





























owl populations are much more precarious now (Anthony et al. 2006) than they were in the early
1990s (Forsman et al. 1996). The 1992 Draft Final Recovery Plan identified supplemental pair
areas, habitat for clusters of nesting owls outside of conservation areas, and guidelines for
protective management in the areas of special management significance on nonfederal lands. The
12008 Plan is basically silent on these topics, leading to the inescapable conclusion that there will
be less habitat for nesting pairs, weaker guidelines for management, and much lower
contribution to recovery from nonfederal lands. For example, the Elliott, Tillamook, and Clatsop
State Forests in the Coast Ranges of Oregon were identified in the 1992 Draft Final Recovery
Plan as state-owned lands that should contribute habitat for nesting owls; however, these lands
are neither mapped nor discussed in the 2008 Plan. In fact, the acreage of the CSAs in Oregon
(63,058 acres) is markedly less compared to that of Washington (2,163,453 acres) or California
(1,019,523 acres). In addition, the amount of acreage in Oregon CSAs declined from 575,385 to
63,058 acres from the 2007 Draft Plan to the 2008 Plan, and they are comprised mainly of
federal lands (see page 91, 2008 Plan), not state or private lands. In addition, the function of
these lands in Oregon is mostly to provide dispersal habitat that is a much lower standard or
requirement than provision of nesting habitat. Consequently, the extent and function of the CSAs
in Oregon are totally inadequate. These recommendations should be completely revised.
Contributions to owl recovery by the state of Oregon should be commensurate with contributions
by the states of Washington and California. The current system of CSAs suggests the state of
Oregon is not contributing in a meaningful way to the recovery of northern spotted owls.

Equally important, all of the guidelines for management of the CSAs are vague and appear to be
voluntary (see pages 9 and 14, 2008 Plan), which is a prescription for decline in habitat and
populations of spotted owls. Such ambiguity likely will lead to the criterion “failure of regulatory
mechanisms” under the Endangered Species Act. The guidelines for the CSAs should be
mandatory until populations of spotted owls are fully recovered. The number, amount of acreage,
and management guidelines for the CSAs under the 2008 Plan should equal or exceed that
recommended in the 1992 Draft Final Recovery Plan for all 3 states because of the more
precarious situation of owls today (Anthony et al. 2006, Gutiérrez et al. 2007). This section of
the 2008 Plan needs to-be revised and upgraded considerably for all 3 states to improve their
contributions to conservation of the spotted owl. '

Measures proposed to manage the threat posed by barred owls are improved from the 2007
Draft Recovery Plan.

Barred owls present a potentially significant threat to spotted owls. The 2008 Plan focuses on
experiments to remove and control barred owls in specific areas as a way to determine the extent
to which they compete with spotted owls. This is appropriate at this time before any landscape
level controls are considered. The consideration of barred owls in the 2008 Plan is much
improved over the actions proposed in the 2007 Draft Plan.

Formation of work groups.
Formation of work groups to deal with issues concerning spotted owls, barred owls, and dry-

forest landscapes is a good idea. However, the guidelines in the 2008 Plan are so vague (non-
existent in some cases) that the work groups will be essentially autonomous which is a recipe for
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conflicts. This could be a significant problem depending on the makeup of the work groups and
the direction and authority they are given. The 2008 Plan should provide specific guidance for
these work groups in addition to their composition, and specific direction for their formation and
operations should be articulated. There is enough uncertainty in the 2008 Plan regarding the
formation, operation and authority of work groups that there is no assurance that the appropriate
management strategies will be designed and available for implementation.

SUMMARY

It is clear that the Fish and Wildlife Service responded constructively to some of the comments
and suggestions submitted in response to the 2007 Draft Plan. Major positive improvements in
the 2008 Plan are: 1) the elimination of goals for target percentages of suitable habitat; 2) the
“de-emphasis” of barred owls as the singular threat to spotted owls and elimination of plans to
‘immediately apply control measures; and 3) a commitment to continuation of demographic
studies. The proposal to retain all older and structurally diverse forest is also a positive step but
may be subject to tremendous variation in application.

Unfortunately the underlying strategy for recovery of northern spotted owls has not improved
over that provided in the 2007 Draft Plan, and some components of it have actually been
weakened. The 2008 Plan proposes to reduce the amount of habitat protected for owls in
westside provinces; eliminate habitat reserves entirely in eastside provinces in favor of a risky
“floating habitat” scheme accompanied by massive forest treatments; ignore any consideration of
dispersal habitat; and allow salvage logging without adequate guidelines. Compared to the LSRs
and AMAs of the NWEFP, the proposed MOCAs would reduce protected acres by a stunning
56%.

