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SALMON RECOVERY ON THE COLUMBIA AND
SNAKE RIVERS

THURSDAY, OCTOBER 8, 1998

U.S. SENATE,
COMMITTEE ON ENVIRONMENT AND PuBLIC WORKS,
SUBCOMMITTEE ON DRINKING WATER, FISHERIES, AND
WILDLIFE,
Washington, DC.

The subcommittee met, pursuant to notice, at 9:30 a.m. in room
406, Senate Dirksen Building, Hon. Dirk Kempthorne [chairman of
the committee] presiding.

Present: Senators Kempthorne and Chafee [ex officio].

Also present: Senators Craig and Smith of Oregon.

OPENING STATEMENT OF HON. DIRK KEMPTHORNE,
U.S. SENATOR FROM THE STATE OF IDAHO

Senator KEMPTHORNE. Ladies and gentlemen, I'll call this hear-
ing to order.

Welcome all of you. | look forward to the discussion that we'll
have this morning, and | appreciate all of our witnesses that are
joining us today. I also want to acknowledge and thank the Chair-
man of the Full Environment and Public Works Committee, Sen-
ator Chafee, for joining us this morning.

It is an interesting commute today—what normally is 35 minutes
is now 1 hour and 20 minutes, and we are now here in dry areas,
so we'll go ahead with our hearing.

I have called today’s oversight hearing to bring us up to date on
some developing issues in the complex, but vitally important, mat-
ter of restoring the runs of specific salmon and steel head to the
Columbia—Snake River System.

The recovery of the salmon is intertwined with contrary goals,
political and personal philosophies, and the economic realties of
21st century America. We have pursued the recovery of this fish
with the wealth of a nation, and we have so far little or nothing
to show for it.

The debate over salmon have centered around the use of water
resources to provide an alternative to the operation of the Federal
dams on the Columbia-Snake Rivers. The recovery of the salmon
in the Columbia—Snake River system will never occur if the debate
continues to focus solely on the dams. Recovery of the salmon must
take into account all phases of the salmon’s life cycle. We will not
solve the 5,000 mile problem with a 100 mile solution. A new man-
agement philosophy must be utilized. A sharper focus on a number
of factors is called for.
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Recovery of the salmon will never be achieved by looking at just
one problem or just one solution. The salmon will be restored to
sustainable levels only by addressing each portion of their habitat
during each phase of their life cycle.

If that were not enough of a challenge, any plan to recover the
salmon must be adaptive and flexible enough to respond to chang-
ing conditions. We will not save the salmon with a silver bullet. We
will not save salmon by ignoring the legitimate interests of the
States, tribes, communities, families and the businesses that de-
pend on the resources of the Columbia—Snake Rivers. Each sector
will have to make concessions, and each State will have to do its
part.

It has become common to see a chart depicting a precipitous de-
cline of salmon and steel head since the last four dams were built
on the Snake River. From a larger perspective, however, the ob-
served declines began many years before them.

This is the Corps of Engineers’' chart of salmon and steel head
numbers in the Columbia—Snake River system that we commonly
use. It is widely used to describe how the fish have declined since
the introduction of the dams. When 1 first looked at this particular
chart, | noticed two things—first, it appeared to me that the runs
had largely declined before the first dam was built; and, second,
somehow the Bonneville Dam appears on this chart in 1925, rather
than in June of 1938. | checked with the Corps, and they attrib-
uted this to a computer error. They confirmed that the Bonneville
Dam was indeed put on line and constructed in 1938.

More importantly, were the fish runs devastated by the building
of the dams, especially the four lower Snake River dams? What I
found was interesting, and | think, a little disturbing.

These next charts—and, again, these are—I don’t know of anyone
who will be able to see those numbers—but this table from the
Corps of Engineers’ Annual Fish Passage Report gives the number
of salmon and steel head returning upstream past Bonneville. The
point is | was surprised to find that the total returning salmon was
many times smaller than those shown in the graph. The graph
shows total returns declining from four million in 1940 to two mil-
lion in 1995.

Table 20 shows total returns moving up and down annually
around an average of about 600,000 fish between 1940 and 1997.
I have drawn a line on the graph at 600,000 fish. This shows me
that most of the decline in salmon returning to the river system oc-
curred in the decades before we began building dams, and it seems
that somehow we have been able to maintain returning numbers
at a very low but steady 600,000 fish. Then I looked more closely
at the fish returns in the lower Snake River. Now, here are the
dates of each of the four lower Snake River dams—Ice Harbor was
1961, Lower Monumental was 1969, Little Goose, 1970, and Lower
Granite, 1975.

