Bonneville Power Administration

FY 2001 High Priority Project Proposal Review

PART 2 of 2. Narrative

Title:      Acquire BAIC Tract: Wildlife Mitigation Site – Horn Butte Area, Oregon

Section 3. Project description

a. Abstract

The BAIC Tract is near Boardman, Oregon in the Columbia Plateau Province.  The site drains directly into the mainstem Columbia but has been included in the Umatilla Sub-basin for Province planning.  Together with the adjacent 46,126-acre Naval Weapons Training Facility and Bureau of Land Management lands at Horn Butte, the tract constitutes the largest remaining undeveloped shrub-steppe habitat in the Oregon portion of the Columbia Basin. The site has high-quality occurrences of: bitterbrush shrub steppe, Wyoming big sagebrush steppe, and needle-and-thread grassland including seven globally imperiled communities. At least nine State and Federal listed Threatened, Endangered and Sensitive species occur at the site.  Protection of the tract is part of a larger settlement agreement that includes benefits to Columbia and Snake River Steelhead and Salmon. 

A recent private settlement of litigation over proposals for water withdrawals (surface and groundwater) and the resulting impacts to Columbia and Snake River salmon and steelhead and the Washington ground squirrel has resulted in an opportunity to permanently protect the 23,000-acre BAIC Tract.  The settlement ensures temporary protection for the 23,000-acres, the opportunity to acquire the property, and partial funding for its long-term management. 

This tract is a component of an approved Oregon Wildlife Coalition (OWC) project known as Horn Butte.  The Northwest Power Planning Council approved the FY 1999 and 2000 funds to acquire and enhance lands in the Horn Butte area.   However, these funds were re-directed to other Council approved OWC projects when earlier negotiations failed to result in a timely opportunity to protect this tract.  We request $5,610,817 to acquire the property and complete NEPA review, baseline assessments and a mitigation and management plan for the property.  Cost sharing for the project will come from BAIC Inc., The Nature Conservancy, and the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife.
b. Justification as high priority

Project Addresses Imminent Risks to Listed and Other Species. 

The BAIC Tract is currently under an exclusive lease to BAIC Inc. through the year 2040 and has been until completion of the settlement agreement proposed for conversion to agricultural use. The settlement has ensured temporary protection for the property and a short window of opportunity to permanently protect the property through acquisition.  While the property is currently owned by Department of Administrative Services, it is not protected. Through the settlement BAIC Inc. is required to temporarily protect the tract through a sublease to The Nature Conservancy.  They are currently working with the Department of Administrative Services to acquire fee interest in the tract (thereby consolidating the property rights).  The settlement further requires them to make the property available for permanent protection through purchase of fee interest or a conservation easement and affirmative right of management by The Nature Conservancy.  Approval of this project as a High Priority Project would take advantage of a time-limited opportunity to permanently protect the tract and thereby enhance the survival of numerous species that are closely associated with the rare shrubsteppe habitat type, and achieve direct and immediate benefits to wildlife.  

Along with adjacent habitat on the Naval Weapons Systems Training Facility at Boardman, the BAIC Tract is critical habitat for the Washington ground squirrel, a state-listed endangered species in Oregon.  The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) is currently reviewing a petition to list the species as Endangered under the federal Endangered Species Act.  Land managers do not believe that the adjacent Naval Weapons Training Facility (of which only a portion is Washington ground squirrel habitat) alone can support the only remaining viable squirrel population and that action is necessary to ensure protection of the BAIC Tract. The majority of other remaining Washington ground squirrel habitat in the Columbia Basin is in privately owned small fragments that may or may not be viable. Permanent conservation of this tract, and the continued protection of the Naval Weapons Systems Training Facility, represents the most important, feasible and meaningful recovery and protection measure for this listed species.  

In addition, protection of this tract is certain to help prevent future listings of other sensitive species. The site contains critical habitat for burrowing owls (State Sensitive, Critical), long-billed curlews (State Sensitive, Vulnerable), loggerhead shrikes (State Sensitive, Vulnerable), northern sagebrush lizards (State Sensitive, Vulnerable), grasshopper sparrows (State Sensitive, Vulnerable), ferruginous hawks (State Sensitive, Critical), and Swainson’s hawks (State Sensitive, Vulnerable) and white-tailed jackrabbit (State Sensitive, Status Undetermined).

