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Boerke, Elizabeth 

Re: Newhalem Penstock NSO nesting habitat suitability
8 messages

Thu, Apr 13, 2017 at 7:27 PMChristophersen, Roger 
To: "Luchessa, Scott" 
Cc: Elizabeth Boerke 

Hi Scott,

I was at the site today and briefly my assessment would parallel what you had stated previously. It appears the area
east of the penstock burned hotter, close to 80% mortality and the canopy is less than 60% and relatively small
diameter trees standing, clearly unsuitable spotted owl habitat, as it is now. On the west side it appears the fire was less
hot with about 20% mortality. There is greater tree diversity, greater canopy coverage overall, and larger sized diameter
trees (a couple of which had potential for spotted owl nesting where crotch deformities had developed likely from
previous windstorms), but these were in small isolated pockets dominated by W. red cedar and surrounded by more
open canopy and several dead standing trees with no apparent cavities or deformities. These are too small of plots for
suitable spotted owl nesting in my opinion and experience. Beyond the buffer zone, primarily on the lower end and north
of the gravel road there is definitely some nice old-growth habitat that escaped the fire. However, my thought was this
somewhat linear area that extends all the way to the Visitor Center to the west is inhabitated by a barred owl pair, based
on previous confirmation near the Visitor Center. My hunch was confirmed when I talked with our trail crew folks today
that were working on the project to the west a few hundred meters. They said they have heard barred owls hooting nearly
every day for the past several weeks (presumably the same pair) and they seem to be elicited by the noon whistle,
accordingly. Of course there are cases where there is overlap among barreds and spotteds, but I have hooted this area
west of the penstock and to the east of the penstock along the 'trail of the cedars' to the foot bridge crossing the Skagit
several times in the past and have not elicited a spotted owl to date. I recorded a sample of random dbh's of trees (mean
57" dbh) and measured random canopy closure (mean 52%) on both sides of the penstock today. In Western WA
Cascades mean spotted owl nest trees are reported at 74" dbh and canopy closure should exceed 60%. Although I didn't
analyze the data significantly, my basic measurements suggest the habitat is subpar in meeting the USFWS 2013
Biological Opinion criteria for suitable spotted owl habitat, within the buffer zone in the stand's current condition. This
result appears to be visually acute as well.

 I talked at length with Jason, the contractor boss, and got a good feel for the project and in particular the flight and
concrete pour logistics and back-haul of creosote timbers. Some specifics we discussed included:

-mitigating potential helicopter disturbance by adhereing to a very specific flight path (eg., straight up from the helipad to
the site and back in a direct line if safely possible).
-using a pumper truck for the bottom 14 saddles, and possibly makeshifting an extension chute to reach a couple more
saddles upslope.
-having all the prep work ready to go, people in place ready to receive the haul, and everything in place before the heli
launches...to minimize hover time and rotor wash.
-hauls may amount to 2-3 hours a day a couple times per week, then not needed till 4 or 5 days later; to continue for 4-6
wks., under an ideal scenerio for the contractor...not always possible when ordering a ship. A lot has to do w/ the special
type of concrete being used for the project and timing of things.
-any cutting of creosote timbers to reduce weight and ease of handling will be done with an electric chain saw (less chip
scattering) at one designated area with a tarp for containment to minimize or eliminate contamination.
-continue decontamination protocol of footwear for anyone leaving the construction zone...lead paint eroding from the
penstock pipe.

I think that's all I have for now. Had a good overall feel for the challenges and mindfulness of the crew to adhere to the
environmental standards set forth. Good folks! 

My bottom line is that there is ample evidence suggesting the buffer area as defined is not currently considered suitable
spotted owl nesting habitat. I would concur that the proximity of the gravel road and associated activity, the ambient
noise level nearby, the burn area, the proximity to infrastructure and people, and barred owl presence does not bode well
for spotted owls to use this area for nesting. The one caveat worth noting is that currently it is undetermined what class
of helicopter will be used. I would like to recommend consideration of utilizing a medium ship, as opposed to a heavy
Chinook, to rachet down any potential noise and rotor wash disturbance. From this standpoint and if the aforementioned
mitigations and best management practices are implemented, I feel the project as planned is not likely to adversely
affect spotted owl nesting. 
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Regards,
Roger

Roger Christophersen
Wildlife Biologist
North Cascades National Park Service Complex 
810 State Route 20
Sedro Woolley, WA  98284

On Thu, Apr 13, 2017 at 5:26 PM, Christophersen, Roger <roger_christophersen@nps.gov> wrote:
I'll be in the backcountry conducting wildlife surveys during the coming weeks and will get back to you at my next 
opportunity. Thanks for your patience.
Roger

-­  
Roger Christophersen
Wildlife Biologist
North Cascades National Park Service Complex
810 State Route 20
Sedro Woolley, WA  98284

Mon, Apr 17, 2017 at 10:50 AMLuchessa, Scott 
To: "Christophersen, Roger" 
Cc: Elizabeth Boerke 

Thanks, we appreciate you taking time out of your busy schedule to jump on this and your detailed
analysis.  I agree that we need to pin down the type of helicopter that could be used and will see what
might be possible. 

