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July 21, 2010 
 
 
Erik Merrill 
ISRP Coordinator 
Northwest Power & Conservation Council 
851 SW 6th Avenue, Suite 1100 
Portland, Oregon  97204-1348 
 
RE: Willamette River Habitat Protection and Restoration Program 2010 – 2015 
 
Dear Mr. Merrill and Independent Scientific Review Team Members: 
 
The Independent Scientific Review Panel (ISRP) review of the Willamette River Habitat 
Protection and Restoration Program proposal (Program) has helped us focus our proposal.  We 
have altered the proposal and describe the changes in this letter. Please consider the explanations 
and revised proposal in light of your review. 
 
The following response is divided into two parts: the three issues raised in the cover letter, and 
16 concerns and questions noted in the review. If you have further questions, we would be 
pleased to discuss them with the panel.   
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
1.  You have asked for “A more complete description of how existing habitat projects have 
been implemented and how successful they have been in the mainstem Willamette River, 
including biological responses, if known.” 
 
The Willamette Special Investment Partnership (SIP) is relatively new and we have a limited 
group of projects to demonstrate the full potential of the effort. Attached are five project 
applications that have been reviewed by the RRT (Attachments A-E) and approved for MMT and 
OWEB funding. These projects represent a good part of the range of applications to be funded by 
this proposal. We have amended the proposal to provide additional information on funded 
projects (see pages 35-37 and Appendix I).   
 
In brief, the number of restoration projects that have been implemented on the mainstem 
Willamette over the last decade is small. The Willamette SIP was established in 2008. Prior to 
that time, the most significant habitat protection effort along the mainstem Willamette was the 
Willamette Greenway Program. This was an effort to purchase riverfront properties that began in 
the 1970’s and continued until it became politically unpopular in the 1980’s. In 2005, the State of 
Oregon updated the vision for the Willamette Greenway Program to include habitat restoration 
and protection (http://www.oregon.gov/OPRD/PLANS/docs/Greenwaystrategy10-05.pdf ).  
 
Following establishment of the Greenway Program, only a handful of mainstem restoration 
projects were completed – most attempting to restore native vegetation or redirect flows 
primarily to stabilize banks. Few of these projects would have met the SIP criteria, and few have 
been maintained over the years. During this same time period, however, the State began to 
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address serious adverse impacts to the river. In 1973, the legislature created the State Land Use 
Program under which – for the first time – cities and counties were required to have building 
setbacks from the river and its tributaries. Many of the resulting city and county ordinances have 
subsequently been amended with the listing of fish species under the Endangered Species Act.  
 
Later in the same decade, following passage of the federal Clean Water Act in 1972, the State 
became serious about addressing the impacts of point-source pollution, and dramatically reduced 
toxic inputs from industrial sources. Non-point sources of pollution were not addressed in earnest 
until the Oregon Plan for Salmon and Watersheds was passed by the legislature in 1997, calling 
for the development of basin scale water quality management plans and water quality plans for 
farms. In addition to these efforts, the Oregon Plan led to the creation of 25 watershed councils 
in the Willamette Basin designed to address watershed function in the tributaries. Finally, a 
series of lawsuits led to the completion of Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL) plans in the 
basin to establish – and ultimately enforce – limits to pollution allowed in the river.  
 
Since 2000, the Oregon Watershed Enhancement Board (OWEB), the Bonneville Power 
Administration (BPA), and several land trusts have combined forces to acquire properties along 
the mainstem with significant restoration potential. One of the best examples of this cooperative 
effort is the Green Island project. This project helped crystallize the need for a Willamette 
partnership that is ready to take advantage of conservation opportunities as they arise. Green 
Island is a 1000-acre tract of land located immediately downstream from the confluence of the 
McKenzie and Willamette Rivers. It provides critical habitat for many listed and non-listed 
species, including the osprey, beaver, spring Chinook, winter steelhead, great blue heron, 
western pond turtle, red-legged frog, and a myriad of migratory songbirds and waterfowl. It is 
also home to the only known population of Oregon chub that thrives in a back-channel river 
habitat. The McKenzie Land Trust (MLT) used funds from OWEB and BPA to acquire Green 
Island in 2003. Subsequently, MLT developed a management plan for the island and has actively 
pursued restoration of the island. They have partnered with the Environmental Protection 
Agency on a four-year study using 50 shallow wells to better understand groundwater 
movement. They are examining groundwater in a variety of locations ranging from young to old 
riparian systems, including agricultural areas of the island that are still protected by levees. 
Water quality parameters, water levels, and temperature data will be used to construct a water 
flow model for the island. To restore the island’s native vegetation, they have planted more than 
50,000 trees, and converted more than 200 acres to native floodplain forest. In 2007, they began 
the removal of flood control levees and revetments to allow greater inundation of island habitats, 
and have plans to remove additional levees this year. Finally, after working incrementally on 
restoration over the last seven years, they are just now beginning to see active restoration of 
channel complexity. The river moved hundreds of yards of sediment across the island in flood 
events in 2006 and 2009, demonstrating that floodplain function can indeed be restored in some 
places along the Willamette River without causing economic harm to manmade structures.  
 
