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The Honorable Tom Vilsack, Secretary

U.S. Department of Agriculture 
1400 Independence Ave., S.W. 
Washington, DC 20250

Mr. Tom Tidwell, Chief

U.S. Forest Service

1400 Independence Ave., S.W. 
Washington, DC 20250

March 25, 2010

Dear Secretary Vilsack and Chief Tidwell:

Trout Unlimited’s mission is to conserve, protect and restore North America’s coldwater fisheries and their watersheds. Over the course of TU’s 50 years working to achieve our mission, we have enjoyed a long and productive history of partnership with the United State Forest Service and its staff, working collaboratively at all levels on behalf of habitat conservation in trout and salmon-bearing watersheds from coast to coast.  

Today, the Legacy Roads and Trails Remediation Initiative provides an opportunity to add to that history of collaboration on behalf of coldwater fish habitat by addressing the conservation and recovery of trout and salmon populations on our national forests. Legacy Roads work also provides hundreds of high-wage, high-scale green jobs in rural communities. We are writing today to voice our strong support for the Legacy Roads Initiative, and the critical work supported through this initiative to reduce the impact to our nation’s coldwater fisheries from legacy roads and trails in our national forests.

The vast networks of old forest roads and trails throughout our nation’s forests have become an unmanageable maintenance burden and ecological barrier for the health, recovery and, in many cases, survival of hundreds of individual populations of trout and salmon. Some 380,000 miles of these roads run through National Forest lands, leaving a maintenance backlog estimated between $5 billion to $10 billion.  This backlog grows steadily with each heavy rain, spring thaw, runoff and slide, all of which, collectively, continuously deposit tons of fine sediments and surface pollution into nearby trout and salmon streams. 

Road-caused sedimentation from runoff and landslides is one of the least publicized but most prolific of the human-caused impacts on coldwater fish. At least 15 different direct negative effects from sedimentation have been demonstrated to impact trout and salmon, ranging from stress, altered behavior, reductions in growth and direct mortality:

Suspended sediment blocks light affecting feeding and movement of fish and causes direct gill damage (if concentrations are high enough) that may lead to death. Excessive sediment in the stream bottom may act as a physical barrier and stop the emergence of fry or prevent proper flow of water to redds . . . Proper water flow is necessary to carry dissolved oxygen to incubating eggs and to remove waste products from developing embryo.

Meanwhile, studies from the Cascade Range in western Oregon show sediment production rates from roads-caused landslides into streams of nearly 130 times those of clear-cut areas and more than 300 times those of forested lands.

The good news is that dramatically reducing the impacts to fish from these roads and trails is achievable and occurs rapidly with treatment. We know that the various techniques available now to treat and reclaim forest roads are extremely effective in reducing the amount of sediments entering streams. “De-compacting” the road surface, placing unstable road fill in more stable locations, reestablishing natural surface drainage patterns, and re-contouring are just some of the successful techniques being used today. United States Geological Survey research found that “Although road removal treatments do not completely eliminate erosion associated with forest roads, they do substantially reduce sediment yields from abandoned logging roads.” Sediment production from untreated roads was found to range from 1500 to 4700 cubic meters per kilometer. Treated roads in the same study area produced between 10 cubic meters per kilometer high in the watershed to 550 cubic meters per kilometer low in the watershed.

The immediate ecological benefits of the Legacy Roads program are unquestionable. However, in addition to restoring fisheries and aquatic conditions from past damage, this work is also important for increasing resiliency and adaptability in the context of climate change.   

A problem so critical to the long-term health of our nation’s coldwater fisheries and so endemic to our public forest lands requires an effort of similar scale, scope and urgency to remedy it. Trout Unlimited and our thousands of members throughout the nation’s forested regions are grateful for the leadership of Congressman Norm Dicks of Washington, who, along with his colleagues, has spearheaded just such an effort in the Legacy Roads and Trails Remediation Initiative. Thanks to their vision and advocacy, along with a large supporting cast of conservation groups, National Forests received $40 million in 2008, $50 million in 2009, and a record $90 million in fiscal year 2010 for Legacy Roads work. Looking ahead to 2011, TU supports the funding of Legacy Roads and Trails at $120 million, with an additional $30 million dedicated to the national, regional and forest-level planning required determine minimum road systems. Only with a manageable network of roads can we seriously regain control of its maintenance burden, and in turn effectively manage their ecological effects on coldwater fish and hundreds of other species.

