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January 9, 2008
Bureau of Land Management

Western Oregon Plan Revisions

P.O. Box 2965 

Portland, OR 97208

To Whom It May Concern:

The Scappoose Bay Watershed Council (SBWC) would like to provide comments on the Western Oregon Plan Revisions (WOPR). The intent of these comments is to provide local information about the potential impacts of the preferred alternative, and to suggest that retaining the current riparian corridor protection would best serve this watershed and the economic health of this community. These comments specifically address the intent of the O & C Lands Act: 

O&C lands shall be managed “ …in conformity with the principal of sustained yield for the purpose of providing a permanent source of timber supply, protecting watersheds, regulating stream flow, and contributing to the economic stability of local communities and industries, and providing recreational facilities.”
The Council is particularly concerned with protecting watersheds, stream flow, community economic stability, and recreational opportunities. While it is important to sustain a viable timber industry in this area, it shouldn’t come at the cost of healthy watersheds, or be a detriment to the community in the long-term. We strongly encourage BLM to leave the current NW Forest Plan management scenario in place within the Scappoose Bay Watershed (e.g., no action alternative).
One of the pieces that is lacking from the WOPR is local knowledge of the conditions of individual watersheds. A search through the reference documents for the WOPR reveals that watershed assessments were not included in the information used to develop the revisions. Watershed assessments provide specific information on watershed conditions and are developed using the best available scientific and historical information.
In 1999, BLM helped fund, and coordinated with SBWC and David Evans and Associates, the development of the Scappoose Bay Watershed Assessment (January 2000). The assessment was prepared following OWEB Watershed Assessment Guidelines.  The assessment analyzed historic conditions, classified channel types, assessed fisheries and habitat conditions, identified channel modifications and sediment sources, evaluated riparian and wetland conditions, looked at water quality, water use, and hydrology and, based on this information, provided a synthesis of watershed conditions and identified the potential refugia (strongholds) for salmonids that remain in the watershed. The assessment follows the general approach from the Oregon Aquatic Habitat Restoration and Enhancement Guide (1999) for prioritizing future efforts.  
 The SBW Assessment identified in-stream temperatures, sedimentation, riparian conditions, and in-stream barriers as potentially significant impacts to salmon bearing streams. The 85,000 acre watershed includes 276 stream miles and supports 4 salmonid species, including ESA listed coho, steelhead, and Chinook.  Watershed-wide temperature monitoring in 1998-99 showed that all stream reaches monitored exceeded the State Water Quality Standard for temperature and in lower stream reaches exceeded 70 degrees F- a near lethal threshold for salmonids (p. 115 SBW assessment). Surface erosion hazard is predominantly moderate/high or high in the upper, forested portions of SBW (map 7-1 SBWA). Riparian conditions are low (table 8-1, p. 101 SBWA) and large woody debris conditions are undesirable (map 8-2 SBWA) in much of SBW.  This information is consistent with the findings of ODFW riparian condition and large wood surveys conducted in 1999 and 2007 (partially funded through BLM).
Private commercial forest lands constitute the majority of the forested portion of SBW.  Riparian and stream conditions on private forest lands are generally poor in SBW as noted above. While BLM manages approximately 5% of the SBW, BLM lands contain the best quality riparian and stream habitat conditions. BLM’s own watershed assessment (Ecosystem Analysis at the Watershed Scale) found that less than 1% of the watershed consisted of old growth forest.  In the Scappoose Bay Watershed, BLM lands provide the only wood for instream restoration projects that is large enough to persist in streams during high flows.  For this reason, blow down from upland areas on BLM lands were used by the SBWC for the Gourlay Creek and Cox Creek large wood placement projects. While the SBWC would like to restore riparian areas in the watershed so they function as large wood sources for streams in the watershed, the current management of private forest lands means that BLM lands will continue to be a critical source of large wood and clear, cool water in the watershed. 

BLM has been a strong partner with the SBWC, helping with fish passage designs; providing native plants and large wood; coordinating on monitoring and assessment efforts; and funding a portion of fish barrier removal efforts. A good example of cooperative efforts between BLM, the SBWC, and private landowners is the comprehensive fish barrier removal effort on Cedar Creek, within the North Scappoose Creek sub-watershed.  This series of fish barrier correction projects now enables salmon and trout to access salmonid refugia on BLM lands in the Cedar Creek headwaters. 
The BLM lands in this watershed are generally steep, have high erosion potential, contain the largest tracts of remaining old growth in the watershed, and are currently designated as late-successional reserves (LSRs) under BLM’s management plan.  All of the BLM lands in the watershed benefit from the high level of aquatic protection provided by the NW Forest Plan riparian reserves currently in place.  None of the forest lands in the watershed, other than BLM lands, are likely to be managed for aquatic and wildlife purposes. Based on the WOPR website maps, it appears that BLM lands currently designated as LSR, Connectivity habitat, and Matrix would be designated as timber management areas with 25’ – 100’ riparian management areas around streams.  Extensive timber harvest would be allowed within the reduced riparian management areas particularly along intermittent streams which make up a major portion of the SBW in the steep headwaters.  
Since BLM lands are in the upper watershed, downstream effects could include sedimentation, impacts to in-stream flow, temperature increases, and reductions in large wood recruitment. This causes particular concern for the City of Scappoose municipal water supply which originates in the headwaters of South Scappoose Creek, Lazy (Lacey), and Gourlay Creeks. This area of the watershed is both the drinking water supply for a growing community, and critical habitat for salmon. According to the SBW Assessment and analysis of aerial photos, this area is prone to slides, has a high surface erosion potential, and adjacent industrial forest land has recently been harvested. Maintaining protection of riparian corridors on BLM land is essential to protecting this resource. 
BLM lands make up about 7% of Columbia County.  It is a relatively small portion of the timber lands available in the area. There are substantial timber resources available through industrial timber sources.  BLM lands in this area may have a much higher economic value for the community for other natural resource values beyond timber. There are very little state lands and few parks in this area. Local residents have come to depend on BLM lands for access to outdoor recreational opportunities, even though there is not a designated BLM facility in this area. This portion of BLM lands is also the only pocket of federal lands in this part of Oregon. This community is looking toward tourism (with a focus around natural areas) as a way to diversify the local economy. Losing high quality habitat on BLM would certainly impact this economic opportunity. 

It may not seem like this is a significant block of habitat from a spotted owl management perspective, but it matters for the threatened and endangered salmonids that depend on high quality habitat in the upper watershed.  It also matters for a community that has very little public land and needs to retain a healthy riparian corridor to protect water quality and water supplies.  The SBWC is extremely concerned that BLM’s proposed Alternative 2, and also Alternatives 1 and 3, will undermine past and future salmon restoration efforts and eliminate the best remaining intact habitat in the watershed.  Current riparian reserves around fish streams on BLM lands in the watershed are well over 300’ wide and intermittent stream riparian buffers are over 150’ wide.  Only the no action alternative would continue to provide the aquatic and old growth protection that is central to salmon protection and recovery in the watershed.  Timber production is an important part of the local economy, but maximizing production on BLM lands is likely to take away some of the last best places for people as well as fish.  

Thank you for your time and consideration,

Sincerely,

Janelle St. Pierre, Coordinator

Scappoose Bay Watershed Council

