NE Oregon Wildlife Mitigation Project

“Precious Lands”

Response to comments

Project # 199608000

Question 1.  Absence of Management Plan.  The NPT signed a 5-year agreement with Bonneville Power Administration in September of 1996 (old #96BI197175 or new # 00000302-00001), to purchase up to 16,500 acres of wildlife habitat centered on the Lower Grand Ronde River.  When the agreement was signed, 10,300 acres were purchased at the time of the signing with an option for 5,500 acres more.  However, the individual we had the option with decided to let the option run out which dropped most of the land we were negotiating on at the time out of the negotiations.  We requested a time extension in order to pursue other land purchases.  The time extension was granted to the end of Sept. 2001.  It was our intention to make our land purchases in close proximity to our original project land for efficiency of management.  The logistics of working in this area, which for management concerns would be considered road-less, has provided a challenge in both time and manpower.  The tribe spent the next two years, up to the present time, in pursuit of suitable habitat to purchase.  At the present time, the NPT has added over 5,000 acres to the total ownership and is working on its last 1,100 acre purchase.

The contract the Tribe has with BPA calls for the Tribe to conduct inventories and a baseline HEP after the tracts of land were purchased but before a management plan is written.  Due to the unforeseen problem with the purchase of our second option the efforts to complete our original land acquisition was extended beyond our original schedule.  However, during the last two years the Tribe has conducted baseline wildlife inventories on the current properties under management along with a baseline HEP, vegetation surveys and mapping, aerial photography, conducted 6 public meetings, and formed a technical working group with agencies and other Tribal Programs in order to develop issues to be covered under the management plan.  Each year the Tribe added new land to manage, the Tribe had to expand the inventory efforts.  A minor part of the project still needs to be acquired so efforts will proceed to finish the management plan on the majority of the project then add new parcels to the existing plan as they are purchased, along with unique issues related to individual parcels.

Question 2.  How will objectives for this land be developed?  The land management objectives for the past 5 years have been to secure wildlife habitats through acquisition and protection of existing ownership from noxious weed expansion, trespass grazing, establishing property boundaries, maintenance of existing facilities and control of public access.  These are all basic requirements for sound management.  The project has over 70 miles of common boundaries with private, state, and federal agencies.  There are two primitive cabins and a ranch house used by field crews, all of which have been neglected over time.  Most of this work would be considered short term objectives.  These short- term objectives are still valid at this time, until the boundaries are secured and facilities brought to fully usable status.

Long-term objectives will be fully outlined in the management plan.  Public meetings have already taken place.  These meetings provided a cross section of concerns and issues, which needed to be addressed.  A technical work group was formed to work on the ecological issues facing this area.  This was done well before sub-basin summaries were developed.  But since the summary process has provided further information about the sub-basin the work group will have to go back and work on addressing the limiting factors as outlined in the sub-basin summary.  

Question 3.  Will objectives for fish be included?   Management objectives for this project are centered on terrestrial resources, which include healthy riparian habitats.  Specific objectives and management activities aimed at fish were left to fish managers to identify and implement.  However, we do recognize that providing ownership of properties that could support on the ground activities is well within the objectives of our over all management plan.  The inter-disciplinary team includes fisheries managers for their input on what the various properties could contribute to salmon and steelhead recovery.  The existing property is already managed in cooperation with the NPT-Wallowa County Salmon Recovery Plan (Project #199702500).  Specific fisheries objectives could be added to the management plan.

