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COMMENTS AND RESPONSES 

The public comment period on the Draft EIS was held from October 5 to November 20, 2006.  
The comment period was extended to November 22, 2006.  All of the written comments are 
reproduced and included in this volume of the Final EIS.  To save space, the comments have 
been reduced to allow two pages to be reproduced on one page.  Responses to each comment 
letter follow the reproduced letter. 
Ecology received several comments on some issues.  Master Responses to those comments begin 
on page 5 of this volume and are referred to in the comment responses.  Master Responses are 
provided for the following issues: 

• Programmatic Environmental Impact Statements 

• Future environmental review for off-channel storage proposals 

• July/August mitigation period for Voluntary Regional Agreements 

• General opposition to dams and reservoirs 
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Master Responses 
 
A large number of comments were submitted in response to the Draft EIS.  There were several 
themes that were repeated in numerous comments. These themes or issues are summarized 
below, with an accompanying response.  

 
PROGRAMMATIC EIS PREPARATION 
 
ISSUE:  Numerous comments stated that the Management Program EIS was premature and that 
the analysis did not contain enough details to evaluate potential impacts.  Other comments stated 
that by preparing a programmatic EIS, Ecology was piece-mealing the analysis of Management 
Program impacts. 
 
RESPONSE:  In accordance with the State Environmental Policy Act Rules (Chapter 197-11 
WAC), Ecology has assessed the environmental impacts associated with implementation of the 
Columbia River Management Program (Management Program) using a “broad to narrow” 
approach. This approach is referred to as phased review, and is appropriately used to assist 
“agencies and the public to focus on issues that are ready for decision and exclude from 
consideration issues already decided or not yet ready.”  The Programmatic Environmental 
Impact Statement (EIS) evaluates the principal components of the Management Program 
authorized under the Columbia River Water Management Act. These components include 
storage, conservation, Voluntary Regional Agreements, instream flow and several administrative 
support functions. This EIS evaluates impacts associated with alternative methods or approaches 
to implementing these components, and acknowledges that additional, more detailed analysis 
will be conducted as specific projects are identified. 
 
WAC 197-11-055 (2) notes that “The lead agency shall prepare its threshold determination and 
environmental impact statement (EIS), if required, at the earliest possible point in the planning 
and decision-making process, when the principal features of a proposal and its environmental 
impacts can be reasonably identified.”  Consistent with this guidance, Ecology has prepared its 
EIS at a time when the principal components have been identified and the effects of 
implementation can be reasonably identified.  However, many specific projects associated with 
the Management Program are not yet identified, and only limited information is available for 
some of the projects that have been identified.   
 
EISs may be “phased” in appropriate situations (WAC 197-11-060 (5)).  WAC 197-11-060(5)(a) 
states that “Lead agencies shall determine the appropriate scope and level of detail of 
environmental review to coincide with meaningful points in their planning and decision making 
processes.” WAC 197-11-060(5)(g) states “Any phased review shall be logical in relation to the 
design of the overall system or network…”  
 
Ecology has conducted the phased review of the Management Program consistent with WAC 
197-11-060(5). At this time, broad policy concepts have been developed; these concepts will be 
further refined as Ecology enters into implementation of the specific elements of the program.  
The purpose of this Programmatic EIS is to frame or “bracket” the potential range of impacts, so 
that the broad implications and tradeoffs associated with implementing the program can be 
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understood.  Accordingly, the impact evaluation is based on currently available information and 
published reports, and does not include extensive site-specific investigations, which are more 
appropriately conducted during project or construction level evaluations.  Similarly, mitigation 
measures are broadly framed to give an understanding of the potential range and effectiveness of 
mitigation.  Site specific investigations will include development of specific mitigation measures 
that fall within the general categories of mitigation discussed in this document. 
 
The EIS also evaluates three actions identified for early implementation, including drawdowns of 
Lake Roosevelt, a supplemental feed route to supply Potholes Reservoir, and the proposed 
Columbia-Snake River Irrigators Association (CSRIA) Voluntary Regional Agreement.  These 
activities have been developed to a higher level of detail than the broad components of the 
program.  These actions are called out separately in the document to indicate that they are at a 
different point in the planning process, and would be implemented at an earlier time than other 
identified components of the process.  Ecology intends to proceed with these actions as soon as 
possible after completion of this EIS; however, both the Lake Roosevelt Drawdown project and 
the Supplemental Feed Route project will likely require subsequent SEPA threshold 
determinations and potential additional environmental review.  Specific projects associated with 
the CSRIA VRA may require additional SEPA review.   Therefore, these early action 
components are appropriately included in this Programmatic EIS, with an acknowledgement that 
additional evaluation will likely be conducted prior to implementation of project actions.  
 
The Programmatic EIS acknowledges that additional site-specific SEPA evaluation and in some 
cases NEPA documentation will be conducted as part of specific project evaluations.  Tables. S.1 
and S.2 summarize the anticipated schedule of subsequent environmental review for specific 
components of the Program. These evaluations would be appropriately characterized as “narrow” 
in accordance with WAC 197-11-060(5).  Any additional or cumulative impacts associated with 
those facilities that have not currently been identified will be comprehensively discussed as part 
of those subsequent documents.    
 
