 Draft Meeting Minutes

Kootenai Valley Resource Initiative

May 21st, 2012 - 7:00 p.m., University of Idaho - Boundary County Extension Office
Bonners Ferry, Idaho

Committee Members in Attendance:

Dan Dinning, Boundary County Commissioner & KVRI Co-Chair

Ron Abraham, (alt.) Kootenai Tribe of Idaho & KVRI Co-Chair

Dave Anderson, City of Bonners Ferry & KVRI Co-Chair

Tony McDermott, Idaho Fish & Game Commission

Bob Blanford, Business/Industry

Linda McFaddan, (alt.) U.S. Forest Service - Idaho Panhandle National Forest

Ed Atkins, Jr., Corporate Ag

Jim Cadnum, (alt.) Industrial Forest

Sandy Ashworth, Social/Cultural/Historical

Kennon McClintock, (alt.) Conservationist/Environmentalist

Patty Perry, KVRI Facilitator, Kootenai Tribe of Idaho

Kristin James, KVRI Recording Secretary, Kootenai Tribe of Idaho

Agency/Others in Attendance:

Chip Corsi, Idaho Department of Fish & Game

Dianna Ellis, Kootenai National Wildlife Refuge

Opening:

Dan Dinning opened and welcomed everyone to the meeting; introductions followed.  
The group approved draft minutes of March 19th, 2012 meeting by consensus.  

Presentations:

U.S. Forest Service – Pacific NW Research Station - Wenatchee, WA --- Paul Hessburg, Research Landscape Ecologist:

Paul is a research landscape ecologist with the U.S. Forest Service (FS).  Patty, and others, met him about a year ago at FS meetings held in Sandpoint.  He provided a presentation on a different way of looking at the landscape, how fire acts on landscape and what is trending with fire on the landscape.  He helped folks understand what might have taken place on the landscape in respect to fires.  He was asked to present to the KVRI board so when the group looks at different projects and try to address fuel loading and hazardous fuels the group can understand the issue better.

Paul started by introducing himself.  He comes from Eastern Washington and has studied the ecosystem for the last 25 years.  They (he and other scientists) have been trying to figure out essentially why there are so many listed species and fire regimes that seem so out of balance.  They realized they didn’t know how a variety of ecosystems were linked and how the large landscape functions.  The discoveries they made have been developed and put into the power point presentation he provided for the KVRI group, and others.  (This power point is available on the KVRI/Kootenai Tribe’s website, www.kootenai.org).

Over the last 22 years he has helped with reconstructing 400 watersheds in the Upper Columbia.  They have evaluated what’s changed about the watersheds in terms of patterns of landscape, structure and compositions.  They also viewed how the insect, disease and fire regimes have changed and came to some connections about what may have driven the changes.  He has invited KVRI to use their findings and apply what may be useful for us in our projects and on our landscape.

They have found throughout the west in California, Oregon, Washington, NW Montana, and Idaho that most of the historical fires were small to medium size.  Out of 1500 fires most were little with few of them being large. These smaller fires only burned 15-20% of the total forest area.  A tremendous number of the fires actually burned parts of acres and a few acres.  However, most of the acres, historically as today, burned in a handful of really large configurations.  What has changed is the severities of the fires have increased, there are a few more large fires, and when the big fires happen more acreage is burned.  Historically,  many small and medium-sized fires pock-marked the landscape, even though they only influence up to a quarter of the  landscape, they are what controlled fire size of the largest fires.  Burned and recovering areas were already on the landscape, and these patterns naturally limited the growth of the larger fires.  With fire suppression the small and medium fires have been taken out of the system and now most of the fires that happen are those that escape initial attack and end up being very large.