Then on the next chart from Table 121 for Ice Harbor Dam, I
found that instead of declining over time, the salmon returning
have remained fairly steady. It appears they are now fluctuating
around a 10-year average of 130,000 fish at Ice Harbor. Similar
data are available from the Lower Granite Dam from 1975 to 1997,
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which seemed to fluctuate around 108,000 fish. In fact, last year’s
return at Lower Granite was almost 133,000 fish.

Now, | do not pretend to be a statistician or fisheries biologist,
but it does make sense to me that contrary to conventional wisdom
most of the decline in the Columbia Snake River System fish oc-
curred before 1935, and the runs of returning fish have remained
at a very low but constant level.

Yes, we built dams and we continue the extravagant harvest of
this fish both in the river and the sea. We introduced new preda-
tors, we made conditions easier for native predators and we have
flooded the river with masses of cookie-cutter hatchery fish. | be-
lieve that while we debate at great length and in excruciating de-
tail the future uses of four run of the river dams in the lower
Snake River we're nearly ignoring several essential truths about
salmon recovery. It is clear to me that we must look at ocean condi-
tions, we must reverse the decline and genetic diversity of the
salmon and steelhead runs, and we must get harvest and predation
under control. Without these changes and management of the river,
there is no hope that these changes will have much effect.

[The prepared statement of Senator Kempthorne follows:]

STATEMENT OF HON. DIRK KEMPTHORNE, U.S. SENATOR FROM THE STATE OF IDAHO

Good morning. | have called today’'s oversight hearing to bring us up to date on
some developing issues in the complex, but vitally important matter of restoring the
runs of Pacific salmon and steelhead to the Columbia/Snake River system.

The recovery of the salmon is intertwined with contrary goals, political and per-
sonal philosophies, and the economic realities of 21st century America. We have
pursued the recovery of these fish with the wealth of a nation and we have, so far,
little or nothing to show for it.

The debate over salmon has centered around the use of water resources to provide
an alternative to the operation of the Federal dams on the Columbia and Snake riv-
ers. The recovery of the salmon in the Columbia/Snake River system will never
occur if the debate continues to focus solely on the dams. Recovery of the salmon
must take into account all phases of the salmon’s life cycle. We will not solve a
5,000-mile problem with a 100-mile solution. A new management philosophy must
be utilized. A sharper focus on a number of factors is called for.

Recovery of the salmon will never be achieved by looking at just one problem or
just one solution. The salmon will be restored to sustainable levels only by address-
ing each portion of their habitat during each phase of their life cycle. If that were
not enough of a challenge, any plan to recover the salmon must be adaptive and
flexible enough to respond to changing conditions. We will not save the salmon with
a silver bullet. We will not save salmon by ignoring the legitimate interests of the
States, tribes, communities, families and the businesses that depend on the re-
sources of the Snake and Columbia rivers. Each sector will have to make conces-
sions and each State will have to do its part.

It has become common to see a chart depicting a precipitous decline of salmon
and steelhead since the last four dams were built on the Snake River. From a larger
perspective however, the observed declines began many years before then.

[Display of chart of fish runs before Bonneville was built]

Yes, we built dams. And, we continued the extravagant harvest of this fish both
in the river and the sea. We introduced new predators. We made conditions easier
;prhnative predators. And we flooded the river with masses of cookie-cutter hatchery
ish.

I believe that while we debate at great length and in excruciating detail the fu-
ture uses of four run-of-river dams in the lower Snake River, we are nearly ignoring
several essential truths about salmon recovery. It is clear to me that we must look
at ocean conditions. We must reverse the decline in genetic diversity of the salmon
and steelhead runs. And we must get harvest and predation under control. Without
these changes in our management of the river, there is no hope that other changes
will have much effect.

In today’s first panel we have asked three scientists and engineers to share with
us some of their work on these essential issues. Our first witness, Dr. Roby began
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an overview study of avian predation on the Columbia/Snake River system several
years ago. In the course of that study, he discovered that one particular species, the
Caspian tern, was having an inordinate effect on the outmigrant salmon smolts due
to its preferred method of fishing and the location of its nesting colony. We are hop-
ing to explore with today’s witnesses the possibility of non-lethal means to control
this excessive predation.

Our second witness is Dr. Cloud, a fish geneticist, who has been studying the ge-
netic effects of hatchery fish on the wild runs of salmon and steelhead. In addition,
Dr. Cloud has made a proposal for a gene bank for native Northwest fish that will
give some insurance that we can preserve some of the declining genetic diversity
for future use.