The site includes excellent to good quality occurrences of seven globally imperiled plant communities, including: 

· bitterbrush/needle-and-thread steppe

· bitterbrush/needle-and-thread – downy wheatgrass steppe

· Wyoming big sagebrush/bluebunch wheatgrass palouse steppe

· Basin big sage with needle-and-thread

· needle-and-thread-bluegrass grassland

· bluebunch wheatgrass –bluegrass grassland 

· bluebunch wheatgrass – needle-and-thread grassland

Non-native species such as yellow star thistle, spotted knapweed, and cheatgrass and uncontrolled wildfires threaten the quality of these imperiled plant communities. Conservation management of the site is critical to address these non-native species problems before they become unmanageable.
In addition to the upland habitat protection measures, the settlement also provides for a reduction of water withdrawals, screens, and $1,250,000 for the purchase of instream water rights that will benefit Columbia and Snake River salmon and steelhead.

Project Represents a Time-Limited Opportunity.  The Settlement Agreement provides for short-term protection of the property through a sublease to The Nature Conservancy and allows for the opportunity to permanent protect the property and provide a permanent management fund for the property if funding for land acquisition is available in a timely manner.   

Project is Appropriate Mitigation for FCRPS.  The project is appropriate mitigation for the FCRPS because it will protect, enhance, and mitigate wildlife populations and habitat impacted by the federal hydropower system in the Columbia River Basin.  Native shrubsteppe and grassland habitats and the species closely associated with these habitat types have been adversely affected by the development and operation of the federal hydropower system.  A majority of these habitat types have been lost due to agricultural conversion made possible by hydropower development.  The project is consistent with the Northwest Power Act.

Project Could Begin By September 30, 2001.  Work on negotiating necessary landowner agreements could begin immediately.  All necessary permits could be obtained and on-the-ground work could begin by September 30, 2001.
c. Rationale and relationship to criteria for high priority projects adopted in the 2000 Fish and Wildlife Program

Project is Self-Sustaining. This project is intended to produce largely self-sustaining habitat after completion of the proposed acquisition.  The BAIC Tract is one of the largest remaining parcels of undeveloped shrubsteppe habitat in the Oregon portion of the Columbia Basin.  Nature Conservancy acquisition of the site will protect and maintain existing habitat values by eliminating the imminent threat of habitat conversion.  Enhancement efforts to control non-native species and address impacts to habitat from past wildfires and small areas of habitat conversion within the tract will be necessary over the first 10 years after which the project is expected to be self-sustaining. 

Project has Measurable, Quantitative Biological Objectives and Will Result in Clear Benefits to Listed and Sensitive Species. This acquisition will result in immediate protection and subsequent improvement of 23,000 acres of shrub-steppe and grassland habitat.  Permanent protection of the BAIC Tract, and continued protection of the Naval Weapons Training Facility, represents the most important, feasible and meaningful recovery and protection measure for the Washington ground squirrel and other sensitive species associated with these habitat types.  Protection of this tract is also certain to help prevent future listings of other critical sensitive species.  In addition, other wildlife species such as deer and a variety of small mammals would benefit from this project.  

A detailed vegetation map, quantitative baseline vegetation monitoring and assessment of wildlife habitat values using the Habitat Evaluation Procedures (HEP) will be used to estimate pre- and post enhancement habitat values.  Wildlife species surveys (e.g., big game inventories, upland bird surveys, ground squirrel surveys) will be conducted as appropriate to determine response to habitat changes through time.  Changes in vegetation, including response of non-native vegetation control methods and restoration of native plants will be monitored over time. 

