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United States Departrnenc of che Interior
BUREAU OF RECLAMATION
· UPPER COLOR.ADO REGION.AL OFFICE
P.O. BOX 11568
SALT LAKE CITY, UT.AH 84147
IN REPLY
REFER TO:

UC-100

SEP 2 8 1390

Memorandum
To:

Regional Director, Fish and Wildlife Service, Region
PO Box 25486, Denver CO 80225

From:

Regional Director
Bureau of Reclamation

Subject:

Review of the Draft Biological Opinion for the Animas-La Plata
Project (Biological Opinion)

The Bureau of Reclamation (Reclamation)· has reviewed the subject draft
biological opinion for the Animas-la Plata project. We have also met with
Colorado Rive, endangered fish experts,_ reviewed the June 1, 1990, San Juan
River Ichthyofaunal Survey, Biological Summary, developed additional
hydrological analyses, and informally discussed the biological basis of the
opinion with the Fish and Wildlife Service (Service) since Reclamation
received the draft biological opinion on May 4, 1990. The purpose of these
actions was to determine if a reasonable and prudent alternative to offset the
likelihood of jeopardy is possible for the Animas-La Plata project. Based on
the foregoing, Reclamation believes that a reasonable and prudent alternative
could be developed.
Hydrologic Analysis
Additional hydrologic information suggests there is a great deal of
flexibility in the operation of Navajo Dam. Also, it appears that more water
is available to the endangered fishes during the summer and fall months than
was available historically, and current spring releases are reduced over what
was historically available. Our new hidrologic analysis shows that by
reducing late fall and winter releases, water could be made available to
increase peaks in the spring, returning the river to a more "natural"
hydrograph. Based on _the hydrologic modeling of the river, under full
depletion, Reclamation believes there is approximately 300,000 acre-feet (AF)
of water that could be available to rec�eate the peak spring flow if it is
determined to .be .necessary to the survival and recovery of the endangered
fishes. - Full depletions n·eed to be clearly defined by listing projects and
their depletions.
·
Additional Biological Review
On June 13, 1990, and again on June 25-26, 1990, Reclamation met with a number
of State, Federal, and private field biologists who are knowledgeable
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regarding endangered Colorado squawfish and razorback sucker, both in and
outside of the San Juan River Basin. Representatives attending the meeting on
June 13 were from the States of Utah and Colorado, consultants for the water
development interests, and Reclamation. Additional representatives from the
Service and the State of New Mexico attended the meeting on June 25 and 26.
The meeting on June 13 focused on the biological basis of the draft opinion·
and the availability of stored water in Navajo Reservoir to meet critical flow
needs of the endangered fish. On June 25-26, the discussions centered more on
the overall hydrology of the San Juan River, including historical flows,
present use, and future flexibility of meeting flow needs of the endangered
fish through project re-operation. Discussions at both meetings focused on
the recently completed infonnation available in the San Juan River
Ichthyofaunal Study, New Mexico-Utah, 1987 to 1989, and the new hydrologic
analyses conducted by Reclamation. No specific alternatives were presented or
available for consideration.
The biologists concluded that available information from the San Juan River
indicates there is a small reproducing population of Colorado squawfish and
despite the physical and biological impacts presently occurring to the river,
the squawfish and razorback sucker continue to survive. It also appe�rs that
while seasonal flows of the river have been regulated by the construction of a
mainstem impoundment and irrigation diversions, sufficient water occurs in
some years to enable the Colorado squawfish to reproduce. While reproduction
may be occurring, there was no evidence, in recent collections (1987 to 1989)
of r.ecruitment of either species of concern and that based on the total number
of fish collected and the apparent absence of recruitment, it is unlikely the
population of Colorado squawfish and aggregation of r�zorback sucker could be
maintained under current conditions.
The biologists agreed that the recent collections of Colorado squawfish in the
San Juan River, although limited, are biologically s1gnificant, constituting
what may be considered a third population; thus, offering further protection
and recovery potential for the species. However, the avai 1 ab 1 e infonnation
strongly suggests that without active management, the San Juan River
population is in jeopardy, even without further water depletions.
The following are major comments and conclusions as a result of the biological
and hydrologic review:
1. It was the general consensus of the biologists that the biological
opinion accurately reflected the current or known status of the Colorado
squawfish-and razorback sucker in the San Juan River.
2.

