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SUMMARY

OnÊS eptemberÊ15,Ê2009,Êt heÊfe deralÊg overnmentÊr eleasedÊit sÊde ci-
sionÊon Êw hetherÊt oÊs upportÊt heÊpr eviousÊa dministrationÕ sÊ2008Ê
federalÊs almonÊpl anÊor Êw hetherÊt oÊde velopÊa Êr evisedÊpl anÊt hatÊis Ê
legally and scientifically adequate. This federal salmon plan, also 
knownÊa sÊa ÊB iologicalÊO pinionÊ( BiOp),Êa ttemptsÊt oÊa ddressÊt heÊs ig-
nificant harm the operation of  the federal dams on the Columbia 
andÊS nakeÊRiv ersÊc ausesÊt oÊEn dangeredÊS peciesÊA ct-listedÊs almonÊ
and steelhead. Unfortunately for the Pacific Northwest economy, 
forÊa nÊim portantÊn aturalÊr esource,Êf orÊA mericanÊt axpayersÊa ndÊf orÊ
theÊc ommunitiesÊt hatÊde pendÊon Ês almonÊf orÊt heirÊl ivelihood,Êt heÊ
ObamaÊA dministrationÊde cidedÊt oÊa doptÊt heÊB ushÊpl anÊw ithÊjus tÊa Ê
few minor tweaks.  

The plan’s actions, as adopted by the current administration are 
almostÊin distinguishableÊfr omÊt hoseÊout linedÊin Êa Ê2004Êpl an,Êw hichÊ
wasÊr ejectedÊb yÊt heÊc ourtsÊÑÊa ndÊt hoseÊpr oposedÊin Êt heÊ2008Êpl anÊ
ÑÊw hichÊa Êfe deralÊdis trictÊc ourtÊ preliminarilyÊf oundÊt oÊbe Êin ad-
equate as well. The Obama Administration’s main additions to the 
old plan include more estuary habitat work, scientifically inad-
equate triggers that will detect only catastrophic salmon losses, and 
vague contingency actions and studies if  those triggers are tripped. 
The supplemental plan — like the previous Administration’s plan 
ÑÊr ollsÊba ckÊim portantÊin -riverÊs almonÊpr otectionsÊput Êin Êpl aceÊ
by a federal court over the last several years. Those court-ordered 
protectionsÊa reÊt houghtÊt oÊbe Êl argelyÊr esponsibleÊf orÊt heÊm odestÊ
improvement in salmon returns over the last two years. 

BACKGROUND

Pacific salmon are an important economic, cultural and ecologi-
cal resource for the entire nation. These important fish travel the 
coastal waters from California to Alaska and inland to Idaho and 
Nevada, but today their populations are in serious trouble. Twenty-
eight Pacific salmon and steelhead runs are currently protected 
under the Endangered Species Act (ESA). Almost half  of  these 
imperiled fish runs (i.e., 13) are found in the Columbia-Snake Basin 
and are harmed by the federal dams. As a result, federal agencies 
are required to produce a plan to avoid a level of  harm that would 
jeopardizeÊt heÊfut ureÊof Êt heseÊs pecies;Êc ourtsÊh aveÊr ejectedÊt hreeÊof Ê
the last four such plans. 

In a letter to the parties in this case, Judge Redden, the federal 
judgeÊpr esidingÊo verÊt hisÊc aseÊs inceÊ2001,Ês aidÊt hatÊh eÊbe lievedÊ
theÊfe deralÊa genciesÊÒ haveÊs pentÊt heÊbe tterÊpa rtÊof Êt heÊl astÊde cadeÊ
treadingÊw ater,Êa ndÊa voidingÊt heirÊob ligationsÊun derÊt heÊEn dan-
gered Species Act.” He also said that he had “serious reservations” 
aboutÊt heÊ2008Ês almonÊpl anÊa ndÊbe lievedÊt heÊa nalysisÊin Êt heÊ2008Ê
plan to be “arbitrary and capricious.” The Obama administration 
askedÊf orÊt imeÊt oÊr eviewÊt heÊ2008Êpl anÊbe foreÊt heÊc ourtÊis suedÊa Ê
final ruling. After several requests from the administration for more 
time, the court set a final deadline of  September 15 to respond to 
his concerns.

