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Summary

Conservation watershed networks can be a powerful planning tool for promoting
conservation and connectivity through Forest Service land management planning. They are
a system of watersheds or subwatersheds that form a connected network of high-quality
habitats important for ensuring the long-term persistence of native aquatic species. These
can have specific management requirements for watershed restoration and conservation,
such as aquatic passage barrier removals and road decommissioning.

What Are Conservation Watershed Networks?

A conservation watershed network (also called “conservation watersheds” or “key
watersheds”) is a collection of watersheds or subwatersheds designated for conservation-
oriented management in a land management plan. Management direction within the
network emphasizes habitat conservation and restoration to support native aquatic
species persistence and recovery over the duration of the plan. The term “conservation
watershed” has not been established in regulation or policy, and the designation of
conservation watersheds is not required under the 2012 Planning Rule or Forest Service
Handbook 1909.12.

To date, conservation watersheds have been incorporated into land management plans in
forests within the Northern Rockies, intermountain and Pacific regions, but there is wide
variation in the number of watersheds designated and the management direction for these
areas. Figure 1 shows an example of a conservation watershed network included in the Nez
Perce-Clearwater National Forest plan. These watersheds form a network of existing or
historic population strongholds and habitats with high potential for productivity and fish
abundance. The goal of the network is to sustain the integrity of key aquatic habitats to
maintain long-term persistence of native aquatic species and help make habitat conditions
more resilient to climate change.
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Figure 1 Part of the conservation watershed network (dark blue) on the Nez Perce-Clearwater National
Forest.

What Is the Policy Framework for Conservation Watershed Networks?

Conservation watersheds are a mechanism to meet Forest Service management
obligations established in laws, regulations and policies (Figure 2). The concept of
conservation watersheds was originally introduced by the Scientific Panel on Late-
Successional Forest Ecosystem in 1991." This report formed the blueprint that would later
develop into the Pacific Anadromous Fish Strategy (PACFISH),? Inland Native Fish Strategy
(INFISH)® and the Northwest Forest Plan’s Aquatic Conservation Strategy (ACS). The
Northwest Forest Plan first implemented a conservation watershed network, identifying
“key watersheds” as a core component of its ACS.*
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Regulation
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(16 U.S.C. § 1604(g)(3)(B) other aquatic and
riparian-dependent
species Interior Columbia Basin
Ecosystem
Management Strategy

Endangered Species Act
of 1973
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conservation of listed
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(16 U.S.C.81536(a)(1)

Guides forest plans to
enhance networks of
properly functioning

watersheds supporting
aquatic/riparian-
dependent species at the

landscape scale

Mutltiple-Use Sustained
Yield Act of 1960 USDA’s Rise to the

National forests must be Future National Fish

administered to meet Conservation and Aquatic Strategy
overall multiple-use

objectives, including Watersheds Encourages conservatiqn
watershed, and wildlife watersheds as a strategic

and fish purposes planning tool
(16 U.S.C. § 528)

Figure 2 Governing framework for the designation of conservation watersheds.

PACFISH/INFISH were originally envisioned as “stop-gap” conservation strategies to halt
the immediate declines of salmonids while a long-term, landscape-scale strategy was
developed. The Interior Columbia Basin Ecosystem Management Project (ICBEMP) was
intended to provide that more comprehensive strategy; however, it never resulted in a final,
signed Record of Decision. In 2003, the Forest Service, Forest Service Research, Bureau of
Land Management, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, National Marine Fisheries Service and
Environmental Protection Agency instead signed a Memorandum of Understanding®
completing the project and agreeing to cooperatively implement The Interior Columbia
Basin Strategy (“Strategy”). ® The agencies subsequently developed an Aquatic/Riparian
Habitat Framework to clarify, interpret and enhance the principles found in the Strategy.
Together, the Strategy and Framework provide direction on how to incorporate the science
developed by the ICBEMP into land management plans, including the designation of a
conservation watershed network.’

Some regions within the Forest Service have also developed their own ACSs to help provide
a consistent management framework for aquatic and riparian resources in revised forest
plans. Some of these regional ACSs reinforce the value of conservation watershed
designation for recovery of ESA-listed species, maintaining multi-scale connectivity and
ensuring ecosystem components needed to sustain long-term persistence of species.®
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The United States Department of Agriculture’s Rise to the Future National Fish and Aquatic

Strategy® also recommends the identification of conservation watersheds as a strategic,

long-term approach to improve aquatic conditions on forest system lands.

How Do Conservation Watersheds Differ from Priority Watersheds?

Conservation watershed networks are a distinct designation from priority watersheds
(Table 1), although the two may overlap spatially. Priority watersheds are identified through
the Watershed Condition Framework™ process and are tactical designations to guide the
implementation of restoration priorities in the near-term (three to five years). Usually, each

forest or grassland has between two to five priority watersheds. Priority watersheds are
managed through a watershed restoration action plan (WRAP). The WRAP identifies
specific projects necessary to achieve the watershed condition improvement or

maintenance goals. By design, priority watersheds are not intended to be permanent

designations. When all work in the WRAP is completed, a new priority watershed is

identified. Priority watersheds are required to be included in all plans revised under the
2012 Planning Rule," but can subsequently be administratively changed at any time.

Table 1 Comparison of Conservation Watersheds versus Priority Watersheds.

Conservation Watersheds
Long-term conservation of high-value
aguatic ecosystems.

Objective

Priority Watersheds \
Short-term restoration of
watershed condition.

Identification process Through land management plan revision
using locally relevant data sources and

professional judgement.

Through Watershed Condition
Framework process using 12 core
national indicators.

Identification criteria
genetic or phenotypic diversity, spatial
distribution, and abundance/productivity
for the population or species as a whole;
and restoration and population expansion
potential into adjoining watersheds.'?

High genetic integrity; habitat connectivity;

Watershed resource values;
alignment with other strategic
objectives and priorities of
agencies/partners; and
estimated costs and capacity.’®

Duration Long-term designation that lasts for the
duration of the land management plan.
Watersheds with ongoing agency
commitments (e.g., Wild and Scenic
Rivers, Inventoried Roadless Areas) may

be a good fit.

Short-term designation for
approximately three to five years
of active restoration.

Spatial Scale Watershed (HUC level 5) or subwatershed

(HUC level 6)

Subwatershed (HUC level 6)

Ecological values High-quality habitat and resource values
that warrant conservation management

emphasis to prevent future degradation.

Canvary depending on
watershed selected but generally
have already degraded conditions
that warrant active restoration.
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How Are Conservation Watershed Networks Selected?

There is relatively little direction for selecting conservation watersheds, and the limited
direction that exists differs between the Interior Columbia Basin Strategy and the Rise to
the Future Strategy. The Interior Columbia Basin Strategy describes the intent of
conservation watersheds as follows:

“Plans should identify watersheds...to be managed to emphasize protection of
populations of listed and proposed aquatic species and narrow endemics. The
intent is to identify habitat networks of existing strongholds with robust populations
and high-quality habitat that will support expansion and recolonization to adjacent
watersheds.” '

In contrast, the Rise to the Future Strategy identifies that social and economic values
should be considered when selecting conservation watersheds, not just ecological values
(Figure 3). In 2022, a subcommittee of the Rise to the Future Strategy developed national
guidelines for identification of conservation watersheds. This national guidance includes a
list of recommended data sources, such as recreational use/valuation data and USDA
Forest Service National Forests to Faucets data on municipal watersheds. These types of
socioeconomic criteria do not factor into the selection process under the Interior Columbia
Basin Strategy. The number of conservation watersheds also vary dramatically across
processes — forests in the Interior Columbia Basin often have dozens, while the Rise to the
Future Strategy envisions only one or two per forest or grassland.

Page 5 of 9



Conservation Watersheds
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Figure 3 This diagram illustrates the overlap and differences between conservation watersheds as they are
conceived in the Interior Columbia Basin Strategy (2014) versus the USDA Rise to the Future Strategy (2017).

In 2016, the Washington office sent a memo to regional foresters providing clarification on
conservation watersheds in land management plans. This memo noted, “The term
‘Conservation Watersheds’ has not been established in regulation or policy and will be
defined in an update to the FSH 1909.12 at the earliest opportunity.” FSH 1909.12 has not
yet been updated to provide clarification on conservation watersheds. Goal 5 in the Rise to
the Future Strategy is to “Develop criteria for identifying conservation watersheds for fish
and aquatic species on national forests and grasslands. Select conservation watershed by
2020.” These designations have not yet been made by most units due to capacity
constraints.

Considerations For Future Management

River systems are naturally dynamic and driven by episodic disturbances like wildfires and
landslides. To help species persist within this natural dynamism, a conservation watershed
network protects entire river systems in addition to more narrow, riparian buffer zones. This
landscape-scale connectivity provides resilience — for example, when a fire impacts a
specific watershed, an interconnected network of quality habitat allows fish and other
species to move and repopulate.’™

Because of the current lack of direction to direct designation of conservation watersheds,
their value in a land management plan can range from minimally useful to highly protective
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(Figure 4). From an advocacy perspective, they offer the opportunity to establish a network
of high-value habitats, managed in a protective and restorative manner that affords multi-

species benefits.
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Examples of Conservation Watersheds in Forest Plans

DESTEGCRLL LI The conservation watershed network contains functionally intact watersheds that are capable of
responding to disturbance. At any point in time, some watersheds in the network will have high
quality water and habitat and provide source populations of native fish, and other native organisms,
to recolonize recovering habitat elsewhere in the network.

Objective Reduce sediment production on five to eight miles of National Forest System roads, per year, within
the conservation watershed network by enhancing the roadway drainage erosion control
mechanisms.

To reduce the likelihood of sediment input to streams and retain or improve high quality habitat in
the conservation watershed network, netincreases (measured from beginning to end of each
project) in number of stream crossings and road lengths should be avoided in riparian management
zones, unless the netincrease would improve ecological function in aquatic ecosystems.

h recover threatened and endangered species.

DESET LT [T B Conservation Watershed Networks have functionally intact ecosystems that provide high -quality
water and contribute to and enhance the conservation of aquatic species of conservation concern
and recovery of threatened or endangered fish species.

DESE LT[ Ml Streams within the Conservation Watershed Network provide habitat that supports robust native fish
populations, which can expand to and recolonize adjacent unoccupied habitats. These areas
conserve key demographic processes likely to influence the sustainability of aquatic species.

Roads inthe Conservation Watershed Network present minimal risk to aguatic resources.

Objective Conservation Watershed Networks are the highest priority for restoration actions for native fish and
other aquatic species. Assess 500 miles of roads every 5 years to identify those roads, regardless of
maintenance level, that may negatively impact streams, such as contributing excessive sediment or

altering riparian areas or floodplains.

Objective Stormproof 15 percent of roads in Conservation Watershed Network prioritized for restoration every 5
years as funding allows to benefit threatened and endangered aquatic species. Emphasize roads with

greatest risk of erosion and road prism failure, including maintenance level 1 and 2 roads.

Standard In Conservation Network watersheds not meeting aquatic and riparian desired conditions, activities
shall be designed and implemented in a manner that supports and contributes towards the recovery
of federally listed species and the achievement of these desired conditions and does not retard them
when evaluated at the HUC12 subwatershed scale. Short-term adverse effects from project activities
may occur when they support the long -term recovery of aquatic and riparian desired conditions and

federally listed species.

Nez Perce-Clearwater National Forest Plan (2025

The Nez Perce-Clearwater works with the Nez Perce Tribe, State of Idaho, National Marine Fisheries
Service, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and other governmental organizations to plan and implement
projects that contribute to recovery goals for aquatic species listed under the Endangered Species
Act and their designated critical habitat, such that protective measures under the Act are no longer
necessary.

The Nez Perce-Clearwater partners with federal agencies, including Section 7 consultation, as
required; state agencies; tribes; counties; interested groups; and interested private landowners to

Figure 4 Examples of plan components for conservation watershed networks in recent land management
plans, showing the varied levels of protectiveness across plans.

For more information, contact Defenders of Wildlife’s Senior Policy and Planning Specialist
(Forest Service) Keats Conley | kconley@defenders.org
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