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Imagine a forest clearing project that will eliminate hundreds of Douglas fir trees, including some
inhabited by the controversial spotted owl, and yet garners the approval and endorsement of environmental groups across the region, and you’ve got something rare and urgent. That’s exactly
what is taking place in the Columbia Gorge, where the Columbia Land Trust is removing large
growths of Douglas fir in an effort to preserve the native Oregon white oak and ponderosa pines
that once dominated a large area in the cliffs overlooking the Little White Salmon River.

The rapidly growing fir have been encroaching and killing native white oak and ponderosa pine for decades, and the towering
trees have proven to be a threat to the survival of these species in the Columbia Gorge, particularly the remaining stands of oak
that were charted by Lewis and Clark as they forged toward the Pacific Ocean.
“It is a fascinating project at a variety of levels, and serves as a great example of how this important ecosystem might be
restored in Oregon and Washington,” Darin Stringer, a consulting ecologists and forester for Integrated Resource Management,
which has been retained by the Columbia Land Trust, said. “We are working to return the landscape on this property closer to its
pre-white settlement condition of open woodland dominated by large oaks, pine and scattered fir.”
Stringer notes that the trust has placed a high priority in preserving the stands of deciduous and native, smaller conifer timber
in order to restore the region to its natural state. “The oak/pine habitats are some of the most threatened in the Pacific Northwest
and all of North America,” he said. “Their loss continues, and we only have 10-20 years to save much of these remaining habitats
given the steady encroachment by large conifers due to the lack of fire. It’s a situation where preservation by passive restoration leads to further habitat decline. It’s also a case where cutting trees clearly has an environmental benefit in enhancing a rare
habitat.”
The project, which began in June, is employing sophisticated technology and logging equipment to remove the Douglas fir in
a minimally invasive manner that has garnered the approval of ecological concerns throughout the state. “We are using state of
the art logging equipment developed in Scandinavia to allow safe extrication of conifers from the crowns of the oak and removal
with less damage to soils and site resources than other ground based logging approaches in wide use,” Stringer explained. “This
equipment has not been used before in the Columbia Gorge; we brought in from the Willamette Valley. The system allows us to
avoid building logging roads and minimizes impacts in this sensitive area.”

"...We only have 10-20 years to save
much of these remaining habitats
given the steady encroachment by
large conifers due to the lack of fire."
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The Columbia Land Trust is working to return the landscape above the Little White
Salmon River closer to its pre-white settlement condition of open woodland dominated
by large oaks, pine and scattered fir.

INNOVATIVE MACHINERY
The Timberjack harvester being used on the project is an innovative massive
cutting machine that can administer a clean cut on the nearly hundred-year-old
Douglas fir in quick fashion. Once a trunk has been severed, the machine’s large
boom takes hold of the trunk and lifts the entire tree above the surrounding
white oaks and places it where the operator and crew designate, rather than
watching it tumble to the ground and smash all that lies beneath it. Once the tree
is grounded, the Timberjack quickly buzzes off branches and limbs and bucks
it into several manageable-sized portions. The machinery is capable of clearing
three or four such fully mature timbers an hour while leaving minimal signs of
damage to the surrounding area.
The innovative machinery has enabled the Vancouver, Washington-based Columbia Land Trust to open the forest canopy that will provide the diminishing
white oaks to once again flourish on a 200-acre site immediately north of Drano
Lake on an area dubbed Wind Rim. The Columbia Land Trust acquired the parcel of forestland seven years ago with the assistance of a $1.25 million Paul
Allen Forest Protection Grant. The cost of this project to clear 12 acres of the
site to protect a mixed stand of oak, fir and pine has been estimated at $50,000.
After completion, the remaining trees are expected to flourish once again without competition from the much taller surrounding behemoths for the sunlight,
water and nutrients that the firs dominate.
“We are actually physically removing the slash from this project with a specialized piece of equipment,” Stringer said. “The biomass is ground into chips
and used at a cogen facility in Bingen, Washington, to produce power.
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“This slash would normally be piled and burned. This practice will
demonstrate an alternative to previous oak restoration projects where
we burned hundreds of tons of biomass in small piles. The markets
today allow us to remove the material, offset carbon emissions and
produce less particulate matter in the Columbia Gorge.”
As a side benefit, the processing of the logs and slash will also generate jobs to boost the local economy.
Stringer said the program is vital to restoration of the oaks and that
it is being counted upon, along with others the trust is undertaking, to
serve as an example of how forestry restoration can be accomplished
without posing the threat of collateral damage upon surrounding forest
lands. Such a project, he said, should be made a priority in responsible