SUMMARYÊO FÊT HEÊCO LUMBIA-SNAKEÊ
RIVERÊS ALMONÊ PLANÕ SÊM AINÊE LEMENTS

AnalyticalÊF rameworkÊ
The supplemental plan the Obama Administration has proposed 
reliesÊon Êt heÊs ameÊa nalyticalÊfr ameworkÊus edÊin Êt heÊfa iledÊ2008Ê
salmon plan. The supplemental plan does not include any new 
analysis. The plan continues to ask whether dam operations and 
otherÊa ctionsÊw illÊe nsureÊt hatÊs almonÊa reÊÒ trendingÊt owardÊr ecov-
ery.” In other words, under the 2008 analysis, federal dam opera-
tions pass muster under the ESA if  only one more fish returns to 
spawn each year. This yardstick sets the lowest bar possible for 
avoidingÊfur therÊde clinesÊin Êa lreadyÊc riticallyÊl owÊs almonÊpopul a-
tions. It is a basic tenet of  conservation biology that allowing at-
riskÊpopul ationsÊt oÊc ontinueÊt oÊh overÊn earÊe xtinctionÊis Êpe rilousÊ
for their survival. The “trending towards recovery” metric is a 
newÊa ndÊr iskyÊin terpretationÊof Êt heÊES AÊa ndÊw asÊc reatedÊb yÊt heÊ
previous administration solely for this BiOp.

TriggersÊ&ÊCo ntingencies
The Obama Administration added two new biological triggers 
inÊit sÊs upplementÊt oÊt heÊ2 008ÊB ushÊpl anÊa ndÊpr omisedÊt oÊde velopÊ
others in the coming years. It also identified several minor 
contingency actions if  the triggers are tripped, but significant 
contingency actions have not been fully developed. Instead, 
theÊs upplementalÊpl anÊa rticulatesÊa Êpr ocessÊt oÊs tudyÊt heseÊot herÊ

newÊpl anÊa lsoÊig noresÊpe er-reviewedÊs cienceÊt hatÊs howsÊt hatÊ
habitatÊim provementÊa loneÊis Ên otÊa Ês ilverÊb ulletÊf orÊ SnakeÊ
RiverÊs almonÊa ndÊc annotÊm akeÊupÊf orÊt heÊm assiveÊh armÊ
caused by the operation of  the federal dams. Third, the plan 
continuesÊ toÊr elyÊon Ê assistingÊe ndangeredÊS nakeÊRiv erÊs ock-
eye simply by producing more sockeye in a hatchery. As the 
courts have recognized, there is mounting scientific consen-
susÊt hatÊs uchÊl ife-supportÊh atcheriesÊc annotÊs ucceedÊw ithoutÊ
addressing the problems that led to the decline of  the fish 
in the first place. Finally, the plan ignores the best available 
salmonÊs cienceÊb yÊ assumingÊt hatÊc limateÊc onditionsÊin Êt heÊ
Northwest will get no worse than those experienced in the 
late 20th century. While NOAA acknowledges that indepen-
dentÊpe erÊr eviewÊh asÊn otedÊt hatÊt hisÊs cenarioÊis Êt ooÊopt imis-
tic,Êt heÊs upplementalÊpl anÊpr oposesÊon lyÊm oreÊm onitoring,Ê
not more actions, to address these impacts.  

5.Ê TheÊP lanÊO ffersÊL essÊP rotectionÊfo rÊM oreÊM oney:ÊEv enÊ
with all these flaws the supplemental plan and the original 2008 
planÊt ogetherÊw illÊc ostÊa pproximatelyÊ$ 1Êbil lionÊm oreÊt hanÊ
theÊc urrentÊs almonÊm anagementÊr egime,Êf orÊa Êg randÊt otalÊof Ê
almost $9 billion over the next decade. We have already spent 
about $8 billion on salmon restoration to date, making Co-
lumbiaÊB asinÊs almonÊr ecoveryÊt heÊm ostÊe xpensiveÊe ndangeredÊ
species rescue effort in the United States — even before these 
newÊe xpenditures are calculated. Under the Obama Adminis-
tration’s salmon plan, federal taxpayers and Northwest electric-
ityÊr atepayersÊw ouldÊbe Ês pendingÊ moreÊon Êa Êpl anÊt hatÊa ctuallyÊ
doesÊ lessÊt hanÊpr eviousÊpl ansÊdidÊf orÊt heÊs almonÊit Êis Êm eantÊt oÊ
protect.
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actionsÊ( suchÊa sÊr emovalÊof Êt heÊl owerÊS nakeÊRiv erÊda msÊÑÊs eeÊ
below). While planning for some of  these studies may occur in 
theÊn extÊs everalÊy ears,Êt heÊs tudiesÊt hemselvesÊw illÊn otÊbe ginÊun tilÊ
already-lowÊs almonÊ populationsÊpl ummetÊt oÊl evelsÊt hatÊ activateÊ
the triggers. The two new triggers are both based on the abun-
danceÊof Êa dultÊs almonÊr eturningÊfr omÊt heÊoc ean,Êa ndÊw hileÊt heyÊ
may be revised further in the next few years, are identified as:  

