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a. Abstract 
Acquisition of the Williams Ranch will allow the Burns Paiute Tribe, Bureau of Land Management and Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife to cooperatively manage 9040 acres of deeded land and 52, 000+ acres of state and federal land for the benefit of fish and wildlife populations. The project site holds 461 acres of senior (1883) water rights and encompasses 16.6 miles of the South Fork and North Fork Malheur River. The ranch has been utilized for livestock production for the last 100 years with little to no regard for fish and wildlife management. Acquisition would allow the cooperators to manage this site and a neighboring mitigation site on a landscape level for fish, wildlife and habitat enhancement.  

b. Technical and/or scientific background
In November 2000, the Tribe acquired the Malheur River Wildlife Mitigation Project (#200002700), formerly known as the Denny Jones Ranch (Jones Ranch) (Figure 2).  The Jones Project lies 4 miles east of the proposed Williams Ranch and has many similar attributes.  The Jones Ranch currently holds permits to approximately 32,000 acres of BLM allotments, 4,500 acres of State grazing leases and 6,400 acres of deeded land. In the short amount of time the Tribe has managed the site, there have been numerous achievements accomplished for fish, wildlife and the local communities.  Many formal presentations have been given on behalf of the BPA mitigation program and the Northwest Power Planning Councils (NPPC) Fish and Wildlife Program. In addition, information has been provided to the public regarding Tribal history and government as well as how the projects and program can benefit the local community and economy.  We have been able to overcome negative rumors, stereotypes and misconceptions of the Tribe and BPA through our public outreach.  

Through these outreach efforts, our program and department have gathered support and cooperation from the local counties and communities, agencies and environmental groups to continue our progress and activities in the Malheur River Basin.  The acquisition of the Williams Ranch would allow us to expand our efforts and capture our restoration efforts at a larger watershed level.  

The Williams family has owned the proposed acquisition site since the termination of the Malheur Reservation. Historically, the site has been managed for the production of livestock and hay.  Although the overall site is not in poor quality, the management and focus of the site has negative impacts to fish, wildlife and the native composition of vegetation.  The proposed site has many desirable attributes that given the chance would have tremendous benefits to a large population of fish and wildlife species.  

The Williams Ranch is located in Juntura, Oregon, a small town approximately 53 miles east of Burns, Oregon and 62 miles west of Vale, Oregon on US Highway 20.  The Ranch is positioned at the beginning of the Black Canyon Corridor that starts in Juntura and ends near Vale (~ 46 miles). The Williams Ranch is boarded on the eastern boundary by approximately 15 miles of the South Fork Malheur River, currently owned by Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife (ODFW). On the southern end of the deeded ground, the ranch holds permits to 52,000+ acres of Bureau of Land Management (BLM) grazing permits and 5,261 acres of State grazing permits (owned by Division of State Lands, Oregon) (Figure 1).  On the northern end, the site holds deed to approximately 500 acres of mixed,  introduced and native meadow vegetation that is irrigated by a complex ditch system and by spring runoff. 
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Figure 1. Williams Ranch 
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Figure 2. Williams and Jones Ranch property boundaries 

On the west side of the Williams Ranch, Warmsprings Reservoir boarders 87% of the Williams allotments. A majority of the big horn sheep populations on these allotments can be found on the Potholes and Moritz pastures (Figure 3).  Restoration and the possible retirement or intensive management of these allotments would be negotiated with the BLM to enhance big horn range and habitat.   

The South Fork of the Malheur River is the only un-dammed tributary of the Malheur Basin.  Historically, this stretch, as well as the North and Upper Middle Forks reach had anadroumous spring runs of Chinook salmon and steelhead trout (Bahls 2001). After the construction of Beulah and Warmsprings Reservoir, the only remaining salmonids in the upper watershed were redband trout, bull trout, and mountain whitefish (Figure 3).  

[image: image3.wmf] 

 


Figure 3.  Williams Allotment Pastures and Waterways 

Resources Values: Gathered through existing literature, personal communications and visual observations 

Meadow/ Riparian Plant Communities:  Historically, the meadows located within the proposed project site had a much different appearance than they do today.  Although documentation of pre-settlement vegetation composition is lacking for this area, comparisons with similar meadow systems suggest that it hosted a complex mixture of rushes, sedges, grasses, forbs, and shrubs (Cooper 1956, Rumburg and Cooper 1961).