“The oak/pine habitats are some of
the most threatened in the Pacific
Northwest and all of North America...”

stewardship of the Northwest’s most viable natural resource.
“The project is high profile in terms of what we are trying to demonstrate–this type of restoration practice involving tree cutting can bring back a severely impacted habitat while being compatible
with recreation and aesthetics, while providing jobs and wood for mills,” Stringer said.
FOREST THINNING EXPERTS
The Columbia Land Trust is involved in a number of other forestry protection projects, many involving the Eugene-based Integrated Resource Management, which was consulted because of the organization’s experience in restoring oak stands on trust land
at other sites, particularly in Klickitat County, which borders much of the Columbia Gorge on the Washington side of the river.
Stringer has contracted Scott Melcher, a Sweet Home, Oregon, logging contractor who owns and operates the Scandavian-made
Timberjack machinery and specializes in custom thinning projects. Stringer’s blueprint for the operation called for thinning efforts that will remove approximately 300 firs per acre. The trees have grown in an uncharacteristically dense pattern in several
areas above the Columbia Gorge and in other forests. The firs range from 30 to 100 years in age, Stringer said, but they must be
thinned to preserve the oaks. Plans call for each acre to support approximately 50 oaks, three ponderosa pines and 20 firs when
the thinning efforts are completed.
It is difficult to calculate the exact ages of most of the oaks by their rings, but the species has been known to grow for more than
500 years in open stands. The trees were commonly seen in large savannas by the Lewis and Clark expedition and the settlers

State of the art Scandinavian equipment allows loggers to remove an individual tree with one clean cut and remove it from the area without allowing it crashing into the oak trees below. Trunks are stripped clean and cut into smaller, manageable lengths that can be removed
without having to build logging roads or causing serious damage to the surrounding environment.
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When white settlers squeezed out the tribes of Native Americans–who had inhabited the forests for hundreds of years–and put an end to
the Indians’ custom of setting fires to thin conifers and allowing the oaks to produce an abundance of the acorns the tribes relied upon for
survival, the conifers eventually overshadowed the groves of white oaks and Ponderosa pine.

who eventually followed the Oregon Trail to set up stakes in the Paciﬁc Northwest. However, the newcomers soon squeezed out
the Native Americans, who had inhabited the forests for hundreds of years, and put an end to the Indians’ traditional setting of
ﬁres to thin the conifers and to allow oaks to produce an abundance of the acorns they relied upon for survival. The forests also
drew a wild variety of game and produced abundant growths of bunchgrasses before the conifers were allowed to encompass
and eventually overshadow the groves of white oaks and Ponderosa pine.
Because the areas being thinned have been designated as approved for clear cutting, but are instead being rescued by the
trust’s less drastic strategies, some unexpected allies have thrown their support behind the project, including spotted owl biologists and the Friends of the Columbia Gorge. With the support and cooperation of many of the region’s conservation oriented
organizations and agencies, the thinning project is one that will pay off in the long run as portions of the forests in the Columbia
Gorge are protected and preserved for generations to come.
“The backdrop of this project is truly amazing,” Stringer said. “As we thin out this tangle of dense ﬁr, the oaks are coming
back into the light and the sweeping views of the Columbia Gorge are opened back up.
“It’s a bit like an archeological dig. We are unearthing, in a sense, the remnants of an old ecosystem. The site is being returned
more to the condition Lewis and Clark may have found as they ﬂoated past.”
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