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Purpose

Astoria District’s proposed Grasslands Thinning timber sale (FY 2006 Alternate) is located partially within the home
ranges (as determined by radio-telemetry) of the Strum Creek female (71 of 397 gross sale acres) and the Strum
Creek male (15 of 397 gross sale area) northern spotted owls. The sale area is located approximately 2.2 miles



Survey Information
The following summarizes the history of spotted owl surveys in the vicinity of the Strum Creek site:

- 1991: Pair status established

- 1992: Pair present

- 1993: Pair present

- 1994: Pair nested; juvenile lost to predation. New female banded.

- 1995: Pair present. Radio transmitter placed on the male in June, and again in September after he had
molted. -

- 1996: Pair nested about 0.5 mile from the 1994 nest tree and fledged two young.

- 1997: Nested in a different tree, about 200 meters from the 1996 nest; fledged two young., Female was
radio-tagged for about 3 months in 1997-98 before she molted.

- 1998: Pair present.

- 1999: Nesting attempt in 1996 nest tree failed.

- 2000: Nesting attempt >0.5 miles SSW of the historic nest grove; failed.

= 2001: Historic female found in core area on'2 occasions. She also was observed at the Tidewater site,
several miles to the northwest.

- 2002: Historic female found in the core area once during the day.

- 2003: No responses at Strum Creek. Multiple female spotted owl responses were observed at the
Tidewater site in 2002 and 2003, but the bird was never identified; so we do not know whether or not it
was the Strum Creek female.

- 2004: No responses at either Strum Creek or Tidewater.

After the 2004 survey season, this site is classified as ‘Pair’ status with two years of vacancy. The male has not been
observed since 2000; however, the ‘Agreement’ still requires protection of the Strum Creek Male home range.

Habitat Information

Defining the home range. As directed by the Agreement, this assessment will analyze habitat within the home ranges
(95% kernal as determined by radio telemetry) of the Strum Creek male and female.

Defining Suitable Habitat. In this BA, I have considered suitable habitat on ODF ownership to be all stands greater
than or equal to 12" DBH, except those stands that were determined from photo interpretation and/or ground
truthing, as described below, to be unsuitable because of high tree densities and low stand diversity.

It is difficult to define suitable habitat for spotted owls in younger forests. Documentation provided with the

“Procedures Leading to Endangered Species Compliance for the Northern Spotted Owl” (U.S. Fish & Wildlife

Service, 1990) describes spotted owl suitable habitat as stands that exhibit:
“...moderate to high canopy closure; a multilayered, multispecies canopy dominated by large
overstory trees; a high incidence of large trees with large cavities, broken tops, and other
indications of decadence; numerous large snags; heavy accumulations of logs and other woody
debris on the forest floor; and considerable open space within and beneath the canopy. These
attributes are usually found in old growth, but they are sometimes found in younger forests,
especially those that contain remnant large trees or patches of large trees from earlier stands...It is
important to note that the age of forests is not as important a factor in determining habitat
suitability as are vegetational and structural components...”

The majority of stands used by spotted owls on ODF ownership do not meet the above definition of suitable habitat.
ODF has some data on the use of younger forest types from North Coast spotted owl sites on ODF lands. An attempt
to create a habitat suitability index (HSI) for spotted owls was conducted by Islam et al. (1997). Although this
investigation was limited by various factors, the major finding was a positive correlation between owl site occupancy
and the acreage of stands averaging 18 inches or greater in DBH (according to ODF’s OSCUR timber inventory
database) within % and %z mile of the owl site activity center.



A telemetry study of several owls on the Clatsop State Forest (Anthony et al. 1999) found many spotted owl foraging
locations in smaller diameter stands averaging 12-13 inches and greater. The investigators in the HSI study noted
that many owl responses had occurred in stands ranging from 12-17 inches in average DBH, but that there was no
correlation between this size class and owl occupancy. They thought that some stands less than 18 inches DBH
probably were suitable to some degree, but the attributes that determine that suitability were not apparent. The
telemetry study and a concurrent study of habitat in areas where owls were located (Tappeiner et al. 1999) have
found that hardwoods, especially hardwood/conifer edges, are an important component of spotted owl foraging
habitat in both the Clatsop and Elliott State Forests. The habitat study also found that spotted owl nesting and
foraging sites had larger average DBH and fewer trees per acre than non-use areas. So, other factors in addition to
DBH that contribute to spotted owl habitat quality likely include hardwoods (especially hardwood/conifer edges),
stand age, snags, down wood, and horizontal diversity. -