Concentrations of each plant type would have been dependent on the level of flooding that was allowed by the prevailing fluctuations in topography.  The concentration of rushes would have increased with increases in the depth and duration of standing water, and grass, forb, and shrub densities would have decreased under such conditions (Gomm 1979 Rumburg 1961).  Dryland species such as bluebunch wheatgrass, basin wild rye, and basin big sagebrush may have been found in isolated stands where elevated islands would have protected them from anaerobic soils.

After settlement, a vast majority of these meadows were leveled to maximize the efficiency of flood irrigation that was provided by a complex system of diversion dams and ditches.  The formation of the Vale Irrigation District led to the permanent alteration of the subbasin located below its headwaters.  In conjunction with the Bureau of Reclamation, the construction of Warm Springs and Agency Valley Dams were completed in 1919 and 1935, respectively (Bureau of Reclamation 2001).  This drastically altered native stream flows and flooding events, leading to the formation of mid-stream and point bars as well as to a general widening of the river, decreasing aquatic habitat quality considerably (Leonard et al. 2001).

Those areas within the irrigated meadows of the Williams Ranch are currently dominated by introduced pasture species such as smooth brome, meadow foxtail, orchardgrass, and clovers.  These species were planted because native meadow plants are generally believed to be less resilient, productive, and responsive to intensive land management.  As a result, biological diversity in these areas has decreased substantially. 

Sagebrush steppe:  It is estimated that southeastern Oregon rangelands have been in a state of flux for the last 10,000 years.  Shifts in climate and fire regimes historically created conditions that led to changes in the altitudinal residence of dominant plant community types such as juniper woodlands, shrublands, and grasslands.  The last 150 years, however, have seen an unprecedented rate of change in these communities (Miller et al. 1994). 

Although often blamed on a select few influences such as grazing and weed encroachment, cultivation, elevated CO2 levels, altered fire frequencies, recreation, irrigation, and climate change have had an accumulated effect on a landscape scale (Miller et al. 1994).  Management strategies and restoration plans often focus on the three influences that are the most tangible (grazing, fire frequency, and weed invasion) because climate change and elevated CO2 levels in our atmosphere occur at such a slow rate that their influence is difficult to measure or comprehend.

It can be argued effectively that historic high levels of livestock grazing in upland plant communities caused serious ecological damage.  In the last 50-60 years, however, rangeland condition has improved in most areas of Oregon’s High Desert (Defenders of Wildlife 1998).  Such improvements have led many people to believe that the complete removal of livestock from project sites such as the Williams Ranch will stimulate recovery toward a desirable pre-settlement condition over time.  It is important to remember, however, that any strong habitat restoration plan is dependent on energy flows, nutrient cycles, and plant community dynamics.  A combination of the three governs these ecosystems (National Research Council 1994).  Many of the sites that have begun to recover as a result of a shift of grazing management are, unfortunately, not capable of continuing along this positive trend in their current states.

Historically, sagebrush steppe community succession was driven by non-directional change that facilitated long-term equilibrium without permitting new species to invade the site (prior to the introduction of exotic plants).  Although the floristic composition of these plant communities was stable over time, disturbance drove the system to cycle in species dominance.  

In recently burned stands sagebrush seedlings were present but herbaceous perennials dominated.  In a matter of years open stands of sagebrush would arise, consisting of a productive understory of grasses and forbs.  With a prolonged absence of fire, sagebrush cover became dense and competition for resources depleted the herbaceous component.  On an average of 25-50 years this cycle would repeat itself on the Williams project site creating ideal habitat for indicator species such as sage grouse in the process.  Because of its dependence on fire, the project uplands were known collectively as a pyric subclimax ecosystem before a reduction in fuels and wildfire suppression permanently altered this natural disturbance on the site.

The Williams Ranch has experienced a disruption in its historic fire frequencies, as well as historic overgrazing and the invasion of exotic weeds such as medusahead rye.  The result has been the creation of dense sagebrush cover with few herbaceous native perennials under the shrub canopy or medusahead grasslands with very few other species present.  Because the disturbance that once drove these systems (fire) has been removed, plants that are more adapted to present conditions (weedy annuals) dominate many of these communities.  Because these weeds are not rhyzomatous and have few roots, the soil resource can become increasingly susceptible to erosion.  Because certain climatic conditions have been met on the proposed project site, some sites have crossed a threshold to a more degraded condition.  Once this occurs, an enormous amount of energy is required to once again achieve more diverse communities because valuable resources (soil and native seed) have been lost.

