Montana’s recommendations for amendments to the Northwest Power and Conservation council’s Columbia Basin Fish and Wildlife Program

Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks urges the Council to use the amendment process to focus the efforts of cooperating agencies on creating meaningful benefits to fish, wildlife and their habitat.  Funding should be dedicated first to tangible results.  RM&E should be directed to monitor the effectiveness of these efforts in a way that minimizes redundancies and supports adaptive management.  Data and information collected during any of these efforts should be accessible to support decision making at all levels of the Program, from subbasin to province to basinwide issues.  We offer suggestions for cost reductions in process to redirect savings toward on-the-ground actions.  

Amendment 1. Add Provisions to reduce the cost of project planning and increase the percentage of funding available for implementing for fish and wildlife projects.

Include the following language in the Strategies section of the Program:

Bonneville Power Administration and the Northwest Power and Conservation Council should develop a plan, with input from fish and wildlife managers, to reduce costs associated with project planning, selection and monitoring to assure more funding is directed toward project implementation. 
We offer the following ideas for cost savings on process to free up funding for on-the-ground actions:  Travel costs for regional meetings represent a significant monetary cost to the Fish and Wildlife Program that should be redirected toward tangible on-the-ground benefits for fish, wildlife and their habitats.  We recommend that face-to-face meetings be reduced to quarterly and held in each state.  Meetings held on a more frequent basis should be conducted by conference phone and suitable Internet meeting software (e.g. WebEx) to reduce travel costs.    Reduced travel also has implications for energy savings (e.g. reduced flights, ground transportation, overnight stays, travel downtime) and would reduce our overall carbon footprint as per the WA OR and MT’s involvement in the Western Climate Initiative. 

Amendment 2. Add provisions to create a Dedicated Contingency Fund for important mitigation opportunities

Include the following language in the Strategies section of the Program:

Bonneville Power Administration and the Northwest Power and Conservation Council should create a contingency fund for unforeseen opportunities for water and land transactions to protect habitat, fund innovative projects and facilitate cost-shares with other funding sources. 

Amendment 3. Add provisions to support Stronghold Basins for fish and wildlife impacted by the Federal Columbia River Power System

Include the following language in the Strategies section of the Program:

The Council and Bonneville Power Administration should make wild, native fish and wildlife refuges a focus in the 2008 Program by requesting that state and tribal fish and wildlife managers establish stronghold basins for species impacted by the FCRPS. Designated stronghold basins should receive high priority in project selection processes to afford these critical areas additional protection.  The program should place high priority on protecting remaining populations of native fish to conserve unique genetic stocks and any associated local adaptations. A stronghold refers to a watershed, multiple watersheds, or other defined spatial units (tributaries or focal action areas) where native fish and wildlife populations are strong, diverse, and includes areas that provide critical life-cycle requirements for resident fish species.  Stronghold habitat has a high intrinsic potential to support a particular species, or suite of species, and is expected to afford a measure of productivity and resilience to native fish and wildlife species.

Amendment 4.  Mitigate inundation losses of fish habitat caused when Hungry Horse and Libby Reservoirs filled

The Council should add specific language in their Fish and Wildlife program to facilitate fish habitat protection fairly and expeditiously while opportunities remain. 

Montana Fish Wildlife & Parks and the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes are collaborating on efforts to protect and restore remaining fisheries habitat to offset lost habitat inundated by Hungry Horse and Libby Dams.  The fisheries loss statement for the construction and inundation impacts attributable to Hungry Horse Dam and Reservoir was completed in 1991 and for Libby Dam in 1998.  By the end of fiscal year 2009, approximately 20.5 km of mitigation credit for Hungry Horse Dam should have been accumulated to offset a portion of the 125.8 kilometers of documented losses.  Only a few kilometers have been protected in the Kootenai Subbasin.  Unfortunately, human population growth, subdivision, and development in the Flathead and Kootenai Basins are increasing exponentially, as are the costs to implement mitigation.  At the same time, opportunities for landscape or large-scale fisheries habitat protection are becoming fewer due to ownership changes, subdivision, and fragmentation.  This combination of escalating costs and decreasing opportunities indicate that the most effective and efficient means to mitigate construction and inundation losses lies in large or “full settlement” agreements.  

