Net Loss
Inside the Failure

Of $8 Billion Effort
To Save Prized Fish

Salmon Get Tracking Devices
Yet Few Survive Long Trip
Through Bonneville’s Dams

Protected Sea Lions Abound

By Jomn J. FiALkA

For more than a quarter of a century,
a federal agency in the Pacific Northwest
has been running the world’s most expen-
sive wildlife restoration program, de-
signed to save 13 species of endangered
salmon and steelhead.

The Bonneville Power Administra-
tion, responding to concern about dwin-
dling fish populations, has spent more
than $8 billion helping salmon travel
trom the mountain streams of their birth
to the Pacific Ocean and back again,
where they lay eggs for the next genera-
tion. Impeding their journey are several
hydroelectric dams.

The agency has little to show for its
efforts. In any given year, only 1% to
3.5% of the fish complete the 1,800-mile
round-trip fish trek, which begins 20
miles northeast of Lewiston, Idaho, and
continues down the Snake and Columbia
rivers. Fish scientists say the success
rate should be at least double that.

With the help of elaborate handling
and tracking equipment, Bonneville is be-
ginning to figure out what has gone
wrong. Previously overlooked dangers
abound. Some of the perils, including fed-
erally protected birds and sea lions—as
well as Canadianfishermen—are beyou
the agency’s control.

Others, it turns out, include Bonnev-
ille’s own efforts. In one well-intended
move, the agency transports some
salmon around the dams on special
barges. After being deposited clear of the
whirring turbines, the disoriented fish
are easy pickings for predators.

The outlook remains gloomy next
year, says Michael Ford, who directs the
conservation bielogy division at the Na-
tional Oceanic and Atmospheric Adminis-

8
Upstream Battle
Total salmon catch in Columbia River,
in millions of pounds

50

W, AM [l
LV o, iy | | Y
\WI

b B
e e PR A
1900 20 M9 60 ‘8D 2000
Sources: Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife,
Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife

tration’s fishery science' center in Seat-
tle. Because of shifting currents, he says,
the ocean is expected to be warmer,
which is worse for the fish; warm waters
carry less food. “We can't be confident
that these populations are viable in the
long term,” he says.

The population of salmon and other
fish has been declining here for more
than a hundred years, caused initially by
overfishing in the early 20th century. Crit-
ics say the dams accelerated the trend.
The annual catch of salmon and steel-
head in the Columbia River has dropped
to less than five million today from a
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lngh of 50 million pounds in 1911. Mean-
while, this year's count of salmon run-

g through the dams is below the
lo-year average.

Congress established the Bonneville
Power Administration in 1937 as a self-fi-
nancing agency to provide power to the
region. It supplies about 40% of the elec-
tricity in the Pacific Northwest through
31 hydroeleetric dams, including eight on
the Columbia and Snake rivers built from
the 1930s through 1970.

- In 1980, federal lawmakers, worried
about the decline of the salmon, ordered
Bonneville to “protect, mitigate, and en-
hance fish and wildlife” affected by the
dams. Bonneville spends so much to that
end that it is affectionately called “Aunt
Bonnie” by the small army of scientists
and others working fo save the salmon.

he effort includes four states, four fed-
eral agencies, the Bush Administration,
(fanada several federal judges and an
: afsurtment of Indian tribes.

Most of the salmon spawried in Idaho,
Montana, eastern Washington and Oregon
navigate Bonneville's dams twice during
their lives. Their first journey takes them
downstream to the Pacific, where they
spend one to three years growing into
adults. Then they return, leaping up sieps
built next to the dams known as fish lad-
ders, a stream of water flowing over stairs
that somewhat mimic the unencumbered
rapids their ancestors knew. Once home,
they lay and fertilize their eggs.

To further help the fish, Bonneville this
year will spend almost $700 million. That in-
cludes the cost of spilling water over dams
to create a cooler, more rapid-flowing
stream, which is supposed to help salmon
reach the sea. The water otherwise would
be used to produce $356 million of electrie-
1ty Other fish-friendly improvements in-
chide special chutes for young fish and elec-
tronic transponders to track their journey.

