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	Local outdoor enthusiasts fear BLM-proposed project could undo Molalla Recreation Corridor restoration efforts

Residents expressed caution after taking their first look at the Bureau of Land Management’s (BLM) proposed timber thinning project in the Molalla River Recreation Corridor, a project BLM officials believe will provide healthier forests in the future.

At an open forum at the Molalla Public Library Tuesday, the BLM unveiled its 1,260-acre forest thinning project, one that was met with skepticism from outdoor enthusiasts who charged that 15 years of volunteer restoration efforts could be threatened by extensive logging.

“I guess there are some benefits, but my concern is that this has been a model for recreation areas, and there (have) been years of volunteer work put in to create and improve the trails,” said Molalla RiverWatch, Inc. President Bill Taylor. “I don’t want to see that ruined.”

Taylor was one of about 60 residents attending the meeting, many of whom are affiliated with Molalla RiverWatch, a volunteer group that has worked with the BLM to create and restore a trail system spanning throughout the 15-mile corridor.

The Annie’s Cabin project is a proposed thinning in an eight-mile area throughout the corridor, stretching from the Aquila Vista Interpretive area down river to the Glen Avon Bridge. In all, 22 areas, ranging in size from two acres to 161 acres, are targeted for thinning beginning in 2006 over a three-year period.

Steve Dowlan, BLM natural resources specialist and project leader, said the thinning will include trees 30 to 80 years old, many of which were planted after clear cutting in the 1950s and ’60s.Dowlan said BLM timber and natural resource experts surveyed each area, studying factors such as the overall forest condition, wildlife and fire potential.

“Most of the trees removed would be smaller and less healthy, leaving a forested setting with larger more dominant trees,” Dowlan said.

And through this, Dowlan said a healthier overall forest will foster wildlife habitat and reduce the risk of large-scale forest fires.

“Frankly, I see a lot of critical habitat that we can improve, and I see some stands that would really benefit by management,” he said. “This was basically turned into a tree farm. (By thinning) we can restore this area to a habitat that will help the wildlife.”

Impacts on the trails

But opponents counter that the extensive logging could threaten the trail system and disrupt recreation opportunities in the corridor. Several proposed cuts will occur in areas along the trail system, which includes a series of footbridges, foot trails and inactive logging roads that have returned to a more natural environment.

Based on BLM estimates, up to 6.4 million board feet could be harvested from the corridor. BLM Timber Specialist Randy Herrin said a fully-loaded log truck carries approximately 5,000 board feet, thus nearly 1,300 truck loads (or 2,600 round trips) will be made by log trucks in and out of the area.

“That’s the high end ... I don’t really think we’ll approach 6.4 million (board feet), but that is the estimate we’re presenting,” Herrin said.

The BLM has called for a number of steps to lessen the impact on trails, including limiting mechanical access to trails and removing or burning debris piles. It would also factor in cuts in regard to streams and fish habitat.

Officials have stressed that there could be some impact on the trails, but none that would cause irreparable damage.

Sandi Scheinberg wasn’t as sure. Scheinberg, executive director of Bark, a grassroots organization working to protect forests and streams in and around the Mount Hood National Forest, said the project is a “slap in the face” to the volunteer efforts to create and preserve the natural area.

“This is a distressed watershed area and a designated nature and recreation area, according to the BLM’s forest management objectives,” Scheinberg said. “They’re calling this a thinning but this is going to be a major timber operation.

“They’re talking about taking trails and turning them into logging roads, running skidders and trucks over streams. There’s going to be major road construction and reconstruction. We don’t feel this is a well-thought-out plan.”

Scheinberg added that fish restoration efforts will be hindered despite BLM efforts to minimize impacts on the land and streams.

“It’s very clear this is driven by board feet of timber rather than restoration efforts,” she said. “This is a special place, and I don’t think the BLM should be treating it like just another piece of land.”

While the opinions of the BLM and corridor enthusiasts contrasted, the forum allowed one-on-one discussion between residents and BLM experts.

Dowlan said the meeting helps the BLM refine the project through public comments and suggestions.

“What we hope to get here are better ideas to refine and design a better overall project,” he said. “We’re looking for a way to minimize the impacts and continue to accommodate recreational use. We understand and appreciate the amazing amount of volunteer work on the trails, and we’ve been a partner in much of this.

“We are looking at this as a short-term inconvenience to ensure the long-term health of the environment.”

Meeting Tuesday

Molalla RiverWatch, Inc. will hold a forum at 7 p.m. tonight (Dec. 14) to discuss the proposed BLM timber thinning project in the Molalla River Recreation Corridor, as well as a proposed Macksburg Road rock quarry that will be reviewed by Clackamas County Commissioners Jan. 5. The meeting will be held at Grace Lutheran Church in Molalla. 

For more information, call Bill Taylor at 503-829-6793.