1.Ê EarlyÊW arningÊI ndicatorÊT rigger:Ê AnÊe arlyÊw arningÊ
triggerÊis Êa ctivatedÊ if Êt heÊf our-yearÊa verageÊof Êa dultÊs almonÊ
returnsÊdr opsÊbe lowÊ20%Êof Êa verageÊl evelsÊfr omÊr oughlyÊt heÊ
past 30 years (e.g., for Snake River fall chinook, this trig-
ger is tripped when 400 or fewer fish return for a four-year 
average). Once an early warning indicator trigger has been 
tripped,Êit Êin itiatesÊ aÊs eriesÊof Ês tudiesÊÑÊn otÊa ctionsÊÑÊt oÊ
determine whether additional measures are necessary.  
Ê Ê

2.Ê Significant Decline Trigger: A significant decline trigger 
isÊa ctivatedÊw henÊa Êf our-yearÊa verageÊof Êa dultÊr eturnsÊdr opsÊ
below 10% of  average levels over roughly 30 years (e.g., 
forÊS nakeÊ RiverÊfa llÊc hinook,Êt hisÊt riggerÊis Êt rippedÊ whenÊ
just 350 or fewer fish return for a four-year running aver-
age). Once this trigger has been tripped, it activates what 
NOAA refers to as “Rapid Response Actions.” The agencies 
haveÊ90Êda ysÊt oÊide ntifyÊw hatÊt heseÊRa pidÊR esponseÊA c-
tions should be and one year to implement them. All of  the 
examplesÊo f ÊRa pidÊR esponseÊA ctionsÊl istedÊin Êt heÊn ewÊpl anÊ
areÊm inorÊ adjustmentsÊt oÊda mÊope rationsÊÑÊw ellÊw ithinÊt heÊ
rangeÊof Êa ctionsÊt hatÊh aveÊa lreadyÊbe enÊin Êpl aceÊin Êr ecentÊ
years under court order or otherwise. Concurrent with the 
RapidÊR esponseÊA ctions,Êt heÊfe deralÊa genciesÊw illÊpe rformÊ
an additional analysis (known as the “All-H diagnosis”) 
toÊde termineÊif Êt heÊRa pidÊR esponseÊA ctionsÊa reÊl ikelyÊt oÊ
be sufficient to avoid even further population declines or 
whether initiating studies of  “Long-term Contingency Ac-
tions” is warranted.

TheÊc hartÊb elowÊi llustratesÊt heÊE arlyÊW arningÊI ndicatorÊT riggerÊa ndÊt heÊ
Significant Decline Trigger for Snake River fall chinook. 

Specific Actions: The supplemental plan for the 2008 BiOp 
includesÊa ctionsÊt hatÊw illÊoc curÊin Êt heÊf ourÊa reasÊk nownÊt oÊh armÊ
salmon and steelhead.

1.Ê HydropowerÊÊO perations: These actions are essentially 
unchangedÊfr omÊt heÊ2008ÊB iOp,Êw hichÊin cludedÊr ollbacksÊof Ê
in-river spill protections instituted by the court, trucking fish 
around dams and cuts to specific additional flow requirements 
from the Upper Columbia River Basin. Both spill and flow have 
been found to be beneficial for salmon survival, as both measures 
provide more, faster-moving water for fish. The supplemental 
planÊof fersÊt heÊpos sibilityÊt hatÊe achÊy ear,Ês pringÊs pillÊm easuresÊ
couldÊbe Êr estoredÊif Êt heÊa genciesÊc hooseÊt oÊdoÊs o,Êb utÊt heÊde -
fault is reduced protection.      
Ê Ê Ê Ê Ê Ê Ê Ê
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2.Ê HabitatÊA ctions: Under the 2008 plan, the federal agencies 
proposedÊt oÊin creaseÊs pendingÊon Êh abitatÊm easuresÊb yÊa boutÊ$ 25Ê
million per year. The supplemental plan does not add any new 
fundingÊf orÊt ributaryÊh abitatÊpr ojectsÊa ndÊdoe sÊn otÊpr ovideÊm oreÊ
specificity as to when or where such projects will occur. It does 
add about $4 million in additional estuary habitat measures. 
Considerable scientific evidence indicates that spending more 
moneyÊon Êt ributaryÊa ndÊe stuaryÊh abitatÊm easuresÊa loneÊc anÕ tÊ
mitigate for the harmful impacts of  dam operations. 

