ISRP Comment/Question: Do not fund; this proposal is not scientifically justified as sound. It addresses an important problem that deserves analysis, but the proposal does not provide an adequate framework to address the problem. 

Response: The general theme of the Independent Scientific Review Panel’s (ISRP) criticisms of this project centers around this project being a poorly designed research project without testable hypotheses or an adequate experimental design. This project is an evaluation project, not a research project.  The cause of this confusion appears to stem from the project proposal form, section 2, “ISRP Project Type.”  None of these listed categories accurately describes this project.

This project evaluates the water management activities (flow augmentation) by other agencies and determines the best way to release salmon flow augmentation water so resident fish populations benefit. The project sponsor (IDFG) works with the Bureau of Reclamation (BOR) and Idaho Department of Water Resources (IDWR) to find the flexibility within the system to benefit resident fish.  

The purpose of the project is to evaluate and estimate the impacts of salmon flow augmentation water on resident fish populations in the Snake River basin upstream of Brownlee Reservoir and to make flow recommendations that will benefit resident fish.  The main products of this project are:

1)  Annual estimates of changes in habitat quantity resulting from   

      salmon flow augmentation.

2) A preferred release scenario for the salmon flow water that considers the needs of resident fish.  This scenario seeks to increase resident fish habitat during limiting time periods by using the salmon flow water to help mimic a more natural (historic) hydrograph.  

3) Coordination with the water management agencies (BOR, IDWR) to insure that resident fish populations benefit from the salmon flow releases in terms of increased quantity of useable habitat at critical times.

This project takes the detailed accounting by IDWR of flow augmentation releases and uses that as the basis for estimating changes in fish habitat.  The flow augmentation component (as reported by IDWR) is compared to the total flow reported by the U. S. Geological Survey (USGS).  Using the habitat versus flow relationships developed from existing instream flow incremental methodology (IFIM) studies, the amount of habitat available with and without the salmon flow augmentation water is estimated.  A net gain or net loss in habitat is generated depending on the species, life stage, and time of year the water is released.  Flows are also compared to recommended minimum flows found in the literature to qualitatively evaluate whether or not the salmon flow augmentation water benefits resident fish.  Beginning in 1999, actual flows will be compared to the preferred recommendations recently developed through this project.

ISRP Comment/Question: The objective schedule table lists no measurable biological objectives.
Response: The project sponsor erred by not identifying the biological objectives in this table.  Objective 1, a biological objective, will produce:

1) Quantified estimates of changes in fish habitat (in weighted usable area) resulting from flow augmentation and, 

2)  Flow recommendations for the release of the salmon flow augmentation water. These recommendations will be refined as more information becomes available.

These biological objectives were listed in the “Past Accomplishments” section and were described in the text of the proposal. Biologically-based flow recommendations have also been developed for the operation of the mainstem Snake River from American Falls Dam downstream to Brownlee Pool.  These recommendations had not been developed at the time the proposal was written.

ISRP Comment/Question: The results of the study to date are not clearly described.

Response:   This is a somewhat confusing point.  The results were summarized on page 3 of the proposal.  There were space limitations within that table so it was not possible to include much detail there. The major results of the project are described in detail on pages 12 – 16 of the proposal.  This section was much more detailed than the previous year’s proposal in response to ISRP’s 1998 comments.   See also previous responses for this project.

ISRP Comment/Question: The proposal gives some informative background, but should take the approach of testing whether returning to a more natural hydrograph will significantly improve conditions.
Response: The project sponsors are testing this by collecting unregulated flow data and estimates of natural flows from the USGS and the Corps of Engineers (COE), comparing that to present operations, and identifying limiting factors (flow volume and timing).  Flow augmentation releases are used to move operations to a more natural hydrograph.  These recommended flows will be evaluated through the models being developed by the BOR’s Snake River Resources Review Project (SR3).  The SR3 project is developing a decision support system (models) that will allow water managers and others to evaluate the trade-offs or impacts of different flow scenarios on all the user groups and resources in the upper Snake River basin.  Resident fish needs supplied by this project are an integral part of the models and they will protect resident fish habitat.