Stand level feedbacks are associated with the low and mix severity fires.  Below are feedbacks that allowed for low to mix severity fires:

· Reduced surface fuels

· Increased the height to live crowns

· Decreased crown density

· Favored fire and drought tolerant tree species

· Favored medium to large size trees

· Favored patchy tree and surface fuel cover, which favored fire tolerant species

The large landscape influenced fire behavior.  Some of the landscape level feedback included:

· Maintained patchworks of burned, unburned and recovering vegetation

· The patchwork spatially interrupted conditions that supported large, high severity fires and insect outbreaks

Most of the landscape was burned by a handful of fires.  When the forest came back it came back in large patches.  Paul went back and got the earliest air photos shot of the watersheds.  They got stereo pairs of air photos around 1930’s and 40’s and contemporary photos from the 90’s.  They photo interpreted the watersheds.  They delineated patches of species composition, canopy cover, age, etc.  When they finished they input current inventory and stand exam data and verified the photo interpret calls and corrected them and did the historical photo in the exact same place and compared them.  

He took the interior Columbia Basin and used climate inputs, temperature, precipitation, solar radiation, geologic, and geomorphic data and regionalized it.  They found out that watersheds of a kind behave the same way historically.  The same kinds of fire influences historically produce the same kind of structure and composition so they were able to tell what kind of variability within a region.  He found out if time was rewound there would be a variety of patterns of fire that would be similar.  He wanted to find out when change is important.

He developed a family tree that determined, in terms of the vegetation conditions, which ICA region would be like each other and which would be different.  This allowed for changes to be evaluated and see whether they could be explained by virtues of the fire regimes, climate, etc.  An awful lot of fire and drought tolerant vegetation was exchanged in 70-80 years for a lot of fire and drought intolerant vegetation.  Essentially by harvesting over time literally changed the composition of the forest to a drought and fire intolerant species composition.  Mostly open canopy conditions existed before, but have been traded in a short amount of time for a more closed canopy conditions.  Closed canopy conditions are part of why there is beetle mortality and western spruce bud worm mortality because it can keep going across the landscape and is more contagious in these types of conditions.  

With all the watersheds, they were burned at a stand level under prescribed and wildfire burn scenarios.  Most areas fell into the 90th percentile fuel moistures.  So much in fuel loading, crown fire potential and flame length relates to the structure of the forest.  If the structure is changed it changes how essentially surface and canopy fuels are going to respond in terms of fire behavior.  In historical conditions for fuel loading there are areas that have a lot of fuel in them, but they are not next to each other.  They are spatially isolated in a patchwork.  The same holds true with crown fire potential.  The fire severity has changed over a fairly large scale.  When we get fires they are not operating the way we want or expect them to and we are not getting fire effects the way we would like them.   

Western Spruce Budworm is a defoliator that loves multistory stands.  It molts and has several instars and caterpillars.  It spreads from tree to tree to tree very easily.  If there is continuous forest emissions the budworm will continue to eat and eat.  Over 65 years’ time there was moderate severity of the budworm historically to an area that has susceptibility and expected to be killed on a large scale.

Mountain Pine Beetle breeds in low vigor trees.  British Columbia has recently lost most of its lodge pole pine resource and being in timber supply problems as a consequence.  It is hitting throughout the Rockies and our ecosystem.  More and more of the area became target diameter size of the pine beetle.  In the historical landscape there was some vulnerability but it wasn’t a big deal because there would be an outbreak in a stand and then it would collapse because vulnerable stands were so spatial.  Now stands are next to each other so the outbreaks can keep chaining.

In the historical networks where there were really big areas that were burned by big fires, a lot of the fish habitat that would emerge hinged on the fire regimes.  The fires were important to recasting habitat in the aquatic environment.  Channel reorganizing events would happen and new habitats would emerge and be even better than before the fire.  Suspense in the fire regime is a problem for fish as well.  Historically, we had well connected networks for native fish but they are now more fragmented due to poor habitat conditions, inadequate culverts, road crossings, etc.  There is a low vulnerability condition where there were a lot of tributaries connected along the mainstem to current conditions of isolated tributaries that don’t connect well with other populations.  