Since the acquisition of Green Island, the Willamette SIP has provided funding for four 
additional projects that specifically target improving mainstem habitat. These projects are 
Stephens Creek Confluence Enhancement (Attachment A), Tryon Creek Confluence 
Enhancement (Attachment B), Mission Slough Channel Reconnection (Attachment C), and 
Buford Park Channel Reconnection (Attachment D). Two of these projects are being 
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implemented this summer (Tryon Creek and Buford Park), one was completed last year 
(Stephens Creek), and one is on hold pending resolution of legal issues (Mission Slough). Since 
these projects are still in development, we do not yet have information on biological responses.  
 
Stephens Creek enters the Willamette within the City limits of the City of Portland. Not atypical 
of urban streams, Stephens Creek was highly altered and provided limited habitat for 
anadromous fish. The confluence had been affected by road, railroad, and residential 
construction. The result was a straight, armored channel paralleled by a concrete-encased sewer 
line. The confluence with the Willamette (River Mile 16.2) had no off channel habitat for 
juvenile fish. The project was designed to improve habitat complexity and provide resting sites 
for juvenile fish during high flows. The project included installation of multiple large wood and 
snag structures that have accumulated drift following winter high flows since being installed. 
The concrete-covered pipeline was removed, the channel was meandered, and the floodplain was 
revegetated with native species. The City of Portland implemented the project and is monitoring 
fish use, structural stability, and native plant establishment. 
 
The purpose of the Mission Slough Channel Reconnection Project is to increase the duration and 
frequency of flows into an oxbow of the Willamette mainstem. The oxbow is within the Mission 
State Park, a 1600-acre property just upstream from the Wheatland Ferry (River Mile 74-72). 
This project would include vegetation removal and the removal of flow barriers to link a warm 
water “lake” to the mainstem. Unfortunately, the project is on hold due to landowner concerns 
that we have been unable to satisfy.  
 
The remaining two projects approved by the Restoration Review Team (RRT) are Buford Park 
Channel Reconnection and Tryon Creek Confluence Enhancement. Tryon Creek flows from a 
645-acre park created by Governor Tom McCall in 1970. The creek enters the mainstem 
Willamette in the middle of the metropolitan area of Portland, where the water from the creek is 
two degrees cooler than the mainstem. The purpose of this project is to increase the quality and 
quantity of habitat at the confluence to provide a respite for anadromous fish headed to 
tributaries higher in the system. Buford Park is a remarkable area between the confluence of the 
Coast and Middle Forks of the Willamette. The South Meadow site is part of a 38-acre 
floodplain restoration project to increase the frequency and duration of flows to side channels in 
the meadow and to restore native floodplain vegetation.  
  
More recently, the RRT has reviewed several projects that promise to meet the intent and criteria 
of the Willamette BiOp and SIP: acquisition of land and perpetual conservation easements at 
Harkens Bend, and conservation easements at Horseshoe Lake (Attachment E). These projects 
appear to provide a major biological benefit to the target Program species. They also represent a 
major turning point in the willingness of landowners along the Willamette to undertake 
floodplain reconnection. Both the Harkens Bend and Horseshoe Lake projects appear to signal 
the beginning of significant interest in protecting surrounding reaches, thanks to the enthusiasm 
and cooperation of these landowners.  
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2.  You have asked for: “Details about the objectives, work elements, methods, and metrics.  In 
particular, more details about the specific criteria that will be used to prioritize projects.” 
 
The activities we anticipate funding include: 

 Land acquisition to ensure habitat protection and long-term restoration benefits  
 Floodplain reconnection and restoration 
 Side-channel reconnection and restoration 
 Restoration of floodplain forest and other native vegetation 

  
In order to achieve the large-scale results we are seeking on the mainstem, we want to identify 
multi-reach/multi-landowner projects. The recently proposed Harkens Bend and Horseshoe Lake 
projects mentioned above (described fully in Attachment E) rate highly using the RRT criteria. 
You will note that both projects include the acquisition of land – or land rights – for the purpose 
of restoration. Harkens Bend has a well-developed restoration concept that was featured in the 
Willamette Planning Atlas more than eight years ago (Atlas, p 147).  
 
The RRT criteria (from Attachment C of the proposal) that are directly relevant to this project 
include: 
 
Threshold Criteria —Protecting Habitats  
 

 The project protects or restores high quality habitat for UWR Chinook salmon, UWR 
steelhead, bull trout and/or Oregon chub 

 Habitat is at imminent risk of being lost  
 Potential to improve river dynamics and floodplain connectivity  

 
The work elements address conservation land transactions, completing an environmental site 
assessment, property appraisal, and reviewing title of the property to assure that conservation 
actions can proceed. These elements are reviewed by technical experts (Oregon Department of 
Environmental Quality reviews environmental site assessments for OWEB; OWEB also has a 
professional appraiser review property appraisals). The RRT evaluates the proposed projects 
against the criteria, and OWEB staff prepares findings against the criteria for presentation to 
decision makers in the state (i.e. the OWEB Executive Director). The WATER group makes the 
final recommendation to BPA for funding. 
 