ISRP Comment/Question: Release strategies have been recommended but the nature of the data to date that support them is not given. How well supported are these recommendations and how effective have they been in achieving goals?
Response: The basis for the flow recommendations was two-fold.  The first was an extensive search of the literature for IFIM studies, records of unregulated flow, and estimates of unregulated flow throughout the upper Snake River basin.  The results yielded studies conducted by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, U.S. Forest Service, Idaho Power Company, consulting firms, and IDFG.  Unregulated flows came from the U. S. Army Corps of Engineers (COE) and the USGS.

The second was the collective expertise of IDFG fisheries biologists in the area affected by flow augmentation.  The biologists reviewed the existing data, compared it to fish population and abundance data, and used it to develop the flow recommendations.  In the absence of Instream Flow data, the biologists made recommendations based on their knowledge and expertise of the systems they manage.  The recommendations became consensus biological opinions based on the best scientific data available and their knowledge of their respective waters and fish populations.  

The flow recommendations developed by this project have been very effective to date in achieving the goals of this project, IDFG Fisheries Management Plan, and the information needs of water management agencies.  The flow recommendations are being used by the BOR’s SR3 project as the basis for measuring impacts to resident fish populations from various flow scenarios.  They are also being used as the baseline for protecting resident fish populations by IDWR in their feasibility study on large-scale managed aquifer recharge.  

The Payette River release is the best example of how this project has been effective and the collaborative process involved. A working group was formed to decide how to release the salmon augmentation water to help balance all of the competing needs in the basin.  Agencies and individuals involved included IDFG, IDWR, BOR, Idaho Power Company, Idaho Division of Environmental Quality (IDEQ), recreation interests, and irrigators. For the last four years, they have decided on a split summer/winter release that improves water quality, fish habitat (during the critical limiting winter period, Riggin and Hansen 1992), and recreational boating while meeting the needs of irrigators and down-river salmon managers. 

With this project, the foundation has been established for evaluating the flow augmentation releases, thus allowing for more timely evaluation of impacts.  In addition, preferred flow regimes have been described and limiting time periods for resident fish have been identified.  This project has improved communication and working relationships between fish management and water management agencies.  We work with the water management agencies to collectively determine when, where, and how to release the flow augmentation water so that benefits for resident fish (increased quantity of habitat) can be realized or negative impacts can be reduced. 

ISRP Comment/Question: The proposal notes information may be made available on IDFG’s web site; this is a good idea, but how, specifically, will the project “enable managers to assess the trade-offs between fishes and wildlife affected by upriver reservoir releases and anadromous fish affected by flow augmentation releases”?
Response: This language was taken out of Section 2.2E.7 of the Council’s Fish and Wildlife Program. This project can provide the water and fish managers from the COE, BOR, and National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) with the information on the impacts to selected resident fish populations so they can call for the salmon flow releases at a time that will benefit or reduce the negative impacts to resident fish.

ISRP Comment/Question: Objective 1: wouldn’t you also want to assess impacts on fish in addition to impacts on their habitat? What specifically does it mean to “maximize benefits” to resident fish?
Response: Yes, the project sponsor would like to assess impacts on fish populations as well as on habitat.  However, this is not practical over such a large geographic area and in such a large river. Because the fish population evaluation approach is not feasible, changes in habitat due to flow augmentation are estimated as a surrogate for population response. Assuming based on the extensive body of IFIM literature that resident fish populations will benefit from increases in the quantity of habitat and will be harmed by decreases in the quantity of habitat especially during a critical or limiting time period.  The limitations of the IFIM data are taken into account in the project sponsor’s evaluation. 

This project is trying to determine how best to release the salmon augmentation water to get the largest gains in the quantity of usable habitat during the most critical (limiting) time period for resident fish.  This is what “maximize benefits” means.  If gains are not possible and reductions in the quantity of resident fish habitat are inevitable, we are attempting to make these losses as small as possible.  This all has to be done within the existing operating constraints of the irrigation/hydropower system.