The jeopardy 11 opinion was generally supported by the biologists.
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3. It was agreed that the San Juan River population of endangered fishes
is important to the survival and recovery of the species.
4. In addition to flow depletions, other conditions presently occurring
San Juan River, including the proliferation of non-native species,
the
in
lity degradation, the blocking of migration routes, and loss of
qua
ter
wa
riparian areas, are extremely detrifilental to the survival and recovery of the
endangered fishes.
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5. Some biologists believed that there may be a potential for developing
a reasonable and prudent alternative which could offset impacts caused by
certain further depletions to the San Juan River. This was based on the
available biological information for the species both in and outsi9e of the
San Juan River Basin and the hydrologic analyses suggesting the availability
of water under full depletion and Reclamation's flexibility to reoperate
Navajo Dam to meet future flow needs of the fish. It was also predicated on
the understanding that there is an urgent need to initiate intensive
management to deal with water quality, non-native species and migration
blockage which is seen as being extremely important. Additional
investigations on the native fish community are essential to detennine
specific critical flow needs as are the development and initiation of the
formal long-term recovery program for the protection and recovery of the
endangered fish of the San Juan River.
Other biologists believed that additional biological studies on the river were
necessary and more information was needed regarding the flexibility of Navajo
Dam and availability of water before determining whether a reasonable and
prudent alternative to certain future depletions was available.
Process to Develop a Reasonable and Prudent Alternative
Based on our review of the draft biological op1n1on, review of additional
biological and hydrologic information, and discussions with fishery experts,
and the Service, Reclamation proposes a process for developing a reasonable
and.prudent alternative. We propose that the Service and Reclamation work
together to develop the details of a proposed reasonable and prudent
alternative including a proposed instream flow regime that would be
biologically and hydrologically suppor�able within 60 days after receipt of
this memorandum. Reclamation recognizes that the Service is legally required
to make the final detennination of whether the newly developed alternative
would offset the likelihood oi jeopardy to the species.
We believe that if a reasonable and prudent alternative is found to be
acceptable, it would have at least the following three elements:
1. Specifically design a 5 -year research project under the proposed San
Juan River Basin Endangered Fishes Recovery Program (Program) to further
refine the i"nstream flow regime by utilizing the operational flexibility of
Navajo Reservoir. For the research effort, within the physical and hydrologic
capabilities, Reclamation would provide approximately 300,000 AF of peak
spring releases from Navajo Reservoir as research flows. Under average
hydrologic conditions, Reclamation would provide these flows 4 out of 5 years.
If drought conditions persist, research flows may have to be extended;
however, releases less than 300, 000 AF could possible be tested for research
purposes during drought years. The research flows wo1Jld be accompanied by a.
change in trout fishery flows from 530 cfs to 300 cfs. If · the studies confirm
that releases are needed to enhance endangered .fishes downstream to offset the
likelihood of jeopardy, these releases would be made approximately 40 percent
of the time on a long-term basis, under the auspices of the Program described
below, and legally protected to and through the habitat of the endangered
fish. Through the Program, addit ional water management and supply measures
would be investigated to provide increased wat2r for the Colorado squawfish
and razorback sucker, if needed.
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2. A San Juan River Basin Endangered Fishes Recovery Program would be
initiated. This Program would be fashioned after the one developed for the
Green and Colorado Rivers. The goal of the program would be to protect and
recover the endangered fish in the San Juan River instituting five .basic
recovery elements: (1) habitat management including legally protected
instream flows, (2) habitat development and maintenance, {3) stocking of
native fish species, (4) non-native species and sportfish management, and {5)
research, long-tenn monitoring and data management. The Program would be
developed cooperatively and signed by all appropriate parties necessary to
ensure its successful im�lementation. The Program would be developed in the
fall of 1990 and implemented in 1991 to insure recovery activities are
initiated.
The implementation of the San Juan Basin Recovery Implementation Program
would function as a reasonable and prudent alternative for existing and future
actions that would deplete water from the river. Inherent to the Program
would be the assurance that sufficient progress would be made towards
improving instream flow conditions (i. e. , migration barriers eliminated or
passage made possible, water quality conditions improved, stocking of
competing species eliminated, and seasonal flow needs of the native species
fine tuned and legally protected, and maintained) before existing and future
projects (such as the remainder of the Animas-La Plata project features) could
rely on the Program as a reasonable and prudent alternative to avoid the
likelihood of jeopardy. These positive endangered fish recovery activities
would be the basis of the program while providing a mechanism for considering
water development interests.
·
3: The opinion will be issued on all features of the Animas-la Plata
project. However, the proposed reasonabl� and prudent alternative wouuld only
include construction of Ridges Basin Reservoir, Durango Pumping Plant, and
inlet pipeline. Approximately 80,000 AF of water for municipal and industrial
purposes would be developed with a net depletion of 50,000 AF.

