
June 12, 2008

Mark Walker 

Director of Public Affairs

Northwest Power and Conservation Council

851 SW Sixth Avenue, Suite 1100

Portland, OR  97204

Council Members:

Northwest RiverPartners’ (NRP) appreciates the opportunity to provide the following comments.  NRP is a broad-based alliance of utilities, businesses, port, and agricultural interests throughout the Pacific Northwest.  We are joined together by the common interests of preserving the many benefits of the Columbia and Snake River system and promoting recovery of the region’s prized salmon and steelhead through science-based, cost-effective investments.  We have a direct stake in the Council’s fish and wildlife Program as it is our members and their customers and constituents that provide the vast majority of program funding. 
The Northwest Power and Conservation Council’s (Council) role in regional energy and fish and wildlife issues has never been more critical.  The region is faced with addressing complex issues such as climate change and implementing the most ambitious fish and wildlife protection and recovery program in the world.  Meanwhile, consumers are facing higher prices for energy, food, heat and other necessities. In the midst of all this, the Council is the sole regional entity charged with both sides of the equation:  protection of fish and wildlife while ensuring the Northwest families and businesses an “affordable, reliable” energy supply. 

The Council is the best entity to see that Northwest customers’ increasing investment in fish and wildlife delivers positive results.  The Council must continue to insist on the necessary science review to ensure that measures in the recently issued Biological Opinion on federal hydrosystem operations and state and tribal agreements deliver the desired results. The Council’s Program amendment process offers incredible opportunity to provide the needed context, framework, biological objectives and science requirements to provide greater accountability in the fish and wildlife program.  
RiverPartners urges the Council to consider the following points to provide for greater accountability as it reviews comments submitted to it in its Program amendment process: 

The program can provide  much-needed background and an  improved understanding of the  region’s investment in fish and wildlife.
The Council’s program is the ideal place for decision makers and the public to gain a “big picture” understanding of the scope and magnitude of the commitment that has been, and is being, made to fish and wildlife in this region. All too often one hears that what is being done for fish and wildlife in the region is not enough or has been wasted. This is inaccurate, unfair and leaves a false impression in the public’s mind.  

The revised Program should include a description of the region’s past and expected investment in fish and wildlife protection and enhancement.  The overview should describe the relationship between the federal hydrosystem Biological Opinion, the state and tribal agreements implementing the BiOp, the Council’s Program, and NOAA’s recovery plans. It also should detail the extent of the investment being made, survival improvements to-date and anticipated benefits. 
The next decade will see another $8 – 9 billion invested by regional businesses and families in fish and wildlife restoration, in addition to the $9 billion already invested. The Council, in its program, can provide the broad context and communicate the scope and magnitude of the investment and commitment to fish recovery in this region.
The Program needs to be a high-level guidance document; NOT a project solicitation document.
As noted in its 2004 Program:  “Through its fish and wildlife program, the Council provides guidance and recommendations on hundreds of millions of dollars per year of Bonneville Power Administration revenues to mitigate the impact of hydropower on fish and wildlife”.  
The Council’s Program should continue to provide policy direction and help guide investment priorities.  It should include a clear expression of desired biological goals and project selection criteria so the Council can call for specific proposals from multiple entities to achieve a desired biological outcome. To accomplish this, the Council should:

· Reference in appendices, but not directly incorporate, documents that relate to the Program including sub-basin plans, the federal hydrosystem BiOp, and state and tribal agreements.  This affords the Council maximum flexibility in program implementation and will help minimize potential future litigation over program interpretation.

The sub-basin plans, for example, address all human impacts on fish and 
wildlife species. Including them directly in the Council’s program gives 
the 
false impression that it is Bonneville customers’ obligation to fund 
any and all 
measures as mitigation for sub-basin plans. The plans contain much useful 
information but should be referenced, not incorporated, to avoid any 
misperceptions of their proper role.
· Eliminate references to specific measures or entities.  The program and its implementation are becoming far too detailed.  The program should not include specific measures or actions better left to the project solicitation process. It should focus on desired end goals and biological objectives and functions, not specific entities or actions. 


