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Introduction

  

The purpose of these amendments is to help the Council develop a new Columbia River Basin Fish and Wildlife program. This new program will be organized around the framework concept. The program is intended to bring together, as closely as possible, Endangered Species Act requirements, the broader requirements of the Northwest Power Act and the policies of the states and Indian tribes of the Columbia River Basin into a comprehensive program that has a solid scientific foundation. 

In the 1994 amendments to its fish and wildlife program, the Council introduced the idea of a "framework" for the program and for the region’s fish and wildlife recovery efforts at large. The framework would establish a logical structure for the measures in the Council’s program. Based on the framework concept, the Council’s program would also contain explicit goals and objectives for the program and state the program’s scientific basis. 

The framework concept was not further developed in the 1994 amendments. A number of reviews of the Council’s fish and wildlife program, especially the Independent Scientific Group’s 1996 Return to the River review requested by the Council, subsequently criticized the program for lacking an explicit statement of its underlying scientific foundation and, especially, for being a collection of measures not well tied to a comprehensive framework of goals and objectives. The annual reviews of project proposals by the Independent Scientific Review Panel have also repeatedly criticized the program for its failure to provide an adequate context for evaluating projects. 

In addition, the number of fish and wildlife populations in the Columbia River Basin that have been listed under the Endangered Species Act continues to increase. But the region’s experience with responding to these listings has also highlighted the need to think and plan for the needs of fish and wildlife populations in an integrated, comprehensive way. Piecemeal solutions can mean that efforts to recover one population jeopardize other populations. 

Over the last two years, the Council worked with federal agencies, Indian tribes, states, industrial and agricultural interests, and environmental interests to develop and expand the framework concept through the Multi-Species Framework Project. The Council now is amending the fish and wildlife program to bring those efforts to fruition -- to adopt a program organized around a scientific and policy framework of goals and objectives. 

The revised program will state explicitly what the Council is trying to accomplish with the fish and wildlife program, link it to a specific set of objectives and describe the strategies to be employed. It will also describe the scientific basis for the program. The program will both guide decisions on what actions to take and provide a reference point for evaluating success. 

The fundamental elements of the framework are: the vision, which describes what the program is trying to accomplish with regard to fish and wildlife and other desired benefits from the river; biological objectives, which describe the ecological conditions needed to achieve the vision; and implementation strategies, procedures and standards, which guide or describe the actions leading to the desired ecological conditions. In other words, the vision implies biological objectives which set the strategies. In turn, strategies address biological objectives and fulfill the vision. 

The scientific foundation links the components of the framework, explaining why the Council believes certain kinds of management actions will result in particular physical habitat or ecosystem conditions of the basin; or why the ecosystem conditions will affect fish and wildlife populations or communities. 

Based on the framework, the Council intends to develop and implement the program at three geographic levels -- the basin as a whole; smaller geographic divisions of the basin called ecological provinces; and subbasins that are components of each province. Framework elements, especially biological objectives and implementation standards, at the basin and province levels will guide a subbasin planning process to complete the program framework and provide the vehicle for implementation of actions intended to achieve the objectives and for evaluating the actions taken. 

Under the Power Act, the Council’s fish and wildlife program is not intended to address all fish and wildlife problems in the basin from whatever source. The Council’s task is to design a program to protect, mitigate and enhance fish and wildlife affected by the hydrosystem, and to ensure that the consumers of electric power bear the cost of actions designed to deal with adverse impacts caused by the development and operation of the hydrosystem only. But the Council is adopting the vision, objectives, strategies and scientific foundation with the belief that they can apply to all of the region’s fish and wildlife recovery actions -- to link to and accommodate the needs of other programs in the basin that affect fish and wildlife and to offer the possibility of the Council’s Columbia River Basin Fish and Wildlife Program as a unifying and coordinating framework for fish and wildlife activities across the basin. This includes meeting the needs of the Endangered Species Act for listed fish and wildlife species, as a subset of describing the kinds of ecological change needed to improve the survival and productivity of the diverse fish and wildlife populations in the basin. 

