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Biological Objectives:  Where Best To Aim Effort and Dollars 
 

While it is nothing new for fish and wildlife managers to talk about biological objectives, the 

term has taken on significance for others in the region in recent months, including electricity 

customers. 

 

The Northwest Power and Conservation Council is gearing up to amend its fish and wildlife 

program.  Biological objectives that will measure real progress in protecting and restoring fish 

runs ï endangered or not ï are a critical element that is missing from the Councilôs current  

 

Columbia River Basin fish and wildlife program.                                      

 

Northwest RiverPartners wants to see that situation remedied. 

 

In testimony before the Council in July, several RiverPartners 

members asked for more time to collaborate with others on biological 

objectives before the Council calls for program amendments.  They 

also said work being done by the federal agencies on a new 

Biological Opinion ought to be available to inform the program.  According to RiverPartners 

members, if the Council calls for amendments too early, it could polarize the interests of 

participants who are now working together.    

 

John Saven, chairman of RiverPartnersô board, pointed out that fish and wildlife expenses now 

make up 12 percent of the rates BPA customers pay for power.  An additional $360 million in 

revenues are foregone every year as a result of operations to accommodate fish. Saven said the 

region deserves measurable biological objectives for this investment and time to scrutinize 

measures in the Councilôs current fish and wildlife program that have not been beneficial. 

 

The Councilôs last major overhaul of the fish and wildlife program was in 2000.  At that time, 

the members adopted a program framework based on subbasin plans to be developed by local 

watershed interests.  While very helpful, these plans are specific and identify human activities 

that have an effect on salmon in a particular subbasin.  They do not attempt to establish the 

federal hydro systemôs responsibility for salmon mitigation, which is the focus of the Councilôs 

program.  

 

Without broad-scale biological objectives, there is no way to gauge, in plain terms, how much 

progress we are making to protect, mitigate, and enhance fish and wildlife in larger swaths of 

the Columbia River Basin.  Biological objectives would measure how fish respond to a project 
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undertaken to assist them.  They go beyond an assessment of how many miles of stream bank 

are fenced or how many water easements are purchased.   

 

They need to tell us whether salmon numbers actually increase as a result 

of a given investment and activity. 

 

Agreed-upon biological objectives would give the Council and BPA a 

way to set priorities and allocate resources more effectively.  Historical 

spending patterns in the fish and wildlife program have been based to 

some extent on political considerations, and that is not a reasonable 

substitute for biological priorities. 

 

There is reason to hope this time will be different.  Early this spring, an ad hoc group including 

RiverPartners members, BPA, Council staff, and the Columbia Basin Fish and Wildlife 

Authority (CBFWA), an organization of agencies and tribes that carries out much of the 

regionôs fish and wildlife work, began meeting to discuss biological objectives. 

 

In addition, the effort to develop a new Biological Opinion for the Federal Columbia River 

Power System is taking a rigorous scientific approach that could serve as the foundation for 

these objectives. 

 

In formulating the Biological Opinion, the federal agencies are looking at each salmon and 

steelhead species listed under the Endangered Species Act and identifying the factors that 

prevent its recovery across all Hs ï hydro, hatcheries, harvest, and habitat.  The approach calls 

for measuring the current status of a listed stock by applying several biological indicators, 

including productivity, diversity, and abundance.  This method could provide a robust scientific 

foundation for biological objectives in the Councilôs program. 

 

But there is a lot of ground to cover before that happens.  RiverPartners believes more time 

would be well spent. 

 

Scott Corwin, PPCôs executive director, told the Council at its July meeting that agreement on 

biological objectives would ease the way for revising the Columbia River Basin fish and 

wildlife program.  Dan James of PNGC Power said that done well, the Councilôs program could 

be ñthe glueò that holds efforts in the region together.  Larry La Bolle of Avista said clear 

objectives would give the region more direction on implementing and funding fish and wildlife 

activities. 

 

They are right. 

 

Establishing biological objectives is a complex task.  We have asked the Council for time to nail 

down objectives that allow us to evaluate the success of management actions.  The quest for 

biological objectives reflects RiverPartnersô view that the region deserves a science-based way 

to assess what is being accomplished for its investment and to redirect funds, when appropriate, 

toward activities that are most needed and most effective.     
 
Northwest RiverPartners is a partnership of farmers, electric utilities and large and small businesses in the Pacific Northwest, joined together 
to ensure that the Columbia and Snake rivers remain living, working rivers. It was founded on the belief that these rivers are tƘŜ bƻǊǘƘǿŜǎǘΩǎ 
greatest natural resource providing residents with clean, affordable and renewable electricity, flood control, irrigation for our farm lands, 
healthy fish and wildlife, maritime trade, and a multitude of recreational opportunities. For more information, please visit 
www.nwriverpartners.org.  

http://www.nwriverpartners.org/