In order to better understand how the selection criteria are applied to specific projects, we have 
evaluated the recent application for Harkens Bend against the selection criteria. This document is 
available for review in Attachment F. If projects do not consistently achieve a high score across 
the RRT, then discussions will occur with project proponents to improve the proposal or to seek 
alternate funding sources.  
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3.  You have asked for “Site specific details about the BiOp RM&E plan… monitoring plans 
for two or three candidate sites (could be) presented.  These could include monitoring 
protocols tailored to individual sites and indicate how these results would be rolled up to judge 
program effectiveness at larger spatial scales.” 
 
The Program proposal was developed in conversation with the drafters of the BiOp Monitoring 
Plan to ensure overlap does not occur, and the two efforts appear to be compatible and 
complimentary. In addition, one member of the RRT also participates on the BiOp Monitoring 
Team. At this point we have developed two monitoring approaches that do not replicate what the 
BiOp RM&E Team has been discussing. As the RM&E Plan develops, we will work to assure 
compatibility. 
 
We understand that the approach we have developed – and funded – to systematically assess 
changes in land use and habitat across a large riparian system has not been used before. On the 
other hand, our search for an effective approach currently in use has turned up nothing. Further, 
we are informed by recent research Kibler et al.1 (2010) that the more typical before/after/control 
approach may not be well suited for evaluating large-scale restoration actions. In the view of our 
team of scientists, the approach proposed will give us the best view of overall trends in river 
health.  
 
At the same time, the two monitoring approaches we have developed have not been cross-
walked, nor have the scales been “rolled up to judge program effectiveness.” More specifically, 
we have not attempted to equate our broad-scale land use monitoring (“slices”) with specific 
biological objectives at the Site, Reach, or River scales as presented in Table 4. To our 
knowledge, this sort of crosswalk has never been attempted, and could prove useful. At this point 
the State and the University are discussing how to develop this crosswalk, and we will share 
these results with the ISRP. (See Program additions page 31.) 
 
Finally, you have asked for an example of how the broad-scale land use and habitat monitoring 
would be conducted, and how the results would be presented. Figure 1, below, illustrates the type 
of display we anticipate. We have funded the University of Oregon and the River Design Group 
to evaluate flood storage along the river, and have also funded Oregon State University to 
provide information on cold-water habitats and native fish diversity.  

                                                 
1 K. M. Kibler, D. D. Tullos and G. M. Kondolf. 2010. Learning from Dam Removal Monitoring: Challenges To 
Selecting Experimental Design And Establishing Significance Of Outcomes. River Research and Applications.  
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Figure 1: Monitoring reporting format 

 
 
 



ISRP Response Willamette River Program  page 7 

 
Responses to Specific Concerns and Questions 
 

1. The proposal lacks specific scientific details and sufficient description of restoration 
activities by location. 

 
We have attached specific examples of approved projects (Attachments A-E) that are in various 
stages of completion. If it would be helpful to provide further description or analysis of the 
proposals, please let us know.  
 
 

2. We request a summary of what has been learned from the existing habitat projects. 
 
Two projects that have been completed on the Willamette (Stephens Creek under the Willamette 
SIP and Green Island prior to the SIP) taught us much about the relatively slow response of a 
large river system. Projects on a large river system require more engineering, more work with up 
and downstream landowners, and cost more money than tributary projects. We have noted a 
similarity between large river restoration and baseball: long periods of boredom and little change 
are punctuated by moments of panic and excitement. The Willamette has been slow to produce 
results – but when it does, the results are substantial. In two high flow events at Green Island, the 
Willamette moved hundreds of cubic yards of material in its path, and continues to change the 
shape of the riverbed each month.  
 
Since projects in the mainstem are a “higher stakes” game (greater cost, potentially greater 
benefits and/or liability), we believe it is important to place projects in the areas of greatest 
potential benefit. Toward that end, we have hired a consulting firm (River Design Group) to help 
us identify high benefit sites. We are looking for sites within our identified anchor habitats where 
riparian habitat can be substantially expanded by opening old side-channels or oxbows, and 
where lowlands can be inundated. If more water can be “stored” for short periods of time on 
these landscapes, we can ultimately increase river flows from the Willamette Projects without 
bumping into the “pinch points” that cause damage to man-made structures. Since the Corps of 
Engineers has not yet complete two, five, or ten-year floodplain maps for the Willamette, we are 
attempting to create them using LiDAR and river bathymetry. We have attached our initial scope 
of work with the River Design Group (Attachment H) so that the ISRP can see where we are 
headed.  
 
We have also learned a number of painful lessons over the first two years of the SIP. It has not 
been easy to get high value mainstem projects in the pipeline for funding for several reasons. We 
have seen that watershed councils focus on tributaries where projects can be designed and 
implemented at lower cost, and liability is small. We have also noted that urban projects are 
costly where land is expensive, and in these areas biological benefits may not be great. This is 
apparent from projects at Stephens, Johnson, and Tryon Creeks in the Portland area. At the same 
time, providing a series of cool-water respite to migrating fish in the relatively warm urban 
corridor may be important – a hypothesis that needs further testing. The water coming from the 
Tryon Creek watershed is on average two degrees cooler than the Willamette mainstem at that 
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site. This in itself has provided another interesting lesson: that water-cooling can come from a 
variety of sources, including urban parks and hyporheic flows.  
 
