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Meta Loftsgaarden, Forest Supervisor
Michelle Lombardo, Project Planner
Mt. Hood National Forest
16400 Champion Way
Sandy, OR 97055

RE: Consent for Geothermal Leasing Project

Dear Meta and Michelle,
As you are aware, Bark's mission is to transform the lands now known as Mt. Hood National Forest into a place where natural processes prevail, where wildlife thrives, and where local communities have a social, cultural, and economic investment in its restoration and stewardship. Our supporters live in the many communities surrounding Mt Hood National Forest. They rely on the Forest for drinking water, economic opportunities, recreation, forest products, spiritual renewal, connection to the land, and more. We submit these comments on behalf of our supporters.

TRIBAL INCLUSION

The project area is located within the ancestral homelands and ceded territories of The Confederated Tribes of Warm Springs of Oregon (CTWSO). Though it is not our place to speak on behalf of Warm Springs members and their government, we encourage and support meaningful collaboration between the Tribe and the federal government that holds these lands in trust. Will there be meaningful consultation with CTWSO regarding this project? 



ENDANGERED SPECIES ACT LISTED SPECIES

Northern Spotted Owl

As mentioned in the Notice of Proposed Action document, and as shown in the attached map “Geothermal NSO Habitat Type”, northern spotted owl is known to occur in both parcel OROR-70802 and OROR-70803. 45% of parcel OROR-70802 contains nesting, roosting, and foraging habitat. The parcel also contains four historically known nest stands, parts of four historic core areas, and nine historically known home ranges. 33% of parcel OROR-70803 contains nesting, roosting, and foraging habitat. It has two historically known nets stands, parts of four historic core areas, and eight historically known home ranges. 

95% of parcel OROR-70802 and 41% of parcel OROR-70803 contain designated critical habitat for northern spotted owl. Stipulation “MTH-NSO-01: Endangered Species Act” states that “There should be no surface occupancy in designated or proposed critical habitat for species listed under the Endangered Species Act.” A no surface occupancy stipulation is a major constraint on future exploration and development. 

Considering that 95% of parcel OROR-70802 is covered by a no surface occupancy stipulation, why is the Mt Hood Forest Service still proposing to lease this parcel for geothermal energy exploration and development? Instead of leasing with a restrictive constraint and then having to monitor compliance, it would be easier and less expensive to protect this resource by not issuing a consent determination. 

Fisheries

As mentioned in the Notice of Proposed Action document, the Cub Creek sub-watershed is known to provide important spawning and rearing habitat for ESA-listed species such as the Upper Willamette River Chinook salmon, Lower Columbia coho salmon, and Lower Columbia River steelhead trout. There is designated critical habitat within and just downstream of the proposed project area. 

The US Fish and Wildlife Service notes that geothermal energy production requires a large amount of water. Bark is concerned that future geothermal energy production in the project area will impact stream flow and temperature rates in the Cub Creek sub-watershed and therefore cause harm to designated habitat for ESA-listed species. 

LATE-SERAL FORESTS AND POST-FIRE ECOSYSTEMS

One quarter of the parcel area is designated Late Successional Reserve (LSR) and shall therefore be managed “protect and enhance conditions of late-successional and old-growth forest ecosystems.” Further, as shown in the attached “2021 Lemma GNN Stand Age” map, a much larger percentage of the parcel area contains stands 160 years and older. 

It is unclear to Bark how stipulation “MTH-CSU-08: Late-Successional Reserve and Old-Growth Forest” would minimize detrimental effects to these special habitats. Bark is concerned that future exploration and development would adversely affect late-successional habitat and late-successional dependent species. 
Post-fire ecosystems
Much of the surrounding area, including a portions of both parcels, recently burned in the 2020 Lionshead fire. These legacy rich complex early-seral ecosystems contain sensitive soils and are highly susceptible to the establishment of invasive species. Bark is concerned that exploration and development will negatively impact these areas by allowing surface disturbance and through an increase in associated vehicle traffic aiding in the spread of invasive species. 

FINAL THOUGHTS AND CONCLUSIONS
As I’m sure you are aware, USFWS and NOAA have proposed a rule that would rescind the definition of “harm” under the endangered species act. To be frank, Bark has no confidence that the stipulations proposed for this Consent for Geothermal Leasing project will protect critical habitat for ESA-listed species if this definition of harm is rescinded. 
For this reason, and for the others stated in the above letter, Bark recommends that the Mt Hood National Forest chooses the No Action alternative and does not issue consent to lease these NFS lands for geothermal energy development. 
We appreciate you reading Bark's comments and meaningfully addressing our concerns. 

Thank you,

Jordan Latter, Forest Watch Program Manager
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