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Comment Letter: Swan Stream Alteration Project (P24-057) 

To: Ketchum Planning & Zoning Commission 
From: Project Big Wood 
Date: 10/13/2025 
Re: Remaining Concerns and Recommendations – Swan Stream Alteration Project (401 Northwood Way) 

 
Purpose 

This memorandum outlines remaining technical and ecological concerns with the Swan Stream Alteration 
Project (P24-057), following review of the Applicant Narrative (Sept. 25, 2025) and Staff Report (Oct. 14, 2025), 
and comparison with our prior PBW Comments. 

Project Big Wood also partially funded the “Northwoods Concept Design”—a reach-scale river restoration 
assessment prepared to guide sustainable, river-friendly solutions along this reach of the Big Wood River. We 
strongly support this concept and urge both the City of Ketchum and the property owner to incorporate its 
principles into the current proposal. 

 
1. River-Friendly Restoration and Reach-Scale Coordination 

The applicant’s narrative remains narrowly focused on protecting one property rather than restoring the river 
reach as an integrated system. 
The Northwoods Concept demonstrates that this section of the Big Wood can be stabilized more effectively 
through coordinated, process-based actions that reconnect floodplains, reduce erosive energy, and enhance 
riparian habitat without heavy armoring. 

Key points from the Northwoods Concept include: 

• Using large wood, floodplain benches, and vegetated roughness instead of rock to dissipate energy. 

• Promoting side-channel connectivity and flow exchange between multiple braids to balance sediment 
transport. 

• Restoring native riparian vegetation corridors and long-term channel resilience through natural 
succession. 

• Encouraging collaborative implementation among adjacent landowners, the City, and local nonprofits, 
such as Trout Unlimited Hemingway Chapter (TU) and Project Big Wood (PBW), for reach-scale benefits. 

By contrast, the current Swan design—focused on local gravel removal, geogrid mats, and buried rock toe 
protection—remains a property-level intervention inconsistent with this broader, ecologically sound 
framework. 

Recommendation: 

Integrate the Northwoods Concept as the guiding framework for this reach. 
The City may want to consider conditioning permit approval on coordination with the Northwoods reach plan 
and on development of a multi-property restoration implementation strategy rather than an isolated project. 
TU and PBW remain committed and available to assist the owner and design team with this project.  
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2. Bank Stabilization: Transition from Hard Armoring to Bioengineering 

Although the applicant states there is no intent to “create any semblance of a riprapped bank,” the proposed 
use of toe rock, buried rock backstops, and geogrid materials still constitutes hard armoring. 
These features will continue to reflect energy, limit natural migration, and reduce habitat complexity. 

Recommendation: 

• Replace all buried rock and synthetic geogrid with bioengineered alternatives: rootwad revetments, 
live cribwalls, willow lifts, or vegetated terraces. 

• Utilize large woody material structures consistent with the Northwoods Concept instead of toe rock or 
sills. 

• Require a demonstration that full bioengineering can achieve stability while maintaining floodplain 
connectivity. 

 
3. Riparian Planting and Floodplain Vegetation 

The planting plan relies heavily on non-native turf species (Scottish Links fescue) and sparse shrub density. 
Both PBW and staff have identified the need for more robust, native planting consistent with local riparian 
ecology. 

Recommendation: 

• Revise the planting plan to fully adopt the Blaine County Wetland and Riparian Plant List. 

• Increase planting density (≥10 shrubs per 1,000 sq ft; ≥5 native trees per zone). 

• Include two staggered willow rows along the bank toe and slope. 

• Require three years of irrigation, protection, and adaptive replanting to ensure establishment. 

The Northwoods Concept provides an excellent model for this approach—showing how multi-layered 
vegetation (willows, dogwoods, cottonwoods) can stabilize banks naturally and improve habitat. 

 
4. East Channel and Inlet Treatment 

The East Channel design proposes a buried rock sill to stabilize the inlet. This contradicts river-friendly practice 
and the reach-scale recommendations in the Northwoods Concept, which favor woody deflector jams or 
engineered log sills that mimic natural channel processes. 

Recommendation: 
Replace the proposed rock sill with a rootwad or large-wood deflector jam, designed per the Northwoods 
Concept guidelines to balance flow distribution while promoting sediment deposition and habitat diversity. 

 
5. Monitoring and Adaptive Management 

The current proposal lacks a plan for long-term monitoring and adaptive management. 
Consistent with reach-scale restoration best practices and the Northwoods Concept, the project should track 
vegetation survival, sediment transport, and hydraulic performance to guide future adjustments. 

Recommendation: 

Require a 5-year monitoring program with measurable performance standards and annual reporting to the City 
and stakeholders. 
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6. Summary of Requested Revisions and Conditions 

Category Key Recommendations 

River-Friendly Framework Integrate Northwoods Concept principles and coordinate reach-scale restoration 

Bank Stabilization Remove all rock and geogrid; replace with bioengineered wood-based stabilization 

Planting Plan Revise to native species, higher density, and multi-layer vegetation 

East Channel Treatment Replace rock sill with large-wood or rootwad deflector jam 

Monitoring Require 5-year adaptive management and success metrics 

 
Conclusion 

Project Big Wood appreciates the City’s commitment to improving the ecological health and stability of the Big 
Wood River. 

However, we urge the City and the property owner to fully embrace the Northwoods Concept as the 
appropriate, science-based path forward. This reach-scale approach aligns with both FEMA floodplain 
management goals and community expectations for river-friendly, habitat-enhancing design. 

Integrating these principles will not only improve project outcomes at the Swan property but will contribute to 
the long-term resilience of the entire Northwood reach. 

Again, we thank you for the opportunity to participate and thank you for showing up for our home water, the 
Big Wood River, the centerpiece of our treasured community. 
 

With Gratitude, 

Amanda Bauman & the team at Project Big Wood 
Executive Director 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






