ReconmenGations
We recommend that the Service and Reclamation biol�gists and hydrologists
begin immediately to analyze the feasibility of the concept we have laid out
for a proposed reasonable and prudent alternative. This effort should include
discussions with species experts, including experts from the States, tribes,
environmental interests and water users, regarding the biological feasibility
of th� proposed alternative and discussions with various interests on aspects
of the proposed Program for the San Juan River Basin. This effort should be
completed within 60 days following receipt of this memorandum. If the Service
determines that the proposed reasonable and prudent alternative is
biologically supportable and will _offset the likelihood of jeopardy, then the
Service would prepare a final draft opinion by December 1, 1990. The Service
and Reclamation would provide ample opportunity for involvement by various
interests in developing the Program for the endangered fishes in the San Juan
River Basin. _Such interests include the States, water interests, Federal
agencies, the environmental community, and the tribes. The Program must
comply with the National Environmental Policy Act and should be completed by
April 1, 1991. The States, Department of the Interior, environmental
community, and possibly the tribes would be party to an agreement to implement
the Program. The final opinion will be issued after such agreement is
executed.
4

Completion of consultation on new or existing projects will not be completed
until there has been sufficient progress in the implementation of the San Juan
River Basin Endangered Fishes Recovery Program.
Extension of Consultation
As stated above, completion of the Section 7 consultation for the
Animas-La Plata project would be subject to implementation of the Program. We
anticipate that in order to cooperatively develop and initiate such a program,
the consultation period must be extended until the spring of 1991, at which
time the Service would then issue a final biological opinion. Therefore, we
request an extension of the consultation period until April 1, 1991.
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UPPER COLORADO REGIONAL OffICE
P.O. BOX 11568
SALT LAKE CITY, UTAH 84147

IN REPLY
REFER TO:

UC-770

MAR O 4 1991

Mr. Galen Buterbaugh
Regional Director
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
Region 6
P.O. Box 25486
Denver CO 80225
Subject:

Follow-up to Review of May 4, 1990, Draft Animas-La Plata Biological
Opinion (Biological Opinion) (Endangered Species)

