Comments on Strawman Part II:  Ecological Province Level 



Part 2. Ecological Province Level

A. Ecological structure: provinces and subbasins
The Columbia River may be an integrated biophysical system, but the basin is too large and complex for us to understand or manage as a single entity. At the same time, managing each piece as an independent entity risks losing appreciation for the interaction between components and their collective performance as a system. 

Each province consists of a set of watersheds that are connected to larger hydrologic units. These provinces are thus appropriate units around which to organize and evaluate recovery objectives and efforts. 

For our purposes, a subbasin can only be in one province; boundaries do not cut across subbasins (an exception was made for the Spokane River, split between two provinces at Lake Coeur d’Alene). Hydroelectric dams, including the major dams on the Columbia and Snake Rivers, are also considered to be with provinces. 

Based on patterns of terrestrial vegetation, the headwaters of a subbasin are often distinct from the lower reaches and have been put into separate areas in other schemes. However, for purposes of planning it makes little sense to split subbasins. Instead, we treat each subbasin as an integral component of a set of subbasins forming a province. Table 1 displays the provinces and subbasins of the Columbia River Basin. 

Comments: 

1. The proposed provinces would replace the subregions defined in the present Program. We agree that it makes administrative sense to subdivide the basin into smaller units. We are unconvinced whether eleven subdivisions make more sense than the previous 6.

2. It is premature to assume, without evidence, that animal metapopulations might conform to the proposed provincial boundaries. The province concept as described appears to be heavily influenced by the hydrology of the basin and an anadrocentric view. Different boundaries would likely be drawn to represent subregions based upon the ecology of resident fish or wildlife species. We know that fall chinook population structure cuts across several provincial boundaries. It is also unlikely that wildlife population structures are adequately encompassed by the proposed provincial boundaries.
3. Considering that subbasins flow through several ecoregions, it might be more appropriate to describe the ecological structure of the basin, at least for salmon populations, as a sequence of ecological webs, rather than as an ecological hierarchy.
4. The hydropower system is presently managed on a basin-wide scale. It will be totally ineffective to deal with hydropower issues a few dams at a time, as implied by this provincial structure.
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