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Tricia O'Connor 

Forest Supervisor 
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Dear Ms. O'Connor, 

 

The staff of the Wyoming Game and Fish Department (Department) has reviewed the scoping 

notice for the New Fork Lake Dam Project located in Sublette County. We offer the following 

comments for your consideration.  

 

Terrestrial Considerations: 

 

Sage-Grouse 

 

Generally, the New Fork Lakes and the dam are located outside of sage-grouse core area and are 

greater than two miles from any known occupied leks. Project reports conducted on behalf of the 

Wyoming Water Development Commission indicate that some of the project-related activities 

could occur in sage-grouse core area, specifically roads used for access, borrow pits, etc. The 

Environmental Assessment (EA) should reference Governor Gordon’s State of Wyoming 
Executive Order for Greater Sage-Grouse Core Area Protection 2019-3 as the most current 

executive order to comply with.  

 

Big Game 

 

The project area is located within moose crucial winter-yearlong range. We recommend avoiding 

project development and construction activities from November 15 to April 30 to minimize 

impacts on wintering moose. Additionally, Governor Gordon issued Executive Order 2020-1 

Wyoming Mule Deer and Antelope Migration Corridor Protection on February 13, 2020. The 

project area is located in the Sublette Mule Deer Migration Corridor and is within an identified 
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bottleneck. Project plans and activities on State and Federal lands should comply with avoidance 

and minimization measures identified in this executive order. 

 

Aquatic Considerations:  

 

New Fork Lake (upper and lower lakes) is a popular recreational fishery and important to the 

Department’s statewide Kokanee program.  The primary species targeted by anglers include Lake 

Trout, Kokanee Salmon, and Rainbow Trout. Mountain Whitefish, a native game fish species, are 

present in the lake but typically not targeted by anglers.  Rainbow Trout and Kokanee Salmon are 

the only two species stocked in the lake.  Lake Trout, Mountain Whitefish, and Brook Trout are 

naturalized populations. While most anglers target Lake Trout and Kokanee Salmon from a boat, 

shore anglers are successful at catching Rainbow Trout.    

 

There are three fish species that are native to New Fork Lake (Flannelmouth Sucker, Mountain 

Whitefish, and Roundtail Chub) that are considered Species of Greatest Conservation Need 

(SGCN) in Wyoming’s 2017 State Wildlife Action Plan (SWAP).  Both Flannelmouth Sucker and 

Roundtail Chub are listed as Native Species Status (NSS) 1 species, meaning their habitat and 

populations are imperiled.  Flannelmouth Suckers are now mostly hybridized with the nonnative 

White Sucker. Roundtail Chub are still present in New Fork Lake, and this population has been 

identified in the 2017 SWAP.   

 

New Fork Lake (lower and upper), as mentioned above, is an important statewide brood source 

for Kokanee in Wyoming. In recent years, achieving management targets has been challenging 

with the existing conditions of the lake. This constant fluctuation in the Kokanee survival has led 

the Department to fund a graduate research project to study the existing factors that are affecting 

the survival of Kokanee. The project will be completed by the University of Wyoming with field 

work covering two complete open water seasons (2021 and 2022). This study requires a near 

normal pool (i.e., existing operation) and boating access through the 2022 open water season to 

the lower and upper lakes.  Results from this research project will provide the Department with a 

better understanding of the cause of mortality for Kokanee, as well as a better understanding of 

how to maximize Kokanee in the existing condition of the lakes. The scoping statement indicates 

that dam modification would begin in 2022 or 2023.  Implementation of the dam modifications in 

2022 will impact this research project, and therefore the Department requests the project be held 

off until 2023.     

 

The following aquatic and fisheries issues and concerns associated with the implementation of this 

project and the operation of the dam as proposed should be analyzed in the National Environmental 

Policy Act (NEPA) document: 
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Habitat 

 

Impacts to Forested Hillslopes: Currently there are some substantial landslides located on the 

eastern shore of New Fork Lake.  These landslides are likely induced by instability in lake level 

preventing vegetation from establishing. With the proposed increase in fluctuation, this problem 

may be exacerbated. The steep slopes and greater and more frequent fluctuations may result in 

land and sediment loss. 

 

River Morphology Data: High fluctuations or an extreme burst of energy released from the lake as 

a result of proposed dam operations may result in the loss or destabilization of stream banks. We 

recommend data be collected that documents the existing riverine habitat during the current 

operation of the dam. Additionally, data should be collected with any change in operation of the 

dam to determine whether there is a gain or loss of habitat and during which months.  

 

Littoral Habitat: For a complete analysis of the impacts to shoreline habitat, a detailed littoral 

habitat analysis should occur at current water levels and at the proposed water levels during the 

fall. We recommend the report include a bathymetric map of the entire lake to show the extent of 

loss of this important habitat. Reservoirs that fluctuate a lot have poor recruitment and generally 

marginal fisheries. Depending on how the dam is operated, this is a potential consequence of this 

project on the lake's fisheries. 

 

Lake Habitat Fluctuations: Reservoirs that have extreme fluctuations rarely support a high quality 

fishery. Highly fluctuating lakes are low in forage food, plankton, spawning habitat for shore 

spawning fish, and have low spawning success. 

 

Riverine Habitat and Fluctuations:  Brown Trout are a popular fishery throughout the entire New 

Fork River. Brown Trout spawn in the fall, and therefore fluctuations in flows during September 

through November will likely affect Brown Trout reproduction, spawning, incubation, and 

emergence. The New Fork River is dependent on natural reproduction for all sport fish present 

(Brown Trout, Brook Trout, Rainbow Trout, Mountain Whitefish), and impacts to the natural 

reproduction of these species will likely decrease the quality of this popular fishery.  The operation 

of the dam will affect the entire length of the New Fork River fishery. Different species and 

different life stages within a species often react differently to various flow scenarios.  A detailed 

study using Physical Habitat Simulation (PHABSIM) or other quantitative methods should be 

completed in order to assess how fish populations will respond to changes in flow in each of the 

reaches identified based off the proposed operation of the dam.   

