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to: MAFAC Ecosystem Approach Subcommittee 

 

re: Columbia Basin Partnership Phase Two Report  

 

I participated in the entire Columbia Basin Partnership process that produced both the Phase One report 

you have already received, and the current Phase Two report. I support the Phase Two report for adoption 

by the Ecosystem Approach Subcommittee as well as MAFAC as a whole. I support the subsequent 

transmittal to the Assistant Administrator for adoption by NOAA. I offer the following reflections on my 

participation in the process. 

 

As members of MAFAC may know, the restoration of salmon in the Columbia Basin has been played out 

in the federal court rooms in Portland, Oregon since 1994 when Judge Marsh first ruled that the Columbia 

River Federal Power System Biological Opinion was faulty and remanded the Biological Opinion to 

NMFS. This legal activity continued through Judge Simon finding the 2014 BIOP incorrectly found no 

jeopardy and again remanded it to NMFS.  

 

20 plus years of experience showed all parties involved that neither litigation nor remanded Biological 

Opinions were likely to achieve everyone’s goal of recovery of Columbia Basin salmon resources.  

 

The idea for talks amongst all stakeholders in the Columbia Basin began when members of the Save our 

Wild Salmon Coalition saw how effective such talks were in the Klamath Basin in reaching an agreed to 

settlement of contentious litigation. Glen Spain, current member of the Columbia Basin Partnership and 

member of the Save our Wild Salmon Board, was instrumental in the success of the Klamath Basin settle 

meant talks. Mr. Spain encouraged the Save our Wild Salmon Coalition to find a way to have similar 

settlement talks formed to deal with Columbia Basin salmon restoration.  

 

Members of the Save our Wild Salmon Coalition began promoting the notion of “stakeholder talks” to 

regional elected leaders and to NMFS in 2011. NMFS adopted the idea and in 2012 contracted the 

Ruckelshaus Center and Oregon Consensus to conduct an assessment of regional views towards achieving 

recovery of salmon and steelhead in the Columbia Basin. The contractors conducted 206 interviews with 

stakeholders across the region in the spring and summer of 2012. Many of the interviewees eventually 

became members of the Columbia Basin Partnership. Oregon Consensus and the Ruckelshaus Center 

released a report in December of 2013. 

 

In the fall of 2014 Mr. Barry Thom began reaching out to the Save our Wild Salmon Coalition and Pacific 

Coast Federation of Fishing Associations regarding his ideas in forming what would become the 

Columbia Basin Partnership. Along with other members of the Save our Wild Salmon Coalition, I 

participated in one such discussion with Mr. Thom where he explored ideas of the potential stakeholders 

who would be involved as well as goals and objectives of the discussions. Mr. Thom showed his 

conceptual plan for the work of the stakeholders talks that included first goal setting and then potential 

pathways towards achieving the goals. 

 

I include this perspective on history for two reasons. Firstly, to extend thanks and appreciation to Mr. 

Thom for recognizing genuine efforts to form some sort of pathway through the restoration thicket that 

had not been tried yet. Secondly, the initial effort to form stakeholder engagement talks came from 

plaintiffs who had clearly prevailed multiple times in court but recognized it would take much more than 

court victories to achieve the ultimate goal of salmon restoration. The plaintiffs need to be recognized as 

not hell bent on destroying the communities within the Columbia Basin, but rather as urgently working to 

restore salmon and willing to find a viable path towards restoration. 

 



 

 

It is my belief that the non salmon fishing members of the Columbia Basin Partnership have come to 

understand the frustrations of people and businesses who depend on Columbia Basin salmon resources. 

Conversely, I can attest to having my eyes opened to the perspectives of communities located within the 

basin who were affected by ESA regulations to conserve salmon but had zero interactions with or benefit 

from them. The greatest strength of the Columbia Basin Partnership may be its process - multitudes of 

meetings and gathering exercises that surrounded the actual meeting times. Getting to hang out with 

someone whom you’d been affecting remotely and hearing how much accommodating had to be done 

because neither party had the ability to change the situation, built empathy and added great depth to 

everyone’s perspective. This relationship needs continued nurturing. As of this writing, we are 

constrained by the COVID-19 pandemic from doing anything face to face. I can only express hope that 

we can resume face to face meetings in the near future.  

