Bonneville Power Administration

FY 2001 High Priority Project Proposal Review

PART 2 of 2. Narrative

Title: Initiate wetland and wet prairie restoration and restore historic stream function, Bessett Property, Willamette Valley, Oregon.


Section 3. Project description

Provide project detail for headings a through g. 

a. Abstract The Northwest Habitat Institute (NHI) is proposing to initiate wetland habitat restoration work and follow-up effectiveness monitoring for the conversion of 50 acres of hydric soil-agricultural land on the Bessett property to a native wetland habitat. Baskett Slough Creek, a tributary to Rickreall Creek in the Upper Willamette River Basin, runs through the property (see Map #1). Both Upper Willamette River runs of spring Chinook and winter steelhead may occur on the project vicinity. This proposal represents a second phase of restoration efforts on the Bessett Wetland Restoration Project (WRP). Phase I restoration restored 18 acres to a wetland system consisting of meandering shallow open water with adjacent saturated sites and a riparian zone.   The existing dike that borders the stream was breached in 4 places, which will allow frequent water interchange with the near-stream reaches during the high flow season.  Additionally, 3 wetland basins and a 1,700-foot long low dike were constructed. The new dike was set back off the newly widened stream channel and will create 9 acres of shallow-water habitat for waterfowl and amphibians.  Native vegetation plantings will provide a diverse community of wetland plants and trees.  By widening the existing stream channel, creating shallow water impoundments, and replanting native riparian vegetation, the restoration will mimic many of the characteristics of the stream’s historic hydrologic regime.  Restoration goals for 2001 will be similar in scope. The existing levee that borders the 50-acre parcel on south side of Baskett Slough will be breached in 4-6 places; an overflow channel that parallels the old levee will be excavated, widening the existing stream channel. Construct a new dike to impound water creating 23 acres of shallow water habitat, excavate several shallow-wetland basins, and plant the remaining 27 acres to native wetland and wet prairie forbs, grasses, shrubs, and trees.  The proposed restoration plan is presented as Map # 2 in the appendices.
b. Justification as high priority

1.  ESA listed species that will benefit from the wetland and riparian restoration of this site include; Upper Willamette River runs of spring Chinook (Onchyrnchus tshawytscha) and winter steelhead (Onchyrnchus mykiss), Oregon spotted frog (Rana pretiosa),  and western pond turtle (Clemmys mammorata).   The decline and endangerment of these four species can be related to loss of feeding and breeding habitat.  Restoration of wetland and riparian habitat is a key focus of the Conceptual Recovery Plan described by the Federal Caucus in the Conservation of Columbia Basin Fish; Draft Basin-wide Salmon Recovery Strategy. (Federal Caucus, 2000)

2.  Because of the presence of Upper Willamette River Chinook salmon and Upper Willamette River steelhead in the project area, consultation with NMFS biologists to design the restoration to avoid and minimize impacts is essential and requires authorization by NMFS as per 50 CFR Part 402.10..  NMFS consultation and letters of support to NHI and NRCS are included as appendix 1.

Since the restoration constitutes a form of development on a 100-year flood plain several other permits are required:

 a. Oregon Division of State Lands General Authorization for Wetland Enhancement & Restoration

 b. Oregon Water Resources Dept. Permit to Store Water

The Division of State Lands letter of authorization and OWRD application are included in appendix 1.

The landowners, Jack and Janice Bessett, have entered into a permanent conservation easement through the Wetlands Reserve Program administered by the NRCS. A copy of the WRP contract is included in appendix 1.  Additionally, the landowners have entered into an Oregon Partners for Fish and Wildlife Program agreement with the US Fish & Wildlife Service.  This agreement runs for 10 years and authorizes USFWS expenditures for the restoration and provides for labor, machinery, and technical expertise for the restoration project. A copy of the USFWS Partners agreement is included in appendix 1.

c. Rationale and relationship to criteria for high priority projects adopted in the 2000 Fish and Wildlife Program

