Proposal 199902500: Sandy River Delta Habitat Restoration
Response to ISRP Comments and State/Province Recommendation
1. ISRP Comment:

The project is clearly justified and could provide substantial benefits to both fish and wildlife. The sponsors have developed techniques that not only will be useful for this project but also will benefit other large-scale floodplain vegetation restoration projects. The major drawback of the project at this time appears to be the lack of a comprehensive, scientifically sound monitoring program (including effectiveness monitoring) that would quantitatively assess progress toward achieving the goal. Such a program is badly needed and should be instituted at this early stage of restoration. The program should be comprehensive in that it should provide for long-term monitoring of vegetation, wildlife, and fish. The documentation of long-term change in the vegetation and animal communities, like the restoration techniques, would be of great benefit to the region and to other projects.

Proponent Response: 
Vegetation and Wildlife Monitoring.  In order to respond to the project objectives, the Forest Service has chosen to monitor vegetation response, waterfowl use, herptile use and neotropical migrant bird use.  

Vegetation Monitoring.  Riparian forest restoration was initiated in 1997 and continued on a relatively small scale until 2001. Plant monitoring has focused heavily on planting success.  Seedling survival was evaluated, and the causes of planting failure were assessed.  The Forest Service adapted its techniques rapidly in response to planting failure and failure to thrive.  

The early restoration years were vexed with predation by voles and deer, and invasive plant competition.  Beginning in 2002, a more intensive site preparation program was initiated, which implemented some two years of site preparation followed by planting, and then by continued weed removal. Trees planted 2003 or later are thriving.  

Wetland restoration began in 1997 with the installation of water control structures, followed by several years of disking and scalping.  The Forest Service is monitoring vegetation response, correlated to water levels.  The Forest Service has established vegetative plots and conducts one systematic vegetation survey (transects, stem counts) per plot per year in the summer after flooding has subsided.  Water levels in the wetlands are monitored monthly.  
More detail of the restoration successes and failures is provided in Section D, project history, and the Forest Service Annual Reports (listed in response to ISRP Comment #5 below).
Neotropical Migratory Landbird Use.  The Forest Service hired Avifauna Northwest (Bob Altman) to monitor neotropical migratory landbird (NTMB) use at Sandy River Delta from 1994 to 2000.  The objective was to establish baseline data as a reference for the evaluation of land management actions, particular restoration.  The studies documented NTMB adundance, species richness and phenology of Sandy River Delta riparian forests and meadows during spring migration and the breeding season. 

In this seven year period, a group of six species were consistently the most abundant species: song sparrow, American gold finch, house wren, Swainson’s thrush, spotted towhee and American robin.  Other species that were among the six most abundant species in at least one year included Bullocks oriole, black capped chickadee, American crow, black headed grosbeak, willow flycatcher, rufous hummingbird and Bewick’s wren.  The red-eyed vireo was present in every year of the study.

The studies concluded that landbird community abundance had generally declined during each of the years monitored.  Despite steady declines in community-level landbird abundance, riparian forest at Sandy River Delta continued to support some of the highest landbird populations along the Lower Columbia River, likely because it is one of the largest areas of riparian forest (even with the present fragmentation) along the Lower Columbia River.   The studies are listed in response to ISRP Comment #5 below.

The Forest Service determined an adequate baseline has been established.  NTMD monitoring was discontinued for several years while intensive methods were underway to restore the riparian forest, with the intent to conduct a 2 to 3 year survey period every 5 to 6 years.   A portion of the riparian forest restoration is now well underway, and it is timely to initiate the next 2 to 3 year survey period in 2007.  
Bald Eagles.  Bald eagles are monitored annually in the entire Columbia River Gorge National Scenic Area.  A nest site has been active near the Sandy River Delta.  
Waterfowl Monitoring.  Waterfowl use of the wetlands was conducted in 1999 and 2000 by Ducks Unlimited. Forty three species were observed.  Waterfowl/duck use patterns indicated a steady increase in activity from January to a peak in March before a decline in April. The studies are listed in response to ISRP Comment #5 below.  