 

I will note that the major chinook and coho runs that Washington and Oregon ocean fisheries depend on 

do not appear to have the proportional increases in populations to achieve the published goals that other 

stocks have. I point out that the stocks the ocean fisheries are targeting are the relatively healthy stocks. A 

ten fold increase in a very very weak stock that currently sees 6,000 adult spawners annually - but does 

not constrain ocean fisheries- compared to a three fold increase in a moderate stock that currently sees 

40,000 adult spawners - but constrains ocean fisheries - brings significant relief from harvest constraints 

and will likely allow much higher overall harvest rates in the ocean fishery.  

 

The currently healthy stock from the middle and upper basin are in a much better position to take 

advantage of improvements. Although significant efforts will be made to improve mainstem and tributary 

habitat for upper basin spring and summer chinook, coho and steelhead, good habitat and favorable dam 

operations or removals are good for all salmon. There is nothing to keep the already healthy URBs from 

prospering and providing significant increases in ocean harvests in habitat restored for spring chinook . 

Snake River Fall Chinook are a focus for restoration and will likely continue their remarkable population 

rebound - relieving ocean fisheries of an ESA constraint first set in 1994.  

 

For these reasons, although the goals of the Columbia Basin Partnership focus on stocks not extensively 

harvested in ocean fisheries, ocean fisheries will likely see benefits to stocks most important to them and 

fewer restrictions from other weak stocks in the near term. In the long term, new opportunities will likely 

occur. (Coho destined above Bonneville have shown up in remarkable numbers as of this writing in the 

early fall of 2020. ) I recommend that ocean fisheries stakeholders continue to support the Columbia 

Basin Partnership in the very long term of full restoration across the basin’s stocks. 

 

A completely internal to salmon fishing concern is who is going to catch all these fish when we restore 

them. I believe the folks who have gone without salmon for the longest should get first crack at them as 

they are recovered/restored. If/when salmon are produced above Chief Joseph or even above Grand 

Coulee, downstream and ocean fisheries should be structured such that there is not an increase in effort or 

targeting on these fish. Summer Chinook returning to Chief Joseph hatchery and Similkameen and 

Okanogan watersheds should be afforded an escapement above Wells Dam for the benefit of communities 

doing the restoration work. I note that the Okagonan river chinook are described in the 2019 Chinook 

Annex of the Pacific Salmon Treaty as a potential indicator stock, leading to technical development of 

management criteria on stocks potentially reaching Canada. 

 

Fisheries that have been highly restricted to conserve Columbia Basin stocks should be first restored as 

the salmon are restored. For instance, Columbia River non-treaty driftnet fisheries have been highly 

constrained both in allocation and fishing areas. Since the funding to restore Columbia Basin salmon will 

mostly be federal, access to the restored fish should be wide spread through stores and restaurants. 

Taxpayers across America deserve some tangible benefit from salmon restoration. Being able to have a 



 

 

meal of Columbia Basin salmon, provided through commercial fisheries is the most direct way to provide 

that, and should be a policy priority. 

 

The CBP Phase 1 report has qualitative goals that support returning to a robust non-treaty commercial 

fishery, I feel it must be explicitly stated that all the effort the Partnership expended was with the 

understanding that non-treaty commercial fisheries would continue to exist and would become 

economically viable as stocks recover. Non-treaty commercial fishing interests support the Phase 2 report 

with the expectation that this qualitative goal will be achieved expeditiously.  

