Northwest Power Planning Council

851 SW 6th Avenue, Suite 1100

Portland OR 97204

Attn:  Kendra Phillips/Response to ISRP

Subj: Project 25020 – Rattlesnake Slope Addition

Members and Staff of the Northwest Power Planning Council:

The Nature Conservancy of Washington (TNC) supports Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation’s (RMEF) proposed acquisition of the Rattlesnake Slope Addition (RSA) and offers the following response to the Independent Science Review Panel’s comments about this project:

The ISRP noted that “the proposal makes a good general case for the need to acquire additional high-quality shrub-steppe lands, but a much weaker specific case for the purchase of the RSA.”  It was also noted that TNC “indicated that this property was specified in one of the planning documents as a high priority area.”  It is from the vantage point of our ecoregional planning process, together with the results from our biological inventory and analysis at Hanford that we perceive a very strong case for acquisition at this site.

The Nature Conservancy’s identification of this site as part of a landscape scale priority area comes in part from TNC’s Columbia Plateau Ecoregional planning process.  Based upon principles of conservation biology, our planning effort yields an ecoregional portfolio of conservation areas representing biological diversity at varying biological and spatial scales.  Focal conservation targets, which may include species, populations, or communities are selected for conservation action at the appropriate spatial scale.  Strategies are configured based upon actions that will abate threats by addressing the sources of stress that are currently, or have historically, reduced long term viability of the focal targets.

The Rattlesnake Slope Addition is associated with the Columbia River Shrub-Steppe/ Yakima Fold Belt conservation area – one of the portfolio conservation areas generated from the planning process. The RSA site is bounded on the north by the Hanford/Arid Lands Ecology Reserve, and on the east by the Rattlesnake Slope Wildlife Area.  One of the key principles used in TNC’s conservation methodology is to assess the site’s locational advantage.  Sites that add to a larger protected landscape are leveraged – they are more likely than isolated sites to be buffered from sources of stress, and become more accessible to natural disturbance regimes and ecosystem processes.  

The shrub-steppe matrix community together with the nested obligate species (e.g.: sage grouse, a candidate for federal listing) comprise some of the coarse scale conservation targets for the ecoregion.  Historically, this system was degraded by extensive agricultural conversion resulting in fragmentation of habitat and expansion of invasive species.  The conservation targets are presently threatened by continued agricultural conversion and residential development, poor livestock management, spread of invasive species, and catastrophic fire events. 

In addition to the identification of the site’s importance from an ecoregional planning perspective, results from TNC’s biodiversity inventory of the Hanford site provide a strong justification for expanded protection of this area.  In 1992 the U.S. Department of Energy (DOE) and The Nature Conservancy of Washington (TNC) entered into a Memorandum of Understanding that called for a cooperative and coordinated inventory of plants, animals and ecologically significant areas at the Hanford Site. In October 1993 DOE awarded TNC a grant to conduct the inventory. The Nature Conservancy also raised private funds to support the project, now titled the Biodiversity Inventory and Analysis of the Hanford Site.  This study is noteworthy in its discovery of plant and insect species new to science.  The following excerpt from the executive summary underscores the importance of this area within the Columbia Plateau ecoregion (Biodiversity Inventory and Analysis of the Hanford Site, TNC: 1999):

Findings from the biodiversity inventory clearly demonstrate that the Hanford Site, including the Hanford Reach, is home to a spectacular, unduplicated and irreplaceable natural legacy. Within its mosaic of habitats, Hanford supports a wealth of relatively unaltered and increasingly uncommon native plant communities, the size and diversity of which is unmatched in the Columbia Basin. Not surprisingly, significant numbers of plants, insects, amphibians, reptiles, birds, and mammals, many of which are rare or declining in Washington, were found to be associated with or dependent on these habitats. In its present condition the Hanford Site is not only a refuge, but also a genetic bank for both the common and rare plants and animals that are integral components of the shrub-steppe and Columbia River ecosystems. From a conservation standpoint, the Hanford Site is a vital—and perhaps the single most important—link in preserving and sustaining the diverse plants and animals of the Columbia Basin Ecoregion.

The privately owned Rattlesnake Slope Addition site was not inventoried under the federal grant protocol.  It should be noted, however, that it shares a common boundary with Hanford’s Arid Lands Ecology Reserve, indicating a likelihood that species diversity and richness will be represented on the proposed acquisition.  The clearest pathway to abatement of current threats, and to achieve restoration from historic impacts is through acquisition of this site by RMEF with the potential for long term ownership or management by Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife.

The intensity of focus on the publicly protected landscapes in the Columbia Plateau ecoregion has created an opportunity cost of leaving the private land resource more vulnerable to ongoing threats to biological diversity.  Acquisition of the Rattlesnake Slope Addition by our partners will address that cost by moving a significant site into protected status.  We urge the Council to support funding for this project.

Thank you for the opportunity to respond to the ISRP comments on this project proposal.

Elizabeth Bloomfield, Field Representative

The Nature Conservancy of Washington

