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Good morning everyone! I work for the Arizona Fish and Wildlife Conservation Office in Whiteriver, Arizona and work with the White Mountain Apache Tribe, Arizona Game and Fish Department, Trout Unlimited, and others on Apache Trout recovery among other duties. Today I will be talking about Apache Trout, covering delisting due to recovery, post-delisting monitoring, and a look ahead focusing on how the conservation approach for this fish is changing. 



Delisting

• Gabion barriers

• Translocation

• Chemical treatment—eradication 
Mechanical removal—suppression

• Ungulate exclusion
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Apache Trout were officially delisted due to recovery last September, making it the first sportfish to achieve delisting, after over 50 years of recovery work by a committed group of partners. As Interior Secretary Haaland said in September, the recovery of Apache Trout “reminds us of the transformational power that collaborative conservation efforts grounded in indigenous knowledge can have on fish and wildlife”. This is a story of perseverance that demonstrates that when you steadfastly refuse to quit, you rapidly narrow your options to only succeeding. But steadfastly refusing to quit doesn’t mean that you don’t adapt. And I want to focus some of our time today on our efforts to transition from a focus on battling invasive salmonids and establishing new populations to focusing our increasingly limited resources on improving resilience of protected habitats and populations.Management actions that allowed for recovery include isolating populations with gabion barriers, establishing replicate populations, suppression and eradication of invasive salmonids with chemical treatments and mechanical removal, and ungulate exclusion from sensitive habitats. 



Change is SCARY!
• Criticisms

• Need ESA safeguards
• Grazing
• Fires
• Nonnative trout
• Climate change
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The vast majority of people and stakeholder groups were supportive of delisting Apache Trout, but not everyone. Some the criticism we heard include: “There’s been good progress toward bringing Apache Trout back from the brink of extinction, but it’s way too soon to strip protections for these remarkable fish.”  “Their habitat has been hammered by grazing and fires, and they won’t survive without the Endangered Species Act’s safeguards. Non-native trout and growing dangers from climate change also jeopardize the trout’s survival.” “Delisting the Apache Trout is premature and reckless, the species faces numerous existential threats including climate change, isolation in small and non-sustainable population clusters, habitat destruction by cows and feral horses, harm from nonnative trout and empty promises of protection by federal agencies with pitiful track records.”“This is not an endangered species that has recovered, we will just be back needing to relist them within the foreseeable future.”“The reason that they’re being delisted is because it’s the policy of the Arizona Game and Fish Department to remove as much federal protection from Arizona’s native species and Arizona’s imperiled native species as possible,” he said. “The (U.S.) Fish and Wildlife Service goes along with this policy by rubber stamping whatever Arizona Game and Fish Department wants.”If I was having a conversation with the originator of those comments, I’d first ask what protections are going away? Most of the populations and habitat extent occurs on tribal lands and exactly zero things are going to change there: the watersheds and populations will remain protected as they have been during recovery, which most would argue seems to have helped. Similarly, AZGFD will continue to work with the U.S. Forest Service on National Forest lands to protect and improve habitat and only allow catch-and-release angling in populations that are robust, just like they have during the recovery period, which again…many would argue seems to have worked out pretty well.Grazing just isn’t the concern that some people think it is. I’m not saying that we aren’t concerned about grazing at all. YES, there are riparian areas on recovery streams that have been impacted by grazing, but grazing along recovery streams is well managed. And recovery streams with legacy grazing impacts have been or are being addressed through habitat restoration projects. And we could and would do more of that if we were given the financial resources and public support to do so. Regardless of any of that, **ADVANCE SLIDE** grazing is the 14th ranked Threat Factor identified by the Apache Trout Species Status Assessment Core Team. On the other hand, we all agree that nonnative trout, climate change, and wildfire are all significant threats that deserve our attention well into the future. Which is why we identified Apache Trout as CONSERVATION RELIANT, and why we developed and signed the Apache Trout Cooperative Management Plan in 2021 to commit to continuing the actions, at the same level of effort, that brought us from THREATENED to RECOVERED. These things are why we are 2 years into establishing a new recovery population, why we’re working together to implement over $7M worth of habitat restoration, fish passage, and nonnative trout management projects. Regarding our pitiful track record, Recovery Partners have a lot of recent accomplishments to be proud of. Brown Trout have been eradicated from Aspen, Flash, and Paradise creeks in the last 3 years using mechanical removal techniques (which are almost unheard-of accomplishments for the technique), we decommissioned a road and removed two perched culverts to restore fish passage to the headwaters of Thompson Creek, and replaced a conservation barrier in Big Bonito Creek last year. And we’re working on replacing the conservation barriers protecting Aspen, Crooked, and Flash creeks this year as well as completing at least two more fish passage improvement projects. All told, we expect to finish dozens of projects before 2030 that will remove eight no-longer-necessary conservation barriers and either remove or replace 13 culvert crossings to improve aquatic organism passage, replace 9 conservation barriers that can withstand wildfire debris flows and secure these populations from reinvasion of nonnative trout, and restore over 1,200 acres of wet meadow habitat to increase climate resiliency. We will also continue to work towards eradicating nonnative trout from several additional streams during that time and into the future until we complete that work everywhere it is needed. Incidentally, I’m thinking of calling this suite of projects Project 2030, but I need to check to see if that name has been copyrighted. Now, I’m aware that there are probably people in this room that don’t like to hear about nonnative trout eradication. To them in particular I have a message:The single biggest threat to native trout in the world are nonnative trout. If you have any interest in there being native trout, you need to seriously consider getting on board with eradicating them where they don’t belong, which is a pretty short list. In Arizona, whether on tribal lands or on state and federally managed lands, the vast majority of waters are managed for nonnative species sportfishing. For example, AZGFD has a Coldwater Sportfisheries Strategic Vision Document that provides information about current management approaches on the lands where they are responsible for fisheries management and provides statistics for putting my statement into perspective. That document indicates that there are nearly 350 miles of streams specifically managed for Brown Trout and more than 250 miles managed for Rainbow Trout fishing. On the other hand, only about 40 miles are currently managed for Apache Trout recovery purposes. It seems to me, and I hope you agree, that there are plenty of opportunities for nonnative trout and their enthusiasts and that we should be able to carve out a small fraction of those miles where our native trout can thrive. I hope you’ll all consider being even more supportive of native fish management teams when they need such support for projects to eradicate or otherwise manage nonnative fish impacts in Arizona.�



Delisting

• Invasive salmonid management
• Establishing new populations
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We expect to always need to manage nonnative salmonids and maintain certain conservation barriers and will continue to take advantage of opportunities to establish new Apache Trout populations, but we’re transitioning to constructing more durable and effective conservation barriers so that one day we can minimize investments in nonnative trout suppression and eradication and instead focus on habitat restoration or other species. In the meantime, we’re also working on creating larger and more connected populations by removing conservation barriers that are no longer needed, improving fish passage at road crossings, and restoring sensitive habitats to increase habitat and population resiliency.In addition to prior and continued support from various National Fish and Wildlife Foundation initiatives and USFWS programs, recent funding from the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs and Inflation Reduction acts is providing critical resources for our office and partners to complete monitoring and nonnative trout eradication projects, replace critical conservation barriers, restore degraded sensitive habitats, improve fish passage, and secure recovery habitats for many decades to come. These efforts, and many others, are part of a coordinated effort to build resiliency in fish populations and their ecosystems in the White Mountains, including several expanded metapopulations, as we transition from focusing on attaining recovery to maintaining it in an increasingly dynamic future. And we monitor populations to evaluate population trends as well as how populations respond to management actions. 



Post-Delisting Monitoring

• WMATGFD, AZGFD, AZFWCO, Trout 
Unlimited, USFS

• Backpack electrofishing
• 3-pass depletion sampling
• 20% of habitat

• Updated in 2024
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Over time, Apache Trout populations were monitored in different locations, by different agencies, using different methods. There was a renewed effort about a decade ago to revise and standardize monitoring protocols across the range of Apache Trout. Recovery partners determined that the objectives of this monitoring plan would include precisely estimating adult abundance, population distribution, and recruitment, and detecting nonnative salmonid presence every 5 years or sooner. The plan directs using backpack electrofishing techniques to intensively sample about 20% of the occupied extent in each recovery stream. The plan was first implemented in 2016 to gauge its feasibility before being finalized the next year. The monitoring plan was then updated last year primarily to provide guidance for special circumstances, more explicit guidance on sample size requirements, and incorporation of a specific method for establishing electrofishing settings. Incidentally, WMATGFD staff, supported by my office, needs to sample an average of 113 100-m reaches each year for these surveys in order to meet the goals of the monitoring protocol. 



Challenging Future
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Challenges posed by wildfires and nonnative trout management delayed recovery, but all recovery partners steadfastly continued to work together towards recovery and long-term conservation of this iconic species.Recovery of the Apache Trout clearly demonstrates the awesome power that collaborative conservation efforts can have. Recovery partners have all committed to continue efforts to enhance existing population and habitat resiliency through implementation of the Apache Trout Cooperative Management Plan to ensure that Apache Trout enhance not only our lives, but the lives of generations yet to be born.My request to all of you today is that you consider increasing your support for the management actions necessary to help all native and wild trout thrive in an increasingly challenging future. That might involve voicing support for management actions at public meetings and to your representatives, advocating for congressional funding for outdoor recreation and conservation initiatives, local fundraising for specific projects, or recruitment of others. And it certainly involves continued and increasing support for youth fishing and outdoor education initiatives.
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I’m happy to take any easy questions now.
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