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December 13, 2018 

 
 
 
Via Electronic Submission 
 
Jim A. Yost, Chair  
Council Members 
Northwest Power and Conservation Council 
851 S.W. Sixth Avenue, Suite 1100 
Portland, Oregon 97204 
 

Re: Request for Recommendations to Amend the Northwest Power and 
Conservation Council’s 2014 Columbia River Basin Fish and Wildlife 
Program (Council Document 2018-06) 

 
Dear Council Chair Yost and Council Members: 
 

Please accept the following recommendations for amendments to the Council’s 2014 Fish 
and Wildlife Program which we are submitting on behalf of the Sierra Club, Save Our Wild 
Salmon, Idaho Rivers United and the Association of Northwest Steelheaders. 
 

1. In its 2019 Fish and Wildlife Program, the Council must move beyond calling for 
a discussion to develop specific, quantitative biological objectives for measuring 
Program progress and actually identify and adopt a comprehensive suite of such 
measures.  The ISAB, fish and wildlife managers and others have repeatedly called 
on the Council to adopt specific, quantitative biological objectives for measuring 
program progress.  The ISAB has done so again in its recent review of the 2014 Fish 
and Wildlife Program.  We acknowledge the Council’s oft-stated view that it is not a 
“super fish and wildlife agency.”  At the same time, however, it does have the 
expertise to solicit, review, evaluate, and decide to adopt specific, quantitative 
biological objectives to measure Program progress even in the absence of a consensus 
regarding such measures among the regional fish and wildlife managers to which the 
Power Act requires the Council to pay special attention.   
 
In order to move forward on this recommendation, the Council should identify and 
propose a full suite of appropriate quantitative biological objectives, based on the 
recommendations it receives and any other relevant information, as part of the draft 
2019 Fish and Wildlife Program, accept comment on these objectives, and then adopt 
a comprehensive set of such objectives as part of the final 2019 Fish and Wildlife 
Program.  The Council does not need to reconsider or revise its current high level 
Program goals, such as consistent smolt-to-adult returns of 2% to 6%, in order to 
develop more specific, quantitative biological objectives.  Rather, the 2019 Program 
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should focus on adopting a set of specific biological objectives to measure progress at 
specific time-frames (e.g., the next five, ten and twenty years).  It should ensure that 
these objectives are sufficiently quantitative so that progress towards them can and 
will be measured as part to the Program.   

 
It also is important to be clear that these quantitative biological objective are to allow 
the Council to measure the progress of the Program’s fish and wildlife measures 
towards achieving mitigation for the adverse impacts of development and operation 
of the hydrosystem.  They are not an appropriate basis for setting interim limits on 
fish and wildlife mitigation measures in the Program or a substitute for including in 
the Program the actions necessary to meet the fish restoration goals of the Power Act.   
 
We recommend that these quantitative biological objectives address and include, 
among others, the following: 

 
• Maintain the basin wide goals currently in the 2014 Fish and Wildlife 

Program and adopt, at a minimum, the NOAA Columbia River Basin Task 
Force “high” population numbers as quantitative objectives for measuring 
Program progress.  Explicitly compare these objectives to current conditions 
then use this baseline comparison to measure future Program progress.   

• The quantitative objectives should also include establishing VSP high-level 
indicators for representative populations of salmon and steelhead across the 
Columbia River Basin (including ESA and non-ESA populations) that are 
reported systematically.  The objectives should include expected levels of 
progress at appropriate intervals to achieve these objectives.  The Program 
should require adequate funding for VSP monitoring to support reporting 
against population indicators. 

• Establish quantitative objectives that support and are consistent with efforts to 
analyze and interpret research and monitoring data within a lifecycle context.  
Where possible, existing regionally supported models such as those developed 
by the Fish Passage Center and Comparative Survival Study should be used to 
leverage the information available. As part of this effort, Bonneville should 
fund fish status and trend monitoring that leverages PIT-tags and other 
technologies for counting fish that make subsequent mark-recapture estimates 
possible.   