Historically, most common fires would happen and take out a small part of the network with impacts on parts of it and the rest of the network could be refound in the area that was influenced by that fire and the fish would continue on.  Now the networks are just not well connected because they are isolated by fish passage barriers a lot of the time.  There are larger fires now too that have the ability in a short period of time to knock out the remainder of the reaches that aren’t as well connected anymore.  Put in the situation with the larger fires and road network with culvert barrier crossing issues, the fish have a lot to work through to get improved network structure again.  The fire regime was fundamental to the succession of the aquatic habitat.  Anadramous and cold water fish are some of the most fire dependent species.

In summary:

· Most of the landscape was historically burned by really big patches

· The most numerous patches were the small fires and were important to block the advance of really big fires.

· Learned that patches by fire severity were very strongly influenced by topography (north and south aspect) and by vegetation patterns (spatial controls) --- focus on redeveloping spatial controls so topography works for the landscape, want to be in position to herd fire to get best effects not just put fires out

· Challenges include:

· Listed terrestrial/aquatic species

· Fragmented habitats

· Sustainable timber harvest

· Large and severe wildfires

· Fire suppression

· Simple forest structural and compositional patters

· Roads/sediment

· Fish barriers

They have developed a landscape evaluation tool over the last several years.  The tool helps to prioritize areas to go to treat for fire regimes on the landscape.  They simulated fires on the landscape to see how terrain will push fire through the fuel beds that are currently present.  This tool creates and models different outcomes on the landscape by pointing out strategic areas to make a blocking move against really big fires looking at the following:

· Vegetation departures 

· Insect disease vulnerabilities

· Wildlife models for late successional and old growth dependent species (i.e. white headed wood pecker, spotted owl, etc.)

· Stand level fire behavior

Essentially, with the model developed they want to solve for several different things.  Each of the evaluations it will show how each treatment in an area will influence the other aspects.  It allows to simultaneously solve problems that are important in an area.  

The model also shows the fire line intensity that is expected, which parts of the landscape send fire to downwind to other parts the most, and which areas tend to channel fire the most.  This helps to identify and target areas that are strategically important when implemented projects on the landscape.

For years and years stands were managed because it was not understood what the bigger connections were with the landscape.  Now trying to understand everything better and then explicitly make connections back to the landscape so habitat networks, big scale fire regimes, etc. work more like they should work.  

Q&A:

How long did you say it took to change the forest type?

The longest span that has been shown was about 80+ years.  Big sweeping changes took place over 50-70 year period.

Can we simulate fire?

Our systems are not going to naturally self-correct, they need help.  This is due to surface and canopy fuel loads that are high.  The fire behavior under modest circumstances is extraordinary.  The fire effects from natural fires that would take place are undesirable.  Sometimes stands need to be pre-burned to reduce fuel loads so mechanical treatments can be completed.  Smoke management is also an issue.  FS is not getting to treat ¼ of the acreage necessary to keep pace with the problem and gain ground.  FS has targets they can’t obtain because they don’t get the time in the airshed to get all the prescribed burning completed.

Looking at the projected severity of fires in North Idaho, almost all the National Forest is high intensity?

Yes, it does not mean that everything is high severity but the stand tending fire that FS would like to see and essentially get to work for the landscape are not taking place.  To get the fire to work for the landscape again the severity needs to be downgraded which requires treatments to get surface fuels bulk down and get rid of the fuel ladders.  

How translatable are the models to different landscapes?  Is it pretty complex?

The accreditation process for folks in the fire shop is the same for everywhere else.  Folks that are in the fuels programs in different districts can run models for their districts.  They can get data for land fire for maps by crown base height, crown density, stand height, etc. so models should be able to be parameterized stands.  The key is a good map of the fuel beds.

Is biomass removal used in any of the projects?

