January 11, 2008

Bureau of Land Management

Western Oregon Plan Revisions

P.O. Box 2965

Portland, OR 97208

To Whom It May Concern:

Thank you for the opportunity to submit comments on the proposed Western Oregon Plan Revisions (WOPR).  Although I hold membership in a number of environmental organizations, I am submitting my comments as a biologist and concerned citizen and do not represent any of those organizations or any professional organization.

I must urge you to reject all of your action alternatives.  The massive increase in timber harvest and the reduction of riparian reserves runs counter to the provisions of the National Forest Management Act, The Endangered Species Act, and the Northwest Forest Plan, and is not supported by scientific research.  The science on which the US Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) Draft Recovery Plan for the Northern Spotted Owl and the Endangered Species Status Review is flawed at best.  There is evidence that many of the scientific reports on which these plans were based may have been altered for political reasons, a scandal in which Deputy Assistant Secretary of the Interior, Julie MacDonald was strongly implicated and which led to her resignation.  Since the BLM uses some of this same science to support its proposals in WOPR, any scientific justification for specific elements in WOPR is suspect.

Logging in late-successional reserves:  The importance of old-growth forests as habitat for the northern spotted owl (Strix occidentalis caurina) appears to have been downplayed while the influence of the barred owl (Strix varia) has been overstated.  While some recent research suggests that S. o. caurina can nest in younger forests, they do so optimally where older forests are in close proximity (Anthony et al. 2004).  They note, however that where there has been substantial loss of old-growth (by logging, fire, etc.) a greater than average decline (i.e. >3.7% annual decline) of  S. o. caurina numbers also occurs.  Bart and Forsman (1992) stress the importance of old-growth as nesting, roosting, foraging (NRF) habitat.  Regarding the influence of S. varia, Anthony et al. report that on their study sites in Washington, Oregon, and northern California S. varia is less of a factor in the decline of S. o. caurina populations than had been previously assumed.  They note that S. o. caurina numbers had declined in areas where there were no S. varia.  Peer reviews by six independent researchers unanimously point out that the Draft Recovery Plan for the Northern Spotted Owl understates the importance of protecting old-growth.

In my opinion, logging of second-growth forests is a reasonable management plan, but should only include thinning and individual tree selection.  Thinning, in fact, should be done where needed in order to reduce excessive fuel build up, but leaving many of the larger, more fire-resistant trees.  There should be no harvesting of old-growth and no regeneration harvests, except in extreme instances relating to disease or insect infestations.  These restrictions on harvesting would also prevent forest fragmentation and provide for wildlife corridors (see below).

Emulating stand-replacement fires by regeneration harvests:  The idea that regeneration harvesting emulates stand-replacement wildfires has long been promoted by the timber industry as an excuse for clear-cut logging in mature and late-successional forests.  This idea has been soundly ridiculed by many forest scientists, including fire ecologists, and should be eliminated from your alternatives.  There are fundamental differences, especially ecological ones, between forest regeneration following a stand-replacement wildfire and that following clear-cut logging.  For example, after a wildfire there is considerable recruitment of large woody debris, so important for wildlife and fungi, and as moisture reservoirs to help mitigate future wildfires.  There is little, if any, recruitment of large woody debris following a clear-cut logging operation, and nearly all of the existing large woody debris is eliminated by removal or burning.  Also, the soil is less impacted by even a severe stand-replacement wildfire than by clear-cut logging.  The heavy equipment used in logging operation compacts the soil, and the subsequent slash or broadcast burning cooks the soil to a greater extent than does wildfire.

Carbon sequestration:  Recent research underscores the connection between older forests and atmospheric carbon dioxide, the latter being a critical factor in global climate change.  The amount of carbon sequestered in such forests is substantial.  Carbon is stored in the soil, woody debris, understory vegetation, and leaves and branches, as well as in the boles of trees.  Most of this carbon is released into the atmosphere when these forests are logged (Dixon et al. 1994, Harmon et al. 1990).  The rest is released over time as the paper or wood products decompose (Harmon et al. 1990).  It has been assumed that the net carbon uptake (photosynthesis minus respiration) in old-growth forests was very small compared to younger forests, however the most recent research indicates that the net carbon uptake is much larger than previously thought, comparing favorably to that of younger forests (Carey et al. 2001, Kyaw Tha Paw U et al. 2004).  Thus, logging of old-growth forests can have global impacts.

Riparian Areas:  All the alternatives except for the No Action Alternative results in a significant reduction of the current riparian reserves.  This is unacceptable.  Adequate riparian reserves are crucial for maintaining healthy fish and invertebrate populations and as a source of clean water.  In my opinion current riparian reserves are only marginally adequate for these purposes.  If anything, riparian reserves should be increased, especially around intermittent streams.

Wildlife Corridors:  Whichever alternative is chosen, including the No Action Alternative, I hope that you will recognize the importance of and incorporate a system of wildlife connectivity corridors.  By allowing movement of individuals of a species between sub-populations thus preventing isolation of one sub-population from another, such corridors help maintain genetic diversity and preserve the health, vigor, and viability of a species.  This helps any given species to resist the effects of environmental change or disturbance.

There are many other aspects of WOPR that should be considered, that I lack the time and space to cover adequately; hopefully others will.  These include the impact of off-road vehicles, grazing (should be eliminated in federal forests), increased risk to special status plant and fungi species

Arguably, the Northwest Forest Plan of 1994 and the O&C Land Act of 1937 are in conflict with one another.  The Northwest Forest Plan of 1994 should therefore take precedence over the O&C Land Act of 1937.  But, however you feel about that, the Endangered Species Act and the Clean Water Act must take precedence over both the O&C Land Act and The Northwest Forest Plan.  None of the proposed action alternatives provide adequate protection for threatened or endangered species or for clean water.  It is probably impossible to meet O&C Land Act timber harvest goals AND adequately protect plant and animal species that are listed under the Endangered Species Act plus providing for clean air and water.  In that case the timber harvest goals must be substantially reduced.  No compromise that has a negative impact on climate, clean air, clean water, or threatened or endangered species is acceptable.  At the same time, it is possible to meet the goals of a sustainable and predictable timber output.  Sustainable, predictable timber output does not mean high-yield timber output.

I agree that forest science continues to improve.  However, if recent scientific findings indicate that the Northwest Forest Plan should be modified, the indications are that there should be greater, not lesser, protection of late-successional forests, riparian areas, and wildlife corridors, and that only thinning or individual tree selection harvest methods should be employed—not regeneration harvests.

Sincerely,

Carl M. Clemons

47100 SE Pheasant Meadow Rd..

Sandy, OR 97055-6602
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