We have learned that permitting can be so slow that a project may die on the vine, either as a 
result of landowner impatience or agency (or private landowner) concerns over the project. The 
Mission Slough back-channel reconnection project (Attachment B) – which we thought could be 
covered under a general permit – was initially hung up in the regulatory permitting process, and 
has now stalled completely as a result of opposition from a neighboring landowner. This project 
demonstrates that a thorough science review and agency vetting of a project does not assure 
implementation, and – interesting in itself – that it will sometimes be easier to complete a project 
on private lands than public.   
 
Perhaps the most significant lesson we have learned through the Willamette SIP is the realization 
that reintroducing channel complexity to the mainstem runs counter to more than a century of 
practice, policy, and understanding. Since the flood plain is dominantly privately owned and 
managed for agricultural production, working patiently and persistently with willing landowners 
and conservation land trusts is vital to our success. Initially, we found insufficient capacity 
among the land trust community to find and engage willing landowners, and through our partner 
the Meyer Memorial Trust (MMT) we increased that capacity. The next hurdle we encountered 
was that no conservation organization had the experience and capability to conduct multiple 
floodplain restoration projects on a large river system like the Willamette. To overcome this 
hurdle, once again the MMT invested in the capacity of local organizations to manage more and 
larger scale projects.  
 
Finally, we have confirmed through Harkens Bend and Horseshoe Lake projects that having 
ready partnerships and flexible sources of funding are critical to being able to capitalize on 
opportunities as they arise.  
 
 

3. The review presumes the RRT has a significant role in project development (bottom 
of page 2). 

 
ISRP comments regarding independence of the RRT have given us pause for reflection. 
Mainstem restoration has been hampered by the capacity and success of efforts to engage 
landowners, as discussed in greater detail below. OWEB has a written policy on conflict of 
interest directed for use by grant application reviewers (Attachment G). In attempts to solicit 
high quality projects, several members of the RRT have indeed been involved in meeting with 
landowners to help them understand the benefits of habitat restoration.  
 
Most RRT members are agency representatives that bring specific expertise to the table to assist 
in the review. Most of these agency representatives are not involved in project development or 
implementation. On the other hand, several of the managers – and on occasion several scientists 
– have been involved in meetings with landowners to help them understand the biological 
benefits of a potential project. In the future, we will draw this line more distinctly to avoid even 
the perception of a conflict of interest. In addition, we are currently rethinking the configuration 
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of the RRT; while we will continue to encourage funding entities such as BPA and the Corps to 
attend the RRT, they will attend as non-voting members.  
 
 

4. ISRP concerns about the RRT: 
 

a. Will reviews be based on scientific merit or other criteria? 
 
The project review is based first on scientific merit (see Attachment C of the proposal). We have 
other considerations as well, such as consistency with funding authorities, project readiness, the 
capacity of the organization to implement, and community support (or at least non-objection). 
We are not likely to proceed with projects that have scientific merit but are not supported in the 
local community; if we do, we may win the battle but lose the war.  Yet we most assuredly will 
not proceed with projects that satisfy only local interests and do not satisfy ecological criteria. 
 

b. How will potential conflicts of interest be avoided? 
 

OWEB has developed a conflict of interest disclosure policy for grant application reviewers 
(Attachment G).  The policy will be provided to all reviewers and potential conflicts will be 
identified and discussed prior to developing recommendations. Given the make-up of the RRT, it 
would be unusual to have a project applicant among them, but should that situation arise, we 
have a policy in place to address it. 
 

c. How will results of reviews be reported and disseminated? 
 
To date, the RRT reviews have been written and filed at OWEB along with decision documents 
for each project. In the future, decisions will also be posted on the OWEB website and made 
available to the public. (See Program changes pages 20 and 32.)  
 

d. “It was unusual to see a BPA employee as a reviewer” 
 
While it may be unusual for a BPA employee to be involved in project review, we believe it is 
important for the fiscal management agency to understand the process and deliberations that go 
into a funding recommendation. This coordination will lead to a more efficient process in the 
long term. As stated earlier, we have created two tiers among the RRT similar to the approach 
used by OWEB, where some members have voting status, while others participate in the process 
but do not vote. (See Attachment A of Program proposal.)  

 
 
5. Concern about the different roles of ISRP and RRT, possibility of overlap and 

disagreement. 
 