FUTURE STUDIES FOR OFF-CHANNEL RESERVOIR PROPOSALS 
 
ISSUE:  Several comments addressed potential impacts of the off-channel reservoir proposals 
being considered evaluated under a separate program by Ecology and Reclamation. 
 
RESPONSE:  In December 2004, the Bureau of Reclamation (Reclamation), the State of 
Washington, and the three Columbia Basin Irrigation Districts entered into a Memorandum of 
Understanding (MOU) that is intended to promote improved water management of the Columbia 
River.  Under provision of Sections 6 of the MOU, Reclamation and the Department of Ecology 
(Ecology) are conducting an appraisal level study, of potential Columbia River mainstem off-
channel storage sites.  While the MOU predates passage of the Columbia River Water 
Management Act (Act) by the Washington State Legislature, the storage study is being funded 
through the new Columbia River Water Supply Development Account created by the Act.   As 
such, the storage study is considered part of the storage component of the Columbia River Water 
Management Program described in Section 2.1.2.1 of this Programmatic Environmental Impact 
Statement (EIS).   This EIS addresses the Columbia River Water Management Program as a 
whole, but is not intended to provide detailed information or analysis regarding potential new 
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storage sites.  As discussed below, such detailed information would be provided in a future 
construction EIS specifically addressing the storage sites if the study proceeds beyond an 
appraisal level of evaluation. 
 
The Department of Ecology is currently cooperating with the Bureau of Reclamation in the 
appraisal level study.   Appraisal studies are brief preliminary investigations used to determine 
the desirability of proceeding to a more detailed feasibility study.  Appraisal studies are 
authorized under the Federal Reclamation Law (Act of June 17, 1902, Stat. 388 and acts 
amendatory thereof or supplementary thereto).  Appraisal studies generally rely on existing data 
and information to develop plans for meeting current and projected needs and problems in a 
planning area.  In contrast, feasibility studies involve generation and collection of detailed, site 
specific data concerning a project and reasonable alternatives.  Feasibility studies are usually 
integrated with National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) compliance, potentially including 
development of a NEPA EIS.  
 
As discussed in Section 2.1.2.1 of the EIS, eleven sites were originally considered in a Pre-
Appraisal Report completed by Reclamation in December 2005.  Reclamation and Ecology 
conducted screening of the 11 sites to eliminate sites that were considered to be located too far 
downstream in the Columbia River to be integrated into the operation of Reclamation’s 
Columbia Basin Project, too small, or that represented a high risk of failure or excessive leakage.   
Six sites were eliminated based on the screening criteria.  An additional two sites are located on 
the Colville Reservation and were dropped from further consideration at the request of the 
Confederation Tribes of the Colville Reservation.  As a result, only four sites are being addressed 
in the appraisal study currently being undertaken by the Bureau of Reclamation.  These four sites 
are Hawk Creek, Foster Creek, Sand Hollow, and Crab Creek.  Information regarding the storage 
study and the identity of the four sites under consideration was presented in news release 
distributed to approximately 100 television and radio stations and daily and weekly newspapers 
serving central and eastern Washington.    
 
The current appraisal study will not result in any site or sites being selected for construction of a 
storage facility.  The development of a storage facility at any of the sites is not imminent; nor is 
it certain that additional studies will be performed on any of the sites beyond the current 
preliminary study.  The results of the appraisal study will be used by Reclamation and Ecology 
to determine if additional studies of any of the sites are warranted and whether Congressional 
authorization will be sought to proceed to a feasibility study and EIS.   
 
The appraisal study will evaluate whether any of the sites appear capable of safely providing a 
minimum of 1,000,000 acre-feet of active storage. The study will provide a preliminary 
assessment of the potential impacts of reservoir development on the built and natural 
environment, including impacts to cultural resources.  During the Appraisal Study, the four sites 
will be further screened to identify one or two sites that may be suitable to move forward into a 
Feasibility Study and joint NEPA and State Environmental Policy Act (SEPA) EIS.  The 
screening will involve evaluation of the sites for technical feasibility, preliminary costs, degree 
of potential benefits, as well as the extent of potential adverse environmental, socieoeconomic 
and cultural resource impacts.  Areas of concern for potential adverse cultural and environmental 
impacts include, but are not limited to: 
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• Native American trust assets and sacred sites; 

• Archeological resources; 

• National Historic Register eligible resources; 

• Special-status aquatic and terrestrial species (for example, federal threatened and 
endangered species and state sensitive species); 

• Special-status habitat (for example, shrub-steppe habitat) and conservation/preservation 
designated areas (for example, Wild and Scenic River Areas and federal or state wildlife 
refuges); 

• Existing residential, agricultural, extractive industrial, and recreational land uses 
(displacement impacts); and  

• Existing transportation, communication, and utility infrastructure. 

