Effects of Logging on Olympic Coast Freshwater 

Habitats and Salmonid Populations

The health of salmonid populations (salmon and trout) is linked directly to the integrity of watersheds and the freshwater habitats that they shape.  Multiple salmon species are showing long term population declines in Olympic Coast watersheds.  Bull Trout populations in many of the Olympic Coast watersheds are listed as threatened under the US Endangered Species Act.  Excessive harvest volumes and current logging practices on state and private forestlands have raised concerns about impacts on freshwater habitats and the salmonid species that they support.

· A report by the Washington State Salmon and Steelhead Habitat Inventory and Assessment Program (State of Our Watersheds Report) reveals recent declines in Chinook Salmon and Steelhead Trout populations in several of the major Olympic Coast rivers.  The document identifies several habitat limiting factors (e.g., excess sediment in spawning areas, warm water temperatures) and links these factors to road densities, land slides, riparian conditions, and other conditions.  

· A report by the Washington State Conservation Commission (Salmon and Steelhead Limiting Factors in the Washington Coastal Streams of WRIA 21) found that land slides and debris torrents associated with logging roads and changes in stream flow (stormwater related floods and summer low flows) associated with upland logging activities were impacting spawning success and survival of juvenile salmonids.

This OCA position paper summarizes past and current logging practices in Olympic Coast watersheds, identifies specific problems associated with current and proposed logging practices, and outlines actions that can be taken to protect freshwater habitats and salmonid populations.

Logging Practices in Olympic Coast Watersheds

Historically, forestland managers recognized timber production as the primary use of forestlands on the west side of the Olympic Peninsula.  Clear-cutting in upland and riparian areas (often next to streams), replanting with economically valuable species (Douglas Fir), logging under short rotations (i.e., logging within 40 to 50 years after replanting), and aggressive fire suppression were common practices.  These management practices created dense even-aged forest stands, degraded complex forest structures that provide habitat for wildlife, increased water and sediment flows to streams, weakened natural riparian protections for streams and rivers, and decreased the amount of large woody debris deposited in streams and rivers.  

Logging practices today vary by land ownership, with the Olympic National Park prohibiting all logging, the USDA Forest Service focusing mostly on restoration thinning, the WA Department of Natural Resources trying to balance restoration with demands for higher revenue by state forest trust beneficiaries (i.e., schools, hospitals, etc.), and private forestland managers maximizing profits within the constraints of the state Forest and Fish regulations.  Logging practices on federal, state, and private lands are the subject of continuing debate through revisions of National Forest Plans, up-dates to state forest harvest goals, refinement of habitat conservation plans, and on-going reviews of the Washington Forest and Fish regulations.  

In 2004, the WA Department of Natural Resources adopted a four-fold increase in the timber harvest goal for the Olympic Experimental State Forest (OESF).  The OESF includes most of the state forestlands on the west side of the Olympic Peninsula.  The Department expects to achieve the OESF harvest goal and higher logging revenues through increased clear-cutting in upland areas and substantially increased high volume logging in riparian areas (i.e., small clear-cuts and heavy thinning of older trees).  

The USDA Forest Service is considering use of stewardship contracting as a way to direct logging revenues into restoration activities in Olympic Coast watersheds.  Timber sales under this contracting authority usually focus on forest thinning and often involve reopening of old roads or construction of new roads.  Culvert removal and road decommissioning are often the focus of restoration activities. 

Logging Effects on Olympic Coast Freshwater Habitats and Salmonid Species

Extensive clear-cutting of Olympic Coast forests during the past century substantially impacted freshwater habitats.  Logging practices today in Olympic Coast watersheds have improved.  However, continued upland clear-cutting on state and private forestlands, as well as proposed changes to riparian logging practices on state forestlands may accelerate damages to Olympic Coast freshwater habitats and contribute to further declines of once abundant salmonid species.  

Sediment Deposition in Freshwater Habitats:  Most of the National Forest, a large proportion of the OESF, and much of the privately owned forestland in Olympic Coast watersheds are on unstable slopes that are subject to mass wasting (landslides).  Poorly constructed logging roads with unstable sidecast materials are also found throughout Olympic Coast watersheds.  Logging on unstable slopes, construction of new logging roads, and expanded use of existing logging roads can all cause landslides that choke streams and smother salmonid habitats with sediment.  Streambank collapse associated with riparian logging and stream flooding (see below) can also increase sediment deposition in freshwater habitats.

Large Woody Debris Recruitment Declines:  Large woody debris (trees that have fallen into streams) is critical for creating salmonid habitat and preventing stream erosion.  Past logging in Olympic Coast watersheds has dramatically reduced the amount of large woody debris in rivers and streams.  Heavy thinning of riparian areas can remove trees that may eventually fall into streams and become functional large woody debris.  

Floods and Low Water Flows: Upland clear-cutting can substantially increased peak stream flows and in some areas cause massive debris torrents that scour streambeds.  Flooding and debris torrents can destroy salmonid habitats (pool and riffle sequences) and often remove the remaining large woody debris in streams.  Water that rushes off into streams during storm water events is not available for recharging ground water that feeds streams during the summer.  Reduced stream flow in the summer decreases available salmonid habitat.   

Recommendations

· Adaptive Management:  Logging practices and harvest goals must be based on sound science that takes into account the unique environmental characteristics of Olympic Coast watersheds (e.g., heavy rainfall, steep slopes, and unstable slopes).  Unfortunately, adequate funding has not been available to examine the impacts of past, current, or proposed logging practices on freshwater habitats.  The USDA Forest Service and the WA Department of Natural Resources should substantially increase funding to monitor the impacts of current and proposed logging practices on freshwater habitats and salmonid species.

· Upland Logging Practices:  Clear-cutting and heavy thinning of steep upland slopes should be avoided in Olympic Coast watersheds.  Restrictions on clear-cutting and heavy thinning on steep slopes are needed to prevent higher peak flows (devastating floods and debris flows that scour large woody debris from streambeds) and lower summer flows (degradation of salmonid habitat).

· Riparian Logging Practices:  Clear-cuts and heavy thinning of older trees should be avoided in riparian areas. Low volume removal restoration techniques should be adopted that maintain streambank stability, accelerate tree growth, allow for natural thinning processes to proceed (i.e., all wood is not removed from the forest before it is naturally thinned), and enhance delivery of large woody debris to rivers and streams.

· Logging Roads:  Poorly constructed logging roads should be decommissioned at every opportunity and no additional logging roads should be constructed (especially mid-slope roads that are highly susceptible to landslides).  The USDA Forest Service and WA Department of Natural Resources should move forward with stewardship contracting that enables logging revenues to be invested in road decommissioning.
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