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DRAFT COMMENTS

DRAFT COLUMBIA RIVER BASIN RESEARCH PLAN

General Comments

The Council has drafted a research plan with little input from or collaboration with federal, state, and tribal entities.  Furthermore, the draft, including analysis of existing research and monitoring projects, was developed essentially by one staff member (page 3).  It is unlikely that one staff member has a complete understanding of the wide array of research projects being implemented under the Fish and Wildlife Program.  More importantly, development of the draft with no collaboration precludes the broad scientific expertise and perspectives of the region be taken into account when defining and measuring success.  

The Council’s research plan should be tied to performance standards and must include two elements critical to its success.  First, a research plan should be part of a decision analysis.  Second, a research plan should be developed and implemented collaboratively by federal, state, and tribal entities, and should rely on independent scientific review for quality control.  

The decision analysis framework for a research plan should include the following:

1. Descriptions of the decisions that must be made relative to performance in the short, mid, and long terms, including the performance standards upon which those decisions will be based

2. A list of who will make each of the decisions

3. Descriptions of the information upon which those decisions will be based, including performance measures

4. Descriptions of how information will be collected, including who, where, and when 

5. Descriptions of how information will be processed and used by decision makers, including how uncertainty and error in the information will be incorporated in decision making

Decision analysis guides research investments and focuses efforts on critical uncertainties by incorporating uncertainty and error in the data into decision making as sets of hypotheses that form the basis of research, instead of using uncertainty as an excuse for no action.  It explicitly accounts for the strengths and weaknesses in research tools by using a weight of evidence approach to assigning risks to decision making due to uncertainty and error.  It builds on ongoing research projects and balances research with on-the-ground actions by supporting an experimental management approach to implementing survival and recovery measures.  Management actions are designed and implemented to maximize learning, while pursuing significant improvement in the status of listed fish and their environment.  This approach builds research into “on-the-ground” actions and departs from the traditional approach of holding actions hostage to information gathering.

The research plan proposed by the Council should be developed collaboratively.  As sovereign co-managers of listed fish and their environments, the states and tribes should not be relegated to peer reviewer status.  The Council should incorporate formal peer review in the planning processes, however, by including independent scientific review.  This ensures that the broad scientific expertise and perspectives of the region are taken into account when defining and measuring success. 

The research plan is not clear on the distinction is between research (R) and monitoring and evaluation (M&E); where does research stop and monitoring and evaluation begin? The difference between R and M&E can be fuzzy, especially for the large-scale questions (e.g., hydrosystem and habitat actions). In cases where actions are founded on the extrapolation of results from small-scale research projects, they really constitute research on a larger scale and may require long-term monitoring.  It would be worth adding some text to clarify the difference between R and M&E, as used in the draft, near the beginning of the document.

Although the document states on page 16 that "research is not the same as monitoring", most of the Council's monitoring recommendations could just as easily fall under one of the other sections in Chapter 1 (e.g., hatchery related monitoring questions seem to fall under hatchery research questions).

The research plan describes and discusses PNAMP.  While PNAMP has a worthy goal of coordinating M&E activities, another project, CBFWA's Collaborative Systemwide Monitoring and Evaluation Project (CSMEP), is also worthy of mention in this context, and has made significant progress.  CSMEP is a collaborative effort between state, tribal and federal agencies to improve the monitoring and evaluation of fish populations and fish habitat within the Columbia River basin.  CSMEP and PNAMP are currently coordinating on how best to allocate effort between their respective levels of expertise to address this question.  

I.
Planning for the Future, Taking Stock of the Present

Profile of Current Research Projects and Budget

The disadvantage of a non-collaborative approach is evident in the summary of existing research topics.  One example of work meeting the given definition of research (page 3) but not counted as such includes the evaluation of the relationship between spring flow and white sturgeon spawning success in the lower Columbia and Snake rivers (part of Project 198605000).  Many other examples likely exist.

Hatchery Effectiveness

Research recommendations indicate a lack of attention to resident fish, including both resident fish propagation, and effects of supplementation on resident fish.  

Hydrosystem

In general, the focus of hydrosystem research should not be to evaluate incremental benefits or decreases to direct survival, which will be difficult to measure.  Emphasis should be on full life-cycle effects of hydrosystem operations, including effects on both anadromous and resident fish.

