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Preliminary Biological Assessment of the Proposed Rapid Rewards Timber
Sale: Potential Impacts to the Strum Creek and Buster Quarry Northern
Spotted Owl Site

JY
Prepared By: Clint Smith & Jenny Johnson
Date: 15 December 2008
INTRODUCTION
Purpose

A portion (68 acres) of the proposed Rapid Rewards timber sale (FY 2010) is
located within the Strum Creek female home range (see Figure 1). The 68 acres
include all of Area 3 of the sale, and a portion of Areas 1 & 2. Also, 16 acres of
Area 4 is located within 1.5 miles of the Buster Quarry Activity Center (owl circle).
See Figure 2. .

The purpose of this Biological Assessment is to summarize relevant biclogical
information and the habitat conditions within these home ranges and sale areas
within the home ranges. We will discuss the potential biological risks of
proceeding with this activity. Implications will be noted with regards to the
“Agreement for the Conservation of Northern Spotted Owis” between the Oregon
Department of Forestry (ODF) and the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service (USFWS)
dated 5 September 2001 (Agreement).

Poliéy Direction

Agreement for the Conservation of Northern Spotted Owls. On 5 September
2001, ODF signed an “Agreement for the Conservation of Northern Spotted
Owls” with the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service. Requirements of this Agreement
relevant to this Biological Assessment include:

Strum Creek Site

e “The Department agrees to protect the home ranges of the Strum Creek
owls as defined by the 95% fixed kernal boundaries derived from a
Department sponsored telemetry study.”

o '"The Department agrees not to log or authorize others to log on current
and future state lands in stands older than 40 years old in this home
range.”



» “For stands on state lands less than 40 years old within the Strum Creek
Home Range, logging will only occur if the Department’s biologicat
assessment concludes that the logging will improve conditions for the owl,
and the Service does not object to the Department's conclusions within 60
calendar days of receiving the biological assessment.”

Buster Quarry Site:

» “The Department agrees not to log or authorize logging on current and
future state lands when the logging results in less than 500 acres of
suitable ow! habitat within a 0.7 mile radius of an owl site; or that results in
less than 40 percent coverage of suitable owl habitat within the home
ranges of owls in the North Coast. Additionally, the Department agrees
not to log medium and high quality habitat within a 0.7 mile radius of an
owl site when these habitats constitute less than 500 acres within the 0.7
mile radius. And, the Department agrees not to log medium or high
quality habitat within a northern spotted owl home range when these
habitats constitute less than 40% of the acreage within the home range.”

e “Suitable northern spotted owl habitat is defined for purposes of this
Agreement as low, medium and high quality habitat the Department
identified as suitable owl habitat in its 1998 mapping of State Forest lands
(Exhibit 3 in the Agreement), provided the area in question has not been
logged since the mapping.” (Note: Although the Agreement defines
suitable habitat slightly differently, Exhibit 3 has been updated using 2002
grow forward OSCUR data and using the following criteria (Mike Wilson,
ODF, pers. comm.) :

o Non-habitat <12” DBH

o Low Quality Habitat 12-17" DBH

o Medium Quality Habitat 18-25" DBH
o High Quality Habitat 26"+ DBH

BACKGROUND

Survey History
The following summarizes the history of spotted owl surveys at the Buster Quarry
and the Strum Creek sites:

Buster Quarry 35386 (Est. 1992; Pair 1992)

In 1991, this site was given “other single” status due to one male and one female
night responses. Pair status was established in 1992, because surveyors found a
pair with two young at this site. The AC was moved to the 1992 nest area, and
the female was banded (blue-left). In 1993, the banded female was observed at
this AC and in the Buster Creek AC, approximately three miles to the east. An
unidentified male was heard approximately 1.25 miles northwest of this site. In




1994, no responses were detected at the old AC, but one female night response
was heard approximately 1.2 miles from this site. There were no responses in
1995. In 1996, an owl was detected 1.4 miles from the AC, but sex was not
determined. This response was given non-territorial single status. The Buster
Quarry site was, therefore, considered vacant for three years and became a

