June 11, 2002

Jim Rice

Estacada Ranger Station

595 NW Industrial Way

Estacada, OR 97023

Mr. Rice,

I have had the opportunity to visit and explore most of the units slated for timber harvest within the Collawash thinning project, and have several concerns I would like to see addressed in the upcoming Environmental Analysis.  My concerns can be broken down into three general categories: watershed impacts, ultimate goals, and purpose and need.

Watershed Impacts
My concerns in this regard stem from a number of factors: 1) the fact that the Collawash / Hot Springs is a Tier 1 key watershed under the Northwest Forest Plan, 2) the fact that the Collawash in general, and the harvest area in particular, has an unacceptably high road density, and 3) the fact that the Collawash has very unstable geology and soils which make it unusually susceptible to landslides, road failure, and sediment delivery to waterways.

The Collawash / Hot Springs watershed analysis describes this watershed as “the most unstable within the Mt. Hood National Forest”, and I noticed that most of the Collawash thinning units are in areas designated as B-8, Earthflow areas, with some B-6, Special Emphasis Watersheds, B-2, Scenic Viewsheds and others (a small amount of C designation) as well.  GIS layers available from the Mt. Hood Data distribution center also list most of the harvest acreage as having a “High” risk of landslides.  MNNF soil analyses list soils within the harvest area as being highly erosive and unstable.
Add to this the fact that the Collawash / Hot Springs watershed, outside of the wilderness area, has one of the highest road densities in MHNF, and that the Fan Creek subwatershed (where many of the units are located) has an incredibly high road density of 6.2 miles per square mile.  This is obviously a recipe for disaster in a key watershed.  As you begin your environmental analysis, I propose that you include provisions for extensive road decommissioning, and that no road reconstruction takes place within the watershed.  To paraphrase the Northwest Forest Plan, if funds do not exist to decommission roads in key watersheds, no new roads may be built.  What are your plans to decommission roads within this watershed?
And because of the unstable geology of the watershed, I am concerned about the logging practices which will be used in these areas; will complete suspension of logs be practiced?  How will the Forest Service ensure zero watershed impacts to this key watershed during the operation?

Ultimate Goals
Upon reading the scoping letter, I was unclear as to what the ultimate goals of this operation will be.  Is the Forest Service’s intent, upon completion of the thinning operation, to take these units off of the timber base, or is the ultimate goal of this project to speed up tree growth for harvest?  The position and geology of these units make them extraordinarily inappropriate for commercial harvest.  Please address this question in your EA.

I must raise issue as well with the practice of aerial fertilizer application; this practice is more consistent with the creation of industrial tree farms than with the facilitation of natural habitat.  Because so much of the unit area consists of riparian zones, I find it difficult to see how watershed impacts (both locally and in the North Fork Reservoir) will be avoided during these aerial dumps.  Because the Collawash is a key watershed, aquatic conservation must take precedence over the supplying of wood fiber for local economies.
Purpose and Need
I was a bit perplexed to read in the scoping letter that this sale is being justified in terms of its benefits to deer and elk forage.  Early successional habitat is well above RNV both within the Collawash specifically and in the region in general.  Most of the area surrounding the thinning units is in an early to mid seral stage; surely there is little need to increase the amount of early seral habitat in the watershed.  I am concerned as well about the creation of “small openings” in riparian reserves.  Riparian reserves are not appropriate places for this kind of treatment.

In addition, if the ultimate goal is to increase the habitat quality for deer and elk, then road obliteration must be included in this plan.  The Collawash / Hot Springs watershed analysis describes the troubling effect high road density has on deer and elk; with so much road mileage in the Collawash, decommissioning should be a priority during any operation.

I would like to see, in the EA, an explanation of what the Forest Service will do to improve water quality and fish and wildlife habitat as part of this operation.  With road density at an unacceptably high level, including 32 miles on unstable landforms, commercial timber harvest should not be the first priority.  There is more important work to do.

Please respond to my concerns in writing, if possible, and at the least, please address them in the Environmental Analysis.  I look forward to your response.  Thank you for your consideration of my input.

Sincerely,

Jesse B Abrams