My observation is that within many of the younger stands used by spotted owls on ODF ownership, suitable habitat
occurs at the patch rather than at the stand level. This may help explain why spotted owls living in landscapes on
ODF ownership with amounts of ‘habitat’ that greatly exceed the minimum recommendations of the Incidental Take
Guidelines have such poor demographic performance (Anthony et al. 2000). It may take many more acres of
younger stands to provide the number of suitable habitat patches that would be contained in a much lesser acreage of
old-growth forest. The energetics of a bird moving between the more sparsely distributed habitat patches also may
reduce viability. Therefore, retaining 2™ growth ‘habitat’ at or near the minimum standards could result in negative
impacts to individual spotted owl sites.

Because of the correlation between acreage of 18"+ DBH stands to spotted owl occupancy (Islam et al. 1997), it may
be reasonable to assume that these stands provide suitable habitat for spotted owls. However, the majority of the
187+ DBH stands on ODF ownership do not contain all the structural components described in the earlier paragraph.
From a biological perspective, not all stands averaging 12"+ DBH provide suitable habitat for spotted owls. Indeed,
I routinely make determinations that 12-17” DBH stands within and adjacent to proposed sale areas do not provide
suitable spotted owl habitat based upon stand density, structural diversity, and tree diversity (Northern Spotted Owl
Surveying on State Forest Lands, General File # 3-2-1-330.2).

Habitat on non-ODF Ownership. This assessment presents an evaluation of habitat suitability on non-ODF
ownership within the spotted owl home ranges. I conducted the majority of this evaluation with Ty Williams, using
recent stereo aerial photographs and Ty’s knowledge of the landscape and recent harvest activities. The habitat
determinations were relatively straightforward, and we did not believe that ground-truthing was necessary. The
standard for habitat suitability was the same as the standard I use for recommending spotted owl surveys: “If ODF
were proposing a timber sale in a comparable stand, would I recommend spotted owl surveys?”

Evaluation of Habitat on ODF Ownership. As directed by current policy (Northern Spotted Owl Surveying on State
Forest Lands, General File # 3-2-1-330.2), I have conducted a site-specific evaluation of habitat suitability on the 11-
17” DBH stands on ODF ownership. I conducted the majority of this assessment with Ty Williams using recent
stereo aerial photographs and Ty’s knowledge of the landscape. We ground truthed a limited number of stands that,
from aerial photo interpretation, appeared to be denser and simpler then most of the 12-17” DBH stands within the
owl home ranges. The standard for habitat suitability was the same as that used for the private ownership analysis:
“If ODF were proposing a timber sale in a comparable stand, would I recommend spotted owl surveys?”

Our intent in this exercise was to categorize stands by OSCUR type, not to re-draw types. So, stands where ‘suitable
habitat’ predominated within the OSCUR type were classified as ‘suitable’, and the stands where non-suitable habitat
predominated was classified as ‘non-suitable’. The majority of the 12-17” stands within this landscape are
characterized by relatively high amounts of horizontal diversity. There are many patches of small, simple Douglas-
fir that on their own might be classified as ‘non-suitable’. However, within most of the types, there also are scattered
hardwood patches and stringers, patches of wider spaced trees. A few types also contained some patches of large,
residual trees. These stands were classified as ‘suitable’, although various sized patches of ‘non-suitable’ habitat
were scattered throughout many of the types.

All ODF types that were classified as ‘non-suitable’ were within types that are < 40 years old, according to Stand02.

All stands were digitized and acreages were calculated using ArcView.



