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Land Management Summary 

This is an update to the 2006 Sunnyside/Snake River Wildlife Area (SSWA) Management Plan  

http://wdfw.wa.gov/lands/wildlife_areas/management_plans/ that provides management 

direction for the wildlife area complex.  The SSWA includes 21 sub-units, comprising 20,836 

acres, which are scattered throughout Walla Walla, Franklin, Benton and Yakima counties.  The 

majority of the sites lie along a 118-mile highway corridor between Lowden in Walla Walla 

County and Union Gap in Yakima 

County.  The Franklin County sites lie 

approximately 35-40 miles north of this 

corridor. 

 

The plan identifies needs and guides 

activities on the area based on the 

Washington Department of Fish and 

Wildlife (WDFW) Mission of ñSound 

Stewardship of Fish and Wildlifeò and 

its underlying statewide goals and 

objectives as they apply to local 

conditions. 

 

Plans are generally updated annually as 

habitat and species conditions change, as 

new regulations and scientific knowledge develop, as public issues and concerns evolve, and as 

administration of wildlife areas change.  Due to workload constraints, a 2007 update was not 

completed.  This management plan update captures details of 2007 and 2008 accomplishments, 

new issues and land management strategies, as well as performance measures for 2009.   

 

Updates/Changes 

 

The Wildlife Area staff has remained stable 

during this reporting period.  Luis Medina, 

our 9-month career seasonal Natural 

Resource Tech, was formally changed to 

full time employment.  He will still work for 

nine months on the Sunnyside Wildlife 

Area, and then transfer to Oak Creek each 
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winter to help on the elk-feeding program under separate funding. 

 

The operating budget for 2008 was cut by 15% and for the first time, program income from the 

agricultural lease had to be tapped to make up the difference. We were able to demonstrate to 

Bonneville Power Administration (BPA) that a substantial amount of funding comes to the 

project from alternative sources.  This revelation was useful during budget negotiations and the 

result was a return to previous funding levels. 

 

Operational costs on the project continue to increase due to the higher cost of fuel and the effect 

that has on goods and services.  In preparation for the new 3-year funding cycle, updated budget 

projections were provided through 2013, with more gross estimates out through fiscal year 2018.  

These figures were submitted to BPA for consideration and a presentation was given on the 

wildlife area to the Independent Scientific Review Panel.  We are hopeful that this overview of 

performance, coupled with the request for a modest budget increase, will help assure dedicated 

funding for the next few years.   

 

New Issues 

 

Four Washington Migratory Bird Stamp grant proposals were submitted and funded for the 

following activities:   

 

-Adding an overflow pipe to new pond construction in circle #8 on the Windmill Ranch 

-Moving an irrigation pump & suction pipe out of the Irrigation Districtôs right-of-way on the 

Windmill Ranch so they can maintain the canal. 

-Obtaining an additional $200,000 to help buy critical wetland habitat in Franklin County.  This 

would be added to a similar grant that was awarded in the previous funding cycle. 

-Repairing the lift pump intake on the Giffen Lake pump on the HQ Unit, which delivers water 

to the moist soil management cells. 

 

A Salmon Recovery Funding Board grant for $123,000 was received for shoreline and floodplain 

restoration on the I-82 Unit.  Work will begin late in 2009.  

 

A partnership North American Wetlands Conservation Act (NAWCA) grant was previously 

awarded, which is providing approximately $333,000 to the SSWA for wetland enhancement on 

the Byron and HQ units.  This is not a new project, but the work is being done in phases.  The 

first phase, on the Byron Unit, has been completed.  Groundwork under phase 2 of this project is 

just beginning.  The Yakama Nation will use their share of this million-dollar grant to perform 

similar work on their lands, which lie across the Yakima River from the HQ and I-82 units of the 

SSWA.  Formal partners in this grant include the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, City of 

Grandview, the Yakama Nation and the Yakima Chapter of Pheasants Forever.   