We do not see a significant potential for overlap or disagreement between the ISRP and RRT 
because the scale of review is different. The ISRP is an excellent resource when it comes to 
scientific principles and guidelines, the breadth of what is known about fish and wildlife species 
in the Northwest, and models for all aspects of a project – from design through monitoring – 
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from across the Columbia Basin. The RRT is fortunate to also have top-notch scientists driving 
the review process. They know the specific fish and wildlife species and their needs in the 
Willamette Basin, the dynamics and history of the river. The RRT members know which species 
are already listed and which are likely to be listed if we do not take action soon. They understand 
research needs in the basin, and what the agencies and universities are doing about them. 
(Recently the Corps of Engineers organized a Willamette Research Symposium, where nearly 
100 scientists spent two days discussing what is known about Willamette fish species.) Unlike 
smaller basins, where conservation practitioners may have responsibilities covering multiple 
regions, many of the RRT members have spent their entire careers working in the Willamette 
Basin. They are familiar with the restoration projects that have been completed, why they were 
(or were not) successful, and which others are being contemplated. For these reasons, our 
proposal assumes ISRP review of the criteria and process rather than individual projects.   
 
Our proposal may differ from others under consideration of the ISRP in our ability to match state 
and private funds with federal assistance. In addition, we are building on twenty years of 
research and guidance – the compilation of which is set forth in the Willamette Planning Atlas. 
Several of our RRT members were primary authors of the Planning Atlas, and are uniquely 
qualified to screen the projects that help implement actions to address the Willamette Biological 
Opinion utilizing the Atlas as a guide.  
 
We agree that reporting results to the ISRP is desirable to ensure the Program remains robust, 
that we understand the broader Columbia Basin context, and to share lessons learned. Our 
proposal has been modified to schedule an annual review of activities and monitoring results 
with the ISRP to engage in a review of progress, processes, and outcomes. (See Program changes 
page 32.) 
 

 
6. ISRP has suggested some general review principles in the past including that project 

proponents use project selection criteria that have been reviewed by ISRP, 
monitoring is conducted and results are reported. 

 
This recommendation seems to be directed at NPCC staff as a way of ensuring that 
programmatic proposals comply with basic standards. We applaud the concept, and encourage 
NPCC staff to move forward in developing guidance.  
 
Regarding the development of project selection criteria, the Program partners started with the 
Lower Columbia River Estuary Partnership (LCREP) criteria that had been reviewed and 
approved by the ISRP. We incorporated and built on the LCREP criteria. Our approach does 
diverge some from that of LCREP, in part because we felt that a strict numeric rating system was 
too rigid for our purposes. The Habitat Technical Team (HTT) and the RRT have agreed to favor 
large projects (as reflected in the selection criteria), and thus will have funding for only a few 
projects each year. Given this dynamic, we anticipate that most recommendations for Program 
funding will be unanimous or close to that. If they are not, we will not proceed with them. We 
have also established a set of guidelines and a process (see proposal pages 20, 21) to ensure that 
both reviewers and applicants understand the process. 
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We agree with the ISRP that the overall scope and scale of project review in an umbrella project 
such as ours presents a policy issue. We would hope that the Council could address that issue and 
define the role of local and ISRP review. Let us offer a possible method for the conduct of those 
reviews. The RRT will serve as a local screen for projects implementing the SIP and the 
Biological Opinion. Projects clearly not meeting either set of criteria will fail at the RRT level.  
Projects meeting on SIP criteria and, therefore, not receiving any Program funding will also have 
only RRT review. Projects the RRT and HTT believe meet criteria to implement the Biological 
Opinion and receive Program funds will move forward through the system, and we will conduct 
an annual review of progress with the ISRP. (See Program changes page 32.)  
 

 
7. The specific RPA’s should be listed in the narrative. 

 
The specific RPA’s were mentioned in the proposal on pages 2, 10, 15, 16, and 19 where the 
specific purpose of the project is tied to the two RPA’s.  We will add the following language to 
the proposal from the Biological Opinion: 
 
“7.1 Willamette River Basin Mitigation and Habitat Restoration: The Action Agencies will 
plan and carry out habitat restoration programs on off-site lands. Existing programs will 
continue (7.1.1); a comprehensive program will be established (7.1.2); and additional projects 
will be done (7.1.3). The purpose of the program will be to protect and restore aquatic habitat 
to address limiting habitat factors for ESA-listed fish. 
 
7.1.1 The Action Agencies will continue to carry out the projects listed in Table 9.7-1 (below). 

 
Table 9.7-1 Ongoing Habitat Restoration Projects in the Willamette Basin 

 
 
 
7.1.2 The Action Agencies will develop and carry out a comprehensive habitat restoration 
program, in collaboration with the Services, which will include funding for carrying out 
habitat restoration projects during the term of this Opinion. The Action Agencies will work 
with the Services to pursue authorization, if necessary, and appropriations to carry out the 
habitat restoration program. 
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The Action Agencies will work closely with the Services to accomplish the following: 
 
1. Develop project selection criteria aimed specifically at addressing factors limiting the 
recovery of Willamette basin ESA-listed fish populations, focusing on, but not limited to, those 
factors caused at least partially by the Willamette Project. These criteria should be informed 
by regional plans including Willamette Basin Recovery Plans for anadromous salmonids 
(ODFW 2007b), Willamette Aquatic Habitat Assessment (unpublished, see RPA measure 7.5), 
Willamette Subbasin Plan (WRI 2004), Willamette River Basin Planning Atlas (Hulse et al. 
2002), and the COP evaluation (measure 4.13). 
 