The ability to cross a threshold depends on many factors, including the type of disturbance taking place, the abiotic resources available on the site, plant propagule availability, competition with other species, etc.

It is important to note that most of the sites on the Williams Ranch can still be enhanced to meet wildlife habitat objectives.  Rest will not, however, facilitate a return to pre-1800s conditions.  Active management is required to jumpstart ecosystem potential for this project site. 

Wildlife:  Many wildlife species benefit from the cover and forage provided by the existing native shrub step component and native grasses and forbs within the vegetation communities of the Williams Ranch. Wildlife species that can be found for all or part of their life history stages include California big horn sheep, mule deer, Rocky Mountain elk, sage grouse and loggerhead shrikes (both of which are a Category 2 candidate species), California quail, waterfowl and several species of raptors and migratory birds.  

Sage grouse leks have been identified on the surrounding allotment pastures and adjacent Jones Mitigation site (Figure 4).  Sage grouse need a mosaic of habitat types for structuring, nesting, brood-rearing and wintering.   Baseline data on special status wildlife species such as sage grouse is lacking in this general area. The Bureau of Land Management has determined that the largest numbers of leks in the Black Canyon Corridor can be found between the Williams Ranch and the ongoing Malheur Wildlife Mitigation Project (Jones Ranch) (Figure 4). Potential habitat expansion and enhancement of these special status species, including the loggerhead shrike, burrowing owl and Mojave black collared lizard are represented on the Williams Ranch.  

Middle to late seral stage vegetation generally best meet forage and cover needs of many wildlife species.  The presence of sage grouse suggests that the shrub cover/forage ratio is adequate for many sagebrush dependant wildlife species.  Depressed middle to late seral stage vegetation communities are found on the Williams Ranch. Wintering big game also utilize early spring growth on cheatgrass found primarily within the lower elevations of the Malheur River and Black Canyon Corridors.   

In the entire Malheur River Basin, big horn sheep can only be found on the south end of Williams Ranch (Figure 4). Indiscriminate hunting, unregulated grazing by livestock, and parasites and diseases carried  by domesticated sheep contributed to the extinction of Oregon’s big horn sheep population (ODFW 1997) In February 1987 and 1988 ODFW reintroduced seventeen big horn into the South Fork Malheur watershed on the Williams allotments. Currently, this population is estimated at 95 head with increasing ewe ratios. Until current livestock management plans reflect big horn habitat needs, no further introductions are planned (Malheur Subbasin Summary 2001). Populations will be contained at the States Management Objectives until further habitat becomes available.  

In the latest Resource Management Plan (RMP) released by the BLM (2001), the area between the Malheur Wildlife Mitigation Project (formerly the Denny Jones Ranch) and the proposed Williams Ranch is currently the only big horn sheep habitat and potential habitat in the Black Canyon corridor (approximately 46 miles) (Figure 4) 

The Williams Ranch offers important mule deer and Rocky Mountain elk wintering range.  According to state and federal officials (personal communication ODFW 2001), the ranch has a high potential to increase the habitat and vegetation for longer sustainable use by migratory wildlife. 

The elk population of the Malheur Basin is considered to be stable and increasing in distribution. Prior to the mid-1970s, elk were only found in the timbered portions of the Mainstem, North Fork, and Willow Creek Resource Units. Approximately 15 to 20 years ago, elk started to colonize some of the more open shrub/bunchgrass habitats in the North and South Fork, and Lower Willow Creek watersheds. In recent surveys of the Jones Ranch, a resident elk population has colonized the area. Protection of elk winter range and reduction of conflicts with other uses are high priorities for managers in the Black Canyon Corridor (Bahls 2001). 

Mule deer populations in and around the Williams Ranch have fluctuated greatly over the years, largely due to hunting pressure and range conditions (ODFW 1991). Currently, their numbers are much lower than they were in the 1960s (MOWC 1999), but have increased in recent years (ODFW 2001). The annual ODFW survey of deer-per-mile was 7.7 in 2000, an increase over the previous year’s census of 3.8, but still below the benchmark of 9.1. Spring fawn survival and the buck: doe ratio in 2001 increased from the previous three years and was above management objectives. 

