
 

Dear Director Bellon,  

Southern Resident orcas are one of the most endangered marine mammals in the world. The Chinook 

salmon populations these whales once relied on, particularly those in the Columbia-Snake River Basin, 

are just a remnant of their former levels, leaving these whales with far less food to eat. The Columbia 

and Snake river chinook were once the largest and most abundant salmon species anywhere on the 

west coast, providing Southern Residents with a critical winter food source at a time when there are few 

other salmon species available. The decline of salmon populations across the Northwest is complex, but 

the most significant factor is the degradation of salmon habitat--particularly the damming of rivers. 

Dams and their reservoirs slow adult and juvenile salmon migration, making them increasingly 

susceptible to predation and lethally warm water. Large reservoirs on the Columbia and Snake rivers 

make it difficult for young salmon to quickly and safely migrate to the ocean where they can mature into 

adults. A highly effective, near-term step we can take that addresses part of this problem is to increase 

the amount of water spilled over the federal dams in the Columbia Basin. Decades of scientific research 

and observation have shown that spill is the safest way for juveniles to migrate past dams and reservoirs 

to the ocean and that higher levels of spill result in larger adult salmon returns in subsequent years. For 

over two decades, Washington?s total dissolved gas (TDG) standards, which limit the amount of water 

that can be spilled, have been overly conservative and harmed salmon survival. The best available 

science suggests that eliminating the 115% forebay TDG standard as you propose and immediately 

increasing the tailrace TDG standards to 125% will maximize the benefits of spill without negatively 

impacting other species or the environment. Increasing spill to this level is estimated to result in 

hundreds of thousands more adult salmon, making spill one of the most effective near-term actions the 

state can take to provide more food for our starving orcas. More than 20 years of empirical data about 

the effects of dissolved gas on salmon support this conclusion. This data warrants raising TDG standards 

to 125%. Southern resident orcas are starving to death due to the lack of Chinook salmon. As a result, 

they are unable to find enough food to survive and successfully raise new calves. This situation requires 

an emergency response. I strongly urge you to increase the state?s TDG standards to 125% in time for 

the 2019 outmigration and through 2021 as well.  
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