David Calahan and Barbara Kostal-Calahan


11,000 Hwy. 238


Applegate, OR 97530


541-899-1226








December 1, 2005








Jim McConnell, Planner					


Bureau of Land Management 


Medford District


3040 Biddle Road 


Medford, OR 97504








Re: Wellington Mountain Area of Critical Environmental Concern (ACEC)





Dear Mr. McConnell,





The purpose of this letter is to once again nominate Wellington Mountain as an Area of Critical Environmental Concern (ACEC) as necessary under the Western Oregon Plan Revisions (WOPR).  





PREVIOUS NOMINATIONS


Wellington Mountain was first brought to BLM’s attention in a report titled “A Special Area in the Middle Applegate” dated 7-20-99.  That report was quickly followed by the original nomination for ACEC status on 8-12-99 (Appleseed EA comments).  It was again formerly nominated on 3-3-00 by this author along with numerous environmental groups signing on.  Then on 8/5/01, this 5800 acre area was again brought to BLM’s attention when it was nominated as Wilderness Study Area (WSA).  Recently (10-21-05), this 5800 acres was nominated by Klamath Siskiyou Wild and other environmental groups for a Wilderness Study Area and it was also featured on page 106 of “Oregon Wild, Endangered Forest Wilderness” written by Andy Kerr and the Oregon Natural Resources Council.  This 5800 acres has also been known as “Wellington Wildlands” and by your office as the “Middle Applegate ACEC”�.


LOCATION & SIZE


The proposed Wellington Mountain ACEC is of a compact tract of BLM managed land 5800 acres in size located approximately 3 miles west, northwest of Ruch in the Applegate Valley .  This area primarily includes all of the BLM administered lands of two pristine unentered watersheds, Long Gulch and Balls Branch.  It also includes the western half of China Gulch and a few other named smaller drainages, Matney Gulch, Kane Creek, Johnson’s Gulch and O’Brian Gulch (see attached maps).





BOUNDARY & LEGAL DESCRIPTION


The boundary is described as follows:  The western boundary is where the private and BLM lands meet on the eastern side of the Humbug Creek drainage. The most northerly  boundary is where the private and BLM lands meet on the north side of TS38S, R4WWM, Section 1.  The north eastern boundary is defined by a road that primarily runs along the ridgetop from near the eastern quarter corner of 38S, R4WWM, Sec 1 to approximately the eastern quarter corner of 38S, R3WWM, Sec 7.  It would then proceed along BLM road (38-3-7) that runs east and then southeast from the headwaters of Long Gulch. From where road 38-3-7 ends the boundary would follow the ridgetop to the headwaters of China Gulch and then south down the canyon to connect with BLM road 38-3-16 which follows China Gulch downstream to BLM road 38-3-16.1.  The eastern boundary is where the private and BLM lands meet on the western side of the China Gulch drainage.  The southern boundary is where the private and BLM lands meet north of Highway 238 between Humbug Creek and China Gulch.


More specifically, the approximate acreage is defined as follows:





		In TS 38 S, R 4 WWM				In TS 38 S, R 3WWM
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LONG GULCH RECOGNIZED


Long Gulch (1047 acres), was formerly recognized for it’s potential ACEC value in appendix Z of the Amended Ferris Bugman EA (1792-116) dated 7/25/02.  The following is taken from the last page of that appendix:





“Long Gulch proposed ACEC:  The 1993 recommendation by the Long Gulch ID team was to go forward to the Area Manager and recommend an ACEC in the Long Gulch drainage.  The proposed Long Gulch ACEC is adjacent to the proposed Ferris Bugman project area, and within the proposed China Well project area.  An additional review of this nomination on 6/12/2001 by an Ashland ACEC ID team, supported the initial review of the proposed ACEC in Long Gulch from 1993.  The Long Gulch drainage was found to meet the Relevance and Importance criterion for the following values: 





- Natural System:  A relic mature and late successional Douglas-fir and Ponderosa Pine forest (299 acres).  About 1/3 of this watershed contains a single patch of late seral forests which is significant.





- Wildlife / Rare Species resource:  Populations and habitat of the listed spotted owl associated with the mature forests.  The habitat including the owl core is significant.  Other S&M and Bureau Special Status species occur in this drainage, although this feature is not unique in the surrounding area.





