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January 11, 2008

88631 Nelson Mountain Road

Walton, OR 97490

Attention BLM personnel:


As a permanent resident and long-time field worker in forests of the Oregon Coast Ranges, I am writing to express my concern over the preferred Alternative 2 forest management revisions as outlined in the WOPR DEIS. I do not support the proposed departure from the existing management direction under the Northwest Forest Plan. I urge you to reconsider the “No Action Alternative.” While meeting the need for a late-successional forest reserve areas designed to provide sufficient habitat to support viable populations of Northern spotted owls and other interior forest inhabitants, the strong protections afforded to riparian forests under the Northwest Forest Plan further demonstrate a clear commitment to the integrity of the broader landscape. The implicit recognition of the critical interaction of forest and aquatic systems occurring in riparian zones is perhaps the greatest strength of the Northwest Forest Plan and, conversely the most significant shortcoming of Alternative 2. In addition to the critical role of riparian forests in the structure and function of aquatic systems, these forests provide for crucial aspects of the life histories of many terrestrial organisms. The potential for further functionality of riparian reserves as dispersal corridors and refugia for terrestrial forest organisms, particularly in the context of an increasingly fragmented landscape, is a key achievement of the Northwest Forest Plan. There are numerous benefits of maintaining a network of well-forested riparian corridors throughout the landscape, with some distinct advantages over the late-successional reserve system alone. Concerns regarding our ability to adhere to reserve protections for the long-term (the validity of which the alternatives outlined in the WOPR DEIS, just over 10 years since adoption of the Northwest Forest Plan, readily demonstrate), lead me to believe that an integrated approach of modifying forest practices throughout the landscape is also essential. This is a role which the riparian forests are ideally suited to fulfill, offering both a key failsafe to ensure that at least residual corridors of late-successional forest are retained and, conferring substantial benefits to watersheds. 

I have worked with Northern spotted owls on study area which is in part comprised of the Eugene BLM lands north of highway 126 and west of the Siuslaw River for nearly 15 years. I am well acquainted with this landscape, its current condition and, the status of owls in the area. While I support the areas identified under Alternative 2 as the best large blocks remaining on Eugene BLM lands to serve in the capacity as late-successional forest/ owl reserves, I oppose the abandonment of protections for the matrix sites which currently support active pairs. I do not understand the legal mechanism by which BLM proposes to take these matrix sites. However, even if the mechanism were to simply wait until a 5 year period of vacancy had elapsed before harvesting, I still fundamentally object to the intent. Particularly in view of the proposed reductions in the overall extent of the reserve areas (under Alternative 2), protection of some of the highest quality tracts capable of supporting single pairs within the expanded matrix/ active timber management areas should be given careful consideration. Given the current status of owls on the lands outside of the reserves delineated under Alternative 2 and, the 60-80 year rotation model being proposed for the active timber management zone, it is highly probable that Northern spotted owls will be fully extirpated from this part of the Coast Ranges. I expect the persistence of owls in active timber management areas/ matrix elsewhere in the state to be similarly poor given the forest practices proposed. The “suitable habitat” projection tables in the DEIS provide a very misleading representation of current and future habitat conditions for spotted owls. In fact, the forest management plan outlined in Alternative 2 will result in substantial, effectively permanent, losses of high quality existing forest habitat. While 60-80 year old managed stands may meet low-end definitions for “suitable habitat,” these clearly offer a drastically degraded substitute for existing unmanaged late-successional forest tracts.