The Forest Service intends to establish a monitoring program for waterfowl use of the wetlands beginning in 2007.  The objective is to determine trends in species composition, and would be accomplished by an annual count of every species over 3 days in the nesting season. 
Herptile Monitoring.  A 1992 baseline habitat survey (Salix Associates) of Sandy River Delta noted 4 amphibian and 3 reptile species on site, including the red legged frog and painted turtle. The Forest Service intends to establish a monitoring program for herptile use of the Delta beginning in 2007.  The objective is to determine trends in species composition, and would be accomplished an annual count of every species over 3 days in May and June.
Fish Use Monitoring.  The channel dries to isolated warm pools in the summer, which hold predominantly warm water fish such as stickle back, bass, etc.  The original Sandy River channel was seined in summer once by the Forest Service about 15 years ago.  The Forest Service will seine the channel in summer of 2006 to determine species composition.  A level 3 stream survey is also scheduled for summer 2006 (determine pool/riffle ratio, bank full floodplain).  The seining would be repeated in 2007 over a longer season. 

The dike is proposed to be removed in 2009, in the summer work window.  Beginning in 2010, the first season after dike removal, the Forest Service proposes to monitor for species use (presence/absence) by seining and snorkeling, three times per season.  Timing would include spring to monitor for outmigrants and summer to monitor for residents.  The presence of invasive species will be important to determine.  

Hydrologic Profile.  The Forest Service will evaluate changes to the original Sandy River channel following dike removal in 2010.  A longitudinal profile and cross sections would be measured in 2010, 2013 and 2105.  One cross section would be established at the bridge location to monitor scour. If spawning gravel is noted in the cross sections, it would trigger a spawning survey.  

2. ISRP Comment:

More details are requested on results to date of the monitoring of vegetation and wildlife. The sponsors should give a perspective on needs for monitoring of fish use of the restored habitat. This project is a good example of a restoration project that requires long-term maintenance to ensure long-term benefits to fish and wildlife. Dike removal, which has apparently been delayed by BPA's needs to access their power lines, should proceed.
Proponent Response: Our response to Comment #1 above provides the information requested in this comment.  
3. ISRP Comment:

Technical and scientific background: The project is directed at restoring diverse floodplain and river channel habitat that, if accomplished, could benefit both important terrestrial species and fish. The need for such restoration projects is clear, given the scarcity of large floodplain areas in the Portland area. The problem is adequately defined. This section of the proposal would be improved by the addition and brief summary of relevant scientific and technical references.
Proponent Response: 
Seven years of Neotropical Landbird Monitoring are detailed in the following reports.  A brief description of the results is given in response to ISRP Comment #1 above.
Altman, Bob; Avifauna Northwest, 2001.  Landbird Monitoring in Riparian Forests of the Columbia River Gorge National Scenic Area:  Results of the 2000 Breeding Season. 
Altman, Bob; Avifauna Northwest, 2000.  Landbird Monitoring in Riparian Forests of the Columbia River Gorge National Scenic Area:  Results of the 1999 Breeding Season. 

Altman, Bob; Avifauna Northwest, 1999.  Landbird Monitoring in Riparian Forests of the Columbia River Gorge National Scenic Area:  Results of the 1998 Breeding Season. 

Altman, Bob; Avifauna Northwest, 1998.  Landbird Monitoring in Riparian Forests of the Columbia River Gorge National Scenic Area:  Results of the 1997 Breeding Season. 

Altman, Bob; Avifauna Northwest, 1996.  Landbird Monitoring in Riparian Forests of the Columbia River Gorge National Scenic Area:  Results of the 1996 Breeding Season.  

Altman, Bob; Avifauna Northwest, 1996.  Neotropical Migratory Landbird Use of Riparian Forest of the Sandy River Delta: Monitoring in Riparian Forests of the Columbia River Gorge National Scenic Area:  Results of the 1995 Breeding Season. 