- A geologically unique, narrow, trellised watershed.  This geologic feature is unique.





It is recommended that under the China Well proposed EA (2003), that Long Gulch ACEC be established.” 





LONG GULCH AND BALLS BRANCH





Long Gulch and Balls Branch are two unentered watersheds that lie on the north and west sides of Mount Wellington.  They are ecologically linked together in more ways than we can ever know.  Both have documented pairs of spotted owls and a significant component of mature and late seral old growth forest.  This forest physically connects over the ridge that separates one drainage from the other. Much that can be said about Long Gulch can be also said about Balls Branch.  With that in mind, the following section on “additional relevance and importance” was taken from the most recent nomination of Long Gulch as an ACEC dated 11-26-05 and has been modified (in italics), when appropriate.





ADDITIONAL RELEVANCE AND IMPORTANCE





“In addition to the three above referenced areas of relevance and importance for Long Gulch, there is another equally important feature and value.  This is the fact that Long Gulch (and Balls Branch), are two of the last remaining intact and unentered watersheds in the entire Ashland Resource Area.  Page 22 of the BLM’s Environmental Assessment for the Appleseed Project (July 1999) states “Long Gulch is one of the 5 medium-sized watersheds in the Ashland RA that does not have any roads within the watershed!”   It goes on to say in the same paragraph “The other medium-sized watersheds in the Ashland RA without mid-slope or riparian roads are Star Gulch (an RMP removed watershed), Right Fork Camp Creek, Balls Branch (just over the ridge from Long Gulch), and Muddy Gulch (a tributary to the Little Applegate River).”  And the following paragraph states “Long Gulch is especially important because out of these 4 watersheds, it is the only one that has a “trellised” stream pattern”.  Note:  There is some confusion here as to the number of unentered watersheds but we can assume that because Star Gulch was an RMP removed watershed the author did not include it as part of the representation.





There also exists a need for intact, undisturbed watersheds to function as scientific base controls to the surrounding managed landscape.  Certainly, it can be argued that due to the fire suppression of the last century Long Gulch (and Balls Branch), are possibly not as it would be if this had not been a factor.  But prior to the European settlement, many watersheds of this size were either totally unburnt or were lightly underburnt for a century or more.  As Long Gulch (and Balls Branch), did see fire in 1931 and 1934 it is still representative of a totally natural state.  Long Gulch (and Balls Branch), are also unique and meets the relevance and importance due to it’s unentered state and should be preserved as such.


The relevance of undisturbed watersheds like Long Gulch (and Balls Branch), is underscored by the value of these areas for maintaining species diversity, offering scenic views and allowing natural process to carry on unimpeded.  Roadless areas, especially low elevation roadless areas like Long Gulch (and Balls Branch), disproportionaly represent special habitats and contribute to biological diversity (Strittholt and DellaSala, 2001).  Scientists studied intact areas like Long Gulch (and Balls Branch),  have found that they are important for habitat connectivity for species that have large home ranges like spotted owls, pacific fishers or great gray owls (Ibid).





This larger area, all 5,800 acres, would include Long Gulch, Balls Branch, the western half of China Gulch and the southern flank of Mount Wellington.  This area has more than locally significant qualities because it contributes to landscape scale connectivity, it is extremely rare and it is exemplary of the type of watershed that existed prior to European settlement in the Applegate Valley.  These qualities, unique habitats and characteristics cannot be found elsewhere or replicated by BLM.  This makes the Long Gulch (and Balls Branch), area highly vulnerable to adverse change, unless this area is afforded ACEC status and managed as such”.





APPENDIX “Z” OF THE AMENDED FERRIS BUGMAN EA


BLM responded to both the Long Gulch ACEC nomination and the Mount Wellington ACEC nomination in 8 unnumbered pages referred to as appendix Z of the amended Ferris Bugman EA (7-25-02).  It contained much useful information such as:





“The Middle Applegate ACEC nomination is for 5,786 acres, and includes 3,054 acres contained within the eastern portion of the proposed Ferris-Bugman project area in the  Ball’s Branch Creek and unnamed-named creeks.  The remaining 2,732 acres of the nominated Mount Wellington ACEC exists in Long Gulch (1,047 acres), and China Gulch drainages (1,684 acres), which are outside the Ferris Bugman project area.  This area also lies within the proposed John’s Peak/Timber Mountain EIS.  While the initial nomination (1992), for the Long Gulch ACEC was for 967 acres, following watershed and ownership boundaries, the Long Gulch watershed within contiguous BLM ownership is actually 1,047 acres”.  





