
PPL MONTANA, LLC 
THOMPSON FALLS UPSTREAM FISH LADDER PROJECT 

TECHNICAL ADVISORY COMMITTEE MEETING 
September 9, 2010 @ 10:00 AM – 3:00 PM 

Whitefish Credit Union, Thompson Falls, Montana 
 
PPL Montana, LLC held the Thompson Falls Technical Advisory Committee (TAC) on September 
9, 2010 at the Whitefish Credit Union in Thompson Falls.  The meeting started at 10:00 AM and 
was adjourned at 3:00 PM.  
 
MEETING ATTENDEES 
 

Name Agency Email  Phone 
Brent Mabbott PPL Montana, LLC lbmabbott@pplweb.com 533-3447 
Frank Pickett PPL Montana, LLC fjpickett@pplweb.com 533-3445 
Jon Jourdonnais PPL Montana, LLC jhjourdonnais@pplweb.com 533-3443 
Noel Jacobson PPL Montana, LLC njacobson@pplweb.com 533-3180 
Andy Welch MDEQ awelch@mt.gov 444-9897 
Wade Fredenberg USFWS Wade_fredenberg@fws.gov 758-6872 
Jon Hanson MFWP jonhanson@mt.gov 827-9320 
Jay Stuckey MFWP jstuckey@mt.gov 827-9205 
Harvey Carlsmith MFWP    
Craig Barfoot CSKT craigb@cskt.org 883-2888 
Ginger Gillin GEI Consultants ggillin@geiconsultants.com 916-662-6233 
Kristi Webb Morrison-Maierle, Inc. kwebb@m-m.net 542-8880 
Erik Nyquist Morrison-Maierle, Inc. enyquist@m-m.net 922-6847 

 

Meeting Objective 
The goal of the meeting was to review the draft Fish Passage Evaluation Plan, review the draft 
Fishway Operating Manual, discuss and review the proposed 2011 study plan for Thompson Falls 
Reservoir Monitoring; discuss and review the 2010 Total Dissolved Gas (TDG) Report, and 
schedule the next TAC meeting for January/February 2011.    

Ladder Construction Update 
The fish ladder dedication was held on September 8, 2010 and there were approximately 70 to 80 
people present.  The fish ladder was watered up for the event.   
 
Construction activities that still need to be completed include:  walkways along ladder, the work 
station, installation of the anesthetizing tank, and installation of the V-trap.  Anticipated schedule 
for COP’s removal of the temporary work bridge is the week of September 20th.   
 
PPL Montana will be watering the ladder up intermittently for the next 2 weeks to test the facility.  
GEI (Chad and Steve) will be with PPL Montana (Blaine Hildreth) to test facility.  GEI will 
coordinate with Noel to schedule testing time (likely be the last week in September).  GEI and PPL 
Montana testing will take about 3 days.  MFWP (Jon Hanson and Jay Stuckey) will also be present. 
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Once testing of the fish ladder is complete, Brent would like to run the ladder for about 3 weeks in 
the fall (October 2011) to make sure everything is ready and runs for next spring (2011).  Then PPL 
Montana will need to winterize the ladder this fall prior to the cold weather and freezing.  PPL 
Montana needs to evaluate the potential need for aerators or ways to protect facility from freezing 
and damage.   

Draft Fish Passage Evaluation Plan 
TAC comments should be sent to Ginger Gillin by September 24, 2010. 
 
REVIEW OF THE DRAFT FISH PASSAGE PLAN 
Objectives of the passage plan:   

• Assess the effectiveness of the upstream fish ladder to pass bull trout. 
• Determine the optimal operational procedures to achieve the highest efficiency for upstream 

bull trout passage. 
• Assess the potential length of delay for upstream bull trout passage and devise strategies to 

minimize. 
• Assess the amount of fallback. 

 
Fish Passage: 

• MFWP recommends only native species to be passed over Thompson Falls Dam. 
• Pass – all native species (bull trout, westslope cutthroat trout, suckers). 

o WCT – visual observation include red slash and spotting pattern and if in doubt, no 
passage. 

o Avista has established criteria to identify WCT (97-98% accuracy). 
• No pass – all non-native species (e.g., brown trout, rainbow trout, northern pike, walleye, 

lake trout, brook trout). 
o Concerns of disease. 
o MFWP collecting data to evaluate whirling disease in Thompson River drainage.   
o Guidance for undesirable species: Released alive?  Yes (Jon Hanson) until further 

information is available. 
• Impacts surrogate species and studies – Rainbow or other non-native salmonids only used to 

evaluate up to fish ladder, but no passage. 
• PPL Montana will need to develop a plan to return fish back to tailrace (return loop). 

o GEI – Chad and Steve develop return loop options in September during testing visit. 
• MFWP:  Jon Hanson will work with Bruce Rich to see if a decision can be made regarding 

nonnative salmonids passage at facility by spring 2010 (March).   
• PPL Montana and USFWS requested a written statement from MFWP regarding official 

guidelines for passage of species and non-passage of species. 
 