The third witness is Richard Fisher who works for the Voith Hydro Power genera-
tion company. In his work at Voith, Mr. Fisher oversees the development of new
technologies, including the Advanced Hydropower Program authorized through the
Water Resources Development Act.

In the second panel we will hear how our Agencies have been responding to these
issues. | hope that as a result of this hearing we can look forward to new ways to
incorporate information coming from our scientists and engineers.

We will hear from Colonel Eric Mogren of the Corps of Engineers how the agency
has been responding to the avian predator issue, and the advanced hydropower
technology opportunity.

Rolland Schmitten, representing the National Marine Fisheries Service will dis-
cuss the avian predator issue, the hatchery and harvest issues, and will have com-
ments on advanced hydropower.

I want to note at this time that the Regional Director of the U.S. Fish and Wild-
life Service that was invited has not been able to attend this hearing. | understand
that she has recently assumed the Directorship, and that there are many urgent
matters that require her attention. | have been assured that the Service wants to
play a constructive role in crafting the final decision of the Interagency Task Force
on the Caspian tern and recognizes the critical importance of this issue. The Service
has asked David Wesley to be here today to answer our questions.



Chard %/

Salmon Returns to Columbia River

199

980

WiBQ SUUBJD IBMOT + = & (s x =

1960

1940

weq a|jiasuuog* * * 3 —)
d o~

| | =

| | o

. : (=)

| | =

—

-

I )

o

|
r
|
|

Ual ] Ug}

—

1860

(=3 [

[
(suotjiiw) ~

JaARy BIqWN|OD O} SUIN}ay Uow|es NPV



TABLE 20

YEARLY TQTALS OF SALMONIDS COUNTED OVER BONNEVILLE DAM

1938 - 1997
; TOTAL
YEAR CHINOOK* [ STEELHEAD | SOCKEYE [ COHO* T CHUM [ BINK | SALMONID
1938 271,799 107.003 75.040 15,185 2,117 471,144,
1939 286,189 122,032 73.382 14,383 1.168 497,154
1840 391,587 185,174 148,807 11,917 1,729 739,214
1941 461,443 118,089 65,741 17.911 5,269 3 668,457]
1942 401,942 151.800 55,464 12,402 1.865 11 623,484
1943 313,123 92,133 39,845 2,547 788 448,436
1944 240,764 100,518 15,072 4,207 954 1 361,516
1945 297,478 120,133 9,501 790 728 1 428,631
1946 446,052 142,807 74,376 3,898 1,178 2 668,313
1947 480,377 135,444 171,139 11,174 199 3 798.336
1948 419,555 139,062 131,541 4,081 3,636 2 697.877
1949 277,697 119.285 51,444 1,004 2,028 6 451,464
1950 357,375 114,087 77,993 10,151 1,069 g 560,683
1951 331,788 140,689 169,428 5.201 1,044 7 648,157
1952 420,879 260,990 184,645 7,768 1,508 9 875,796
1953 332,479 223,914 235,215 13,018 1,728 10 806,364
1954 320,947 176.26Q 130,107 4,062 1,569 4 632,943
1855 359,853 198,411 237,748 3,725 318 9 800,064
1956 300,917 131,116 156,418 6,127 693 Z 598,275
1957 403,286 139,183 82,915 4,675 569 12 630,640
1958 426,419 131,437 122,389 3,673 455 6 684,379
1959 345,028 129,026 86,560 2,695 906 22 564,237
1960 256,049 113,676 59,713 3,268 1,026 433,732
1961 281,980 139,719 17,111 3,456 836 12 443,174
1962 286,625 164.025 28,179 14,788 1,013 27 494,657
1963 278,560 129,418 60,319 12,658 739 34 481,728
1964 344,422 117.252 99,856 53,602 632 45 615,809
1965 317,957 166,453 55125 76,032 436 64 616,127
1966 340,111 143,661 156,661 71,887 872 58 713,254
1967 366,237 121,872 144,158 96,488 3s2 50 729,157
1968 341,154 106,374 108,207 63,488 79 21 619,923
1969 607,543 140,782 59,636 49,378 143 86 757.568
1970 384,780 113,510 70,762 80,116 208 150 649,527
1971 405,702 193,366 87,447 75,989 29 176 763,309
1972 394,456 185,886 56,323 65,832 1 51 702,643
1973 398,635 157,823 58,979 54,609 43 12 670,101
1974 366,759 137,054 43,837 60,955 23 2 608,630
1975 425,566 85,540 58,212 58,307 1 309 627,945
1976 507,773 124,177 43,611 53,150 1 2 728,724
1877 366,657 193,437 99,829 19,408 17 679,348
1978 394,600 104,431 18,436 52,590 28 570,085
1979 276,306 113,979 52,628 45,328 1 23 488,265
1980 245,518 128,254 58,882 22,052 44 455,750
1981 285,650 159,270 56,037 30,510 4 20 531,491
1982 322,809 157.640 50,219 73,832 12 604,512
1983 244,348 218.439 100,545 15,173 50 52 578,605
1984 324,425 315,560 152,541 29,487 64 8 822,085
1985 463,873 343,987 166,340 56,857 97 147 1,031,301
1986 570,881 379.891 58,123 130,853 77 23 1,139,848
1987 547.494 303,081 116,993 27,635 147 20 995,370
1988 494,025 273,072 79.714 39,620 60 6 892,497
1989 416,117 287,798 41,884 39,281 16 12 785,108
1990 340,990 183,027 49,581 24,845 26 598,469
1991 274,622 274,545 76,481 64,057 5 550 630,260
1992 256,299 314,975 84,992 18,126 39 24 674,455
1993 277.657 188,386 80,178 11,732 17 15 557,985
1994 243,450 161.978 12,678 22,794 28 5 440,931
1995 240,050 202,448 8774 12,034 30 36 463,372
1996 296,635 206,213 30,252 18,747 22 1 550,870
1997 387,088 258,385 47,008 27,267 47 64 719,859
Toral (213607781 __10,295,177] 5,045021] 1,836929] 38.919] 2,278 38,579,050]

10-Year
Average [ 322.693] 235583 51,1541 27,8501 291 78] 6373811

*Jacks included



TABLE 121

YEARLY TOTALS OF SALMONIDS CQUNTED OVER ICE HARBOR DAM

1962 - 1997
YEAR [ CHINGGK® | STEELMEAD | SOCKEYE | COHO®* | TOTALS* |
1962 94,301 115,796 38 3,207 213,342
1963 61,190 74,539 1,118 1,933 138,780
1964 60,097 58,860 1,276 2,071 122,304
1965 39,233 62,873 317 320 102,743
1966 75,882 65,7938 278 878 142,836
1967 84,930 44,205 717 3,770 133,822
1968 98,681 82,383 1,165 6,227 188,456
1969 100,514 63,889 745 5,316 170,464
1979 77,698 53,870 797 3,636 136,001
1971 70,248 67,029 532 . 2,963 143,778
1872 82,632 63,593 363 2,522 149,110
1973 81,821 38,311 233 2,443 122,808
1974 32,444 12,528 204 . 1,334 46,510
1975 31,686 16,218 243 1,559 49,706
1978 36,556 23,885 771 1,991 63,203
1977 56,514 54,820 582 1.561 113,477
1978 61,352 27,142 86 652 89,232
1979 13,929 23,117 30 398 37,474
1980 14,717 50,221 36 58 65,032
1981 22,092 41,290 142 82 63,606
1982 22,646 73,405 174 348 36,573
1983 20,259 88,475 216 485 109,415
1984 17,757 94,030 105 22 111.314
1985 47,8981 128.481 24 10 176,496
1986 52,615 144,292 20 196,927
1987 47.477 74,481 13 121,981
1988 48,066 99,714 22 147,802
1989 27,234 151,101 4 178.339
1990 31,841 54,758 1 1 86,601
1991 23,175 123,762 3 1 146,947
1992 36,021 160,614 33 196,668
1993 34,991 73,107 17 108,115
1994 7,577 . 51,704 1 59,282
1995 7.990 82,026 5 a 100,025
1996 16,419 100,805 1 117,225
1997 55,412 103,830 15 128 159,385
Totals C 1,693.978] 2,654,962[ 10.332]  43.907[ 4.403,179]
10-Year -
Average  [__ 28.873] 101,142] 12] T 130.039)

*Jacks included

[From the Oregonian, October 1, 1998]

A TERN FOR THE WORSE

RICE ISLAND BIRDS GOBBLE UP MORE JUVENILE SALMON THAN THE CORPS OF
ENGINEERS MOVES AROUND DAMS EACH YEAR

They're tiny next to the great concrete dams of the Columbia and Snake Rivers.
Their harsh “kraa” sound is no match for the mighty roar of the dams’ electric tur-
bines. Northwest policy types don't convene high-toned gatherings to debate wheth-
er they should be removed in order to save the endangered salmon. But the gull-
like Caspian tern that makes its home on Rice Island in the Columbia River may
ge inch for inch, a greater threat to Northwest salmon than the region’s man-made

ams.

