Project ID 25077
Umatilla County Conservation Buffer Project
ISRP Preliminary Comments
“A restoration plan is required, with all its components.”
The Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) identified in this proposal follows federal guidelines in the evaluation, NEPA evaluation, project design, installation and management of the buffer installation. Technical staff from the Natural Resource Conservation Service (NRCS), Oregon Department of Forestry (ODF) or Soil Water Conservation District evaluates site with landowner to determine eligibility for the program. Staff develops design based on established federal NRCS Standards and Specifications including landowner objectives and needs. 

“The proposal suggests M&E is not applicable.  We disagree, there is a need some indication of success – consider an evaluation process and a demonstration site.”

The Umatilla SWCD did not request funds from BPA for Monitoring and Evaluation because monitoring and evaluation will be provided through the buffer program, existing Umatilla TMDL water quality monitoring, ODFW and CTUIR fish surveys. All buffer sites must meet national standards and specifications established by USDA-NRCS and pass a final inspection by USDA-NRCS before cost share is approved or annual incentive payments can begin. The Farm Service Agency conducts status reviews to monitor the landowner operation and maintenance of the practice. Performance monitoring will be logged in the National Performance Reports Measurement System (PRMS) under hydrologic codes and tracked by the area of the buffer. PRMS is a national database accessible by the public to monitor and report conservation work. 

The objective of this project seeks to improve habitat for spawning counts will be tracked in watersheds currently monitored by the CTUIR and ODFW.  Year to year comparisons will be compared between fish counts to the number and size of conservation buffers installed in the watershed. The SWCD along with regional partners participates in the sediment and temperature-monitoring program being conducted on the Umatilla River and its major tributaries. SWCD staff can compare baseline water quality to future data to determine a possible correlation to buffer installations.

The Agricultural Research Station (ARS) is conducting a research project in the Gerking Flat watershed. The project seeks to determine the effectiveness of filter strips and riparian forest buffers to reduce sediment movement off field into the stream.

Gerking Creek Research 

The project site has long had a history of manipulation and farming. The area was broken out of native bunch grasses in the late 1950's, snow melt events and normal high water created problems with the farming and as a result the stream channel was straightened in an attempt to make the flat more farmable. An effort to control the creek continued through out the years and as a result levels of salt and other associated soil problems increased. A system of annual crop barley was employed to combat these problems. Average yields continued to decline to well below break even levels. During the winter of 1998-99 the land operators contacted the SWCD to see what assistance could be given to help with this situation. After several alternatives were discussed, based on the economics, the decision was reached to enroll the area in the Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program. The producers had several photos of the 1995-96 flood events, which defined several active channels. The active channels were treated with the Riparian Forest Buffer and associated Filter Strips. The remaining acreage outside of the program allowed areas were deemed inefficient to farm and were included in the rented area. The project covers approximately 107.9 acres. (5 ownership's, 3 operators). 

A broad-based seed mixture of grasses was used to meet the varying soils and water regimes. The seed mix included: Basin Wild Rye (2#), Western Wheat Grass (2#) Streambank Wheat Grass (1#) Tall Fescue (4#) Tall Wheat Grass (6#) Alkali Sacaton (1/2#) Meadow Foxtail (1#) Alfalfa (2#) Yellow Blossom Sweet Clover (1 1/2#). Trees and Shrubs called for by ODF amounted to 700 (200 black cottonwood, 500 native willow) in addition to the ODF plan 200 hybrid cotton wood, 75 Nooka Rose, 75 Woodsi Rose, 75 Snowberry, 50 American Plum, 100 Chokecherry , 50 Golden Currant, 50 Elderberry , 25 Western Clematis were added to the system for wildlife benefits. 

Cooperators include: Owners and Operators, Umatilla Co. SWCD, NRCS, CTUIR (willow cuttings) Sage Basin Chapter Pheasants Forever (plant materials, % of grass seed, labor to plant) Potlatch Corp. (hybrid cottonwoods), ODF (planting plan and variety list) 

Currently USDA-ARS is monitoring the project for effectiveness and to further scientific knowledge of filter strips and buffers in Eastern Oregon. 

Dr. John D. Williams (USDA-ARS) and Lori Spencer (M.S. candidate, WSU) are conducting research on Gerking Creep CREP project. 