2. Identify proposals for habitat restoration projects. 
 
3. Forward those proposals that meet project selection criteria to NMFS for review and 
determination if they are consistent with improving survival and recovery. 
 
4. Fund priority projects, through applicable programs and processes (see Table 9.7-2), that 
NMFS and FWS determine to be consistent with recovery plans for their respective ESA-listed 
species. 
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Table 9.7-2 Authorities/Programs to Facilitate Implementation of Habitat Restoration Projects in 

the Willamette Basin 
 

 
 

7.1.3 By 2010, the Action Agencies will complete at least two of the highest priority projects 
that should result in significant habitat improvement for listed fish species. The Action 
Agencies will complete additional habitat projects each year from 2011 through the term of 
this Opinion. Alternatively, larger projects that might require several years to complete could 
be funded over a multi-year period instead of funding individual, smaller projects each year. 
NMFS will inform the Action Agencies whether they agree with the decision to fund and carry 
out these projects.” 
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8. Add Pacific lamprey, reduce non-native species, address water quality (at least 
consider it). 

 
Using the recent guidance developed by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (see 
http://www.fws.gov/pacific/Fisheries/sp_habcon/lamprey/index.html), OWEB will consider the 
effects of restoration projects on lamprey. Due to the extreme scarcity of scientific information 
available currently on lamprey habitat preferences, restoration project effects on Pacific lamprey 
can be difficult to ascertain or quantify at present; however, lamprey will be considered as part of 
project selection and guidance. (See Program change to Appendix C, page 53.) Since the 
Biological Opinion focuses on four species affected by the main stem flood control project, our 
focus will remain with those species.   
 
The concern about non-native species is shared by Program proponents. We are aware of the 
continuing relationship between non-native species and water temperature in the Willamette2 and 
believe that efforts to secure and restore appropriate habitat for native species will assist in the 
recovery. Our proposal is to protect and restore habitat; we will leave species management to 
others. 
 
Water quality is addressed in Question 16, below.  
 
 

9. Details on work elements or methods.  Plans should lay out the background and 
justification for the projects, the target species to be benefited, the methods to be 
used to achieve the objectives for the site, the implementation schedule and the 
monitoring plan. 

 
We concur that project plans should include justification, target species, methods, an 
implementation schedule, and a site-scale monitoring strategy. We hope that by including 
specific applications that we have approved so far, the ISRP will be satisfied that these criteria 
have been met. In regard to reach, river, and broad-scale land use monitoring, these will be 
conducted by Willamette SIP staff and partners rather than project proponents. (Project 
applications have been included here in Attachments A-E; they are included in the Program 
proposal as Appendix I.)  

 
 
10. The ISRP would like to see a specific connection between project objectives and fish 

population recovery. 
 

Program proponents concur. Projects implemented under the criteria identified in the Program 
are expected to support fluvial processes that will result in habitat improvements and fish 
population recovery. At the scale of the entire Willamette basin, we expect that each project will 
provide small but important incremental benefit to fish population recovery. Channel 
morphology, water quality, resident fish use, and benefits to migratory Chinook and steelhead 

                                                 
2 LaVigne, H.R., R.M. Hughes. R.C. Wildman, S.V. Gregory, and A.T. Herlihy. 2008. Summer Distribution and 
Species Richness of Non-native Fishes in the Mainstem Willamette River, Oregon, 1944-2006. Northwest Science 
82(2): 83-93. 

Comment [mjk1]: This is a problem the 
Tribe is encountering in other restoration 
efforts. 
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will be evaluated in the context of overall population viability. The UWR Steelhead and Chinook 
Recovery Plan (in final review now), will be used to guide the population focus, prioritizing both 
those reaches with the populations most expected to contribute to the overall recovery, and those 
reaches with a high number of populations benefitting. Several members of the RRT and HTT 
also participate in development of the Willamette Steelhead and Chinook Recovery Plan to 
ensure the recovery plan guidance is carried into the Program. 
 
 

11. Why the new approach would succeed where previous efforts have been 
unsuccessful. 

 
While we note in the proposal that many fish and wildlife species continue to decline, that is 
likely the result of factors not extensively discussed in this proposal. First, the Willamette River 
Basin covers more than 7.3 million acres and is home to 2.7 million people. The Willamette 
mainstem itself is more than 200 miles long. The number of restoration projects needed to 
reverse the decline of species in this basin is – without a doubt – greater than the number that has 
been undertaken to date. As the ISRP is aware, restoration of fish habitat may commence with 
completion of a project, but may take 20 years or more to realize a substantial benefit.   
 
Thus it is not that this project will succeed where others have failed; rather, this project will 
supplement those that have been completed. It is targeted at the mainstem, where projects have 
been slow to emerge. It establishes a restoration strategy of anchor habitats that partners will 
work together to implement. It will also for the first time attempt to measure the overall success 
or failure of our collective attempts to restore the health of the mainstem, and ultimately tie this 
broad-scale monitoring to the monitoring of key program objectives. 
 
 

12. Experimental management approach (treatment-control) was not the focus of the 
project.  ISRP believes such an approach would be appropriate. 