And, thanks to Oregon Rep. Bob Smith these salmon munching devils may soon
be receiving the attention they deserve.

The Second Congressional District lawmaker and House Agriculture Committee
chairman has had the sanity to develop a near obsession over this maddening re-
ality: The Pacific Northwest is now debating proposals to breach or draw down dams
on the Columbia and Snake—with the attendant economic consequences to the re-
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gion’s industries and communities—in order to protect endangered salmon while
Rice Island’s Caspian terns gobble up 6 to 20 million salmon smolts a year.

Rice Island is at the mouth of the Columbia, where salt water and fresh water
mix. Salmon smolts pause there, getting used to the sea water before heading to
the ocean.

Dams and electric production and irrigation pumps, it seems, are not the only
salmon-unfriendly things on the Columbia. Before anybody disrupts these vast
human enterprises, we should combat all animal obstacles to the Northwest’s signa-
ture fish.

And now a little context. Remember the 6 to 20 million salmon smolts that the
terns snapped up? As Smith and other Northwest Congressmen said in a recent let-
ter to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service that's more smolts than the Army Corps
of Engineers transported around the dams of the Columbia and Snake in all of 1997.

Indeed, the lawmakers noted that a National Marine Fisheries Service study
funded by the Bonneville Power Administration and the Corps found these astonish-
ing preliminary results for 1997: Caspian terns, cormorants and gulls consumed be-
tween 20 percent to 50 percent of all the salmon smolts entering the Lower Colum-
bia River.

All this “avian predation” as the region’s electric rate payers and the nation’s tax-
payers are dishing out funds—not chicken feed, you can be sure—to make life less
nasty, brutish and short for salmon in the Columbia River and its tributaries.

Question: How are we ever to judge the effectiveness of the costly salmon recovery
programs upstream when the Rice Island terns are feasting on the tiny fruits of
these programs downstream?

“Hundreds of millions of dollars are spent every year on the Columbia River salm-
on mitigation program, a good portion of which is used to increase smolt survival
past the river's dams,” the lawmakers wrote to Anne Badgley, regional director of
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. “It now looks like a significant amount of that
money is being used to feed the bird colonies that nest along the Columbia River.”

Feed them quite nicely, it seems.

The Congressmen aren't advocating killing off Rice Island's Caspian terns. But
they do think moving the terns off Rice Island by next spring would be a great start.
How? By using nonlethal means—say, other animals or humans to harass these
birds during their 2-week nesting period. In addition, the lawmakers also would like
to see a longer term, more comprehensive effort to combat “avian predation on pro-
tected salmon.”

This all sounds swell, but leads to another question. Given all the millions we've
spent on managers who are supposed to make the world safer for salmon, given the
years we've talked of the salmon crisis and given the fact that some are now seri-
ously chatting up taking out dams, why does it take a group of Congressmen to get
action?

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service—the agency responsible for protecting these
birds under the Migratory Bird Treaty Act—has signed a letter with other agencies
vowing to address the “avian predation” on salmon smolts in the Columbia River.
Bravo. But a Smith aide points put that the Fish and Wildlife Service signed on
just 3 days before Smith and congressional crew sent their letter and after months
of “hemming and hawing.”

Now the bipartisan contingent of Congressmen will be looking for specific action,
short and long term. If they don't see some, they promise a legislative fix.

Bravo. Any more delay is for the birds.

[From The Oregonian, October 6, 1998]
BirRDS ONE OF MANY THREATS TO SALMON SURVIVAL

(By Thomas J. Dwyer, Deputy Regional Director, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service)

In his column, David Reinhard suggests that Caspian terns may be a bigger cause
of Columbia River Basin salmon declines than the region’s man-made dams. While
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service agrees that bird predation on juvenile salmon
may be a problem, and we are working with other Federal agencies to address it,
the significance of this natural predation to wild salmon is unclear.

The potential losses of juvenile salmon to such predation must be considered
along with the many other sources of mortality that salmon encounter. Preventing
Caspian terns from eating young salmon should not be seized upon as the silver bul-
let that will restore wild salmon and save the region from addressing larger, more
challenging causes of salmon decline, such as dams and habitat loss.
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As many as 200 million salmon smolts head downriver in the Columbia Basin
each year, most of them hatchery fish. A very high percentage of the smolts die be-
fore they reach the estuary where the seabirds live. Given this, we believe other
mortality factors more significantly limit salmon recovery in comparison to bird pre-
dation. While we are cooperating to address the predation issue, focusing salmon re-
covery efforts on bird predation control may lead to actions that do not effectively
address the immediate problem of smolt survival or the ultimate goal of wild salmon
recovery.