- historic site. In 1997, there was a pair response at night, and a male responded

consistently on subsequent visits. This male was identified as banded at the
Walker Creek site (green-right). The 1992 AC was reactivated as a pair site. In
1998, the 1987 male paired with an un-banded female that was captured and
banded (white-right); they were non-nesting. In 1999, the 1998 pair was found at
this site but did not nest. In 2000, the historic female was found in the AC with a
male that appeared to be un-banded. No young were detected. In 2001, the
historic pair was present but did not nest. In 2002, the historic pair nested and
fledged two young, and the AC was moved to that nest tree location. In 2003, the
resident pair was present but did not nest. Female night responses detected
about a mile southwest of the AC and 1.5 miles northeast of the AC were also
attributed to this site. In 2004, the historic male (green-right) was located once
early in the season. He appeared to be non-nesting and was found near the
historic AC. The historic female (white-right) was found with two young 1.5 miles
west of the AC. On a separate visit, an un-banded male was found in the same
area where the female and young were found. He was captured and banded
orange with black dots-right. In 2005, the historic male (green-right) and female
were found non-nesting 1.5 miles west of the AC. in 2008, the historic female
was found non-nesting in the same area as 2005. Site status and AC remain the
same. ODF considered moving this AC pending 2007 survey results, but there
were no responses in 2007. Barred owls were detected within a mile of this AC in
2007 and 2008. (Kingfisher Ecological, Inc. 2007 Spotted Owl Survey Report) In
2008, two birds were moused. One was the male (green-right) and the other was
assumed to be a female. It was an unbanded NSO that gave contact calls only.
There were not signs of nesting.

Strum Creek 2906 (Est. 1991; Historic 2005)

Pair status was established at this site in 1991. In 1992, the pair was not
observed until late June. Both adults were banded (male, green-left; female,
black-right). In 1993, the same male was identified, but the female remained
elusive. The same male and a new female, which was banded (blue-right},
nested in 1994. The remains of a juvenile were found near the nest tree. After the
predation of the juvenile was discovered, the female was not found again, and
the male responded only at night away from the nest tree. The 1994 pair was
found in 1995, but they did not nest. That year, a radio transmitter was placed on
the male once in June and again in September after he molted. In 1996, the 1994
pair nested about 0.5 miles from the 1994 nest tree; they fledged two young.
Both juveniles were banded and radio-tagged. The AC was moved to the 1996
nest site. The 1996 pair nested in a different tree in 1997, about 200 meters from
the 1996 nest. They fledged two young. The female was radioed-tagged for
about three months in 1997 and 1998 before she molted. In addition to this non-




nesting pair, a second male was once heard in the Strum Creek area in April
1998. He was confirmed by telemetry to be the surviving 1997 Strum Creek
juvenile. Also that year, the Strum Creek female was heard 3.5 miles southwest
of the AC, in the Tideport area. In 1999, the historic pair attempted to nest in the
1996 nest tree but failed. In 2000, the historic pair attempted to nest > 0.5 mile
west, southwest of the historic nest grove. The AC was not moved because the
nest failed and the pair was later found roosting in the old core area. From late
June through August 2000, a female owl was repeatedly heard on private land
1.5 to 2 miles south of the core area. Based on past radiotelemetry data, these
responses were attributed to the Strum Creek female. Early in the 2001 season,
the historic female was found twice in the historical AC. She was also found in
the Tidewater area on June 20. In 2002, the historic female was found in the core
area once during the day. There were no responses from 2003 through 2007, so
status was changed to historic in 2005 after three years vacancy. Barred owls
were detected within a mile of the AC in 2006 and 2007. (Kingfisher Ecologicall,
Inc. 2007 Spotted Owl Survey Report) No responses occurred in 2008.

Sale Area Information:

Current Stand Level Inventory (SLI) data shows Areas 1 & 2 having a DBH of
14.8" and an age in 2008 of 35 years. Area 3 is a bit younger, having an age of
32 years and a DBH of 13.7”. Area 4 is the oldest of the sale areas, with an age
of 38 and a DBH of 15.1". The primary species of all the sale areas is Douglas-fir
with a small component of western hemlock. Understory for those areas consist
of the combination of sword fern, vine maple, huckleberry, salmonberry, bracken
fern, Oregon grape, and oxalis.

Prescription: :
The pre-operations report for this sale (September 2008) states that all sale
areas will be thinned from below to a Stand Density Index of 25-30. An effort will
be made to retain all minor species with the exception of Douglas-fir which will be
thinned from 8” on up. A diameter limit will be put in place to ensure that the
bigger trees (~18’-20") will not be cut, thus creating a stand conducive to a
pathway to Older Forest Structure (OFS).

SUITABLE HABITAT ASSESSMENT:

Defining the home range:

As directed by the Agreement, this assessment will analyze habitat within the
home range (95% kernel as determined by radio telemetry of the Strum Creek
female, as well as the 1.5-mile radius circle around the Buster Quarry pair activity
center.)