As has been noted numerous times, northern spotted owl populations continue to decline across
their range (Anthony et al. 2006). The NWFP appears to have been effective in slowing this
decline. This fact argues strongly that the recovery plan for northern spotted owls should be

- based on the NWFP and further strengthen the provisions of that plan. Instead the 2008 Plan
proposes to weaken nearly every key provision of the NWFP. There is simply no scientific
justification for this plan, and in fact the plan’s authors offer none.

We believe that the 2008 Plan will not achieve recovery of northern spotted owls and will likely
exacerbate their precarious status. We urge the Fish and Wildlife Service to withdraw this plan
before it is used as justification for the land management agencies to weaken provisions of the
NWEFP and to engage in activities that threaten northern spotted owls and their habitat.
Implementation of this plan would represent a significant step backward in conservation of the
northern spotted owl and of other species that share parts of its range. We believe this plan could
aid in the dismantling of the NWFP, raising the specter of additional listings and species-by-
species conservation efforts which is precisely the “nightmare” scenario that the NWFP was
intended to avoid. Using a poorly crafted recovery plan for northern spotted owls to bring about
this scenario would place the credibility of species recovery by the Fish and Wildlife Service in
jeopardy.
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Appendix A

Fire-severity data from 1994-2002 (Oregon Eastern Cascades), 1994 and 1996-2002
(Washington Eastern Cascades), and 1994-2003 (California Cascades) were from Mouer et al
(2005). They defined high-severity fire as 71-100% canopy mortality. Data were collected in 1-
year change cycles, such that the period 1996-2002, for example, would represent seven cycles
(years). There were 7, 8, and 9 cycles (years) of high-severity fire data from in WA, OR, and
CA, respectively. The data were converted into decadal rates for ease of comparison (Table 1).

Appendix A Table 1. Recent high-severity fire versus growth rates in old forest within dry
provinces. See Mouer et al.(2005) for growth rates.

Decadal rate of Fire rotation for Ratio of old-
loss (%) to high-severity forest growth
high-severity  fire in old forest rate to high-

fire in old (years) severity loss rate
forest in old forest
Oregon Eastern Cascades 2.5 400 4.4
Washington Eastern Cascades 3.2 313 34
California Cascades 0.16 6250 68.8

Data on fire severity and northern spotted owl occupancy prior to and after the 2003 B&B fire
were from USFS (2004a). In the B&B fire, the differenced Normalized Burn Ratio (ANBR) was
used to map high-severity areas, defined as 75-100% canopy mortality. For the 2003 Davis fire
in the Oregon Eastern Cascades, the “fire intensity” map used was from (USFS 2004b) and was
based upon satellite imagery. In high-intensity areas, trees with up to 30% remaining live crown
were defined as “dead.” All high-intensity areas were assumed to represent high fire severity. All
these methods tend to produce an estimate of high-severity that may include surviving overstory
trees, particularly since mature western U.S. conifers have survival rates of ~50-70% for trees
with only ~25-30% remaining live crown (Ryan and Reinhardt 1988). Percent survival expressed
as basal area or live tree volume instead of number of trees would be higher given that larger
trees survive higher levels of crown loss than smaller trees, which tend to be much more
numerous (Ryan and Reinhardt 1988). Stand-replacing fire, expressed as basal area, has been
defined as 20 percent or lower survival (Chapell and Agee 1994, Larson and Franklin 2004).
Methods discussed above may permit areas with two or three times this level of survival to be
classified as stand-replacing. '

Using GIS, 2003 high severity and pre-1994 fire perimeters were overlaid on province
boundaries. The portion of B&B outside of Oregon Eastern Cascades was excluded. The
classification of old forest in Mouer et al. (2005), available online as a GIS coverage, was used to
calculate all spotted owl potential habitat burned at high severity in the Oregon Eastern Cascades
in the 2003 B&B and Davis fires. The area of high-severity fire in old forests in 1994-2002 from
Mouer et al. (2005) was added to calculate the percent burned and high-severity fire rotation
from 1994-2003 in the Oregon Eastern Cascades. A more complete assessment of fire effects
would include the years since 2003. Because there have not been any major fires, like B&B or
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Davis, since 2003 in the Oregon Eastern Cascades, the rotation for high-severity fire would be
longer than 400 years if more recent data were included, but those fire-severity data were not
readily available.
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