Dr. Williams has described the stream channel with data collected using survey grade GPS equipment. This information was the basis for a special agricultural experiment station report and a conference poster and forms the basis for evaluation of channel changes through the life of the project. 

Ms. Spencer is doing research as part of a Master of Science program through WSU. She is documenting preliminary vegetation establishment and total solids in the water as it travels thought the CREP project. Vegetation surveys along transects were conducted in the spring of 2000 and 2001. Soil samples are collected and tested for pH and electrical conductivity at points along the transects. Water samples are collected by Sigma stormwater samplers twice a day at four locations and analyzed for total solids. The proposed question is whether total solids in the water are reduced as the water passes through the reserve area. Associated equipment includes tow precipitation gauges (one automatic, one manual) at the upstream site and sonic depth recorders to measure state at each location. 

Publications: 

2000. Williams, J.D., J.O. Loiland, K.M. Camara, and H.B. Williams. Introduction and Development of a Dryland Crop Riparian Conservation Project, in Special Report 1012,2000 Columbia Basin Agricultural Research Annual Report. Agricultural Experiment Station, Oregorl State University, Corvallis, Oregon. 1010-113 pp. 

2000. Williams, J.D., J.O. Loiland, K.M. Camara, and H.B. Williams. Introduction and Development of a Dryland Crop Riparian Conservation Project, in Proceedings of American Water Resources Association 2000 Summer Specialty Summer Conference, International Conference on Riparian Ecology and Management in Multi-Land Use Watersheds, 28-31 August 2000. Portland, Oregon. 405-409 pp. 

“Here and elsewhere, an alternative to the 15-yr lease should be explored, if any”

The Umatilla SWCD would support extension of CRP contract past the 15- year sunset but the SWCD does not have control over a federally managed program.  Congress has set a precedent in the last “conservation set aside program” to extend existing contracts another 10 years. 

Some landowners may consider permanent easements available through conservation groups. Oregon legislation is considering a bill to allow Soil & Water Conservation Districts to offer permanent easements. With funding, permanent easements could be offered to landowners as contracts expire.

“Can project personnel show that there is great potential, in the foreseeable future, for protecting enough riparian area at each site to cause significant increase in valuable fish populations? How will this be evaluated?”

According to Streamnet, the Umatilla subbasin has 507 miles of usable streams for fish. According to the Umatilla Subbasin Summary, 70% (CTUIR & ODFW 1990) of the Umatilla subbasin tributaries are in need of riparian improvement or 355 miles needing treatment. Using the minimum width for Riparian Buffer practice, the potential acres along Umatilla tributaries would be 1506 acres of trees, shrubs and grass.  Since on average, most contracts exceed the minimum width 1506 acres is a conservative estimate. The “potential” riparian buffer acres using the maximum width calculates to 6454 acres set aside for 15 years. This estimate does not take into account the “potential” acres that could be applied on cropland adjoining intermittent and seasonal streams.  

Table 31. General habitat conditions throughout the Umatilla subbasin.  Data provided and summarized from surveys conducted by the Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation over the years 1992-1997 (Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation 1994; Contor et al 1995; 1996; 1997; 1998).

Stream Segment

(RM)
Survey

Year
General

Condition1
Habitat Feature Ranking




Pool Area (%)
Dry

Channel (%)
Width:

Depth
Fines

(%)
Open sky (%)
Canopy Closure (%)
Woody Debris

(#/100m)
Woody Debris (m3/100m)

Buckaroo
1992-93
1.5 (poor-fair)
Fair
Poor
Poor
Good
Fair
Poor
Poor
Poor

Meacham
1992-93
2.0 (fair)
Good
Poor
Poor
Good
Poor
Poor
Poor
Poor

Boston Canyon
1992-93
2.1 (fair)
Fair
Fair
Fair
Good
Good
Good
Poor
Poor

Boston Canyon trib.
1992-93
2.0 (fair)
Fair
Fair
Poor
Good
Good
Good
Poor
Poor

Line
1992-93
2.1 (fair)
Fair
Fair
Fair
Good
Good
Good
Poor
Poor

Umatilla (RM 56.1-81.8)
1993-94
1.2 (poor)
Fair
Fair
Poor
Fair
Poor
Poor
Poor
Poor

