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3.0 UTE LADIES’-TRESSES ORCHID SURVEY 

3.1 Introduction 

PacifiCorp is licensed by the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC or Commission) to 

operate its 6.7-Megawatt (MW) Ashton Hydroelectric Project (Project, FERC No. 2381) located 

on the Henry’s Fork of the Snake River near the City of Ashton, Idaho.  The Project is currently 

undergoing relicensing following the Traditional Licensing Process (TLP).1   

As described in the Pre-Application Document (PacifiCorp 2022), PacifiCorp seeks to continue 

to operate the Project in run-of-river mode but proposes to adjust Project discharges when the 

reservoir water surface elevation exceeds +/-0.25 feet (+/- 3.0 inches) of the summer or winter 

target reservoir elevations.  PacifiCorp proposes to implement this +/- 0.25-foot operating band 

year-round. This additional +/-0.1 feet (+/- 1.2 inches) would allow the PacifiCorp to minimize 

plant trips and downtime caused by the existing +/-0.15-foot operating band.  PacifiCorp 

anticipates this proposed change would result in a downstream flow regime that is more 

protective of instream resources.   

At the Joint Meeting and Site Visit held pursuant to the TLP, PacifiCorp informed the resources 

agencies and interested parties of its intention to perform a Ute ladies’-tresses orchid study.  

Within 60-days following the joint meetings and site visit, the Idaho Governor’s Office of 

Energy and Mineral Resources (OEMR), on behalf of the State of Idaho, provided a request for a 

Ute ladies’-tresses orchid study. After receiving the study request, PacifiCorp prepared a Draft 

Study Plan (DSP), which contained an individual study plan for the Ute ladies’-tresses orchid 

survey and distributed the DSP for review and comments to the resource agencies and interested 

parties.  Comments on the DSP were received from the Idaho State Historic Preservation Office 

(ISHPO), the United States Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS), and OEMR.  PacifiCorp then 

prepared a Final Study Plan (FSP), which addressed comments received from the resource 

agencies and other interested parties on the DSP; and (2) provided a revised set of individual 

study plans for those studies adopted and proposed by PacifiCorp. The FSP serves as the 

guidance document on how to achieve the goals and objectives of the Ute ladies’-tresses orchid 

study.2  This report provides the results of the Ute ladies’-tresses orchid study performed in 

accordance with the FSP. 

 Goals and Objectives 

The goal of this study is to determine whether the Ute ladies’-tresses orchid, federally listed as 

threatened, occurs within the Project boundary and to what extent continued Project operation 

would affect the species. To accomplish this goal, the study has the following objectives:  

 
1
 On April August 29, 2022, the Commission approved PacifiCorp’s request to use the TLP, which authorized 

PacifiCorp to relicense the Project following the TLP. 
2
 The FSP is provided as Attachment 1 to this study report.  The FSP also contains a copy of the DSP and DSP 

Comment letters from the resource agencies as appendices. 
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1) Systematically evaluate areas of potential suitable habitat and survey lands of 

potential suitable habitat within the Project boundary to determine if and where Ute 

ladies’-tresses orchid occur.  

2) Assess potential direct or indirect effects on this species resulting from Project 

operations.  

3.2 Methods 

3.1.1 Study Area 

The Ute ladies’-tresses orchid study area includes all land areas inside the FERC Project 

boundary that provides suitable habitat for the species, including those lands within the 

conservation and preservation easements (Figure 3.2-1).   

Suitable habitat for Ute ladies’-tresses orchid varies. This species is usually associated with 

moist and wet plant communities. NatureServe (2024) summarizes the species’ habitat 

requirements and associations as follows:  

[Ute ladies’-tresses orchid] is adapted to early- to mid-seral, moist to wet conditions, 

where competition for light, space, water, and other resources is normally kept low by 

periodic or recent disturbance events.  Major occupied habitat types include (1) alluvial 

banks, point bars, floodplains, or ox-bows associated with perennial streams, with a high 

water table and short, perennial graminoid- and forb-dominated vegetation maintained by 

grazing, periodic flooding, or mowing; (2) river floodplain habitats which experience 

regular spring flooding and/or frequent large scale floods but maintain relatively stable, 

moist to wet soil in summer, within moist meadow, riparian woodland, or riparian 

shrubland communities; (3) shores of lakes and reservoirs, in mesic meadow-type 

vegetation maintained by lake level fluctuations or seasonal flooding of gravel bars; (4) 

groundwater-fed springs, sometimes in desert settings, or sub-irrigated meadows where 

edaphic characteristics (e.g. high water table and calcic soil), fire, and/or grazing are 

sufficient to prevent invasion of later seral vegetation; and (5) human-influenced habitats, 

including perennial stream, river, lakeshore, and spring sites directly associated with 

human-developed dams, levees, reservoirs, irrigation ditches, reclaimed gravel quarries, 

roadside barrow pits, and irrigated meadows. More than half of documented populations 

occur in sites in which natural hydrology has been influenced by dams, reservoirs, or 

supplemental irrigation, and many populations occur within agricultural or urban settings.  