Although appendix Z is the most information I have seen from BLM concerning the Long Gulch ACEC proposal and the Mount Wellington ACEC proposal it was not always accurate.  Below are excerpts taken from appendix Z (bold #s 1,2,3,4,7 & 10).  Following each quote will either be corrections to some of the information or is a rebuttal of the arguments, opinions and conceptions that was put forth in that appendix.





Mount Wellington Nominated ACEC 





1.  	“5800 acres of contiguous BLM Lands”.  


“The nominated Mount Wellington ACEC is a 5,800 acre contiguous block of federal lands, however this is not a unique situation for BLM lands in the Applegate drainage, or the Ashland Resource area.  Larger contiguous blocks are located in areas commonly named Star Gulch, Cinnabar Mountain, and Anderson Butte.  Some of these areas are contiguous with U.S. Forest service lands, creating very large blocks of federal lands, far larger than this area”.  





Not one of these areas offered by BLM as comparisons is appropriate.  A quick look at a map that shows BLM’s network of roads will easily reveal that each area offered as a comparison is heavily roaded!  That was the point!  This 5800 acre area has no improved roads within it’s boundaries and all the drainages offered as comparisons have many improved BLM roads. It is the pristine character of the Wellington Mountain area that makes it unique, and is important criterion for the BLM to consider.





2.	“Two of the four unroaded watersheds in the Ashland Resource Area”.  


“The nominated ACEC area within the Ferris-Bugman project area, the Long Gulch and China Gulch drainages all have existing roads, including a .4 mile access road in Long Gulch that is under permit to Mr. Calahan, an adjacent landowner who submitted the ACEC proposals.  While the road density is very low, the area is not unroaded “........“The low road density is a unique feature in the Ashland Resource area, however as a basis for nominating an ACEC under BLM Manual 1613.1, it does not have relevance”. 





As was previously noted on page four of this document, the statement “Two of the four unroaded watersheds in the Ashland Resource Area” was simply information taken from page 22 of the BLM’s Environmental Assessment for the Appleseed Project (July 1999).  At that time the Medford office recognized both Long Gulch and Balls Branch for the lack of “any roads within the watershed”.  The nomination just quoted BLM’s previous findings.  Since there are only 4 medium sized “unroaded” watersheds (defined as not having any roads within the watershed), in the Ashland Resource area and two are lying side by side inside this 5800 acre tract then this feature would be “fragile, sensitive, rare, irreplaceable, exemplary, unique, endangered, threatened, or vulnerable to adverse change” and therefore meet the importance criteria.  





The BLM Manual 1613.1 states under Relevance: “An area meets the ‘relevance’ criteria if it contains one or more of the following: #2, Fish and wildlife resources including habitat for endangered, sensitive or threatened species, or habitat essential for maintaining species diversity”.  As this area meets the importance criteria it also meets the relevance criteria.  Additionally Long Gulch qualifies for relevance under #3, for it’s rare geological features (trellised stream pattern).





On page 31 of the Amended Ferris Bugman EA (7-25-02), it states “Road densities are very high in the Middle Applegate Watershed”.  Yet this unique tract of land is described as having a very low road density.  Perhaps that is why it stands out so much when looking at a map showing most (but not all), the roads in the Middle Applegate region.





This 5800 acre area has a minimal amount of secondary roads almost all of which are suitable only for vehicles with 4 wheel drive capabilities.  The only road of any significant length is the 2 1/2 miles of old 4X4 mining road that is primarily located on the two ridges that run west and north from Mount Wellington. Being familiar with this road for over 30 years I can testify it has not seen any maintenance during that time.  A recent adventure (11-21-05), down this muddy track on an ATV reveals a slick and deeply rutted road, sometimes steep with plenty of limbs in the road to drive over or throw out. The section between these two ridges that makes up the balance of the road lies on the shaded north side of Mount Wellington.  This part, punctuated in places where the bank has slid into the road, is a very narrow track scratched a long time ago into the steep northern unstable slope of Mount Wellington.  The last mile of road on the western ridge is extremely overgrown suggesting that any side mirrors on a truck would not have survived this section. This road should be blocked at the headwaters of Long Gulch!  It is in the process of being naturally decommissioned.  It needs an effective gate or trench to let it complete the process.


