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Introduction
Washington Trout appreciates the opportunity to respond to NOAA Fisheries’ September 29, 2006 request for comments regarding the Upper Columbia Salmon Recovery Board's Proposed Upper Columbia Spring Chinook Salmon, Steelhead, and Bull Trout Recovery Plan (Plan), dated June 2006 (71 FR 57472, Septmeber 29, 2006). We recognize and acknowledge the time and effort devoted by members of the Board in their endeavor to develop a comprehensive plan that can guide the myriad efforts that will be required to achieve and secure the recovery of ESA-listed spring chinook salmon, steelhead, and bull trout populations throughout the Upper Columbia basin.

Washington Trout has reviewed the Plan, as well as relevant scientific literature, and the reports of independent scientific review bodies (including cited references). Enclosed for the record and your consideration is Washington Trout’s review of the Plan. Based on our review, the references cited, personal communication with NOAA and WDFW employees and consultation with other scientists and professionals, we believe that the Plan represents a reasonable start. Unfortunately, it lacks significant detail with regard to measurable, quantitative standards clearly associated with specific recovery objectives in the area of each of the 4 H's for each of the listed species. The Plan can only be considered a draft in need of improvement. In its present state we believe it is a matter of significant uncertainty whether the Plan can secure the recovery and de-listing of any of the listed species. We, therefore, recommend that NOAA fisheries not approve the Plan.

Washington Trout represents approximately 2000 members in the region. Many use and enjoy rivers, streams, and their associated riparian areas throughout the Upper Columbia River Basin for recreational, scientific, aesthetic, and commercial purposes, deriving benefits from robust wild-salmonid populations and healthy aquatic habitats. Many WT members take an active role in the conservation and recovery of UCR spring chinook, steelhead, bull trout, and their habitats. Washington Trout conducts recovery related research on wild-fish populations and habitats, advocates for scientifically and legally responsible wild-fish management, and develops cutting edge habitat-conservation initiatives. Public and tribal agencies, scientific institutions, the business community, the environmental community, and the news media have all recognized WT’s credibility regarding wild-fish ecology and its specific experience in issues associated with UCR spring chinook, steelhead, and bull trout conservation.

Washington Trout has previously responded to invitations from NOAA to participate in review-processes related to the conservation and recovery of listed salmonid populations in the Columbia River Basin. Washington Trout has submitted information to NOAA Fisheries regarding: NOAA’s hatchery listing policy (69 FR 31354, June 3, 2004) (Gayeski and Vanden Brulle, 2004 ); Critical Habitat Designations for listed populations of steelhead and salmon (Gayeski, 2005).  In addition, Washington Trout has submitted reviews to the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife regarding WDFW management proposals, including: WDFW’s Wild Salmonid Policy, and; Hatchery and Genetic Management Plans prepared by WDFW for steelhead hatchery programs in Puget Sound and the Columbia River Basin (Gayeski and Vanden Brulle, 2003).

In light of the considerable incompleteness of the Plan with regard measurable standards by which to gauge progress toward recovery, we limit the following comments one of the key areas in which the Plan needs to be improved: hatchery programs and their role in recovery. We would be happy to contribute in more detail to an effort to improve the Plan in the immediate future. 

Recovery Goals
Given the lack of substantive objective criteria for measuring progress toward achieving recovery in each of the four H's (habitat, harvest, hatcheries, and hydro) there is little point in arguing subtle issues concerning how best to specify recovery standards for populations of listed spring chinook salmon and steelhead in terms of NOAA Fisheries viable salmonid populations (VSP) criteria. In general we support the approach developed by the Interior Columbia Technical Recovery Team (ICTRT) of stating recovery objectives in terms of viability curves and the probabilities of evolutionarily significant units going extinct within the next 100 years.

The Plan fails to clearly state the population-specific abundance and productivity recovery goals in terms of natural-origin-recruits (NORs) in the absence of population-specific hatchery supplementation. The abundance and productivity goals are stated simply in terms of numbers of NORs without reference to whether or not any so-called "conservation hatchery" activities continue in mainstem or tributary basins in which recovered populations reproduce. For example, the recovery goal for the spring chinook population in the Wenatchee river basin is a 12-year geometric mean abundance of 2000 adult spawners with a minimum productivity of 1.2 (Plan, Executive Summary page xxvi). In order to have reasonable assurance that such numbers for NOR spring chinook represent a recovered condition these abundance and productivity numbers must be achieved after all supplementation of Wenatchee spring chinook salmon has ceased (that is, after the last smolt released from a supplementation project could have returned as an adult), and after straying from any other chinook hatchery program has been demonstrably constrained to below some target percentage (e. g, 1%)  of the number of wild (NOR) spawners present on individual spawning grounds.  

We believe that this is necessary in view of the considerable risk and uncertainty that supplementation (or any other so-called "conservation" hatchery practice) poses to the long-term fitness of wild salmonids. The failure to clearly state recovery goals for abundance and productivity in this way reflects a generally uncritical attitude throughout the Plan towards the negative impacts of artificial production on the recovery of listed salmon and steelhead in the Upper Columbia. 