 

 

 

Joel Kawahara 

Columbia Basin Partnership participant 







        
  

 
October 2, 2020 

 
Barry Thom 
Regional Administrator 
NOAA Fisheries, West Coast Regional Office 
1201 Northeast Lloyd 
Portland, OR 97232 
 
Re:   Letter of Support for Columbia Basin Partnership Phase 2 Report, with Qualifications Regarding            
Biological Analysis 
 
Dear Administrator Thom: 

The purpose of this letter is to express the support of Trout Unlimited (TU) and the Idaho Conservation 
League (ICL) for the Columbia Basin Partnership’s Phase 2 Report, with qualifications regarding the 
biological analysis that are described in detail below.  TU is a non-profit organization with more than 
300,000 members and supporters nationwide and more than 14,000 members in the Columbia basin 
states. TU’s mission is to conserve and restore trout, salmon, and steelhead and the watersheds they 
depend on throughout the U.S.  ICL has been Idaho’s voice for clean water, clean air and wilderness—
values that are the foundation for Idaho’s extraordinary quality of life. ICL has more than 20,000 
supporters, many of whom have a deep personal interest in anadromous and resident fish recovery, 
renewable energy, and rural Idaho communities.  

At the outset we would like to express our appreciation for the opportunity to participate in the 
Columbia Basin Partnership.  The adversarial atmosphere and rigid positioning that has been common in 
many salmon recovery processes in the Basin was conspicuously absent in the Partnership.  The 
Partnership participants, ably guided by the team from NOAA Fisheries and Kearns & West that 
supported the effort, engaged in civil, respectful discourse that led to greater understanding of the 
complex issues involved with recovering salmon in the Columbia Basin and an appreciation for the 
affected communities of place and interest.   

One of the keys to success from TU’s and ICL’s perspective was inviting stakeholders to join 
representatives from the sovereign entities (states and tribes) to participate on equal footing at the 
Partnership table.  This made stakeholders feel valued, which opened pathways to progress.  And our 
progress is evident in the Phase 2 Report.  Partnership members agreed to a range of quantitative goals 
for natural production for all Columbia Basin stocks and corresponding qualitative goals, which is a 
major accomplishment.  TU and ICL are pleased that the Partnership’s natural production goals are 
already being used in other processes, including the Northwest Power and Conservation Council’s Fish 
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and Wildlife Program and the emerging collaborative process being developed by the four Columbia 
Basin states.  TU and ICL believe this is the Partnership’s greatest substantive outcome.   

The Phase 2 Report also captures the perspectives of the diverse interests represented in the 
Partnership regarding how the region might effectively tackle the ambitious project of salmon and 
steelhead recovery.  As should be expected, Partnership members presented various approaches to 
salmon recovery that they would like to have considered as plans are developed to achieve the 
Partnership’s goals.  The opportunity that was afforded Partnership participants to be “heard and seen” 
-- and treated respectfully – was central to the Partnership’s accomplishments.  The relationships that 
were forged and strengthened among participants over the past three years will continue to bear fruit in 
the future.   

Strong, respectful relationships among Partnership participants will need to be maintained if we are to 
successfully tackle the hard work that lies ahead to develop strategies and actions to achieve the 
Partnership’s goal of recovering abundant, harvestable stocks of naturally produced salmon and 
steelhead in the Columbia Basin.  This will happen only if diverse stakeholders work together to find 
innovative ways to advance salmon recovery while also meeting the needs of affected communities.  It 
will not happen in the courtroom; it will not happen within the confines of a NEPA process.  

The primary task ahead for the region is to develop coordinated strategies and actions to achieve the 
Partnership’s goals.  From our perspective, that will require a stock-specific approach and integrated 
strategies and management that address dams, habitat, hatcheries, harvest (fisheries management), 
predation and food supply.  The region’s current balkanized and siloed salmon management structures 
and processes impede the type of integrated management necessary for success.  We are pleased that 
the Partnership’s key messages include a call for strong leadership, including integrated management to 
increase effectiveness, accountability and transparency.   

It bears emphasis that the only quantitative goals the Partnership produced are those pertaining to 
natural production.  The Phase 2 Report sets forth existing and anticipated hatchery production and 
existing and potential harvest rates.  As noted in the qualitative goals, the Partnership acknowledges 
that harvest and hatchery management need to be aligned with natural production goals.  
Accomplishing this will require a stock-specific evaluation of current hatchery and harvest management 
and, if necessary, adjustment of hatchery production and harvest rates to achieve alignment. 

We also want to highlight the need in future recovery planning to address all Viable Salmonid Population 
(VSP) parameters -- productivity, diversity, and spatial distribution as well as abundance.  The 
Partnership established only adult abundance goals for naturally produced fish. Adult abundance is, of 
course, important, but it is only one of the four VSP parameters that needs to be considered in 
establishing stock-specific strategies and actions, and adult abundance is a function of the interplay 
among the VSP parameters.  

