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January 10, 2008
Ed Shepard, State Director
USDA Bureau of Land Management
Western Oregon Plan Revisions
P.O. Box 2965

Portland, OR 97208

RE: BLM WOPR DEIS 

Dear Director Shepard:

We appreciate the opportunity to comment on the Bureau of Land Management’s (BLM) draft environmental impact statement detailing the proposed Western Oregon Plan Revision.  Please accept these comments on behalf of the Society of American Foresters representing more than 14,000 professional foresters from the academic, government, private, and not-for-profit sectors.

We strongly support the agency’s efforts to revise its management plans to better reflect the language and intent of the Oregon and California Railroad and Coos Bay Wagon Road Grant Lands Act of 1937 (O&C Act).  The original wording of the O&C Act specifies that these timberlands “shall be managed for permanent forest production, and the timber shall be sold, cut, and removed in conformity with the principles of sustained yield for the purposes of providing a permanent source of timber supply, protecting watersheds, regulating stream flow, and contributing to the economic stability of local communities and industries.”  In this regard, we appreciate the fact the preferred alternative outlined in the Draft Environmental Impact Statement (Alternative 2) strikes a balance between meeting the strictures of the O&C Act, as well as the other social, legal, and environmental constraints under which the agency operates.
While we recognize that the O&C Act was passed in order to provide revenue and other benefits to local Oregon counties through permanent timber production within the sustained-yield bounds of those lands, the timber harvest volume and the associated revenues declined precipitously when the vast majority of O&C lands were designated by the Northwest Forest Plan (NWFP) as late-successional and riparian reserves.  Unfortunately, harvest levels committed to by the NWFP have not been met, and even where harvesting has been permitted a variety of factors has confounded the land management agencies from meeting the timber harvest commitments agreed to in the NWFP.
Consequently, Alternative 2 best reflects a balancing of the multiple-use mission established by the O&C Act, the Federal Land Policy and  Management Act,  the NWFP, and the various environmental laws, such as the Endangered Species Act, with which the
BLM must comport.  Contrary to some critics, Alternative 2 does not appear to establish timber as a dominant use at the expense of other forest resources, but rather attempts to better balance a complex legal, ecological, and management situation.
In addition to our general support for Alternative 2, we would offer the following specific comments on several components of the DEIS and the proposed alternative:

Social and Economics Impacts

It is clear from the analysis presented by the BLM and from other sources that the fundamental social and economic benefits to be derived from the BLM’s O&C lands have become largely subservient to concerns over other resources.  While there is an undeniable importance in protecting the various natural resources co-located in the O&C region, it is equally important that the BLM strive to balance its obligation to contribute to the economic vitality of those local communities dependent upon sustainable timber production, and consequently for the BLM to meet the language and intent of the O&C Act.  
By setting the allowable sale quantity much closer to the biological capabilities of the land, and to the targets agreed upon by the NWFP, Alternative 2 would provide the greatest positive economic impact to the 18 O&C counties—both in terms of payments directly to the local governments and in terms of jobs and earnings—as well as provide the greatest net present value return.  While the SAF would certainly be reluctant to support a public lands alternative that exclusively focused on economic returns to the detriment of other resources and values, Alternative 2 also provides considerable safeguards and considerations of those other forest resources.
Threatened and Endangered Species Habitat

The SAF believes that the preferred alternative effectively fulfills the need to maintain habitat for threatened and endangered species on BLM land subject to the NWFP. Under the preferred alternative, approximately 50% of the O&C lands administered by the BLM would be maintained as northern spotted owl habitat. Moreover, the nesting habitat for the marbled murrelet would increase by 66,000 acres by 2016, and habitat within late-successional reserves and late-successional management areas would increase from 281,300 to 515,000 acres over the next century. The establishment of the Late Successional Management Areas (LSMA) will also contribute to creating large blocks of suitable habitat in order to support clusters of reproducing owls. 

