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MEMORANDUM 
 
TO: Fish and Wildlife Committee Members 
 
FROM:  Patty O’Toole, Fish and Wildlife Division Director 
 
SUBJECT: An Overview of Columbia River System Commitments to Benefit 

ESA-listed Fish 
 
 
BACKGROUND: 
 
Presenters:  

• Greg Smith – Fish and Wildlife Administrator, Bonneville Power 
Administration, Fish and Wildlife Policy and Planning Group 

• Cindy Studebaker – Fish Policy Planner, U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers, Northwestern Division 

• Pam Druliner – Natural Resource Specialist, Bureau of Reclamation, 
Columbia-Pacific Northwest Region 

 
 
Summary: The Columbia River System implementation team will provide the Council 

with an overview of some of the actions described in the Action Agencies’ 
2020 Biological Assessment and in the Terms and Conditions from the 
USFWS’s and NOAA’s 2020 Columbia River System Biological Opinions 
that are implemented to benefit ESA-listed salmon, steelhead, bull trout, 
and Kootenai River white sturgeon 

 
Relevance: Implementation of the action in the 2020 Biological Assessment and in the 

Terms and Conditions from the USFWS’s and NOAA’s 2020 Columbia 
River System Biological Opinions, also implements measures in the 
Council’s Fish and Wildlife Program. 
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Workplan:  Program Implementation, Task H: Pursue implementation of 2014 

Program and 2020 Program Addendum, including Council Program 
priorities 

 
Background:   
 
The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Corps), U.S. Bureau of Reclamation (Reclamation), 
and Bonneville Power Administration (Bonneville) (termed the Action Agencies) jointly 
manage the operation and maintenance of the hydropower system in the Columbia 
Basin. Beginning in the 1990’s, various anadromous and resident fish species were 
listed as threatened or endangered under the Endangered Species Act. Since that time, 
the Action Agencies have consulted with both the National Marine Fisheries Service 
(NMFS) and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) on the effects of the operation 
and maintenance of the Columbia River System (CRS) on listed fish. Numerous 
Biological Opinions have been developed over the years, resulting in specific plans for 
operating the dams, and required actions to avoid jeopardizing the continued existence 
of the ESA-listed species. 
 
In 2020, the Action Agencies re-initiated consultation with NMFS and USFWS and 
submitted a biological assessment (BA). The BA (also known as the Proposed Action) 
describes how the hydropower system is operated, and the types of actions and 
programs that will be undertaken to benefit the listed species. Following the submittal of 
the BA, NMFS and USFWS issued a Biological Opinion, in which they determined that 
the proposed action was not likely to jeopardize the continued existence of the listed 
species. Given the non-jeopardy opinion, the expectation is that the Action Agencies will 
deliver on the commitments as described in the BA. The timeframe for implementation 
of the commitments under this BA and Biological Opinion is 15 years. 
 
Under the Northwest Power Act, Bonneville (section 4(h)(10)(A)) and the Corps of 
Engineers and Bureau of Reclamation (section 4(h)(11)(A)(ii)) have certain 
responsibilities to the Council’s Fish and Wildlife Program. The Endangered Species Act 
is a regulatory overlay directing these agencies on how to use their existing authorities if 
they might or will affect listed species in implementation of their Northwest Power Act 
responsibilities.  
 
One of the best ways to understand the role of the Proposed Action and Biological 
Opinions in the Council’s Fish and Wildlife Program is that they contain a set of 
proposed actions and standards to benefit listed species that are consistent with 
measures and objectives in the Fish and Wildlife Program. The Council does not “adopt” 
the Biological Opinions as a whole into the program. Instead, the Council recognizes 
that the actions analyzed in the Proposed Action and Biological Opinion for Endangered 
Species Act sufficiency are also measures in the Program to be implemented under the 
Northwest Power Act to protect and mitigate fish and wildlife affected by the 
hydrosystem. The Council does this while also recognizing that there are other 
measures and objectives to address effects on the other anadromous fish, resident fish 
and wildlife species that also need to be implemented and are of equal priority under the 
Northwest Power Act and the Council’s Fish and Wildlife Program with the measures to 
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address listed species. The Program also recognizes that there are objectives and 
measures that may go beyond what is needed for ESA in order to satisfy the protection 
and mitigation needs of the Northwest Power Act. 
 
At the February Fish and Wildlife Committee meeting, the Council will hear from the 
CRS implementation team, whose role it is to track, monitor and report out on progress 
toward meeting these CRS commitments. The agencies will describe the actions they 
are taking to meet their commitments as described in the Proposed Action and 
documented as part of the Biological Opinion including operational commitments for 
storage dams and run-of-river dams, and non-operational commitments such as for 
hatcheries, habitat restoration in the tributaries and the estuary, fish predation, and 
research and monitoring. They will also describe new actions that provide benefit to 
listed fish species. 



An Overview of CRS Commitments to 
Benefit ESA-listed Fish

Update for Northwest Power and Conservation Council
Greg Smith, Cindy Studebaker, Pam Druliner

February 14, 2023
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What to expect today
• Overview of the CRS consultation 

process
• CRS Commitments to benefit ESA-listed 

fish
– Operational
– Non-Operational
– Reporting
– Coordination

CRS Commitments to Benefit ESA-Listed Fish
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• CRSO EIS Process
• Single Proposed Action

– Biological Assessment
– Clarification Letter

• Two Biological Opinions
– USFWS
– NMFS

CRS Consultation Process

Major ESA Consultation Events Involving 
the Operations of the Columbia River 
System (CRS)
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What are CRS Commitments to Benefit ESA-
listed fish?

