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April 26, 2022 
 
Eric Wisch, DNR Pacific Cascade Region Manager 
Via:  SEPA Center 
P.O. Box 47015 
Olympia, Washington 98504-7015 
sepacenter@dnr.wa.gov 
 
Re: Bedford Sorts timber sale – SEPA comments  (File No. 22-041203) 
 
Dear Mr. Wisch, 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the "Bedford Sorts" timber sale.  The above 
referenced timber sale would include the clearcut logging of up to 86 acres of 80-90-year old1 
structurally complex, naturally regenerated, mixed hardwood and conifer forest, populated by 
dozens of hemlock and Douglas fir trees that are close than four feet in diameter, and over 180 feet 
tall.  As we have seen in other similar stands, many of the dominant trees are often older than the 
origin date of the stand would indicate.  Indeed, DNR's own data suggest that at least a few of the 
trees in Unit 2 pre-date 1900.2  Very little naturally regenerated forest in this age class remains in the 
Mill Creek watershed, and DNR has plans to commercially harvest almost all of it within the next ten 
years, as shown in the attached map. 
 
DNR insists that these forests do not qualify for protection because they are not old growth, but 
there is almost no old growth left in the South Coast HCP Planning unit.  Second growth forest 
remnants like those found in this timber sale are the closest thing to old growth that remains in this 
part of the state.  These timber sale units in general support diverse arrangements of tree species 
and large volumes of dead and decaying wood, including large stumps and downed logs that may 
play a critical role in preserving genetic diversity and the biological legacies specific to the Willapa 
Hills ecoregion.  The cumulative effects of logging of almost all remaining older, naturally 
regenerated forests in the Willapa Hills ecoregion seriously undermines DNR's ability to meet the 
multispecies conservation objectives of its HCP, and the intended outcome of the Policy for 
Sustainable Forests to conserve biodiversity, which is described as "the fundamental guiding principle 
for sustainable forest management."3   
 

 
1  Reported in SEPA checklist for Bedford Sorts timber sale. 
2  Based on data obtained from DNR's Public Disclosure Office (PDR 5973; Origin_year_TS_FY_21_22_23_24.xlsx 
spreadsheet). 
3  See DNR, 2006.  Policy for Sustainable Forests, p. 36. 
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Although the SEPA checklist states that large diameter leave trees will be retained to enhance the 
wildlife habitat value of the future stand, almost none of the larger Douglas fir and hemlock trees 
that we observed were marked as leave trees or contained within leave tree areas (see attached 
photographs).  The failure to retain larger leave trees is unfortunately part of a consistent and 
ongoing pattern we have noticed in the Pacific Cascade Region in particular, which appears to reflect 
a disregard for HCP implementation procedures, and lack of concern or understanding of the many 
benefits derived from retaining larger trees and older forest remnants within timber sales. 
 
Logging of older, naturally complex forests in general is clearly at odds with FSC standards4, and the 
intent of the Habitat Conservation Plan (HCP) and the Policy for Sustainable forests to conserve and 
promote the development of older forest characteristics within the South Coast HCP planning unit.  
This and similar timber sales within the vicinity of Mill Creek also undermine DNR's ability to meet 
their established fully functional forest targets for the South Coast HCP planning unit.  DNR is 
obligated under the Policy for Sustainable Forests, the Department's procedures for Identifying and 
Managing Structurally Complex Forests (PR 14-004-046), and the Multi-species Conservation Strategy 
of the HCP to work toward maintaining or restoring "fully functional forests" on 10 to 15 percent of 
lands covered by the HCP.  DNR commonly refers to the 10 to 15 percent target as the "older-forest 
target".  In the Policy for Sustainable Forests FEIS, the Board's preferred alternative "emphasizes that 
the 10 to 15 percent older-forest targets will be accomplished" within 70 to 100 years. 
 
The SEPA checklist implies that the fully functional stand structure objectives of the Habitat 
Conservation plan, referred to by DNR as "older-forest targets", will be met within conservation areas 
by the year 2100, but DNR's own analysis contradicts this conclusion.5  Because no forest land plan 
has been completed for the South Coast planning unit, and the SEPA checklist includes no analysis of 
the potential role of the included forest inventory units in meeting older forest or fully functional 
stand structure targets, the proposed activity violates the Policy for Identifying and Managing 
Structurally Complex Forests (PR 14-004-046). 
 
PR 14-004-046 directs DNR to develop landscape level management strategies to achieve the 10 to 
15 percent older forest target during the forest land planning process that will be conducted for each 
HCP planning unit.  Only after the 10 to 15 percent target is met may structurally complex forest 
stands be considered for harvest activities.6 
 
DNR's incidental take permit requires that the Department work to maintain or restore a minimum of 
12% of lands covered under the HCP within the South Coast HCP planning unit to fully functional 
conditions by 2096.7  According to the Intra-Service Biological Opinion that was written for the HCP, it 
is necessary for DNR to provide a specific percent of fully functional forest to "ensure that stand 
structural stages not provided by other conservation strategies of the HCP are present in the HCP 
area." 