A 1997 study indicated that Caspian terns nesting on Rice Island near the mouth
of the Columbia may consume 3 percent to 12 percent of all salmon smolts produced
in the basin each year, as opposed to the 20 percent to 50 percent cited by Reinhard.
Although the number of federally protected wild salmon consumed by the birds is
unknown, hatchery fish appear to feed closer to the surface and do not effectively
avoid predation, making them more susceptible to predation than wild fish. Re-
search also indicates that salmon smolts that have been transported by barge or
truck, and delayed or stressed by passing through dams, are less ready to enter salt
water, and therefore are weaker and more vulnerable to predation when they enter
the estuary.

The Fish and Wildlife Service—responsible for protecting terns—has participated
since last spring in a Federal working group to examine the effects of tern predation
on salmon smolts. Despite Reinhard’s allegations, we have not been dragging our
feet as a Federal agency to address this problem. The working group is developing
a plan to move the birds from Rice Island to East Sand Island, closer to the Pacific
Ocean, using a combination of non lethal strategies such as habitat enhancement,
tern decoys and tapes of calling terns to lure the birds lo the other island. Prelimi-
nary research indicates that terns nesting on East Sand Island will have a wider
variety of prey and subsequently eat fewer salmon smolts.

While this short-term effort is appropriate, it does not take the place of a long-
term, comprehensive strategy for salmon recovery that addresses all threats to
salmon survival. Management of bird predation should be considered as one compo-
nent of a comprehensive strategy to recover federally protected salmon populations.
Continued emphasis on modifying hatchery practices, hydropower operations, barg-
ing schedules and releases, and improving natural habitat will continue to be criti-
cal to the recovery of wild salmon.

LETTER FROM FEDERAL INTERAGENCY GROUP
To Caspian Tern Working Group:

The National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS), U.S. Army Corps of Engineers
(Corps), U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) are committed to working together
to recover critically depressed salmonids in the Columbia River Basin. A number of
naturally reproducing anadromous fish populations in the Columbia River Basin are
now listed or proposed for listing under the Endangered Species Act. The NMFS has
the principal responsibility for managing recovery of these listed salmonids, while
the Corps has responsibility far maintaining the Columbia River navigation channel
and the FWS has responsibility for protecting birds.

As the agencies have invested recovery of listed species and the mitigation for lost
habitat, numbers of avian predators feeding on juvenile salmonids in the migration
corridor have increased. In addition to the major efforts under way to enhance habi-
tat, restrict harvest, reform fish hatchery management, improve fish passage
through the hydropower system, and adjust water management, we believe that it
is important to address other factors that affect salmonid survival, such as avian
predation.

We, therefore, request that the Caspian Tern Working Group (CTWG) imme-
diately: (1) complete development of a short-term strategy for reducing avian preda-
tion on listed salmonids in the Lower Columbia River estuary during the 1999 out-
migration, (2) develop a monitoring and evaluation plan to determine whether the
short-term goals are met and whether future actions are necessary, (3) complete the
required environmental documentation, and (4) develop a budget for each action
necessary to implement the short-term strategy so that each agency can make its
decision on resource commitments for this effort.

In order to assure completion of these tasks, NMFS will provide leadership for
this effort and $20,000 in current year funding to prepare an Environmental Assess-
ment. The Corps will prepare the environmental documentation and, as appropriate
and subject to available funding, complete necessary site work on East Sand Island.
The FWS will provide technical assistance in regards to compliance with the Migra-
tory Bird Treaty Act and the 1999 tern relocation effort. We strongly urge the
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CTWG to complete its assignment in a timely manner that ensures implementation
of the short-term efforts before the 1999 nesting season.

In addition to the short-term efforts, the agencies will continue to develop an ap-
propriate long-term strategy to deal with bird predation on listed salmonids. An ap-
propriate strategy must address, but not be limited to, (1) development of scientific
information to evaluate the impact of predation on listed salmonids, (2) the ecologi-
cal importance of waterbird colonies in the Columbia River estuary, and (a) the ef-
fects of ongoing human activities such as hydropower operation, channel mainte-
nance, etc. as part of any proposed action. The goal of this effort should be the de-
velopment of a long-term adaptive plan for reducing avian predation on listed
salmonids in the Columbia River estuary.

The Federal agencies remain committed to participating in the development of a
comprehensive recovery strategy for listed salmonids that address predation as well
as habitat loss and degredation, hydropower system operation, hatchery manage-
ment, and harvest regulation.

