Response to ISRP comments of Fiscal Year 2002 Project Proposals

Project ID:  27008

Project Name:  Grande Ronde River Riparian Restoration

Sponsor:  Dept. of the Interior, Bureau of Land Management, Vale District Office, Baker Field Office

Short Description:  Enhance and restore riparian and native vegetation along the Wallowa and Grande Ronde Rivers to reduce sedimentation and improve riparian and instream habitat.

Below is the Bureau of Land Management’s (BLM) response to the ISRP comments.  The ISRP comments are in italics, with the BLM response following each comment.

The work may be fundable, but the proposed actions do not appear to be of high priority.  The land being considered for restoration does not appear to be in need of immediate active remedial action.

The Draft Grande Ronde Subbasin Summary states that riparian habitat degradation is one of the most serious problems in the Grande Ronde subbasin, and that extensive vegetation removal and disturbance has resulted in habitats that are very different in quantity and quality than what was present before European settlement (pg. 63). The Subbasin Summary also points out that approximately 379 stream miles are degraded (pg. 74), and riparian cover along streambanks is a vital part of a healthy watershed.  The Subbasin Summary further states that loss of riparian habitat can lead to a multitude of problems such as; accelerated runoff and erosion, siltation of spawning beds, effects on both summer and winter stream temperature, increasing vulnerability of fish populations, simplification of channel structure, and effects on instream habitat (pg. 74-75).

The major objective of the BLM proposal is to restore riparian habitat along a portion of the Wallowa and Grande Ronde Rivers and their tributaries, which the BLM believes is a very high priority.  While some of the BLM managed land may not be in immediate need of action, we believe that taking care of the problem now before it becomes an overwhelming problem makes sense.  Some of the riparian areas that the BLM manage are currently degraded, and to stop this problem now before more areas are degraded increases the chances of success, as well as reducing the overall costs.  To wait until some of these problems have multiplied means spending more money to treat less land.

The BLM is trying to address the problem of riparian habitat loss and degradation pro-actively, rather than reactively.  We can treat many small areas that are scattered along many miles of stream, which will lead to beneficial cumulative effects along the Wallowa and Grande Ronde Rivers.  

As pointed out in the Subbasin Summary, as well as the parameters that these Rivers are listed for on the Oregon 303(d) list, riparian habitat loss and degradation is a very real problem here.  Wallowa County and the Nez Perce Tribe have published a Salmon Habitat Recovery Plan (Wallowa County - Nez Perce Tribe, 1999).  This recovery plan identifies some of the same problems as the Subbasin Summary, as well as identifies some of the same restoration techniques to address these problems as the BLM is proposing with this project.

The BLM manages almost 50 shoreline miles along the Wallowa and Grande Ronde Rivers in the project area.  Improvement of riparian habitat along this area by re-establishing native vegetation to reduce sediment and erosion, provide shade, and provide a source of future large woody debris will all improve riparian and instream habitat.

Improvement of the BLM riparian areas can result in beneficial impacts on the entire watershed, help increase awareness of riparian habitats on adjacent private lands, and assist the County and Local government agencies to address issues dealing with degraded riparian habitat.

This proposal is to perform riparian restoration on land acquired by the BLM in 1993.

While a portion of the project proposal involves restoration of acquired land, some areas where restoration is planned is on land managed by the BLM before 1993 which was not acquired, but rather is within the Public Domain and has always been managed by the Federal Government.

Some of the acquired land was previously used by homesteaders who cleared the riparian flats for grazing, agriculture, and home sites.  Other areas that are planned for restoration have previously been overgrazed and/or noxious weeds have invaded.    Restoration will include controlling the noxious weeds, re-establishing native vegetation, and controlling livestock grazing issues.