Genetics & Transporting Bull Trout: 

• Avista presented a question regarding bull trout collected by Avista at Cabinet Gorge Dam 
and genetically assigned to Region 4.   

o Should genetically assigned Region 4 bull trout be transported upstream to Region 4 
or transported to Region 3 (Noxon Reservoir near Vermilion Bay)? 

 If Region 4 fish are transported to Region 3, then they can be monitored to 
see how they approach Thompson Falls ladder. 



Thompson Falls TAC Subcommittee Meeting 
September 9, 2010 

 

3 
 

• Avista presented some general information about bull trout to be considered in the decision 
making process: 

o Is USFWS concerned about Vermilion or Bull River bull trout moving over 
Thompson Falls dam? 

o Early in the season, bull trout move a lot. 
o Are there concerns regarding bull trout exposure to turbine passage if bull trout move 

upstream of Thompson Falls Dam and then fallback? 
o Mortality for transport of bull trout is higher earlier in the year than later in the year. 
o Avista has 10 years of data with over 300 adult bull trout. 

• USFWS did not have a definitive answer at this meeting but will provide guidance on how 
to address Region 4 bull trout collected by Avista at Cabinet Gorge Dam. 

o An option may include having bull trout released in Noxon (Vermilion Bay) and then 
adaptively manage after a couple years of operating the fish ladder and determine if 
any of the above items become issues. 

 
Fish Collection Datasheet:  

• Add temperature to biological datasheet. 
o Real time digital temperature collection at ladder holding tank. 

• Set up data entry sheet (hard copy) for use in field.  
• Add data sheet for Hobo data collection. 
• Add data sheet for Operations data (GEI to prepare with SOP). 
• Add data sheet for Weather data. 
• Add data sheet for Flow data (USGS/SCADA). 
• In the 2010 Annual Plan, details regarding biological and operational data collection will be 

specified.   
 
Tagging and Marking Fish: 

• Remove adipose clip to bull trout as secondary mark to bull trout. 
• 2 numbers on new PIT tags.   

o 15-digit code by hand reader.  
o 12-digit code with antennas.  
o MFWP has conversion excel sheet.  
o Need to have fish database link 15-digit code to 12-digit code.  

• PPL Montana will PIT tag numerous fish species to study movement up ladder. 
• VIE tags will be used to study fallback. 

 
Seasonal operations: 

• Spring, summer, fall (no winter). 
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PROPOSED STUDIES IN THE FISH PASSAGE PLAN 
 
Effectiveness of the Ladder 

Weir vs. Orifice Study 
• Alternate operations on weekly basis. 

o When altering from orifice to weir, the ladder may have to be shut down. 
o At weirs 23 and 27-28, orifice is up 9 inches from bottom for PIT tags. 
o 1, 2, 7, 8, 23 weirs are fairly accessible for change. 
o Took approximately 30 minutes to drain and alternate from orifice to weir. 
o Assume the draining process not required from weir to orifice.  However, the process 

is unknown until further testing is complete. 
o Lower 6 weirs only run in weir mode. 

Attractant Flow Study 
• Manipulation of the auxiliary water system (AWS) to determine how much attractant flow is 

needed to attract fish to ladder under various flow regimes and conditions. 
 
Assess the Length of Delay 
 
Assess Fallback 

• Question:  How many times will USFWS allow bull trout to fallback (Thompson Falls 
Dam)?  What is USFWS position or recommendation for this potential situation? 

• USFWS to identify Service’s approach to fallback issues for bull trout, if they occur.   
o Goal is to minimize handling and let bull trout fallback a few times  
o USFWS will provide management decision.  

 
GENERAL COMMENTS 

• Annual work plans – request that plans are determined by November/December prior to 
filing of the Annual Report on April 1.  This will allow adequate time to plan and schedule 
resources for the following year. 

Draft Fishway Operations Manual 

• Plan is not complete and will be completed once Chad and Steve test ladder facility in late- 
September.  GEI will submit a second draft to TAC for final review by November 1, 2010.   

• In the event that changes are made to the operations manual, the entire document will be 
revised and distributed to TAC.  This will keep all the parts of pieces of the document in one 
single manual.  There is no requirement to submit revisions to FERC.  TAC may elect to file 
updated version with the Annual Plan as an Appendix.   

• PPL Montana requested to have all valves labeled on site. 
• Comment regarding draft: Text is “dense” and hard to implement in field.   
• Comment:  Add datasheet in manual that identifies operation documentation and variables to 

be collected in the field. 
• Final draft must be reviewed and approved by USFWS. 
• Deadline to submit final manual to FERC is December 31, 2010. 
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5Year Reservoir Monitoring Plan 

• Approved by USFWS and filed with FERC on June 22, 2010. 
• FERC approval pending. 

Annual Work Plan (5year Plan) for Thompson Falls Reservoir  
Brent Mabbott presented the proposed annual work plan for Thompson Falls Reservoir for 2011 
through 2015.  The proposed annual work plan is provided in Appendix A of this document. 
 
The annual work plan provides a detailed summary of activities that are in support of the objectives 
developed and submitted in the 5-Year Reservoir Monitoring Plan.  The annual work plan will be 
discussed and reviewed in detail during the next TAC meeting in 2011.    