Dear Mr. Buterbaugh:
As noted in our September 28, 1990, memorandum on the above subject, the
Bureau of Reclamation (Reclamation) initiated a process with various
San Juan River Basin water users and environmental interests to detennine if a
reasonable and prudent alternative could be developed for the Animas-La Plata
(ALP) project. In addition, the U.S. Fish -and Wildlife Service (Service),
while not an active participant, attended all the meetings, and provided
technical fishery and hydrology assistance throughout the entire process.
The process allowed water user groups and other interested parties to have
their interests considered throughout the development of a reasonable and
prudent alternative. In an effort to assist the process, the water users
developed an alternative for consideration by Reclamation and the Service.
At the October 9, 1990, meeting, three teams were organized to assist in the
development of a reasonable and prudent alternative: Biology, Hydrology, and
Legal Teams. The Biology Team's primary objective was to determine if an
alternative was available to preclude the likelihood of jeopardy of the ALP
project on the endangered Colorado squawfish and razorback sucker.
After the development of the teams, in recognition of the complexity of issues
regarding the possible development of a reasonable and prudent alternative and
in keeping with the Secretary of Interior's trust responsibility to the Indian
tribes of the San Juan River Basin; the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) has
requested to be party to the formal Section 7 Consultation (memorandum dated
December 21 1990) process. After discussions with the BIA, Reclamation has
agreed that'it would be appropriate for the BIA to be party to the formal
consultation process. However, pursuant to 50 CFR 402.07 (Code of Federal
Regulations), Reclamation requested to be designated as the lead agency in the
Section 7 Consultation for the ALP project, and the SIA has agreed that
Reclamation will be the lead agenc y.
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As you know, the BIA has participated in the process conducted by Reclamation
in development of a reasonable and prudent alternative. Representatives from
the BIA and the various Indian tribes likely to be affected by the outcome of
the alternative development process h ave attended meetings of the ALP project
alternative development group. We believe th e BIA and tribal representatives
are fully aware of the ongoing process. To facilitate the BIA's request to be
party in the consultation process, their representatives will be requested to
attend future meetings between the respective agencies.
After reviewing the results of the process undertaken by the three teams,
which is presented in their meeting summaries and expressed in the development
of th e Biology Team's alternative (Enclosure 1) , Reclamation independently
determined there is a biologically supportable, reasonable and prudent
alternative for the ALP project. The development of Reclamation's reasonable
and prudent alternative, which we offer for your full consideration, has taken
into consideration th e findings of th e Biology Team and is in keeping with our
responsibilities under Section 7 of the Endangered Species Act to not take
actions which are likely to jeopardize the continued existence of the
endangered fish of the San Juan River and to promote the recovery of the
species and their habitat.
In the development of Reclamation's alternative, consideration was also given
to the States' alternative which was presented at a meeting of the
San Juan River group on November 19, 1990. Wh ile Reclamation has difficulty
with some items of the States' proposal, certain items of their alternative
h ave elements that are consistent with and incorporated in Reclamation's
alternative.
Reclamation's Reasonable and Prudent Alternative
The following elements of Reclamation•s alternative are based on the
conclusions of the Biology Team including the development of an alternative
which was supported by each of the team members (Enclosure 2 includes letters
of support). The basis of th is alternative centers on three critical
assumptions developed by the species experts serving on th e Biology Team:
1. The San Juan River population of Colorado squawfish, while
representing a reproducing population, are in danger of becoming extirpated.
In addition the razorback sucker is also in danger of becoming extirpated.
However, with appropriate management, th e status of th e populations might be
enhanced.
2. The present (flow) conditions of the San Juan River have been
significantly altered or impacted by the operation of Navajo Dam and other
man-caused impacts along the river�
3. There is an urgent need to collect in-depth biological, phy sical, and
chemical· information on the fish and their habitats and to assess the
application of all information.
Based on the above assumptions, the proposed reasonable and prudent
alternative is offered for your consideration. The alternative contains