The wetland prairie vegetation mosaic that typified historic conditions in the Willamette Valley is virtually gone.  In 1850 wetland prairies covered roughly 350,000 acres in the Willamette Valley, present day calculations put the number of wetland prairie acres at 1,000 acres; 0.3 percent of their former range (Guard, 1995; Christy et al. 1999).  The demise of this habitat is a primary factor in the decline of a number of passarine birds, amphibians, and anadromous fish species. The wetland ecosystem of the Willamette Valley is so thoroughly altered that it will never return to historic conditions.  However, as stated in Principle 8 of the ‘Scientific Principles for the Recovery and Management of Fish and Wildlife in an Ecosystem Context’ “…human impacts on ecosystems can be managed to move the system to a state that is more compatible with the needs of other species” (NWPPC, 2000). Indeed fixing tributary and estuary habitat is key to salmon recovery (Executive summary, Conservation of Columbia Basin Fish, 2000).   In a consultation opinion to the NRCS regarding the Bessett WRP and other Willamette Valley wetland restoration projects “The NMFS supports wetland and riparian restoration as a means to improve those natural conditions that support listed fish” (Stelle, Sept. 21, 2000 letter to Bob Graham, NRCS; letter included in appendix 1)

The Bessett WRP will create sustainable wetland habitat.  The 68-acre wetland restoration is in a permanent conservation easement that precludes any future landowner from altering their wildlife habitat status.  Funds from the Oregon Watershed Enhancement Board provide for on-site monitoring for the next 8 years to insure that the WRP maintains its wetland character.  Restoration follow-up monitoring by NRCS resource specialists are required by the WRP contract to maintain water control structure function and operability.

The Bessett property lies within one of the seven-biodiversity conservation centers in the Willamette Valley.  The biodiversity conservation center program is a joint venture between the USFWS and Oregon Dept. of Fish & Wildlife to promote and advance biological diversity through conservation and habitat restoration.  Conservation centers use existing NWRs and ODFW wildlife areas as foci of diversity. Through habitat restoration projects on neighboring and proximal private lands a series of connected habitats will emerge that will act as biological corridors and/or refugia for species of concern (personal communication, Jim Houk USFWS Western Oregon Refuge Complex Manager).  

Restoring this site to wetland and wet prairie habitat will directly benefit a variety of listed species. The restoration will provide beneficial off –channel habitat for Upper Willamette River runs of spring Chinook (Onchyrnchus tshawytscha) and winter steelhead (Onchyrnchus mykiss). Similarly, the NHI has monitored the site for the past year and has included a species list as attachment 2, that describes regularly occurring and NAWCA Priority Population species that benefit from this project.  Specific birds that are listed as sensitive, threatened, or endangered on either Federal or Oregon lists include: dusky Canada goose (Branta canadensis occidentalis), Bald eagle (Haliaeetus leucocephalis), Peregrine falcon (Falco peregrinus), Western meadowlark (Sturnella neglecta), streaked horned lark, Eremophila alpestris strigata, willow flycatcher (Empidomax trailii), and yellow-breasted chat (Icteria virens).  Another expected restoration outcome is to provide critical habitat for the endangered and declining amphibian species, Oregon spotted frog (Rana pretiosa) and western pond turtle (Clemmys mammorata). 

The Bessett WRP passes several of the high priority criteria.  First, it provides feeding and/or breeding habitat to four ESA listed species; the restoration will be self-sustaining and long term through it’s permanent conservation easement status; and it will become a “corridor connection” in the USFWS-ODFW biodiversity conservation center program.  The project is already substantially funded; $156,400 for permanent conservation easement from the Farm Credit Bureau/NRCS, $35,000 from the Oregon Watershed Enhancement Board for phase 1 restoration and long-term monitoring; $8,000 from private charitable foundations; and $9,200 from in-kind contributions of labor and machinery from USFWS and ODFW.  The restoration effort is a partnership that brings together the staff and resources of the Northwest Habitat Institute, Natural Resource Conservation Service, US Fish & Wildlife Service, Oregon Dept. of Fish & Wildlife, and the Polk County Soil & Water Conservation District.  This same consortium collaborated on four restoration projects in 2000.  Last, through the long-term monitoring and data collection funded by OWEB the project will provide data to quantitatively link species population with habitat quality.

d. Relationships to other projects 
The majority of the Willamette Valley land base is in private ownership, where incentives are not high to create or maintain native wildlife habitat.  Landowners who are interested in restoring native habitats need both technical and financial assistance.  Resource agencies and conservation groups are beginning to create partnerships to accomplish restoration goals and assist landowners with their restoration objectives.  This project brings together the resources and staff of the NHI, USDA- Natural Resource Conservation Service (NRCS), US Fish & Wildlife Service (USFWS), Oregon Dept. of Fish & Wildlife (ODFW) and the Polk County Soil & Water Conservation District to restore 68 acres of agricultural land to a native wetland and wet prairie habitat. 