“There are light years of difference
between the way the fish were handled in
the 1970s and the way they are now,”
says John W. Ferguson, a top fish biolo-
gist for the National Oceanic and Atmo-
spheric Administration.

The price tag—which adds 30% to the
electric bills of some Northwest consum-
ers—upsets lawmakers on both sides of
the aisle. They are pushing legislation to
require the power authority to list the
cost separately on electric bills. In a re-
cent survey, consumers said they
thought the fish-saving effort added 5%,
at most, to their tabs.

“Lately this has been used as a kind
of unlimited fund,” fumes Republican
Sen. Larry Craig of Idaho. “If I had to go
before Congress every year to get $700
million to provide for habitat and other
improvements for salmon, I wouldn't get
anywhere near that amount of money.”

Stephen J. Wright, Bonneville's admin-
istrator, says the new accounting proposal
“makes sense,” buf adds that he would
prefer to show the cost as a percentage of
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Bonneville's $3 billion annual budget.

Bonneville defenders say Congress
has complicated efforts to save the
salmon. Under the Endangered Species
Act, for example, Indian and commereial
fishermen are allowed to catch and sell
wild salmon scooped up accidentally dur-
ing the harvesting of hatchery fish. Le-
gal battles between various interest
groups dating back decades haven't
made matters easier.

First Major Obstacle

For many salmon, the first major obsta-
cle o their swim to the Pacific starts at
Lower Granite, a 3,200-foot dam jutting
across the Snake River about 70 miles
south of Spokane. Until the mid-1980s, the
baby salmon, four to six inches long, had
to survive a churning, pressurized plunge
through whirling turbines. An early at-
tempt to provide an alternative sent the
fish zooming through fast-moving spill-
ways where they bounced off the cement
walls. As many as 10% of the fish were
killed at each dam.

Today, fish that arrive at the top of this
dam are sucked into a “juvenile bypass
system,” a series of pipes and chutes
where the water moves more slowly tomin-
imize bruising. Many are steered into a
special fish-handling room, knocked out
by a bath of mild anesthetic and injected
with tiny transponders about the size of a
grainof rice. Bonneville buys twomillion a
year at $2 a piece, enabling scientists to
track the salmon’s journey.

After the transponders are inserted,
some fish are gently returned to the river
to navigate the other seven dams, which
are equipped with similar bypasses. The

majority are pumped into the tanks of -

one of eight specially designed barges
that deposit them in the Columbia River
estuary beyond the last dam. In the tran-
quil, 36-hour cruise, 98% of the salmon
survive, according to Bonneville.

The barges were supposed to be a.tem-
porary fix to give the salmon population a
chance to recuperate. New data from the
transponders show that a quarter of the

salmon are dying in the estuary. “That has -

been an eye-opener,” Dr. Ferguson Says.

Scientists are hotly debating the cause.
Some blame an unusual concentration of
predatory birds at the mouth of the river, in-
cluding Caspian terns, which are protecied
as an endangered species, and double-
crested cormorants, which come under an-
other federal law protecting migratory
birds. These birds hit the young salmon
like feathery dive-bombers and may cause
asmany as 4% of the estuary deaths, NOAA
says. Thousandsof transponders are being
recovered from piles of bird dung.

Ed Bowles, chief of fisheries for the
state of Oregon, says Bonneville—not the
birds—is to blame. He says many of the
fish left to navigate the dams alone are too

- stressed and weakened to survive the rig-

ors of the estuary. The barges, he says,
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The barged fish become disoriented and
aren't skilled at avoiding predators. Stud-
ies suggest they are dying at twice the
rate of other fish, Mr. Bowles says.

To settle the controversy, NOAA per-
suaded Bonneville to buy “acoustic
tags.” The devices, which are inserted
into the salmon as they leave the last
dam, are larger than the transponders,
which can be detected only when the fish
swim through narrow tunnels in the
dams. The bigger devices give off a dis-
tinctive ping that can be picked up by
underwater microphones, enabling scien-
tists, for the first time, to track the fish
in the estuary via computers. So far, Bon-
neville has implanted 14,000 tags at a
cost of $270 each.