If you study Figures 1-2, you will notice that many stands classified as ‘non-suitable’ habitat, even stands that
average <12” DBH, have spotted owl observations and radio-telemetry locations within them. Reasons for these
observations could include: observations are on the edge of stands classified as ‘suitable’ habitat, and the
observations likely are associated with the ‘suitable’ stands; the result of large error ellipses, again associated with
adjacent ‘suitable’ stands; birds using ‘suitable’ micro-sites within stands where ‘non-suitable’ habitat prevails; birds
passing through ‘non-suitable’ stands on their way to ‘suitable’ habitat. So with the exception of clearcuts and very
young and dense plantations, many stands classified as ‘non-suitable’ habitat do not present a ‘wall’ to spotted owl
passage. Rather, they represent stand structure types that usually would not support a spotted owl site unless there
were abundant stands of higher quality habitat available on the landscape.

Landscape Condition. Figures 1-2 show the spotted owl activity centers, home ranges, spotted owl observations,
timber sale location, and average stand ages and diameters (based on ODF’s OSCUR timber inventory database —
Stand02) on ODF ownership, within the Strum Creek male and female home ranges. These figures also show the 12-
17” DBH OSCUR types that I classified as ‘non-suitable.” Figures 1 and 2 do not show the location of ‘suitable’
habitat on private ownerships.

Tables 1-6 summarize stand DBH and ages on ODF ownershxp, and private habitat classifications within the Strum
Creek male and female home ranges.

Cumulative Impacts. There is one sale (Walker Ridge Stand Improvement) within both the Strum Creek male and
female home ranges and another (Tideport clearcut harvest) within the Strum Creek female home range that have
been harvested since 1998. In addition, the Crawford Ridge Thinning is scheduled for harvest in FY 2005. Figures
1-2 and Tables 1-2 and 4-5 also summarize some older clearcut harvests that have occurred in this landscape.

Several new clearcut harvest units are present on the private forest lands within the Strum Creek male and female
home ranges. This is one reason that some areas with historic spotted owl observations have been classified as non-
suitable habitat. This represents the best available information to date on harvest of private lands in the owl circle. I
am not able to anticipate if, when, or where additional harvests may occur on private ownerships.

Sale Prescription
The following is from Astoria District’s draft 2006 Annual Operations Plan:

“The sale is designed to commercially thin from below to a stand density index (SDI) of 25-30.
An effort will be made to retain all minor species, that is all species except Douglas-fir. The
Douglas-fir to be thinned will include trees 8 dbh and greater to maximize growth of residual
trees and understory. Hemlock will be thinned, but will be favored over Douglas-fir to be left.
Alternative thinning prescriptions may be applied at a “patch” scale to create variability in the
stand.

A portion of Area 1 is within the Strum Creek NSO home range. This area consists primarily of 32
to 35 year old timber. Under the “Agreement for the Conservation of Northern Spotted Owls,”
commonly referred to as the “Strum Creek Agreement,” harvesting of stands over age 40 that are
within the Strum Creek NSO home range is not allowed. At the time of harvest, portions of this
sale area may be over 40 years old. ODF will seek a modification to this agreement that would
allow the thinning of these stands in order to keep them on a pathway toward OFS, ensuring that
they will become suitable NSO habitat.

For all harvesting activities, all existing snags will be retained unless deemed to be safety hazards.
It is anticipated that additional snags will develop during harvesting activities by leaving, topping,
or girdling damaged rub trees, tail life trees, and/or intermediate support trees. (FMA, “Landscape
Management Strategy 3c. Snags”, pages 4-53 and 4-54).

During all harvesting activities, all existing down woody debris will be retained. Down woody
debris levels will be assessed and if deficiencies are found to exist on an individual unit, then



additional conifer trees and/or conifer logs will be retained to meet the landscape targets for down
woody debris as prescribed in the FMP, “Landscape Management Strategy 3d. Down Wood”,
pages 4-54 and 4-55).

It is also anticipated that natural snag and down wood recruitment will occur post harvest over time
due to natural occurrences.

Assessment

Landscape Condition. Two age and size classes predominate within the landscapes surrounding the Strum Creek
spotted owl home ranges: naturally regenerated stands aged about 55-69 years old and averaging 12-25” DBH, and
plantations aged <40 years old and averaging approximately 0-14” DBH.