Related, I object to the misuse of the term “sustainable” throughout the DEIS document. It is at best misleading. A sustainable practice is one in which the resource is not permanently degraded from its’ original state, when at some point in the future the resource is restored to its’ original state. Further, relative to forestry, sustainability suggests an equilibrium state in which recruitment of older forest is occurring at the same rate it is being removed through harvest. This is precisely what past forest practices have failed to achieve, the legacy of which sparked the past 20 years of controversy over NW forests and, the very same practices Alternative 2 proposes to reinstate. The native forest tracts Alternative 2 proposes to replace with commercial tree farms possess not only very old trees, but also the structural complexity resulting from unique and site-specific disturbance histories. Under a management regimen of 60-80 year harvest, these original forests will not exist again in the foreseeable future, if ever. This is little different than the 30-40 year rotations now practiced by many of the private timber companies (not surprisingly, considered as a subalternative of the preferred alternative). This also, timber managers would have us believe, is sustainable forestry. Yet, these models ensure that areas which were originally late-successional forest will in perpetuity be suppressed by harvest to remain in establishment and early seral stages of development. Not only has nearly half of this original forest been cut (on public land, this figure is closer to 75% across all ownerships), but very little of the second growth has reached 80 years old, so we have harvested way ahead of even this relatively short rotation schedule. It does not take great mathematical insight to recognize that this is something much more akin to asset liquidation than sustainable use.  

The role of public land management within the context of private timberlands, which account for over half of the original forestlands in the region, is an element which lacks sufficient analysis in the DEIS. While there is a general acknowledgement of the checkerboard pattern of ownership, it circumvents the issue of our refusal to impose regulations to ensure that the private timberlands make some minimal contribution to landscape integrity. Worse, it seems to offer the discontinuous ownership pattern as an excuse for why integrated stream restoration may not be possible, as if the objective is not worth pursuing because we can only effectively manage the public portions of a basin. I strongly disagree with this perspective; if collaboration cannot be achieved through regulation or incentive, public lands have an additional burden of responsibility with respect to fulfilling the role of forests in supporting viable populations of indigenous fish and wildlife and functional watersheds as well as many of the other emergent functions of forested landscapes: thermal moderation, climatic stabilization, carbon sequestration, nutrient cycling, regulation of precipitation patterns and throughfall entrapment, stabilization of slopes and stream channels, etc. In the wake of the dramatic reductions in federal timber harvest in the early 1990’s, the rate of harvest on private lands intensified significantly in the late 1990’s and 2000’s. Figure 35 on page 233 of the DEIS does not appear to support this assertion, indicating a relatively level annual harvest volume from private timberlands over the years around 3 billion board feet. It may be that this is a localized effect, and/or that much more acreage is being harvested to yield equivalent volumes under the accelerated rotation schedules now practiced. Whatever the explanation, the on the ground impact is dramatic. Much of the commercial private timberlands neighboring public land in the Eugene BLM Coast Ranges checkerboard are currently bare ground or, brush and several-year-old trees. From a standpoint of overall landscape integrity, the harvest plans under Alternative 2 come at a time when the landscape can least afford them. 
During the past 15 years, much of our public dialogue regarding timber in the Northwest has remained in a state of stalemate. An intensely polarized argument/ counterargument has focused almost exclusively on jobs versus forest conservation as an either/or situation. Perhaps the solution lies not in harvesting more (which we know we cannot achieve without unacceptable degradation), but rather modifying the way it is being utilized? I’m no economist, but I see little evidence in the rural communities here in the Coast Ranges that any progressive restructuring or diversification of local economies is occurring. Further, it seems more difficult for small timber-based enterprises to persist than ever, not because timber is unavailable, but rather because the small millwright is simply unable to compete in the economy of scale driven commercial timber market. The few small mills around eke by working in a narrow market of salvaged timber, cedar shakes or specialty hardwoods. For many of these folks, it is a supplemental income, insufficiently profitable to even serve as a primary income. Given the enormous value of the forest resources which are being extracted from the landscape in which these rural communities exist, how can it be that there is so little local opportunity and benefit? If we are going to seriously consider further withdrawals from the dwindling balance of our federal (commonwealth) forest account, I think it is paramount that we explore every avenue available to ensure real benefits are realized by the rural economies we claim to be championing. In my view, Alternative 2 is offering little more than crisis management and a perpetuation of the mismanagement of our public forests. We need the leadership, forward thinking and creative solutions which I believe we have had at least a glimpse of in the Northwest Forest Plan. It should not be abandoned lightly and, certainly not before development of progressive solutions which offer both real promise of long-term ecological integrity and, the maximum possible socioeconomic benefit.

Sincerely,

Chris McCafferty