• Establish quantitative biological objectives for habitat actions and require 
Bonneville to shift the effort to evaluate action effectiveness from monitoring 
individual projects to a cost-effective, independent third-party, standardized, 
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and statistically valid method for habitat and other projects to increase 
regional confidence in monitoring results. 

• In order to develop and actually adopt a comprehensive suite of quantitative 
biological objectives as part of the 2019 Fish and Wildlife Program, the 
Council should promptly identify and establish a technical working group of 
scientists from the fish and wildlife managers and the Fish Passage Center to 
work with Council staff to identify appropriate quantitative biological 
objectives to be included in the draft Fish and Wildlife Program and then 
review, revise if necessary, and adopt these objectives as part of the final 2019 
Program.   

2. The 2019 Fish and Wildlife program must include immediate, concrete actions to 
achieve overall Program fish and wildlife mitigation goals through the 2019 
Program and should include evaluation of mitigation actions that may be 
necessary to achieve Program goals even if they may not be implemented during 
the 2019 Program.  We expect these actions may need to address a number of 
factors.  In these recommendations, however, we focus on actions to address 
increased survival of salmonids through the dams and reservoirs of the lower Snake 
and lower Columbia Rivers because off-site mitigation does not reduce the need to 
restore conditions for fish in the mainstem of the Columbia and Snake rivers.  In 
addition to being the essential migration corridor for all of the Basin’s anadromous 
species to one degree or another, these rivers were among the most productive 
spawning and rearing habitats for anadromous fish and provided essential resting and 
feeding habitat for both mainstem resident and migrating fish.  The mainstem of these 
rivers also are the habitat most directly and adversely affected by the development 
and operation of the hydrosystem. Thus protection and restoration of mainstem 
habitat conditions, including adequate flow and passage conditions, are fundamental 
to a legally adequate Fish and Wildlife Program.  To this end, we recommend the 
2019 Program include the following actions: 

• Support a permanent modification of the Oregon and Washington water 
quality standards for total dissolved gas to eliminate any forebay TDG 
standard and allow TDG levels of up to 125% in the tailrace of each dam on 
the lower Snake and lower Columbia Rivers. 
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• Review and describe the biological benefits to juvenile salmon survival from 
voluntary spring spill of up to 125% TDG1on a 24-hour basis at all eight 
lower Snake and lower Columbia River dams. 

• Review and describe the biological benefits to juvenile salmon survival from 
voluntary spring spill of up to 125% TDG on one or more flexible bases that 
would take advantage of power pricing opportunities in the Northwest and 
elsewhere. 

• Establish a level of voluntary spring spill that maximizes salmonid survival 
and protects fish and wildlife resources. 

• Review the biological benefits to salmon survival from breaching or removal 
of the four lower Snake River dams and detail a course of action to implement 
dam removal that maximizes salmonid survival and protects fish and wildlife 
resources.2    

• Evaluate the biological benefits to fish and wildlife resources of other 
structural modifications of the lower Snake and lower Columbia River dams 
and reservoirs, such as seasonal drawdown of John Day reservoir, and detail a 
course of action to implement such measures that maximizes salmonid 
survival and protects fish and wildlife resources. 

• Identify and analyze actions to reduce state temperature water quality standard 
violations in the lower Snake and lower Columbia Rivers, including dam and 
reservoir modifications (e.g., drawdown of John Day reservoir) and removal 
of the four lower Snake River dams.  The analysis and actions to address these 
temperature issues should employ and build on the water temperature 
modeling already conducted by the USEPA and experts at the University of 
Washington and should maximize salmonid survival and protect fish and 
wildlife resources. 

• Review the biological benefits to juvenile salmon survival from voluntary 
summer spill, including potentially increasing the level and/or duration of 
summer spill, to increase salmonid survival rates and improve SARs.  