While TU and ICL support the Partnership process and most of the Phase 2 Report, we have substantial 
concerns and disagreements regarding critical aspects of the biological analysis that prevent us from 
offering full support.  We describe our concerns and disagreements below.  Our intent in doing so is to 
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make sure that they are considered and addressed during future planning to achieve the Partnership’s 
goals.   

The shortcomings we see in the biological analysis are succinctly and summarily captured in the 
following statement: 

The Salmon Analyzer and Heat Map are of limited value in determining where to focus recovery efforts 
due to the lack of a temporal context, critical data gaps, an inability to fully capture important synergies, 
and inherent limitations of modeling in the highly complex and dynamic Columbia Basin ecosystem; the 
potential that they will be misused, intentionally or not, is high.    

TU and ICL greatly appreciate the herculean efforts made by the NOAA Fisheries support team to gather, 
synthesize and present an enormous amount of information regarding Columbia Basin salmon and 
steelhead.  Having this information in one place is a huge accomplishment in and of itself.  However, 
despite the commendable degree of detail and documentation that accompanies the Salmon Analyzer 
and Heat Map, including acknowledgment of some of their limitations, we believe there is high potential 
for the tools to be misunderstood and misused with potentially serious ramifications for the 
effectiveness and cost of future recovery efforts.  The paragraphs below explain in greater detail our 
major disagreements with the Salmon Analyzer and Heat Map and how the flaws in these tools could 
impact future decision-making. 

Perhaps the most problematic aspect of the Salmon Analyzer and Heat Map is the lack of a temporal 
context.  That is, despite the ease with which one can “turn the dials” of the Salmon Analyzer and see 
the estimated change in equilibrium abundance, it says nothing about how long it would take for those 
abundance changes to be realized.  We appreciate the project support team’s acknowledgment of this 
and other limitations in Appendix C, but the significance of this shortcoming is not conveyed clearly in 
the Phase 2 Report itself nor would it be apparent to the general user of the Analyzer.   

The lack of temporal context could have profound consequences for selection of recovery strategies and 
actions.  Some actions, such as certain types of tributary and estuary habitat restoration, may take many 
decades to yield substantial increases in abundance (and then only if other limiting factors are managed 
to allow fish to take advantage of improved habitat).  In contrast, reductions in harvest, predation, 
hydro-system mortality and negative hatchery impacts will result in abundance improvements on a 
much shorter time scale.   

As one example, both the ISAB (2015) and a formal evaluation by the Comparative Survival Study 
(2015) demonstrated that reducing mortality in the hydrosystem would increase population 
abundances with a more immediate response than would habitat restoration – i.e., increasing smolt-to-
adult ratios (SAR) would lead to larger abundances even under current habitat conditions. Similarly, in 
its 2015 report to Congress, the Hatchery Scientific Review Group (HSRG) stated: “Improvements in 
population fitness and productivity from hatchery reform are likely to occur on a shorter time scale than 
improvements from habitat actions.  Given that hatchery reforms enhance habitat potential, there is no 
reason for these reforms to wait for future habitat improvements or harvest modifications.”   
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Viewing the Heat Map and Salmon Analyzer without a temporal context might lead one to believe 
that habitat restoration actions should be prioritized because of large estimated impacts of tributary 
habitat degradation. But because of the substantial time lag, these actions will not lead to positive 
populations responses anytime soon, while stocks continue to decline.  The question we need to ask 
now, particularly with the critical status of salmon and steelhead and in light of climate change, is not 
which limiting factors have had the largest impact on salmon and steelhead looking at the past, but 
rather which limiting factors, if substantially reduced, would produce large benefits soon.  The Heat Map 
and Salmon Analyzer do not answer this question, and, if applied as a “coarse filter” as suggested in the 
Phase 2 Report, could filter out strategies and actions that could deliver much needed near term 
improvements.   