Sincerely,

ErIC T. MOGREN, Colonel,
Corps of Engineers.

ANNE BADGLEY, Regional Director,
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.

WiLLIAM STELLE, JR., Regional Administrator,
National Marine Fisheries Service.

LETTER FROM THE FISH AND WILDLIFE SERVICE

UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR,
FisH AND WILDLIFE SERVICE,
Portland, Oregon, October 7, 1998.

HoN. DIRK KEMPTHORNE,
U.S. Senate,
Boise, ID 83702.

DEAR SENATOR KEMPTHORNE: Thank you for your letter concerning avian preda-
tion on Columbia River salmon smolts. We appreciate the opportunity to provide you
with information on this complex issue.

The Fish and Wildlife Service (Service) is committed to working with the National
Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS), which is the lead agency for salmon recovery, to
ensure the continued survival of threatened and endangered Columbia River salm-
on. Although avian predation may be one factor affecting these listed species, we
believe that it should not be considered in isolation from the broader context of
other potentially more significant sources of smolt mortality such as dams, habitat
loss and degradation, harvest, competition with hatchery reared fish, fish transpor-
tation, and fluctuating ocean conditions. The Service continues to assist NMFS and
other agencies to address many of these factors. Since last spring we have been ac-
tively working to resolve the unanswered questions concerning the role of avian pre-
dation on salmon smolt survival. This letter summarizes efforts to address this issue
undertaken to date and describes future plans.

Currently, more than 10,000 nesting pairs of Caspian terns breed on Rice Island
in the Columbia River estuary. It is the largest known Caspian tern colony in North
America and perhaps the largest colony in the world. The birds began nesting on
Rice Island in 1987. Rice Island was created by the Army Corps of Engineers
(Corps) in 1962 for the deposit of navigation channel dredge spoils. The island is
owned by the States of Oregon and Washington. In 1973, the Service began manag-
ing Rice Island as part of the National Wildlife Refuge System under an agreement
with the State of Oregon. That lease expired in 1994.

In 1995, the NMFS issued a biological opinion to the Corps on the operation of
the Federal Columbia River power system that directed the Corps to conduct studies
on Caspian tern predation on juvenile salmonids in the Columbia River. Beginning
in 1957, the Corps and the Bonneville Power Administration (BPA) fielded a study
conducted by Oregon State University and the Columbia River Inter-Tribal Fish
Commission. The first year of this 3-year study has been completed, and the re-
searchers have stated that at least 3 years of data will be needed to accurately
measure avian predation on juvenile salmon. Additional work may be necessary to
assess the impact of birds on listed stocks.

The first year’s report for the avian predation study found that the Caspian terns
nesting on Rice Island consumed approximately 6 to 2 million smolts. Clearly, this
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is a wide range but indicates that avian predation may account for about 3 to 12
percent of the hatchery and wild smolts produced in the basin. Although the per-
centage of endangered or threatened listed fish consumed by terns is unknown,
hatchery-reared fish appear to be more susceptible to predation than wild fish. For
instance, the higher vulnerability of hatchery smolts to tern predation could be ex-
pected as a product of rearing practices that condition young salmon to forage at
the surface and otherwise weaken predator avoidance behaviors. Research also indi-
cates that salmon smolts transported by barge or truck, and delayed or stressed by
passing through dams, may be subject to higher rates of predation when they enter
the estuary. Research is also needed to evaluate the assumption that the fish lost
to bird predation would have survived to go into the ocean and return.

As a result of preliminary information from this study, the NMFS, Corps, and
Service established a multi-disciplinary team to consider potential management op-
tions for reducing avian predation on salmonid smolts while continuing data collec-
tion during the 1998 season. In a May 6, 1998 letter to the NMFS and Corps, the
Service encouraged development of this interagency team. The Caspian Tern Work-
ing Group was established to address these issues and has been meeting regularly
since last spring. Representatives from the Corps, NMFS, Service, BPA, USDA
Wildlife Services, Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife, Washington Department
of Fish and Wildlife, Columbia River Inter-Tribal Fish Commission, and the re-
searchers participate in the Caspian Tern Working Group meetings.