Question 4.  Monitoring and evaluation should be done in reference to a set of measurable objectives that will determine what data to collect.  The contract the Nez Perce Tribe had been operating under did not have a monitoring and evaluation component.  However, the Tribe does recognize the need for M & E.  This is why we proposed a strong M & E effort in this new round of funding.  Monitoring and evaluation efforts will reference measurable objectives outlined in the management plan.  Both habitat and population objectives will be emphasized.  Implementation monitoring is being conducted on the project at the present time through quarterly reports (miles of fence built and rebuilt, acres of weed control, acres of vegetation rehabilitation, facilities repairs, number of spring developments, pounds of native seed collected, number of trees planted, miles of road and trails maintained, facility use days, etc).  This type of monitoring will continue.  Tier 1 monitoring will be conducted on objectives centered on weed control (weed control effectiveness before and after treatment, rate of spread from existing infestations, number of new weed patches detected, vegetation response after control action, vegetation response to re-vegetation of control areas), fencing (random sampling of species diversity before and after grazing control along riparian areas and cattle high use grazing areas, riparian vegetation response), agricultural conversion to native species (vegetation and wildlife species diversity before and after conversion, native planting success rate).

Question 5.  Monitoring should include strong aquatic component.   We recognized the need for a strong aquatic component in our monitoring procedures.  We will coordinate with the Tribe’s Water Resources Division and Fisheries Department in designing the objectives and the monitoring program, which goes along with them.  We will tier to Project # 28045, Evaluating stream habitat using the Nez Perce Tribe Fisheries/Watershed Monitoring and Evaluation Plan. This plan was developed for the Clearwater Sub-basin but we will review and adapt where necessary to fit the needs of this project.  Sampling points will be established above, within, and below the property boundaries to document the impacts activities on the property may have.

Tier 3, research level of monitoring may include research on techniques in rehabilitation of canyon grasslands after weed control activities and fire.  The ruggedness and complexity of the canyon grassland community makes rehabilitation of this plant community very difficult.  Weed infestation and fire damage due to fires occurring outside the natural prescription for the area could cause irretrievable damage to the ecosystem.  We have several areas on the property, which were burned 25 to 30 years ago and still show little recovery and regeneration following the burn.

Question 6.  Will cultural components be included?   Yes.  The Tribe’s Cultural Resources Program has already been involved with the project.  Several, older buildings and homesteads have been evaluated by the Tribe’s Cultural Department and Oregon State SHIPO Office.  Some level of cultural survey will have to be done in order to identify areas of cultural concern.  These are highly sensitive issues that only working closely with the Tribe’s Cultural Program will provide a monitoring program, which will not draw attention to cultural resources in a negative way possibly putting them at risk.

Question 7.  Cost of monitoring birds seems unreasonably high.   The time and effort it takes to monitor birds using the partners-in-flight protocol, in an area as remote and inaccessible as some of this country is, makes the relative cost seem high.  Monitoring anything in this project area will take a relatively large effort in time and money.  It is not uncommon for only one bird transect to be completed in a day because of the difficulty of the terrain.  We also require a two-person team to do all plots due to safety issues in this remote area.  At the present time, Eight transects are visited 3 times per season.

Question 8.  Annual HEP surveys are not likely needed.  Annual HEP surveys are not necessary, true but HEP plots are used as long term permanent monitoring sites, which are tied back to specific species models.  New properties which are purchased and brought under management at different times all require a baseline HEP.  New HEP surveys are done on newly acquired properties.

Question 9.  Monitoring efforts should be made compatible with one of the national terrestrial survey procedures.  Monitoring and evaluation is very important in evaluating the success of each project.  Collecting information in a standardized format is critical if comparisons and analysis are to be relevant on a sub-basin or basin wide level.  Fish and wildlife populations along with habitat condition needs to be monitored.  All data collection will be coordinated with existing regional databases.   For example, bird surveys will be coordinated with Partners-in-Flight with permanent plots established.  All population surveys will be done to recognized standards so information can been coordinated with agencies on a regional and national level.  Efforts will be made to coordinate sampling methods with the NRCS’s National Resource Inventory and the EPA’s EMAP procedures.  Game animals will be monitored using methods compatible with Oregon’s monitoring program. 

Question 10.  Absence of specific objectives.   The completion of the long-term management plan is critical and we recognize this.  Specific management objectives will be developed for both habitat and fish and wildlife populations.  The difficult issue we face is how much can one project impact the ecology of the region.  This is where coordination with regional monitoring programs is critical as was pointed out and as we recognize.  Monitoring and evaluation of specific activities, which are tied to specific goals and objectives, is very important and will be done on this project.

