Taking a Comprehensive Approach
to Northwest Fish Recovery
Although often blamed
for declining runs,
dams are only one
of several factors that
affect endangered fish
By Pam Blair

W

hen it comes to salmon
survival, dams and river
operations provide an easy

target.
But helping salmon get past the
region’s hydropower facilities is
all for naught if the fish become
casualties of poor habitat or end up
being reeled in by fishermen.
Efforts to protect and recover salmon and other fish species
require a comprehensive approach
that encompasses hydro, hatcheries, harvest and habitat, said Terry
Flores, director of Northwest RiverPartners—a nonprofit, non-partisan
coalition of farmers, electric utilities,
businesses and river users committed to protecting the Columbia and
Snake rivers, and their many uses.
“The hydro system alone can only
do so much,” said Flores. “If the
region is to succeed, salmon restoration efforts must rely on sound science and recognize there are many
other factors besides dams that affect
salmon throughout their life cycle.”
Like the Clinton administration before it, the Bush administration has concluded only a truly
comprehensive approach to salmon
recovery—addressing all causes of
mortality throughout the salmon
life cycle—will lead to sustained
recovery of the runs, said Scott
Corwin, vice president of marketing and public affairs for PNGC
Power—a Portland-based nonprofit
group of 15 rural electric co-ops.
Noting that up to 60 percent of
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adult Snake River fall chinook are
caught, James Connaughton, chairman of the White House Council
on Environmental Quality, said
only a strategy integrating all of the
“H’s” of salmon policy—habitat,
hydropower, hatcheries and harvest—can succeed.
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salmon stocks,”
said Bob Lohn, head of
the agency’s Northwest region.
Additional
spill ordered by the court
last summer cost nearly $75
million—on top of a baseline
spill program of $80 million—to
benefit a Snake River fall chinook
run harvested at a 45-percent rate,
Flores said, noting “it doesn’t take
a scientist to conclude that this is
irrational.”
“It makes sense to ask the tough
questions about how and why
endangered fish are caught right
before they can spawn,” Corwin
said. “Calling for a review of harvest and hatchery practices does not
equate to the end of fishing in the
Northwest. It may only mean we get
better at prioritizing when and how
fishing takes place in order to minimize accidental impacts upon the
specific runs of fish we are working
so hard to protect.”
Hatcheries
Since the 1870s, hatcheries have been used in
the Columbia River Basin.
Initially, they enhanced
runs severely depleted by
over fishing. Today, hydro
operators fund hatcheries to mitigate the impact
caused by dams.
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fish and wildlife projects,
encompassing hatcheries
as well as habitat restora-
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