Response to ISRP Comments: Project 200003800
ISRP comment:

This proposal is to develop the Master Plan for Walla Walla. More detailed review and evaluation would be encompassed in a Three-Step process, which the ISRP supports. This proposal is to complete the NPCC Three-Step process for scientific review of artificial production projects as supported by the ISRP in their programmatic proposal comments to the NPCC.  CTUIR strongly agrees with these recommendations, and disagreed with the Council staff decision to evaluate the Walla Walla Subbasin Spring Chinook Master Plan (WWHMP) through the program-wide Provincial Reviews. These actions on the part of Council staff ignore the unique importance of the master planning process. It also seems to be a waste of ISRP time and resources to review master plans outside of the Three-Step process, knowing that additional review will be required in the future. The Provincial Review includes hundreds of proposals, and does not provide ISRP members with sufficient time to carefully review a document of such detail and importance as a master plan. The WWHMP was completed and sent to the NPCC in December of 2006 and must be read in order to conduct an accurate assessment of the project.  
Several ISRP questions indicate that the latest version of the Master Plan was not reviewed. Hence, at no fault of the review, many of the ISRP comments on the WWHMP appear to be based on a lack of understanding of the latest proposal. Several comments request specific products and models that were included in the proposal, but were clearly missed. Given the level of consensus between CTUIR and the ISRP on this issue, we request that the Council fund continuation of the project and facilitate a targeted review of the WWHMP through the Three-Step review process and not as part of the Provincial Review process. Lastly, it appears as though the ISRP review contradicts itself in that the ISRP states its support of continuation of the Three-Step review process, but ranks the proposal to participate in the process as not-fundable.  Those two conclusions seem mutually exclusive.
A history of the Master Plan process is described. An adequate summary or review of the history of hatchery fish in the watershed would improve the presentation. A thorough history is presented in Section C. Rationale for Action of the WWHMP. Additional details are available in the Walla Walla Subbasin plan where the hatchery programs and their history are also thoroughly described.
Also missing was a discussion or model to demonstrate the likelihood of establishing a wild run from hatchery fish. Furthermore, this proposal offers no new "compelling" information (over the past reviews) to merit further consideration. The latest version of the WWHMP includes results from both the Walla Walla Subbasin EDT analysis and the NPCC recently adopted All-H-Analyzer (AHA) model for review by the ISRP. Both models suggest that a) spring Chinook are unlikely to naturally re-establish themselves in the Walla Walla Subbasin, b) the demographics of spring Chinook remain “upside down”, such that recently reintroduced natural production in the Walla Walla is not likely to sustain itself to any great extent without increased human intervention, and c) there is capacity in the system for the use of artificial production to re-establish and sustain both natural and artificial production in the system.  Results and discussion of those modeling efforts are included throughout the revised Master Plan including page 9 and 10 under Section C. Rationale for Action. 
In brief, a major concern of the ISRP arising from the proposal was the immediate use of the Carson Stock. In the past, the ISRP commented that a scientifically sound justification was not given for construction of this facility to increase hatchery fish production with Carson stock. As described in the Master Plan, CTUIR recommends using Carson stock because there are no endemic stocks in the Middle Columbia region that could be used at this time, or for the foreseeable future. John Day and Tucannon spring Chinook populations are both being managed with specific conservation interests that make them unavailable for restoration of Walla Walla spring Chinook. Yakima spring Chinook are naturalized to Cascade streams and would not likely perform well in the warmer waters of the Walla Walla or other Blue Mountain streams without significant biological adaptation. On the other hand, neither the ISRP nor any other review body has presented a scientifically sound justification for either using a different stock or for not using Carson stock. The recent returns of F1 naturally-reared fish are from Carson stock adults out-planted in the Walla Walla and seem to be performing quite well.

These comments still apply. It is a proposal to produce, as soon as possible, adult fish for harvest. Waters of the Walla Walla Basin are viewed, by the sponsors, as a production area that cannot produce the desired harvest, so a hatchery is needed to meet that harvest. Hatcheries can be useful tools in the production of fish for harvest, in general. This assessment by ISRP is erroneous. As stated on page 11, Section III.A.1., the goals of the Master Plan are to restore harvest and natural production while naturalizing a local stock to the system. In fact, the management approach presented in the Master Plan emphasizes natural production and localization of broodstock over harvest. The sponsors believe that all three objectives can be achieved within a reasonable time frame by utilizing the hatchery tool rather than waiting for natural recovery through straying and recolonization which is not reasonably certain to occur within any relevant time period. The ISRP did not provide any scientifically sound alternative to address those goals, but CTUIR looks forward to their recommendations as part of the Three-Step review process. 

As stated previously, if the Walla Walla Basin and the hatchery is to be viewed as a fish-farming operation, there are few technical questions concerning the proposal. If, however, native stocks of Walla Walla salmonids are to be restored and protected, this proposal is not fundable. See programmatic comments related to supplementation as an experiment. The suggestion that CTUIR’s goals, or that the goals outlined in the Master Plan are to use the Walla Walla Subbasin as a “fish-farming operation” is so far outside the realm of appropriate comments that would be part of a technical review that it does not even warrant a response. The text, models, and technical products of the Master Plan present an integrated holistic restoration program. Where is the scientific justification from ISRP that the proposed natural production strategies outlined on page 17, Section III.B.2. are biologically unsound?

