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a. Abstract 
Wheeler SWCD is the lead agency in the implementation of watershed enhancement projects within Wheeler County focused on improving riparian zone habitat and overall watershed health.  These projects encompass 211,500 acres of the 1,092,408 acres within the District.  Working in close partnership with NRCS, the SWCD’s strength is its ability to develop and implement voluntary, scientifically and economically sound resource management plans for private landowners. This project also satisfies the four essential elements of The Oregon Plan: 1) coordination of effort by all parties, 2) development of action plans with relevance and ownership at the local level, 3) monitoring progress, and 4) making appropriate corrective changes in the future. 

Wheeler SWCD proposes implementation of riparian buffer systems in the Lower John Day subbasin to address limiting factors for the Parrish, Alder, Thirtymile, Butte, Pine, Cherry, Bridge, Bear and Horseshoe Creek watersheds identified in the 3-2-01 Draft John Day Subbasin Summary.  A 1.0 FTE position will be dedicated to provide the technical planning support needed to implement at least 60 riparian buffer system contracts on approximately 1135 acres covering an estimated 78 miles of anadromous fish streams.  Buffer widths will average 60 feet on each side of the planned stream reaches.  Buffer management practice implementation will include prescribed plantings, fencing, and related practices.  The actual cost of land leasing, as well as implementing and maintaining the conservation practices will be covered by existing USDA programs including the Conservation Reserve and Conservation Reserve Enhancement Programs.  Land leases will be for a 10-15 year period.  This program meets a critical need in the above-mentioned watersheds, where limited technical staff to conduct assessments and develop plans has delayed habitat restoration. Currently seven landowners have expressed interest in CREP riparian buffers, but are waiting for reach assessment and conservation plan development.  The majority of the proposed practices will be implemented in the Bridge, Bear, Butte, Pine and Alder Creek subbasins, with some additional work in contiguous subbasins and the mainstem John Day River. Additionally, this person will provide input and assistance to the subbasin assessment and planning process.

b. Technical and/or scientific background
Many Lower John Day tributary streams, including Thirtymile, Stahl, Henry, Gable, Bridge and Bear Creeks are water quality limited (ODEQ 1998 303 (d) listing) due to high summer water temperatures. In addition, Pine Creek is limited by Biological Criteria.  Low summer flow, sediment load and habitat modification are limiting factors in these tributaries as well.  NMFS listing of the summer steelhead as a threatened species with identified habitat in these subbasins illustrates the need for the mitigation of these water quality limiting factors. Voluntary landowner-initiated programs are making progress in addressing the underlying causes of these water quality limiting factors, but greater focus is needed in the riparian habitat areas.

Accelerated implementation of the Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program (CREP) and Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) continuous sign-up offers an opportunity to expand on the stream reach habitat improvements already in place.  Details about the CREP and Continuous CRP programs are available at local USDA Service Centers and in the Catalog of Federal Domestic Assistance (CFDA) #10.069, accessible on the Internet at www.cfda.gov.  Both programs offer 10-15 year leases to landowners to create 35-180 ft. buffers along both sides of the stream.  In addition to cost sharing fencing and establishment of perennial vegetation, per-acre rental rates enable participating landowners to derive income from the buffers they establish under the programs, encouraging wider buffers.  Heightened landowners interest in mitigating the impact of management practices on steelhead habitat makes the expansion of these programs timely.

c. Rationale and significance to Regional Programs
This project is the most effective and expedient way of improving and expanding the riparian habitat restoration and protection work already undertaken in these subbasins.  This project to develop and implement CRP/CREP riparian buffer plans directly addresses resource concerns identified in the John Day Subbasin Summary, currently under review by the Northwest Power Planning Council.  Specifically, the riparian habitat restoration projects should result in higher summer stream flow and reduced water temperature in the planned reaches. This will be consistent with the tribal (CRITFC) fish strategies actions 1.2, 2.12, and 3.2 identified in the subbasin summary.

Buffers remove sediment and nutrients, stabilize stream banks, improve fish habitat, provide food sources, nesting cover and shelter for wildlife.  More details on buffers and their effects can be found in a fact sheet at the Conservation Technology Information Center (CTIC) website: www.ctic.purdue.edu/Core4/news/annc/Bufferfact.html or at the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) web site: www.nhq.nrcs.usda.gov/CCS/Buffers.html.

