
  

 

 

 

 

 

August 13, 2013 
 
Re:  Comments on U.S. Entity Cover Letter and Working Draft Recommendations for 
Columbia River Treaty (dated 6-27-13) 
 
Via E-mail: treatyreview@bpa.gov 
 
Dear U.S. Entity Treaty Review Staff: 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Working Draft Recommendations for 
the Columbia River Treaty.   We appreciate the ongoing work by the U.S. entity on the 
Treaty renegotiation process, and we remain hopeful that the Treaty will be modernized 
in a manner that reflects the interests and values of the residents of the Columbia Basin 
and the Pacific Northwest.  To that end, we provide several suggestions below with an 
eye toward strengthening the Working Draft’s “Ecosystem-based Function” purpose.   
 
American Rivers has engaged in a variety of Columbia River basin dam, water, and 
salmon management issues since the opening of our Northwest Regional Office in 1992.  
More broadly, American Rivers has worked since 1973 to protect and restore our 
nation’s rivers for the benefit of fish, wildlife, and people.  The renegotiation of the 
Columbia River Treaty provides a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to meaningfully reform 
management of the river to restore native fisheries and ecosystem function, honor 
treaties with Columbia Basin Indian Tribes and First Nations, and maximize the river 
system’s resilience in the face of climate change while continuing to meet important 
power and flood management missions.  Below we list several ways we believe these 
goals can be furthered through the U.S. Entity’s recommendation: 
 
First, a clearly-stated and ambitious “Ecosystem Function” purpose should be added to 
the treaty on top of the existing Treaty’s power and flood control purposes. For the past 
50 years, managing for ecosystem benefit has been at best a secondary priority for the 
United States, addressed inadequately through the Endangered Species Act and the 
Northwest Power Act.  We are glad to see the Working Draft include “Ecosystem” as a 
purpose, but that purpose should be revised and fleshed out to make it clearer that 
substantial adjustments can and will be made to the power and flood control purposes 
to ensure that Ecosystem Function is truly on par with the other Treaty purposes.  The 
mixed and inadequate record of the Northwest Power Act at ensuring truly “equitable” 
treatment for fish and wildlife along with hydropower – even though such treatment is 
required by federal statute – highlights the need for more explicit ecosystem priorities 



 

in the Treaty, including a commitment to restoring sustainable, harvestable levels of 
salmon, steelhead, sturgeon, lamprey, and other native fisheries.  This will require 
operating the river system to facilitate recovery of native fish where they currently exist 
as well as pursuing fish passage in parts of the Columbia-Snake river system blocked by 
currently impassable dams.  Fish passage should be addressed in cooperation with 
Canada, First Nations, American Indian Tribes, federal and state agencies, and non-
federal dam owners.   
 
Second, adapting to and mitigating for the effects of climate change should be an 
explicit component of the Ecosystem purpose, and better yet an overlay on all Treaty 
purposes.  From an ecosystem perspective, the Columbia River system has been so 
altered by dams, water diversions, and other human development that there is now an 
opportunity to improve river management in a manner that could, at least in the short 
term, outpace the negative impacts in the basin from climate change.  Accomplishing 
this will require making it an explicit goal. 
 
Third, the Working Draft’s proposed “Hydropower” purpose should be changed to 
simply “Power.”  The region’s hydropower system is one element of an increasingly 
diverse regional energy portfolio, and its management needs to emphasize integration 
of increasing wind, solar, and other renewable energy sources and energy efficiency 
practices.  This will add flexibility to the hydrosystem for the benefit of the river 
ecosystem as well as other purposes.   
 
Fourth and similarly, the Working Draft’s secondary “navigation” goal should be 
changed to “navigation and transportation.” Instead of essentially pledging to maintain 
existing navigation systems, the U.S. recommendation, if it chooses to speak to the 
issue, should vow to ensure that any impacts of river management changes on 
navigation are mitigated. 
 
Fifth, the currently quite vague and conservative “Flood Risk Management” purpose and 
flood risk trigger of 450,000 cubic feet per second should be revised to prioritize 
floodplain restoration and targeted floodplain acquisition to safely allow for restoration 
of a more natural hydrograph and reduce the need for the U.S. to “call upon” Canada 
for flood storage.  Even at involuntary high flows in recent years such as 2011, very little 
property was at risk.  Addressing the risk that is posed by flows up to about 600,000 
cubic feet per second could likely be addressed through relatively minor investments in 
floodplain restoration and other flood safety tools, and the Treaty should commit to 
implementing a flood management policy that maximizes use of natural flood 
management tools that protect public safety and provide the flexibility needed to meet 
ecological flows. 
 
Sixth, while changes in river management may open up new opportunities to help meet 
demand for out-of-stream water supply, any new out-of-stream supplies must come 
after the (strengthened) Ecosystem purpose of the Treaty – necessarily including 



 

arrangements to meet chronically unmet biological flow targets and restore a more 
natural hydrograph to the Columbia and Snake rivers – has been addressed in 
coordination with domestic processes under the Endangered Species Act, Tribal 
Treaties, and the Northwest Power Act.   
 
Seventh and finally, the U.S. Entity should be expanded to include a Tribal 
representative and/or an additional federal agency such as the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service or the Department of Interior acting on behalf of its environmental stewardship 
and tribal responsibilities.  While the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers and the Bonneville 
Power Administration represent legitimate regional and federal interests, the record of 
these agencies on prioritizing and meeting existing federal environmental obligations is 
significantly lacking.  The U.S. entity needs to include at least one voice more capable of 
fully and credibly conveying how to meet ecosystem restoration objectives. 
 
Thank you for considering these comments, and we look forward to reviewing the draft 
iteration after due consideration of the comments received on the Working Draft. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Michael Garrity 
Washington State Conservation Director 
mgarrity@amrivers.org 
206-852-5583 
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