The area is also scenic, due in large part to the roadless nature of the proposed ACEC. Most all the views in the Applegate are riddled with roads, which are not attractive features to look at. The scenic quality of the Wellington Mountain ACEC, on the other hand, is outstanding. Much of the area can be viewed from Ruch to Applegate on Highway 238.  There are also some spectacular views of this unspoiled area from the ridge above Forest Creek (along the northeastern boundary). This is a relevant criterion the BLM should consider.  


    


3.	“The largest unfragmented stand of low elevation old growth in the Applegate”.  


“This feature was found to have relevance in the Mount Wellington nominated ACEC, although it is not the largest remaining old growth in the Applegate.  The nominated area contains one of the four ‘relevance criterion‘ found in BLM manual 1613.11 (A), which was a natural, relic old growth plant community”. 





The second part of the above sentence that said “although it is not the largest remaining old growth in the Applegate” totally missed the point.  To be specific, the nomination says the 5800 acres contains the “The largest unfragmented stand of low elevation old growth in the Applegate” which is in Long Gulch. The author never said it was “the largest remaining old growth in the Applegate”.   Nothing in appendix Z addressed this statement accurately and there was no evidence to the contrary.





The misguided argument regarding old growth was supposedly supported using other drainages as comparables.  None of these drainages are even close to being relative.  For example, Star Gulch runs east and west at a higher elevation, has been logged repeatedly and has many roads within the watershed with the main road running right along the creek.  Another example was the north facing slopes of Negro Ben Mountain along with Chapman/Keeler drainage which are again logged, heavily roaded mid-slope and in riparian areas.  A key issue is that almost all of these areas are north facing, which is just the opposite of the majority of the Mount Wellington ACEC.





The two pages of information in section 3 were full of data supporting this nomination.  We learned that Long Gulch has 300 acres of mature and old growth forest (29%), Balls Branch has 335 acres (11%) and the China Gulch portion of the nominated ACEC has 184 acres (11%).  It stated “In the entire nominated Mount Wellington ACEC, there are 819 acres classified as mature and old growth, about 14% of the 5,786 acres.  These patches are scattered in several discrete pockets across the 5,786 acres.  


     


In this section there was an effort to discount the old forests and minimize their importance as they tend to be concentrated along the riparian areas with narrow bands reaching up favorable draws.  Also noted was the denial of the existence of the old forests connection over the ridge that separates Long Gulch and Balls Branch which any aerial photo or on the ground survey would refute.  The author of this section had an accurate calculator on all the percentages until it came to the amounts of mature and old growth in Balls Branch and China Gulch where they calculated it was “about 10%” per drainage when in reality it was closer to 11%.  This is significant as it was stated “For the purposes of inventory, old-growth stands on BLM-administered lands are identified if they are at least 10% stocked with trees of 200 years or older and are 10 acres in size”.  And when the amounts of mature and old growth are calculated for the whole area it represents 14%.





Long Gulch was given recognition for it’s significant component of mature and old growth trees and then separated from the larger area. Long Gulch is the central focus in Appendix Z but China Gulch on the east and Balls Branch on the west have their own merits and offer buffers for Long Gulch along with connectivity and unity to this 5800 acres.





Part of the argument in this section used to deny it’s suitability for ACEC status was that portions of the mature and old growth forest are currently protected through spotted owl cores and riparian reserves.  It must be kept in mind that if the WOPR process eliminates or reduces any of these protections then the significance and importance of these areas are much enhanced. These protections are not permanent nor are they strictly adhered to.





“The nominated area contains one of the four ‘relevance criterion’ found in BLM manual 1613.11 (A), which was a natural, relic old growth plant community” admits the Mount Wellington ACEC does have relevance however the ID team denies it’s importance.  In BLM manual 1613.11 (A) under Importance, it states “the area must have substantial significance and values characterized by one or more of the following:  2. Qualities or circumstances that make it fragile, sensitive, rare, irreplaceable, exemplary, unique, endangered, threatened, or vulnerable to adverse change”.  When viewed as a whole against all of the balance of the Ashland Resource area it clearly does meet many of those “qualities or circumstances“ therefore qualifying for importance.





