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DRAFT Resident Fish Committee Comments for the Northwest Power and Conservation Council’s “Draft Columbia River Basin Research Plan”
General Comments
For a research plan to be useful in a basin as complex as the Columbia River, it must be linked to performance standards and must include two elements critical for success.  First, the research plan must be part of a decision analysis.  Second, the research plan must be developed and implemented collaboratively by federal, state, and tribal entities, and rely on independent scientific review for quality control.  

The decision analysis framework for a research plan should include the following:

1. Descriptions of the decisions that must be made relative to performance in the short, mid, and long terms, including the performance standards upon which those decisions will be based

2. A list of who will make each of the decisions

3. Descriptions of the information upon which those decisions will be based, including performance measures

4. Descriptions of how information will be collected, including who, where, and when 

5. Descriptions of how information will be processed and used by decision makers, including how uncertainty and error in the information will be incorporated in decision making

Decision analysis guides research investments and focuses efforts on critical uncertainties by incorporating uncertainty and error in the data into decision making as sets of hypotheses that form the basis of research, instead of using uncertainty as an excuse for no action. It explicitly accounts for the strengths and weaknesses in research tools by using a weight of evidence approach to assigning risks to decision making due to uncertainty and error. It builds on ongoing research projects and balances research with on-the-ground actions by supporting an experimental management approach to implementing survival and recovery measures. Management actions are designed and implemented to maximize learning, while pursuing significant improvement in the status of listed fish and their environment. This approach builds research into “on-the-ground” actions and departs from the traditional approach of holding actions “hostage” to information gathering.

The research plan proposed by the Council must be developed collaboratively with the fish and wildlife managers in the Columbia River Basin. As sovereign co-managers of listed fish and their environments, the states and tribes should not be relegated to peer reviewer status. This ensures that the broad scientific expertise and perspectives of the region are taken into account when defining and measuring success. 

The present research plan is not clear on the distinction between research and monitoring and evaluation; where does research stop and monitoring and evaluation begin? The difference between research and monitoring and evaluation are often difficult to differentiate, especially for large-scale questions (e.g., hydrosystem and habitat actions). In cases where actions are based on the extrapolation of results from small-scale research projects, they really constitute research on a larger scale and may require long-term monitoring.  It would be advantageous to include text to clarify the difference between research and monitoring and evaluation, as used in the draft, near the beginning of the document.

Although the document states on page 16 that "research is not the same as monitoring", most of the Council's monitoring recommendations could just as easily fall under one of the other sections in Chapter 1 (e.g., hatchery related monitoring questions seem to fall under hatchery research questions).

Section-Specific Comments

The following comments apply to specific sections of the document.  Most of these comments are general and should not be considered as a final set of comprehensive comments/recommendations.  Instead, these ideas should serve as a source of initial guidance for future discussions and work sessions with the Northwest Power and Conservation Council prior to the completion of this research plan.

Profile of Current Council Research Projects and Budget

The NPCC states that “the most important factor in this analysis was consistency, so all the Council’s projects were evaluated by one staffer.” The disadvantage of this type of non-collaborative approach is evident in the summary of existing research topics.  One example of work meeting the given definition of research (page 3) but not counted as such includes the evaluation of the relationship between spring flow and white sturgeon spawning success in the lower Columbia and Snake rivers (part of Project 198605000).  

Critical Uncertainties and Research Recommendations for the Columbia River Basin
The document fails to identify who (i.e., what state, tribe or federal entity) identified these issues as critical unknowns or where they were described (e.g., recovery plans, state and tribal management plans, etc.).  References to the corresponding entities and documents are essential and must be included. The same deficiencies apply to the “Management Needs” sections.  The management needs have not been linked to any specific management agency in the basin.  It is interesting that the NPCC is identifying the management needs for the state, tribal, and federal entities.   
Hatchery Effectiveness

During 2003, approximately $4.2 million was spent on resident fish artificial propagation; however, research recommendations pertaining to resident and the effects of supplementation were omitted. 

Hydrosystem
In general, the focus of hydrosystem research should not be to evaluate incremental benefits or decreases to direct survival, which will be difficult to measure.  Emphasis should be on full life-cycle effects of hydrosystem operations, including effects on resident fish. A top priority for the plan should be to first identify and correct the problems that have been created by the hydrosystem.
The following are a few, but not all, of the critical uncertainies that exist for resident fish in the Columbia River Basin relative to the hydrosystem. 
Critical uncertainty
· What benefits and risks exist relative to the reconnection of resident fish isolated populations that have been artificially isolated or the supplementation of populations with individuals from previously connected populations?  
· Consequences of impounding large lake systems (e.g., Lake Pend Oreille) in terms of productivity, shoreline stability, fishery impacts, and resident fish habitat needs.

Recommendations

· Determine the feasibility of restoring metapopulation connectivity by physically removing resident fish from one isolated population to another

· Determine the effects of changing lake levels at various times of the year to mitigate hydropower impacts
Habitat

· It will be difficult to “quantify” the effects of specific on-the-ground restoration and protection measures with any certainty.

· A comprehensive life-cycle approach that addresses natural variability and human impacts must be defined.

· Many research recommendations are not actually research.  Recommendation 3.14, “Enhance the abundance and productivity of white sturgeon in the mainstem” is one such recommendation.

· Resident fish are likely to receive the greatest benefit from habitat actions, yet are not the focus of many recommendations.

· Recommendation 3.13 addresses spawning habitat for fall Chinook core populations, but there are no similar recommendations for other species.  Of special note is the lack of a similar recommendation for chum salmon in the lower Columbia.

· Some recommendations are very specific, whereas others are very broad.  The plan would be better served if the level of recommendations remained consistent at the “strategy level”, rather than aiming for specific actions.