A second limitation is the inability of the Salmon Analyzer to capture all important interactions among 
limiting factors.  While we applaud the NOAA support team for acknowledging and emphasizing in the 
Phase 2 Report the importance of compounding benefits of complementary changes across limiting 
factors, the Salmon Analyzer does not capture many interactions because they are either not 
quantifiable or have not been quantified and thus are beyond the lifecycle model’s reach.  For instance, 
the Salmon Analyzer evaluates hatchery impacts by looking narrowly at how hatchery fish 
influence the reproductive success of natural origin spawners.  However, hatchery fish affect wild 
salmon and steelhead in myriad ways and throughout their life cycle.  The ISAB (2015) and more recent 
science (Petrosky et al. 2020) have emphasized that our ability to realize habitat benefits is dependent 
on both reducing hatchery impacts and increasing smolt-to-adult return rates (SARs).  The same point 
was made by the HSRG in the quotation above. 

The Heat Map and Salmon Analyzer don’t adequately address an important limiting factor:  marine 
derived nutrients, a critical food source for salmon and steelhead and other species.  We understand 
that there is, in theory at least, a food component in the habitat impact categories, but it is not apparent 
and there is no way to judge how effectively it reflects the potential benefits of increasing marine 
derived nutrients.  Our assessment is that it does not.  Recent research reveals that, under the same 
habitat conditions, salmon productivity is much higher when there are ample marine derived nutrients 
in a watershed.  Marine derived nutrients are mediated by various non-habitat factors (e.g., harvest, 
predation) as well as habitat.  The inadequate treatment of marine derived nutrients in the Heat Map 
and Salmon Analyzer could distort estimates of shifts in equilibrium abundance due to changes in 
tributary habitat conditions as well as shield from vision the importance of this important limiting factor 
and actions that could address it.   

We disagree with the range of estimated impacts for the latent mortality and hatchery limiting factors, 
both of which we believe are biased low.  Regarding latent mortality, the Heat Map presents a wide 
range from 9-67%, for Snake and Upper Columbia stocks.  These estimates were derived using data 
collected with the existing hydropower system in place; there is no available data from a free-flowing 
river.  Thus, many benefits of restoring a free-flowing river (see below) are not adequately captured in 
this range resulting in an underestimation of latent mortality.  Similarly, we believe the range of 
hatchery impacts in the Heat Map is too low.  As noted above in the discussion of interactions among 
limiting factors, estimates of hatchery impacts are based on information about the effects on 
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reproductive success of wild fish due to interbreeding with hatchery fish.  Conspicuously absent is 
information on the ecological impacts of hatchery fish on wild fish.  This is likely due to the dearth of 
quantified impact estimates, but the existence of these impacts is widely known and well established in 
the peer-reviewed literature.  Moreover, the low-end impacts are based on just a few studies looking at 
supplementation programs that do not represent most hatchery operations in the Columbia Basin.  
These underestimates of latent mortality and hatchery impacts could lead policymakers and the public 
to undervalue the potential gains that could be achieved through changes in these limiting factors. 

Lastly, we believe that the Heat Map and Salmon Analyzer substantially underestimate the recovery 
value of removing dams and restoring a free-flowing lower Snake River.  The recently released FEIS on 
the Columbia-Snake hydropower system and the Phase 2 Report both suggest that the efficacy of 
restoring a free-flowing lower Snake River turns on the actual level of latent mortality.  We believe this 
perspective ignores several major benefits to salmon and steelhead that, though not quantified, are 
nonetheless real.  Those benefits include:   

• Improved water temperature regime, particularly cooler temperatures during the hottest 
months  
• Heterogeneous riverine habitat that provides better cover from predators and reduces the 
abundance of non-native fish predators better adapted to reservoir environments (e.g., walleye and 
smallmouth bass)  
• More and better food for smolts and pre-smolts  
• Flowing water that enables smolts to: (1) migrate without expending precious energy needed to 
swim through 140 miles of reservoirs; (2) reach the estuary in less time; and (3) reduce exposure to 
predators  
• Expansion of juvenile rearing habitat  
• Greater population diversity (life-history and genetic) due to availability of new habitat  

 

We understand that some of these benefits would manifest in reduced latent mortality (but as discussed 
above we think the current range of latent mortality does not fully capture such reductions).  Others 
would manifest elsewhere in the salmon lifecycle. The bottom line from our standpoint is that these 
benefits are not adequately captured in the Heat Map and Salmon Analyzer, which erroneously suggest 
to policymakers and the public that dam removal is not as powerful a recovery action as it is.  (See, e.g., 
Figure 33 in the Phase 2 Report).  