                                                 
1 The analysis of these biological benefits has already been completed by the Comparative Survival Study and 
aspects of it are described in both the 2017 CSS Annual Report and in its draft 2018 Annual Report.  Any additional 
analysis of these benefits should be done in conjunction with the Fish Passage Center and build on the CSS work.  
2 Similarly, the analysis of these biological benefits has already been completed by the 
Comparative Survival Study and aspects of it are described in both the 2017 CSS Annual Report 
and in its draft 2018 Annual Report.  Any additional analysis of these benefits should be done in 
conjunction with the Fish Passage Center and build on the CSS work.  
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Voluntary summer spill should be evaluated under both existing state water 
quality standards for total dissolved gas and under modified standards that 
allow spill up to 125% of saturation and on the basis of various flexible 
summer spill operations.  Establish a course of action to implement voluntary 
summer spill that maximizes salmonid survival and protects fish and wildlife 
resources.     

• Present these analyses and actions as part of the draft 2019 Fish and Wildlife 
Program in order to inform decisions about necessary fish and wildlife 
mitigation measures in the final 2019 Fish and Wildlife Program. 

3. The 2019 Fish and Wildlife Program must incorporate into its biological 
objectives and analyses the best available scientific evidence regarding the 
impacts of climate change now and in the future into every aspect of the 
Program.  It is clear that all Columbia Basin fish and wildlife are being, and will be, 
increasingly affected by the impacts of climate change.  The 2019 Program must 
analyze any proposed actions in light of the likely effects of climate change on those 
actions and their potential fish and wildlife benefits.  This is especially important for 
actions affecting salmonids and any actions evaluated for their potential to improve 
migratory conditions for salmonids in the lower Snake and lower Columbia Rivers.   

 
The literature on climate impacts is extensive and addresses both ocean and 
freshwater impacts.  While we cannot control ocean conditions, it is essential that 
they be considered and that actions to improve conditions in freshwater habitat be 
evaluated both for their ability to increase resilience to projected ocean impacts and 
their durability and benefits in light of projected freshwater impacts.  While efforts 
have been made in the Columbia Basin to develop, implement and evaluate strategies 
to protect and restore populations of salmon, Pacific lamprey, white sturgeon, and 
other resident fish and wildlife, these efforts have generally not addressed climate 
change impacts and mitigation of and/or adaptation to these impacts.  The 2019 Fish 
and Wildlife must mark an explicit and substantial departure from this pattern of 
acknowledging climate impacts without actually accounting for them and detailing 
the actions necessary to address them. 
 
More specifically, we recommend the development and promotion of mainstem and 
tributary operational, structural, and water temperature mitigation and/or adaptation 
actions to decrease the likelihood of state and federal temperature water quality 
standard exceedances into the future as well as actions to build the resilience of 
existing freshwater resources.  Examples of possible actions include but should not be 
limited to: 
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• Flow management – including drawdown of some reservoirs and/or removal 
of the four lower Snake River dams. 

• Cold water augmentation/timing from existing storage reservoirs. 

• Large-scale floodplain protection and/or restoration actions to improve 
hydrologic function and habitat condition (e.g., connectivity, complexity, and 
water quality). 

• Riparian protection and enhancement to shade tributaries where feasible. 

• Development of Cold Water Refuge Plans for the Snake and Columbia 
Basins. 

• Collaboration with other agencies regarding fire management actions to 
protect existing vegetation regimes. 

• Development of in-stream water buy backs, irrigation efficiency programs, 
and conservation easements, within the scope of a larger strategic Columbia 
Basin water quality and quantity plan with emphasis on very cold water 
source basins. 

 
4. The AEEPRS analysis in the 2019 Fish and Wildlife Program must start with an 

evaluation of those fish and wildlife measures that will provide the most 
complete mitigation possible for the adverse effects of the development and 
operation of the hydrosystem, even if all of these measures cannot be fully 
implemented during the 2019 Program.  In the past, the AEERPS analysis has been 
an afterthought used to bless limited fish and wildlife measures that have already 
been selected in the Fish and Wildlife Program.  This is not consistent with the role 
the Power Act envisions for this analysis.  Rather the Act intends it as an integral step 
in identifying a suite of fish and wildlife measures that achieve the maximum 
mitigation available for the impacts of development and operation of the hydrosystem 
on salmonids and other fish and wildlife resources while continuing to provide an 
adequate, efficient, economical and reliable power supply.   