3.Ê HarvestÊP ractices: The supplemental plan does not affect har-
vest levels.  These are addressed in a separate biological opinion, 
butÊt heÊs upplementalÊpl anÊdoe sÊpr omiseÊt oÊc onsiderÊin vokingÊ
theÊm echanismsÊun derÊt hatÊpl anÊde pendingÊon Êw hetherÊon eÊof Ê
the adult return triggers is tripped.    

4.Ê Hatcheries: The supplemental plan follows generally the same 
hatcheryÊpr acticesÊt hatÊh aveÊbe enÊin Êpl aceÊin Êt heÊba sinÊs inceÊt heÊ
2004 BiOp, some of  which are harming wild salmon runs. While 
acknowledgingÊ thisÊpot entialÊ harm,Êt heÊ supplementalÊ planÊ merelyÊ
promisesÊr eformsÊa tÊs omeÊt imeÊin Êt heÊfut ureÊw ithoutÊs pecifyingÊ
which reforms or when they will occur. It also suggests some ad-
ditional hatchery production if  decline triggers are tripped. The 
newÊpl anÊc ontinuesÊt heÊ2008Êpl anÕ sÊS nakeÊRiv erÊs ockeyeÊh atcheryÊ
expansionÊpr ogram,Êr eleasingÊupÊt oÊon eÊm illionÊjuv enileÊs almonÊ
eachÊy ear,Êa nÊa ctionÊin dependentÊs cientistsÊh aveÊs aidÊc ouldÊc auseÊ
further harm to this highly endangered species.

LowerÊS nakeÊR iverÊD amÊR emovalÊ Studies
The supplemental plan asks the Army Corps of  Engineers to exam-
ineÊw ithinÊt heÊn extÊs ixÊm onthsÊw hatÊs tudiesÊa ndÊpr ocessesÊw ouldÊbe Ê
neededÊbe foreÊa Êde cisionÊa boutÊS nakeÊRiv erÊda mÊr emovalÊc ouldÊbe Ê
made. If  a Significant Decline Trigger is tripped for a Snake River 
species (except sockeye salmon, which NOAA already considers to be 

atÊt hisÊda ngerouslyÊl owÊl evel,Êb utÊf orÊw hichÊ noÊs uchÊt riggerÊe xists),Ê
and the “All-H” diagnosis indicates that dam removal is necessary for 
the protection and survival of  the species, the Corps would then initi-
ateÊt heseÊt echnicalÊa ndÊe conomicÊs tudiesÊa ndÊw ouldÊh aveÊt woÊy earsÊ
to complete its analysis. If  the Corps’ studies point to the need to 
removeÊt heÊf ourÊl owerÊS nakeÊRiv erÊda ms,Êt heÊa dministrationÊw ouldÊ
thenÊm akeÊa Êde terminationÊa boutÊw hetherÊt oÊm oveÊf orwardÊw ithÊa nÊ
analysis under the National Environmental Policy Act. This decision 
can take one year. The NEPA process itself  can take an additional 
2-3 years. If  the NEPA studies point to dam removal, only then 
will the Corps seek the authority and funding from Congress to do 
so. Just getting to this point can take 6-8 years after the Significant 
Decline trigger is activated, i.e., after salmon populations crash to 
levels at or below those that caused the fish to be listed as threatened 
or endangered in the first place. 

ReportingÊR equirements
In addition to specific actions, the federal agencies must annually 
report on their progress toward implementing the plan’s actions. 
NOAA Fisheries will produce “check-in” 
reports in 2013 and 2016 to determine whether 
implementationÊof Êt heÊpl anÊis Êpr oceedingÊa sÊ
planned. The supplemental implementation 
plan also adds several new studies (e.g., on pre-
dation)Êa ndÊm oreÊin tensiveÊm onitoringÊa ndÊr e-
porting. But none of  the new studies is directed 
towardÊide ntifyingÊt heÊ actualÊ effectivenessÊof Êt heÊ
proposed actions in the plan. 

