WATER QUALITY TEAM MEETING NOTES
July 12, 2000

National Marine Fisheries Service Offices

Portland, Oregon
I. Introductions and Review of the Agenda. 

Mark Schneider of NMFS, WQT co-chair, welcomed everyone to the meeting, held July 12 at the National Marine Fisheries Service offices in Portland, Oregon.  The meeting was facilitated by Jacqueline Abel, who led a round of introductions and a review of the agenda.  The group spent a few minutes reviewing the minutes from the last WQT meeting, making a few minor revisions. 

II. Discussion of Morning Meeting and Task Assignments. 
Schneider provided a brief overview of Mike Schneider’s presentation on the Corps’ SYSTDG model at this morning’s IT meeting. He noted that some questions about the future of the model, raised at this morning’s meetings, had led to a couple of assignments from the IT to the WQT. One of the concerns about the model is how – and whether – it can be linked to biological effects, said Schneider; that, to me, is a very appropriate analysis for the WQT to undertake. 

Margaret Filardo noted that the model was developed to be a tool to assist in-season management decision-making, to help the action agencies ensure compliance with water quality laws and, possibly, to inform the TMDL development process. It was not intended to be a predictor of biological effects, she said, and frankly, I was a little alarmed when the discussion at IT veered in that direction. From my perspective, she said, that kind of application is a long way down the road. 

From what I heard this morning, said Tom Backman, it sounds as though what the IT would like the WQT to do is essentially a peer review of the SYSTDG model. We’re looking forward to getting our hands on it, said Chris Maynard, particularly from the standpoint of developing allocations for our TMDL development process. 

Gary Fredricks said he has some concerns about the fact that SYSTDG is an empirical model, based on existing data. He said he is reluctant to conclude that it has any usefulness in the development of TMDLs. I see it more as an applied tool, which could provide some qualitative guidance to the TMT, he said – other than that, it’s probably just a step toward a long-term deterministic model.  Cathy Tortorici noted that she had spoken to Mike Schneider during the break, and he had assured her that SYSTDG could be used to develop TMDLs. Until John Yearsley and other modelers outside the Corps have an opportunity to get their hands on the model, she said, I’m going to suspend judgement about its predictive capabilities. She added that, if SYSTDG is to be used to inform the TMDL development process, peer review needs to be completed very soon – within the next couple of months.

Fredricks said that, in his opinion, a formal peer review process would be more appropriate than the informal review the Corps is currently contemplating. Schneider said that, with respect to the specific assignment from the IT, in his view the WQT needs to finds out much more about the model before they can produce an assessment of its potential uses.  Tortorici noted that, from this morning’s discussion, it appears as though some additional funding is needed before the SYSTDG model can be brought to full fruition; Filardo said there may also be some funding needed to conduct the peer review of the model. Fredricks noted that, while peer review of the model methodology will be informative, what SYSTDG really needs is bench-testing – we need to know whether it can accurately predict what the monitoring instruments are going to tell us in-season, he said. If we could run the model through a couple of historic water years, using actual meteorological, flow and spill data, then compare its outputs to the actual TDG levels recorded, that would give us a lot more confidence in the accuracy of its predictive capabilities, he said. We could recommend that bench-testing and peer review be conducted simultaneously, suggested one participant. 

After a few minutes of additional discussion, there was general agreement that the WQT needs more time, information and, possibly, funding, before the IT assignment can be brought to a successful conclusion. Schneider noted that the contract under which the model was developed is still open; he said it might be possible to approach the project’s sponsors and request that they make funds availablefor additional development, review and testing of the model. 

My understanding of the assignment from IT was that the WQT was asked to find out as much as possible about the model, and what additional information is needed to conduct a thorough review of its capabilities and potential applications, and to report back at the IT’s August meeting on the timeline for that assessment, Abel said. Actually, I think there was a bit more to the assignment than just that, said Schneider – I think what the IT is looking for, ultimately, is a road map for how the model might ultimately be used in the region. 

After a few minutes of further discussion, Schneider said he and Totorici will draft a letter to Mike Schneider and the model sponsors, outlining the very tight timelines for the TMDL development process and requesting full access to the model. The letter will also reference the monetary concerns associated with further development and review of the model, and request a meeting with the model sponsors to discuss these concerns. 

In terms of what we say to the IT next month, said Filardo, I think the first step is to look at the model in detail. We need to tell the IT that that evaluation is ongoing, and once we’ve looked at it, we’ll have a much better grasp of its potential applications. I agree, said Schneider. 

In response to a question, Schneider said copies of Mike Schneider’s presentation are available electronically; the only problem is that it is a Powerpoint file and it is 77 pages long and contains a video clip, so some computers are having difficulty opening it. 

III. Report on CRITFC Gas Bubble Trauma Model. 

Backman said his purpose today was to present some of CRITFC’s recent data work, and to provide an overview of the tribes’ user-friendly gas bubble trauma model. The model was built around empirical data and current TDG management policy, Backman said; I wanted to make that clear up front. 

Backman provided a detailed presentation, using a series of overheads, copies of which are available from Backman at 503/731-1267. Among the highlights:

·
General factors contributing to gas bubble trauma include the swimming depth of the fish, water temperature, fish species, life stage, fish condition and exposure history.

·
The tribes examined patterns of gas bubble trauma in wild smolts under various system conditions, then developed a model that includes that recent exposure history. Fish were sampled at the forebay and tailrace of various dams over a four-year period, including Lower Monumental, McNary, John Day, Bonneville and Ice Harbor, using both purse seining and beach seining. 