Several theories have been advanced to explain fluctuations in deer numbers. Extensive road building during the 1950s and 1960s is thought to have increased hunter access to remote areas and temporarily increased the harvest (Bahls 2001). However, the decline since the 1950s may be due to insufficient forage vegetation in both the high elevation summer ranges and low elevation winter ranges that is needed to ensure over-winter survival. Historical vegetation changes toward shrub dominated rangelands due to livestock grazing and fire suppression initially favored mule deer. However, the current 60 to 100 year old decadent browse plants and maturing juniper stands have reduced the amount of palatable shrubs and forbs (ODFW 1991, MOWC 1999). Also, some shrub-dominated ranges have been converted to grass for livestock and agriculture, which is generally not suitable for mule deer (ODFW 1991). Protection of areas such as the Williams Ranch that offers summer and winter range shrublands is critical for the long-term health of the mule deer population in the Basin.

Fisheries:  Historically, most of the Malheur River was used by anadromous species. Before construction of Warm Springs Reservoir in 1919, the Malheur River supported runs of spring Chinook salmon, steelhead, and coho salmon (USFWS 1950 and Fulton 1970 in Pribyl and Hosford 1985, Thompson and Fortune 1967). In July of 1926, the Oregon Fish Commission’s Master Fish Warden toured the Malheur Subbasin and noted:

 “About thirty-five miles out of Crane, we crossed Camp Creek, a tributary of the south fork of the Malheur River. Upon investigation there, we found that the stream seemed to be alive with young Chinook salmon and a few steelheads” (Ballagh 1926). 

Currently, there has been a large scale attempt to identify life history information on the remaining resident salmonids on a watershed scale.  Although no bull trout are currently
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Figure 4. Wildlife Distribution (BLM 2001)
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present in the South Fork section, there is every possibility that a population could be reestablished given back the right conditions and access to the upper watershed.  Remnant redband trout have been identified in past surveys  by ODFW.  Future restoration activities will focus on rebuilding the native populations. ODFW has struggled with their management site on the South Fork for the last 30 years to maintain good habitat conditions for resident and migratory species.  Trespass livestock, limited enforcement and fence maintained have destroyed many of their attempts at resorting and enhancing habitat conditions (Farstvedt 2001).  Poor cooperation between the permitee, ODFW and the BLM has limited the states ability to effectively manage the site.  ODFW annually stocks the South Fork with fingerling hatchery trout to maintain a sport fishery.  

In conclusion, acquisition of the Williams Ranch will not only have landscape and watershed benefits to fish and wildlife but will also allow us to continue partnering with traditional agencies and public user groups to work cooperatively on our restoration efforts while integrating our diverse background and experiences as land managers and users.    

c. Rationale and significance to Regional Programs

This project is consistent with all known local, state, federal, and tribal laws.  The project is covered under the BPA Wildlife and Watershed Programmatic EIS documents (BPA 1997b, BPA 1997c, and BPA 1997a).  This acquisition is consistent with several areas of the Council’s Fish and Wildlife Program.  Specifically, Section 7.6 which calls for watershed based habitat restoration focusing on the protection of wild and natural populations.  It is also consistent with Section 11 of the Program which identifies wildlife resource needs.

This project accomplishes all relevant goals set for this subbasin because management strategies are created with the active support of BLM, Oregon Department of State Lands, Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife personnel and neighboring private landowners.  Management of adjacent lands compliment that of the Tribe, thereby ensuring a greater potential for success.     

The specific objectives for biological performance as found in the NPPC’s (2000) Fish and Wildlife Program include the coordination of mitigation-related activities throughout the basin, specifically those that promote connectivity between the management of terrestrial and aquatic areas, maintaining existing and created habitat values, and determining species response to mitigation actions through monitoring and evaluation.  USFS and BLM objectives include the restoration of habitats through a watershed level approach, conserving the genetic integrity of native species, and cooperating with various agency and private interests to develop watershed-based Coordinated Resource Management Plans (CRMPs) (Bahls 2001).

The Tribe has already begun working with state, federal, and private interests to fulfill its objectives of reviving and improving critical habitat for fish and wildlife populations, controlling/ eradicating weeds, improving water quality, preserving cultural resources, and approaching management challenges and opportunities at the watershed level on the Jones Ranch.   

d. Relationships to other projects 

The management of this project is being coordinated with that of the Logan Valley Project (BPA Project # 2000-009-00), which is located approximately 38 miles upstream and the Malheur River Wildlife Mitigation Project (BPA Project #200002700).  Both projects are being managedcooperatively by the Tribe to minimize duplicate equipment purchases and to share staff and other resources as permitted. 

