
Implementation of the Blue River Landscape Strategy Timber Sales
as of 7-13-2011
Implementation of the Blue River Landscape Strategy has been challenged by issues common to many timber sales throughout the Pacific Northwest.  Operational complexities, lawsuits, and protest over harvest of old trees have been common occurrences.   Comments received during the planning process questioned the use of fire regime information the ability to “mimic” fire effects with harvesting.  As post-harvest conditions have been reviewed with the public and environmental groups, the response has been mixed.   Environmental groups are holding fast to the opinion that logging of old forests is unacceptable.   The science and other information used to substantiate logging is mostly irrelevant to opponents.  A field trip with interested local residents (summer 2005) to BRF and NFQ logging sites received positive responses.  Prescriptions that maintained 30-50% canopy closure were acceptable.  The public group felt that leaving structure so the stand still “looked like a forest” was favorable, versus their impressions of clearcuts.

There were three timber sales planned to implement aspects of the BRLS.  Each sale would demonstrate unique conditions reflecting three fire regimes.    

NORTH FORK QUARTZ TIMBER SALE

The first timber sale implemented was N. Fork Quartz (NFQ).   Its NEPA was completed with a Decision in June 1997.  Representing 15 mmbf, it was designed to emulate relatively frequent, low intensity, and relatively small disturbance events.  This translated to a 100-year harvest cycle.  The post-harvest condition included maintaining 50% canopy retention on average across the stand.   Potentially unstable side slopes along class III and IV streams had 100% retention.  Other class IV riparian areas varied; some had 75’ no-harvest, some had 50% retention within 150’.  To create horizontal diversity, patches of the units were retained as no-harvest, green-tree-retention areas.   Over time, the goal is to develop an uneven-aged, multi-cohort stand with an overstory of 100 to 300 year old trees (or older), and an understory managed on a 100-year regeneration cycle.  The first commercial thin is planned for age 35 (leaving 100 understory trees per acre (TPA)).  The second thin was modeled at 65 years (leaving 60 understory TPA).  At 100 years, a partial cut entry would result in 50% canopy retention taking overstory and understory trees in equal proportions.  

The sale was awarded in November 1997.   Logging began in September 1999.  Operations generally ran between June 1 and October 31, continuing through April 2000.   The majority of units were helicopter logged.  One unique feature of this sale was the intent to test the potential to regenerate forests on unsuitable soils.  Underburning on steep slopes with unstable soils above Blue River Reservoir was another unique feature, with the intent to creep fire down to a class III stream.  

This sale progressed fairly smoothly.  During operations, there were questions by sale administrators about the adequacy of a 55’ tower for log suspension.  Gouging was occurring near the landing.   The site was reviewed by the soil scientist, and a decision was made to accept the gouging instead of bringing in a larger yarder, which would have required a larger landing.

Four acres were dropped in one unit because they were deemed to be unloggable with the existing equipment.  A steep slope and long distance from the landing (<2400’) precluded success with cable systems.
This sale provided the Forest’s first experience with significant add on volume.    As much as 34-36% was add on volume, primarily because of corridor trees being added to the mix.  The add on actually made the sales more economically viable, especially since they were planned to target only smaller diameter material from below.  However, the issue of corridor clearing was not addressed in the original NEPA analysis, and surprised some observers.   All large diameter trees had been marked for retention in the original prescription, but large trees ended up going down the road on log trucks.   

There were several implementation challenges with this timber sale, particularly around the post-harvest fuels treatment.   In general, the IDT was uncomfortable with burning on steep slopes under a 50% canopy closure.  Safety to firefighters was a concern.   So was the potential for high levels of canopy mortality.  The District Ranger signed off on a burn plan, however, and the prescribed fire did occur.   Extra effort was expended to ensure firefighter safety issues were covered.   

The narrow fire window -- and a reticence around creating too much heat -- resulted in few large snags from the prescribed fire.   The burn killed many small diameter hemlocks, concentrated in valleys or pockets with high existing fuel loading.   The hope had been that fire would be a cost saver:  funds would not need to be expended later to create snags.   After implementation, members of the IDT felt there was still a need to create snags to improve the diversity of species and diameter.    

Though the intent of the BRLS was to reintroduce fire into riparian systems, it did not occur.  Instead, firelines were installed around most riparian reserves.   As implementation neared, the interdisciplinary team brought up concerns around water quality and general “risk aversion” issues.   The District erred on the conservative side and did not risk putting fire near the streams.  

The level of data available from stand exams for meeting green tree retention was problematic and influenced implementation success.  Plots were averaged over large areas.  When diameter limits were prescribed based on aggregated data from a large area, the results were higher levels of retention.   The value of site-specific stand exams was realized.

