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July 5, 2012



Dear Sir/Madam;



Thank you for this opportunity to comment. This letter on the proposed plan revisions for federal forestlands in western Oregon managed by the Bureau of Land Management are submitted on behalf of American Bird Conservancy (ABC). 



We strongly disagree with the purpose of this planning exercise and do not believe the needs of threatened Northern Spotted Owl and Marbled Murrelet will be served by removing forest protections provided by the Northwest Forest Plan from BLM managed lands. The last planning exercise, the Western Oregon Plan Revisions, exhibited an unprofessional departure from the use of sound science and was marred by an apparent pre-determined outcome of recommending greatly inflated timber harvest levels.



Previous court rulings indicate that the BLM cannot manage its lands inconsistent with the regional standards provided by the Northwest Forest Plan. We are concerned that return to piecemeal management of Northern Spotted Owl habitat will lead to further population declines and habitat losses and advise against this planning exercise which could result in the loss of the agencies being able to demonstrate adequate regulatory mechanisms to protect and recover wide-ranging species such as the Northern Spotted Owl and Marbled Murrelet.



We therefore urge the agency to withdraw the notice of intent and stop expending further funds on this planning effort.



Sincerely,



Steve Holmer

Senior Policy Advisor

American Bird Conservancy



Comment Letter to President Barack Obama



Below is a letter from conservation groups and scientific organizations sent to President Barack Obama asking the mature and old-growth forests be protected and the Critical Habitat rule be changed to ensure the system of late-successional reserves created by the Northwest Forest Plan are maintained:



		American Bird Conservancy ҉ Natural Resources Defense Council  

Sierra Club  ҉  Center for Biological Diversity  ҉  Friends of the Earth  Endangered Species Coalition ҉  Oregon Wild  ҉  Conservation Northwest   WildEarth Guardians ҉ Cornell Lab of Ornithology ҉  Geos Institute



July 2, 2012



The Honorable Barack Obama

President of the United States of America

The White House

1600 Pennsylvania Ave NW

Washington D.C. 20500



Dear President Obama,



The undersigned organizations urge your support for the conservation of the mature and old-growth forests in the Pacific Northwest. These magnificent forests provide clean drinking water for millions of Americans, a world-class tourism destination, sustainable forestry, and habitat essential to the survival of hundreds of species of wildlife.



Conservation of the old-growth ecosystem as symbolized by the Northwest Forest Plan developed under the leadership of President Bill Clinton was a significant environmental advance that ended decades of unsustainable management practices in the region. 



Studies show that the Northwest Forest Plan is working as intended to retain mature and old forests, and that the highly fragmented forest ecosystem is growing back into the large blocks of mature forest habitat needed to maintain water quality and recover threatened species such as the Northern Spotted Owl, Marbled Murrelet and Pacific salmon stocks.



Your administration recently released a draft Critical Habitat proposal for the Northern Spotted Owl that identifies sufficient habitat necessary to conserve the threatened species and the old-growth ecosystem upon which it depends. We commend the agency’s use of modeling to identify the proposed acreage which we believe represents the best available science.



However, the draft plan and accompanying Presidential Memorandum raise concern because of the proposed active management in owl critical habitat that is not supported by the best available science. Three major scientific societies are advising the administration to conduct more research on the effects of active management on owl populations before treatments are applied more broadly. We agree with the scientists’ call for caution.



The draft also includes provisions that could have the unintended consequence of weakening or eliminating habitat protections of the Northwest Forest Plan. We respectfully urge the administration to modify the proposed Critical Habitat rule to ensure that the protected reserves of the Northwest Forest Plan are maintained so that future generations of Americans will be assured they will have an opportunity to enjoy the splendor of these old-growth forests.



Sincerely,

 





George Fenwick, Ph.D.

President

American Bird Conservancy

The Plains, Virginia



Debbie Sease

National Campaign Director

Sierra Club

Washington, D.C.



Andrew Wetzler

Director, Land and Wildlife Program

Natural Resources Defense Council

Washington, D.C.



Kierán Suckling

Executive Director

Center for Biological Diversity

Tucson, Arizona



Eric Pica

Executive Director

Friends of the Earth

Washington, D.C.
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Executive Director
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Washington, D.C.



Mark Salvo

Wildlife Program Director
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John W. Fitzpatrick 

Director
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Ithaca, New York


Greg Harber, Chairman
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American Bird Conservancy



American Bird Conservancy (ABC) is a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization whose mission is to conserve native birds and their habitats throughout the Americas.  It achieves this by safeguarding the rarest bird species, restoring habitats, reducing threats to bird species, and building capacity to advance bird conservation.  



ABC is the only U.S.-based group with a major focus on bird habitat conservation throughout the entire Americas.  ABC has more than 8,000 individual members and 30,000 constituents.  ABC’s members, supporters, and activists enjoy viewing, studying, and photographing migratory birds.  Some of its members and constituents routinely observe the Northern Spotted Owl in California, Washington, and Oregon.