A fish-crediting program was developed by MFWP and CSKT to give BPA credit for kilometers of stream secured and protected under this program to offset documented inundation losses.  Resident Fish Crediting should maintain at least a 1:1 ratio for mitigating construction and inundation losses to resident fish habitat.  Habitat losses have been quantified in acres or stream miles inundated and/or blocked when Hungry Horse and Libby Dams filled.  These losses are most effectively mitigated by acquiring interests in real property (by establishing conservation easements or purchasing properties) to protect, preserve, restore and/or replace fish and wildlife habitat equal to the quantity and quality of habitat that was lost to inundation.  The Program should require, and BPA fund, mitigation at a minimum ratio of 1:1 to mitigate lost distance/area.  Funding should be provided at current market rates with consideration for inflation to assure that protected habitats fully mitigate inundation losses. 

The Council should direct BPA to budget for this fisheries habitat protection program and work with mitigation partners to evaluate options for a settlement to facilitate offsetting the remaining inundation losses and capturing current costs of habitat conservation and opportunities to work at the landscape scale.  A settlement agreement may be the most cost-efficient mechanism for protecting the best remaining fisheries habitat while opportunities to do so exist.  The state and tribes have developed protocols for selecting and prioritizing parcels for protection under this program to assure that dedicated funds are used to optimize mitigation benefits.  The state and tribes have the greatest interest in the success of the program and should be empowered to use settlement funds to implement mitigation actions based on the best available science, unfettered by costly bureaucratic processes at the project level.  Settlements would allow for more critical lands to be protected before opportunities are lost.  When an opportunity arises for full settlement for Council-approved losses that will benefit the effectiveness and efficiency of mitigation, the Program should promote, and BPA budget for, “full cash-out settlements,” rather than annual incremental settlements.  

Funding should also be provided for habitat restoration on lands protected by this program so that degraded areas are returned to a condition similar to the habitat lost by inundation to better offset losses.  Responsible management of property interests requires funding for operation, maintenance and restoration.  Regardless of the type of real property interest acquired, each capital investment made under the Program should include an endowment or other long-term funding for the purpose of supporting the operations and maintenance activities necessary to perpetuate the attendant habitat functions and values.  
Amendment 5.  Add language supporting the development of an Aquatic Nuisance Species Plan in the Overarching Strategies and Measures Section 

Include the following language in the Strategies section of the Program:

Nonnative aquatic species have been introduced into aquatic environments and, in some locations, have become self-sustaining populations.  These aquatic nuisance species (ANS) have the potential to threaten the diversity or abundance of native species and aquatic habitats, and impact economic resources in the FCRPS and human health.  ANS are defined as “nonnative aquatic plant or animal species that threaten the diversity or abundance of native species, the ecological stability of infested waters, or commercial, agricultural, or recreational activities dependent on such waters.”  ANS may spread rapidly, damaging recreational opportunities, lowering property values, clogging waterways, impacting irrigation and power generation, destroying native plant and animal habitat, and sometimes destroying or endangering native species. 

Montana, Idaho, Washington and Oregon have all developed Aquatic Nuisance Species Management plans (ANSP), which have been accepted by the national Aquatic Nuisance Species Task Force.  These plans identify potential threats from ANS, invasion pathways, preventative and early detection measures, and control actions if ANS are detected in the Columbia Basin.  Pacific States Marine Fisheries Commission (PSMFC), in collaboration with federal, state, tribal and private sector organizations, is coordinating various efforts to prevent and control ANS in the Pacific region.  Additional effort and funding is needed to comprehensively address ANS issues specific to the Columbia River Basin.

Impoundment by dams creates lentic habitat, replacing riverine systems, which promote the expansion of ANS.  Currently the greatest known ANS threat to the region is the zebra\quagga mussels Dreissena sp and Eurasian water milfoil.  Invasive mussels have caused significant economic and ecological impacts in the Great Lakes region and eastern United States.  Invasive mussels have become established in the lower Colorado River drainage and connected waterways in Arizona and California.  Economic costs to manage this species are in the $100s of million dollars annually to control mussels that clog water supply systems, cooling water intakes, and adhere to boat hulls.  Eurasian water milfoil was recently detected in the Kootenai River in Idaho and in the ClarkFork River in Montana. Preventative measures are needed to prevent transfers to other waters, that typically occur from fragments of the weed on boats and trailers. Ecosystem impacts caused by ANS include a decline in food chain productivity, loss of recreation, and water quality impacts.  If ANS become established or expand in the Columbia Basin, maintenance costs at dams would significantly increase to maintain turbine penstocks, cooling water systems, fish passage systems, and to prevent loss of biological productivity.  