The elevation range of Ute ladies’-tresses ranges from 1,800 – 6,900 feet. (adapted from 

Fertig et al. 2005) 
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Figure 3.2-1. Study area for Ute ladies’-tresses orchid.
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 Data Collection 

The FWS Interim Survey Requirements for Ute ladies’-tresses orchid, issued November 23, 

1992, establishes the accepted survey protocol (FWS 1992). This protocol was followed to 

complete surveys for Ute ladies’-tresses orchid within the Project boundary. Typically, this 

survey protocol requires 3 years of surveys because the species may not flower every year.  

Important elements of the survey protocol include the following:  

• Evaluating the study area to determine where potentially suitable habitat exists using a 

combination of aerial imagery, existing information, and field reconnaissance.  

• Scheduling field surveys to correspond to flowering in other known populations. The 

nearest known population of Ute ladies’-tresses is approximately 1 mile downstream of 

the Ashton Dam on the Henry’s Fork River at the Ora Bridge. This population was used 

to confirm flowering of a known nearby population of Ute ladies’-tresses orchid. The 

Cirrus botanist visited this population, located Ute ladies’-tresses plants, and confirmed 

flowering status prior to commencing the survey in both 2023 and 2024. 

• Completing pedestrian surveys providing 100 percent coverage in suitable habitat using 

closely-spaced transects.   

• Recording population information if any occurrences of Ute ladies’-tresses orchid are 

located.  

The first-year field surveys of potential Ute ladies’-tresses orchid habitat were conducted on July 

25 and 26, 2023. The second-year field surveys were conducted on August 5, 2024.  Wetlands 

within the wetland complex were visited to locate suitable habitat for Ute ladies’-tresses orchid. 

The margin of Ashton Reservoir was surveyed to identify suitable habitat by inspecting the 

shoreline of the reservoir via kayak, which allowed close inspection of shallow-water shoreline 

areas. Where suitable habitat was located, it was then surveyed on foot with closely spaced 

transects (100 percent coverage), as required in the survey protocol. 

Wetlands that were too wet (open water, emergent marshes) and pure stands of reed canary grass 

do not represent suitable habitat (USFWS 1992). Wetland areas with apparent season-long 

moisture represent potentially suitable habitat. These areas were surveyed using closely spaced 

transects (100 percent coverage). 

 Data Analysis 

Locations of potential suitable Ute ladies’-tresses orchid habitat that were surveyed were 

mapped. In addition, a qualitative description of the habitat quality is provided in section 3.3. 

Locations of populations/individuals of Ute ladies’-tresses orchid that were found were also 

mapped. This report also discusses potential direct or indirect effects to Ute ladies’-tresses orchid 

due to Project operations. 
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 Variances to the Study Plan 

No variances to the study plan occurred. 

3.3 Results and Discussion 

During the 2023 survey, suitable Ute ladies’-tresses orchid habitat was located in a unique 

section of shoreline habitat on the north shore of Ashton Reservoir (Figure 3.3-1). Two small 

occurrence areas of Ute ladies’-tresses orchid, separated by approximately ½ mile, were found in 

this shoreline habitat. Each occurrence was comprised of three plants, with a total of six 

flowering stems. Detailed location information and photographs are included in Appendix A.   

The occupied habitat is a narrow fringe of wetlands on a low rock shelf just above the reservoir 

water level. Shallow groundwater moving from foothills located north of the reservoir to the 

reservoir is forced to the surface by a rock shelf at the water’s edge, creating a narrow wetland 

fringe about 6 to 12 inches above the reservoir water level.  In 2023, the shallow soil in this 

habitat was wet due to subsurface hydrology. Plant species in the wetland fringe habitat include 

creeping bentgrass (Agrostis stolonifera), solidago (solidago spp.), Baltic rush (Juncus arcticus), 

ox-eye daisy (Leucanthemum vulgare), hoary tansyaster (Dieteria canescens), alder (Alnus 

incana), willow (Salix spp.), and northern green orchid (Platanthera aquilonis).   

During the 2024 field survey, suitable habitat for Ute ladies’-tresses was thoroughly resurveyed 

(100 percent coverage). No Ute ladies’-tresses were found in 2024. Notably, Ute ladies’-tresses 

were not found in the habitat on the north shore of Ashton Reservoir where Ute ladies’-tresses 

were found in 2023. Northern green orchid was found in the wetland habitat along the north 

shore of Ashton Reservoir, although there were fewer plants than in 2023. 
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Figure 3.3-1. Ashton Reservoir Ute ladies’-tresses orchid habitat location map.
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The 2024 Ute ladies’-tresses orchid surveys were intended to better define the extent of the Ute 

ladies’-tresses orchid population at Ashton Reservoir. However, Ute ladies’-tresses orchid was 

not reobserved in the suitable habitat, including at the two sites where it was found in 2023. The 

absence of Ute ladies’-tresses orchid in 2024 raises the question of why it was not observed 

during this year.  Differences in the hydrology of the site between the two years were explored as 

a possible reason. The soil conditions in the suitable habitat on the north shore of Ashton 

Reservoir were wet in 2023 when Ute ladies’-tresses orchid was found. The soil conditions in the 

same habitat in 2024, when no Ute ladies’-tresses orchid was found, were dry.    