ABC is a leading organization working to reduce threats to birds from habitat destruction; from collisions with buildings, towers, and wind turbines; and from toxins such as hazardous pesticides and lead.  ABC uses a variety of mechanisms to achieve these objectives including scientific research and analysis; advocating for bird conservation at the local, state, regional, and federal levels; forming bird conservation partnerships; and pressing for meaningful regulatory changes to address such threats effectively through various means, including rulemaking petitions and litigation.  ABC’s staff includes more than 20 scientists with expertise in bird conservation.  ABC’s scientists have published in many reputed journals.  





The American Bird Conservancy Strategic Bird Conservation Framework





[image: http://www.abcbirds.org/picts/aboutabc/frameworknew.jpg]



The problems facing birds today are myriad and complex, requiring a far-reaching, bold vision for conservation. ABC has developed a unique and successful strategy to preserve bird diversity and maintain or increase wild bird populations. This strategy is fully articulated in The American Bird Conservancy Guide to Bird Conservation published in 2010 by University of Chicago Press (ISBN-13:978-0-226-64727-2).



The highest bird conservation priority is halting extinctions, followed by conserving and restoring habitats. In the case of the Northern Spotted Owl draft Critical Habitat rule, the Service is proposing to place lower priority general habitat needs before the specific needs of an endangered species, even to the point of allowing large numbers of Northern Spotted Owls to be killed (taken) and significant habitat to be degraded or completely eliminated for decades. While the stated goal to improve future habitat conditions for the owl is well-intended, this activity is not supported by peer-reviewed studies showing owl populations will benefit, and it is, in fact, pushing an already extremely imperiled species closer to extinction and should be immediately halted.

 



Review Indicates Endangered Status Warranted for Northern Spotted Owl



A review of the extensive literature on the Northern Spotted Owl, forest ecology, and conservation biology published over the two decades since the subspecies was listed indicates Northern Spotted Owl populations have continued to decline and now meet the Endangered Species Act’s definition of an endangered species, that is, it is "…in danger of extinction throughout all or a significant portion of its range…”.



On federal lands, populations not only continue to decline despite the Northwest Forest Plan, the decline is accelerating and vital rates are deteriorating (Forsman et al. 2010).  In study areas not managed under the Northwest Forest Plan owl declines are significantly greater (Anthony et al. 2006). A recently published large-scale demographic study (Forsman et al. 2010) found that the species is declining on seven of eleven active demographic study areas at about 3% annually range-wide, and concluded that the Northern Spotted Owl clearly is on a trajectory towards extinction. Funk et al. (2010) provides evidence for recent genetic bottlenecks in northern spotted owls that increase the vulnerability of the Northern Spotted Owl to extinction.



[bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]Currently, the subspecies is already nearly extirpated in much of its range. In British Columbia, as far as we know, all remaining birds are in captivity; few remain on the Olympic Peninsula, Southwest Washington, and the northern portion of the Oregon Coast Range. Populations are very small and isolated in most of Washington where rates of decline are highest. Areas that have little federal land support few or no owls, and Forsman et al. (2010) state that as a result, too few Northern Spotted Owls exist in four regions (southwestern Washington, the Coast Range of northwest Oregon, the California Cascades, and much of Washington’s Olympic Peninsula) to conduct a demographic study with their methods. Further, the literature suggests these declines are not likely to lessen even with the latest owl recovery plan in place due to the un-quantified and unmitigated risks accepted in the critical habitat plan. 





A Conservation History of the Northern Spotted Owl



The conservation history of the Northern Spotted Owl offers important lessons that should advise the options developed by policymakers. The consequences of past active management and agency misconduct have engendered mistrust with the public, and are a reason for caution whenever new proposals for active management in owl habitat are considered. 



The damage caused to federal forests by overcutting during the 1960s, 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s has yet to be addressed by the land management agencies. For example, there remains an excess of logging roads and an estimated $10 billion backlog of road maintenance. The impacts to publicly owned forests are reduced water quality, increased water filtration costs for downstream communities, and diminished fisheries and aquatic ecosystems. 



Agency scientists first confirmed the Northern Spotted Owl’s decline and connection to old-growth forest habitat in 1983. But instead of taking steps to moderate habitat loss, a series of legislative riders allowed for record logging levels in owl habitat from 1983 – 1990 and listing of the species as threatened was delayed until 1990. 



In 1990, Congress passed an old-growth logging rider (section 318 of the FY 1990 Interior Appropriations bill) that overturned two court injunctions that had halted over 140 old-growth timber sales, and orders the Forest Service and Bureau of Land Management (BLM) to offer a fixed volume of timber in Washington and Oregon during that year, about 9.6 billion board feet. It also includes sufficiency language saying citizens could not challenge these projects if they violate environmental laws except for the Endangered Species Act. Many of these projects did not have stream buffers to protect water quality or other minimal environmental safeguards.



Defeat of the next legislative amendment offered in 1991 to prevent environmental review of timber sales in owl habitat, opened the court house door to legal challenges against timber sales proposed in owl habitat. In 1991, Federal Judge William Dwyer then ruled the agency had systematically and deliberately failed to abide by wildlife protection laws.  



