Comments on Strawman I.A.2:  Specific Planning Assumptions



As part of this vision, the Council also adopts the following policy judgments and planning assumptions for the fish and wildlife program. 

· Recovery efforts should involve a combination of strategies for habitat improvement, hydrosystem reform, artificial production, and harvest management. 

Comment: The appropriate mix of recovery strategies depends largely on local conditions and the location of the population within the Columbia Basin. Populations in the lower river may be able to increase by using a single approach.
· Harmful land use practices and continuing habitat degradation can overwhelm attempts at habitat restoration and may so damage some areas that they cannot be restored at all. Habitat management should prevent further damage to riparian areas and focus restoration efforts toward those populations in greatest danger of extirpation and which will benefit most from habitat improvements.
Comment: The assumption as written would essentially remove habitat restoration as a tool for restoring populations listed under the ESA. That coupled with the “no breaching” assumption, below, would make delisting dependent on harvest and hatchery actions – an logically untenable position which violates the first assumption.
· Recovery of populations depends on increasing both their productivity and abundance. Restoration efforts must focus on developing ecosystem conditions and functions that will allow for increased survival and expanding and maintaining a diversity within and among species in order to sustain a system of robust populations in the face of environmental variation. 

· 
Comment: Most management actions can be based on prior experience. A clear statement of assumptions and objectives, and a modest monitoring effort to detect deviations from assumptions will account for most of normal uncertainty. The assumption as stated implies an expensive and unnecessary experimental program before any action could be taken.
· Actions to improve juvenile and adult fish passage through mainstem dams, including fish transportation actions, should protect biological diversity by benefiting the range of species, stocks and life-history types in the river, and should favor solutions that best fit natural behavior patterns and river processes. Nature river conditions should be the baseline against which to measure the effectiveness of other passage methods. 

· Creation of mainstem spawning, resting, and rearing habitat is essential to meet the vision, goals, and biological objectives. In addition, it is essential to reduce juvenile and adult salmon mortality associated with the hydroelectric system. Federal agencies should proceed with all steps necessary to modify the lower Snake River dams to natural river conditions and draw down John Day reservoir to spillway crest as quickly as possible. As part of these efforts, the region needs to develop mitigation and transition plans to reduce the adverse economic and social effects of actions necessary to restore Snake River salmon. Realizing it may take 5 – 10 years to accomplish all these modifications, managers must take other interim steps to protect the most endangered Snake River salmon populations.
· Systemwide water management, including flow augmentation from storage reservoirs, should balance the needs of anadromous species with those of native resident fish species in upstream storage reservoirs. 

Comment: Salmon populations should not suffer to maintain non-native fish or wildlife populations in the blocked areas.
· There is an obligation to provide fish and wildlife mitigation where habitat has been permanently lost due to development. In those cases, artificial production will be used to replace capacity, bolster productivity, and alleviate harvest pressure on weak naturally spawning resident and anadromous fish populations. Artificial production funded under this program will be consistent with the guidelines provided herein and must be within an experimental, adaptive management design to evaluate benefits, address scientific uncertainties, and improve hatchery survival while minimizing the impact on, and if possible benefiting, fish that spawn naturally. 

· Even in degraded or altered environments, native species in native habitats provide the best template and direction for needed biological conditions in most cases. Any proposal to produce or release non-native species, including resident fish substitution programs, must overcome this strong presumption in favor of native species and habitats and be designed to avoid adverse impacts on native species. 

· Harvest can provide significant cultural and economic benefits to the region, and the program should seek to increase harvest opportunities consistent with sound biological management practices.
Comment: Harvest rates must be evaluated within the context of all efforts being made to restore a particular population(s). It is impossible to identify individual populations in mixed-stock harvest areas, so the original assumption could not be implemented.
· The estuary of the Columbia River, its nearshore discharge plume and adjacent marine area, are part of the Columbia River Ecosystem. The estuary and plume are important ecological features that likely have been, and continue to be, negatively impacted by upriver management actions and local habitat change. River uses and management actions in and above the estuary must consider the effects on the estuary and the plume for the fish and wildlife species of concern to the region. 

· Ocean conditions and regional climates play a large role in the survival of anadromous fish and other species in the Columbia River Basin. Management actions should strive to help those species accommodate a variety of ocean conditions by providing a sufficient level of freshwater survival and a range of biological diversity. Monitoring and evaluation actions should recognize and take into account the effect of varying ocean conditions and, to the extent feasible, separate out the effects of ocean-related mortality from that caused in the freshwater part of the lifecycle.
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