Monitoring was described in terms of seedling survival, seedling protection, noxious weed control, weed seeding [g]ermination, and large woody debris, but a monitoring plan is not yet in place and most monitoring methods are listed without adequate detail.  It is not clear whether monitoring includes any attempt to evaluate the effectiveness of active measures versus that of simple protection of land and allowance of passive restoration.  
As mentioned in the project description, a monitoring plan will be set up in FY 2002.  It is envisioned that this monitoring plan, which will identify the specific sites for monitoring, will be designed in conjunction with the NEPA document for this project.  This monitoring plan will include implementation and effectiveness monitoring and will have a report issued annually containing accomplishments of the project and results of the monitoring.  Although the specific monitoring sites have yet to be determined, the following monitoring objectives and methods that have been planned for this project are listed below. 

Implementation Monitoring:
Implementation monitoring that includes number of acres planted with native vegetation, number of acres treated for noxious weeds, miles of fence constructed to limit livestock grazing, number of acres seeded with native grass species, etc. will be reported annually in the monitoring plan.

Effectiveness Monitoring:
The effectiveness monitoring will involve Tier 1 Trend Monitoring.  The overall objective of this project is to restore and enhance riparian habitat along the Wallowa and Grande Ronde Rivers and their tributaries.  It is the BLM’s assertion that when noxious weeds are controlled, native vegetation is re-established (which includes grasses, trees, shrubs, etc.), the amount of bare streambanks are reduced, and livestock grazing is controlled, then we will have met our objective of having restored functioning riparian habitat.  The following are effectiveness monitoring techniques that collectively will be able to tell us when we have met our objective.

1. Areas that have conifer seedlings planted will have first, third, and fifth year survival studies conducted to determine seedling survival rate.

2. Seedling protection measures will be monitored to determine effectiveness of cages and big game repellant.  At least one study area will be set up to monitor browsing on seedlings with cages, seedlings that have been protected with big game repellant, and seedlings that received no protection.  Percentage of foliage browsed will be reported.

3. Similarly, survival studies will also be conducted on the hardwood planting areas.

4. Noxious weed treatment areas will be monitored annually.  Each treatment area will be checked to determine if control of the noxious weeds has happened.  If control has not occurred, follow-up treatment will be initiated.  If control has occurred, then the next phase of restoration, establishing native vegetation will commence.

5. In areas of bare streambanks where hardwoods are planted to stabilize banks and restore native vegetation, in addition to the survival monitoring, bank pins will be installed in certain locations to measure soil loss and bank erosion before and after treatments.  At least one set of bank pins will be installed along a section of bare streambank to give a relative comparison of bank erosion between vegetated and non-vegetated streambanks.  Bank pins will be measured annually for at least five years.

6. Photo points will be installed to document trend of riparian habitat condition, including vegetation establishment and increases in bank stability.  Photo points will be located so as to document control of noxious weeds, re-establishment of native vegetation, protection of streambanks, and overall recovery of riparian habitat.  Photo points will be documented and new photos taken annually for at least five years.

7. Before placement of large woody debris is placed in Little Courtney Creek, a stream survey documenting stream type, pool to pool spacing, pool habitat, and channel geometry will be conducted.  After placement of large woody debris, the stream reach will be re-surveyed annually for at least five years to determine stability of material placed in stream, determine changes to channel geometry and whether or not pool habitat has increased.

As mentioned previously, the different monitoring techniques listed above will be used in conjunction to determine when riparian habitat has been restored.  In some areas multiple tasks must first be accomplished to restore and enhance riparian habitat.  For example, noxious weeds must be controlled before conifer or hardwood planting to ensure that any chemical treatments used to control the weeds do not also harm the trees.  Then after planting, adequate survival of trees, shrubs, and grasses must occur to ensure that streambanks are protected, there is a source of future large woody debris, and that enough plants are available to reproduce naturally.

As for the question of active versus passive restoration, the BLM is not convinced that passive restoration can control noxious weeds and return native vegetation to these riparian areas.  However, there will be some instances where we will be able to compare active restoration versus passive restoration.  One of these instances will be the data collected from the bank pins which will measure soil loss and bank erosion.  One set of bank pins will be set up on a typical bare streambank and measured annually.  Other sets of bank pins will be set up on bare streambanks that are planted with native vegetation where soil loss and bank erosion will also be measured.  Although not Tier 3 monitoring, this will give an indication of difference between passive and active restoration, and whether or not soil loss and bank erosion is reduced on re-vegetated streambanks.