Question 11.  No information on the specific methods used in the restoration of agricultural lands.   The 122 acres of agricultural land covering 5 different fields was divided into 4 groups.  Restoration of the fields were scheduled over 3 years.  The protocols used for restoration follow NRCS’s Conservation Reserve Program Standards for wildlife habitat restoration.  The Fields will be planted with 2 or 3 native grasses, and several forbs.  Weed control will be necessary during the transformation, using spot spraying.  Areas will be evaluated for tree and shrub plantings.  Seed will be planted using no-till technology to reduce soil disturbance.  Efforts will also be taken to collect native seed on site for trees, shrubs, grasses and forbs in order match species already growing in the area with what is compatible to the site.  This works well for trees and shrubs.  We are also looking at promoting the use of culturally important plants for rehabilitation work.

Question 12.  Extensive noxious weed control is still a concern.  At the present time noxious weeds are located in patches spread around the property.  Yellow-star thistle is the primary problem weed of any scale.  It is absolutely critical to hit this as hard as we can right now in order to keep it in check.  The terrain is difficult at best, which increases the cost of doing business.  Both aerial application with a helicopter and spot spraying are used to treat for yellow-star.  We coordinate closely with our neighbors to reduce cost and treat common boundary areas.  We also work with our neighbors when we find weeds on the neighbor’s property when it will impact the spread of weed onto the Precious Land Project.   Rush skeleton weed, diffuse knapweed, chicory, and scotch thistle among a few are also present on the property.  Allowing a larger foothold by these species in this kind of terrain puts the canyon grassland community at risk.

Question 13.  When and how fire and integrated weed plans will be developed.  Both the fire and weed plans need more time to develop.  Fire in this region was an integral part of the ecology of the region.  However, with land ownership patterns as they are it would be impossible to work with a fire plan devoid of working with our neighbors and to avoid catastrophic consequences.  An extensive amount of work will need to be done with our neighbors.  At the present time we can only react to the presence of fire on the property. 

Weed management is necessary at the present time in order to deal with an on going threat.  The NPT presently coordinates and cooperates with our neighbors and is active in the Tri-state weed demonstration area.  The Tribe has hosted meetings and work sessions with the weed managers in the area.  The weed management plan will closely ally with this broad based program.  The Tribe is sensitive to these problems both because of the impact of weeds on native vegetation and the impact of the cure.

Question 14.  Justification of a full time site manager.  The full time site manager may be a misunderstanding of terms.  Currently, the Tribe doesn’t have anyone on the project full time and there has not been anyone who stays on site except seasonally.  The site manager is this context is the lead biologist for the project, not an on site caretaker.  The site manager (lead biologist, project manager) does the staffing, hiring, supervision, survey and monitoring design, data management and analysis, budgeting, contract administration etc…

Question 15.  Travel costs seem high.  Travel costs are related to transportation and per diem supporting the current activity of fencing, weed control, facility protection and upgrade, along with field inventories.  Physical resources such as fencing and facilities had been neglected for a significant amount of time.  Reestablishing effective fence lines has been a priority with the project. Grazing activity occurs all around the properties.  To control trespass grazing a large crew has been active in repairing old fence and building new fence along common boundaries where there were never any fences before.  The remoteness of the area dictates that we keep our field crew on site, supplying them with reasonable field per diem ($15/day).  Six to eight temporary field crewmembers are working at any one time.  The proposal also supports the travel of our M&E/inventory support crew.  

Question 16.  Expenditures on the NPT offices.  The purpose of this line item is to help mitigate for the increase in personal needed to carryout the Mitigation Program.  Our existing facilities are limited, however what facilities we are using are supported by indirect funds.  The wildlife program is located in a historical site so expansion of new facilities is limited.  Funding requested would be used to help update the offices inside to accommodate an increase in personnel.  Most personnel were field crews to date, but as biologist level personnel are added, office space, updating computer network, and interior facilities such as the bathroom, will need to be upgraded within our existing facilities.