Squaw 
1993-94
1.7 (poor-fair)
Fair
Poor
Poor
Good
Fair
Good
Poor
Poor

Camp
1993-94
2.1 (fair)
Fair
Fair
Fair
Fair
Fair
Good
Poor
Good

Camp trib.
1993-94
1.8 (poor-fair)
Fair
Poor
Fair
Good
Fair
Good
Poor
Poor

Umatilla (RM 81.8-89.6)
1994-95
1.6 (poor-fair)
Fair
Fair
Poor
Fair
Good
Poor
Poor
Poor

Moonshine
1994-95
1.5 (poor-fair)
Fair
Poor
Fair
Poor
Good
Poor
Poor
Poor

Mission
1994-95
1.3 (poor)
Fair
Poor
Poor
Poor
Good
Poor
Poor
Poor

Cottonwood
1994-95
1.5 (poor-fair)
Fair
Poor
Fair
Poor
Good
Poor
Poor
Poor

Coonskin
1994-95
1.6 (poor-fair)
Fair
Fair
Fair
Poor
Good
Poor
Poor
Poor

Umatilla (RM 0-56.1)
1995-96
1.8 (poor-fair)
Good
Good
Fair
Fair
N/A
Poor
Poor
Poor

Average condition of habitat features:
2.1
1.6
1.5
1.8
2.3
1.8
1.0
1.1

1 General habitat condition was derived using an average of the eight categorical habitat feature ratings (poor, fair, good) expressed in numerical format (1,2,3) respectively. 

Table 32.  Summary of key habitat parameters relative to benchmarks developed by the Oregon Department of Fish & Wildlife Aquatic Inventories Program.  Habitat data was collected by the Oregon Department of Fish & Wildlife Aquatic Inventories Program from 1992 through 1996.

Stream
Pool 

Area
Pool Frequency
Complex

 Pools
Wood
% Shade
W/D

Ratio
% Silt/Sand






>12m
<12m

>1.5%
<1.5%

Desirable
>35
5-8
>2.5
>20
>50
>60
<10
<8
<12

Undesirable
<10
>20
<1.0
<10
<40
<50
>30
>15
>25

Upper Meacham
14
NA
NA
5

46
32
22
3

  N. Fk. Meacham
11
NA
NA
10
45
57
32
11


  Beaver Creek
79
NA 
NA
22

50
20
61
40

  Little Beaver
10
NA
NA
13

65
NA
77


  Mill Creek
5
NA
NA
14

67
25
28


  Sheep Creek
2
NA
NA
17

75
17
56


  Twomile Creek
19
NA
NA
9

55
15
76
61

N. Fk. McKay
10
21
0
6
49
71
39
17


  Bell Cow
4
22
0
9
72
72
34
14


  Calamity
5
26
0
2

62
28
3


  Darr
5
32
0
3

78
17
16


  Lost Pin
NA
55
0
10

73
21
17


  Rail
4
40
0
3

56
28
17


  Wood Hollow
3
49
0
3

54
26
8


East Birch
9
NA
NA
2
33
64
29
3
6

West Birch
10
8
0
3

47
29
15


Definition of Parameters (for further definition see Moore et al. 1997):


Pool Area:  Percentage of wetted stream channel identified as pool habitat.


Pool Frequency:  The distance between pools in bankfull channel widths


Complex:  The percentage of pools determined to be complex.


Wood:  Pieces of wood per 100 meters of stream channel

% Shade:  Percentage of canopy closure for stream widths wider or narrower than 12 meters

Width/Depth Ratio:  The ratio of bankfull width to mean depth.

% Silt/Sand: The percentage of wetted channel substrate classified as silt and sand for channel gradients greater than or less than 1.5%.

Table 31 & 32 identify habitat conditions surveyed by the CTUIR and habitat parameters collected by ODFW for the Umatilla subbasin. This proposal will address those “fair”, “poor” and inadequate stream conditions identified above. Filter strips reduce sediment movement, nutrients, pesticides and other contaminates from runoff. Riparian forest buffers provide woody vegetation to provide food, cover, shade and natural bank stabilization.  The Conservation Reserve Program provides a non-regulatory incentive to private landowners (over 80% in Umatilla county) to improve and maintain riparian areas. Since over 80% of the land in Umatilla County are privately held, what better tool can be used to create essential fish habitat? Critical habitat other BPA funded projects depend on to increase fish populations.  

Evaluation – As describe above, the Agricultural Research Station, Natural Resource Conservation Service and the SWCD have an existing 107.9 acre research site on Gerking Creek evaluating the impacts of buffer applications. As part of the proposal, the SWCD will provide reports as developed by the research team. 