Judge Dwyer’s scathing ruling and resulting injunctions shut down the region’s timber sales program on federal lands. In Congress, public pressure was building for permanent protection of the ancient forests. Only the intervention of Speaker of the House Thomas Foley prevented a House vote on the Ancient Forest Protection Act, a bill that had been championed by Rep. Jim Jontz. 



The injunctions and political gridlock prompted intervention by incoming President Bill Clinton. A forest summit was held in Portland, Oregon in 1993, and agencies were directed to develop the Northwest Forest Plan. This was a first of its kind, multispecies and ecosystem conservation plan intended to protect late-successional forests and riparian areas, as well as the Northern Spotted Owl, Marbled Murrelet, Pacific Salmon stocks, and 600 other old-growth-dependent species. The Plan went into effect in 1994 and it remains today the best available conservation framework of its kind. 



The Emergency Rescissions Act of 1995, better known as the “salvage logging rider” or “lawless logging”, suspended most environmental laws from June 1995 until December 1996 to allow the Forest Service to address forest health emergencies. Instead of legitimate restoration, the public witnessed hundreds of old-growth and roadless area timber sales offered for sale, including dozens in the Pacific Northwest that had been previously ruled illegal by federal courts. 



Strong public opposition and hundreds of protests ensued.  Pressure on the Clinton Administration led then Secretary of Agriculture Dan Glickman to cancel over 150 of the roadless area projects that had been offered under the Rider, but many of the old-growth sales were logged. 



In the aftermath of the Salvage Logging Rider, multiple attempts were made in Congress and by the subsequent Bush Administration to expedite logging by weakening or eliminating environmental protection and public involvement for timber sales nationwide. Most of these efforts, such as Rep. Bob Smith’s Forest Health Bill of 1997, were unsuccessful, but the Healthy Forests Restoration Act of 2003 did pass and was signed into law by President Bush, although only after significant changes were made to target projects towards thinning around homes and communities.



Repeated attempts were also made to reduce or eliminate key protections of the Northwest Forest Plan, including agency proposals to eliminate the survey and manage requirement, and the aquatic conservation strategy protecting streams and degraded watersheds. The Northern Spotted Owl Critical Habitat designation and Owl Recovery Plan offered by the Bush Administration were heavily criticized as scientifically flawed and biased against the Northwest Forest Plan. 



A later investigation by the Department of Interior’s Inspector General confirmed that political interference had prevented the Service from preparing a scientifically sound Recovery Plan. This contributed to the Recovery Plan being remanded and the Critical Habitat designation being thrown out. 



In addition, BLM developed and publicly promoted the Western Oregon Plan Revisions (WOPR), a scientifically flawed plan that would have eliminated the late-successional reserves or allowed logging in reserve to increase logging of federal mature and old-growth forests managed by BLM in Oregon by 400%.  Independent scientific reviews, including those by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and National Marine Fisheries Service, found the plan would likely cause significant harm to the forests, water quality, and threatened species.  A review of the draft plan by BLM’s own science assessment team found numerous deficiencies.  



The WOPR planned for the elimination of 680 known nesting sites of the threatened Northern Spotted Owl, and another 600 known nesting sites of the Marbled Murrelet, a threatened sea bird that also depends on old-growth forests.  The BLM’s flawed WOPR analysis concluded that owl and murrelet populations would not be harmed by increased logging, but BLM refused to consult with Service wildlife experts on its plan. A federal judge rule the WOPR illegal in March 2012.





Administration Proposes another Western Oregon Plan Revision



The Administration has announced a new planning process for BLM-managed lands in Oregon. Based on the Notice of Intent and the Administration’s press statements, the plan shows a bias towards active management and proposes a significant departure from the Northwest Forest Plan by encouraging regeneration in moist mature forests. This is harmful to the Northern Spotted Owl by risking take of individual birds and habitat, increasing forest fragmentation, and setting back the needed expansion of the old-growth forest ecosystem over time to provide for owl recovery.



For example, the NOI states: 



“The revisions to the existing RMPs will determine how the BLM will actively manage BLM-administered lands in western Oregon to further recovery of threatened and endangered species, provide clean water, restore fire-adapted ecosystems, produce a sustained yield of timber products, and provide for recreation opportunities.”



The statement shows a high degree of bias because it falsely assumes active management can accomplish all of those things. In fact, past active management that resulted in excessive logging and road building is the reason we have threatened and endangered species in the region. Active management, while producing timber volume, also harms water quality and diminishes recreational opportunity. Active management has also been shown to increase, rather than decrease fire risk if expensive follow up treatments to remove or burn slash piles and to conduct managed burns are not carried out.



This new WOPR planning effort is essentially BLM pulling out of the Northwest Forest Plan. This undermines the integrity of the Plan, which provides an adequate regulatory mechanism to conserve the Northern Spotted Owl and other wide-ranging species.  The importance of consistent management across the owl’s range has been cited in past court cases.  



Two key assumptions behind the biological analysis of the Northwest Forest Plan were that (1) “[r]iparian and Late-Successional Reserves (LSRs) will retain reserve status and will not be available for timber production other than as provided in Alternative 9” and (2) “[a]lternative 9 applies to Forest Service and BLM lands; all future actions on these lands would be consistent with Alternative 9, as adopted in the Record-of-Decision (ROD).”  See FEIS at 2-33 to 2-34. (Earthjustice comment letter).