Amendment 6. Fully integrate the Columbia Basin Water Transactions Program into the Program

Include the following language in the Strategies section of the Program:

Bonneville shall fund the continuation of the Columbia Basin Water Transactions Program (CBWTP) to acquire water rights in subbasins where water quantity has been identified as a primary limiting factor, to meet the biological objectives of subbasin plans.   The CBWTP will continue to support the full range of temporary and permanent transaction tools for instream flow restoration.  Guidelines should be established to ensure that money is being spent most effectively and efficiently.  For example, long-term transactions have much more biological benefit than short-term transactions which often have less lasting biological benefit.  The CBWTP will coordinate with the fish and wildlife managers and other project sponsors to integrate instream water transactions (long-term leases, purchases and water compacts) with efforts to address other ecological factors that are limiting fish habitat and to create long-term biological benefits.  Finally, the CBWTP will seek closer integration of land and water acquisition activities and integrate land and water habitat protection actions.  

Amendment 7.  Implement operations for Libby and Hungry Horse Reservoirs in the Council’s Mainstem Amendments 

The revised Program should direct action agencies to implement the mainstem amendment operations at Hungry Horse and Libby Dams:

· Continue to implement VARQ flood control to reduce annual reservoir drawdown and reduce the frequency of refill failure (to within five feet of full pool) as compared to historic operations;

· Implement a “sliding refill date” based on water supply to target reservoir refill later in July during high water years to reduce the probability of early reservoir refill while inflows remain above turbine capacity to prevent spill and associated gas supersaturation impacts; 

· Implement seasonal flow windows and flow ramping rates in the Flathead and Kootenai rivers downstream of the storage reservoirs and maintain minimum flows in the Flathead and Kootenai rivers as described by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 2006 Biological Opinion and Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks;
· Summer reservoir drafting limits at Hungry Horse and Libby should be 10 feet from full pool by the end of September (elevations 3550 and 2449, respectively) in all years except the lowest 20th percentile water supply (drought years) when the draft could be increased to 20 feet from full pool by the end of September. This would protect fisheries resources in the reservoirs and rivers downstream. 
· Create a “sliding-scale” for the summer reservoir drawdown so that the NPCC Mainstem Amendment operations do not cause a jump instantaneously from 10 to 20 feet when water supply forecasts approach the 20th percentile (lowest wateryears). The summer reservoir drawdown targets at H Horse and Libby should be translated into a discharge volume (sum of forecasted, pass-through inflows, plus storage volume above the drawdown limit) to maintain stabile flows in the rivers downstream and absorb flow forecasting error in a verifiable deviation in reservoir elevation; 
· Draft each storage reservoir according to elevation limitations that, when combined with projected inflows, result in stable and “flat” or very gradually declining weekly average outflows from July through September;

· Sudden short-term flow reductions should be avoided, especially during the productive warm months.  Flow reductions “reset” river productivity to the lowest stage and it takes approximately a month and a half to recover when higher flows resume; 

· Implement sturgeon tiered flows at Libby Dam as described in the mainstem amendments and shape the flow to mimic a natural spring pulse, followed by a gradual decline toward stable summer flows.   Water released from storage for sturgeon should not violate Montana water quality standard for dissolved gas and timed to correspond with water temperature criteria in the USFWS BiOp;  
Since the mainstem amendments were completed in 2003, the ISRP has determined that the possible impacts to anadromous fish due to this operation would likely be indiscernible and immeasurable and the anadromous fish scientists chose not to implement research on the potential impacts to anadromous fish after concluding that it would be difficult to assess the effects resulting from this subtle change in river flow, therefore any language pertaining to “experiments” or “experimental operations” pertaining to impacts on anadromous species should be deleted from the program.    Montana did initiate research to evaluate biological responses to these modified operations at Hungry Horse and Libby Dams, although to date, the so-called “Montana Operations” have not been fully implemented.  For this reason, resident fish research should continue for at least one complete life cycle of the fish species under investigation after the mainstem amendment operations are fully implemented at the Montana Dams.  

 
Amendment 8.  Fish Passage Center 

Amend current language in the Program as follows:

· Provide for supervision of the FPC manager to the entity having contracting authority from BPA (currently PSFMC) including the authority and obligation to conduct an annual performance review.

· Provide for continuing oversight of the FPC program and its functions, including the right and obligation to conduct an annual review of the program to the FPCOB.

· Direct the FPC to consult with resident fish managers who have knowledge and expertise on reservoir operations and resident fish requirements.       