The Legacy Roads Initiative since 2008 has been supported at funding levels commensurate with the needs associated with addressing it; without this funding, obviously, there is no initiative to speak of. However, if coldwater fish conservation has produced any major lessons from the last few decades, the primary one should be that funding alone leaves successful recovery to chance at best, and often sets recovery efforts up to fail. From their article in Fisheries from 1997, Roper, Dose and Williams summed it up well:

One primary reason restoration projects have not succeeded is that these projects have generally been implemented on a small-scale, site-specific basis, with little apparent appreciation for an overall theory guiding restoration ecology (Hobbs and Norton, 1996). In the absence of an overall strategic watershed restoration plan, reliance on tactical, site-specific projects has resulted in low biologic return on some, if not most, of the money being spent on stream restoration (Beschta et al 1992; Frissell and Nawa 1992).

Comprehensive planning and implementation at a watershed scale as opposed to spot projects specific to individual sites are an absolute requisite for success, should accompany projects through all stages, and should include monitoring. Thorough consideration of the various ecological processes occurring throughout a watershed in project planning, design and implementation not only provides a better chance at success of individual projects, it allows for multiplying ecological benefits of projects beyond just the individual project site, and, importantly, allows for inter-connectedness of several projects – and several ecological processes - throughout distinct watersheds for maximum beneficial yield. Watershed-scale planning and implementation, therefore, not only makes scientific sense, it also makes fiscal sense, in ensuring the highest chances at success for money spent, and the highest “bang for the buck” as well.

Trout Unlimited recommends that the Forest Service develop a watershed restoration program that employs a co-management scheme, ensuring that multi-disciplinary fisheries and watershed specialists are partnering with engineering and recreation staff on the prioritization and implementation of Legacy Roads and Trails projects. Programmatically establishing this type of comprehensive, multi-disciplinary communication and cooperation within the agency again provides the best chance at success for the expenditures from within the Legacy Roads and Trails Initiative, and is the most fiscally responsible use of those funds. 
Now more than ever it is critical that we carry the momentum started in 2008 on the Legacy Roads and Trails Initiative forward: in Congress, the administration, within the agency, in our natural resource dependent rural communities and within our national forest lands. Only by doing so - and doing so now -will we gain control of the vast ecological and fiscal costs of our nation’s forest roads and trails. And only by working within a manageably-sized network of forest roads that can be maintained within the capacity and budget of the Forest Service, and by utilizing remediation strategies applied on a watershed scale can we minimize the harm to the trout and salmon populations that depend on our forest watersheds.

Sincerely,
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Chris Wood

President and CEO
Trout Unlimited

1300 North 17th St., Suite 500

Arlington, VA 22209
The undersigned leaders from Trout Unlimited councils and chapters representing the following states have also endorsed this letter:
	Alaska