BLM’s indicated management direction as expressed by the NOI, violates both of these assumptions.  



[bookmark: _GoBack]

Flawed Final Northern Spotted Owl Recovery Plan



Concern is being raised by scientists that active management in suitable owl habitat is not supported by the best available science. There are currently no peer-reviewed studies showing Spotted Owls benefit from the proposed logging treatments, while others show short-term harm to owl and prey base from thinning with declines lasting up to 30 years. 



Estimates of owl habitat loss from fire are not based on defensible data sources and we remain concerned that the agency is operating on the unproven and unanalyzed assumption that Northern Spotted Owls are not resilient to fire.  All three subspecies of Spotted Owl exist in fire adapted forests. At the same time, the agency fails to address the problem of post-fire logging which degrades and eliminates legacies, habitat for the owl’s prey base, and owl foraging areas.



Given the 2.9% annual decline in owl population, it is not acceptable to allow for short-term losses of owls in the hope that improved habitat conditions might prove beneficial to the species someday in the distant future. But this is precisely what the draft Plan is calling for.



“While proposed Federal actions must comply with requirements of the Act, actions with some short-term adverse impacts to spotted owls and critical habitat, but whose effect is to conserve or restore natural ecological processes and enhance forest resilience in the long term, should generally be consistent with the goals of critical habitat management.” 

(Executive Summary p. 8)



The proposed Critical Habitat rule relies heavily on the Final Northern Spotted Owl Recovery Plan and cites it as if it were a peer reviewed document. However, the Final Owl Recovery Plan was never peer reviewed. In addition, peer reviewers identified many faults in the Draft Recovery Plan, particularly concerning active management and the need for maintaining owl reserves that were never corrected in the Final.



For example, the summary of The Wildlife Society (TWS) review states: 



"Other aspects of the 2010 DRRP are flawed and many are not based on best available science.

The lack of a permanent proposal for a reserve system is a major problem that prevents full review of the 2010 DRRP. We believe this will necessitate further peer review prior to finalization of a recovery plan. The Service’s strategy for no reserves in dry forests in the eastern Cascades is exacerbated by the proposals for aggressive management of these dry forests because the treatments will reduce the amount of closed canopy forests in the landscape and reduce the amount and suitability of habitat for the subspecies. These proposals are not based on a complete review of the available science and they rely on unpublished reports. In addition, there has been no formal accounting of how closed canopy forests can be maintained with the widespread treatments that are being proposed. Management actions, which are not based on good science, in dry forests with no reserves will likely lead to failure to achieve recovery criteria."



The TWS review also noted that in at least a dozen instances, important studies with bearing on these issues, and that often contradicted the intended management direction were excluded from the analysis. It can be concluded that the agency had cherry-picked studies supporting one view while actively ignoring opposing studies. The Society concluded in its typically diplomatic fashion that:



"In summary, we commend the Service for their intent to use the best available science in developing the 2010 DRRP for the Spotted Owl; however, we found strong evidence that this was not the case throughout much of the Plan. The Service should make a comprehensive effort to base their recommendations and guidelines on the best available science so that they are in compliance with Secretarial Order #3305 issued by Interior Secretary Salazar on September 29, 2010 and the Presidential Memorandum of Scientific Integrity."



Unfortunately, no such effort was made to correct the scientific deficiencies identified in the TWS review. While some of the omitted studies were cited in the final recovery plan, the same unsubstantiated conclusions in support of logging in owl habitat were reached.



Another team of five scientists (Hansen, Bond, Odion, DellaSala, Baker) that reviewed the draft concluded, “…there are considerable deficiencies in the 2010 draft recovery plan where the Fish and Wildlife Service did not make use of best science, untested assumptions regarding risks of active management vs. fire, and unpublished literature in assessing forest recruitment vs. late-successional “losses” post-fire.” 



The group of scientists urged the Service to recommend retention of all existing late-successional reserves, additional new reserves to create greater connectedness across the landscape, and greater protections from logging, especially post-disturbance logging within late-successional reserves.





Research on Effects of Logging on Owl Populations



The scientific societies are urging the agency to develop an Environmental Impact Statement on the effects of thinning and ecoforestry on Northern Spotted Owl populations. To date the agency has no evidence that thinning or ecoforestry benefits owl populations, but we know that many of the projects will, in fact, cause short-term harm.  



The need for this type of research was identified by Jack Ward Thomas in the 1990 Interagency Science Report, which also found that logging had not been found to be compatible maintaining suitable owl habitat, and the need for a precautionary approach that requires treatments be proven before broadly implemented.