General comments:

No justification is included that addresses expected carrying capacity or other information from EDT or similar analyses.  There is an extensive discussion of natural production capacities in Master Plan Section V.A.1. Watershed Carrying Capacity, which specifically identifies expected levels based both on actual observation and EDT model analysis. In addition the EDT results were summarized in the Walla Walla Subbasin Plan which was referenced throughout. This comment demonstrates the shallow and cursory nature of the review by the ISRP, due greatly we presume to the inappropriate placement of this Master Plan proposal in the Provincial Review process.
The hatchery can be justified as mitigation for dams on the Columbia, to produce fish for harvest (this still requires a harvest plan that does not impact wild fish), but it does not fit well as a supplementation project or for re-building wild runs, and does not flow from the subbasin plan. The scientific and defensible rationale for development of an integrated restoration program was quantitatively analyzed in the WWHMP using the AHA model. This comment again highlights the shallow and cursory review by the ISRP and the inappropriateness of the placement of this Master Plan in the Provincial Review process. In addition, we believe the ISRP should be held to their own standards, and present a scientifically defensible definition of the “fit” of the program. It would be useful if the ISRP could provide specific, targeted, technical recommendations and alternatives for achieving the goals of the Master Plan, possibly as part of the Three-Step review. Finally, the suggestion that the Master Plan does not “flow” from the subbasin plan demonstrates a lack of programmatic understanding on the part of the reviewers. Not only does the Walla Walla Subbasin Plan clearly identify spring Chinook restoration as a priority activity. The Subbasin Plan clearly states that it was not designed to address hatchery issues although is does assert that the spring Chinook production goals in the basin can not be met without implementing the hatchery tool. 

The subbasin plan states that WDFW has no established goal for spring chinook in the basin, and it is difficult to assess status from EDT reports: "Managers will need to continue to refine the EDT outputs to clarify the balance between natural production and artificial production that will meet subbasin adult return expectations and needs." Correct, there are no specific goals yet established for the Washington portion of the subbasin. As stated on page 11, Section III.A.1. General Master Plan Objectives, this is primarily due to lack of data on habitat availability and production capacity for the Touchet River and Mill Creek. As stated in both the EDT Report and in the Master Plan it is the intent of the co-managers to adaptively manage the program as this information becomes available. 

Artificial propagation (out-of-system Carson stock) is recommended by the proponent to increase the parental base from which to build returns for natural production and harvest. What evidence is there that this would work? An out-of system stock is the only choice for reintroduction since the native Walla Walla stock was extirpated. Discussion on page 9 and 10 under Section C. of the Master Plan details the natural production success already achieved in the Walla Walla Basin from outplanting of Carson stock adult spring Chinook. 
Wild production should be able to rebuild naturally. CTUIR believes that restoration objectives can be achieved within a reasonable time frame by utilizing the hatchery tool. There does not appear to be any scientific evidence that natural recovery through straying and recolonization would occur within any relevant time period. 
If not, why not, and why would (domestic brood) hatchery fish do any better? They very likely would not. The EDT analysis and AHA model, plus all other data available for the system/region, show clearly that the demographics of Walla Walla spring Chinook are out of balance. The preponderance of evidence suggests that more spring Chinook will die in the tributary, hydrosystem, and marine ecosystem than can be produced naturally. 
The question of natural vs. hatchery relative reproductive success is secondary to the main issue of demographics in the subbasin being upside down and that human intervention is needed to help reverse that situation in order to establish and sustain natural production and harvest. We believe the ISRP should present a scientifically defensible argument surrounding the comment “They very likely would not” or the reviewers should refrain from making such comments which only highlight the absence of any useful biological or technical  recommendation. Nobody is suggesting that hatchery fish are more productive than natural adults but first you have to have natural fish for them to start rebuilding and secondly, isn’t a hatchery fish reproducing naturally more productive than no wild fish reproducing?

Artificial propagation is stated as a key element in the Walla Walla fisheries restoration program and required in order to achieve spring Chinook natural production, broodstock, and harvest objectives in the Walla Walla Subbasin. It is not clear that natural production will arise from the artificial production, but there could be hatchery broodstock and harvest products realized by the project. If natural production were to recruit from hatchery spawners, the natural production shall quickly copy the hatchery fish in character (genetic and otherwise), and eventually may eliminate wild fish. The suggestion that hatchery fish could yield natural production, which would than eliminate wild fish, seems circular and is very confusing. It is critical to note that there currently are no “wild” fish in the system. The endemic Chinook population in the Walla Walla Basin had been extirpated for over 75 years when Carson stock adults were first outplanted in 2000. The current level of natural production was re-established from these Carson stock out-plants. The proposed program would naturalize a run and work to build genetic and life-history diversity through best management practices and progressive hatchery actions in order to improve natural production in the system. The guidelines set out in Master Plan Section III.B.2. were developed to create a “localized” stock and minimize hatchery effects on the reestablished natural populations. After the ISRP conducts a more comprehensive review of the Master Plan, CTUIR welcomes any scientific or technical recommendations which would strengthen the document.  
Replacement of wild fish by hatchery fish is the likely outcome of this proposed action – a result that is contrary to subbasin goals. The Walla Walla Subbasin Plan does not suggest in any way that “wild” Walla Walla spring Chinook should be protected because there are no wild fish in the system – they were extirpated nearly 85 years ago. Natural adults currently in the system are offspring of Carson stock adults outplanted there. In addition, see response #13.  It is unclear to us how a hatchery re-introduction could yield “wild” fish, which would then be replaced by hatchery fish.

There remains a concern for impacts to non-focal or other species (e.g., steelhead), for which there is insufficient consideration in the proposal. The proposal includes the description of RM&E objectives to address the impact of hatchery actions on non-focal and non-target species. We look forward to reviewing the ISRP specific tactical and technical recommendations for improving the general design of the RM&E program, and for building a Walla Walla RM&E plan that would meet their design criteria as well as that of the regional planning forums such as ISAB, CSMEP, and PNAMP.
