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Oregon Parks and Recreation Commission 

 
September 20, 2023 

 
 

Agenda Item:  6a       Action 
 
Public Comment Allowed: Yes 
 
Topic:  Natural Areas Registration – Fossil School District Public Fossil Beds 
 
Presented by:  Noel Bacheller 

 
 
Background: The Oregon Natural Areas Plan lists the rare species, ecosystems, and geological features 
present in Oregon and where they are represented by protected lands. OPRD maintains the Oregon 
register of State Natural Areas and is responsible for processing nominations and petitions received to 
voluntarily add lands to the register.   
 
“Registration” and “dedication” are two vehicles for inclusion of properties on the register, with 
dedication being the more permanent arrangement.  Privately owned lands that are protected through 
registration or dedication receive a waiver of land use conversion property taxes.  Publicly-owned lands 
are registered because of ecological value without receiving a tax benefit.  In all cases of registration, or 
dedication, the subject properties are required to be of high or unique ecological value.   
 
The types of habitat that are eligible for inclusion on the register are described and cataloged in the State 
Natural Areas Plan as “ecosystem elements”.  When enough examples of a particular ecosystem element 
are registered, that type is considered adequately represented and further registrations are no longer 
allowed for that element.  Find more information about the Natural Areas Program from the Oregon 
Natural Areas Plan at 
https://inr.oregonstate.edu/sites/inr.oregonstate.edu/files/2015_or_natural_areas_plan.pdf 
 
Per legislation, the steps in processing registration nominations are as follows: OPRD Stewardship staff 
and the Oregon Biodiversity Information Center (or a convened review board, at OPRD discretion) 
collaboratively review petitions for meeting the requirements of the State Natural Area Plan.  If the 
subject property meets the requirements and intent of the Plan, OPRD Stewardship staff bring the 
proposal for registration to the Parks Commission for final decision regarding registration.  
 
Oregon Paleolands Institute approached OPRD and Oregon Biodiversity Information Center staff in 2022 
and 2023 with a proposal to register the active public fossil digging area behind Wheeler High School in 
Fossil, Oregon.  The School District has provided a landowner consent letter.  The area proposed for 
registration contains layers of rock of the Bridge Creek Flora unit of the larger John Day Fossil Beds 
geological formation.  The site is on a hillside adjacent to the sports fields that has been excavated for 
ancient fossils for many years.  The site is of scientific value and is a source of hobby fossil collecting by 
the general public.  Fossil excavation by the public is done for a fee that provides financial support to 
school programs. 
 

https://inr.oregonstate.edu/sites/inr.oregonstate.edu/files/2015_or_natural_areas_plan.pdf
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Oregon Paleolands Institute is seeking registration to recognize the site’s natural heritage value and to 
attract grant funding to help develop methods for collaborative scientific data recovery and long-term 
strategic planning for the site. 
 
The attached maps, photos, and Department of Geological and Mineral Industries (DOGAMI) report 
provide more background on the site and its values.  Also included is a memo restating and interpreting 
the rules with respect to this proposal. 
 
This registration proposal is different from anything the program has registered before.  All other 
registrations of properties under this program have been predominantly natural, and encompass unique 
habitats and species.  This site does not contain any significant natural habitats or species, and is very 
disturbed due to the history of public fossil digging.  The rules for registrations do allow for registrations 
of fossil sites and geological formations, but the language around eligibility is not precise with regard to 
eligibility requirements and allowable uses.  The other registered fossil sites on the natural areas register 
(all within the John Day Fossil Beds National Monument) do not allow unmanaged public digging and 
also contain high quality natural habitats and species of conservation priority. 
 
Prior Action by the Commission:  None.  
 
Action Requested: Staff recommend that the Commission declare the site eligible and provisionally 
register the property for a five-year period to allow for development of a sustainable management plan 
and strategy for scientific data recovery.   
 
Attachment: Registration background 
  
Prepared by:  Noel Bacheller
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OREGON PARKS AND RECREATION DEPARMENT 
OREGON REGISTER OF NATURAL HERITAGE RESOURCES 

SUMMARY FORM 
 
1.  NATURAL AREA NAME: Fossil School District Public Fossil Beds 
2.  LOCATION: Wheeler County, Township 21 South, Range 33 East, Willamette Meridian. Section 6  
3.  SIZE: 3 acres  
4.  OWNERSHIP:  Fossil School District 404 Main St. Fossil Oregon 97830  541-763-4384 
5.  CONSENT OF OWNER (PRIVATE), DATE:  Aug 2022 
6.  REGISTER CATEGORY: Private Natural Area with Public Access 
 
7.  PRINCIPAL NATURAL HERITAGE RESOURCES:  
 Bridge Creek Formation of the John Day Fossil Beds:  
  Outstanding geological formation.  Offers location to collect Metasequoia, Oregon’s official 

state fossil.  See Oregon Geology newsletter Volume 68 number 1, 2007 
 
8.  SPECIAL SPECIES: Fossilized plant material from 30 million years ago includes, metasequoia, 

sycamore, maple, pine relatives.  
 