The term “maximize” is vague and a poor descriptor.  It will not be used in the future.

ISRP Comment/Question: The CBFWA evaluation noted that “There are no milestones listed.” and asked the question, “When is this project going to end?”
Response: Milestones should have been included in the “objective schedules and costs” table.  The project sponsor thought the milestones were only for past accomplishments. The past milestones are listed on page three of the proposal under “Past Accomplishments.” 

Objective 1, to “Determine impacts to resident fish habitat (in weighted usable area) resulting from salmon flow augmentation and make flow recommendations that benefit resident fish,” is an annual milestone.  The impacts vary every year because the snowpack, volumes released from each reservoir, and timing of the releases varies each year.  

The milestone for Objective 3 is the scheduled completion of BOR’s SR3 Project in FY2000.    This will enable us to model the impacts of various flow scenarios (including salmon flow augmentation) on resident fish habitat.  

The end of this project is dependent upon the upcoming NMFS 1999 decision and the role that flow augmentation plays in the long-term recovery strategy for ESA listed Snake River anadromous fish.  If NMFS decides to eliminate or keep flow augmentation from the upper Snake River basin at existing levels (427,000 acre-feet), then FY 2000 may be the last year of funding.  If NMFS decides to use more water from the upper Snake for flow augmentation, then it will be critical to keep this project funded at least through 2005, because the project managers will have to estimate the impacts on an entirely new flow regime.  The potential for adverse impacts to resident fish and habitat is much greater with larger volumes of water used for flow augmentation, especially if resident fish needs are not considered.  

ISRP Comment/Question: The ISRP concludes that the proposal is of questionable benefit to fish.

Response:   The benefits to resident fish are:   

1) The project sponsors have been successful in coordinating salmon flow releases in the Payette River basin so that flows and thus resident fish habitat increases during the critical winter time period and also helped balance other water needs in the basin. 

2) This project has also documented quantified increases in sturgeon and adult rainbow trout habitat and decreases in juvenile and spawning rainbow trout habitat in the Snake River resulting from the flow augmentation water (Leitzinger 1996, 1997, in press).

3) The flow recommendations serve as the basis for restoring a more natural hydrograph to the upper Snake River basin through the BOR’s SR3 modeling and by IDWR in their large-scale managed aquifer recharge feasibility study. These flows have been recognized, as flows needed to protect and maintain existing fish populations in the upper Snake River basin.

This project will be even more critical if the volume of flow augmentation required from the upper Snake River basin increases in the future.  The foundation and coordination are already established, and working groups are established.  Flow augmentation releases will be coordinated so that resident fish needs will be addressed.

Literature Cited

Leitzinger, E. J. 1996.  Idaho water rental pilot project:  Probability/coordination study - resident fish and wildlife impacts.  Phase III.  Idaho Department of Fish and Game Annual Report to Bonneville Power Administration, Contract 93-BI02390, Project 91-067.  Boise.

Leitzinger, E. J. 1997.  Idaho water rental pilot project:  Probability/coordination study - resident fish and wildlife impacts.  Phase III.  Idaho Department of Fish and Game Annual Report to Bonneville Power Administration, Contract 93-BI02390, Project 91-067.  Boise.

Leitzinger, E. J. In Press.  Idaho water rental pilot project:  Probability/coordination study - resident fish and wildlife impacts.  Phase III.  Idaho Department of Fish and Game Annual Report to Bonneville Power Administration, Contract 93-BI02390, Project 91-067.  Boise.

Riggin, S. H. and H. J. Hansen.  1992.  Phase 1 water rental pilot project: Snake River resident fish and wildlife resources and management recommendations.  Idaho Department of Fish and Game, Report to Bonneville Power Administration, Contract DE-BI79-91BP21416, Project 91-067.  Boise.

5