Within the Strum Creek male home range, >40% of the home range (40% of 4918 acres is 1967 acres) is forested by
‘suitable’ spotted owl habitat on ODF ownership (Tables 4-5). Within the Strum Creek female home range (40% of
7845 acres is 3138 acres), contribution of habitat on non-ODF ownership is necessary to reach the 40% habitat level
(Table 1-2). :

As a supplement to the stand diameter information, Table 3 provides information on stand ages within the Strum
Creek female home range, and Table 6 provides stand ages within the Strum Creek male home range. Within the
Strum Creek male home range, we must assume that stands as young as the 60-69 year old age class are ‘suitable’ to
conclude that 40% of the home range contains ‘suitable’ habitat (Table 6). Within the Strum Creek female home
range, we must assume that stands as young as the 50-59 year old age class are ‘suitable’ and that at least 191 acres
of private ownership contributes toward ‘suitable’ habitat (or ODF stands aged 69-69 and 428 acres of non ODF
lands) to conclude that 40% of the home range contains ‘suitable” habitat (Table 3).

Anticipated Impacts of the Harvest Prescription.

Short-term. 1 have classified all stands within the sale area as ‘non-suitable’ habitat for spotted owls. So, I anticipate
that implementing the harvest prescription will not render suitable habitat unusable for spotted owls. A lighter
intensity thinning within marginal/non-habitat of this structure might actually have a short-term beneficial effect; I
have observed this on at least one occasion (Gawley Creek Thin in Cascades District). The relatively heavy thinning
prescribed for this unit likely will take longer to function as suitable spotted owl habitat, but may have an increased
long-term benefit in overall habitat quality. I anticipate that harvest of Grasslands Thinning will not have a great
impact on the way these spotted owls utilize their home ranges.

Long-Term. In my opinion, the planned harvest prescription is a sound way to move the stands toward the desired
future condition of Layered and Older Forest Structure. Therefore, I believe that the long-term effects of the
prescription will be to accelerate the development of higher quality spotted owl habitat within these stands.

Risk Assessment
Biological Risk

Portions of the Grasslands Thinning are located along the outer edges of the Strum Creek male and female northern
spotted owl home ranges. This sale is located beyond 0.7 miles from both of these owl sites, and will not impact any
core use areas.

There has been some spotted owl use detected within and adjacent to some of the sale units. However, the stands are
on the extreme outer edges of the home ranges, and I have classified habitat quality of the sale areas as ‘non-suitable’
habitat.

The sale prescription is designed to accelerate development of Layered and Older Forest Structure conditions within
the sale areas, which should improve spotted owl habitat quality over the long term.

I anticipate that harvest of this sale will pose a ‘Low’ risk to the Strum Creek northern spotted owl site.
5



Compliance with the ‘Agreement for the Conservation of Northern Spotted Owls’

Portions of Area 1 are within the Strum Creek male and female home ranges. Within these home ranges, sale DBH
ranges mostly between 9-13”, and ages mostly range between 28-33 in 2002, which would be up to 36 years in 2005.
So, in general, I believe that harvest of Grasslands Thinning would be in compliance with the ‘Agreement.’

The ‘Agreement’ prohibits logging of stands “older than 40 years old” within the Strum Creek home ranges, and
allows logging of stands “less than 40 years old” under certain conditions. The Agreement does not specify whether
or not logging of stands exactly 40 years old would be allowed. So, if the portions of the sale within the Strum Creek
home ranges are logged in or after 2010, and possibly in 2009, a modification is needed to avoid violation of the
‘Agreement.’

A very small portion (<1 acre) of the sale area shapefile given to me by the District is located within stands aged 63-
66 in 2002 and averaging 18-23” DBH according to OSCUR. In this assessment, I have assumed that these
inclusions are digitization errors, and will be corrected during sale layout. Clearly, if these types were included,
harvest within these types would be a violation of the ‘Agreement.’

Consultation with ODFW

Herman Biederbeck, District Wildlife Biologist with ODF&W has reviewed a draft of this Biological Assessment.
His comments are included as Attachment 1.
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Table 1. Average Stand DBH (according to ODF's OSCUR timber inventory database -- ‘Stand02' and photo/ground review

on non-ODF) within the Strum Creek Female Northern Spotted Owl home range.

Note: On non-ODF ownerships, this table assumes that all 'non-suitable' is <12" DBH and "suitable habitat is 12-17" DBH.

