Comments on Blue Mountains DEIS 9/23/2026
Introduction – my name is Catherine (Caty) Clifton, I am a retired forest hydrologist with 34 years of experience including 20 years on the Umatilla NF as forest hydrologist and 4 years in the PNW Regional office as water resource program manager for water quality and water rights. I’ve coauthored numerous publications and reports concerning forest water resources, the effects of livestock grazing, timber management and prescribed burning, the effectiveness of watershed restoration, and the impacts of climate change on water resources in the Blue Mountains (our 2017 chapter is cited in the 2024 Final Watershed Assessment report). I helped guide implementation of the 1990 Umatilla LRMP and the Pacfish/Infish amendment, contributed to National BMP guides, the ARCS and other technical documents. I wrote effects analyses for many projects, conducted and supervised BMP and other water quality monitoring programs, implemented and monitored watershed restoration projects, and worked on previous efforts to update the Blue Mountains Forest Plans.
My comments are focused on Designated area plan components, Issue 3, and Issue 5.
Areas of support – I commend the teamwork and considerable efforts to revise and update the 3 national forest plans, and the public outreach efforts. The July 2024 Final Watershed Condition and Water Quality Assessment covered key ground and highlighted important areas of concern with overall watershed conditions and trends. Key findings noted the majority of watersheds in the Blue Mountains are at risk, water quality best management practices monitoring results are mixed, with non-point source pollution from roads, range, and water uses accounting for most fair to poor evaluations (pg 17). Trends across all activity categories are unknown because of limited sampling. I support monitoring and taking appropriate adaptation actions.
I could support Alt 3 with modification to address concerns outlined below, to allow more flexibility with reasonable sideboards.  Of note, Pacfish/Infish did provide flexibility to manage in RHCA’s but rarely implemented in order to expedite consultations. It’s encouraging to see acknowledgment of the impacts of warming climate and efforts to enhance resilience as long as appropriate “tactics to enhance resilience” are adhered to (DEIS Pg 44).
Areas of concern
Concern 1 – The expansion of General Forest management areas under DEIS Alternative 2 includes many unique and sensitive inventoried roadless areas, for example, the Upper Walla Walla watershed on the Umatilla National Forest which was designated as a special management area for water resource values in the 1990 Umatilla NF plan based on characteristics including sustained baseflows and downstream agricultural water uses. This watershed and many others in the Blue Mountains were redesignated under the 2001 Roadless rule which maintained critical water resource protection measures while still allowing for management actions. Many are also now identified as source water protection areas for drinking water. General Forest management area designation would open these areas to development and active management which would have adverse effects on water quality and downstream water uses. Notably, water uses were not considered a significant issue in the DEIS (Pg 14) because standards and guidelines were assumed to be protective. See Concerns 2 and 3. 
Concern 2 – Protecting water quality relies on implementation and effectiveness of BMPs (DEIS pg 43-44) but mixed results from limited monitoring in the past highlights the risk and uncertainty that BMPs will be adequately prescribed, implemented and monitored for effectiveness in the future. The 2014 Final Watershed Condition and Water Quality Assessment pg 9 states “BMP monitoring results are mixed with roads, range and water use most often rated fair or poor.” And because of the limited number of evaluations, trends are uncertain. With reductions in workforce and more contracting what are the assurances that BMPs will be properly designed, implemented and evaluated given this track record? The analysis qualitatively assumes a best-case scenario of BMP implementation and effectiveness which is not supported by available data.
Concern 3 – Alternative 2 revised Standards and Guidelines in the Draft LRMP are inadequate and unlikely to protect water quality to meet criteria: language for the 2 standards, BMPs and water drafting, include “shall”, indicating these will be followed, however based on previous and limited monitoring results and reductions in personnel, there is no reasonable assurance that protection measures would be designed, implemented, and adjusted as needed in the future. The 2 guidelines for roads and landings, and hydro and water development projects include the word “should”, indicating these measures are recommended but optional, essentially bypassing the 2 standards which address roads, landings and water developments, and other ground disturbing activities, further weakening water quality protection. See Concern 2. 
Concern 4 – DEIS Pg 7 Issue 3 Qualitative indicators and measures are not supported in the findings, and, are contradictory to the Watershed Assessment and to statements in the DEIS. Pg 43-49 findings are not supported by data, some findings are arbitrary: Pg 48 Table 9 Alternative 2 “moderate increases in sediment compared to alternative 1 (would not exceed regulatory threshold)” and, “Highest rate of progress towards desired conditions, active management throughout the RHCA” are not supported by data (ie. quantitative sediment and temperature analysis), are inconsistent with the many studies that link activity levels with sediment and other water quality effects cited in your own watershed reports, and, are contradicted in text for example Alt 2 road use, log haul increases, and “fewer aquatic objectives” as described on Pg 45. 
Concern 5 – DEIS Issue 5 Effects Pg 58 clearly states greater adverse impacts to water quality and riparian function under Alt 2 with the notable exception of the unsupported statements “alternative 1 has the highest potential rate of sediment delivery due to fire impacts while alternative 2 has the lowest rate due to hazardous fuel reduction treatments”. This appears to be an arbitrary unsupported finding with no data or analysis at scale. Many studies show increased fires with increased road access (Short, KC. 2017, Spatial wildfire occurrence data for the US, 1992-2015, FPA_FOD_2-170508), with related water quality impacts. See Concern 4.
Note: I have stayed within the scope of the analysis, identified specific actions and potential impacts, tried to be specific and clear, indicated page #s of the document referencing, provided evidence and reasoning, referenced data and studies, and based my comments on professional experience, reasoning, and personal observations.