“We propose a two-part conservation strategy. The first stage, prescribes and implements the steps needed to protect habitat in amounts and distribution that will adequately ensure the owl’s long-term survival. The second stage calls for research and monitoring to test the adequacy of the strategy and to seek ways to produce and sustain suitable owl habitat in managed forests. Insights gained in this second stage can be used to alter or replace habitat conservation areas prescribed in the first stage, but only if the modified strategy can be clearly demonstrated to provide adequately for the long-term viability of the owl.” (ISC p 2)

“The ability to harvest timber in currently suitable owl habitat and have that habitat remain suitable has not been clearly demonstrated.” (ISC p 104)

“Allow silvicultural treatments that have been tested or demonstrated through experimentation to facilitate the development of suitable habitat, such as planting trees.” (ISC p 325)

More recently the Forest Service Fifteen Year Monitoring Report on the Northwest Forest Plan states: 



“First, there is very little research documenting the effect of wildfire on spotted owls and spotted owl demography. In light of losses of nesting/roosting habitat to wildfires as high as 10 percent in some provinces, we need to understand how fire severity, spatial patterns of wildfire, and fuel reduction management treatments might affect owl habitat use, prey populations, and owl demography. We recommend increased research and monitoring on this subject to better inform managers on how to manage habitat in fire-prone areas.”





What is Wrong with Secretarial Pilot Projects in Moist Forests



Secretary of the Interior Ken Salazar has initiated a series of Pilot Projects on lands managed by the Bureau of Land Management that seek to test new ideas in ecoforestry. Two moist forest Pilot Projects are being implemented to test the theories of Drs. Norm Johnson and Jerry Franklin using regeneration harvest to produce high-quality early-seral forests. These are the Roseburg BLM Pilot and the Coos Bay BLM Pilot.



After tracking the BLM’s two moist forest pilot projects, Cascadia Wildlands, a partner of American Bird Conservancy has identified significant problems, detailed in full in Appendix XXX. 



In our view, these moist forests are already providing Spotted Owl habitat and therefore should be retained. We encourage the BLM to discontinue implementation this type of harvest, especially in the new proposed Resource Management Plans. In addition, the Coos Bay BLM Pilot proposes to log over 900 healthy, rare, Port Orford Cedars and jeopardizes hundreds more that are retained, even old-growth trees. 



The BLM has argued there is a need to break through “gridlock”, implying that environmentalists have stopped all logging. This is not true. The Coos Bay BLM has been selling 150% of their target volume over the past five years with virtually no controversy. Roseburg BLM has been close to their target volume. There is no gridlock in our forests and there are better ways to promote high-quality early-seral habitat, such as not salvage logging after a natural disturbance.




Benefits of the Northwest Forest Plan 



The Northwest Forest Plan is a significant environmental achievement of the Clinton Administration that should be built upon and extended by the Obama Administration. We believe this would be the best policy from a forest and wildlife management perspective. It is also the only mechanism available to provide legal certainty and ensure that an adequate regulatory mechanism remains in place to conserve and recover wide-ranging threatened species in the region. 



What follows are a series of summaries and excerpts from Northwest Forest Plan documents detailing the management philosophy, standards and guidelines, and results.



The Forest Service Ten Year Review of the Northwest Forest Plan found that, overall, the Plan’s conservation strategy and reserve network appear to be working as designed.  The total area of medium and large older forests on federal lands in the Plan increased by more than 1 million acres during the ten-year period, almost double the anticipated amount. The Plan’s outcomes for Spotted Owls were expected to take at least a century. Spotted Owl population declines were expected for the first 40 to 50 years under the Plan, with owl populations stabilizing in the mid-21st Century and possibly increasing after that as owl habitat recovery exceeded loss.



FEMAT 



Option 9: thinnings are allowed in any stand regardless of origin up to 80 years; salvage of areas larger than ten acres where trees have been killed by catastrophic events. 



The requirements for the Matrix under Option 9 vary by area: 



For most National Forests in Washington, Oregon, and California, 15 percent of trees would be retained following harvest; half of that volume would be left in small intact patches of late-successional forest and the rest dispersed throughout the harvest unit. 

For National Forests in the Oregon Coast Range, and the Olympic and Mt. Baker-Snoqualmie National Forests, retention requirements would be reduced because of the extent of Riparian Reserves and Marbled Murrelet protection in those areas. 



For Bureau of Land Management districts in Oregon, retention varies from 6 to 25 large green trees per acre depending on location, with 150-year rotations prescribed for some areas. 

* For federal forests in northern California, long rotations are prescribed for conifer and mixed conifer/hardwood (180 years) and hardwood (100 years) forests. 



Five options (1, 3, 4, 5, and 9) specifically require protection of specified rare and locally endemic species associated with late-successional forests within the Matrix. All options except 7 and 8 require surveys and protection of occupied marbled murrelet nesting sites. Other protective measures may be added to provide for at-risk species under each option.



Late-Successional Reserves 

Under Option 9, Late-Successional Reserves are based on boundaries that represent an Integration of previous efforts (Johnson et al. 1991; USDI 1992c). They incorporate some portion of the reserves from each of those previous efforts and include new areas designated to protect Key Watersheds. Thinning or silvicultural treatments inside Reserves require review by an interagency oversight team to ensure that they are beneficial to the creation of late-successional forest conditions. Activities that would be permitted in the western and eastern portions of the range are described separately below. Salvage of dead trees would be based on guidelines adapted from the Final Draft Recovery Plan for the Northern Spotted Owl (USDI 1992c) and would be limited to areas where catastrophic loss exceeded ten acres. 