As discussed in section 3c the Bessett WRP lies in one of the seven-biodiversity conservation centers in the Willamette Valley.  Biodiversity conservation centers use USFWS National Wildlife Refuges and ODFW management areas as core foci of high quality habitat lands.  The biodiversity conservation center program is especially active in the central Willamette Valley, particularly around the Baskett Slough and William L. Finley National Wildlife Refuges.

e. Proposal objectives, tasks and methods
Objectives 

This restoration will create 68 acres of wetland & wet prairie habitat (38 acres of palustrine emergent wetlands, 24 acres of wetland-associated uplands, and 6 acres of palustrine forest) that mimics in form and function its original condition. One expected outcome would be to improve feeding and breeding habitat conditions for a variety of bird species including a number of NAWCA Priority Population and several Oregon Sensitive or Vulnerable List species. We have monitored bird populations for the past year and present that data as appendix 3. Other objectives-expected outcomes include:

· Increase forage opportunities and beneficial habitat for the federally listed, dusky Canada goose 

· Restore uncultivated agricultural land to native wetland and wet prairie composition.

· Increase the land base within the USFWS/ODFW biological diversity centers program.  

· Provide critical habitat for the endangered and declining amphibian species, Oregon spotted frog  and western pond turtle.


Tasks and Methods 

This restoration management plan assumes a starting date of mid-May to June 2001, to coincide with the breeding season for wetland-associated birds.

· Objective 1 Task a.  Monitoring and Evaluation

To determine the species and relative abundances of species using the area prior to restoration, 6 point-count survey stations were established following protocol in Huff et al. 2000.  A casual area search was also conducted in the wetland area to flush out waterfowl and other species that might not be detected by point-counts.  Four visits were made to the site between May 21 and July 23, 2000. The project would be determined successful if we could attract breeding waterfowl and non-migratory wetland associated species to the treated areas that were not found in the pre-restoration surveys or were found in greater numbers on the treated sites versus pre-restoration. 
Pre-restoration vegetation condition was established through a series of six permanently established 300-meter transects situated throughout the site.  Species composition and percent abundance were recorded within a 3m circular plot every 20 meters along the 300m transect.  To determine success of our vegetation restoration effort, we are returning to the site on a yearly basis and conduct transect surveys along the permanent transects using the same sampling methodology to quantify the re-establishment of the grasses and forbs that were planted. Vegetation monitoring results would feed back into adaptive management plans and goals if the long-term restoration goals were not being accomplished. 

· Objective 2 Task b.  Site preparation

Site preparation for planting wet prairie vegetation includes:

Mowing existing vegetation- May-June

Disk-harrow and cultivate field- July-August

Spot treatment of exotic weeds (if needed)- late August-September

Drill native seed & forb mixture- September 

· Objectives 3-5 Tasks c-e.  Wetland Restoration Plan

The wetland restoration plan, developed by NHI, NRCS, NMFS and USFWS habitat specialists, calls for excavating three shallow irregular shaped ponds, breaching the existing dike along the north side of the creek and pull it back approximately 150 feet, and replanting a mix of wetland compatible trees, shrubs, forbs and grasses, (the restoration plan is depicted on Map # 2 in the appendices). These shallow ponds will create topographic relief, allow some water to pond later through amphibian and non-migratory bird breeding seasons, and functionally restore the historic marshy, shallow water characteristics of the slough.  Part of the excavated fill material will be used to build low mounds scattered throughout the wetland.  The rest of the fill will be used to build the dike.  The integrity of the dike is important, because without it, floodwater and overland flow will drain back into the stream, thus draining the wetland. 
The new dike will be irregular in shape to mimic a natural stream course terrace. The dike will be repositioned in varying widths from the present channel. Natural spillways at the east and west ends of the dike will coincide with two of the dike breaching sites to allow flow back to the slough. 

