream of the dam, and is a popular fishing access site.  A small park and boat ramp facility, maintained by Fremont County Parks and Recreation Department, is located at the upper end of Ashton Reservoir.  That site is heavily used as a boat takeout site for anglers who fish the section of the Henry’s Fork above Ashton Reservoir.  That site is also the main access to the reservoir for boating and other recreational activities.  


 


Facilities Recommended for Removal:  To our knowledge, Ashton Dam has not been recommended for removal by a natural resource agency.  





To reiterate, we recommend LIHI evaluation for the Ashton Hydroelectric project be postponed until completion of the Ashton Dam remediation project in late 2012.  Thank you for considering our comments.  





Sincerely,  








Stephen D. Trafton


Executive Director  

















YPE HERE











PAGE  
3