ODF Ownership Private Ownership Total
Total ODF Acres | Recent Harvests Grasslands Thin Acres| Acres Outside Sales Habitat after
DBH Suitable |Non-suitable] Suitable | Non-suitable | Suitable [Non-suitable|Suitable]Non-suitable|Suitable| Non-Suitable]ODF timber sales
0-11 0 1677 0 236 0 a7 0 1394 = 2243 =
1217 1013 318 19 13 0 24 994 281 641 -- 1635
18-25 1875 0 273 0 0 <1 1602 0 - -- 1602
26"+ 78 0 13 0 0 0 65 0 - = 65
Total 2966 1995 305 249 0 71 2661 1675 641 2243 3302

Table 2. Suilable Spotied Owl habitat within the Strum Creek Female Northern Spotted Owl home range.

Suitable [Non-Suitable]
ODF 2966 1995
Private 641 2243
otal 3607 4238
Recent Harvests 305 248
Grasslands Thin 0 71

otal Suitable after

3302




Table 3. Stand age (according to ODF's OSCUR timber inventory database -- 'Stand02')
on ODF ownership within the Strum Creek Female Northern Spotted Owl home range.

Recently | Acres within] ODF Acres !u

Age | ODF Acres| Harvested | Grasslands |Outside Sale:
0-39 2014 249 71 1694
40-49 0 0 0 0

50-59 237 4 0 233
60-69 2038 294 <1 1744
70-99 442 7 0 435
100+ 230 0 0 230
Totals 4961 554 71 4336

Table 4. Average Stand DBH (according to ODF's OSCUR timber inventory database -- 'Stand02' and photo/ground review)

within the Strum Creek Male Northern Spotted Owl home range.
Note: On non-ODF ownerships, this table assumes that all 'non-suitable' is <12" DBH and 'suitable habitat is 12-17" DBH.

ODF Ownership Private Ownershi Total
Total ODF Acres | Recently Harvested Grasslands Thin Acres] Acres Outside Sales Habitat after
DBH Suitable Non-su_itabl Suitable Non-sultable | Suitable | Non-suitable]Suitabl Non-s_uil.abl Suitable} Non-Suitable]ODF timber sales
0-11 0 556 0 0 0 [i] 0 556 - 511 -
1217 722 177 8 5 0 15 714 157 370 - 1084
18-25 2438 0 269 0 <1 0 2169 0 - - 2169
_25"+ ld-d 0 13 0 0 0 131 0 - - _1_3_1
Total 3304 733 290 5 0 15 3014 713 370 511 3384




Table 5. Suitable Spotted Owl habitat within the Strum Creek Male Northern Spotted Owl home range.

Suitable JNon-Suitabl
ODF 3304 733
Private 370 551
otal 3674 1284
Recent Harvests 290 5
Grasslands Thin 0 15
otal Suitable after 3384

Table 6. Stand age (according to ODF's OSCUR timber inventory database -- 'Stand02')

on ODF ownership within the Strum Creek Male Northern Spotted Owl home range.

Recently | Acres within] ODF Acres

Age ODF Acres| Harvested | Grasslands |Outside Sale
0-39 842 5 15 822

4049 18 0 0 18

50-59 157 0 0 157
60-69 2557 290 <1 2267
70-99 238 0 0 238
100+ 225 0 0 225
4037 | 295 15 3727




Attachment 1

SMITH Clint J

From: BIEDERBECK Herman H

Sent: Wednesday, January 05, 2005 2:41 PM
To: SMITH Clint J

Subject: Comments on prelim BA for Grasslands Thinning Timber Sale
Clint,

| reviewed the Preliminary BA of the Proposed Grasslands Thinning Timber Sale: Potential
Impacts to the Strum Creek NSO Site. Due to the fact that all stands in the sale are classed as
non-suitable habitat, | believe the risk to northern spotted owls is minimal and the sale can
proceed. | understand there are potentially some issues regarding the compliance with the
“Agreement for the Conservation of NSOs” which you need to work out with the District staff.

| noticed that to get the minimum acreage needed for compliance (with the “Agreement”) in the
female home range, you included suitable habitat on non-ODF lands. How confident do you feel
that the acreage will be there in FY 2006 when the sale may be sold? In other words, will the
“Agreement” insure that the suitable habitat on non-ODF lands within the home range is secure?

Herman