Project Will Connect Patches of High-Quality Habitat.  Protection of the BAIC Tract will connect high quality habitat on the adjacent Naval Weapons Training Facility (46,126 acres) and Horn Butte BLM lands (4,300 acres).  The project will also complement wildlife management efforts on the nearby Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife’s Willow Creek and Irrigon Wildlife Areas, the Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla’s Wanaket Wildlife Area, and the Umatilla and Cold Springs National Wildlife Refuges. 

Project May Prevent Degradation of a 303(d) Water Quality-Limited Stream  The project may prevent further degradation of water quality in Willow Creek, which is designated as water quality-limited for pH and temperature during the summer months  (ODEQ 1998). 

Project Provides for Cost-Sharing and Collaborative Efforts.  The Nature Conservancy, BAIC Inc. and Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife will provide funding and in-kind services toward the FY2001 project costs.  In addition, as part of the settlement, BAIC is required to provide a management endowment and/or annual payments of $130,000/year (indexed to inflation) to cover the site management costs.  While short-term management costs (first 10 years) are expected to exceed this level, long-term costs (>10 years) should be covered. Other potential partners in the site include: CTUIR, Trust for Public Lands, BLM, Department of Defense, and Defenders of Wildlife.
Project is Recommended by a Science-Based Action Plan.  The proposed acquisition was identified through two planning efforts undertaken by the Oregon Wildlife Coalition to assess and prioritize mitigation needs and opportunities. The Oregon Trust Agreement Planning (OTAP) Project (BPA 1993) and Assessing OTAP Process Using Gap Analysis Project (ODFW 1997) both identified the Horn Butte area as a priority for wildlife mitigation needs and opportunities.  The acquisition of the BAIC Tract is part of the Oregon Wildlife Coalition’s “Securing Wildlife Mitigation Sites – Oregon” project.  This programmatic habitat acquisition project identified acquisition and enhancement of shrubsteppe and grasslands in the Horn Butte area as a priority. 

Project is Approved by a State Agency with Fish and Wildlife Management Responsibility.  This acquisition is a high-priority action approved by the Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla and the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife, both of which have fish and wildlife protection responsibility.  The Oregon Wildlife Coalition endorses implementation of this project, as it is a component of a greater effort to protect and restore native shrubsteppe and grassland habitats, and associated wildlife species, in the Horn Butte area. 

d. Relationships to other projects 

As described above, Protection of the BAIC Tract will connect high quality habitat on the adjacent Naval Weapons Training Facility (46,126 acres) and Horn Butte BLM lands (4,300 acres).   The project will also complement wildlife management efforts on the nearby Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife’s Willow Creek and Irrigon Wildlife Areas, the Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla’s Wanaket Wildlife Area, and the Umatilla and Cold Springs National Wildlife Refuges. The acquisition of the BAIC Tract is part of the Oregon Wildlife Coalition’s “Securing Wildlife Mitigation Sites – Oregon” project. 

e. Proposal objectives, tasks and methods
Objective 1: Acquire 23,000 acre BAIC Tract as a high priority action project with BPA FY 2001 funding.

Task a: Complete appraisals, title reports, and legal documents to acquire a 23,000-acres BAIC tract.

Task b: Complete NEPA review

Methods:  We will have the property appraised using a BPA approved appraiser.  We will negotiate with the landowner and secure an option to purchase the property. We will complete all due diligence tasks using staff and qualified contractors. We will complete work required by the BPA’s NEPA checklist including obtaining cultural resources hazardous materials, and threatened and endangered species inventories and assessments using staff and qualified contractors.  This will include conducting surveys, addressing any significant issues and, if necessary, developing a Biological Assessment in consultation with NMFS or USFWS.  Nature Conservancy attorneys will draft all acquisition documents and a Memorandum of Agreement with BPA to transfer funds for habitat acquisition and related costs.  

Objective 2: Establish baseline habitat conditions

Task a: Complete a detailed vegetation map and baseline monitoring

Task b: Complete surveys and target species habitat evaluations

Task c: Identify and map as appropriate current and potential wildlife management issues on the property. 