elements. One recommendation is also provided for your consideration.
7
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Reclamation believes the alternative is biologically supportable only if all
of the elements are implemented and commitments are made in support of the
recommendation.
Elements
1. After reviewing current hydrologic conditions and how Reclamation
could operate Navajo Dam to mimic the natural hydrograph, it was detennined
that a depletion of 57,100 acre-feet was acceptable for the ALP project. This
depletion is that portion of the ALP project available from the construction
of Ridges Basin Dam and Reservoir, Durango Pumping Plant, and inlet pipeline,
as those features are defined in the 1979 Definite P lan Report (OPR).
2. Seven years of research effort on the San Juan and its tributaries
would be funded with emphasis on observing a biological response in the fish
population and habitat conditions. -Funding of the 7-year research efforts
will be assumed by Reclamation. However, if in the future other funding
sources become available through the development of a Recovery Implementation
Program (RIP), Reclamation's funding will be directed to the RIP. Funding of
the research and all other recovery activities for the endangered fish of the
San Juan River would then be the responsibility of participating parties of
the RIP.
The Biology Team recommended and Reclamation agrees that a 7-year research
effort would allow for the collection of critical information from the
San Juan River during the construction of those features of the ALP project,
as defined in the 1979 OPR, that would make possible the depletion of
approximately 57,100 acre-feet of water. The 7 years of research would be
separated into two phases. The first phase would include a 2-year effort
concentrating on defining the distribution and abundance of the species, water
quality contamination sources and effects, effects of fish movement
impediments, and investigations on other factors believed to limit native fish
survival. The second phase (5 years) of research would be based in part upon
the infonnation obtained in the first 2 years of research but the goal of the
research effort would be to characterize _those factors which limit native fish
populations and the collection of critical infonnation on the seasonal flow
needs of the fish. These data would allow for detennining seasonal flow
recommendations at the end of the 7-year period for the endangered fish and
allow for a critical evaluation of whether the remainder of the ALP project
(104,000 acre-feet) could proceed with construction. It is understood that
before construction of the other ALP project facilities can proceed,
Reclamation would have to reinitiate Section 7 Consultation.
3. At the end of the 7-year research period, Navajo Oam would be operated
to mimic a natural hydrograph on a .long-term basis on research flow
recommendations. Mimicry of the natural hydrograph consists of high spring
flows followed by low summer, fall, and winter flows. It is Reclamation's
opinion that a specific flow recommendation cannot be made until the end of
the 7-year research period. However to offset the 57,100 acre-feet depletion
associated with the ALP project, Reclamation makes ·a long-ti:?rm commitment to
:nimic the natural hydrograph. When specific flow recommendations are made to
protect and enhance the endangered fish, the mechanism would be in place to
assure the flows are rel eased in such a manner as to provide maximum benefit
to the endangered fish.
8
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4. Navajo Dam will be operated for the next 7 years under study
guidelines to mimic a natural hydrograph thereby returning flow conditions to
more natural conditions. Test flows will be provided to include a wide range
of flow conditions including high flows hypothesized to be beneficial for the
endangered fish, which are part of the native fish community. Reclamation
supports the premise that a commitment of returning the San Juan River to more
natural conditions by mimicry of the natural hydrograph for a 7 -year period
would allow for the collection of critical life history, infonnation, and
habitat needs of the endangered fish which would support the detennination of
seasonal flow requirements.
Based on results of the hydrologic modeling conducted during the
development of the above alternative, it is Reclamation's opinion, and also
the conclusion of the Biology Team, that an additional 57 ,100 acre-fEet
depletion will not appreciably affect Reclamation's ability to mimic the
natural hydrograph under current levels of depletion of the San Juan River.
The Biology Team concluded and Reclamation agrees that returning the river to
more natural condition coupled with 7 y ears of research to detennine the flow
needs of the fish, fully offsets any adverse impacts of a 57 ,100 acre-feet
depletion to the endangered fish or their habitat.
5. R�clamation maintains
are specific for restoring or
their habitat must be legally
habitat in the San Juan River
project.