West of the Cascades 

There is no entry allowed in stands older than 80 years of age. Thinnings (pre-commercial and commercial) may occur in stands up to 80 years of age regardless of the origin of the stands (plantations planted after logging or stands naturally regenerated after fire or blow down). The purpose of these silvicultural treatments is to be neutral or beneficial to the creation and maintenance of late-successional forest conditions. 

East of the Cascades and the eastern portion of the Klamath Province 

Given the increased risk of fire in these areas due to more xeric conditions and the rapid accumulation of fuels as the aftermath of insect outbreaks and drought, there are additional management activities allowed in late-successional reserves. Guidelines to reduce risks to large-scale disturbance are adapted from the Final Draft Recovery Plan for the Northern Spotted Owl (USDI 1992c). These guidelines can be found at the end of the chapter. 

Northwest Forest Plan Record of Decision



Late-successional reserves: Late-successional reserves are to be managed to protect and enhance old-growth forest conditions. For each late-successional reserve (or group of small reserves), managers should prepare an assessment of existing conditions and appropriate activities. No programmed timber harvest is allowed inside the reserves. However, thinning or other silvicultural treatments inside these reserves may occur in stands up to 80 years of age if the treatments are beneficial to the creation and maintenance of late-successional forest conditions. 



In the reserves east of the Cascades and in Oregon and California Klamath Provinces, additional management activities are allowed to reduce risks of large-scale disturbance. Salvage guidelines are intended to prevent negative effects on late-successional habitat. Non-silvicultural activities within late-successional reserves are allowed where such activities are neutral or beneficial to the creation and maintenance of late-successional habitat. Thinning or other silvicultural activities must be reviewed by the Regional Ecosystem Office and the Regional Interagency Executive Committee.



Alternative 9, like all of the other action alternatives, applies the same criteria for management of habitat on both Forest Service and BLM lands. This was done in order to accomplish most efficiently the dual objectives discussed above -- that is, achieving the biological results required by law, while minimizing adverse impact on timber harvests and jobs. The inefficiencies involved in applying different criteria on Forest Service and BLM land have been noted in previous analyses. For example, in the Report of the Scientific Analysis Team ("SAT Report"), the team found that BLM's plans were relatively high-risk, when compared to the plans of the Forest Service, in terms of conserving the northern spotted owl. As a result, the SAT found that in order for the Forest Service to "make up for significantly increased risks," it would have to dramatically increase the size of protected areas on Forest Service land (SAT Report, pp. 12-13).



In addition, Alternative 9 offers one advantage that the other alternatives do not –– its inclusion of adaptive management areas. Adaptive management involves experimentation, identifying new information, evaluating it, accounting for it in discretionary decisions, and determining whether to adjust plan direction. The object is to improve the implementation and achieve the goals of the selected alternative. Each of the alternatives incorporates the principles of adaptive management to some extent, but Alternative 9 is the only one that specifically allocates ten adaptive management areas, which may be used to develop and test new management approaches to achieve the desired ecological, economic, and other social objectives. 



These AMAs offer the opportunity for creative, voluntary participation in forest management activities by willing participants. We recognize that this will take time, effort, and a good-faith commitment to the goal of improved forest management. Many of the potentially participating communities and agencies have different capabilities for joining this effort.  Our approach to implementing this initiative will recognize and reflect these differences as we seek to encourage and support the broadest possible participation. Moreover, Alternative 9 allows silvicultural activities, such as thinning young monoculture stands, in late-successional reserves when those activities will enhance late-successional conditions.



Forest Service Ten Year Review (2003)



Overall, the Plan’s conservation strategy and reserve network appear to be working as designed.  



· The total area of medium and large older forests on federal lands in the Plan area gained more than 1 million acres during the ten-year period, almost double the anticipated amount.



· Spotted Owl populations declined about 7.5 percent per year across their northern range and 2 percent per year across their southern range. Declines may have resulted from habitat loss, Barred Owls, and other factors.



· The loss of habitat was less than expected, as less timber was harvested and less habitat was lost to wildfire than expected.



The Plan’s outcomes for Spotted Owls were expected to take at least a century. Spotted Owl population declines were expected for the first 40 to 50 years under the Plan, with owl populations stabilizing in the mid-21st Century and possibly increasing after that as owl habitat recovery exceeded loss.



Forest Service Fifteen Year Review (2008)



The NWFP projected that over a time horizon of ten decades, LSOG forest could be restored and maintained at desired levels. In this second monitoring cycle….these analyses indicate a NWFP-wide decline in federal LSOG slightly less than what was anticipated (FEMAT 1993); however, losses in some provinces (e.g. Oregon Klamath) were higher than the projected 2.5 percent decadal rate of loss. Helping to offset these losses is the potential for future recruitment in the next few decades (fig. 1-7). Furthermore, the results support assumptions made in the NWFP that the primary role in maintaining or restoring LSOG and related habitats would fall to federal lands. Specifically, federal lands contain less than half of the total forest land, but the federal share of total LSOG increased from 65 to 67 percent over the monitoring period. Harvesting removed about 13 percent (approximately 491,000 ac) of LSOG on nonfederal lands. Loss of LSOG on federal land due to harvest was less than 0.5 percent (approximately 32,100 ac).