9.  EVALUATION OF CRITERIA FOR REGISTRATION 

A. PRIORITY IN PLAN:  Recognizing these fossil beds meets Goal number one of the 2003 Natural 
Heritage Plan: to create a system of areas representing the full range of Oregon’s Natural 
Heritage resources to be used for research, education and interpretation. 
 
B. ADEQUATE REPRESENTATION:  The site is along a cut bank adjacent to the North of Fossil 
School District’s sports field. 
 
C. DEGREE OF DISTURBANCE: This site has some disturbance due to the fact that acquiring 
fossils requires individuals to dig with hand tools.  A 2007 publication of Oregon Geology (Oregon 
Department of Geology and Mineral Industries) (DOGAMI) of a preliminary investigation of the 
Fossil Resources around the town of Fossil indicate that the fossil resources on school property 
are much larger than the exposed collection area.  DOGAMI estimated 68,000 dump truck loads of 
fossils are likely on the site.  Visitors are limited to removing 2 handfuls of material per visit at 
the site. 
 
D. VIABILITY: Estimated resources made by DOGAMI in 2007 indicate over 68,000 dump truck 
loads available on school property.  Additional beds have been identified on Wheeler County and 
City of Fossil properties within 1 mile.  
 
E. UNIQUE GEOLOGICAL VALUES: The Bridge Creek formation of the John Day Fossil beds 
provides a glimpse into a 30 million year old temperate forest.  Fossils are located in tuffaceous 
siltstone and sandstone.   
 
F. PRIORITY FOR SPECIAL SPECIES: The Bridge Creek Formation of the John Day Fossil 
Formations on the John Day River Basin continues to reveal new find of new species regularly.  It 
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is a portion of the greatest assemblage of the Age Of Mammals on Earth and a location where 
citizens can collect the Oregon State Fossil, Metasequoia. 
 
G. SPECIAL SPECIES PROTECTION CAPABILITY: Fair 
 

Fossil School District Public Fossil Beds Summary Form   Page 2 
 
 
H. MANAGEABILITY: The site is on Fossil School  District private lands and will continue to be 
monitored by the District.  The school district is developing a Memorandum of Understanding 
with the Oregon Paleo Lands Institute, 333 W. Fourth St, Fossil Or, which manages a fine visitor 
center approximately 10 blocks from the fossil beds.  This MOU includes sharing information on 
using the collection area and interpreting finds for visitors.   

 
10. SPECIAL REMARKS OR COMMENTS:   The Oregon Paleo Lands Institute has been offering 
interpretation and guidance for the beds for over a decade. 
 
12. DATE OF ORBIC STAFF APPROVAL:  _____________________________________ 
 
13. SOURCES OF ADDITIONAL INFORMATION: Oregon Biodiversity Information Center, Mailstop: 
INR, PO Box 751, Portland, OR 97207. Fossil School District 404 Main Street, Fossil Oregon 97830  
541-763-4383, Oregon Paleo Lands Institute, 333 West 4th St, Fossil Oregon 97830  
www.oregonpaleolandscenter.com, Department of Geology and Mineral Industries, Oregon Geology 
2007, V 68, No. 1, Journal of Paleontology V. 33 Page 125-139. 1959, USGS Bulletin John Day Basin 
Flora, 1902, Bridge Creek Flora, University of California Press page 195. 
 
14. VALUE OF NATURAL AREA IN LAY TERMS:  Located in the City of Fossil, the County seat of 
Wheeler County the area includes local signage directing fossil collectors.  It is one of the few fossil 
beds in the Western United States where citizens can collect and retain plant fossil from the Age Of 
Mammals.  It is an assemblage of the Bridge Creek Flora of the John Day Fossil Beds.  It is often 
visited by families.  Fossils were reported collected by Merriam near the City of Fossil in 1900.  

http://www.oregonpaleolandscenter.com/
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School District Registration Permission Letter: 
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School District Policy: 
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Wheeler High School Fossil Beds natural areas program eligibility review notes 
 

Green highlight= specific, key passages related to this proposal 

Red text = staff interpretation and commentary 

From the Natural Areas Plan: 

“There are two main guidelines for including geological features and formations in the list of 
Geologic Types: 

1. Certain geologic types, for instance fragile volcanic features and paleontological sites, are 
vulnerable to destruction and can be protected by effective natural area management.  