“…staff will work with the Council to establish priorities for the tasks included in this work plan” (page 8).  It is inappropriate for staff and Council alone to set priorities.  As stated in our General Comments, co-managers of listed fish and their environments, the states and tribes should not be relegated to peer reviewer status.  

Habitat

It will be difficult to “quantify” the effects of specific on-the-ground restoration and protection measures with any certainty.

We agree that a comprehensive life-cycle approach that addresses natural variability and human impacts needs to be defined.

Many research recommendations are not actually research.  Recommendation 3.14, “Enhance the abundance and productivity of white sturgeon in the mainstem” is one such recommendation.

Resident fish are likely to receive the greatest benefit from habitat actions, yet are not the focus of many recommendations.

Recommendation 3.13 addresses spawning habitat for fall Chinook core populations, but there are no similar recommendations for other species.  Of special note is the lack of a similar recommendation for chum salmon in the lower Columbia.

Some recommendations are very specific, whereas others are very broad.  The plan would be better served if the level of recommendations remained consistent at the “strategy level”, rather than aiming for specific actions.

Recovery Planning

Although listed under the ESA, no recommendations are given for Kootenai white sturgeon.

Other populations of anadromous and resident fish, although not listed, should be included in recovery planning.  We applaud the inclusion of a recommendation for lamprey, even though have not been listed under the ESA.

Monitoring and Evaluation

The need for restoration projects “…to be nested within, and clearly related to, the watershed-level objective for habitat condition and fish populations” (page 16) is clearly one purpose of the recently submitted subbasin plans.

Harvest Management

The section is an over-simplified and short essay on the detrimental effects of harvest on anadromous salmonid populations when habitat is not pristine, yet does not put the situation in the proper context.  One subject not broached is the appropriateness, or lack thereof, of placing the burden of recovery on harvest, when harvest is not the major impediment to recovery.  Harvest management is an effective tool over which co-managers have control.  Co-managers do not have such control over other impediments to recovery such as hydrosystem operations. 

Invasive Species

The first management need addresses the effect of invasive species on fish and wildlife of the Columbia River basin, yet the second need is limited to impacts of shad on anadromous fish.  Research recommendations should also consider resident fish and wildlife.

II. Charting a Course for the Future:  Identifying Research Priorities

Allocation of Program Versus Research Expenditures

The funding allocation for hatchery effectiveness (page 29) does not match that in Table 1 (page 3).

Adaptive Management

Increases in life stage productivity due to habitat restoration (number 4) lead to recovery only if the increase is great enough relative to needed increases in other life stages.

The All-H paper was primarily a product of the federal caucus, with collaboration from states and tribes limited to peer review.

The Giorgi report (number 4 under “Evaluating the Council’s Research Program) has been the subject of much criticism from Oregon and other reviewers.

Hydrosystem

Long-term recommendations 2 and 3 are not research.  Habitat conditions should be measured in relation to operation and configuration of the hydrosystem.

Habitat

As indicated above, mainstem habitat conditions should be related to operation and configuration of the hydrosystem.  Improvements to mainstem habitat will likely benefit anadromous fish, resident fish, and wildlife.

Short-term recommendations address bull trout and burbot, but not white sturgeon.  Spawning and rearing habitat for anadromous salmonids such as Chum and Chinook salmon should also be addressed.

Harvest Management

Upriver bright fall Chinook salmon and sockeye salmon populations are not largely supported by hatcheries.

An additional short-term recommendation should be evaluation of selective harvest technology.

III.
 Implementing Research Recommendations: Opportunities for Collaboration

"Monitoring and Evaluation: How to Evaluate Research Projects?" (Page 43):

Information CSMEP should be added to this section.  CSMEP is an example of an ongoing "on the ground" project to build collaborative partnerships between state, tribal and federal agencies across the Columbia River basin in order to develop and implement improved and coordinated monitoring and evaluation programs and protocols.  CSMEP representatives include members of PNAMP, WA SRFB, Federal RME, and the Action Agencies.  A major CSMEP task is to coordinate with other entities interested in developing and improving current M&E programs to avoid duplication of effort and use available M&E funding and resources wisely.  CSMEP has a strong technical focus on fish monitoring, and is actively coordinating with PNAMP to define their respective roles in improving M&E in the Columbia River basin.  
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