The precipitation for the Ashton area was analyzed to see if it accounted for the difference in soil 

moisture conditions observed between the 2023 and 2024 surveys. The NRCS Climate Analysis 

for Wetlands Tables, also known as WETS Tables, which define the normal range for monthly 

precipitation were used (NRCS 2024). The total precipitation from September through July was 

compared because this time period includes the winter, spring, and summer precipitation that 

would drive the soil moisture conditions in the shoreline habitat during the survey. Precipitation 

for the period from September 2022 through July 2023 was reported as 18.69 inches. 

Precipitation for the period from September 2023 through July 2024 was reported as 19.04 

inches (Figures 3.4-1 and 3.4-2). Given that the precipitation for the period preceding the surveys 

in both years was similar, the amount of precipitation received does not seem to account for the 

difference in observed soil moisture in the shoreline habitat.  

The water level in the reservoir adjacent to the shoreline habitat was compared by observing 

photographs that showed the same shoreline at the time of the survey in 2023 and 2024.  Based 

on the photos, the water level appeared to be about 6 inches higher in 2023 than 2024, but still 6 

to 12 inches below the elevation of the shoreline habitat.  Figure 3.4-3 shows a comparison of 

daily water surface elevation of Ashton Reservoir between 2023 and 2024. This data also shows 

that the surface elevation variation is less than 6 inches, except for a couple of early spring spikes 

which are similar each year. Due to the higher elevation of the shoreline habitat relative to the 

reservoir level, it is unlikely that the reservoir levels influence the hydrology in the shoreline 

habitat. 
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Figure 3.4-1. Monthly precipitation for the 2023 and 2024 study years. 

 

Figure 3.4-2. Cumulative precipitation for the 2023 and 2024 study years. 
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Figure 3.4-3. Comparison of daily average water surface elevation for Ashton 

Reservoir from April – October during 2023 and 2024. 

The reference population of Ute ladies’-tresses orchid on the Henry’s Fork River at the Ora 

Bridge was visited by a Cirrus botanist in both 2023 and 2024 prior to conducting the Ute 

ladies’-tresses surveys in 2023 and 2024. During the visits to the Ora Bridge population, it was 

noted that this population of Ute ladies’-tresses was flowering and had similar soil moisture 

condition in both 2023 and 2024. 

The second-year survey of the occupied habitat on the shore of Ashston Reservoir did not 

provide additional data to better characterize the Ute ladies’-tresses orchid populations that was 

found in 2023.The absence of Ute ladies’-tresses in 2024 does reinforce the three-year survey 

requirement in the survey protocol (USFWS 1992). The third-year survey PacifiCorp will 

conduct in 2025 will potentially provide additional data regarding the status of the Ute ladies’-

tresses orchid population on the north shore of Ashon Reservoir.  

As stated at the beginning of this report, PacifiCorp seeks to continue to operate the Project in 

run-of-river mode but maintain reservoir water surface elevations within +/-0.25 feet (+/- 3.0 

inches) of the summer or winter target reservoir elevations. This proposed change would result in 

an additional +/- 0.1 feet (1.2 inches) of water level fluctuation around the target water surface 

elevations. Given this proposed change is minor, PacifiCorp anticipates the proposed operations 

would not adversely affect Ute ladies’-tresses orchid population or its suitable habitat along the 

north shore of Ashton Reservoir.  
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APPENDIX A 

 

Ute Ladies’-tresses Orchid Occurrence Location Information and 

Photographs 
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Table A-1. 2023 location coordinates for the Ute ladies’-tresses orchid occurrences at 

Ashton Reservoir. 

Occurrence ID Coordinates 

ULT #1 44.092848 N, -111.499284 W 

ULT #2 44.099591 N, -111.491475 W 
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Figure A-1. Detail map showing the 2023 locations of Ute ladies’-tresses orchid on the 

shoreline of Ashton Reservoir.  
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Photo A-1. Photograph of Ute ladies’-tresses orchid at ULT #1 (taken 07/26/2023). 

  



Ashton Hydroelectric Project (FERC No. 2381) 

Study 3 – Ute Ladies’-tresses Orchid Survey  Page A-5 

Draft Study Report 

 

Photo A-2. Photograph of the habitat at ULT #1 (taken 07/26/2023). 
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Photo A-3. Photograph of Ute ladies’-tresses orchid at ULT #2 (taken 07/26/2023). 
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Photo A-4. Photograph of habitat at ULT #2 (taken 07/26/2023). 