Artificial Production and Recovery
The federally appointed Independent Science Advisory Board and Salmon Recovery Science Review Panel have published findings and recommendations that tend to undermine some management goals expressed in the Plan (ISAB, 2003). The Plan is conspicuously silent about the review of supplementation in the Columbia Basin conducted by the ISAB and ISRP in 2003 as well as the reviews and recommendations of the Salmon Recovery Science Review Panel (RSRP 2003). None of the specific findings, concerns, or recommendations of the ISAB or RSRP are identified or addressed in any way, and the relevant published reports are not even cited in the sections of the Plan that address Artificial Production and Recovery.

Both the ISAB and RSRP are advisory to NMFS with regard to the scientific basis of salmon recovery planning efforts.  The ISAB 2003 Supplementation Review was executed in response to specific queries from NOOA Fisheries to assist in recovery management of ESA-listed salmon and steelhead populations in the Columbia Basin. The RSRP was convened by NOAA Fisheries specifically to advise the agency on scientific matters of salmonid-recovery management. Their findings and recommendations carry significant credibility and authority; NOAA has a responsibility to include those findings and recommendations in an assessment of the relationship of artificial production to a recovery plan for listed spring chinook, steelhead, and bull trout in the Upper Columbia Basin. This is especially so given that both the ISAB and RSRP have repeatedly expressed in considerable detail their significant concerns about a) the ability of supplementation hatcheries to promote recovery and not threaten the genetic integrity and long-term fitness of the targeted wild populations and b) the ability of "integrated" augmentation hatchery programs using local (in-basin) broodstock to delimit or even to reduce the threat of harmful genetic and ecological impacts on local wild populations. 

In 2003 the ISAB found that no conservation benefit has been established for any hatchery program, that no hatchery programs are even monitoring for the correct parameters or with scientifically credible procedures to adequately establish any conservation benefit, that at least some artificial-production programs “almost certainly impose a large cost on the affected natural populations” (emphasis added), and that scientific theory and evidence “clearly” indicate that even conservation or “supplementation” hatcheries pose “substantial risks” to wild populations. The ISAB found that, “even after many years of conducting various supplementation ‘experiments’, the question still remains, is supplementation an effective strategy to avoid extinction or assist recovery?” (Emphasis added.)

We emphasize that the basic concerns articulated by the ISAB/RP and the RSRP have repeatedly been ignored and dismissed by NOAA Fisheries and by state and tribal fisheries agencies whose programs and activities were the subjects of the reviews. They have not been specifically incorporated into any current or proposed hatchery reform measures in the Upper Columbia. In view of the direct relation of these independent scientific review bodies to NOAA Fisheries and salmon recovery planning, no Plan can be considered adequate that fails to address the issues concerning artificial production raised by these review bodies, much less a Plan that simply ignores them. The Plan should be revised to include reference to the relevant ISAB and RSRP reviews, and to discuss how specific findings and recommendations of the reviews will be incorporated into recovery planning

Specifically, both the ISAB/RP and the RSRP have noted that the idea of employing artificial production with the intention of conserving wild salmonid populations is at best a hypothesis in need of careful and rigorous scientific evaluation. The necessary kind of evaluation will require a statistical design that involves paired or multiple comparisons of treatment streams and basins (in which supplementation is conducted) with control streams and basins in which artificial production has not recently occurred or from which all recent hatchery influences have been eliminated. 

The ISAB has recommended the widespread use of unsupplemented “reference” streams (on a variety of spatial scales) to conduct ongoing, controlled comparisons between populations influenced and uninfluenced by hatchery intervention.  The RSRP issued a report of Panel meetings held July 2003, to discuss “how modification or closure of hatcheries provides NOAA Fisheries with opportunities to investigate the experimental effects of hatcheries on wild populations.” 
The ISAB/RP specifically recommended that no new supplementation programs be initiated anywhere in the Columbia River Basin until such proper evaluation of existing supplementation programs has been conducted and the basic hypothesis of supplementation has been evaluated and verified. Currently in the Upper Columbia there are precious few tributary basins that have not been impacted intentionally or unintentionally by hatchery practices. Consequently, it is necessary to preserve all extent tributary basins that might be able to serve as controls for comparisons with tributaries in which supplementation is occurring; it will also probably be necessary to cease supplementation in some tributaries in order to create controls. Instead of beginning the process of designing and implementing a region-wide study plan for conducting this evaluation plans are in the works to supplement the White River and Nason Creek in the Wenatchee basin and to improve the efforts to supplement the Chewuch and Twisp rivers in the Methow basin. These actions are likely to be contrary to the recovery of listed spring chinook.