The SWCD participates in the on-going water quality data monitoring of major tributaries in the Umatilla subbasin. Using water quality data (temperature & sediment) and ODFW & CTUIR survey data, connections between buffer applications and improvements in water quality can be reported.   

Buffer Program Specifics

Filter strips and riparian forest buffers will be the two most common practices installed under this proposal. 

Filter Strip – (NRCS Practice Code 393) Definition and Purpose - A filter strip is an area of grass or other permanent vegetation used to reduce sediment, organics, nutrients, pesticides and other contaminants from runoff and to maintain water quality. Filter strips intercept undesirable contaminates from runoff before they enter a waterbody. They provide a buffer between contaminant source, such as crop fields, and waterbodies, such as streams and ponds.  Filter strips slow the velocity of water, allowing the settling out of suspended soil particles, infiltration of runoff and soluble pollutants, absorption of pollutants on soil and plant surfaces, and uptake of soluble pollutants by plants. 

Application and Design - Filter strips can be applied to cropland immediately adjacent to perennial and intermittent streams other water bodies of permanent nature. The following strip widths refer to one side of the stream. Minimum filter strip width: 20 feet maximum filter strip width 100 feet unless the minimum design width is greater than 100 feet, in which case the minimum design width becomes the maximum average width that can be enrolled in CRP. At no point, can the narrowest portion of the filter strip be less than 20 feet. The length and the steepness of the adjoining slope producing sediment by water erosion are considered the prime factors which relate to relative amounts of sediment for any given site condition (soil type, cover, cultural practices and rainfall factor) The specifications are based on a relationship of the prime factors of Length of Slope to the filter strip widths which will remove a major amount of sediment, and prevent accumulated flow of water from producing sheet, rill and gully erosion in excess of established tolerances.

Riparian Forest Buffer – (NRCS Practice Code 391A) Definition and Purpose. A riparian forest buffer is an area of trees and shrubs located adjacent to streams, lakes, ponds, and wetlands. Riparian forest buffers of sufficient width intercept sediment, nutrients, pesticides and other materials in surface runoff and reduce nutrients and other pollutants in shallow subsurface water flow. Woody vegetation in buffers provides food and cover for wildlife, helps lower water temperatures by shading waterbody, and slows out-of –bank flood flows. In addition, the vegetation closest to the stream or waterbody provides litter fall and large woody debris important to aquatic organisms. Also, the woody roots increase the resistance of streambanks and shorelines to erosion caused by high water flows or waves. 

Application and Design - Riparian Forest Buffers can be applied to cropland or marginal pastureland adjacent to perennial and intermittent streams and other water bodies of permanent nature. These widths refer to one side of the stream. Minimum combined width of Zones 1 and 2 of a riparian forest buffer for CRP is 100 feet or 30 percent of the geomorphic flood plain, whichever is less, but not less than 35 feet. Maximum riparian width: 150 feet, unless the minimum design width is greater than 150 feet, in which case the minimum design width becomes the maximum average width that can be enrolled in CRP. At no point, however, can the narrowest portion of a riparian buffer be less than the minimum width described above.

Reference:

USDA, Filter Strips Conservation Practice Job Sheet (393), NRCS, April 1997

USDA. Riparian Forest Buffer Practice Job Sheet (393), NRCS January 1998

Draft Umatilla Subbasin Summary, Prepared for Northwest Power Planning Council, March 2, 2001

2000. Williams, J.D., J.O. Loiland, K.M. Camara, and H.B. Williams. Introduction and Development of a Dryland Crop Riparian Conservation Project, in Special Report 1012,2000 Columbia Basin Agricultural Research Annual Report. Agricultural Experiment Station, Oregon State University, Corvallis, Oregon. 1010-113 pp. 

2000. Williams, J.D., J.O. Loiland, K.M. Camara, and H.B. Williams. Introduction and Development of a Dryland Crop Riparian Conservation Project, in Proceedings of American Water Resources Association 2000 Summer Specialty Summer Conference, International Conference on Riparian Ecology and Management in Multi-Land Use Watersheds, 28-31 August 2000. Portland, Oregon. 405-409 pp.

Umatilla River Basin Total Maximum Daily Load and Water Quality Management Plan, Umatilla Basin Watershed Council, CTUIR, ODEQ