2. Other geological types are a prominent component of our natural heritage and should be 
recognized for their educational and interpretive values. This could be accomplished through 
recognition of the finest features on the State Register of Natural Resources. 

The Natural Areas Program functions to both formally recognize the geologic formations and 
features and to help protect them through natural area conservation. As is the case for species 
and ecosystems, priorities for protection or representation are based on the presence of a 
potential or actual threat to the formation or feature, as well as the rarity and/or the significance 
of the formation or feature. Geologic types are included in a list for an ecoregion if its occurrences 
are endemic to, representative of or particularly important in the ecoregion. 

A geologic type may not require inclusion in a formally designated natural area for it to be 
considered protected. For instance, geological values are an important factor in the management 
of many areas designated for recreation, such as Wild and Scenic Rivers, Wilderness Areas, or 
State and National Parks. However, some geological features, such as fossil locales or ash flows, 
can be quite sensitive to disturbance. In these areas, the use of designations designed to represent 
ecosystems and species is desired.” 

The Natural Areas Plan indicates that protection is a goal in the designation of fossil sites, but also 
recognizes opportunity for education and recreation. The language here indirectly suggests the need for 
a management plan to address impacts from human use and mitigation measure that could be applied 
to limit damage and maximize heritage value.  Properly managed excavation, education, interpretation, 
curation of findings, etc would appear to be consistent with the natural areas plan if it can be done in a 
way that limits inappropriate uses and unmanaged incremental destruction of the resource without 
scientific, educational, and interpretive benefit. 

Definition of a “Natural Area” under 736-045-0011(13) 

The property in question does meet the definition of a natural area (in a way we are not accustomed to 
seeing them from other registrations and dedications) 

 “Natural area” means a unit of land or water or both that may be considered for dedication 
under ORS 273.563 to 273.591 and that has substantially retained its natural character, or, if 
altered in character, shall in addition to its natural heritage resource values, be valuable as 



Oregon State Parks and Recreation Commission // 9-20-2023 // Agenda item 6a: Attachment 
 

18 
 

habitat for plant and animal species or for the study and appreciation of natural features. This 
includes areas in the process of being restored. 

736-045-0300 Rules for registering new areas: 

The commission, department, the committee upon request pursuant to OAR 736-045-0100(6)(b), and 
the Institute for Natural Resources pursuant to ORS 352.808(2)(g) will use the following criteria in 
evaluating a candidate natural area proposed for inclusion in or removal from the Register: 

(1) The priority for protection in the plan of the primary natural heritage resources objective and 
other natural heritage resources in the candidate natural area;   
This particular site is within an ecosystem element currently identified as being filled by the John 
Day Fossil Beds Sheep Ridge Unit.  Duplicates are not prohibited. 
 

(2) Whether the natural heritage resource occurrence(s) is an adequate representative of the type; 
or whether the site can feasibly be restored to provide adequate representation of the 
ecosystem type, including habitat for at-risk species;   
The language here is targeted towards habitats and species rather than fossil quarries, but the 
intent appears to be transferrable. “Adequacy” is questionable due to unmanaged history of 
excavation and placement of overburden.  Accessiblility and quantity of remaining easily-
accessible, undisturbed fossiliferous material available for science, education and interpretation 
is uncertain from the materials available.  The DOGAMI report supplied by the applicant says: 

“there remains a substantial amount of 
material in the currently known Fossil High beds. On the 
basis of our mapping of the site there are at least 437,000 
cubic m3 (680,000 yd3) of material available if one were 
to excavate off the top 3 m (10 ft) of the deposit. This is 
equivalent to 68,000 standard dump trucks worth of material, 
and should last for decades with proper management. 
The slope will become dangerously steep long before the 
deposit is exhausted, so the real challenge for the future 
may be to manage the excavations and spoils. Spoils from 
past digging cover much of the slope, and removing and 
stockpiling the material may improve digging conditions.” 
 

(3) The extent to which each natural heritage resource has retained its natural character, and 
processes i.e., a measurement of the degree of human-caused disturbance; or, the degree of 
feasibility of restoring the target natural character and processes;  
The site is significantly disturbed from a long history of fee-based personal excavation (that the 
landowner letter seems to indicate will continue after any registration). More detail is needed 
on post-registration management. 

(4) The health and viability of the natural heritage resource occurrence(s), i.e., the ability of each 
natural heritage resource occurrence to perpetuate itself or its natural sequence of 
development in the candidate natural area;   
The language here is targeted towards habitats and species rather than fossil quarries, but the 
intent appears to be transferrable. The fossiliferous strata that are currently accessible are 
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highly disturbed.  Heavy equipment operation and excavation may be required to expose more 
of the fossil-bearing rock.  Sustainable viability of the resource for education, science, and 
interpretation will depend on management. 