 
4  See Forest Stewardship Council, 2015. FSC Principles and Criteria for Forest Stewardship, Principle 6.9, p. 15: "The 

Organization shall not convert natural forest to plantations" except when that conversion will "produce clear, 
substantial, additional, secure long-term conservation benefits in the management unit." 

5  See DNR, 2021.  Identifying Stands to Meet Older Forest Targets in Western Washington, Allen Estep and Mike 
Buffo, p. 11, Table 5. 

6  See Policy for General Silvicultural Activity, p. 46, in Policy for Sustainable Forests (DNR, 2006). 
7  See USFWS. 1997. Intra-Service concurrence memorandum and Biological Opinion for the Washington 

Department of Natural Resources Habitat Conservation Plan. U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Lacey, WA. January, 
1997, pp. 14, 22, 23, and 66. 



 
 

 
According to the HCP (Table IV.14), and Table 11 of the Biological Opinion, at least 150 years is 
required for a stand to reach the "fully functioning" development stage.  An analysis of the most 
recent combined origin forest resource information dataset suggests that only about one-tenth of 
one percent (0.1%) of lands within the South Coast planning unit currently meet this threshold. 
 
It is commonly assumed, and has been stated previously by the Pacific Cascade Region Office, that 
old growth stands and structurally complex forests located in special ecological management areas 
(EMAs) such as spotted owl and marbled murrelet habitat, NRCAs, and natural areas, and riparian 
management zones (RMZs), collectively referred to as "conservation areas", will provide the fully 
functional habitat necessary to satisfy the 10 to 15 percent "older forest target".  There are a total of 
about 38,000 acres in the South Coast planning unit that are protected within one or more EMAs, and 
another 81,000 acres contained within RMZs.  However, according to the Department's combined 
origin resource inventory data, only 13,061 acres are old enough to contribute to fully functional 
stand structure or older forest targets within the South Coast HCP planning unit by 2097.  This 
represents about 5% of DNR managed forestlands within the planning unit.  Not only does this fall far 
short of the 10 to 15 percent  target, according to data obtained from the Public Disclosure Office, 
the Region currently has plans to sell 3,878 additional acres of timber in this age class over the next 
ten years.  This would bring the percentage of the landscape that is capable of reaching the fully 
functioning stage of development by 2097 down to about 3%.  Less than half of that area, or 
approximately 2,873 acres (about 1% of the planning unit as a whole), is protected within an EMA or 
RMZ. 
 
DNR's combined origin forest inventory data, which is based to a large extent on 2015 digital aerial 
photogrammetry data, may under-estimate stand age for some forest inventory units, and is known 
to under-represent the contribution of riparian areas to older forest targets.  To calculate an upper 
estimate of the maximum potential contribution of the EMAs and RMZs to fully functional stand 
structure and older forest targets, we merged the combined origin polygons with the old plot-based 
data and newer 2017 DAP-based raster dataset (FRIS 3.0), by first converting the raster dataset to 
polygons using a pattern recognition routine in ArcGIS, and then taking the maximum value of each 
of the three datasets for each raster cell.  Results suggest that up to 19,394 acres of land within an 
EMA or RMZ, representing approximately 7% of the planning unit as a whole, may be capable of 
reaching the fully functioning stage of development by 2097 (refer to map below).  The actual 
attainment value probably falls somewhere between 1% and 7%. 
 
Based on these results, it is clear that existing conservation areas are not sufficient to meet fully 
functional stand structure or older forest targets for the South Coast planning unit. 
 
PR 14-004-046 dictates that: 
 

The identification and review of landscape level management strategies to achieve 
the 10 to 15 percent older forest target will be completed during the forest land 
planning process that will be conducted for each HCP planning unit.  

 
To date, no forest land plan has been completed for the South Coast HCP planning unit.  In the 
interim, PR-004-046 dictates that any proposal to harvest structurally complex forests must be 
accompanied by:  a) an assessment of forest conditions using readily available information; b) an 
analysis of the known landscape management strategies and; c) role of the structurally complex stand 



 
 

in meeting  older-forest targets.  DNR made no attempt, in its SEPA checklist or elsewhere, to 
document how and why the proposed timber sale complies with these procedures. 
 
The FPA indicates that the units of this sale are to be treated using even-aged harvest.  However,  
PR 14-004-046 dictates that: 
 

Harvest activities in older forest and other structurally complex stands designated as 
suitable to meet older forest targets must enhance the older forest condition. 