• Action Agency Proposed Action/Clarification Letter
– Systems Operations
– Non-operational Conservation Measures

• NMFS & USFWS BiOp Terms and Conditions
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Operational measures include, but are not limited to:

• Fish Passage 
• Temperature management
• Flow management

CRS Operations to Benefit ESA-listed Fish



B O N N E V I L L E  P O W E R  A D M I N I S T R A T I O N

6

CRS Storage Projects Operations to Benefit 
ESA-listed Fish

• Libby and Hungry Horse 
– Follow VARQ
– Sliding scale summer flow augmentation 
– Selective Withdrawal Operations 

• Grand Coulee
– Flow ops for chum below Bonneville
– Improve spring flows
– Summer flow augmentation

• Dworshak
– Improve conditions on the Snake
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• Lower Snake & Columbia River projects:
– Spring Operations
– Summer Operations
– Fall/Winter Operations

• Steelhead overshoot

– Monitoring
– Adaptive Management

CRS Run-of-River Operations to Benefit ESA-
listed Fish
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• Structural Measures
• Conservation & Safety-net Hatchery 

Actions
• Predation Management
• Habitat Improvement Actions: 

– Tributary
– Estuary

• Monitoring, Reporting & Regional 
Coordination

Non-Operational Conservation Measures
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• Reduce temperature differentials 
in fish ladders

• Add avian predation deterrents 
at dams

• Seek funding for bull trout 
passage at Albeni Falls

Structural Measures to Benefit ESA-listed Fish 
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• Six Conservation and Safety-net 
hatchery programs are included 
in the Proposed Action

• These Programs have their own 
HGMP ESA-consultations

Conservation and Safety-net Hatchery to Benefit 
ESA-listed Fish
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Avian, Pinniped, Northern Pikeminnow
• Avian predator management and 

monitoring
– Implement existing avian management plans
– Avian predation deterrents at dams
– Cumulative predation study

• Pikeminnow predation mgmt.
– Explore management opportunities

• Pinniped predation mgmt.
– SLEDS, hazing, and monitoring
– Allow access for others to manage

Predator Management to Benefit ESA-listed Fish
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Habitat Improvements to Benefit ESA-listed Fish
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Habitat Improvements - Tributary
Process Improvements
• Tributary Habitat Steering Committee
• Science Committee to advise THSC
• Adaptive Management Process (ongoing w/ THSC 

& NWFSC)

Habitat Metrics
• Specific, targeted metrics by Major Population 

Group
• 5 year cycles of increased reporting, analysis used 

to adapt for next cycle
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Target: 300 acre/year

Habitat Improvements - Estuary
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• Develop & implement a Columbia Basin tributary habitat RM&E strategy to 
align with and support the THSC 

• Continue RM&E in the Columbia River Estuary as part of the CEERP
• Continue assessing the effect of CRS operations on salmon and steelhead
• Support annual, basin-wide data collection of habitat status and trends data, 

including stream temperature and flow
• Continue to support fish status & trend monitoring
• Monitor & reduce take of ESA-listed species associated with RME

CRS Research, Monitoring and Evaluation
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CRS Commitment Reporting
• Annual Implementation 

Plans
• Annual Implementation 

Progress Reports
• Other reports and 

deliverables
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Regional Implementation Oversight Group
 key decision milestones

Technical Management Team
 in-season project & reservoir 
operations

System Configuration Team
 Corps’ Columbia River Fish Mitigation 
(CRFM) Program priorities

Regional Forums 
Studies Review Work Group

 Anadromous Fish Evaluation Program 
study development

Fish Facility Design Review Work Group
 fish passage engineering & design 
reviews

Fish Passage Operations & Maintenance
 fish passage O&M
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Review New CRS Commitments to Benefit 
ESA-listed Fish

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

• Assess Kootenai River tributary confluences
• Albeni Falls Fish Passage
• Kootenai River nutrient additions
• Mainstem riparian habitat assessment
• Snake River cold water refugia evaluation
• PIT tagging of bull trout
• Tributary habitat reporting
• Improved reporting and data management

Mostly continue what we’ve been doing 
for KRWS
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Review New CRS Commitments to Benefit 
ESA-listed Fish

National Marine Fisheries Service

• Structural improvements
• Improved Tributary Habitat Program Processes
• Biological evaluation of the effects of high spill
• Improve steelhead monitoring
• Fall/Winter spill at Lwr Snake and McNary
• Deter avian predator use at the projects

• John Day Operations
• Reducing electrofishing - NPMP
• Tracking of ESA-listed species take from CRS 

Monitoring
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Collaborative and structured approach to implementing CRS 
Commitments to benefit ESA-listed Fish
• Greater emphasis on CRS operations and maintenance
• Non-operational conservation measures
• Continue to operate CRS projects to meet multiple authorities
• Improve fish passage through the system
• Use Regional Forum processes
• Predictability and accountability

• Non-operational conservation measures
• Monitoring and Reporting

• Demonstrate fulfillment of CRS Commitments

Summary
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QUESTIONS / COMMENTS
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