Altman, Bob; Avifauna Northwest, 1995.  Neotropical Migratory Landbird Use of Riparian Forest of the Sandy River Delta: Monitoring in Riparian Forests of the Columbia River Gorge National Scenic Area:  Results of the 1994 Breeding Season. 

Two years of waterfowl monitoring are detailed in the following reports.  A brief description of the results is given in response to ISRP Comment #1 above.
Ducks Unlimited. 2000.   The Lower Columbia River Wetlands Restoration and Evaluation Project 1999-2000 Progress Report. 

Ducks Unlimited. 1999.   The Lower Columbia River Wetlands Restoration and Evaluation Program Progress Report, July 1999. 

Five years of vegetation monitoring are discussed in the following reports.  A brief description of the results is given in response to ISRP Comment #1 above.
USDA Forest Service 2006.  Sandy River Delta Habitat Restoration Annual Report for 2005.
USDA Forest Service 2005.  Sandy River Delta Habitat Restoration Annual Report for 2004.
USDA Forest Service 2004.  Sandy River Delta Riparian Forest, Wetlands, and Original Sandy River Channel Restoration 2003 Annual Report.
USDA Forest Service 2003.  Sandy River Delta Riparian Forest, Wetlands, and Original Sandy River Channel Restoration 2002 Annual Report
USDA Forest Service 2002.  Lower Columbia River Wetlands Restoration and Evaluation Program, Project 99-025 Sandy River Delta Riparian Forest Restoration: Project 99-026.  2001 Annual Report
4. ISRP Comment:

Rationale and significance to subbasin plans and regional programs: The proposal addresses specific objectives and strategies found in the Lower Columbia River and Sandy River subbasin plans. These objectives call for habitat restoration for terrestrial indicator species as well as endangered salmon. There is no mention of Biological Opinion issues related to Snake River chinook.
Proponent Response:  Removal of the dike on the original Sandy River channel is expected to create an additional 1 to 1 ½ miles of habitat favorable for juvenile rearing and adult holding, and a high flow refuge channel for adults and juveniles. In addition, pockets of gravel may develop for spawning habitat.  This habitat would be available to migrating adults and juveniles, for all listed species in the Columbia River, including the Snake River Chinook. 

5. ISRP Comment:

Relationships to other projects: The sponsors do not identify collaborative relationships with other projects, except to indicate that two other projects were consolidated into this proposal. The only linkage described in this section is internal (merging of their previous project numbers). The proposal would be improved if a strong collaborative effort with other (ongoing and proposed) related projects were described. 
Proponent Response:  The City of Portland, Bureau of Water Works, is developing a Habitat Conservation Plan (HCP) for the Sandy River to comply with the Endangered Species Act.  The Sandy River Delta dike removal project is one of the City’s proposed actions for inclusion in the HCP.  As such, the Sandy River Delta project is linked to the City’s proposed actions on the Sandy River.  
The wetland restoration methods developed at Sandy River Delta are being used at Rooster Rock State Park (project not funded by BPA).  Wetlands at both Sandy River Delta and Rooster Rock State Park comprise remnant wetlands of the lower Columbia River bottomlands.  Rooster Rock State Park is about seven miles upriver on the Columbia River from Sandy River Delta.  


6. ISRP Comment:

Objectives: The objectives are straight-forward and directly related to the restoration goal. However, the measurable benefits to fish and wildlife are not well described. It is unclear how the sponsors will measure progress toward accomplishing objectives related to fish and wildlife.
Proponent Response:  The Forest Service will measure the species composition and abundance for Neotropical Migratory Landbird Use as a measure of success of the riparian forest restoration.  

The Forest Service will measure the species composition and abundance for waterfowl and herptiles as a measure of success of the wetland restoration.  

The Forest Service will measure the anadromous and resident fish species presence/absence as a measure of success of the original channel restoration.
7. ISRP Comment:

Tasks (work elements) and methods: Methods for vegetation restoration are well described and the sponsors are clearly competent in methods for vegetation restoration. The methods are clear and primarily describe the techniques employed for restoration. The sponsors have been refining the methods for vegetation restoration since the inception of the project. The sponsors seem to be successfully combating invasive species, deer, and soil quality. 
Proponent Response:  No response appears to be necessary. 