ClimateÊCha ngeÊA ssumptions
The supplemental plan continues the 2008 
BiOp’s qualitative assessment of  climate 
change.  Instead of  incorporating the effects of  
climateÊc hangeÊdir ectlyÊin toÊit sÊa nalysis,Êt heÊpl anÊ
saysÊt heÊn ewÊs tudiesÊa ndÊt riggersÊw illÊa ddressÊ
andÊpot entiallyÊc ompensateÊf orÊa nyÊopt imisticÊ
assumptions regarding climate change. This 
runsÊc ounterÊt oÊt heÊa dministrationÕ sÊS acramentoÊ
RiverÊB iOp,Êw hichÊm oreÊful lyÊa ddressedÊt heÊ
impacts of  climate change on salmon. 

SALMONÊCO MMUNITYÊ
RESPONSEÊT OÊT HEÊP LANÊÑÊ
5ÊB ASICÊCO NCERNS

1.Ê TheÊP lanÊUsesÊa ÊF aultyÊA nalyticalÊ
Framework: The federal courts rejected the 2004 
BiOpÊbe causeÊit Êr eliedÊon Êa Êfr ameworkÊt hatÊf oundÊ
thatÊt heÊfe deralÊda msÊw ereÊim mutableÊpa rtsÊof Êt heÊ
environment. While the Obama Administration’s 
planÊc laimsÊt oÊus eÊa Êdif ferentÊa nalysis,Êt heÊr esultÊis Ê
the same. The various “metrics” included in the 
originalÊpl anÊÑÊw hichÊr emainÊun changedÊin Êt heÊ
supplementalÊpl anÊÑÊa llowÊt heÊa gencyÊt oÊc hooseÊ
whicheverÊ metricÊg ivesÊit Êt heÊbe stÊr esultÊf orÊjus tify-
ing the ineffective status quo.  Instead of  letting the 
scienceÊde termineÊt heÊout come,Êt heÊs upplementalÊ
planÊl eavesÊin Êpl aceÊa nÊa nalysisÊus edÊt oÊjus tifyÊ
“treading water.”            
ÊÊ
2.Ê TheÊP lanÊR ollsÊB ackÊCurr entÊS almonÊ

Protections: The supplemental plan embraces the 
eliminationÊor Êpot entialÊc urtailmentÊof Ês everalÊk eyÊs almonÊ
protection measures (e.g., additional spill at the dams and 
additional flow in the river). Doing less for these increasingly 
imperiled fish defies common sense and sound science and 
violates both the spirit and letter of  the ESA.   
Ê Ê Ê Ê

3.Ê TheÊP lanÕ sÊT riggersÊA reÊE xtremelyÊW eakÊ&ÊI tsÊ
ContingenciesÊA reÊV ague: The plan’s triggers are only 
trippedÊw henÊs almonÊa ndÊs teelheadÊpopul ationsÊc rashÊt oÊ
levels that are so low as to be critical. Instead of  crafting 
andÊr elyingÊon Êt riggersÊt hatÊm easureÊw hetherÊt heÊs uccessesÊ
predictedÊb yÊt heÊ200 8ÊB ushÊpl anÊa reÊm aterializing,Êt heseÊ
triggers alert NOAA when population levels are so low 
that it may be too late to change course. The Significant 
Decline Trigger’s 90% abundance line is akin to calling the 
fire department AFTER 90% of  your house has already 

burned down, instead of  at the first sign 
of  smoke. It’s a risky public policy choice 
and an unprecedented scientific decision. 
Ê Ê Ê Ê Ê
4.Ê TheÊP lanÊI gnoresÊt heÊB estÊA vail-
ableÊS cience: At least four significant 
piecesÊof Ês almonÊs cienceÊa reÊig noredÊin Ê
this plan. First, NOAA Fisheries makes 
theÊon eÊopt ionÊt hatÊfe deral,Êt ribal,Êa ndÊ
state fisheries biologists have determined 
isÊt heÊs urestÊw ayÊt oÊpr otectÊa ndÊr estoreÊ
SnakeÊRiv erÊs almonÊa ndÊs teelheadÊÑÊ
removingÊt heÊf ourÊl owerÊS nakeÊRiv erÊ
damsÊÑÊa lmostÊim possibleÊt oÊun der-
take. It relies on a trigger that will be 
trippedÊon lyÊin Êt heÊdir estÊc ircumstancesÊ
for salmon and then adds 6-8 years of  
studiesÊbe foreÊt heÊfe deralÊa genciesÊc ouldÊ
even ask Congress for what’s needed to 
take action. Mentioning dam removal, 
butÊt henÊm akingÊit Ên earlyÊim possibleÊt oÊ
implement, is not a solution. Second, the 
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