On the flip side, having a prescription that called for a retention percent averaged across a unit, coupled with imprecise data, provided for flexibility in meeting objectives.  It also resulted in a variation across the unit that is probably more ecologically valuable.  

Data collection 10-years post-treatment is occurring the summer of 2011.   Analysis of that data is expected to be available in the fall/winter 2011-2012 from Dr. Andy Gray with the PNW Research Station, Corvallis.

BLUE RIVER FACE TIMBER SALE

The second timber sale implemented was Blue River Face (BRF).   The Decision Notice for this sale was signed June 1997.  The sale was awarded in October 1997.    This 20 mmbf sale was designed to emulate moderate frequency fires on a 180 year return interval.  The post-harvest condition included leaving 50% canopy closure on areas with unstable soils; 100% canopy closure in the riparian reserves; and 30% canopy closure throughout the rest.   A diameter limit technique was used to create clumpiness.  To create horizontal diversity, 15% of each unit was retained as no-harvest green-tree-retention areas.  Over time, the goal is to develop an uneven-aged, multi-cohort stand with an overstory of 200- to 400-year old trees and an understory managed on a 180-year regeneration cycle.  Future thinning of the understory would occur at year 40 (leaving 110 TPA); year 70 (leaving 80 TPA); and year 100 (leaving 50 TPA).   
The sale was awarded in 1997.   Operations were scheduled to begin in 1999, but were halted because of lawsuits aimed at higher level planning documents.   As with many sales under the Northwest Forest Plan, implementation occurred in fits and starts as the courts and the U.S. Forest Service worked out issues around Survey and Manage.  This sale was enjoined on August 2, 1999 because the court determined red tree vole surveys were needed.   The surveys were conducted and a Supplemental Information Report (SIR) was written in July 2000.  Oregon Natural Resource Council (ONRC) had questions about certain aspects of the surveys stated in a September 2000 letter.   In January 2001, the District responded to ONRC and American Lands Alliance’ (ALA) comments on the SIR for BRF Timber Sale.  The Blue River Ranger District received comments on September 14, 2000 from Carrie Stilwell Counsel for Plaintiffs, ONRC, and ALA.  The letter included the plaintiffs’ objections to and notice of intent to challenge the results of the BRF Timber Sale SIR.  

The objections within the Challenge to SIR letter from ONRC were grouped into four categories.  The District’s response countered the complaints, but did make one change.  The buffer originally used for the red tree vole nest found in unit 7C followed the Interim Guidance for Survey and Manage Component 2 Species, November 4, 1996.  Management Recommendations for the Oregon Red Tree Vole Arborimus longicaudus, Version 2.0 were issued later.  The September 2000 letter included with the Management Recommendations stated that they apply to all projects without a signed decision document.  Although BRF had an existing Decision Notice, the original no-harvest buffer had been slightly adjusted to include a few additional trees above the topographical nest tree bowl and now encompasses one full site potential tree around the active nest site in unit 7C.   

The information gathered through the survey as well as needed modifications were found to be non-significant and therefore a new decision is not required.  A June 2000 Letter of Correction to the EA was also prepared, which described effects to the red tree vole and documented changes to the EA, Prescription and Contract.  
Also during this period (August 2001), 2 rare fungi sites were found in unit 5d.  The District Ranger decided to protect the sites and unilaterally modified the timber sale contract to drop approximately 1 acre from the unit.    

In May 2002, citizen surveyors shared that they had found potential red tree vole nests in the BRF units 3c and 5a.  The surveys verified the presence of 2 active nests in unit 3c and 2 inactive nests in unit 5a.   This species was categorized as Survey Strategy 1 under the 1994 Record of Decision (ROD) and considered a category C species under the 2001 ROD.  Under both RODs, pre-disturbance surveys and management of known sites are required, but these requirements are dependent on the date of decision and date of contract award.   Management recommendations have included 10-acre no-harvest protection areas around active nests as well as protection for inactive nests within 100m of active nests.  These units were surveyed to protocol in the spring of 2000.   That effort documented 1 active and 1 inactive nest in unit 7c.  None were found in any other units.  The timber sale contract was modified to protect the sites in 7c with a 10-acre no-harvest protection zone, and the sale was re-released for operation in May 2001.  

The red tree vole surveys followed the signing of the decision and award of the sale, which is unusual, but occurred because of the ONRC Action lawsuit.  The BRF Timber Sale was listed in Exhibit A of a Settlement Agreement between the USFS and ONRC.  Listed sales required surveys for red tree voles, followed by applicable protection and contract modifications.  The USFS followed the requirements of this agreement on Blue River Face with the results discussed above.  Any additional survey needs expired on February 11, 2001, when the Stipulation expired.