 
Ground observations by CRF staff, and a review of recent aerial photos and LiDAR data indicates that 
large portions of the forest canopy within the proposed sale are already complex and multi-layered.  
The timber sale as presented in the FPA will not enhance older forest conditions or contribute to the 
development of fully functional forests. 
 
The Policy for Sustainable Forests and associated HCP implementation procedures constitute DNR's 
plan for implementing the HCP, and also serve as mitigation for timber harvest on lands covered by 
the HCP.  Commercial harvest of the oldest and most biologically diverse native forests remaining in 
the South Coast HCP planning unit is inconsistent with Board of Natural Resources approved policies 
and procedures intended to preserve and promote biodiversity and the development of fully 
functional forests.  Although DNR has not designated the lands included in the Bedford Sorts timber 
sale as contributing to older-forest targets, they obviously have the potential to contribute to the 
attainment of the 10 to 15 percent fully functional forest target in the South Coast HCP Planning 
Unit. 
 
The logging of forests most likely to contribute to fully functional stand structure objectives is part of 
a systematic pattern over the year and a half, in which DNR has repeatedly ignored similar 
objections to other timber sales and allowed them to proceed to auction.  DNR argues that it can 
continue to harvest existing older, structurally complex forests, because approximately 10% of lands 
covered under the HCP within the South Coast planning unit will reach 150 years of age by the year 
2110.  This is not consistent with the requirements of the incidental take permit as described above.  
By its own admission, DNR is not on track to meet satisfy the fully functional stand structure 
objectives of its incidental take permit, and needs to exclude other areas that are capable of 
contributing to this objective from timber harvest. 
 
Furthermore, data obtained from DNR's Public Disclosure Office suggests that the vast majority 
lands that DNR has designated as contributing to fully functional stand structure objectives are 
located within riparian buffers and areas that have been classified as potentially unstable slopes.  
Areas classified as potentially unstable slopes occupy about 10% of the total land base, or about 
one-quarter of areas that DNR has identified as conservation areas that it claims contribute to fully 
functional stand structure or older-forest targets.  As illustrated in Addendum A of the Joint Petition 
we submitted to the BNR last year, counting these areas toward older-forest targets is misleading, 
because they are rarely excluded from logging after they have been ground-truthed.8  
 
A strategy that relies so heavily on riparian corridors and unstable slopes to meet older-forest and 
fully functional stand structure objectives will result in a fragmented landscape that is subject to 
edge effects, lacks interior forest habitat, lacks large conifers, and is often dominated by alder and 

 
8  Joint Petition to the Board of Natural Resources, April 1, 2021. 



 
 

other early successional or invasive species.  We believe this approach is both unrealistic, and 
inconsistent with the intent of the Multispecies Conservation Strategy and the objectives of the 
Policy for Sustainable Forests. 
 
For all of the reasons cited above, it is clear that this timber sale has probable, significant impacts to 
the environment necessitating preparation of an EIS.  Because no forest land plan has been 
completed for the planning unit, and the SPEA checklist includes no analysis of the direct, indirect, 
or cumulative impacts of this and other planned timber sales in the South Coast HCP planning unit 
on DNR's ability to meet required stand structure or older forest objectives, DNR has failed to 
comply with its substantive obligations under SEPA. 
 
The recent Superior court ruling in Grays Harbor County does not excuse DNR  from meeting its policy 
objectives and legal obligations.  The Grays Harbor Superior Court Judge did not rule on the merits of 
the "About Time" case, or find that DNR is in compliance with the requirements of its General 
Silvicultural Strategy, or with the fully functional stand structure objectives of its HCP.  The ruling 
instead was based on a narrow interpretation of RCW 43.21C.090 or WAC 197-11-714(2) that 
requires the Court to defer to the expertise of the administrative agency in cases where there is a 
difference of opinion between opposing parties.  However, RCW 43.21C.090 or WAC 197-11-714(2) 
do not authorize DNR to substitute its opinion for the plain text of the Habitat Conservation Plan, or 
its Policy for Sustainable Forests.  Nor does state law grant the agency free rein to misrepresent its 
own data and the opinions of its own scientists, or misrepresent agency policies to support a biased 
interpretation of these documents. 
 
In the absence of a plan to meet fully functioning stand structure and older forest objectives in the 
South Coast HCP planning unit, the forest practices application for the proposed project should be 
withdrawn.  Instead of logging the oldest and most structurally complex forests that remain in the 
planning unit, we recommend that DNR focus on developing a management strategy to generate 
revenue for trust beneficiaries that preserves older forests, accelerates the development of fully 
functional forests, and is consistent with the requirements of DNR's Habitat Conservation Plan, the 
Intra-Service Biological Opinion for the HCP, PR 14-004-046, and the Policy for Sustainable Forests. 
 
Respectfully, 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Stephen Kropp 
Director 
 