When, at a year old, the salmon leave
the estuary—heading into the Pacific
Ocean and then north into Canadian wa-
ters—they face other threats. Canada
changes the times and locations where
fishing is allowed to protect endangered
Canadian salmon species during their
peak migration periods. That move
pushes Canadian fishermen to catch more
American salmon, say critics in Congress.
According to some U.S. fishing groups,
40% of the Canadian commercial salmon
catch consists of U.S. endangered species.

Terry Beacham, a research scientist
for Fisheries and Oceans Canada, a gov-
ernment agency, admits it is “a possibil-
ity” that Canadian fishermen are catch-
ing more U.S. salmon, although that is
“not the intent of the [fishery] man-
agers.” The government’s goal, he says,
is “to reduce the exploitation of fishing
stocks that are of concern in Canada.”

Salmon remain as long as three years
in the ocean, where they mature and
take on weight. Some are caught by Japa-
nese and Russian fishing trawlers.
Ocean conditions are the single biggest
factor that determines whether the fish
return to spawn or die at sea, according
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good for the fish, warm currents bad.
Salmon that make it through Canadian
waters and start their trip homeward have
to run a gauntlet of new perils. On the re-
turn journey, the dams are a less of a con-
cern, since all are equipped with fish lad-
ders. Instead a population of voracious
male sea lions waits to ambush the salmon
below the first dam. The sea lions tear off
and eal the egg sacs of returning females.
The fattening fish oil in the eggs makes
them more attractive to female sea lions
during summer mating season.
Commereial fishermen used to shoot
the sea lions but that is now banned by
the 1972 Marine Mammal Protection Act.
As their population increases, some sea

lions have learned to climb the fish lad-
der of the first dam. Crews hired by Bon-
neville have tried rubber bullets, rubber-
tipped arrows, [lireworks and special
cages. The sea lions, which destroyed
3.4% of the returning spring Chinook last
year, have ignored the fireworks and are
learning to get through the special cages.
Above the Bonneville Dam—140 miles
into the salmon’s return journey— the hu-
man threat looms large. There, Indian
tribes and other fishermen are permitted
to fish for salmon under not only the En-
dangered Species Act but also under vari-
ous treaties and state laws. Indians have’
had the right to fish for salmon for more
than a century in return for turning over
their land to the federal government.

Legal Loophole

The result of this legal loophole: The
tastiest of the salmon species, the spring
Chinook, is served up at Seattle restau-
rants that pay as much as $26 a pound.
Having an endangered-species law that
allows people to catch and eat salmon, an
endangered species, “seems curiously
out of synch,” James L. Connaughton,
chairman of the White House Council on
Environmental Quality, said in a speech
this year.

Indian salmon hatcheries and fish-
preservation programs are financed, in
part, by salmon sales. “We must have
salmon to save salmon,” Billy Frank, the
spokesman for 20 fishing tribes, ex-
plained to a congressional panel last year.

State laws, meanwhile, allow fisher-
men to take as much as 50% of the return-
ing fish in any given season. That right
is defended fiercely by powerful groups,
including the Northwest Sportfishing In-

dustry Association, which says it repre-
sents business interests such as boat and
tackle makers with total annual sales of
$3.5 billion. The group would like to see
four of the eight Bonneville dams torn
down to restore the wild river. It helped
persuade a federal judge to order Bonnev-
ille to spill more water over the dams to
increase water flow.

Northwest River Partners, a group
that represents local utilities, farm
groups and others that use the river for
transportation, would rather not spend
any more money to help the salmon.
They also maintain that water spills
don't help.

Over the years, head-butting between
sportsmen and local businesses has sly-
mied government policy by making a
comprehensive  solution harder to
achieve. There are currently 22 separate
cases asking judges to intervene in vari-
ous parts of the salmon problem. One
dates to 1969.