The Plan is not only silent about the risks and uncertainties of supplementation, Section 5.3 is positively uncritical in providing vague and optimistic statements regarding the compatibility of artificial production and mitigation objectives and "requirements" with recovery. Statements like the following are typical: "continue to use artificial production to maintain critically depressed populations in a manner that is consistent with recovery and avoids extinction" (Plan, page 167). The summary of current hatchery operations in subsection 5.3.1 (Plan, pp. 155 - 166) shows that the age composition of returning adults from all spring chinook supplementation projects in the Wenatchee and Methow basins is significantly different and younger than the natural spawning populations that are the projects are supposed to benefit. This is direct evidence of the potential harm that supplementation may cause that would threaten and perhaps permanently prevent recovery. Yet, the Plan merely notes it as something that might be a concern and vaguely recommends "future monitoring" and proceeds to make the kinds of naïvely sanguine statements such as the one quoted implying an inherent compatibility between hatchery practices and recovery. 

A serious, scientifically credible recovery plan must not only acknowledge these serious and controversial issues, it must specify objective measurable standards compatible with achieving recovery (as defined in terms of VSP criteria) to which specific kinds of hatchery programs and practices must be held and it must describe statistically valid study designs and implementation plans for obtaining the measurements in a timely manner. The Plan fails miserably in this regard. 

A final and related issue on which we are deeply concerned that recovery will founder concerns hatchery production and mitigation programs, including HCPs, Mitchell Act obligations, and processes such as US v. Oregon. The Plan merely expresses the most naïve and optimistic attitude that "recovery objectives" and "legal obligations and mandates" can be successfully balanced so as to insure recovery. Again, no detailed analysis is provided or even referenced to demonstrate a significantly high probability that this is the case. The Plan is all about assuring all parties that their respective oxen will not and need not be scratched in order to achieve recovery. 

Yet, mitigation obligations may easily be contrary to recovery. For example, HCPs for Chelan and Douglas require investment in specific levels of hatchery production in the Wenatchee and Methow basin, including funding of supplementation projects. In principle, however, strict supplementation projects should aim to provide the target wild population with a short-term, one or two generation demographic boost, then terminate. While no current supplementation program in the Upper Columbia has such an explicit limit on its intended duration, mitigation obligations create the incentive for PUDs to invest in perpetual supplementation in order to provide assurance that they will acquire the necessary credits. This directly conflicts with the intended purpose of supplementation and with the proper evaluation of individual programs. Again, this situation is likely incompatible with achieving recovery. 

We believe that NOAA should begin an analysis of how to better reconcile mitigation obligations with recovery planning. For instance, stakeholders in the Upper Columbia Basin could endeavor to comply with the ISAB’s recommendations to help establish a framework for effectively evaluating supplementation as a conservation strategy, and seek mitigation credits for such compliance, rather than being held to a smolt-release goal that evidence suggests will be incompatible with recovery. This would require the following:

1. Establish a range of sub-basin types as unsupplemented control basins for carefully-specified time-limited supplementation programs.

2. Adopt a set of performance indicators and associated standards that will be measured in both supplemented and unsupplemented-control populations. Indicators should include some or all of the following: annual redd counts, annual number of male and female spawners, summer/fall parr densities, number of outmigrant smolts, smolt-to-adult and spawner-to-spawner recruitment rates.

3. Establish a termination date for all supplementation programs. 

The supplementation efforts described in the Plan carry a high risk of furthering the decline of listed spring chinook and steelhead in the supplemented subbasins. Moreover, the programs are conducted in such a manner that it is nearly impossible to evaluate whether or not they are having the intended conservation effect. An alternative approach would facilitate the credible evaluation of ongoing supplementation efforts consistent with the recommendations of the ISAB. This should conceivably earn mitigation credits for affected stakeholders while providing a better opportunity for conserving and recovering listed populations.

At any rate, mitigation obligations as presently construed by NOAA Fisheries have not been objectively analyzed and reconciled with recovery objectives. The region requires an assessment to show either that such reconciliation is possible or that mitigation obligations take precedent over recovery of ESA-listed species. Such an assessment should be conducted and its outcome summarized and reported in the Plan itself. In any case, if mitigation-driven hatchery production is to be compatible with achieving recovery, the Plan must include specific measurable quantitative thresholds for potential impacts such as harvest rates on listed species or absolute numbers of listed populations harvested incidentally, production levels specifically tailored to recovery requirements, and (for supplementation programs) smolts-per-redd, fecundity, age-at return, and smolt-to-adult survival.

Conclusion
Clearly, these comments address only a small part of the Plan. Much more could be said about the issues discussed in these comments and those that were not. In view of the significant incompleteness and unacceptable levels of generality in all sections of the Plan and the Plan's steadfast refusal to provide objective measurable standards for evaluating individual recovery measures, providing detailed comment would nearly require us to write a credible plan. Instead, we believe that the considerable shortcomings of the Plan that we have chosen to describe suffices to demonstrate that the Plan in its current incarnation should not be approved by NOAA Fisheries.
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