COMMENTS ON WHITE RIVER PROGRAM 

Re: an ESA Section 10 direct-take permit application and associated NEPA Environmental Assessment for a proposed spring-chinook supplementation program in the Upper Columbia River spring chinook Evolutionarily Significant Unit (71 FR; 69551)
Submitted electronically on January 2, 2007 to:
Kristine Petersen, National Marine Fisheries Service, Salmon Recovery Division; 1201 NE Lloyd Blvd #1100, Portland, OR 97232; whiteriver.nwr@noaa.gov
Prepared by:
Washington Trout

PO Box 402, Duvall, WA 98019; 425/788-1167; wildfish@washingtontrout.org
Introduction
Washington Trout appreciates the opportunity to respond to NOAA Fisheries’ December 1, 2006 notice of availability and request for comment regarding an ESA Section 10 direct-take permit application and associated NEPA Environmental Assessment for a proposed spring-chinook hatchery-supplementation program on the White River in the Upper Columbia River spring chinook Evolutionarily Significant Unit (71 FR; 69551). We acknowledge the time and effort devoted by the permit applicants and NOAA staff in preparing the permit application and the EA, respectively. We appreciate NOAA’s effort to engage the public in this process through a review and comment period.  However, we must note that due to circumstances beyond the control of the interested public, we were compelled to request an extension of the current comment period (see our letter to Kristine Petersen, December 29, 2006).  If that extension request is granted, Washington Trout will likely amend and supplement these comments at that time.
Washington Trout has reviewed the permit application and the associated EA, 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 application and EA. Based on our review, the references cited, personal communication with NOAA and WDFW employees and consultation with other scientists and professionals, we agree with other reviewers that the application and EA lack significant detail, rely on unsupported assertions, and ignore important information and its implications. We agree with some other reviewers that the EA is inadequate, that NEPA requires NOAA to develop a full Environmental Impact Statement regarding this action, and that the permit application does not meet all section-10 criteria for approval. 
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 ESU, the Wenatchee Basin, and the White River sub-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 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 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), and most recently; the Proposed Upper Columbia Spring Chinook Salmon, Steelhead, and Bull Trout Recovery Plan (Washington Trout, 2006).  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 hatchery programs in the Columbia River Basin (Gayeski and Vanden Brulle, 2003).

While we have several questions and concerns related to specific sections of both the permit application and the EA, we have chosen to focus this review on what we consider a fundamental weakness in the overall proposal. In order to justify and minimize the ecological risks associated with the proposal, both the permit application and the EA rely too heavily on the unsupported assertion that the proposed White River supplementation program will (and by implication, may be the only way to) avoid the immediate extinction risk for the White River spring-chinook subpopulation.
Both the permit application and the EA fail to address or even acknowledge the considerable body of scientific literature that contradicts this assertion and it’s implications, and they both virtually ignore the scientific evidence (including the findings and recommendations of NOAA’s  own scientific-review bodies) suggesting the high level of risk  that will be imposed by the proposed supplementation program on the genetic health and productive capacity  of naturally spawning spring chinook in the White River and the UCR ESU. The permit applicants and NOAA are well aware of this evidence, findings, and recommendations; by failing to acknowledge or attempt to reconcile these scientific controversies and contradictions, NOAA runs the considerable risk of rendering an approval of the permit or a finding of no significant impact arbitrary and capricious.
Review
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, it should be considered necessary to clearly state abundance and productivity recovery goals in terms of natural-origin-recruits after the termination of population-specific hatchery supplementation. The failure to clearly state recovery goals for abundance and productivity in this way reflects a generally uncritical attitude towards the negative impacts of artificial production on the recovery of listed spring chinook in the Upper Columbia River ESU. 
The federally appointed Independent Science Advisory Board and Salmon Recovery Science Review Panel have published findings and recommendations that tend to undermine some goals and assertions expressed in the permit application and EA (ISAB, 2003; RSRP, 2003). Both documents are conspicuously and inexcusably 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 (ibid.). 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 referenced in either the permit application or the EA.

Both the ISAB and RSRP are advisory to NOAA 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 considerable scientific and legal responsibility to include those findings and recommendations in any assessment of the relationship of artificial production to the recovery of any listed salmonid population, including UCR spring chinook. 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 effectively reduce the extinction risk for listed populations; b) 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, and they are certainly not incorporated into the White River proposal at issue here. In view of the direct relation of these independent scientific review bodies to NOAA Fisheries and salmon recovery planning, no permit application or assessment can be considered adequate that fails to address the issues concerning artificial production raised by these review bodies, much less any that simply ignore them. The permit application should be revised, the EA withdrawn, and a full EIS developed 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 the White River proposal.
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. This central recommendation is at considerable odds with the White River proposal, and must be acknowledged and addressed by NOAA in any assessment of the permit application.

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, co-managers and NOAA are here blithely submitting and approving  a plan to implement a new hatchery-supplementation program on the White River. This action is likely to be contrary to the recovery of listed spring chinook.
A scientifically credible proposal 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 a hatchery program must be held and it must describe statistically valid study designs and implementation plans for obtaining the measurements in a timely manner. The White River proposal fails miserably in this regard. 

A related issue concerns hatchery supplementation and mitigation obligations. Indeed, mitigation obligations may be contrary to recovery. For example, the BiOp cited as justification for this proposal appears (through an RPA) to require the timely implementation and funding of a hatchery-supplementation project on the White River, without considering other ways to meet mitigation requirements (for instance, the implementation of a controlled, paired supplementation evaluation consistent with ISAB/RSRP recommendations). Additionally, linking hatchery supplementation to mitigation requirements ignores the principle that scientifically credible supplementation projects should aim to provide the target wild population with a short-term, one or two generation demographic boost, then terminate. Judging by the permit application and the EA, the proposed White River supplementation program appears to have “long term” goals, and while these are left entirely unspecified, there does not appear to be an explicit limit on its intended duration. The truth is that mitigation obligations create the incentive for the co-managers (particularly PUDs) to invest in perpetual “supplementation” in order to provide assurance that they will acquire mitigation credits. This conflicts with the intended purpose of supplementation and with proper evaluation of individual programs, likely incompatible with achieving recovery. 

We would suggest that rather than proceed recklessly with another inadequately designed supplementation program, based on the false argument that it is the only available option, that the White River should be considered as an unsupplemented control basin to be paired with other already supplemented basins in the ESU.  
The permit applicants 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 an arbitrary smolt-release goal that evidence suggests will be incompatible with recovery. This would require the following:

1. Establish the White River (as part of a range of sub-basin types) as an unsupplemented control basin for other (carefully-specified time-limited) supplementation programs.

2. Adopt a set of performance indicators and associated standards that will be measured in both the supplemented and the 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. 

Conclusion
Far from being the only available option to avoid the imminent extinction of the White River spring chinook population, the supplementation proposal described in the permit application and EA carries a high risk of furthering the decline of listed spring chinook in the White River and the Upper Columbia River ESU. Moreover, the program (as proposed) will be conducted in such a manner that it will be nearly impossible to evaluate whether or not it will have the intended conservation effect. An alternative approach would facilitate the credible evaluation of ongoing supplementation efforts consistent with the recommendations of the ISAB and RSRP. This should conceivably earn mitigation credits for affected stakeholders while providing a better opportunity for conserving and recovering the target population.

We recommend that the EA be withdrawn, and the permit application be returned to the applicants for significant revision.
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