In depth analysis of such impacts would be analyzed in an EIS, should the project proceed to a 
feasibility study.    It is not possible to determine the exact timeline for a feasibility study, EIS, 
and construction because of the many unknown variables, including whether any sites warrant 
additional study, whether Congressional authorization and appropriation of funding can be 
secured.  It is unlikely that any storage facility could be developed before 2020. 
 
An estimate of the timing for the current appraisal study and the potential future feasibility study 
and EIS, should they be pursued, is as follows:  
 

Future Review Action Expected Date of 
Completion Comments 

Appraisal Report March 2007 Four sites narrowed to one or 
two. 

Feasibility Study 2008-2011 Congressional authorization 
required 

NEPA EIS 2008-2011 Part of required Congressional 
authorization 

SEPA EIS 2008-2011 Prepared concurrently with 
NEPA EIS 

 
 
JULY/AUGUST MITIGATION ISSUE 
 
ISSUE:  Several comments were received stating that the mitigation periods outlined in the 
Management Program are not adequately protective of fish, and should not be limited to 
July/August for the Columbia River.  Some commenters questioned what the basis was for 
choosing only that period.  Some commenters also question the impact of this mitigation period 
on Biological Opinion flows.   
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RESPONSE:  The July/August mitigation period for the mainstem Columbia River and April to 
August period for the mainstem Snake River were established by the legislature (RCW 
90.90.030(2)(a) and (b).  The mitigation periods apply only to Voluntary Regional Agreements 
(VRAs) and not to other components of the Management Program.  The legislature determined 
these time periods to be adequate for purposes of mitigating potential instream flow impacts of 
VRAs based on interpretation of information contained in the National Resources Council 
document, Managing the Columbia River:  Instream Flows, Water Withdrawals, and Salmon 
Survival.  Any changes to this mitigation period would require legislative action to amend the 
statute.   
 
While the legislation constrains the period for mitigation associated with VRAs, there are no 
such constraints on the other components of the Management Program.  The primary directives 
of the Columbia River Water Management Act, is for the Department of Ecology (Ecology) to: 
 

“. . . aggressively pursue the development of new water supplies to benefit both instream 
and out-of-stream uses (RCW 90.90.005).”  

 
Ecology is pursuing a full range of options for augmenting instream resources including 
development of new storage, modification of existing storage, and conservation.  Ecology 
intends to continue working with the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife and the 
fisheries co-managers to determine the specific critical periods for when water supplies 
developed through the Management Program should be available for instream use.  Such critical 
periods are not limited to July and August in the Columbia River and April through August in 
the Snake River.   
 
Other protections from the potential impacts of VRAs on stream flows are provided in Sections 
90.90.030(7) and 90.90.030(8) of the Water Management Act.  These sections state that VRAs 
may not be interpreted or administered to preclude the processing of water right applications 
under the Water Code (Chapter 90.03 RCW) or the Groundwater Management Act (Chapter 
90.44 RCW) (RCW) and that VRAs must not impair or diminish a valid water right or a habitat 
conservation plan approved for compliance with the Endangered Species Act (RCW 
90.90.0303(8)).    
 
OPPOSITION TO DAMS AND RESERVOIRS 
 
ISSUE: A number of comment letters were received expressing opposition to storage projects in 
general, because of potential impacts to fish, water quality, upland habitat, and 
community/economic issues.   
 
RESPONSE: In responding to the legislative directive contained in RCW 90.90.005(2) to 
“aggressively pursue development of new water supplies to benefit both in stream and out-of-
stream use,” the Department of Ecology (Ecology) will consider storage to be one of the primary 
tools available to achieve that legislative objective.  This position is consistent with a number of 
specific provisions of the legislation.  For example, RCW 90.90.010 (2)(a) states that 
expenditures from the Columbia River Water Supply Development Account (Account): 
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“. . . may be used to assess, plan, and develop new storage, [and] improve or alter 
operation of existing storage facilities . . . .” 
 

RCW 90.90.010(2)(b) stipulates that two-thirds of the funds placed in the Account: 
 

“. . . shall be used to support the development of new storage facilities . . . .” 
 

The legislation is clear that in assessing proposals for new storage facilities, Ecology must take 
into consideration the need for such facilities, the available alternative means of addressing those 
needs, and the potential negative impacts of such facilities.  RCW 90.90.010(3)(a) states that 
funds from the Account may not be expended on construction of a new storage facility until 
Ecology evaluates: 
 

(i) Water uses to be served by the facility; 
 
(ii) The quantity of water necessary to meet those uses; 
 
(iii) The benefits and costs to the state of meeting those uses, including short-term and 
long-term economic, cultural, and environmental effects; and 
 
(iv) Alternative means of supplying water to meet those uses, including the costs of those 
alternatives and an analysis of the extent to which long-term water supply needs can be 
met using those alternatives.   
 

Cultural, environmental and community  (including socioeconomic) effects associated with a 
proposed storage facility are evaluated in a State Environmental Policy Act Environmental 
Impact Statement.  Should there be significant federal involvement in a proposed storage facility, 
review under the National Environmental Policy Act would be required as well. 
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