 

Major Stewardship Accomplishments  

 

A 5-year old capital budget request finally floated far enough up the list to receive funding for 

the construction of a badly needed shop facility on the Headquarters Unit (HQ).  That facility is 

now completed. 
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Weed control was performed on 920 acres on the Sunnyside units and 150 acres on the Snake 

River units over this two-year reporting period. 

 

Approximately 20 acres of Russian olive trees were removed on the Byron Unit to reduce the 

monoculture and make way for more native herbaceous and woody plant species.  Herbicide 

treatments were used on re-sprouts and the release of wheatgrass was sufficient that no reseeding 

was needed.  The last of the 30-acre patch of olives was removed on the Johnson segment of the 

HQ unit, where wetland enhancement work will occur under the NAWCA grant. 

 

 
Russian Olive removal on the HQ Unit.  

Note the excavator in the lower left corner.   

This will be the site of new wetland 

development under the NAWCA grant. 

 

On Byron, numerous plots, totaling 

about 50 acres, were chemically 

fallowed, tilled and seeded to native 

grasses.  These plots are low-lying 

swales with enough effective 

moisture to support dense stands of 

Russian knapweed.  Most of this 

restoration was highly successful. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Coordination with Sunnyside Valley 

Irrigation District (SVID) resulted in 

the installation of a water diversion 

that was installed in Sulphur Creek 

Irrigation Wasteway.  An easement 

and water use agreement was quickly 

finalized with SVID so the diversion 

could be built before water backed up 

behind their new fish passage barrier.  

The barrier was necessary due to the 

false attraction the wasteway has on 

migrating salmonids.  The diversion 

structure will complement the NAWCA construction project by supplying additional water to the 

new wetland system.  A contract is in place for phase 2 of the grant, which will include 

construction of water control structures through the wetland complex. 

 

New grass to replace a monoculture of 

Russian knapweed on the Byron Unit. 
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The new fish passage barrier in 

Sulphur Creek.  The concrete box in 

the background, on the right bank, is 

the new diversion that will deliver 

water, via gravity flow, to the new 

NAWCA wetland. 

 

Phase I of the NAWCA grant was 

implemented.  This included the 

replacement of the original water 

control structure, which was built 

in 1947.  This allowed us to 

manage water levels for a 

controlled burn and a Rotenone 

treatment for carp control.  

Emergent vegetation had become 

extremely dense and the controlled 

burn served two purposes:  1) plant succession was set back, and 2) all open water was fully 

exposed for the Rotenone treatment.  The last carp control project was in 1985.  Following the 

removal of carp, 10,000 young bluegills were released to feed on any carp fry that entered the 

system. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Prior to the NAWCA work and carp removal 

project a volunteer with Aquatic Lands 

Enhancement Account (ALEA) funding initiated 

a marsh bird study on Byron and other project 

wetlands to determine the effects of wetland 

manipulation.  He collected baseline information 

before the treatments began and is continuing to 

collect follow-up data.  The target species for this 

Typical decadent emergent growth on 

Byron Ponds before the controlled 

burn. 

 

Same photo after the burn.  Our 

observations have shown that early 

successional wetlands result in higher 

wildlife diversity and use. 
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study include American bittern, pied-billed grebe, Virginia rail, Sora and American coot.  Data 

collected one year after our wetland treatment on Byron showed the detection rate of all species 

nearly doubled.  Recorded calls were used to detect the presence of these reclusive species. 

 

On the Windmill Ranch, with program income and a Migratory Bird Stamp grant, two ponds 

were excavated in a low-lying area within an irrigated field.  These excavated areas collect 

irrigation water over the course of the season and provide additional duck hunting opportunity on 

the ranch. 

 

With a Migratory Bird Stamp grant, a new tracked All Season Vehicle was purchased for use in 

managing wetlands.  This low ground pressure rig can maneuver in soft, moist ground where 

other equipment cannot travel. 

 

 
 
Ducks leaving the newly constructed ponds on the Windmill Ranch 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