Yes, but the market has not been completely developed.  The mill infrastructure in the Pacific Northwest interior and on the East side is mostly gone.  From 1985 until now, Vaughan Brothers is one of the closest hauls near Wenatchee right now.  The transportation costs are so high right now; mill infrastructure needs to be rebuilt.  It is a big issue in Wenatchee right now.

How many groups have you presented this information too, it seems like common sense to use fire on the landscape?

The climate has changed an awful lot.  In 1992 FS told Northwest Forest Lands People that their strategy would not work on the East side.  A train wreck brewing and shutting down the train was the whole point; it didn’t make a difference whether it made sense ecologically.  Now that the train was shut down cooler heads have prevailed and people are starting to have conversations about what could be done that makes sense.  On the Wenatchee, there are about 120 owl territories that have been occupied over the last 25 years, 80 of the territories do not have owls inhabiting them.  It’s more complicated but exciting to see change happening.  

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers --- Libby Dam Update, Greg Hoffman:

Patty stated Greg had asked to provide a (5) minute update to the group.  The update she thought he was going to give so far the flows are not expected to reach flood stage, except for a short period of time in June, reaching 1764 ft. or just below.  The biological opinion calls for the Spill Test at that time.  
Committee Updates:

TMDL Committee --- Patty Perry:

The next meeting will be held on June 11th at 8:00 a.m. at the Kootenai Tribal Office.  The group will talk about where they will place the thermographs for the citizen monitoring committee that places approximately 40 thermographs out each year.  They will also look at reference watersheds so the group will know what’s expected across the county instead setting targets that can’t be achieved.
Forestry Committee --- Patty Perry:

The next meeting will be held on June 11th at 10:00 a.m. at the Kootenai Tribal Office, following the TMDL meeting.  This meeting will be a follow-up to the third party monitoring plan that needs to be put together as part of the CFLRA proposal.  
Old Business:

KVRI Letter to Submit Comments to FWS for Caribou Proposed Critical Habitat Designation, Update; --- Patty Perry:
The letter went out to FWS and to members of the board.  This letter was approved at the last meeting.  No response has been received yet.
Correspondence:

Bureau of Land Management (BLM) Comments to FWS --- Patty Perry:
A copy of BLM’s response to FWS regarding Caribou Critical Habitat Designation Proposal was received.
Closing Comments:

Soil Conservation District/Farm Bureau --- Farm Tour, May 24th:
SCD and Farm Bureau will be hosting a tour on May 24th leaving from the Fair Grounds at 8:00 a.m.  They will be stopping at the Kootenai Tribe Fish Hatchery, Kootenai River Habitat Restoration Project Site, Lunch/Smithsonian Exhibit at the Museum, North Idaho Energy Log, and final stop at Bonners Ferry Truss Tek.  

Folks from River Design Group will be at the KRHRP site to answer any questions.  The project site looks good and is holding up very well with all the high flows that it has received.  It was designed to take 60,000 cfs and there have not been any issues thus far. 

Inter-Agency Grizzly Bear Committee (IGBC) for Selkirk-Cabinet Yaak Meeting:

IGBC met in May, Dan Dinning provided an update for the group.  It was noted that this entity is not part of KVRI, but it is tracked by members on the KVRI board so the interaction and plans for grizzly bear recovery are known.  This helps keep the KVRI ahead of the curve and knowing what may be coming this way.  

At the meeting it was mentioned that Kate Kendall has teams in the field conducting DNA grizzly bear study and will be working all summer gathering data.  She anticipates results on the DNA study back in late 2013/2014 back.  There was discussion that IGBC looked at potential for transplanting Yellowstone Grizzlies into the Cabinet Mountains.  The idea was not well received and there are no plans to transplant bears at this time.  A subcommittee was put together and will be reporting back to the IGBC soon.

Next Meeting:

The next meeting will be held on June 18th, 2012 at the Boundary County Extension Office at 7:00 p.m.; the meeting was adjourned at 8:00 p.m.
