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Dear Mr. Mainzer, Colonel Kem and Mr. Rooney, 

Idaho Rivers United is a non-profit river conservation organization dedicated to 

protecting and restoring the rivers of Idaho. Based in Boise, Idaho Rivers United 

has 3,500 members. Protecting rivers and fish in the Idaho portions of the Columbia 

River basin is our organization’s primary goal. Our members use and enjoy these 

resources, and we represent their interest in seeing the Columbia River Treaty 

modernized to protect and restore the ecological integrity of those rivers. Please 

accept the following comments. 

 

Idaho Rivers United (IRU) appreciates the opportunity to comment on the Working 

Draft of a Regional Recommendation. Idaho Rivers United is pleased with the 

outreach of the U.S. Entity – the website, factsheets, emails and public meetings. 

 

The Draft reflects an immense effort by many people, and Idaho Rivers United 

commends the U.S. Entity for the work. The seven-page Draft hardly does the effort 

justice, but it’s the appropriate length to encourage involvement and feedback. 

 

IRU is concerned that the Draft doesn’t demonstrate a real commitment by the U.S. 

Entity to long-lasting protection and restoration of ecosystem integrity.  The health 

of Idaho’s rivers and fish, and rivers and fish throughout the Columbia River basin, 
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have been severely compromised. Some of our priceless natural resources, like coho salmon, are gone 

forever, others have had the wild and natural knocked right out of them. The current Columbia River 

Treaty (CRT) has failed to manage the Columbia River and its tributaries to provide ecosystem 

protection this has led to non-compliance with the Endangered Species Act (ESA) and the NW Power 

Act. IRU insists it’s time for decisive change.  We see hints of needed changes in the Draft, but we 

would like to see more definitive action. 

 

Idaho Rivers United is adamant that ecosystem function must become an explicit third purpose of the 

Treaty, co-equal with power production and flood risk management.  This must be explicit in the U.S. 

negotiating position.  This would be easier to achieve if a co-equal federal or Tribal voice representing 

ecosystem function joins the Bonneville Power Administration and the Army Corps of Engineers for 

negotiation and management of a modernized Treaty. Ecosystem function should always be treated 

equal to hydropower and flood risk reduction, it should never be optional.  

 

Ecosystem Function 

 

The timing, volume, duration and ramping of flow releases from system reservoirs is critical to 

protection and restoration of ecosystem integrity. IRU supports a management plan that mimics 

natural, variable runoff patterns with a spring freshet, a gradual reduction of flows through summer 

months, and reliable winter flows similar to natural conditions. Higher spring/early summer flows 

coupled with lower reservoir levels will benefit the most endangered/imperiled salmon stocks.  

 

Provision of clean water that’s the right temperature is also critical. The Draft doesn’t provide any 

details as to how the Treaty will be modernized to address water quality challenges, including water 

temperature problems that will be exacerbated by climate change. Reduction of nutrient pollution 

entering reservoirs should be part of the Treaty as should other measures to address water 

temperature. 

 

IRU supports the development of a dry year strategy. Aquatic ecosystems are adapted to variation, 

but acute or chronic stress of low flow and high temperature overwhelms these natural systems 

during drought.  Fish-bearing rivers need water.  This is one of the most serious problems with the 

current management procedures. Our priceless fish and wildlife resources must no longer be 

sacrificed in low water years in order to sustain hydropower production. 

 

IRU supports the adaptability the U.S. Entity recommends for a modernized Treaty. There must be 

allowances for continual feedback and improvement. Operations must be carefully monitored to gain 

understanding of the impacts of new approaches and regimes. There must be opportunities for new 

science and technology to be included. And the modernized Treaty must be sensitive to cultural and 

social developments concerning ecosystem function. 

 

 

 

 

 



Flood risk management 

 

The Draft recommends using a coordinated operation plan to implement post-2024 CRT flood risk 

management, but doesn’t describes who would write this plan.  The states must have a seat at the 

table as should the Tribes and non-governmental organizations. There should be ample opportunity 

for all stakeholders to participate in developing the plan. It will be especially important for parties to 

reach agreement on what is the "acceptable" level of flood risk. IRU supports the adaptability 

recommended in #6. 

 

To put more ecosystem function bite into the Draft, future flood risk management studies MUST 

evaluate alternative SRDs to include incorporation of ecosystem function. 

 

IRU supports #3.C. as we understand it to mean that reservoirs not currently authorized for system 

flood control will not be expected to alter operations to meet system flood control needs. Our 

argument against defining effective use to include more than the 8 reservoirs follows. 

 

The ecologic integrity and function of rivers and many benefits that rivers impart, are largely 

dependent on the timing, quantity and quality of river flow. The highest integrity is found in rivers 

with natural hydrologic regimes. River alterations of the 19th and 20th century disrupted hydrologic 

regimes in hundreds of miles of Idaho’s rivers, including the Boise and Snake rivers.  Many species 

were extirpated or driven to extinction, and many ecosystems were permanently compromised. But 

over the decades new ecosystems have been established in many rivers that provide valuable benefits 

to Idaho’s communities. 

 

The lower Boise River is a case in point.  The Boise River offers superb fishing, floating and 

swimming while also providing habitat to numerous bird and wildlife species. Three upstream 

reservoirs greatly alter the natural hydrology, but the consistent operation of the reservoirs has 

allowed a new ecosystem to be established. 

 

Idaho Rivers United is greatly concerned that space in the Boise River reservoirs and in other 

reservoirs in the upper Snake River Basin may be “confiscated” to provide flood storage to reduce the 

flood risk to the Portland metro area. The emptying of carryover water in the winter to increase 

spring flood storage would have unintended consequences on the Boise River ecosystem. The rapid 

filling of the reservoirs to meet irrigation needs after the threat of flooding is past would also have 

unintended consequences. 

 

Predictable availability of storage water for irrigation could be decreased if management of the Boise 

River reservoirs is tied to snowpack and weather in the entire Columbia River basin. What would 

irrigators do? Look for ways to increase storage and predictability, and that could decrease or 

otherwise alter flows in the Boise River. What would the Bureau of Reclamation do if reservoirs are at 

risk of not filling in time for irrigation season (because of winter releases caused by high snowpack in 

the Cascades or somewhere else)? Reduce river flows to a trickle at a time when river ecosystems 

need spring freshets. 

 



Confiscating space in Idaho’s reservoirs threatens the ecological integrity of the Boise River and other 

Idaho rivers. The precepts of environmental justice dictate that the burden of flood risk reduction 

must fall on the Portland metro area, not on smaller upstream communities. There are many flood 

risk reduction strategies that a metro area can employ – the cheapest and longest lasting is usually 

moving valuable investments out of the floodplain. 

 

Domestic Matters 

 

IRU supports #1. A key feature of a modernized Treaty must be a regional re-evaluation of desired 

flood risk protection levels and a comprehensive analysis of the full range of options.  If downstream 

communities are expecting upstream communities and nations to sacrifice to reduce their flood risk, 

they must negotiate, not dictate, the terms. Downstream communities must come to the table willing 

to shoulder more of the responsibility for flood risk reduction. 

 

IRU supports #5.  Reconnection of rivers to their natural floodplains will provide multiple benefits 

including flood risk reduction.  Opportunities to reconnect flood plains should be evaluated 

throughout the Columbia River basin. 
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