 
The Monitoring Program has been modified to include a structured experimental approach to 
access channel change, habitat conditions, and fish use.  (See Program proposal pages 23 to 25.) 
We have the capacity to apply a randomized Geospatially Referenced Tessellated Stratified 
(GRTS) status and trend monitoring for the Willamette at the basin scale. The GRTS selection of 
sample sites can be linked to the nearest “slice” to evaluate status and trend in channel 
morphology and riparian condition.   
 
Reach or Project scale effectiveness monitoring can be developed from the “slices” analysis used 
to identify potential sites. Reaches with appropriate characteristics will be evaluated using a 
Before and After Control Impact (BACI) design for higher resolution habitat evaluations such as 
ODFW’s Aquatic Inventory protocols, to document use by migratory fish, and to characterize 
resident fish populations. 
 
Application of a BACI design to the complete set of reaches prioritized for acquisition and 
habitat improvement will continue long enough to document changes in key monitoring 
parameters. We intend to compare reaches with similar geomorphic characteristics such as river 
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confluences or reaches with high potential for floodplain connectivity; however, as projects are 
developed over time, and as we learn more about how restoration occurs, we may need to 
consider including some of the control reaches as candidates for potential treatment.    

 
 
13. How would monitoring take place in the event of a large-scale event (flood, etc.)? 

 
In the event of a large scale flood disturbance, the “slices” approach would continue to provide 
the information needed to assess channel impacts. Additional LIDAR analysis might be needed 
to document areas with significant erosion or deposition of sediment. However, we believe that 
large scale floods may have less impact channel forming processes than the frequency and 
duration of bank-full flow events. We expect that the greatest amount change in side channel and 
off channel habitats will occur during high water events up to bank-full flows. These changes 
will be well documented using both the “slices” approach and by evaluation of the reaches 
included in the BACI design. 
 
A particular note on Oregon chub: changes in fish community structures resulting form large 
flood events will be evaluated based on existing monitoring for Oregon chub to document 
establishment of new habitats and to determine if the flood event resulted in introduction of non-
native predators to chub habitat.    
 
 

14. The biological metrics that relate to overall project goals should be more completely 
described (i.e. fish recruitment). 

 
We agree, and will continue to develop standard metrics for evaluating fish recruitment and other 
biological objectives through our work on the BiOp RM&E Oversight Team, and in tying broad-
scale land use monitoring to program objectives.  
 
 

15. Recommend consideration of using LiDAR. 
 

OWEB has invested $1.5 million to ensure LiDAR coverage for the Willamette floodplain is 
complete. The Oregon Department of Geology and Mineral Industries organized a LiDAR 
consortium to partner with others to obtain coverage of other areas of the state. While this 
information is available now for project design and analysis, MMT recently contracted with 
River Design Group to make the LiDAR data more easily manipulated by watershed councils, 
SWCDs, and others who may lack the large computer capacity needed to make the LiDAR 
useable. OWEB and MMT have also contracted with the University of Oregon to populate the 
Willamette River “slices” with flood storage values being calculated from the LiDAR data. All 
of the projects will have relatively accurate elevation data for project planning and preliminary 
design.  
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16. Water quality monitoring should be expanded. 

 
Our original application fails to mention that both the Oregon Department of Environmental 
Quality (DEQ) and the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) are major partners in the 
Willamette SIP (See additions to proposal pages 17, 18, and 19). DEQ participates on both the 
RRT and HTT, and EPA was an original partner in the Willamette Atlas project and continues to 
participate on research at Green Island. In addition, OWEB has recently hired (through an 
Intergovernmental Agreement) an EPA hydrologist from the Corvallis Research Lab to work on 
the Willamette SIP. 
 
The DEQ record of water quality monitoring in the Willamette Basin was constructed from a 
network of fixed sampling sites in both the mainstem and major tributaries. For a list of DEQ 
programs and monitoring studies that address Ambient Water Quality Monitoring in the 
Willamette Basin, refer to this website: http://www.deq.state.or.us/lab/wqm/docs/09-LAB-
008.pdf. For a description of the Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL) for Temperature, Bacteria 
and Mercury reductions in the Willamette, refer to this website: 
http://www.deq.state.or.us/wq/tmdls/willamette.htm.  
 
These studies document the trends in Oregon's water quality over time, determine whether there 
is too much pollution in a water body, and set limits of how much pollution a water body can 
safely receive. Principles for improving water quality in the Willamette Basin under these 
programs parallel concepts contemplated in the Willamette SIP (e.g., expansion and protection of 
natural areas to improve natural functions, and creating cold water refugia for aquatic species). 
 
DEQ’s most recent December 2009 Willamette Basin Rivers & Streams Assessment 
(http://www.deq.state.or.us/lab/wqm/assessment.htm) summarizes information collected over a 
decade by DEQ monitoring staff, watershed councils, municipalities, EPA, university 
researchers, and EPA contractors in the Willamette. OWEB provided funding for publication of 
this assessment. The assessment provides information on watershed conditions facing threatened 
salmon, and concludes that actions to protect and restore streams are likely to improve the 
biological health of the Willamette Basin River and will help improve water quality and reduce 
water quality temperature and sediment inputs. The report also provides a set of baseline 
conditions which can be used to measure changes in the status of biological, chemical, and 
habitat conditions (e.g., water temperature, dissolved oxygen, habitat conditions, turbidity).  
 