Thus, in describing a subbasin planning process to serve the needs of the fish and wildlife program, the Council is aware that the federal agencies, led by the National Marine Fisheries Service with its responsibility for consultations and recovery planning for anadromous fish species listed under the Endangered Species Act, are considering subbasin assessments and planning as a possible vehicle for implementing habitat changes needed under the ESA. The Council is also aware that at least three of the states of the Columbia basin are in the process of developing watershed or subbasin plans for purposes under state law. The Council aims to maximize coordination and cooperation and avoid duplication. Thus it is the Council’s intent that the subbasin assessments and plans developed under this program also contain any elements that the National Marine Fisheries Service (or the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service) may require so that the plans can address endangered species considerations. As well, the Council intends that subbasin assessments and plans developed for the purposes of the fish and wildlife program be coordinated with the relevant state planning processes, and to the maximum extent possible, be consistent with or even the same as the plans developed for the states. Furthermore, the Council is also mindful of its statutory duties to the Indian tribes of the Columbia Basin.  In treaties and executive orders, the United States agreed to protect the rights of the tribes to take certain fish and wildlife resources.  The Northwest Power Act specifically references these agreements and the Council intends to fully comply with the Act’s standards in this regard.
Summary of how the revised fish and wildlife program will work 

· Revised program framework at the basin and province level. In the year 2000 revisions to the fish and wildlife program, the Council will adopt a framework composed of a vision, objectives, strategies and implementation standards and scientific principles for the basin and program as a whole and for subdivisions of the basin called ecological provinces. 

· Subbasin assessments and plans. A subbasin assessment and planning process will follow the revision of the program. This will complete the program at the subbasin level and provide the implementation plans out of which fish and wildlife projects are proposed for Bonneville funding to implement the program. The subbasin assessment is a technical exercise designed to identify the biological potential of each subbasin and the opportunities for restoration. Based on this, fish and wildlife managers, land managers, private landowners, and other people responsible for fish and wildlife and habitat conditions in the respective subbasins will develop a subbasin plan consisting of goals, objectives, strategies, and proposed actions, consistent with the objectives and criteria in the revised program. Depending on the extent and quality of past assessment and planning work, the planning process in a particular subbasin could range from a relatively quick and straightforward review and updating of existing plans to a fundamental and extensive development process. Using the program amendment procedures in the Northwest Power Act, the Council intends to review subbasin plans and adopt agreed-upon plans into the program by July 31, 2001
· Rolling project review by the Independent Scientific Review Panel and Council. Under the Power Act, the Council has the responsibility for conducting an annual review of projects proposed for funding by Bonneville to implement the Council’s program, taking into account recommendations from the Independent Scientific Review Panel (ISRP. The Council and the ISRP also have a responsibility for reviewing other fish and wildlife projects proposed for funding by federal agencies and reimbursed by Bonneville. The revised program will describe a rolling project review process in which one-third of the program and fish and wildlife projects funded by Bonneville will be reviewed each year in some depth by the ISRP and the Council. An important criterion for the Council’s funding recommendation will be consistency with the vision, objectives and strategies in the revised program and in the relevant subbasin plan, when adopted. In the rolling project review, the priorities for actions at the basin, province, and subbasin level will be reflected as budget priorities for implementation of specific projects. 

· Monitoring and evaluation. The revised fish and wildlife program will include procedures for monitoring and evaluating the biological benefits gained by actions taken under the program. The evaluation process will feed information back into the program planning and project review process, with adaptive management mechanisms for revising program objectives or actions if what has been adopted proves unsuccessful. 

· Effect on existing measures in the program. Unless expressly modified by the provisions of this program, existing measures will continue to be in effect. Most of the existing measures in the fish and wildlife program are specific items for implementation at a particular location. As part of the subbasin planning process described above, these measures will be reviewed, together with proposals for new measures, for inclusion in the subbasin plan. When a subbasin plan is adopted, it will include both the new measures for that subbasin and the existing measures that will be continuing. At that time, the measures currently in the program for that subbasin will be replaced by the subbasin plan. 
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