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GENERAL HABITAT CATEGORIES
OF THE SUSITNA RIVER

A Conceptual Diagram

MAINSTEM HABITAT

SIDE CHANNEL HABITAT
SIDE SLOUGH HABITAT
UPLAND SLOUSH HABITAT
TRIBUTARY HABITAT
TRIBUTARY MOUTH HABITAT
LAKE HABITAT
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SuHydro Habitat Descriptions — see accompanying diagram

Mainstem Habitat consists of those portions of the Susitna River that normally convey streamflow throughout
the year. Both single and multiple channel reaches are included in this habitat category. Groundwater and
tributary inflow appear to be inconsequential contributors to the overall characteristics of mainstem habitat.
Mainstem habitat is typically characterized by high water velocities and well armored streambeds. Substrates
generally consist of boulder and cobble size materials with interstitial spaces filled with grout-like mixture of
small gravels and glacial sands. Suspended sediment concentrations and turbidity are high during summer due
to the influence of glacial melt-water. Streamflows recede in early fall and the mainstem clears appreciably in

October. Anice cover forms on the river in late November or December.

Side Channel Habitat consists of those portions of the Susitna River that normally convey streamflow during the
open water season but become appreciably dewatered during periods of low flow. Side channel habitat may
exist either in well defined overflow channels, or in poorly defined water courses flowing through partially

submerged gravel bars and islands along the margins of the mainstem river. Side channel streambed elevations
of the mainstem are typically lower than the mean monthly water surface elevations of the mainstem Susitna
River observed during June, July, and August. Side channel habitats are characterized by shallower depths,
lower velocities and smaller streambed materials than the adjacent habitat of the mainstem river.

Side Slough Habitat is located in spring fed overflow channels between the edge of the floodplain and the

mainstem and side channels of the Susitna River and is usually separated from the mainstem and side channels
by well vegetated bars. An exposed alluvial berm often separates the head of the slough from mainstem or side
channel flows. The controlling streambed/streambank elevations at the upstream end of the side sloughs are
slightly less than the water surface elevations of the mean monthly flows of the mainstem Susitna River
observed for June, July, and August. At intermediate and low-flow periods, the side sloughs convey clear water
from small tributaries and/or upwelling groundwater (ADF&G 1981c, 1982b). These clear water inflows are
essential contributors to the existence of this habitat type. The water surface elevation of the Susitna River
generally causes a backwater to extend well up into the slough from its lower end (ADF&G 1981c, 1982b). Even
though this substantial backwater exists, the sloughs function hydraulically very much like small stream systems
and several hundred feet of the slough channel often conveys water independent of mainstem backwater
effects. At high flows the water surface elevation of the mainstem river is sufficient to overtop the upper end of
the slough (ADF&G 1981c, 1982b). Surface water temperatures in the side sloughs during summer months are
principally a function of the air temperature, solar radiation, and temperature of local runoff.

Upland Slough Habitat differs from the side slough habitat in that the upstream end of the slough is not

interconnected with the surface waters of the mainstem Susitna River or its side channels. These sloughs are
characterized by the presence of beaver dams and an accumulation of silt covering the substrate resulting from
the absence of mainstem scouring flows.

Tributary Habitat consists of the full complement of hydraulic and morphologic conditions that occur in the

tributaries. Their seasonal streamflow, sediment, and thermal regimes reflect the integration of the hydrology,
geology, and climate of the tributary drainage. The physical attributes of tributary habitat are not dependent on
mainstem conditions.

Tributary Mouth Habitat extends from the uppermost point in the tributary influenced by mainstem Susitna

River or slough backwater effects to the downstream extent of the tributary plume which extends into the
mainstem Susitna River or slough (ADF&G 1981c, 1982b).

Lake Habitat consists of various lentic environments that occur within the Susitna River drainage. These habitats
range from small, shallow, isolated lakes perched on the tundra to larger, deeper lakes which connect to the
mainstem Susitna River through well defined tributary systems. The lakes receive their water from springs,
surface runoff, and/or tributaries.