Jason indicated in our last onsite meeting that a CY of concrete is on the order of 3,200 lbs.  This is the
amount needed to pour each individual saddle.  I don’t know if a medium‐sized helicopter has the lift
capacity for this.  That said, I would imagine that use of a helicopter for moving supplies and demolition
material in and out could be done with a smaller helicopter and would be helpful on the off chance that the
USFWS would be willing to agree to lift the early nesting season restriction.  I will try to get some additional

mailto:roger_christophersen@nps.gov
mailto:roger_christophersen@nps.gov
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data on potential helicopter size so that we can be clearer on the potential noise and associated buffer.  
Then we can provide that information to Zach Radmer and the USFWS for their consideration.

Scott

Luchessa, Scott <Scott.Luchessa@seattle.gov> Tue, Apr 25, 2017 at 10:12 AM
To: "Radmer, Zachary" 
Cc: "Christophersen, Roger" , Elizabeth Boerke , "Pearson, Annette" , "McShane, Colleen" , "Lorkowski, Tim" <, "Mott, 
Jade" , "Williams, Lisa" , "Rowan, David" 

Thanks, Zach.  So, just to be clear, we can now use a Bell 204/205 or similar helicopter with approval from
the NPS, correct?

Scott

From: Radmer, Zachary  
Sent: Tuesday, April 25, 2017 8:14 AM 
To: Luchessa, Scott; Roger Christophersen 

Subject:  Re: FW: Newhalem Penstock NSO nes�ng habitat suitability

Hi Scott and Roger­

 

Thanks for providing this additional information.  I agree that, even with the proposed project changes to 
include helicopter use during the early nesting season, that the conclusions made in our letter of concurrence 
last year are still valid.  The project would still be not likely to adversely affect northern spotted owls 
because owls are unlikely to be nesting in the area.  Spotted owls are unlikely to be nesting within 150 yards 
of the helicopter flight lines due to reduced canopy cover (<60%) and the recorded presence of a pair of 
barred owls.  

I will place a copy of your submitted information and these emails in our consultation records.  Let me know 
if you have any questions.

mailto:roger_christophersen@nps.gov
mailto:Scott.Luchessa@seattle.gov
mailto:elly_boerke@nps.gov
mailto:zachary_radmer@fws.gov
mailto:Scott.Luchessa@seattle.gov
mailto:roger_christophersen@nps.gov
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-Zach

Zachary Radmer

Fish and Wildlife Biologist

US Fish and Wildlife Service

510 Desmond Drive SE

Lacey, Washington, 98503

On Fri, Apr 21, 2017 at 3:03 PM, Luchessa, Scott wrote:

Hi Zach,

Below is Roger’s assessment of northern spotted owl habitat suitability, which agrees with my assessment
that habitat is not suitable for nesting.  Canopy cover is < 60% in moderate and moderately ‐severe burn
areas over much of the area.  Areas with suitable canopy architecture generally consists of smaller
diameter Douglas fir ﴾< 18‐inched dbh﴿ except on the lower terrace adjacent to the river and a small
stand of larger western red cedars very close to the penstock.  There are many snags in the area but
almost all of these are hard and recently formed as a result of the 2015 fire and lack cavities that would
be suitable for nesting.  Others either did not appear to possess suitable cavities for nesting or had none. 
On the lower terrace adjacent to the river there are some larger, mature western red cedars that may
have deformities capable of supporting nests and there is a small stand of larger western red cedars very
close to the penstock.  However, stand conditions around the cedars near the penstock are quite exposed
and no owls have been seen or heard in the area, which is not surprising given the existing noise ﴾see
next paragraph for more details﴿ and level of human activities.  Attached are some photographs of stand
conditions in and around the penstock, including some of the larger cedars near the penstock. 

The contractor has indicated they are looking at using a Bell 204 or 205 series helicopter.  When we spoke
to the NPS about the duration and frequency of flights, the conversation was on the order of 4 hours a
day.  Likely duration would be short, perhaps a week.  One thing that is important to note, which has not
been noted to date.  There is a large siren in Newhalem directly across the river from the penstock ﴾see
the first photo in the attachment﴿.  This siren is sounded daily at noon for ~4 seconds and is > 110 dB.  It
is occasionally sounded for longer durations, including for a minute to summon the volunteer fire
department for emergencies and at least once a year for a duration of 3 minutes as part of routine system
checks.  It is also sounded any time work is done on the emergency evacuation system.  Given the very
high level of ambient noise, lack, of suitable nesting habitat, and known presence of a barred owl pair
nearby, it seems extremely unlikely that there are any nesting northern spotted owls in the area or that
the short duration of proposed helicopter use low would increase noise above ambient noise levels.  Thus
City Light would request that the USFWS life the early nesting season restriction on helicopter use.  This
would be very helpful to our contractor and enable them to safely remove heavy demolition debris from

mailto:Scott.Luchessa@seattle.gov
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the upper penstock area and bring in heavy dimensional lumber and rebar needed for constructing forms 
for the new concrete saddles.  I am out of the office today but available by cell ﴾206﴿  841‐3801 if you have 
any questions and will be back in the office on Monday.  Your prompt consideration of this information is 
greatly appreciated.