·
A total of 19,166 fish were examined; 1.2% showed signs of GBT. Of this total, sockeye and steelhead were most susceptible to signs of GBT. A total of 64% of the fish with signs of GBT were classified as Rank 1 (least severe); 24% were classified as Rank 2, 9% were classified as Rank 3 and 3% were classified as Rank 4..

·
The tribes then used a regression model to develop an exposure index, based on factors like TDG levels over the past 24 hours, the number of days exposed to the 24-hour TDG average, fish location and travel speed etc. 

·
Backman noted that there is evidence that gas bubble trauma signs are progressive; while fish with Rank 1 signs are likely to recover, fish at Rank 3 or Rank 4 will likely continue to get worse until mortality occurs. 

·
There isn’t as much data available on GBT in adults; again, the available data indicates that sockeye and steelhead adults are the most sensitive to high levels of TDG. Backman said he has recently submitted a scientific paper on this topic; an anonymous reviewer commented that there is data that indicates that chinook approaching Bonneville swim deeper in the water column than sockeye or steelhead. 

·
The CRITFC research also incorporated laboratory work involving fish exposed to varying levels of TDG over varying lengths of time. In general, he said, the in-river fish showed significantly fewer signs of GBT than the laboratory fish. That may be because the in-river fish have an opportunity to seek deeper refugia where TDG levels are lower, said Backman; the laboratory fish did not have that opportunity. 

The group devoted a few minutes of discussion to Backman’s presentation, touching on sample sizes, species breakdown and other factors. Backman reiterated that copies of both his presentation and the model are available; he asked anyone interested in obtaining these products to contact him directly. 

One participant asked him for his views on the ultimate utility of his model. Backman replied that, at this morning’s session, the IT had inquired about the feasibility of linking the SYSTDG model to some sort of biological predictor; that, ultimately, is where I would like to go with this GBT model, he said. 

IV. Washington Environmental Quality Standards. 

Maynard noted that, every three years, Washington reviews its state environmental quality standards; he said the current process will be completed by November 17, 2000, and the new standards will take effect on December 31. One of the things that is going to change is that Washington is adding an antidegradation implementation plan, Maynard said, designed to protect existing beneficial in-stream water uses. We’re also looking at changing to a use-based format, rather than a criteria or class-based format, he said; under the use-based system, beneficial uses would be assigned to water bodies independent of one another, based on the ability of the water body to support that use. That has some implications for the Columbia River, he said, particularly with respect to temperature.

Washington is also revising its dissolved oxygen criteria to be more protective of salmonids, said Maynard; we’re changing our toxics criteria, particularly for ammonia, to bring them in line with federal recommendations. He added that Washington’s process for granting short-term waivers (for TDG etc.) is being reinstated.  

The water temperature criteria are also being revised to be more protective of salmonids, Maynard continued, incorporating their needs at different points in the life-cycle, as well as seasonal variation. We’re also considering establishing separate temperature criteria for bull trout, he said. 

Maynard then laid out the following timeline for the Washington environmental quality standards review:

·
August 2 – release proposed rule

·
September 18-22 – hold public hearings

·
October 6 – close public comment

·
November 3 – close public process

·
November 17 – finalize and approve new standards

·
December 31 – new rules in effect

Maynard said he will provide periodic updates on this process at future WQT meetings, as more information becomes available; in the interim, he said he will provide some written information to Schneider for distribution to the WQT membership. 

V. Other. 

A. Mainstem TMDL Update. Russell Harding said there isn’t much to report on the TMDL front at today’s meeting; the State of Oregon is embroiled in yet another lawsuit, an add-on to an existing lawsuit which would require the completion of all TMDLs in Oregon within six months. The judge is expected to make a decision some time in the next two weeks, Harding said. 

More substantively, said Harding, over the past few months, the States of Oregon, Washington and Idaho have been meeting with EPA and tribal representatives to facilitate coordination on mainstem TMDLs. That’s an ongoing exercise, he said; the current schedule calls for the completion of mainstem TMDLs for dissolved gas and temperature by December 31, 2001. 

B. Regional Water Quality Plan Update. Totorici said the Regional Water Quality Plan is at something of a standstill at the moment; we haven’t yet been able to determine how the state and federal parties can or will respond to the water quality goals for temperature and dissolved gas in the plan, which will be included in the Biological Opinion. The plan is still somewhat conceptual, Totorici said; it doesn’t identify, in adequate detail, how that compliance will be attained. A meeting has been scheduled for next Monday, July 17, to talk about this issue further. 

Another issue that will be discussed at that meeting is the lawsuit involving the Corps of Engineers, she said; this plan has been discussed as the remedy for that lawsuit, but it is not sufficiently detailed, at this point, to function as that remedy. Many details of the plan are not clear, at this point; our hope is that, at next Monday’s meeting, some of those details will be fleshed out. Totorici added that, at some point, it will be necessary to coordinate the regional water quality plan with the TMDL development process, because those TMDLs will define the allocations, but the implementation of those allocations will come from the operation of the hydropower system; those operations will be defined through the commitments the federal agencies make in the Biological Opinion. In other words, she said, given the timeline for the finalization of the Biological Opinion, time is short.

C. Dworshak Operations. It was noted that an agreement has been reached at IT on Dworshak operations; Fredricks said the decision that has been made is that Dworshak outflow will be ramped up to the 110% TDG standard (about 13 Kcfs) as soon as temperatures in the Lower Granite forebay reach 68 degrees. 

VI. Next WQT Meeting Date. 

The next meeting of the Water Quality Team was set for Tuesday, August 8, from 1-5 p.m. at NMFS’ Portland offices. Meeting notes prepared by Jeff Kuechle, BPA contractor. 
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