The working group has developed a proposal to relocate the terns from Rice Island
to East Sand Island, an island closer to the Pacific Ocean. during the 1999 breeding
season. This process will use a combination of non-lethal strategies such as habitat
enhancement on East Sand Island, tern decoys and tapes of calling terns to lure the
birds to East Sand Island, and possibly habitat modification on Rice Island. Prelimi-
nary research indicates that terns nesting on Fast Sand Island will have a wider
variety of prey resources and may subsequently reduce their consumption of salmon
smolts. The Corps is in the process of drafting an Environmental Assessment to ad-
dress the activities associated with relocating the terns. In addition, the working
group will develop a monitoring plan and a budget for the proposed management
actions. The actions were reconfirmed in a September 22, 1998 letter to the Caspian
Tem Working Group and signed by the Service, Corps, and NMFS.

The Service recognizes the importance of salmon recovery efforts in the Columbia
Basin. We are a continuing participant in discussions on salmon recovery and will
continue to play an advisory role with respect to avian predation. The NMFS has
the principal responsibility for managing recovery of listed anadromous salmonids,
the Corps has responsibility for operating the Columbia River power system and
maintaining the Columbia River navigation channel, and USDA Wildliic Services
provides expertise in managing problems caused by wildlife. Other organizations
that may participate in this effort include the States of Oregon and Washington that
own the islands and the Columbia River Inter-Tribal Fish Commission that rep-
resent the anadromous fish interests of the Columbia River treaty Tribes.

Although the Service acknowledges the importance of hatchery-reared fish in the
region, our primary focus is on actions that may benefit threatened and endangered
wild salmon. We recognize the importance of every wild smolt in the Columbia River
to the survival of the endangered salmon populations. For example, Snake River chi-
nook mortality is reported to be between 56 and 70 percent prior to reaching the
estuary where the terns nest. Mortality factors include impeded passage from dams
and other waterway modifications; loss and degradation of spawning, rearing, and
feeding habitat; harvest activities; conflicts with hatchery-reared fish; compromised
health from transportation practices; and fluctuating ocean conditions. As a result
of these and other factors, less than 1 percent of juvenile salmon survive to adult-
hood. Because of the large percentage of juvenile salmon lost before reaching the
estuary and the large mortality occurring after they leave the estuary, we believe
that other mortality factors more significantly limit salmon recovery in comparison
to avian predation.

In summary, the Service has actively supported the NMFS's leadership on salmon
recovery and will continue to do so. Evaluation of avian predation is only one of the
many areas in which NMFS is attempting to address recovery of listed salmonids.
There remain many important unanswered questions about the extent and effect of
avian predation on wild salmon. We encourage development of a long-term strategy
for salmon recovery that addresses all the mortality factors. We appreciate your in-
terest in this issue and will work with the NMFS and Corps to keep you informed.
Should you have any further questions, please do not hesitate to contact me or Carol
Schuler, Deputy State Supervisor, Oregon State Office, at (503/231-6179).

Sincerely,
THomAs DwYER, Acting Regional Director.
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LETTER FROM MEMBERS OF CONGRESS TO THE FISH AND WILDLIFE SERVICE

CONGRESS OF THE UNITED STATES,
September 24, 1998.

ANNE BADGLEY,

Regional Director, Region I,
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service,
Portland, Oregon 97232.

DEAR Ms. BADGLEY: We are very concerned with the extent of salmon smolt mor-
tality due to avian predation in the Columbia River. In particular, we are concerned
with predation by the Caspian tern population nesting on Rice Island. While re-
gional study results are preliminary, they suggest that avian predation in the lower
Columbia River on salmon smolts, including threatened and endangered salmon, is
significant. Draft results for the 1997 salmon migratory season show that between
20-50 percent of all salmon smolts entering the Lower Columbia River estuary are
consumed by Caspian terns, cormorants, and gulls. It is estimated that the adult
Caspian tern population on Rice Island alone consumed from 6 to 20 million smolts.
That is more salmon smolts than the Corps of Engineers transported around dams
in the Columbia and Snake River during the same year.

Based on the preliminary results of the study, it is clear that action must be
taken to reduce avian predation on salmon smolts. The regional electric ratepayers,
and U.S taxpayers cannot continue to fund salmon mitigation efforts along the Co-
lumbia River and its tributaries without also managing the bird colonies that prey
on the young salmon. Hundreds of millions of dollars are spent every year oil the
Columbia River salmon mitigation programs, a good portion of which is used to in-
crease smolt survival past the river's dams. It now looks like a significant amount
of that money is being used to feed the bird colonies that nest along the Columbia
River.

In light of the significant proportion of smolts the Caspian terns at Rice Island
are estimated to have consumed, relocating the terns from Rice Island next spring
would be a good start toward managing the problem. In the longer term, a more
comprehensive effort to address avian predation on protected salmon is certainly
justified. It is our understanding that your agency reached an agreement with other
Federal agencies to address avian predation on salmon in the Columbia 