Amendment 9.  Maintain the 70/15/15 funding allocation structure for anadromous fish, resident fish, and wildlife 

We support the Council’s current funding allocation of 70/15/15 percent for anadromous fish, resident fish and wildlife mitigation actions, respectively.  This allocation strategy has so far adequately supported mitigation and ESA actions for these three components of the Program.  To assure that this allocation will remain equitable in the future, the Council’s Program should adhere to the following principals:

The highest priority for resident fish mitigation funding should continue to be native species restoration in areas directly impacted by the FCRPS.  Funding should be proportional to fisheries losses directly attributable to the construction and operation of the dams and associated infrastructure.  Where fish and habitat losses cannot be fully accomplished in kind and in place, losses may be offset through offsite mitigation.  Where native species have been extirpated and ecosystems have been disturbed beyond our ability to mitigate damages, efforts should optimize biological productivity, using species that can tolerate the modified environmental conditions.  

All anadromous fish impacts should be mitigated using the anadromous fish budget.  Where native resident and anadromous fish species inhabit the same habitat, RM&E and mitigation actions should be coordinated to cost-effectively restore the entire species community. 

The wildlife and anadromous fish portions of the Program are most appropriately planned, implemented, and evaluated at the basinwide scale. However, because resident fish populations exist above and between dams, generally within a single subbasin, resident fish measures should be evaluated at the subbasin or ecological province scale.

Amendment 10.   Assessment of Wildlife impacts caused by dam operation
The 2008 Program should include measures to: 

Fund Operational Loss Assessments: Hydropower operational impact assessments are needed to determine the extent of ecological alterations (direct and indirect) and institute a standardized assessment methodology to quantify ecological losses attributable to the FCRPS.  
The Fish and Wildlife Program (2000) initially defined operational loss as “the direct wildlife losses caused by the day-to-day fluctuations in flows and reservoir levels resulting from the operation of the hydrosystem”. This definition does not adequately describe the full extent of the ecological impacts due to the operation of the hydroelectric system. Assessment of operational losses must incorporate concepts of river ecology, accepted scientific and ecological principles, along with appropriate indices of biological or ecological integrity.

The 2008 Program should direct Bonneville to complete operational loss assessments using methods that provide a systematic approach to characterize active physical and biological processes in watersheds, and describes spatial distributions, histories and linkages among important ecosystem components. A framework for assessing operational losses shall be in place by the end of 2009 with loss assessments initiated in 2010.  To determine parameters needed to address ecological integrity, the NPCC, wildlife managers, and BPA will adopt a framework that can: (1) identify and isolate operational impacts from other basin changes, (2) assess operations-based influences on downstream physical processes, (3) link physical, biological, and ecological processes (4) account for natural floodplain dynamics, and (5) be used in a predictive capacity.  

Bonneville shall fund the fish and wildlife managers to complete assessments of ecological impacts to wildlife from the reduction or loss of habitat and migratory fish as part of the operational loss assessment. The assessments need to evaluate an array of core ecological parameters (e.g., biological/biotic and physical/abiotic) with the understanding that habitats, communities, and processes are ecologically linked. The results of these assessments shall be the basis for quantification of operational impacts and subsequent mitigation obligation. Existing and future habitat actions implemented to benefit fish may be suitable mitigation for some of these impacts. 
Amendment 11:  Maintain and further develop data management systems that provide value to MFWP and provide consistent data to regional data management efforts.

MFWP currently participates in StreamNet, a FWP project that includes state, tribal and federal fish and wildlife agencies in the Columbia River Basin. Its purpose is to compile agency specific fisheries related data and facilitate the flow of that data to a regional data distribution system. This function allows for consistent and comparable data to be accessible at any needed scale: subbasin, mainstem, province or basinwide without compromising the effective use and collection of that data at the state level.  With StreamNet programs situated within each of the participating agencies, access to all fisheries related data including efforts not funded by the FWP Program is possible and an added benefit to the basin.  

Montana benefits directly from the StreamNet program in providing resources for data consolidation, analysis and spatial representation benefiting decision making at the state or subbasin level.  While funding is currently adequate to facilitate data flow from the state to the region, additional funding could be directed at the development of internal data management systems that would greatly enhance data flow from the field to the state level.  

Current funding for StreamNet has been maintained at  “level funding” for a number of years, which has eroded the spending power of those dollars due to inflation.  This has forced StreamNet to drop data types and in some cases, restrict geographic scope. The most apparent and troubling data type from Montana’s perspective that has been dropped is resident fish data from the other states within the basin.  As a result, resident fish are not part of most decision-making processes at the basin wide level due to the lack of consistent consolidated data.   This isn't to suggest the other cooperating agencies aren't collecting resident fish data, just that funding to assist in its management and accessibility to the region is lacking.  

Montana believes that StreamNet should be funded annually with inflationary increases factored in, should include sufficient funds for the compilation of resident fish data from all the cooperating agencies and be funded at a level to promote and encourage data consolidation efforts so data can be provided to FWP decision making processes.