8. ISRP Comment:

In a previous review, the ISRP advised that future funding should be contingent on dike removal. The proponents note that alternatives for dike breaching and complete dike removal will be evaluated. The proponents need to provide more detail methods on this critical objective.
Proponent Response:  In March 2006, the Forest Service completed (via contract) a hydrological model for the dike removal. 

In the 1930’s, a dike was placed across the original channel (east channel) of the Sandy River, and an overflow channel (west channel) was deepened.  As a result, the overflow channel has become the main channel, and the original channel has become an overflow channel.  The original channel flows at Columbia River high flows in the springtime, and less frequently, at Sandy River high flows in the winter.  The original channel dries to isolated, warm pools in the summer.  
Based on the results of the model, the Forest Service is developing a proposed action of complete removal of the dike and removal of a sediment plug.  The top of the existing dike is about 15 ft above sea level, and dike/sediment would be removed to about 8 ft above sea level.  

The model evaluated removal of the dike and a sediment plug, to the elevation of about 8 ft above sea level.  Over time, perhaps 10 years, the original east channel would erode to about 7 ft above sea level and would have a nearly flat gradient.  

Early modeling results indicated that flows into original Sandy River channel would be too great to support a dike breaching option. For instance, if the dike were breached with culverts, river flows would likely result in erosion/failure of the culverts.  Therefore, modeling a “breaching” option was not pursued. 

The model indicated that after complete dike removal, the Sandy River would not likely shift entirely into the original channel because the new channel is now lower that the original channel.  However, the amount of flow into the original channel would increase as follows:
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The modelers are currently evaluating the expected low flows. 
Based on the changed conditions predicted by the hydrologic model, the Forest Service fisheries biologist (Chuti Fielder) predicted the development of habitat favorable for juvenile rearing and adult holding, and a high flow refuge channel for adults and juveniles. In addition, pockets of gravel may develop for spawning habitat.  This habitat would be available to migrating adults and juveniles, for all listed species in the Columbia and Sandy Rivers, including the Snake River Chinook. 
9. ISRP Comment:

Monitoring and evaluation: The sponsors note that funding for monitoring and evaluation is not requested because that activity is conducted by the Forest Service. The proposal would be improved if more detailed methods of Forest Service monitoring and evaluation were provided so that reviewers could determine if these methods are adequate. In addition, coordination of this project with other monitoring and evaluation projects in the lower Columbia River is essential. The sponsors have not proposed a monitoring program for wetland restoration, an important, new part of the proposed project. 
Proponent Response:  Our response to comment #1 above provides the information requested in this comment.  

10. ISRP Comment:

The results of M&E of the vegetation restoration are described generally and need to be expanded. Data on bird use of the restored area are being monitored but results are not given in the proposal or any of the cited documents. M&E of fish use does not seem to be in place and is not highlighted as a need in the proposal. 
Proponent Response:  Our response to comment #1 above provides the information requested in this comment.  
11. ISRP Comment:

Facilities, equipment, and personnel: The facilities appear adequate. The personnel appear to have expertise in the appropriate disciplines for conduct of the project. The proposal would be improved by the addition of a salmonid expert, as salmon are the primary focal species that is supposed to benefit from this work.
Proponent Response: Project Biologist Chuti Fiedler serves as both the fish and wildlife biologist for the Forest Service, Columbia River Gorge National Scenic Area.  She has over twenty years of fisheries experience in Oregon.  Her experience includes developing and managing fisheries restoration projects, fisheries surveys, and consultation with NOAA Fisheries and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service on potential fisheries impacts from Forest Service projects.  Her fisheries program includes numerous salmonid species.  See resume, Section I.   