Securing Wildlife Mitigation Sites – Oregon ( BPA Project # 9705900) is also a related ongoing project that captures the mitigation efforts for Oregon at the state level. This projects overlying goals is to facilitate coordination and planning between Oregon wildlife managers via individual funding of wildlife planning and coordination staff for each of the parties involved. Use the GAP analysis, along with other federal, state and tribal wildlife mitigation plans to continue development and implementation of an Oregon wildlife mitigation strategy consisting of selection, scientific analysis, implementation (acquisition, enhancement, etc.), O&M, and monitoring and evaluation of wildlife mitigation projects. 

BPA project 19970190; Malheur River Basin Cooperative Bull Trout/Redband Trout Research Project also closely related to the Williams acquisition. Research is actively being conduction on parts of the Williams property located on the North Fork river sections.  Efforts on management and data use will be coordinated with this proposal.  

 e. Project history  - New Project 

f. Proposal objectives, tasks and methods
A. Objective 1: Create a working management plan


1. Tasks and Methods: 



a. Habitat Evaluation Procedures (HEP) Analyses 

· Coordinate HEP team 

· Gather data, maps, models and pertinent information for analyses

· Analyze data and produce baseline HU’s 



b. Existing data analyses 

· Research agency data on permitted lands

· Gather existing information on fish, wildlife and vegetation data



c. Coordinate advisory team

· Exercise pubic outreach on BPA’s Fish and Wildlife Program 

· Hold public meeting on management plan development, partnerships and involvement 

· Include agency participation whenever feasible 

· Produce draft plan within 1 year after acquisition 

Forecasted Objectives, Methods and Tasks 

B. Objective 2: Revive and improve critical habitat for fish and wildlife populations.

1. Tasks and Methods:

a. Restore and maintain vegetative communities.

· Use controlled disturbance (fire, grazing herbicide) to remove residual vegetation from meadow communities and stimulate understory production in sagebrush communities.

b. Enhance plant structural diversity.

· Alter the structure of habitats by introducing fire or rotational grazing to mimic natural disturbance in creating a variety of plant cover types for various wildlife species.

c. Increase forage quality for wildlife.

· Use early season grazing/haying to set back plant maturity and increase crude protein and digestibility of late fall native ruminant forage.

B. Control/eradicate weed populations.

1. Tasks and Methods:

a. Stimulate reestablishment of native species.

· Use spring herbicide applications, fire, and/or hand pulling and cutting to control weeds.  The focus of this task is to decrease the use of herbicides over time as sites become more weed resistant.

C. Improve water quality.

1. Tasks and Methods:

a. Increase subsurface and decrease overland water flows at the watershed level.

· Permit upland vegetation to catch and encourage the infiltration of precipitation in soils by managing toward desirable residual biomass levels.

b. Stabilize stream banks.

· Retain residual biomass along riparian zones to reduce soil erosion during flooding events.

· Initiate burning or grazing treatments only when necessary to stimulate primary production of riparian vegetation.

c. Reestablish woody species when appropriate.

· Seek the expertise of riparian specialists to identify soil types and microclimates along associated waterways that may support willow plantings.

· Use 35 mm images and image analysis software to determine levels of willow abundance where stands are present.

D. Maintain BLM allotments.

a. Meet conditions necessary to retain BLM and state grazing allotments to ensure that management of the site will be done at the watershed level.

· Maintain a close working relationship with pertinent agencies, including the involvement of field personnel in the formation of the project management plan.

· Coordinate with permitting agencies on focusing pasture and allotment management to benefit fish, wildlife and vegetation

E. Preserve cultural resources.

a. Locate and protect culturally significant plant populations and archeological sites.

· Evaluate the possible impact of broader management designs on plant populations to encourage the vigor and natural distribution of these species.

· Conduct surveys to ensure that ground-disturbing activities will not diminish culturally important sites. 

g. Facilities and equipment

Office and field facilities will be provided by existing on site building and headquartered for the Burns Paiute Reservation.  

On site facilities: 

Main Residence

1 – 4 bedroom, 3 bath home with new roof and siding 

1  - Airplane hangar

1 – Barn 

Miscellaneous outbuilding 

Second Residence 

1 – 2 bedroom, 1 bath home with new roof and siding 

1 – Set of scales and corrals 

Miscellaneous outbuilding 

Equipment needs include 2 vehicles, office supplies, and 2 ATV’s. Other needed equipment will be identified and requested when a management plan is completed and approved. In the interim, equipment sharing will occur from the neighboring Malheur River Wildlife Mitigation Project approximately 4.5 miles east of the Williams Ranch.  
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