· Objective 6 Task f.  Plant native seed and forb mixture

Wetlands vegetation will be replanted to a tufted hair grass (Deschampsia caespitosa) prairie. Tufted hair grass, slough grass and blue wild rye along with wetland-associate forbs will be planted to mimic composition of native tufted hair grass prairies found in the Willamette Valley.  Past experience with wetland restoration suggests that these grasses should reestablish quickly once more favorable hydrologic regimes are restored and non-native competing vegetation is eliminated.  The wetlands areas will also have several scattered clumps of western ash and willow to provide vegetation structure and habitat diversity.  

· Objective 7 Task g.  Plant trees and shrubs

A four-acre parcel-bordering highway 99 on the eastern edge of the property will be planted to a mixture of native riparian gallery forest trees and associated shrubs.  Species included in the forest mix are big leaf maple, black cottonwood, Oregon ash and red alder.  Shrub species include, red-osier dogwood, slender leaf willow, Douglas’ hawthorn, and woods rose.  The intent of the plantings are to buffer the impact of the highway and increase wildlife usage on the wetland close to the highway.

f. Facilities and equipment

The Northwest Habitat Institute has been actively involved with similar habitat restoration projects for the past several years.  As such, this organization is sufficiently equipped to conduct a majority of the restoration with its own equipment and has staff that is competent to operate the leased heavy equipment required to complete all phases of the restoration.
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Section 4. Key personnel
Chris Kiilsgaard  Northwest Habitat Institute  Director of Habitat Restoration  .35 fte

Education

1986 MS Biogeography, Oregon State University, Corvallis, Oregon  

1980 BS Earth Sciences, Montana State University, Bozeman, Montana

Work Experience

Director of the habitat restoration program for NHI for the past 4 years.    Prior experience includes consulting habitat biologist with Oregon Dept. Fish & Wildlife; plant ecologist with consulting firm to US Environmental Protection Agency; and plant ecologist with US Bureau of Land Management.

Chris Kiilsgaard has been involved with the design, implementation, and project management of wetland and upland restoration projects since 1994.  He is a member of the Society for Ecological Restoration and frequently consults participating state and federal agencies on various restoration activities.
Kelly Bettinger  Northwest Habitat Institute Director for Avian Monitoring & Research .25 FTE

Education

M.S., Wildlife Science, Oregon State University, March 1996

B.S., Wildlife Biology/Management, Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University, May 1989

Work Experience

Director of Avian Research & Monitoring for  NHI for the past two years.  Previous experience;Wildlife Biologist, Willamette Industries; Habitat Biologist,  Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife, Habitat Management Program; Wildlife Biologist, U.S. Forest Service, Supervisor’s Office, Willamette National Forest.

Kelly Bettinger has been involved in designing and carrying out bird community monitoring and research projects in various habitats throughout Oregon since 1993.  She is also currently the co-chair for the Oregon-Washington chapter of Partners in Flight (PIF), and has been an active member of the Oregon-Washington PIF Monitoring and Research subcommittees.  She recently co-authored an article on the standardization of avian point-count monitoring in Oregon and Washington and has taught this protocol and bird song identification at workshops held each year since 1994.

Mark Fisher  US Fish and Wildlife Service  Habitat Biologist

Education

B.S. Wildlife Biology  Humboldt State University, Arcata, California

Work Experience

Mark Fisher manages the USFWS Partners for Wildlife Program in the Willamette Valley.  He has extensive experience with wetland design and construction on the Willamette Valley NWR Refuge Complex properties and on refuges in California.

Ken Hale  USDA Natural Resource Conservation Service Resource Specialist

Education
B.S. Wildlife Biology  Oregon State University, Corvallis, Oregon 1972

Work Experience
Ken Hale has worked for the past 17 years as a resource specialist for the NRCS.  His duties principally relate to working with landowners to create wildlife habitat and compatible environmental uses.  He has extensive experience with writing ecologically-based management plans for the various conservation easements granted by the NRCS.
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