In closing, TU and ICL wish to reiterate our great appreciation for the hard work and dedication 
exhibited by our fellow Columbia Basin Partnership participants and the NOAA support team.  Our 
organizations support the Phase 2 Report with the important qualifications set forth above.  Thank you 
for your consideration. 

Sincerely,  

Rob Masonis      Justin Hayes 
VP for Western Conservation    Executive Director 
Trout Unlimited      Idaho Conservation League 







AGREEMENT BETWEEN THE STATES OF OREGON, WASHINGTON, IDAHO AND 
MONTANA TO DEFINE A FUTURE COLLABORATIVE FRAMEWORK TO ANALYZE 
AND DISCUSS KEY ISSUES RELATED TO SALMON AND STEELHEAD WITH THE 
PURPOSE OF INCREASING OVERALL ABUNDANCE 

October 2020 

This Agreement represents a commitment between the four signatory states of Oregon, 
Washington, Idaho and Montana to work together to rebuild Columbia River salmon and 
steelhead stocks and to advance the goals of the Columbia Basin Partnership Task Force.  We 
commit to one another and to the Region that we will do so in a collaborative, public process to 
be defined with involvement from the region’s tribes (including recognition of their treaty and 
cultural rights and their co-management of natural resources), federal agencies, and stakeholders. 

The states participated in the Partnership Task Force which set qualitative and quantitative goals 
for 24 stocks of salmon and steelhead in the Columbia Basin (Phase 1), and defined social, 
cultural, economic and environmental factors to be considered when deciding how to achieve 
those goals (Phase 2).  The Partnership understood that implementation of strategies and actions 
to achieve the goals would occur within existing management structures administered by the 
sovereign entities, and that continued regional interaction through a collaborative process would 
be a constructive, science-based effort to develop those strategies and actions.   

The Governors received a similar message in a letter from regional stakeholders urging us to 
help “identify the actions and investments needed to recover harvestable salmon and steelhead 
populations, conserve other fish and wildlife, honor and protect tribal needs and way of life, and 
strengthen the electricity and agricultural services that communities rely on.”  We recognize the 
relevance of the recent release of the Columbia River System Operations Final Environmental 
Impact Statement, the Biological Opinions, and the Record of Decision for Columbia River 
System Operations to this collaboration effort. Our respective states may view the adequacy of 
these documents differently, and as such, act on that assessment differently.  However, 
regardless of those differences and separate from each state’s recourse, we commit to this 
ongoing collaboration to help achieve the Partnership’s abundance goals to uphold treaty rights, 
support state fishery and fishery-related objectives and river-dependent economies. We also 
recognize the relevance and importance of advancing state clean energy goals and the regional 
goal to ensure an efficient, reliable, and affordable energy system. 

This Agreement represents an authorization for state representatives to work with others in the 
region, including federal partners, co-manager tribes, and interested stakeholders, to define a 
future collaborative framework.  The framework should provide for broad-based participation, 



accountability and transparency, and full opportunity for analysis and discussion of key regional 
issues relating to salmon and steelhead abundance and opportunities for advancing Partnership 
objectives, both short term and long-range.   
 
We wish to congratulate NOAA Fisheries and the Columbia Basin Partnership Task Force 
members for their achievements in setting the goals for abundant and sustainable native salmon 
and steelhead.  We will commit to engaging our tribal and federal partners, and other 
stakeholders, in this collaborative effort which we fully expect to lead to meaningful actions to 
achieve these goals. 
 
 
 

 
_____________________   ________________________ 
Governor Kate Brown    Governor Brad Little 
State of Oregon    State of Idaho 
 
 
 

 
_____________________   ________________________ 
Governor Jay Inslee    Governor Steve Bullock 
State of Washington    State of Montana 
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