(5) The number of natural heritage resources that will be adequately represented in the candidate 
natural area;   
This site would only be designated based on the rock itself.  There are no significant vegetation 
or wildlife species or habitats present. 

(6) The degree of uniqueness and educational and natural interpretation values of a geologic 
resource(s);  
There is definite educational, scientific, and interpretive potential at the site.  This potential is 
currently not formalized, and excavation appears to be relatively unmanaged and unmonitored.  
The applicant indicates that they hope to bring DOGAMI into the cataloguing and study of fossils 
people find when they pay to excavate fossils for their personal collections. 

(7) The priority of protection given in the plan to each special species of plant or animal; NA 
(8) The contribution the particular candidate natural area will make to the protection of the special 

species;  NA 
(9) Manageability, i.e., the capability of the candidate natural area to be managed to protect and 

maintain the natural values, as well as to make it available and useful for its designated 
purposes;   
Management methodology is not given in the application materials.   It may be status quo; i.e., 
people pay to dig and have relative free rein to dig and take fossils for personal use.  If there are 
still significant undisturbed, accessible fossiliferous strata present, a management plan could 
describe how those resources would be excavated systematically and how overburden would be 
placed to maximize the value of the site for education, interpretation, and science and minimize 
destruction without benefit beyond personal collections. 

(10) Whether there are alternative methods of accomplishing the same purposes of this division; and 
(11)  The cost effectiveness of including a candidate natural area in the register. 

736-045-0305 Oregon Register of Natural Heritage Resources: Procedures for Registering  

The department and the Institute for Natural Resources will review and provide recommendations on 
proposals for registration and dedication of natural areas for the register, together with field evaluation, 
maps and sufficient data to complete the register file. Pursuant to OAR 736-045-0100(6)(b), the director 
may also request that the committee review a nomination for the register. 

 

(1) A proposal for the register of private land shall include the written permission for registration of the 
landowner. 

(2) The department shall share the proposed plan with the county assessor for the appropriate county; 

(3) The commission may place a natural area onto the register or remove a natural area from the 
register. The department will provide recommendation to the commission for its consideration. 

(4) A voluntary management agreement may be developed between the department and a private 
landowner or agency of a natural area on the register.  When the department determines a candidate 
natural area is not yet an adequate representative of the target element and the area is proposed for or 

https://secure.sos.state.or.us/oard/viewSingleRule.action;JSESSIONID_OARD=tL5Ozazc6tz74vxpT42UygyW54CCr2a-cQ7yjIknsgvWABIlnwBR!-1586339682?ruleVrsnRsn=258882
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undergoing active restoration, the department will require a basic management plan as a component of 
the registration petition.  The management plan shall outline threats to maintaining or achieving target 
element representation, as well as the methods of protecting or restoring them and their natural 
ecological processes. The management plan shall include activities to be encouraged, allowed or 
proscribed, and options for management agreements involving outside parties. 

This proposed natural area appears to fall into the category of sites that are not yet managed as 
protected natural areas that provide long term stewardship, education, and scientific value.  A 
management plan could establish the targets for balancing educational and scientific value with paid 
personal souvenir collecting. 

 

(5) The commission may provisionally register a site proposed for or under active restoration that does 
not yet adequately represent the target element(s). As a condition of the commission’s provisional 
registration, the land owner shall provide a detailed management plan to the department or committee 
(if convened) to assess and approve. This detailed management plan may build upon or replace the basic 
management plan required as a condition of proposal for provisional registration under 736-045-0305 
(4) and shall include metrics of restoration success. Owners of land provisionally registered under this 
section have five years to pursue restoration; thereafter, the department will reevaluate the registration 
using the restoration metrics included in the detailed management plan to assess restoration success 
and provide a recommendation to the commission during the reevaluation. The commission may: 

Although the wording of this section is phrased around natural areas in the normal sense of natural 
habitats rather than extractive uses, the spirit of the language likely still applies.  If the commission 
determines that the way the site is currently being managed does not fit with the natural areas program, 
it could require a management plan that would make the site’s management consistent with the 
program goals. This would involve a provisional registration that would be revisited later to determine 
whether the stewardship needs are being met. 

(a) Fully register the provisional site if it provides adequate representation of the ecosystem(s), or 

(b) If the provisional site does not provide adequate representation of the ecosystem element(s): 

(A) Renew the provisional registration, or 

(B) Terminate the registration. 

(6) The department shall distribute a list of natural areas on the register to county assessors annually. 

(7) The commission may enter onto the register any candidate natural area that a federal or state 
agency establishes by public hearing and dedicates under this division. 

 