In June 2002, the Forest Service was made aware of the potential for additional survey and manage and sensitive plants in the BRF Timber Sale by citizen surveyors.  The identification of sensitive plants turned out to be incorrect, but the lichen Pseudocyphellaria rainierensis (PSRA) was found.  Occurrences were confirmed in units 5e and 5d.  
This lichen was categorized as Survey Strategy 1, 2, and 3 under the 1994 Record of Decision (ROD) and considered a category A species under the 2001 ROD.  Under both RODs, pre-disturbance surveys and management of known sites were required, but these requirements were dependent on the date of decision and date of contract award.  Management recommendations have included no-harvest protection zones within a radial distance of 1 potential site tree.

USFS surveys for this species had never been done for this sale because they were not required.  As a Strategy 2 species in the 1994 ROD, page C-5 states “Surveys must be completed prior to ground-disturbing activities that will be implemented in FY 1999 or later.”   At that time, “implementation” was defined as the date of signature of NEPA.  Since the EA for this sale was signed in 1997, no surveys were required.  Also, survey protocol was not available for this species until March 12, 1998, well beyond the NEPA signature date, as well as beyond the contract award date.  Surveys for lichens were not part of the stipulated agreement between ONRC and the USFS, so no additional surveys were required, as was the case with the red tree vole.

Also, the 2001 ROD Standards and Guidelines (page 24) clarified the Timing Requirements for Pre-disturbance Surveys:  “the date of the decision is the cut-off date for the requirement to conduct surveys prior to habitat-disturbing activities...” and “once the decision is made no additional survey requirements are imposed.”   
In 2004, the District Ranger decided not to modify the BRF Timber Sale contract for these findings, but did have pre-sale employees mark trees with known locations of survey and manage species for retention.  Since this was primarily a harvest from below sale, the majority of large overstory trees had already been planned for retention.  

Public controversy became somewhat intense with this sale following this decision, and as local environmental groups swung their attention to the McKenzie Watershed in general.  The District Ranger was contacted by ONRC and asked to halt “illegal operations.”  On advice of the USFS lawyers, the sale continued.  Interactions with protestors included vandalism to the 130 road (a trench was dug across the entire face of the road and rebar was placed in the trench); discovery of tree platforms; harassment of the BRF sale night watchman (he started carrying a gun); complaints filed to Senator Defazio’s office, which led to field trips with his environmental aid; and signs held up at a Washington D.C. rally witht the secretary of Agriculture calling for the Willamette National forest to quit “clearcutting old growth.”   The ONRC website was full of “action alerts” and many letters were written to the District Ranger.  Tree sitters, vandalism, and threats ensued through the summer of 2004.   

Modifications continued, however, as attention was given to the impacts of logging from below in older stands.

Operationally, logging from below in older stands proved to be a challenge for this sale.  Logging corridors up to 1000’ had to be cleared, resulting in large trees being felled to facilitate the cable.   The District Ranger dropped all of one and part of another unit because the amount of corridor trees needed to be cleared to facilitate logging would result in old growth trees being felled to corridors, resulting in a canopy closure below targeted levels (units 3d and 3e).  The NEPA had said that no large trees would be felled, and all had originally been marked for retention.  As marks were changed from orange to blue, environmental groups rallied in complaint that the USFS was violating NEPA.   Unanticipated radiating corridor placement that resulted in openings also fueled controversy.  
Unit 5d was dropped in July 2005 because of the need to cut old growth trees for corridors to facilitate logging of small understory trees with little value.  This issue was also reflected in changes to Unit 3a, which had its logging system changed from ground-based/skyline to all ground based to avoid the need to cut corridor trees.

Additional acreage was dropped in unit 3c because of a blind lead skyline issue, emphasizing the need to do thorough logging systems analysis prior to sale. 

The sale was held up again in 2005 following a lawsuit against USFWS.  Unit 5a was not allowed to operate until reinitiation with USFWS for spotted owl consultation on CHU’s.  The sale was on hold from March 2005 until august 2005, when a new BO was received.