12. ISRP Comment:

Information transfer: This section of the proposal would be strengthened if the sponsors provided more information about information transfer. The databases resulting from this project appear to be maintained by USFS staff but plans for release and long-term storage are not described. If the USFS has such plans they are not evident in the proposal. The sponsors apparently do not publish scientific papers or gray literature. The proposal would be improved if results were published so that others involved in similar restoration projects could benefit from the information on successes and failures.
Proponent Response:  The Forest Service has been documenting the project success and failures in the Annual Reports to BPA.  These reports are available through BPA and are also posted on the Forest Service website: http://www.fs.fed.us/r6/columbia/forest/projects/SandyRiverDeltaHabitatRestoration.htm
13. ISRP Comment:

Benefits to focal species: The project could be very beneficial to both terrestrial and aquatic species. The project could contribute to a key general priority, restoration of fish and wildlife habitat, and it could provide some key riparian functions such as food provision. These functions have been compromised by urbanization in the lower Columbia River. If the dike is removed, there are likely to be long-term significant benefits. The utility of the project will be limited unless adequate monitoring is in place to quantitatively document changes in vegetation and animal communities as restoration proceeds.
Proponent Response:  Our response to comment #1 above provides the information requested in this comment.  

14. ISRP Comment:

Benefits to non-focal species: The project proposes to restore, on a relatively large scale, both terrestrial and aquatic habitats which, unquestionably, could benefit many non-focal species. The impact of proposed dike breaching will have to be carefully reviewed and presumably will be in the EIS.  Invasive species such as purple loosestrife might take over disturbed habitat. Non-salmonid native fish could benefit from increased detritus and food supply.
Proponent Response: The impacts identified in this comment will be analyzed as part of the environmental analysis and documentation. 

State/province recommendation: Fundable, but at a reduced level

Review group: OSPIT - Estuary

Recommended budgets: FY07: $91,000   FY08: $91,000   FY09: $91,000   

Comment: We recommend that the Sandy River Delta project is funded at a $91K level equivalent to its FY2006 level. OSPIT supports the project for wildlife purposes and believes the work might be important for the Bi-op, but to implement the dike removal and other elements would easily outstrip the Lower Columbia Provincial budget. 

Proponent Response: In Spring 2006, two agencies approached the Forest Service with interest in financially partnering on the dike removal project.  The City of Portland, Bureau of Water Works, is developing a Habitat Conservation Plan (HCP) for the Sandy River to comply with the Endangered Species Act.  The Sandy River Delta dike removal project is one of the City’s proposed actions for inclusion in the HCP, pending public comment, EIS and City Council approval.  A final decision to fund this project would be timed for 2008.  The City of Portland is interested in funding the construction involved with opening the original mouth, (removal of the dike and sediment plug).  The City has included about $885,000 as an estimate for this work.  
The Army Corps of Engineers has expressed interest in providing funding for this project as part of its Section 536 Habitat Restoration Program.  The 536 Program could fund up to 65% of the dike removal project, and could possibly contribute to the replacement bridge.  The Corps and the Forest Service are established partners in the Section 536 Habitat Restoration Program; we are currently cooperating on habitat restoration elsewhere at Sandy River Delta.  
The Forest Service estimated the construction cost of dike removal and removal of the sediment plug at about $500,000, and the cost of a replacement bridge at over $1,500,000.  A replacement bridge is proposed primarily to retain access to BPA powerlines and to a natural gas pipeline.  Since a primary reason for the replacement bridge is access for BPA, perhaps the bridge could be funded as a capital cost for BPA rather than a fish and wildlife project cost.  

If there is concern over funding the entire project, continued funding by BPA for planning and design would help leverage funds from other partners for the actual construction costs.  (Some partners will not fund planning and design.)  Depending on our success in obtaining partner funding, a funding request to BPA for dike removal/bridge replacement could be quite different by 2008. 
Project 199902500 operates under a contract period from January 1 to December 31. The 2006 project budget includes environmental analysis for the dike removal, with an expected Environmental Assessment (EA) released for public comment in December 2006.  The 2007-2009 proposal included about $41,000 in 2007 to complete the EA.  It included another $83,000 for design/specifications and permits in 2007 and 2008 (about $41,500 each year).  
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