The study found that: “…the current analysis of habitat within and around the large reserve network validates the assumption that the repetitive design of large reserves can absorb losses without resulting in isolation of population segments.  Not enough time has passed for us to accurately detect or estimate significant recruitment of nesting/roosting habitat, however increases were observed in “marginal” younger forests indicating that future recruitment of nesting/roosting habitat will occur as anticipated, within the next few decades.”



The most recent estimate for Northern Spotted Owl population trends on federally administered lands is a 2.8 percent annual rate of decline, which is slightly lower than the 2.9 percent estimated by Forsman et al. (2011), which included two additional nonfederal study areas not managed under the NWFP. The rate of decline is highest in the northern portion of the range (Washington), where populations are estimated to have declined 40 to 60 percent since 1994. Populations remain stationary in the central portion of the owl’s range, located in southwestern Oregon (fig. 2-4).



Marbled Murrelet Findings in 15-Year Report



Declining murrelet population trends and habitat losses underscore the need to minimize the loss of suitable habitat, especially in the relatively near term (next 40 to 50 years at least), until re-growing forests develop the structure needed for marbled murrelet nesting. The observed population decline, about four percent per year at the NWFP-area scale, was not unexpected, as population demographic models have predicted murrelet populations to be declining south of Canada in the range of three to seven percent per year (McShane et al. 2004, USFWS 1997).



In light of the observed population declines and habitat losses, continued management of federal NWFP lands to conserve existing potential nesting habitat and to promote development of new nesting habitat is essential. It is not clear what other actions could be taken on federal lands to help reverse the population decline. Management to reduce risk of losses to fire would be important if done so that the management action has minimal impact to nesting habitat. The possible causes of observed population decline will require further study, and likely involve several interacting factors. Timber harvest of higher suitability habitat on nonfederal lands is one factor that may contribute to these declines.



Watershed Condition Status and Trend 15-Year Report



A Forest Service analysis of watershed condition released in Feb. 2012 finds that the Northwest Forest Plan is working well to recover impaired watersheds across the region. Watershed Condition Status and Trend (Laningan et al 2012) published by the Pacific Northwest Research Station analyzed data from 1994-2008, the first fifteen years of the Northwest Forest Plan and found that 69% of the watersheds in the NWFP area had a positive change in condition as a result of road decommissioning and vegetation growth. The report summary notes: “Watershed condition was most positive for congressionally reserved lands, followed by late-successional reserves, and then matrix lands.”





Northern Spotted Owl Critical Habitat Rule



After the Bush Administration’s owl Critical Habitat rule and Recovery Plans were remanded by a federal court in 2010, new plans were initiated with a court-ordered Nov. 15, 2012 deadline for the Critical Habitat designation.  The best science indicates any final critical habitat designation and management recommendations should exceed the protections of the Northwest Forest Plan, not minimize or ignore them.



The draft critical habitat rule notes that the Northwest Forest Plan “…has been successful in the conservation and recruitment of late-successional forest and associated species on Federal lands (Thomas et al. 2006. P. 283) (p.52), but then proceeds to recommend its dismantling based on three main justifications, that commercial timber harvest from matrix lands was insufficient, the lack of active restoration in areas that may contain “uncharacteristically high risk of severe fire,” and the a lack of early-seral habitats in moist forests. A careful review of these claims reveals that none of them hold up to scrutiny.



It should be noted the Service appears to be ignoring information and studies in the scientific literature Courtney et al. (2004), Lint (2004), DellaSala and Williams (2006) that demonstrate the importance of reserves and others that show the overall effectiveness of the Northwest Forest Plan such as the Forest Service’ fifteen year reviews mentioned above. Most recently 229 scientists sent a letter to President Barack Obama urging the preservation of the reserve system created by the Northwest Forest Plan.  



Timber Analysis: Agencies Meeting 96% of Funded Volume Target Since 2003



Timber sale data undermines the idea that the Northwest Forest Plan is not producing a stable flow of timber. The final Northwest Forest Plan was a political compromise that under-delivered on old-growth protection by placing 42% of the remaining acres in the matrix, and overpromised on timber volume. The plan’s billion board foot estimate was never realistic because it is predicated on logging old-growth, which is not supported by the public and that in practical terms has generally been ruled in violation of wildlife protection laws. The estimate was also completed prior to the designation of the riparian reserve network which turned out larger than anticipated. The Bush Administration recognized these factors to a degree, and lowered the allowable sale quantify to 800 million board feet.



A look at timber sale output in the Northwest Forest Plan region reveals the agency is at a sustainable level and meeting the volume targets budgeted by Congress; see Forest Service and BLM Offered under the Northwest Forest Plan included in the appendix. Since 2003, the budget approved by Congress and the Administration has called for 4,668 million board feet from the Northwest Forest Plan area. The agencies have offered 4,507 board feet, or 96% of the planned budget. 



