Comments on Strawman I.B:  Biological Objectives


  
We recommend the Council adopt no firm biological objectives during this part of the Program amendment cycle, for the reasons stated below. In broad concept, we agree with our perceived intent of this section. Nevertheless, it is loosely written, major concepts are unclear and more discussion is required before it can provide practical guidance for fish and wildlife recovery efforts. We offer recommendations for biological objectives at a finer spatial scale in the next section.
PRIVATE
The biological objectives are the characteristics of the ecosystem that we need to reach the vision based on the information we now have. They are intended to be empirically measurable, and will be reached through the strategies described in the next section. The objectives in this section relate to the basin as a whole and are therefore necessarily somewhat general. (The previous two sentences contradict each other.)At the province and subbasin levels, objectives consistent with these, but much more specific to the unique circumstances of the particular province or subbasin, will be adopted. 

While the details of subbasin plans will vary across the region, each subbasin plan is expected to address the biological objectives identified here and the objectives of the respective province. (Establishing objectives at multiple spatial scales is best accomplished by an iterative process across those scales. It is almost certain that consistent objectives cannot be developed the first time we attempt to use a new approach, especially when we do not have all information (subbasin assessments) in front of us. This is the major reason objectives cannot be adopted at this time.)

Biological objectives have two components: (1) environmental characteristics describe the physical and biological habitat conditions and their functions in the ecosystem; (2) biological performance characteristics describe the expected response of specific species to the environmental conditions. Collectively, the two components that form the biological objectives describe the type of ecological system that is needed to meet the vision. The strategies, in turn, describe the actions needed to achieve the environmental characteristics (Figure 1). Environmental characteristics include measures of habitat condition such as flow, water quality, vegetation, sediment, land use and ecological function. Biological performance is an expression of these characteristics and is measured for aquatic and terrestrial species such as chinook salmon, bull trout, beaver and black bear in terms of capacity, productivity and life history diversity. 

In summary, these biological objectives are intended to direct the program to achieve the following: (1) protect the habitats and ecological functions that are currently productive for fish and wildlife populations and communities (e.g., the Hanford Reach fall chinook; spring chinook in the upper John Day River, etc.) (Hanford fall chinook and John Day spring chinook are productive only in a relative sense, comparing them to other very damaged populations. The status of Hanford falls cannot be properly characterized without also discussing the influence of the Priest Rapids hatchery program. It is more accurate to characterize these two populations as "presently self-sustaining" rather than as "productive.")to provide a base for expansion of healthy populations(nearly all salmon populations above Bonneville Dam are seriously damaged. The are no healthy populations from which to rebuild in most cases.) as we rehabilitate degraded habitats in other areas(Healthy habitats do not result in healthy populations in all cases. Otherwise Snake River spring/summer chinook would not be listed under the ESA.) ; (2) significantly expand the habitats, functions and populations from the core areas by habitat restoration and by improving the connections among currently productive areas(There are no truly productive areas and populations remaining above Bonneville Dam.); (3) emphasize rehabilitation of ecological processes and functions as the means to achieve goals for specific fish and wildlife species and populations; (4) encourage protection and restoration efforts to take into account the entire natural and cultural ecosystem affecting focal fish and wildlife species, in a continuum of terrestrial, freshwater, estuarine and marine habitats. 
  

PRIVATE
We anticipate that the program as amended will include a technical section in which each of the following objectives is discussed in detail. That detail section will contain, so far as is reasonably possible, specific measurements and targets for each of these objectives. (To attempt this before subbasin assessments and subbasin assessments and plans are available is "playing without a full deck." It is impossible to develop a coherent integrated plan without having all the pieces which constitute that plan.)What follows is a listing of the general categories of objectives. Specific examples of what some of the details might look like are attached to the end of this "strawman" document. 

1. Objectives for environmental characteristics

1. Protect and restore freshwater and terrestrial habitat for all life history stages of the focal species. Protect and increase ecological connectivity between major habitat types, including aquatic areas, riparian zones, floodplains and uplands.

2. Increase energy and nutrient connections within the system to increase productivity and expand native biological communities.

3. Expand habitat and ecosystem functions

4. 
5. 
6. Manage human activities so that patterns of water runoff and flow tend more than at present toward the natural hydrographic pattern in terms of quantity, quality and fluctuation.

7. Identify, protect and restore normative ecosystem functions throughout the basin, including the Columbia River estuary and nearshore ocean discharge plume as affected by actions within the Columbia River watershed.

8. Sustain and increase the ability of the environment to facilitate development of a range of life history solutions to address environmental variability.

2. Objectives for biological performance characteristics
1. Increased productivity, abundance, life history diversity and complex structure of the native fish and wildlife populations.

2. Allow for biological diversity to increase among and within populations and species to increase ecological resilience to environmental variability.

3. Establish a spatially structured system of core and satellite local populations connected to some degree by dispersal within a general framework of local adaptation with resultant life history diversity. Habitat restoration should be structured to enhance these connections and encourage development of a healthy population structure.

4. Increase genetic connections and gene flow within the ecological system to facilitate development, expansion and protection of normative population structures.

5. increase the abundance, productivity, life history diversity and structural complexity of salmon, steelhead, and bull trout populations well above the recovery level.

6. Viable anadromous fish populations (or metapopulations) should exhibit sufficient productivity during freshwater life-history stages to meet the social objectives identified in the vision (including harvest) and maintain abundance even during poor ocean conditions.

7. Populations should be large enough to survive environmental variation of the magnitude observed in the past, from ocean condition fluctuations to local disturbance and populations should be sufficiently abundant to provide important ecological functions in the environments they occupy.

8. [It is anticipated that the program would also contain specific performance indicators for focal wildlife species]

The above objectives are stated is such general terms that they could be interpreted in opposite ways by different people. We have offered a few editorial suggestions to improve consistency, but we find it impossible to offer focused, constructive suggestions without having specific subbasin assessments and at least draft plans available.
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