Methods:  We will complete a detailed vegetation GIS map for the site from aerial photographs, satellite imagery, and field data collection. We will determine existing habitat conditions by measuring key habitat variables for target wildlife species.  We will analyze and/or model data to determine the value of existing habitat using Habitat Evaluation Procedures.  We will compile existing species data and conduct species inventories to fill information gaps. We will develop additional GIS data layers identifying current and potential wildlife management issues on the property.

Objective 3. Prepare interim management plans, habitat management plans, O&M plans and M&E plans for the property


Task a: Compile site data and conduct literature reviews and expert interviews 

Task b: Draft plans, secure peer review and finalize the plans.

Methods:   We will compile existing relevant literature and interview university and agency experts in shrub-steppe habitat and wildlife species management.  We will seek input on immediate management needs from co-managers and other interested parties.  Together with results of field data we will develop a 5-year habitat management plan based on desired future conditions and limiting factors.  The plan will describe management activities expected outcomes and implementation costs, estimate changes in habitat values as well as species responses to implemented actions, and develop criteria to measure success of management activities.

f. Facilities and equipment
We propose to acquire a truck to facilitate management of the property.  Funds for the purchase will be provided by BAIC Inc. 
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Section 4. Key personnel

Catherine Macdonald, Director of Conservation Programs, The Nature Conservancy

Catherine has worked for The Nature Conservancy in California and Oregon since 1978.  She was the Director of Stewardship in Oregon from 1984-1998 and is currently the Director of Conservation Programs. Catherine has a B.S. in plant ecology from Humboldt State University and an M.S. in entomology from Oregon State University. As Director of Conservation Programs, Catherine is responsible for overseeing The Nature Conservancy of Oregon’s science, land protection, and land management activities.  Her duties include oversight of the Oregon Natural Heritage Program, a biological and conservation data coordination, management, and distribution partnership between the State of Oregon and The Nature Conservancy.  Catherine has served on several national task forces for the Conservancy, including the Conservation Science Task Force and the Conservation Committee.  She is currently on the Board of Trustees of the Oregon Water Trust.  Catherine will be responsible for overseeing land acquisition negotiations, NEPA clearances, partnership development and completion of a long-term wildlife mitigation and management plan for the South-Boeing Tract.

Russ Pinto,  Director of Protection, The Nature Conservancy

As the Director of Land Protection Russ is responsible for all land acquisitions and conveyances for The Nature Conservancy in Oregon.  Prior to joining the Oregon Field Office, he worked for Trust for Public Land [TPL] and negotiated dozens of conservation acquisitions throughout California, Hawaii, and in the Oregon/Washington Columbia River Gorge National Scenic Area. His legal specialties are in property, environmental and land use law.  Russ has contributed his legal services to numerous conservation organizations and is presently on the Advisory Board of the Gorge Trust, a local land trust in the Columbia River Gorge.  Russ has a B.A. in philosophy from the University of Southern California and a J.D. from Seattle University. Russ will have primary responsibility for all real estate transactions, due diligence requirements, and NEPA clearances for the BAIC Tract. 

Steven Buttrick, Director of Stewardship, The Nature Conservancy 

Steve Buttrick began working for The Nature Conservancy of Oregon in June 1999 as the Director of Stewardship, Steve is responsible for administering all aspects of the Oregon Stewardship Program including oversight of management of Nature Conservancy lands and  development and advancement of stewardship partnerships on over 90,000 acres in Oregon. In addition he is responsible for developing strategies to address multi-site and state-wide land management and ecological threats to biological diversity such as non-native species and fire suppression. Steve oversees a stewardship staff of 25.  Steve began working for the Conservancy in 1978 as a National Ecologist in the Home Office, and since then has served as the National Assistant Director of Stewardship and the Director of Biological Conservation at the Eastern Regional Office.  Steve received his Ph.D. from the University of British Columbia in 1978, and has a B.A. in zoology from the University of New Hampshire and a Masters in botany/ecology from Ohio State University. Steve will be responsible for supervising site management staff and development of a long-term wildlife mitigation and management plan for the South-Boeing Tract.

Susan Barnes, Wildlife Mitigation Coordinator, ODFW

Russ Morgan, Watershed District Wildlife Biologist, ODFW
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