 

Minimum Flow:  It is important to maintain a constant flow during the fall spawning and 

incubation season.  It has been clearly documented how improved water management of Fremont 

Lake and Pine Creek increase the trout population in Pine Creek. We recommend a minimum flow 

in the New Fork River be established, particularly during the critical winter months. 
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Species Specific 

 

Lake Trout:  Lake Trout spawn in the fall, late September to November. Overall, fluctuations and 

draw down in the fall, when Lake Trout are spawning, will have a negative effect on the survival 

of this species. Additional draw down after spawning will leave eggs and larval high and dry.  For 

a complete analysis of the impacts to Lake Trout, detailed littoral habitat analyses should occur at 

current water levels and at the proposed water levels during the fall. We recommend the report 

include a bathymetric map of the entire lake to show the extent of loss of this important habitat. 

 

Roundtail Chub: Roundtail Chub is a SGCN identified in 2017 SWAP.  Populations of Roundtail 

Chub are rare throughout their historic range, including those in Wyoming.  They are considered 

imperiled due to limited distribution and declines in numbers. This species has been proposed for 

listing and is considered a sensitive species for Federal and State agencies. All populations of 

Roundtail Chub in the Finger Lakes are a priority to the Department and their habitats and 

populations should be protected.  Roundtail Chub spawn in the spring, and it is critical they have 

shallow rocky habitats to spawn and rear young of year offspring. This habitat is also necessary 

year round to avoid predation and find forage. 

 

Kokanee: Kokanee are a popular recreational fishery in New Fork Lake and is the Department’s 

statewide brood source.  New Fork Lake Kokanee have been an important brood source for the 

State of Wyoming for 30+ years. On average, the Department collects about 400,000 eggs to assist 

with meeting the statewide fish stocking needs for Wyoming anglers.  Kokanee spawning starts 

late August and runs through the month of September. The scoping notice indicates that New Fork 

Lake will be at its lowest during these two months, which are the critical months Kokanee are 

spawning.  Lowering the lake will result in a shallow, undefined channel near the inlet of the upper 

lake.  A shallow undefined mud flat will hinder Kokanee ability to hone into the stream and will 

make Kokanee more susceptible to predation. The Department’s spawning trap is located 

approximately 815 feet upstream in the inlet during low water years.  Additional draw down of the 

reservoir may hinder the Department’s ability to find ample room and water depth to run the trap, 

as well as have holding capacity for trapped fish.  In order to maintain the Department’s spawning 
operation, Department personnel camp at the Narrows Campground. Access through the Narrows 

is important for hauling spawning trap gear to the site, for trap installation and maintenance, to 

deliver eggs collected to the boat ramp, and to stock Kokanee annually near the inlet of the upper 

lake.  To date, Department personnel have been able to navigate the Narrows.  However, in order 

to do so with the proposed operational plan, the Narrows will need to be dredged as is proposed.  

We recommend analyzing an alternative operational plan that would avoid impacts to the Kokanee 

fishery.  

  

Zooplankton and Native Nongame and Sport Fish:  Zooplankton is an important food source to 

the nongame and sport fish in New Fork Lake.  Fluctuating water levels will likely affect the 

zooplankton and phytoplankton, thus reducing food supplies for adult and larval fish present in the 
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lake. While some fish will prey on plankton occasionally, species such as Kokanee are solely 

dependent on zooplankton throughout their lives.  

 

Recreation 

 

Narrows, Boat Ramps, and Dock:  Impacts to boat ramps have been identified in the scoping 

statement and mitigation has been developed. The dock may also need to be modified to 

accommodate the low water level. Access to the Narrows and dredging of the lake may have 

unintentional consequences to these access facilities. These potential impacts should be identified 

and addressed in the NEPA document prior to implementation. 

 

The Department recommends the Forest Service analyze the maintenance of the existing dam 

structure and outlet area so it meets the current regulations and standards of the State’s Safety and 

Dams Program.  In order to decrease or eliminate the environmental, recreational, and fishery 

impacts, the operation of the dam should remain similar to its existing operational plan. If 

operational changes will occur, stakeholders affected by changes in operations should work 

together to develop a working operational plan that is beneficial or at least not harmful for 

irrigators, the recreational users, and the aquatic resources. New Fork Lake is an important 

recreational fishery to this community. We recommend the Forest Service takes steps to engage 

all stakeholders in the NEPA process and in the ongoing development and future implementation 

of this project.   

 

Thank you for the opportunity to comment. If you have any questions or concerns please contact 

Luke Schultz, Aquatic Habitat Biologist, or Pete Cavalli, Fisheries Biologist, at 307-367-4352. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 
 

Amanda Withroder 

Habitat Protection Supervisor 

 

AW/hs 

 

cc: U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

 Hilda Sexauer, Wyoming Game and Fish Department 

 Pete Cavalli, Wyoming Game and Fish Department 

 Luke Schultz, Wyoming Game and Fish Department 
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 Paul Dey, Wyoming Game and Fish Department 

 Lara Gertsch, Wyoming Game and Fish Department 

 Jill Randall, Wyoming Game and Fish Department 

 Brandon Scurlock, Wyoming Game and Fish Department 

 Andrew Linch, Wyoming Water Development Office 

 Chris Wichmann, Wyoming Department of Agriculture 