The Oregon Plan calls for “community based actions” to conserve and restore habitat facilitated by “government coordination: to provide consistent and effective programs.  For habitat, the Oregon Plan emphasizes the need to protect and restore riparian areas.  Implementation of the Conservation Reserve Enhancement Plan (CREP) has been a major objective of the State of Oregon and is the emphasis of this proposal.

The 2000 Federal Columbia River Power System (FCRPS) biological opinion identifies two reasonable and prudent alternatives (RPAs) this proposal addresses.  RPA 152 requests the action agencies to coordinate their efforts and support for offsite habitat enhancement measures undertaken by other Federal agencies, states, Tribes and local governments.  RPA 153 specifically requests BPA to work to leverage agricultural incentive programs such as the CREP to protect 100 miles of riparian buffers per year.  This project will implement riparian buffers on at least 105 miles of streams.

This project to implement riparian buffer systems supports the NWPPC Fish and Wildlife Program Habitat Goals, Policies and Objectives described in Section 7.6, particularly 7.6B.1 helping private parties be proactive, 7.6B.3 integration of habitat work in broader watershed improvement efforts. Section 7.6B.4 provides for higher priority for actions that maximize effect for the dollar, given that this proposal seeks only funding to make technical assistance available, with other entities picking up the implementation and lease costs, it shows outstanding leveraging of funds. The project supports the provisions of 7.6C for Coordinated Habitat Planning. Establishment of Riparian Buffers clearly supports actions identified in section 7.6D to reduce sediment, improve bank stability, and water quality. Tree establishment in riparian buffers will help stabilize banks, and provide shade, reducing heating rates on hot summer days. Direct planning with private landowners supports the concepts discussed in Section 7.7.

The Tribes' Anadromous Fish Restoration Plan, Wy-Kan-Ush-Mi Wa-Kish-Wit, p.35 identifies 7 actions of which 2 are directly addressed by establishing riparian buffers: Action 6. Protect and enhance aquatic and riparian habitat; Action 9. Increase stream bank cover, decrease water temperatures during the summer and increase stream flow.

d. Relationships to other projects 
Bridge Creek watershed has been the focus of a Coordinated Resource Management Plan since 1996. It includes thirteen landowners who all have NRCS approved ranch management plans and are implementing conservation practices on their respective properties.  Bridge Creek Watershed was designated a Geographic Priority Area at the same time.  The GPA designation provided landowners with access to NRCS technical planning & engineering assistance, as well as $350,000 in USDA Environmental Quality Incentives Program financial assistance.  The result is the focused planning and implementation of conservation practices designed to improve riparian zone and overall watershed health in this subbasin.  Conservation practices funded and being implemented in the Bridge Creek GPA include rangeland seeding, off-channel livestock water development, pasture cross-fencing, planned rotational grazing, weed control and other rangeland enhancement practices.  

This conservation work involves partnerships between Wheeler SWCD, NRCS, Bureau of Land Management, Prineville District and the Oregon Dept. of Fish and Wildlife, CTWSIR, USFS Ochoco District, Oregon Watershed Enhancement Board and Wheeler County.

The proposed project continues and expands existing and ongoing conservation work in the subbasin. This proposed project provides a greater emphasis on riparian habitat restoration. 

Completed and ongoing conservation work facilitated by the Wheeler SWCD includes a host of projects funded by the Oregon Watershed Enhancement Board. These projects include riparian exclusion fencing (including 13 miles of the John Day River at Twickenham), riparian plantings, off-stream water developments, streambank stabilization, fish passage projects, and upland restorations.   

Adding one planner dedicated to CREP/CRP Riparian buffers in the Wheeler SWCD portion of the Lower John Day area will help take advantage of significant funding resources to implement at least 60 new buffer systems over a three year period covering 78 miles of stream and accelerate riparian protection and restoration on 1135 riparian acres. This proposal allows Wheeler SWCD to significantly accelerate riparian habitat improvement and restoration by leveraging USDA and OWEB funding. 

