I live on Lost Creek, the last free-flowing tributary on the Middle Fork Willamette below Dexter Dam, and my comments focus on my local area, but the questions raised should also be considered to apply generally across the territory covered by the WOPR.

1) What evidence can BLM produce to justify the radical departure from the Aquatic Conservation Strategy on which the NW Forest Plan was based? Where the ACS sought to prevent environmental degradation in each case and also make allowance for unintended cumulative effects of different management activities all taken together, the WOPR accepts environmental degradation and, additionally, fails to address potential cumulative effects. What evidence can BLM produce to justify ignoring cumulative effects of separate management activities?

Specifially, how can BLM propose reducing riparian buffers and thus large wood recruitment while acknowledging, in alternative #2, a 1% increase in sediment that will result from this riparian buffer reduction, and not consider the cumulative effects on salmon mortality within the range of the Upper Willamette Spring Chinook? Less large wood means fewer pools, which means less feeding and hiding and spawning habitat and higher water temperatures, all of which, separately and cumulatively, will affect mortality of this listed species. Though the WOPR cites studies showing most large wood is sourced fromwithin 100’ of streams, I would like to see the study showing that a 200’ tall tree 150’ from a stream does not have the potential to fall into that stream. Thus, it is patently obvious that reducing stream buffers from 300’ to 100’ will reduce large wood recruitment in salmon streams. The WOPR points out that most BLM land is located in headwater reaches. Relevant lalrlge wood recruitment studies must address steep terrain, not only the studies on flat ground the WOPR cites. This is a deficiency in the WOPR which must be addressed. Anyone who has climbed around in a canyon knows that trees fall into streams from much farther away than the 100’ buffer proposed in alternative #2 . The WOPR’s own citations project a 10-50% reduction in large wood recruitment under alternative #2, yet the simple and cumulative effects of this alteration of listed salmon habitat is not addressed. This is a fatal flaw in WOPR which must be addressed. How can it not affect survival of an Upper Willamette Spring Chinook population the WOPR cites as “nearly extirpated” (without citing any evidence for this claim).

Any projected increase in Upper Willamette Spring Chinook mortality resulting from changes in management policies will require a permit for incidental take from the US Fish and Wildlife Service.

Likewise, the increase in sediment acknowledged from alternative #2’s riparian buffer reductions will cause mortality among Upper Willamette Spring Chinook, and so the WOPR’s proposed riparian buffer width changes will also require incidental take permits from US Fish & Wildlife.

A separate analysis and incidental take permit is required for the cumulative effects on listed salmon of increased sediment and reduced large wood recruitment and also any reduced shade.

Generally, BLM must consider cumulative effects of separate management activites, and must apply for incidental take permits for any actions which would increase mortality of listed species. In Addition, BLM must produce evidence to justify the abandonment of the Aquatic Conservation Strategy.

2) Riparian buffer reductions. Though the WOPR claims a 25’ buffer on headwall streams for alternative #2, the 10-15 tree per acre density of those buffers means the will be only one tree per 170 feet of stream. This is no buffer at all. This would permit logging activity right through the riparian zone and streambed. The WOPR must either propose a true no-disturbance riparian buffer zone or redo its analysis of the effect of alternative #2’s intermittant stream buffers adknowledging that they will be leaving no effective riparian buffer. This would require an incidental take permit from US Fish & Wildlife. Since nearly all riparian erosion studies are base on some real buffer, BLM might find it necessary to initiate these studies on their own.

3) The WOPR focuses on five “representative” watersheds in its analysis of impacts from proposed policy changes, but presents no evidence that these selected watersheds reflect the true conditions across the BLM’s western Oregon lands. It certainly does not describe Lost Creek on the Middle Fork Willamette, which is an intense rain-on-snow watershed. This meeds addressed and analyzed in the WOPR. The WOPR proposes cutting 1000 acres of ridgeline old growth above Lost Creek, creating the possibility of flooding not considered in Gordon Grant’s flood study cited. Dr. Grant told this writer that his small study did not address the threat of floods following ridgeline clearcuts in watersheds like Lost Creek, and that our situation is an unaddressed situation which needs further investigation. Christner and Harr (1982) report increased peak flows following clear-cutting in watersheds between 20 and 200 square miles, cited on page 11 of BLM’s Lost Creek Watershed Analysis (1997). The WOPR must address this research gap or retain Lost Creek’s ridgeline old growth in the Late Succession Reserve. The same requirement must be addressed in every watershed in which the WOPR proposes to cut all older timber, including Fall Creek, Little Fall Creek, The Mohawk River, Camp Creek, and The McKenzie River.

BLM’s Lost Creek Watershed Analysis points out that 43% of Lost Valley’s riparian zones are on BLM land. Alternative #2 would cut more than 2/3 of Lost Creek’s 6433 acres of riparian zones (p. 110, Lost Creek Watershed Analysis), plus 976 acres of upland old growth. Nearly all the older timber in Lost Valley is on BLM land, scheduled for clearcutting under alternative #2. Such a drastic alteration of basin ecology would require a separate EIS for its impact of Lost Creek alone, as well as in other watersheds in which the WOPR would cut most older trees, including those listed above.

The WOPR must ground truth the full array of watersheds across it range to prove the validity of its assumptions about its five selected “representative” watersheds, none of which accurately reflect conditions in the watersheds in my territory, or else somehow demonstrate the validity of its methodology in this regard.

4) The Lost Creek Watershed Analysis identifies 222 acres of interior old growth forest habitat in the Lost Creek basin (LCWA p.90). These patches maintain a corridor of connectivity to larger stands and corridors of old growth on adjacent Forest Service land extending across the Cascades and running south into California and north to the Columbia River, thus preserving an functionally significant low elevation remnant of a far larger old growth ecosystem. The WOPR would clearcut all of the Lost Creek old growth system, yet does not address the impact on old-growth dependent species. The WOPR must consider the consequences  of this drastic alteration in watershed ecology for Lost Creek and all other drainages under the WOPR in which much or all remaining old timber are scheduled for harvest.

5) BLM’s western Oregon lands are now managed as part of the NW Forest Plan, and represent much of the low elevation Douglas fir forests covered by the plan, including key travel corridors which allow wildlife to move across a large portion of the territory the NW Forest Plan covers. Yet nowhere in the WOPR are the consequences of BLM’s withdrawal from the plan to be found. The NW Forest Plan covers ecosystems and species that range across BLM land, and any changes BLM adopts that affect the NW Forest Plan must be addressed. 

In summary, the WOPR is deficient in its evidence and consideration of cumulative effects generally and on the Upper Willamette Spring Chinook Salmon specifially; its citations on flood impacts of clear cutting are deficient, as testified to by the author cited in the WOPR; individual and cumulative effects of reductions in riparian buffers must be considered, and intermittant riparian buffers altered or the analysis of their impacts such as reduced recruitment of  large wood, increased sediment and higher temperatures be redone- likely requiring an incidental take permit; evidence justifying abandoning the Aquatic Conservation Strategy of the NW Forest Plan must be produced; a new EIS may be required to address the removal of older timber from entire watersheds, especially in the case of functional, linked interior old growth remnant ecysystems. And all actions which affect the NW Forest Plan must be specifically addressed and justified.

Policy change based on new information can be appropriate; policy change based on ignoring the impacts of proposed actions is unacceptable and illegal.