4.	“Two pairs of mated spotted owls in the two primary watersheds (i.e. Long Gulch and just over the ridge into Ball’s creek drainage).


 This section contains one major error.  The information for the Wellington owl core (in Long Gulch), and the Deadhorse owl core (in the upper reaches of Ball’s Branch), are reversed!  But the bottom line was the same.  “This owl feature was found to have relevance in the Mount Wellington nominated ACEC as an important wildlife resource.  This wildlife feature was also found to have importance, as it has qualities that make it fragile, and vulnerable to adverse change”.  





7.	“Resident steelhead and trout in Balls Branch”.


“Stream surveys at the confluence of Balls Branch with Humbug Creek have found cutthroat trout.  Steelhead have been documented in the lower Balls Branch on private land but not above the confluence on federal lands.  Stream surveys have not documented cutthroat trout in Balls Branch above the confluence on federal lands.  Cutt-throat are documented in the Applegate River.  This feature does not meet the relevance criteria for proposing an ACEC following BLM manual 1613.1 (A)”.





Direct evidence to the contrary was submitted to your office with the Mount Wellington ACEC nomination dated 3-3-00. Attached and referred to in the acec nomination was a 3 page report authored by Todd Reeves (Applegate River Watershed Council; 7-20-99), documenting cutthroat trout and steelhead he found on BLM land in Balls Branch.  This sighting is substantiated by John Hampton (the owner of the private land on Balls Branch adjacent to BLM lands), as he also personally witnessed these fish.  Attached is a another copy of the report by Todd Reeves.





And, one would have to question when BLM’s stream surveys were done.  Was it during a time of draught in the Applegate Valley?  There is less than 1/2 mile between the confluence of Balls Branch with Humbug Creek and BLM land.  Your steam survey admits to finding cutthroat trout and steelhead in that half mile of private lands and it is logical to assume that in the years Balls Branch had sufficient water these species would migrate upstream onto BLM lands.  Perhaps more frequent surveys especially during years of higher stream flows would update your information.  





10.	“Long Gulch has a unique trellised stream pattern...”


“This a rare geologic feature, is unique, and was recognized in the initial 1993 evaluation of the Long Gulch nominated ACEC.  It does meet the criteria following BLM manual 1613.11 (A) (B) for relevance and importance, in the Long Gulch drainage”.  





For the record, it was not recognized for this feature in 1993.  That recognition did not arise until approximately 1999 after Long Gulch was nominated again.





SUMMARY


At 3,705 feet, Mount Wellington is the center piece of this ACEC nomination and all of mountain’s flanks are included in this area.  When the 5,800 acres that makes up the Mount Wellington ACEC is viewed as a whole (compact, intact, unlogged, undisturbed ecosystem with two of the last four unentered watersheds), it becomes extremely important as it has no comparison in the Ashland Resource area.  This point must be recognized. BLM now recognizes Long Gulch as a potential ACEC but it’s value is most important when it is a part of the larger area.





Now that the Ferris Bugman project is not an issue, perhaps BLM can review the nomination again and recognize the area’s unique value.  The Ferris Bugman project never sold and it didn’t have a lot of timber value.  It was promoted as a fuels treatment project concentrating on the smaller trees with some big trees thrown in so that it could hopefully pay for itself.  Removing the Balls Branch portion of the Ferris Bugman project would have little impact on the Ashland RA timber base.  Much of this nominated area has south facing slopes in the semi-arid Applegate Valley.  With over half the area (3,199 acres), comprised of oak woodland and brush one quickly realizes this is not prime timberlands.  This area deserves a fresh and impartial review of the facts by the ID team.  It must be viewed in it’s entirety and taken as one whole 5800 tract with all the relevant criteria outlined in this document.  Compare that to all the rest and it stands alone. 





The Applegate Valley is an Adaptive Management Area (AMA).  BLM’s approval of this ACEC nomination would be a positive step forward in the eyes of many.  This 5800 acre area is the jewel of the Applegate and BLM has the power to share it with the generations to come.





Please keep us informed of any BLM activities or actions that may relate to Long Gulch and the Mount Wellington nominated ACEC.











David Calahan and Barbara Kostal-Calahan
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� To avoid confusion all references to Middle Applegate ACEC will be referred to as Mount Wellington ACEC for the balance of this document.
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