At Lower Granite, the salmon face one’
last man-made diversion before getting to
their spawning grounds. A computerized
piping system shunts some into a room
where they are anesthetized in a bath of
sweet-smelling clove oil. There, biologists
examine them for marks that tell more
about their adventures.

Some have “polden arches,” crescent-
shaped scars on their bellies left by seal
teeth. Others have red lines around their
gills, showing where they wriggled out of
nets that would otherwise have suffo-
cated them.

“If they weren't as flexible as they
are, these species would have been gone
4 long time ago,” says Dr. Ferguson, the
NOAA biologist.




Upstream Battle to Save the Salmon

Your recent article “Inside the Failure
of §8 Billion Effort to Save Prized Fish”
(page one, Sept. 19), describing efforts to
recover threatened and endangered Pa-
cific Northwest salmon, makes clear
what an enormously complex task we
‘have in rebuilding fish populations. From
the perspective of the federal agencies
with key roles in achieving recovery of
these fish, the region has made very posi-
tive strides and steady progress over the
past 25 years. Between 2001 and 2004, we
have seen substantial increases in 11 of
13 Columbia Basin salmon and steelhead
listed as threatened or endangered. In
addition, the past five years have seen
the highest returns of spring, summer
and fall chinook salmon sinee we began
record-keeping more than 60 years ago.

While ocean conditions have a tremen-
dous influence on salmon populations, a
great deal of credit also goes to improve-
ments that provide safer and quicker
salmon passage at Columbia and Snake
River dams, improvements in spawning
and rearing habitat, predator control and
improved hatehery and harvest manage-
ment. These programs are designed and
carried out by a multitude of federal
agencies, states, local governments and
tribes throughout the Pacific Northwest.

Today, adult salmon and steelhead
passing upriver through the eight-dam
Columbia and Snake River hydro system
survive at levels equivalent to pre-dam
conditions. And juvenile salmon passing
downriver through the dams are moving
more quickly and safely because of new
fish passage devices we've installed at
two lower Snake River dams and one
dam on the:Columbia River. More dams
are scheduled to receive similar devices.
Our job ism't done, but tremendous
progress has been made.

Bob Lohn

Nonhwesf Regional Direclor

NOAA Fisheries

Seatile

(The letter is also signed by Karen

Durham-Aguilera, director of Programs,

Norithwestern Division, U.S. Army Corps

of Engineers, and Steve Wright, adminis-

trator, Bonneville Power Administration,
Portland, Ore.)

Your article is right about the failure
of the Bonneyille Power Administration
to restore Northwest salmon, but it's mis-
leading about the causes for the decline
and the reasons Bonneville has failed.
Rather than make the difficult decisions
that scientists say have the greatest likeli-
hood of success, Bonneville has instead
relied on half-hearted, over-engineered
fixes that never get to the root of the
problem, which is that the salmon no
longer have a living river to traverse in
their journeys to and from the Pacific
Ocean. For Snake River Salmon, eight
dams, including four dams on the lower
Snake River, and eight slack-water reser-
voirs stand between their spawning

‘grounds in Idaho and the ocean. On fop

of that, almost 80% of the juvenile salmon
begin their lives in hatcheries and pre-

‘pare for their epic journey hy swimming

endless circles in concrete raceways.

If there is a model for restoring
salmon, it is the last remaining free-flow-
ing undammed stretch of the Columbia
River that flows past the Hanford Nu-
clear Reservation. Above four dams, it
nevertheless supports a strong run of
wild chinook salmon that are caught in
significant numbers by fishermen from
Alaska to the Columbia River itself. Sei-
entists overwhelmingly tell us that
breaching the four lower Snake River
dams and focusing on wild salmon in-
stead of inferior hatchery fish are the
answers to restoring the cnce great
salmon runs. Unfortunately, lack of vi-
sion and political courage continue to re-
sult in billions more wasted on ever more
complex engineering fixes and hi-tech
fish tracking gizmos, which sadly serve
mainly to chronicle the slow decline of
these magnificent tish toward extinction.

Jeff Curtis

Puacific Salmon Director
Trout Unlimited
Portland, Ore.

Figure 1 Letters to WSJ about this article:



