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Briefing Paper 
 

South Fork Flathead Watershed Cutthroat Trout Conservation Program 
 
Proposed Action:  Eliminate non-native trout from headwater lakes in the South Fork 
Flathead watershed.  These non-native trout threaten genetically pure stocks of 
westslope cutthroat trout present in the lower watershed. 
 
Current Status:  BPA staff is working with Montana Department of Fish Wildlife and 
Parks and U.S. Forest Service staffs to prepare an Environmental Assessment (EA) for 
National Environmental Policy Act compliance and a Biological Assessment (BA) for 
Endangered Species Act compliance for the proposal.  Scoping revealed some 
opposition to the proposal from the public. 
 
Background:  The South Fork Flathead River, above Hungry Horse Dam, contains 
one of the largest intact populations of native westslope cutthroat trout in the nation.  
However, non-native (exotic) fish populations dominate numerous high mountain 
lakes that drain through streams into the South Fork. These non-native fish have 
severely reduced or eliminated native westslope cutthroat trout populations in those 
lakes and headwater streams.  They threaten to enter the lower watershed and compete 
and/or interbreed with the westslope cutthroat trout populations there.  
  
The proposed action is part of the Hungry Horse Mitigation Plan, approved by the 
Council in 1991, under which BPA is to fund actions to increase the numbers of 
westslope cutthroat trout in the Flathead Basin annually.  To that end, the Montana 
Department of Fish, Wildlife, and Parks (MFWP) proposes (with BPA funding) to 
remove all fish from selected lakes in the Flathead National Forest and the Bob 
Marshall and Great Bear Wilderness Areas.  Rotenone, a fish-killing piscicide, is 
proposed as the chemical to remove these fish; it would be either packed in on mules 
or flown in by helicopter, as will the licensed applicators and equipment needed to 
apply the rotenone.  Fisheries staffs have used rotenone for over 50 years to kill 
unwanted fish. It affects only gill-breathing animals.  MFWP plans to treat two or 
three lakes per year for a total of 24 lakes in the next 10 years.  They will restock the 
lakes with the native pure strain westslope cutthroat trout in order to establish 
genetically pure populations in sufficient quantities to dominate any remaining hybrid 
fish in the headwater streams. 
  
Key messages 
 
• The westslope cutthroat has been petitioned for listing under the Endangered 

Species Act.  This program is one of several that the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service relied upon to make its decision not to list the species.  If it is not 
implemented, the chances that the species will be listed will increase.  

• We are still in the process of preparing the EA.  We will carefully consider the 
effects of the actions and public comment on the EA and make a determination at 



 03/12/2002 

that time whether we can prepare a Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI) or 
whether we need to prepare an EIS. 

 
Key Issues 
•        The use of rotenone in mountain lakes  
•        The use of helicopters in wilderness areas (decision on this is made by U.S. Forest 
Service) 
• Economic impacts for outfitters and guides due to lakes being unavailable for use 

for a period of 1 to 3 years.  
  
Next Steps 
• Coordinate with MFWP on release and comment coordination strategies for the 

preliminary EA. 
• Complete preliminary EA in April and submit it to the public for review and 

comment.   
• Evaluate comments, finalize EA and prepare FONSI, if warranted, or EIS if not.  
  

 