Chris Zimmer, President

Juneau Chapter of TU




	Arizona

Jim Stipe, Chair

Arizona Council of TU

	Arkansas

Ray Smith, Chair

Arkansas Council of TU


	California

Drew Irby, Chair


California Council of TU

	Colorado

Ken Neubecker, Chair

Colorado Council of TU

	Georgia

Charlie Breithaupt, Chair

Georgia Council of TU

	Idaho

James Piotrowski, Chair

Idaho Council of TU

	Illinois


Edward L. Michael

Illinois Council of TU

	Kentucky
Bill Remaks, Chair

Kentucky Council of TU


	Maine
Dan A. Daily, Chair

Maine Council of TU

	Michigan

Kimberly Wetton, Chair 

Michigan Council of TU

	Missouri

John D. Wenzlick, Chair

Missouri Council of TU

	Minnesota

Randy Brock, Chair

Minnesota Council of TU


	Montana
Doug Nation, Chair

Montana Council of TU

	Nevada
Mike Caltagirone, President

Sagebrush Chapter of TU


	New Hampshire
Burr Tupper, Chair

New Hampshire Council of TU

	New Mexico

William A. Schudlich, Chair
New Mexico Council of TU



	New York
Ron Urban, Chair

New York Council of TU

	North Carolina
Dave Maeda, Chair

North Carolina Council of TU
	Ohio

Jim E. Augustyn, Chair

Ohio Council of TU



	Oklahoma

Jeff Hartmann, Chair

Oklahoma Council of TU


	Oregon

Tom Wolf, Chair

Oregon Council of TU


	Pennsylvania


David K. Rothrock, Chair

Pennsylvania Council of TU


	South Carolina
David Armstrong, Chair

South Carolina Council of TU

	Tennessee

George Lane, Chair

Tennessee Council of TU

	Texas

Bill Higdon, Chair

Texas Council of TU


	Utah

Robert Dibblee, Chair

Utah Council of TU

	Virginia

Bill Pierce, Chair

Virginia Council of TU

	Washington

Bill Abrahamse, Chair

Washington Council of TU

	West Virginia

Chris Shockey, Chair

West Virginia Council of TU

	Wisconsin
Kim McCarthy

Wisconsin Council of TU
	Wyoming

Dave Sweet, Chair

Wyoming Council of TU



cc: 
Harris Sherman, Undersecretary for Natural Resources and Environment


Jay Jensen, Deputy Undersecretary for Natural Resources and Environment

Robert Bonnie, Senior Advisor for Environment and Climate








PPresident Barack Obama						November 4, 2009


The White House


1600 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW


Washington, DC  20500





Dear President Obama:





On behalf of Trout Unlimited’s 12,000-plus members in the four states within the Columbia River Basin - Washington, Oregon, Idaho and Montana - we would like to express our gratitude for your commitment to restoring wild salmon and steelhead runs in the Pacific Northwest. Trout Unlimited is the nation’s largest coldwater fisheries conservation group dedicated to the protection and restoration of our nation’s trout and salmon resources and the watersheds that sustain them.  Our members generally are trout and salmon anglers who give back to the waters they love by contributing substantial amounts of their personal time and resources to fisheries habitat protection and restoration.  The average TU chapter donates more than 1,400 hours of volunteer time on habitat improvement projects on an annual basis.





Your administration’s leadership in bringing to fruition an unprecedented agreement among diverse stakeholders in the Klamath Basin to restore wild salmon and steelhead is clear evidence of your commitment to restoring the Pacific Northwest’s signature species.  If the Klamath agreement is struck, as we anticipate it will be shortly, four dams will be removed opening up hundreds of miles of currently inaccessible habitat providing the opportunity for wild salmon and steelhead to once again flourish in this beautiful basin.  





Historically, the Klamath River system was the third largest salmon-producer in the Pacific Northwest.  The largest, by far, was the Columbia River Basin, which produced up to 30 million salmon and steelhead each year.  Today, however, about one million fish return to the Basin, and of these, approximately 80 percent are hatchery raised. Thirteen stocks of wild salmon and steelhead from the Columbia Basin are listed for protection under the Endangered Species Act.  





Within the vast Columbia Basin, the Snake River system has long been a priority of Trout Unlimited because it contains thousands of miles of intact habitat in largely unspoiled landscapes that, according to scientists, possess over 70 percent of the salmon and steelhead recovery potential in the entire Columbia River Basin.  In short, it has the potential to be the last, large wild salmon and steelhead refuge in the lower 48 states. This enormous potential has yet to be realized.





We are writing to you today to request that you provide the same type of leadership you have brought to resolve complex issues in the Klamath Basin to the Snake River Basin. The need for it could not be more urgent.  Nearly $9 billion in taxpayer and electric ratepayer dollars have been spent on salmon recovery over the last two decades with only minor, incremental progress to show for the investment, and the salmon plan developed by the Bush administration and recently endorsed by the Department of Commerce’s National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) promises more of the same.  
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