Critical uncertainties
· Impacts water release and reservoir levels have on resident fish species.  

Management Needs

· Identify and correct the impacts of hydrosystem induced lake level changes on shoreline spawning habitat on natural lakes that have been impounded. 

Habitat Recommendations
· Determine what impact water release and reservoir levels have on prey species and resident fish.
· Continue to determine how dam operations affect shoreline spawning, and near-shore productivity in natural lakes that have been impounded.

· Determine the best pattern of lake level changes for Lake Pend Oreille and the Pend Oreille River above Albeni Falls Dam to improve shoreline spawning habitat for kokanee, over-winter habitat for warmwater fish, enhance near-shore productivity, and prevent shoreline erosion.
Recovery Planning
The objectives/actions listed below are modified excerpts from the USFWS’s BiOp, and Recovery Plans for bull trout and Kootenai River white sturgeon.  These items represent needs that are associated with the Federal Hydropower system. The RFC recognizes that several of the items listed below likely belong in other categories and subsequently believe that discussion regarding their appropriate designations would occur during work sessions with the NPCC. 
Kootenai River White Sturgeon Research and Monitoring Needs

· Identify white sturgeon habitats necessary to sustain white sturgeon reproduction (spawning and early age recruitment) and rearing in Kootenai River basin waters.

· Continue to research and develop a conservation aquaculture program to prevent the extinction of Kootenai River white sturgeon. The conservation aquaculture program will include protocols on broodstock collection, propagation, juvenile rearing, fish health, genetics, and stocking.

· Continue research and monitoring programs (with achievable and

measurable objectives) on life history, habitat requirements for all lifestages, population status, and trends of the Kootenai River white sturgeon.

· Evaluate how changes in biological productivity in the Kootenai River basin affect white sturgeon and their habitats.

· Evaluate the effects of contaminants and possible additional biological threats, e.g. predation and species composition, on Kootenai River white sturgeon and their habitats.

· Design and conduct those studies necessary to determine the effects of Libby Dam operations and other threats on sturgeon life history, and the cause(s) of sturgeon mortality.

· Continue to monitor water temperature profiles in the south end of Lake Koocanusa during May and June to provide information necessary for timing to sturgeon spawning/rearing flow augmentation.

Columbia River Bull Trout Research and Monitoring Needs

· Characterize, conserve, and monitor genetic diversity and gene flow among local populations of bull trout that use the mainstem Columbia and Snake rivers.

· Conduct research and monitoring to implement and evaluate bull trout recovery activities, consistent with an adaptive management approach using feedback from implemented, site-specific recovery tasks.

· A primary research need is a more thorough understanding of the current, and future, role that the mainstem Columbia and Snake rivers should play in the recovery of bull trout.
· As defined in the 2000 FCRPS Biological Opinion, there is a need for continued research into distribution of bull trout within the mainstem Columbia and Snake rivers.  As bull trout recovery actions are implemented (e.g., passage at Condit Dam) bull trout will likely increase their use of the mainstem Columbia and Snake rivers.  As a result, the need for research to investigate problems associated with fish ladder use, entrainment, spill, flow attraction, and water quality will become more important as recovery proceeds.

· Studies should be initiated to determine the effectiveness and feasibility of using artificial propagation to aid bull trout recovery in the Columbia and Snake rivers.

· Bull trout migrate seasonally from some local populations to the mainstem Columbia and/or Snake rivers, using mainstem habitats during a portion of their life history. It is essential to establish, with greater certainty, the current extent of bull trout distribution and seasonal use areas. To this end, the development and application of a scientifically accepted, statistically rigorous, standardized protocol for determining present distribution of bull trout is recommended.
There are a number of research needs regarding the use of the mainstem by bull trout and its importance in their life history. One such research need is data on the movement and seasonality of use of different habitat types in the Columbia and Snake rivers by adult and subadult bull trout. For fluvial bull trout using  mainstem habitats, the timing of use (arrival and departure), the habitat conditions in the mainstem associated with these movements, the manner in which fish use the mainstem, the frequency with which fish enter or leave the mainstem, and the fidelity that fish have to a particular tributary all need to be determined. In addition, the impact of hydropower facilities on bull trout and their habitat should be evaluated. These studies should be done in conjunction with studies on bull trout from adjacent recovery units, (e.g., Imnaha-Snake, Clearwater, Tucannon, Hood River, etc.) to determine areas of overlapping use and possible interactions. Studies are also needed to determine the migration timing and pathways in and between tributaries within the FCRPS

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. 2000. Biological Opinion. Effects to listed species from Operations of the Federal Columbia River Power System. U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Region 1 (Portland, Oregon) and Region 6 (Denver, Colorado).
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. 1999. Recovery Plan for the White Sturgeon (Acipenser transmontanus): Kootenai River Population. U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Portland, Oregon. 96 pp. plus appendices.

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. 2002.  Bull Trout (Salvelinus confluentus) Draft Recovery Plan. U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Portland, Oregon.

Harvest Management
There is no mention of harvest management needs for resident fish. Critical uncertainties relative to resident fish should be included. For example, uncertainties exist at to what level resident fish can be harvested without impacting the viability and productivity of the population

Research Recommendation
· Determine harvest levels of important resident fisheries such that stocks are protected
Invasive Species

The first management need addresses the effect of invasive species on fish and wildlife of the Columbia River basin, yet the second need is limited to impacts of shad on anadromous fish.  Research recommendations should also consider resident fish and wildlife.

Management Needs
· Determine the impacts of harmful exotic resident fish species on native fish assemblies.
· Determine areas of high predator abundance. 
· Determine contribution of exotic predators through entrainment and connected waterways.
Research Recommendations
· Develop methods for the removal of harmful exotic fish or methods to minimize their impacts
· Determine the trophic impacts of exotic species  
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