The rational and significance to the FWP are clear.  However, the goals and objectives are confused.  Two of the three listed objectives are actually tasks.  Actions listed as “specific project goals” are also tasks.

This is correct.  The main objective of this project is to restore riparian habitat along the Wallowa and Grande Ronde River and their tributaries, as is listed under Objectives in the project proposal.  We agree that the other two listed objectives are actually tasks, as are the “specific project goals”.  These are all tasks of how we will actually accomplish the objective of restoring riparian habitat.

Given that this is BLM land purchased with the intent of restoration, and that BLM has already been conducting some of the restoration activities, including some of the NEPA EA work, why should this be a matter of BPA rather than BLM funding?

As mentioned previously, not all of the project proposal includes acquired land.  Some of the land was managed by the BLM previously and the acquired land augments our management of land along the Wallowa and Grande Ronde Rivers.  The acquired land was obtained through land exchanges where the BLM exchanged other land to acquire the land adjacent to the Rivers.  One of the objectives was to make management of the BLM land along the Grande Ronde and Wallowa Rivers easier because of blocked ownership and easier access.  This land was also seen as important for fish and wildlife habitat, recreation access, and the fact that it is within a Wild and Scenic River corridor.  While the BLM has been able to do some restoration activities on this land, is has been because of funding and grants that we have had to compete for, not the base funding that the BLM receives.  Each BLM office receives base appropriated funds to perform base workload.  Very little if any of this base funding is available to fund extra pro-active work such as land restoration.  The last two years restoration of conifer and hardwood planting, native grass seeding, and exclosures to restrict livestock grazing along the riparian areas have been accomplished because of funding through the Clean Water Action Plan (CWAP).  The Baker Resource Area BLM competed with other BLM offices for this funding.  For Fiscal Year 2002, there does not appear to be any CWAP money for restoration activities.  In addition to the lack of available funding for restoration, it is hard to implement multi-year restoration activities without a guarantee of funding.  Previous CWAP money that was received could only be used in the fiscal year in which it was received.  Being able to receive some money through BPA for a multi-year restoration project would allow the BLM to confidently collect and grow seed at the nursery while planning for future planting areas and knowing that the trees being grown will be able to be planted and result in positive benefits on the ground.

For Fiscal Year 2002, the BLM will probably receive some money above our base funding for weed control, but this does not provide for planting and seeding costs.

As for the BLM being able to do some NEPA work, this can be accomplished with our permanent work force that is funded out of our base funding.  The BLM staff can work on NEPA and consultation documents, monitoring, and provide contract administration, etc., which is our portion of the cost share of the project, if there is additional money available for materials and contracting costs.

In applying for this funding, the BLM is taking a pro-active approach to riparian habitat degradation by addressing the problem at small-localized areas along a significant amount of shoreline within the project area.  Improving degraded riparian habitat and restoring native vegetation now will lead to beneficial cumulative effects in the long term by reducing sedimentation, decreasing bank erosion, controlling noxious weeds, controlling livestock grazing in riparian areas, enhancing shade along the Rivers and tributaries in the project area, and providing a future source of large woody debris; all of which will improve riparian and instream habitat in the long term.  Managing this problem now will help prevent increased riparian degradation in the future and improve the riparian habitat as soon as possible within the project area along the Wallowa and Grande Ronde Rivers.

The review group also suggests that future terrestrial monitoring efforts be made compatible with one of the national terrestrial survey efforts.  Perhaps an intensification of the National Resources Inventory survey sites and data collection protocols would serve the region well.

While the National Resources Inventory (NRI) was developed to monitor non-federal rural land within the United States, establishing a primary sampling unit on BLM land and using monitoring protocol consistent with the NRI should be feasible.  During the development of the formal monitoring plan for this project, the protocol required by the NRI and monitoring requirements of the BLM will be reviewed and compared to assess whether NRI and BLM data can be collected efficiently and simultaneously.