 
The need for careful and thorough integration of the AEERPS analysis into the 
development of the fish and wildlife program is important to ensure that the fish and 
wildlife measures of the 2019 Program achieve, to the full extent possible, the 
Program goals.  This kind of transparent and objective AEERPS analysis by Council 
staff with expertise in power supply issues is required for rational consideration of 
and recommendations regarding those fish and wildlife mitigation actions, such as 
increased spill and dam removal, that may affect power generation and require 
evaluation of measures to mitigate power system impacts including, but not limited 
to, modifying planning for power sales to maximize returns, acquisition of additional 
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clean power resources, and/or increased use of energy efficiency and demand 
response.     
 
The AEERPS analysis should describe and analyze the opportunities to optimize 
mitigation for power generation impacts, if any, from lower Snake River dam 
removal in a time-frame that accounts for the need to plan and implement this action 
and recognizes the current and projected future availability of other resources like 
energy efficiency, demand response, or the acquisition of additional clean, renewable 
power supplies in order to provide the region an adequate, efficient, economical and 
reliable power supply.  The analysis should also describe the opportunities to mitigate 
power generation impacts, if any, from increased spring or summer spill operations 
through the use of energy efficiency, demand response, or the acquisition of 
additional clean, renewable power supplies to the extent necessary to provide the 
region an adequate, efficient, economical and reliable power supply. 
 

Additional Recommendations and Observations.  Below we offer a number of more 
general observations and recommendations that should be addressed and incorporated into the 
2019 Fish and Wildlife Program: 

• During the development of the 2019 Fish and Wildlife Program, NOAA Fisheries is 
likely to issue a short-term FCRPS ESA Biological Opinion and it may issue a long-
term BiOp after the Council adopts the 2019 Program.  Neither of these documents 
can or should affect the scope or independence of the Fish and Wildlife Program.  
The Program must meet the requirements of the Northwest Power Act which are 
different from and broader than those of the ESA and cannot simply defer to the 
proposed action or RPA in a short-term biological opinion or a long-term biological 
opinion that does not yet exist.  In fact, the 2019 Program presents a unique 
opportunity for the Fish and Wildlife Program to guide, rather than follow, the actions 
considered in a biological opinion for ESA-listed fish and wildlife resources. 

• The Power Act directs the Council to provide due weight to the recommendations, 
expertise, and legal rights and responsibilities of the fish and wildlife managers.  Past 
experience indicates that the Bonneville Power Administration’s actions often are 
inconsistent with the purposes and requirements of the Power Act.  The 2019 
Program should confirm and clarify the relative roles and responsibilities of the 
Council, the fish and wildlife managers, and BPA and ensure that the fish and wildlife 
managers are able to consistently exercise their independent scientific judgment with 
regards to fish and wildlife matters. 

• The 2019 Program must ensure certain programmatic data collection and performance 
evaluation of projects remain fully funded and implemented in order to support an 
effective Adaptive Management framework.  These include adequate PIT tagging of 
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out-migrating anadromous salmonid juveniles, the Smolt Monitoring Program, the 
Fish Passage Center, the Comparative Survival Study, and data analysis and 
management infrastructure such as the coordinated assessment (CA) and Streamnet 
programs. 

Thank you for your consideration of these recommendations.  We would be happy to 
meet with Council staff to discuss these recommendations further and answer questions if that 
would be appropriate. 
 

Sincerely, 
 

 
 
Todd D. True 
Senior Attorney 

 
 
 
cc: Bill Arthur, Sierra Club 

Joseph Bogaard, Save Our Wild Salmon 
Kevin Lewis, Idaho Rivers United 
Tom VanderPlaat, Association of Northwest Steelheaders 
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