Conservation group breaks out the chain saws to create . Ancient landscape anew
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UNDERWOOD - On a rocky bench high above the Columbia River, Scott Melcher lowers the boom of his big Timberjack harvester and makes a clean cut at the base of a healthy 90-year-old Douglas fir. 
As the fir begins to topple, the boom grasps the trunk and lifts it high above the Oregon white oaks around it. Skillfully maneuvering the controls, Melcher lays the tree down, strips it of its branches and bucks it into sections. 
When the sawdust settles, the forest canopy has opened a bit. Over the next two hours, a half-dozen more firs will fall, and light will flood into this mixed oak-fir-pine stand. 

The Vancouver-based Columbia Land Trust owns this site on Wind Rim, immediately north of Drano Lake. It's part of a 200-acre parcel the trust acquired in 2001 with the help of a $1.25 million Paul Allen Forest Protection grant. 

The trust's main goal in logging is to release the oaks from competition for the light, water and nutrients that the firs command once they grow tall and overtop them. As a secondary benefit, the logs and slash will provide fuel, timber and jobs to help boost the gorge economy. 

It will cost the trust about $50,000 to restore 12 acres of mixed oak, fir and pine. 

That cost will be partially offset by an $11,500 state grant and by the revenue the contractor will realize from selling the timber and the chipped slash. SDS Lumber Co. has agreed to buy the chips for the co-generation plant at its Bingen mill. 

Why logging? 

Some history is required to understand why a conservation organization is logging commercially valuable trees of one species to protect trees of another species that have no commercial value. 

"A hundred-fifty years ago, there were only a few trees per acre here," said consulting forester Darin Stringer, who is overseeing the oak restoration project for the land trust. Where five to 20 trees grew on an acre historically, now trees in this stand grow at a density of nearly 400 per acre, he said. 

In open stands, Oregon white oaks can live to be 500 years old. It's hard to date them precisely by their rings, Stringer said, because their cores can turn to a mushy pulp while the trees continue to grow and thrive. 

Dead oak snags with thick limbs hide in the shade of the fast-growing firs, offering clues to the dimensions of those old heritage trees with their rounded, mushroom-shaped crowns. In contrast, the oaks that survive today grow narrow and straight, their spindly tops reaching for what little sun penetrates the fir canopy. 

Savannas and woodlands of Oregon white oak and ponderosa pine were a common sight for members of the Lewis and Clark expedition as they traveled through the mid-Columbia Gorge. But like so many ecosystems, this one changed with the arrival of European settlers. 

Settlers brought an end to the fires American Indians had set to keep the conifer forest from encroaching on hunting grounds and plant-gathering areas across the Puget Sound basin, western Oregon and the Columbia Gorge. 

Those fires opened up the land for the oaks, which supplied acorns, a diet staple for native people, and habitat for some 200 animal species, including deer, woodpeckers and the western gray squirrel, as well as wildflowers and native bunchgrasses. 

Today, farm fields and subdivisions have replaced the prairies, and more than half the presettlement oak woodlands have become dense conifer forests. 

In Washington, 90 percent of surviving Oregon white oaks are in Klickitat County. Pure oak stands also can be found on the Washington side of the gorge in a band from three miles east of Washougal to Cape Horn. 

Because only a tiny fraction of the surviving oak stands are on public land, federal and state land managers warn they could be lost forever if private owners don't thin aggressively in the next 10 to 20 years. 

"The oak woodlands are a very important habitat for many, many wildlife species," said Forest Service ecologist Robin Dobson. Habitat loss has landed the western gray squirrel on the state's threatened species list. Wild turkeys, migratory deer, the Lewis' and acorn woodpecker, and the California king snake also depend on the oaks. 

"It's not just the larger animals," Dobson said. "There's a butterfly that feeds on the oak leaves. And there's a whole understory that goes along with the oak, a habitat type that it would be a shame to lose. That's why these thinnings are so important." 

Scattered about the trust's site are remnant meadows of Idaho fescue and other native grass communities that are now as imperiled as the oaks. 

Restoration in mind 

When the trust bought 200 acres on Wind Rim from a group of private landowners in 2001, it did so with the intent of restoring forest ecosystems, protecting habitat and producing some timber to help support local communities, said trust stewardship manager Ian Sinks. The project is the land trust's first venture into commercial logging. 

"When we originally thought about the oak restoration work, we were estimating that it would cost around $1,000 an acre," Sinks said. "That would have been a very traditional approach: going in with ground crews, piling up the slash and burning it." 

In the end, the project will cost four times that, but it will leave fewer scars. 

The trust hired Stringer's company, Integrated Resource Management of Eugene, Ore., which had experience restoring oak stands on trust land in Klickitat County. Stringer brought in Melcher, a Sweet Home, Ore., logging contractor who specializes in custom thinning operations, using state-of-the-art equipment made in Scandinavia. 

Stringer proposed an intensive thinning operation that will remove 300 Douglas firs per acre, ranging in age from 30 to 100 years. About 50 oaks, 20 firs and two or three Ponderosa pines will remain per acre. 

"In some places, we're leaving clumps of fir," Stringer said. "This isn't a plantation. There's a lot of chaos in nature, a mosaic of habitats." 

Thanks to Melcher's equipment, the trees are being removed without the need to build new roads. And virtually all the logging slash will be ground up and sold, keeping slash-burning to a minimum. 

The land trust will follow up by monitoring how the oaks respond to their release in terms of growth rate, branching, wind resistance and acorn production. 

"I think there is a great potential for future studies," Sinks said. "This is an example on a relatively small scale of what could be tried on a large scale." 

Spotted owl biologists signed off on the project, which is located in an area where the owls forage for food. And Friends of the Columbia Gorge agreed not to oppose the work. 

That's because under the state Forest Practices Act and national scenic area rules, the land could have been clear-cut. "Instead, it's a lighter touch that has the focus of enhancing critical habitat," conservation director Michael Lang said. 

The Forest Service has conducted its own thinning operations in oak-conifer stands on Burdoin Mountain, several miles east. But the agency is not able to thin as aggressively on public land as the trust is doing on its land, Dobson said. 

"They have a lot more flexibility in who they hire to do the job. We have to go through a bidding process. And the Forest Service has to make sure the public is on board." 
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Ian Sinks of the Columbia Land Trust surveys a fallen oak near a fir-thinning operation on the rim of the Columbia River Gorge. The Oregon white oak, a "priority species" in Washington, can live up to 500 years.
Consulting forester Darin Stringer heads a Columbia Land Trust project of aggressively thinning Douglas firs to restore Oregon white oaks on the rim of the Columbia River Gorge.