As specific examples, the Council should reject referencing the Fish Passage 
Center in its program, as well as Columbia Basin Fish and 
Wildlife Authority’s 
(CBFWA) requests for a Regional Mark Processing 
Center, pit tag projects, a 
Genetic Stock Identification Program, hatchery stock reporting and etc. These 
may be good ideas but do not belong 
specifically within the Council’s 
program. These activities, along with CBFWA’s many specific requests for added 
research, monitoring and evaluation in its amendment submittal, should be 
addressed in the project solicitation process, not incorporated into the program.

The program should focus on biological parameters, not numbers of returning fish, as the means to measure progress.  
To accomplish, the Council should: 
· Use a common currency to evaluate biological effectiveness of measures using those identified in the BiOp for listed fish.  This would include, at least for listed stocks, species abundance, productivity, genetic diversity and spatial distribution. The Council should use and build on the life cycle approach and data that will be resulting from implementation of the Biological Opinion. 

· Reject and remove references to adult returns of fish, or historic abundance as a means of measuring program success.  Adult returns are a meaningless and an unfair measure of program success because too many other factors, ocean conditions and harvest levels foremost among them, influence adult returns - not just the hydrosystem.  Similarly, historic abundance is meaningless, given how much the landscape has changed with increasing population growth and pressures.  It also doesn’t comport with Ninth Circuit case law which does not require restoration of past conditions.  
RiverPartners supports the staff’s proposal for revising the project solicitation process – but a high-level evaluation of regional resource allocation also is needed.
RiverPartners’ supports the staff’s proposal of focusing on geographic areas, focal species and limiting factors as the means to develop Requests for Proposals (RFPs) and target specific projects.  RiverPartners also endorses PNUCC’s and PPC’s recommended project selection criteria and principles to assist in project review.  

· A high-level resource allocation evaluation also is needed including the Council’s program, the hydrosystem Biological Opinion and related state/tribal Agreements (and eventually NOAA recovery plans).  The Council needs to identify where the dollars are going, to the benefit of what specific resources, whether the resulting priorities make sense and where there are gaps.  
Such an evaluation is sorely needed to ensure that resources are being allocated in the proper proportion to the problems facing fish and wildlife in the region. With it, the region can better understand if dollars are being invested wisely and fit with the Council’s program priorities, thus ensuring greater public accountability. The region needs a “report card” on the public’s investment in fish and wildlife.  The Council is the only entity with the authority, responsibility and scope to provide it. 
Independent science review must remain central to the Council’s program.

The Council’s responsibility for ensuring independent science review of proposed projects has never been more important.  The new hydrosystem BiOp and state and tribal agreements are resulting in more than a $90 million per year increase in direct program costs for fish and wildlife in the region.  BPA estimates this could increase electric customers’ rates by 3 to 4 percent.  And, it comes at a time when consumers are faced with skyrocketing costs for other basic needs.  It is absolutely imperative that projects proposed for funding as part of the Council’s program receive independent science review to ensure that perceived benefits are realized.  This is the ultimate means to ensure accountability for the public’s massive investment in fish and wildlife.  
In closing, RiverPartners greatly appreciates the opportunity to provide these comments and to participate in the Council’s program amendment process.  The Council’s leadership is critical to ensuring that the entire regional fish and wildlife effort is consistent, grounded in sound science and efficiently applies available resources to insure that cost-effective, beneficial actions are funded.  We urge you to seriously consider these comments and look forward to sharing our views as the process continues to unfold.  

Sincerely, 
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Terry Flores, Executive Director

Cc:  Bonneville Power Administration

        U.S. Army Corps

        U.S. Bureau of Reclamation

        NPPC Council Members

        Public Power Council

        Pacific Northwest Utilities Conference Committee

        Columbia Basin Fish and Wildlife Authority
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