
 

 Pend Oreille Basin Commission Meeting MINUTES 

October 5, 2012 from 10 am until 12 pm 

Panhandle Health District Conference Room, 322 Marion Street 

Commissioner’s present: Ford Elsaesser, Linda Mitchell, Brent Baker, Ben Conard, Erin Mader 

(Coordinator) 

18 in audience 

10:10 pm – Commence meeting 

Ford Elsaesser welcomed everyone to the meeting. 

Board voted to accept the 6/7/12 Minutes.  Brent made the motion and Linda seconded it. 

Andy Dux [Idaho Department of Fish and Game (IDFG)] gave a presentation about data on kokanee 

response to lake level management. 

Andy explained the original hypothesis for lake level management was that keeping Lake Pend Oreille up 

to 2055’ during the winter would increase embryo survival by increasing suitable spawning habitat.  

Data has been collected on egg to fry survival since 1996 (one year does not have data because of 

flooding and three years were excluded because of an intermediate lake level) to test this theory.  A 

prediction of 70,000 female spawners or more was set as the threshold that would call for the higher 

lake level.  It was theorized that below those numbers there was enough spawning habitat available at 

2051’.  

The data from 1996 until 2008 showed expected egg to fry survival rates of less than 15%, but from 

2008 until 2010 survival rates jumped substantially, varying between 20% and 65%, which made IDFG 

question the accuracy of the data.  IDFG hypothesized that possibly the low spawner abundance during 

most of these years led to additional variation in the estimates because of smaller sample sizes, but 

when they looked further at the statistical process of estimating egg to fry survival metric they found 

that there was large variability in the results across all years.    The process of estimating egg to fry data 

involves many different sub-estimates.   Andy teamed up with Steve Whitlock (University of Idaho 

student) and Mike Quist (U of I Professor) to do a sensitivity analysis and generate confidence intervals 

for all the egg to fry survivlal estimates.   The goal was to isolate the factor or factors introducing 

variation to the metric and quantify how much variation existed around each annual estimate 

They found that there is variability in each of the sub-estimates, but individually they are reliable.  A 

problem was identified when you put all the sub-estimates together to come up with the egg to fry 

survival metric.  The final results showed that the egg to fry survival metric is strongly influenced by 

estimate variability and this metric lacks the precision to show the influence of lake levels on kokanee 

survival. 



 

Andy went on to discuss what these findings could mean for the future of lake level management.  IDFG 

can’t say whether lake levels are impactful on kokanee spawner success with the current analysis 

results.  As a result, they currently are not in a position to justify implementation of the higher lake level 

when there are so many other entities pushing for 2051’.  IDFG needs to come up with a new approach 

for analysis of the impacts of lake level management on kokanee survival.  IDFG has quality data from 

the experimental years to work with and plans to examine a new analysis approach using existing data 

to provide more information on the effects of lake levels.   Also, IDFG is currently studying egg 

incubation success through an experiment that ran last winter and will again this winter.  The 

experiment involves placing kokanee eggs in mesh boxes at different lake levels, substrate conditions, 

and depths and monitoring survival to see if there is a difference in survival rates during high and low 

years. 

Andy continued on to discuss what lies ahead for lake levels.  He pointed out that the decision tree that 

is used to come up with the winter pool on Lake Pend Oreille needs to be modified.  The threshold of 

70,000 female kokanee spawners calling for 2055’ was created using the egg to fry survival metric and 

therefore is no longer a valid estimate.  He also brought up new questions that are arising with the 

current Flexible Winter Pool Operations (FWPO) and that currently the bull trout BiOp is being evaluated 

and may change the current protections of bull trout.  He did point out that we know that this year the 

winter pool will be 2055’ and that next year’s will most likely be 2051’ because this level is needed to 

begin work in the Clark Fork delta.   

Question and Answer period led to these points… 

Collectively all of the efforts to restore the kokanee fishery are clearly working as kokanee numbers are 

increasing.  Predator reduction has been a major part of this, but it is harder to pick out the effects of 

other efforts (e.g., lake levels).   

From a kokanee standpoint more water is better, but there are many interests involved and we need to 

be clear on the threshold number of female kokanee spawners that are needed to request the 2055’ 

level.   

IDFG intends on continuing lake trout suppression effort for as long as is needed for which funding is 

secured through the Avista settlement that is valid for about another forty years. 

IDFG is looking for ways to refine hatchery efforts by searching for better release sites for hatchery fry.  

IDFG has also requested funds from the Bonneville Power Administration (BPA) to study the benefits of 

creating new spawning habitat below 2051’. 

Lake Pend Oreille has early run kokanee that spawn in tributaries and late spawners who spawn on the 

lake shore.  The common rain on snow flood events in this system often wipe out redds on the 

tributaries making the early run kokanee not a consistently thriving population.  Lake level management 

is used to protect late run kokanee spawning on lake shore.  There are reservoirs that have huge water 

level fluctuations which also have healthy populations of kokanee and this is because these are early 

run, tributary spawning kokanee.   



 

The FWPO has introduced a new variable into the impacts of winter lake levels.  IDFG believes that 

FWPO will have impacts on Lake Pend Oreilles fishery, but they do not predict those impacts will 

strongly impact kokanee.   

Discussion then moved to more talk about FWPO and a recently signed accord between BPA and the 

Kalispel Tribe.  Erin Mader pointed out that this second topic will be covered more in depth at the 

November 15th meeting of the Commission. 

Meeting adjourned at 12:05. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