Defining Suitable Habitat:

As noted in the “Policy Direction” portion of this document, suitable habitat on
ODF ownership is to be all stands greater than or equal to 12" DBH, except for
those stands 12-17" DBH that were determined from photo interpretation and/or
ground truthing, to be unsuitable. Habitat information for the Buster Quarry owl
circle is presented in Table 1. Habitat information for the Strum Creek Female
Home Range is presented in Tables 2 and 3.

Buster Quarry Circle - Habitat on Non-ODF Ownership: Photo evaluation
done by Jenny Johnson concludes that there is approximately 100 acres of
timber with a DBH greater than 12" on non ODF ownership. The remaining acres
on Non-ODF have been clearcut within the last 2 years and do not have any
suitable habitat.

Buster Quarry Circle - Habitat on ODF Ownership: GIS evaluation of the
habitat based on Stand02 information, yields 2,564 acres of suitable habitat
between 12” and 25” DBH. No stands are over 26" within the Stand02 data set.
Due *o the large amount of potential habitat within this owi circle, and the low
quaiiir of the habitat in the Rapid Rewards sale unit, we did not closely analyze
habitat suitability of the 12-17” DBH stands in the Buster Quarry owl circle.

After looking at both ownerships, there is a total of 2,664 acres of suitable habitat
within the Buster Quarry Circle. Area 4 of Rapid Rewards when thinned would
impact 16 acres of low quality habitat, yielding 2,648 acres of habitat remaining
within the 1.5 mile home range. The Strum Creek Agreement requires a
minimum of 40% of the home range or 1,809 acres to meet suitable habitat.
Upon completion of this sale, we will fully be in compliance with the Strum Creek
rules within this home range.

Strum Creek Home Range — Habitat on Non-ODF Ownership: The most
recent habitat assessment done on non-ODF ownership within the Strum Creek
Home Range was in February of 2007. That assessment concluded 622 acres of
suitable habitat existed. After a GIS and records review with the local
Stewardship Forester, it appears that about the same amount of habitat exists on
non-ODF land that did a year ago.

Strum Creek Home Range — Habitat on ODF Ownership: At the conclusion of
the last thinning operation done within the Strum Creek Home Range (Rapid
Stanley Thinning sale, Preliminary BA completed December 2005, Final BA
completed in December 2007), there was 2,661 acres of suitable habitat that still
existed on ODF Ownership within the Strum Creek Home Range. The 68 acres
that will be thinned within this sale was determined to be ‘non-suitable’ so 2661
acres of suitable habitat will remain after completion of the sale. All thinning done
within this home range during the Rapid Rewards sale will be done on stands,
less than 40 years of age. This meets the requirements of the Strum Creek
Agreement. '



Anticipated Impacts of the Harvest Prescription: Due to the very low quality
habitat (or non-habitat) within the proposed sale area, we anticipate that the
proposed harvest prescription will not have a large detrimental impact on habitat
quality. Indeed, Smith has observed spotted owls using the edges of very recent
thinnings within ‘non-habitat.” We anticipate that implementing the thinning
prescription will accelerate development of more complex structure, leading
toward higher quality spotted owl habitat over a shorter period of time.

RISK ASSESSMENT:

Biological Risk: All proposed harvest units are located well away (more than
1.5 miles) from the Strum Creek activity center (Figure 1), which is now classified
as ‘Historic.” All units within the Strum Creek female home range have been
determined to be ‘non-suitable’ habitat based upon ground review. In our
opinion, harvest of the Rapid Rewards sale would pose low risk should spotted
owls re-colonize the Strum Creek site.

The harvest units are located on the extreme edge, or outside of the Buster
Quarry spotted owl circle. Although there is a historic spotted owl observation
within the sale unit (Figure 2), habitat quality within the sale area is very low
compared to the older, more complex stands occurring over the majority of the
owl circle. In our opinion, harvest of the Rapid Rewards sale would pose low risk
to continued occupancy and productivity of the owls occupying the Buster Quarry
site.

Compliance with the “Agreement for the Conservation of Northern Spotted
Owls”:

All harvest will be in compliance with the Agreement. No harvest will be done on
timber over the age of 40 years within the Strum Creek Home Range. 2,648
acres of habitat will remain within the Buster Quarry Home Range after the
thinning. '

Consultation with ODFW

Herman Biederbeck, ODFW District Wildlife Biologist has reviewed the final draft
of this BA, and provided this comment: “| concur with your findings that the
Rapid Rwards TS, as proposed, will result in low risk impacts to NSOs in the
area.”

cc: Ty Williams, Astoria Ron Zilli, Astoria
Tom Savage, Astoria Dan Goody, Tillamook
Todd Reinwald, Forest Grove Rob Nall, Salem
Jennifer Weikel, Salem Matt Gostin, Salem

Herman Biederbeck, ODFW
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