Thanks,

Scott

From: Christophersen, Roger [] 
Sent: Thursday, April 13, 2017 7:28 PM 
To: Luchessa, Sco�  <> 
Cc: Elizabeth Boerke <> 
Subject: Re: Newhalem Penstock NSO nes�ng habitat suitability

Hi Scott,

[Quoted text hidden]
[Quoted text hidden]

Boerke, Elizabeth  Tue, Apr 25, 2017 at 11:51 AM
To: "Luchessa, Scott" , "Williams, Lisa" 
Cc: "Pearson, Annette" <, Colleen McShane , Denise Shultz, "Gabriel, Eric", Don Sharlow, Jack Oelfke <

Morning Scott and Lisa,

We were able to discuss this issue internally yesterday in anticipation of USFWS' determination re: NSO habitat. 

So, if USFWS agrees that the project can proceed with the use of a helicopter prior to July 15th without adverse impacts
to spotted owl (as indicated in the email from Zach today), we are also comfortable with flights prior to that date, though
we would like to request the following:

1. In accordance with Condition #20 in the SUP, we would still like to see a Helicopter Operations Plan or equivalent
that clarifies estimated frequency and number of flights.

2. Related to #1 above, we request that any flights before May 20th be limited to M-F (no weekend flights) and that
flights after May 20th be limited to M-W, with no flights after June 30th. We also ask that no flights occur on
federal holidays. I hope you agree that we are trying to be as flexible as possible now to ensure the project is able
to be completed as soon as possible and is wrapped up before our highest visitor use season.

3. We would also like to confirm that a project aviation safety plan will be completed for the proposed flights.
4. We also expect that all flights will be limited to non-wilderness -  if the flight path is expected to stray into

wilderness, we ask that you coordinate this with Eric Gabriel at Eric_Gabriel@nps.gov.
5. We also expect that all flights be conducted in accordance with Conditions #26 and 27 in the SUP with regards to

safety, public closures, and notifications.

Please let me know if you have any further questions Scott or Lisa.

Elly
[Quoted text hidden]

mailto:roger_christophersen@nps.gov
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-­ 
Elly Boerke
Environmental Protection Specialist
North Cascades National Park
810 State Route 20, Sedro­Woolley WA 98284 

Luchessa, Scott  Tue, Apr 25, 2017 at 12:06 PM
To: "Boerke, Elizabeth" , "Williams, Lisa" , "Lorkowski, Tim"
, "Mott, Jade" <
Cc: "Pearson, Annette"  "McShane, Colleen" , Denise Shultz <, "Gabriel, Eric" , Don Sharlow , Jack Oelfke 

Elly,

We will pass this on to the contractor, Tim Lorkowski, and Jade Mott ﴾key members of the construction 
management team﴿ .  A helicopter operations plans will be provided per SUP Condition #20.  Hopefully, we 
can work within the proposed flight restrictions.  There should be no problem is staying outside of the 
wilderness boundary.  City Light likewise will comply with SUP Conditions #26 and #27 and coordinate with 
the NPS as appropriate.  We appreciate your flexibility.

Best,

Scott

Radmer, Zachary  Tue, Apr 25, 2017 at 5:23 PM
To: "Luchessa, Scott" 
Cc: "Christophersen, Roger" , Elizabeth Boerke <, "Pearson, Annette" <Annette.Pearson@seattle.gov>, "McShane, 
Colleen" , "Lorkowski, Tim" , "Mott, Jade" , "Williams, Lisa" , "Rowan, David" 

mailto:elly_boerke@nps.gov
mailto:Scott.Luchessa@seattle.gov
mailto:Lisa.Williams@seattle.gov
mailto:Annette.Pearson@seattle.gov
mailto:Colleen.McShane@seattle.gov
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mailto:eric_gabriel@nps.gov
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mailto:jack_oelfke@nps.gov
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Yes

Zachary Radmer
Fish and Wildlife Biologist
US Fish and Wildlife Service
510 Desmond Drive SE
Lacey, Washington, 98503

On Tue, Apr 25, 2017 at 10:12 AM, Luchessa, Scott <Scott.Luchessa@seattle.gov> wrote: 
[Quoted text hidden]
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