In addition, exports from the region are skyrocketing. In 2010 over 2 billion board feet of logs and lumber were exported from the West Coast. In 2011 it topped 3 billion. There is no shortage of logging in the Pacific Northwest.

The Probable Sale Quantity (PSQ) needs to be recalculated to offer a realistic assessment based on conservation needs. Here are some factors to consider:

Clearcutting and regeneration harvest are socially and scientifically unacceptable because removing the majority of the structure harms water quality and wildlife habitat and does not mimic natural processes. 

The need to increase protection Northern Spotted Owls and meet Recovery Action 32 to protect all suitable nesting, roosting, foraging habitat indicates that all suitable nesting, roosting and foraging habitat should be removed from the timber base. Similarly, the need to protect Marbled Murrelet habitat, including both occupied stands, and mature forest to be recruited as high quality nesting habitat indicates that all the mature forests within the range of the marbled murrelet should be removed from the timber base. 

The PSQ needs to be recalculated to mitigate for the increasing intensity of management on non-federal lands as a result of the current boom in raw log exports. Harvest rotations are getting shorter and ecological and watershed values are declining and habitat for the Northern Spotted Owl and Marbled Murrelet continue to be lost, so management of federal forest lands must be adjusted to compensate. 

In addition, the Rule and accompanying Economic Analysis and Environmental Assessment fail to analyze a range of management options that could meet the objective of ecological restoration and forest resilience while also minimizing harm to the Northern Spotted Owl. For example, conservation groups have released a report Ecologically Appropriate Restoration Thinning in the Northwest Forest Plan Area identifying twenty-years of non-controversial thinning projects in Oregon and Washington that do not rely on removing owl habitat. We urge the Service consider this option as opposed to allowing regeneration of mature forests that are already providing suitable Northern Spotted Owl habitat.



Lack of Scientific Evidence for Active Management



While early-seral habitats are desirable for some species, logging is not the best means to establish early-seral habitat within the range of the Northern Spotted Owl. We recommend that agency utilize natural disturbances and refrain from post-fire logging which has the potential to create abundant high-quality early-successional habitats.  



In the draft Rule land managers are encouraged to develop early seral habitat to benefit a variety species but no evidence is presented showing the Northern Spotted Owl benefits from the creation of early seral habitat, nor is there analysis showing what potential harm may come to the threatened species if various levels of direct take and habitat loss or degradation were to occur.



The draft Environmental Assessment identified two endangered species, Fender’s blue butterfly and Oregon silverspot butterfly whose open, early seral habitat such as grasslands, meadows, oak woodlands, or aspen woodlands may conflict with Northern Spotted Owl management intended to maintain closed canopy forests (p. 52). But the assessment notes that listed plant and butterfly species and their closely associated open habitats are explicitly not included in the proposed critical habitat revision (p.50). The Service concludes on page 62: “that designation of critical habitat for the Northern Spotted Owl in this alternative would have a neutral effect on those species associated with open, early seral habitats.”



We see no justification to convert nesting, roosting, and foraging habitat of the Northern Spotted Owl to early-seral. Under the Northwest Forest Plan restoration of owl habitat, when it occurs, should hasten creation of owl habitat, not set it back by many decades.  This provision is unrelated to owl recovery or sound forest management and should be removed from the final designation.



Other listed species may also be harmed by the proposed active management such as the Marbled Murrelet. The draft Environmental Assessment found that “Active forest management that is in the vicinity of murrelet nesting stands may be detrimental to the species survival and recovery.” (p. 61)   This results from increased fragmentation and opening the forests to crows, ravens, and jays, increasing predation pressure on nesting murrelets. Despite this, there is no prohibition in the draft Rule on the proposed active management to ensure murrelet nesting stands will not be disturbed.



The draft Rule on page 8 on the other hand states: “Consistent with the best available science and the adaptive management principles outlined in the Revised Recovery Plan for the Northern Spotted Owl, we strongly encourage the application of ecosystem management principles and active forest management to ensure the long-term conservation of the northern spotted owl and its habitat, as well as other species dependent on these shared ecosystems.”



In reality, active management, if conducted near nesting murrelets would be harmful. There is also indications the prey base of the Northern Spotted Owl could also be harmed by active management including thinning, but these factors appear to be glossed over by the draft Rule. And unlike the Northwest Forest Plan, there is no detailed analysis how other listed species will fair under the active management being proposed by the draft Rule.



Studies by Hanson (2009 and 2010) and Miller (2012) have found that dry forests on the Eastside and in Northern California have not seen an increase in severe, high-intensity fires. Most of the acreage burned has been low to moderate severity with generally beneficial ecological effects. The risk of fire to owls also appears to be exaggerated in the final Owl Recovery Plan and draft Critical Habitat rule.



The agency recommends conserving old-growth trees and forests on wherever they are found, including in the matrix lands. This is the most positive development stemming from the final Recovery Plan and draft Critical Habitat rule.



The Rule recommends that for the moist forests in the West Cascades/Coast Ranges of Oregon and Washington “…to conserve stands that support northern spotted owl occupancy or contain high-value northern spotted owl habitat (USFWS 2011, p. III-17). Silvicultural treatments are generally not needed to accomplish this goal.”
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