We agree with the ISRP comment pertaining to expanding water quality monitoring, and have 
amended the proposal to include protocols that are tailored to the baseline conditions and match 
the time period for the applicable fish life stage (see Program proposal, page 24). We expect that 
the proposed projects will reduce stream temperatures, sediment runoff, nutrients, and improve 
water quality overall. This monitoring will occur at the project scale. In the future, we believe 
that the proposed monitoring for this program will provide the foundation for interpreting the 
effectiveness of the cumulative effects of protection and restoration at a larger scale, and can be 
used to assist with future decisions pertaining to population growth, land use conversions, and 
emerging water quality issues.  
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As for monitoring pharmaceuticals and personal care products and assessing wastewater 
treatment plant impacts near potential project sites to determine their impacts on fish health and 
human fish consumption risks, we believe these are beyond the scope of the Program. 
Monitoring and implementing strategies are already underway and covered under DEQ’s Toxics 
Reduction Strategy (http://www.deq.state.or.us/lab/wqm/toxics.htm), and Senate Bill 737 
Implementation for Priority Persistent Pollutants 
(http://www.deq.state.or.us/wq/SB737/index.htm). In areas such as the Lower 
Willamette/Portland Harbor, key interagency source control strategies are in place for toxic 
chemical source control, reduction, and management. Where possible, we will continue to rely 
on the efforts and findings under the above agency and partner programs to improve the 
effectiveness of the Program proposal, while maintaining our intended focus on restoring aquatic 
habitat for the target species.  
 
Improving riparian conditions and reconnecting the Willamette to the floodplain will play a role 
in the toxics reduction strategy by creating buffers to prevent airborne and land-applied 
chemicals from getting into rivers and streams and attenuating flows on the mainstem to reduce 
erosion of sediment laden with toxics, respectively. Additionally, while the Program is not 
intended to focus on toxics in the Willamette Basin, it does include the monitoring and 
assessment of surrogates for the potential loading pathways for such parameters as mercury and 
other heavy metals, and pesticides.  
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
In conclusion, we appreciate the opportunity to clarify specific points in the Program proposal. 
To facilitate translation from this letter to actual changes in the proposal, we have attempted to 
provide page number references. In addition, we have attached a revised version of the full 
proposal using “track changes“ for easier reference. If other information would be helpful, do not 
hesitate to contact us. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
     /S/ 
 
Ken Bierly 
Deputy Director, OWEB  
On behalf of Project Applicants 

 
Attachment A – Stephens Creek Application and Funding Memo 
Attachment B – Tryon Creek Application and Funding Memo 
Attachment C – Willamette Slough Application and Funding Memo 
Attachment D – Friends of Buford Park Application and Funding Memo 
Attachment E – Harkens Bend and Horseshoe Lake Application 
Attachment F – Site Selection Criteria Applied to Harkens Bend  
Attachment G – OWEB Conflict of Interest Policy 
Attachment H – Contract with River Design Group  
Attachment I –  Revised Willamette River Habitat Protection and Restoration Program  
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ATTACHMENT D 
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ATTACHMENT E  
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ATTACHMENT F 
 



Willamette River Habitat Protection and Restoration Program Proposal page 68 



Willamette River Habitat Protection and Restoration Program Proposal page 69 



Willamette River Habitat Protection and Restoration Program Proposal page 70 

ATTACHMENT G 
 

Existing Willamette SIP Project Review Process 

Agency/NGO/Individual submits 
Willamette project concept  
to OWEB 

OWEB forwards concept to 
Restoration Review Team; 
Team meets with project 
proponents when design one-
third complete 

Project proponent 
completes design; 
meets again with 
Restoration Review 
Team 

Restoration Review Team  
provides guidance on project 
design, forwards funding 
recommendation to OWEB 

Project proponent 
begins implementation 

Meyer 
Memorial Trust 
participates on 
Restoration 
Review Team 
and provides 
upfront project 
assistance if 
needed 

OWEB, MMT and other 
partners assist in funding  

Project proponents return 
to Restoration Review 
Team to report 
progress/outcomes  
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ATTACHMENT H 
 

      Willamette River Habitat Protection and Restoration Program Process    

  

Proposals Submitted to 
OWEB’s Solicitation 

Process

Science Review 
by RRT 

Funding Suitability Review 
Conducted by OWEB, MMT, BPA, 

COE, NOAA, and USFWS

Willamette SIP 
Funding 
Review

Feedback loop 
with Proposal 

Sponsors 

Final  
Project List 

BiOp Feasiblity Review 
by BPA, COE, NOAA, 

and USFWS 

Final Review and  
Decisions by Habitat 

Technical Team 

Informational Update on Final 
Project List Presented to WATER 

Steering Team

Project Selection 
Criteria from 
Habitat Technical 
Team (HTT)