that any releases of water from Navajo Oam that
enhancing the endangered fish community and
protected throughout the fishes entire occupied
before any depletions occur from the ALP

Recommendation
Reclamation agrees with the Biology Team that a long-term RIP be developed
within 12 months for the San Juan River Basin. It was the opinion of the
Biology Team that in order to satisfy the needs of all parties, an RIP would
take several months to develop and fully implement. It is Reclamation's
op1n1on that if commitments can be mad� by all parties involved to satisfy
element 5 above and provide protection to the endangered fish including
sharing of potential water shortages, then the actual development of an RIP
can proceed in a manner to more fully accommodate the concerns of all parties.
At a min imum, the RIP should:
1. Provide for the protection and enhancement of the native fish
community, specifically the endangered species.
2.

Outline a future Section 7 process for the San Juan River Basin.

3. Provide for long-tenn recovery of endangered fish including the
long-term research and monitoring of the native fish community.
4. Prov id e for the protection of reservoir releases an d sharing of
poten tial water shortages by Fed eral projects subject to Section 7
Con sultat ions in the San Juan River Basin .
Al so, Reclamation supports the Biology Team's recommend ation that hecause
,niinicry of the natural hydr�ograph may affect the ''blu2 ribbon" trout fishery
9
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in New Mexico, research should be conducted to determine the effects of
reservoir releases for native fish on the tailwater trout fishery . A wide
range of test flow conditions should be examined during the next 7 y ears so
definitive answers can be made regarding impacts to both the native fish
community and the trout fishery.
The RIP should provide for long-term research and monitoring of the native
fish community of which the endangered species are an integral part. It is
the opinion of both Reclamation and the Biology Team that research on the San
Juan River needs to take a native fish community approach in order to recover
the endangered species.
Reclamation fully supports the above alternative and the basic assumptions
upon which it is based. Furthennore, it is Reclamation's opinion that the
development of a San Juan River RIP should provide the mechanism for securing
and protecting needed water throughout the fishes occupied habitat when flow
recommendations are detennined. In order to provide for assurance by the
parties of continued "good faith" efforts toward development of an RIP,
Reclamation recommends that an agreement be signed by the appropriate parties
committing to the development of the RIP. At a minimum, we believe the
agreement should be signed by the Service; Reclamation; the BIA, the States of
Colorado, New Mexico, and Utah; and the four Indian tribes in the
San Juan River Basin. The agreement should assure the protection of reservoir
releases through areas of occupied habitat 7 provide for sharing of potential
shortages of water, assure commitment for mimicry of the natural hydrograph on
a long-term hasis, and the commitment to develop an RIP within 12 months.
Reclamation maintains that with an executed agreement, the Service could then
issue the Final Biological Opinion which would allow for the construction
start of the agreed features of the ALP project to deplete 57,100 acre-feet
while pursuing the development of the RIP.
As a final issue prior to the preparation of a Draft Biological Opinion, the
Service has requested that Reclamation consider whether conferencing is
necessary on the razorback sucker. This species was proposed as endangered
under the Endangered Species Act. Information collected during the survey
work conducted from 1987 to 1989, suggests the razorback sucker is extremely·
rare in the San Juan River proper. Only one razorback sucker was collected
from the river in 1988, and recruitment has not been documented in the river
or Lake Powell. This information is consistent with data collected on the
Green and Colorado Rivers which confirms the precarious status of the species
in the Upper Basin.
I

The cause of the species' decline is unknown. However, the virtual absence of
r�cruitment in the Upper Basin suggests that both biological and phy sical
factors may be adversely affecting the survival of early life stages of the
razorback sucker. Investigations are currently underway on the Green and
Colorado Rivers to promote the recovery of the razorback sucker in the
Upper Basin. Part of these efforts include the capture and removal of
razorback sucker from the San Juan River and arm of Lake Powell for genetic
analyses and future devel opment of a separate brood stock if necessary. This
recovery effort is being undertaken so stocking of razorback sucker of the
same genetic parentag<: can 0ccur in the S an Juan River, if these f ish are
determined to be geneticJll y unique.

6

Based on the above inf ormation, including the ongoing recovery activities
aff orded the razorback sucker under the existing R IP for Endangered Fish
Species in the Upper Colorado River Basin, Reclamation has detennined that any
impacts of depleting 57,100 acre-feet of water by the ALP project wi11 be
fully offset by implementation of the reasonable and prudent alternative.
Throughout the development of the alternative, the razorback sucker was
considered as an integral part of the native fish community. Improvement of
current flow conditions with the reoperation of Navajo Dam to mimic the
natural hydrograph is expected to benefit both the Colorado squawfish and
razorback sucker as well as the entire native fish community. The research
and future development of a long-term RIP for the endangered fish will provide
additional protection and recovery measures for the razorback sucker.
Reclamation requests that the Service proceed with the issuance of a new Draft
Biological Opinion on the Colorado squawfish and initiate a conference on the
razorback sucker for the ALP project. We would like to meet the April 1,
1991, date for receiving a Final Biological Opinion. Reclamation wants to
assure you of our commitment to the protection and recovery of the endangered
Colorado River f ish through the future development of an RIP for the San Juan
River and wi 11 assist. the Service in securing the necessary co,!)nitment for the
RIP from the other interested parties.
With the Service's acceptance of the reasonable and prudent alternative
outlined above, Reclamation assumes the process initiated last October 9,
1990, is complete and the three organized teams will be disbanded. In our
estimation, all three of the teams performed in a professional manner and it
is to their credit that we have proceeded as far as we have in developing an
alt2rnative for the ALP project.
Sincerely,

0oYd4!

.· t(1Roland Robison
Regional Director
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