The Conservation Partnership in Oregon is a unique coalition of local, tribal, state, and federal groups that mobilizes staff and program funding to help people and communities address natural resource conservation issues. The Partnership, working side by side with landowners and land users, has made great strides in conserving natural resources since the 1939 Oregon Legislature passed enabling legislation to create Conservation Districts. Guiding this assistance are Conservation District Boards of local leaders who know the people in their communities and who are familiar with conservation needs in the district. The Conservation Partnership blends individual member resources to offer technical and financial assistance in planning and applying natural resource conservation practices and systems. It also works together in other areas, such as resource inventories, conservation education, and conservation technology.  This is a “tried and trued” process that is trusted and relied upon by farmers and ranchers to get conservation on-the-ground. 

e. Project history (for ongoing projects) 

This is a new project but expands upon existing riparian corridor protection work already underway in the Wheeler SWCD jurisdiction, using USDA and State of Oregon funding sources for riparian buffer land leases and implementation of riparian habitat restoration practices.

f. Proposal objectives, tasks and methods
The objective of this proposal is to implement at least 60 new CREP/CRP riparian buffer system agreements over the next three years. These agreements will take place on private land and cover 78 miles of anadromous fish streams and approximately 1135 riparian acres. 

Tasks are listed in the order in which they occur for a given CREP plan:

A. Meet with interested landowners on site to assess eligibility of stream reach for program.  Anadromous fish streams are eligible.  Specific sites are eligible depending on the condition of the resources on site.  Three landowners are currently signed up for CREP riparian buffers, and landowners on seven additional stream reaches have expressed interest in entering into riparian buffer contracts.  Programmatic checklists are used for making the assessment.  

B.  Obtain landowner sign up for the program.  Once the site is determined to be eligible and the landowner signs up for the program on a CRP2 form, the stage is set to develop the plan.  

C.  Develop CRP/CREP plan.  Resource inventory and environmental checklist are completed early in the nine step planning process.  Planting prescriptions are completed with input from Oregon Dept. of Forestry, livestock grazing management plans are developed as needed, with alternatives considered for water sources, pasture configuration, etc.  Once the plan is completed and approved, a contract is made between Farm Services Agency and the landowner to implement the plan.  The planning task is the focus of most of this project's effort, accounting for approximately 70% of the workload.   

D.  Appropriate documentation in the producer file is completed by the planner, and progress reporting is done.  That completes the planning/design process.  Implementation is funded in part by state of Oregon (25%), in part by USDA (50%), and in part by the landowner (25%).  The landowner portion may be in cash or in-kind.   

Tasks will be applied in accordance with the nine steps of planning outlined in the NRCS National Planning Procedures Handbook.  All practices will be within the guidelines of the NRCS Field Office Technical Guide (FOTG).  To insure landowner compliance with NEPA and ESA, a planner who has been certified through the NRCS planning course will provide planning assistance.  
During implementation the landowner may require additional technical assistance that is provided under Objective 2, Task 2. "Provide technical assistance during implementation as necessary".  Level of effort under this task is estimated at 13% (10-15%). 

The task of providing input and assistance to BPA and the NWPPC in the development and update of subbasin assessments and plans will be ongoing throughout the length of the project.  This effort should involve approximately 5% of the workload. 

Operation and Maintenance are not required in this project.  Actual operation and maintenance is a funded item in the CRP/CREP contracts whereby the landowner receives a small fee per acre to cover maintenance costs.  The landowner is responsible for the maintenance under the contract.

Monitoring and Evaluation are not included as a cost item, but records of stream miles, acreage and number of plans completed will be tracked for reporting purposes.  Farm Service Agency has programmatic responsibility for spot-checking contracts to ensure terms are being met.  NRCS has responsibility for technical supervision.

g. Facilities and equipment
Oregon Department of Forestry (ODF) currently provides rental space in their Fossil office for 1.5 SWCD employees. Phone and computer network systems are provided by ODF. Wheeler SWCD will be required to rent additional space for any new employees. The Wheeler SWCD provides computer equipment for existing District employees.  An additional computer and software system would be necessary to service this project position.  Leasing a vehicle for use by the project technical planner will be necessary.
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