The DEIS indicates that suitable habitat outside of the Late Successional Reserves (LSR) and LSMAs will decline steadily over the next century from 808,100 to 615,900 acres. The SAF considers this to be an acceptable compromise due to the large tracts of suitable habitat that will be created by the LSRs and LSMAs. The original provisions of the NWFP were meant to allow for substantial timber harvest on lands other than those set aside as threatened and endangered species habitat. The SAF strongly feels that the preferred alternative provides the most appropriate means to satisfy the habitat 
requirements set forth by the NWFP and the timber production requirements stipulated under the O&C Act.   This is particularly salient when considering that nearly three-quarters of the BLM’s O&C acreage has already been excluded from the commercial timber base by virtue of the NWFP.
Wilderness Characteristics

All four of the proposed alternatives in the DEIS make the maintenance of wilderness characteristics on BLM land a priority, “excluding the portions of those areas that occur on O&C lands that are suitable for permanent timber production.”  While wilderness characteristics are a desirable attribute of federal forest land, we would like to reiterate the effect of the O&C Act on the overall multiple-use management of these lands.  The preferred alternative would successfully uphold the agency’s land stewardship obligations as it also would fulfill its obligation of sustainable timber harvest.  Additionally, the SAF would like to make note that the potential impact of land maintained for wilderness characteristics on timber production would be negligible due to the fact that less than one percent of O&C lands managed by the BLM have been identified as having wilderness characteristics.

For those lands that the agency has identified in its DEIS as having wilderness characteristics, the SAF supports management of those lands in order to maintain forest health and reduce the threat of wildfire. The removal of excess biomass and second-growth ladder fuels can facilitate and expedite the development of forest with old-growth characteristics while helping to prevent catastrophic wildfire. Though forest management can have an impact on wilderness characteristics in the short-term, the long-term health of the forest will hold greater value and achieve the agency’s goal of maintaining desirable old-growth.

Salvage

Salvage logging can be an effective forest management tool in order to improve forest health and reduce fuels build up. The SAF supports the allowance of salvage logging under the preferred alternative. When conducted under strict procedures and guidelines, the use of salvage logging in the LSMAs after disturbance will assist the goal of developing old-growth forest habitat suitable for threatened and endangered species. The implementation of salvage logging will also serve to fulfill the economic provisions of the O&C Act and provide revenue to the local communities through the recovery of valuable forest products. 

Riparian Harvesting

The SAF supports the preferred alternative’s provisions for riparian management areas. We believe that the 100-foot buffer with a 25-foot no-harvest inner zone sufficiently meets the need to maintain riparian areas within the O&C lands. Though the Riparian Management Areas specified in the preferred alternative are not as stringent as those set by the Aquatic Conservation Strategy (ACS) of the NWFP, there is insufficient evidence suggesting that the broader unmanaged buffers of the ACS are necessary to adequately maintain riparian habitat. 

The preferred alternative allows for limited timber harvest in riparian areas outside the 25-foot no-harvest area. We feel that responsible timber management in riparian areas will effectively maintain and create mature and structurally complex forest while reducing the threat of severe wildfire, which can have devastating effects on sensitive watershed areas. The SAF commends the agency for taking due care to ensure the protection of water resources in its land management practices through the use of Riparian Management Areas and the Best Management Practices described in the DEIS.
 Summary
The SAF commends the BLM for its effort to revise its Western Oregon management plans to better reflect the various commitments made under the NWFP, the mandates of the O&C Act, the recitals and terms of the 2003 Settlement Agreement between the American Forest Resource Council and the BLM, and the on-the-ground realties of public forest land management in the wake of the NWFP.  The SAF believes the BLM has identified a balanced approach to a wide array of oft-competing natural resources uses and a diverse set of demands by the BLM’s public stakeholders.
Once again, thank you for accepting these comments.

Respectfully,


Michael Goergen

Executive Vice-President & CEO
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