Eventually, logging on the sale was completed in 2005.   When all was said and done, over 80 acres had been dropped from the sale, reducing the sold volume by 2769ccf.  Unit 5d, which had been dropped, was repackaged with the Bridge Timber sale and helicopter logged in 2010.
TRAPPER TIMBER SALE

Trapper was the third timber sale to implement BRLS.   The NEPA was completed in May 2003.   It was appealed by Cascadia Wildlands and Oregon Wild, but it successfully passed through Regional Review in August 2003.   This sale of 8.3 mmbf was designed to emulate infrequent, moderate to high intensity fires on a relatively large scale.  The resulting prescription includes a 260-year harvest cycle.  The post-harvest condition included maintaining an average 15% canopy retention across the units.  The exception is areas of unstable soils, which would have 50% canopy maintained.   Horizontal diversity will be maintained by leaving un-harvested patches and small openings.   

Riparian reserve management varies in this sale; some class III streams have 30% canopy retention within ½ potential tree height; some have no harvest within ½ potential tree height; some will retain 15% canopy similar to the upland portions of the unit.  

Over time, the goal is to develop an uneven-aged, multi-cohort stand with an overstory of 260 to 500-year old trees.  Future understory thinning would occur at year 35-40 (leaving 100-110 understory trees per acre); year 60 (leaving 80 understory TPA); and year 80 (leaving 50 understory TPA).   One or two low intensity underburns would occur during the last 160 years of the stands’ cycle to return fire to a more natural role.   At year 260, 15% canopy will be retained again, consisting of trees from the overstory and understory in about equal proportions.    

Two units in the Trapper EA are to be treated with low severity fire only, with the intent of creating 10-20% mortality in the overstory trees.  Firelines have been installed, but funding has been unavailable to implement the project.   The intent is to underburn through riparian areas as well.

The adaptive management process resulted in significant changes in woody material retention in this sale.  The IDT recognized that large levels of woody material, both standing and down, are generally present following large fire events.  A change in the BRLS led to prescribing high levels of snag habitat in this sale; in some units up to 23.7 snags per acre (depending on unit) will be retained or created shortly after harvest.   

There were also adaptive changes to Trapper that resulted from experience with implementing the NFQ timber sale.  For example, presale crews painting Trapper marked additional orange leave trees immediately below landings to account for radiating skyline corridors.    Unfortunately, the timing of logging on BRF did not allow the District to rework the sale for additional lessons learned through NFQ.  

The sale was sold in 2004.   Operations were planned to begin in 2006, however, the purchaser, Seneca, requested contract extensions yearly through 2009.  They did not indicate an interest in logging until August 1, 2010.   

This sale has received intense attention from environmental organizations because it harvests mature forest.  Pacific Environmental Advocacy Center / Oregon Natural Resources Council submitted a letter to District Ranger Mary Allison requesting reconsideration of the decision to proceed with implementation of Trapper.   In May of 2005, they convinced the City Council of Eugene drafts Resolution No. 4836 “A resolution considering protection of mature and old growth forests in the McKenzie River Watershed,” essentially in protest of Trapper, even though the sale has no connected impact to the McKenzie River.
There were also several bumps in the road over the next few years having to do with re-initiation of consultation for the northern spotted owl because of higher level law suits and re-evaluation of new information on owls and red tree voles.  More letters were written to the Forest Supervisor asking for reconsideration of the sale because of the red tree voles found by citizen surveyors (NEST).  This culminated in a field trip to Trapper in 2007 with Deputy FS Scott Fitzwilliams, District Ranger Mary Allison, Dr. Fred Swanson, Susan Jane Brown(then Natural Resource Adivsor for Peter Defazio), James Johnson, ONRC, and Josh Laughlin Cascadia Wildlands.  No support was gained.   Cascadia Wildlands sent a letter to Meg Mitchell suggesting a buyback or replacement volume communication with Seneca in the spring of 2010.  This prompted another look at “new information” from a NEPA standpoint.  Several evaluations were done that concluded the sale could go forward, but movement of a spotted owl nest tree put the sale under a new seasonal restriction and caused a reinitaiotn of consultation.  This disrupted Seneca’s plan to begin harvesting the sale August 1, 2010.   Another field trip with interested parties occurred  to Trapper Units attended  by Bridgette Tuerler, Bob Progulske (USFWS); Sonja Weber, Meg Mitchel,  Joe Doerr, James Rudisill (Willamette National Forest); Brian Tenbusch (American Forest Resources Council); Josh Loughlin (Cascadia Wildlands in September 2010.   No  support was gained from the environmental groups.
A lawsuit was filed against Trapper in October 2010.  After many briefings and counter briefings, the case was argued before Judge Hogan on April 25, 2011.  In June, the judge’s ruling was published.  He determined that the Decision Notice for Trapper was flawed and the NEPA needed to re-done considering new issues.  As of this date, a decision to appeal the ruling has not been made.  A restraining order is in place on the Trapper Timber Sale until a new decision is published.
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