Annual Work Plan for Thompson River Drainage 
Jon Hanson presented a summary of 2010 activities and proposed 2011 objectives for the 
Thompson River Drainage.  The summary of 2010 activities and proposal for 2011 is provided in 
Appendix B of this document. 

2010 Total Dissolved Gas (TDG) Report 
Ginger Gillin presented a PowerPoint summarizing TDG data collected through 2010.  A draft 
report was submitted to TAC and comments are due back to Ginger Gillin by October 8, 2010.  The 
finalized TDG report will be submitted to MDEQ by the end of 2010.  The TDG report is not 
required to be submitted to FERC. 

2011 Funding Proposals 

• 2011 funding proposals are due 2 weeks prior to January 26, 2011 TAC meeting (January 
12, 2011). 

• PPL Montana will also need a summary of 2010 activities funded by TAC to include in the 
2010 Annual Report. 

 
TASKS FROM MEETING 

DRAFT PLANS 
• Fish Passage Plan – Comments due September 24, 2010 to Ginger Gillin. 
• TDG Report – Comments due October 8, 2010 to Ginger Gillin. 
• Fishway Operating Manual – GEI will submit final draft to TAC for review by November 1. 
 

GEI/MMI 
• GEI (Steve and Chad) will finalize draft SOP for distribution to TAC by November 1.  Steve 

and Chad will also identify fields/variables for logging on a datasheet. 
• GEI/MMI to prepare a manual datasheet and Access database for biological information, 

weather, temperature, flow, and operations.   
• Web posting – updates of fish ladder activities on project website. 
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PPL MONTANA 
• PPL Montana will use remaining 2010 TAC funding (approximately $40,000) towards 

aeration.  PPL Montana will add $40,000 funding to 2011 TAC fund account.  This proposal 
was approved unanimously by TAC during this meeting. 

• Request was made for PPL Montana/MFWP to post weekly fish passage updates (similar to 
what Avista does) and then GEI will post information to Thompson Falls website.   

 
MFWP  

• Request was made for MFWP to provide written letter describing fish to pass and not pass 
for distribution to TAC.  

• Request was made for PPL Montana/MFWP to post weekly fish passage updates (similar to 
what Avista does) and then GEI will post information to Thompson Falls website.   

• MFWP has conversion excel sheet for PIT tag codes.  Request was made for a copy to be 
sent to GEI (Ginger Gillin) to be incorporated in fish database. 

 
USFWS 

• USFWS needs to address Avista’s question regarding where Region 4 bull trout collected by 
Avista at Cabinet Gorge Dam should be released (see section on Genetics and Bull Trout 
Transport). 

• USFWS to identify Service’s approach to fallback issues for bull trout, if they occur (see 
section on Assess Fallback).   

 
NEXT TAC MEETING 

• Annual Meeting –January 26, 2011 – Missoula @ 10am (MFWP office).  Brent will set up 
meeting location and email TAC. Note: the meeting room at FWP has been reserved. 

 



2010 SCHEDULE  

Task/Deliverable Preparers Submittal 
to TAC 

Discussion 
at TAC 
Meeting 

TAC 
Comments 

Due 

Comments 
Incorporated 
- Submitted 
to TAC for 

Final 
Approval 

Finalized 
with 

Approval 
from 
TAC 

Complete 

E-File 
with 

FERC 

E-Archive 
on Website 

ANNUAL 
REPORTS 

PPL 
Montana, 
MFWP, 
GEI 
Consultants 

25-Jan-10 1-Feb-10 22-Feb-10 12-Mar-10 18-Mar-10 19-Mar-10 19-Mar-10 

SOP  GEI 
Consultants 1-Sep-10 9-Sep-10 1-Dec-10 9-Dec-10 17-Dec-10 31-Dec-10 2-Jan-11 

RESERVOIR 
PLAN (5-Year) 
 

PPL 
Montana, 
MFWP, 
USFWS 

15-Jun-10    22-Jun-10 22-Jun-10 
Pending 
FERC 

approval 

PHASE 2 
ACTION PLAN 
(10 –Year 
Evaluation  of 
Efficiency of 
Upstream Fish 
Passage) 

PPL 
Montana, 
MFWP, 
USFWS 

20-Aug-10 9-Sep-10 24-Sept-10 1-Nov-10 30-Nov-10 31-Dec-10 2-Jan-11 

 
The Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) dated January 15, 2008 defines the TAC quorum as one voting representative from PPL 
Montana, USFWS, CSKT, and MFWP. Quorum decisions by the TAC will require each of these agencies to be present in person or by 
proxy. The above tasks will require signatory approval from USFWS, CSKT, MFWP, and PPL Montana prior to submittal to FERC. 

Note: Cells highlighted in green indicate task is complete.



 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX A 

ANNUAL WORK PLAN 

THOMPSON FALLS RESERVOIR (PPL MONTANA) 



























 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX B 

ANNUAL WORK PLAN 

THOMPSON RIVER DRAINAGE (MFWP) 
 








