Chehalis River Basin: Part I---Humptulips to Wishkah
by Pete Holm on Sunday, June 7, 2009 at 6:53pm

HUMPTULIPSOn Grays Harbor, North Bay, the Humptulips meets the salt water in a huge mudflat. This is spruce country. There are some sloughs and little creeks between here and the resort community of Ocean Shores, but this is the first sizable river. Humptulips. We count this in the Chehalis Basin because the harbor itself is the estuary of the Chehalis River, but this is a province of its own.Jan Strong and I went to do an annual monitoring visit to a piece of land belonging to Grays Harbor Audubon where the Chehalis River Basin Land Trust holds a conservation easement. There were no significant findings except an infestation of English Ivy that we will attack one day. This is thick second- or third-growth forest, full of shrubs and alder along with the spruce and some Douglas fir. That's an amazing conifer that can be at home here in spruce country and also grow east of the mountains with the pines. Jan and I looked at several parcels of Audubon property while we were there, including a piece where someone had gone in and harvested cedar boughs illegally. A rare snow had fallen, and we followed the track of some trespasser on a quad into these cutover woods to where the cedar bough thieves had been at work some time ago; there was no sign of recent activity.We're supposed to be safeguarding the conservation values of places such as this, and the people that trespass, steal greenery, and hunt illegally are our antagonists; yet I can't help but have some sympathy for them, living their hardscrabble lives down here on the Harbor. Quite a few of them nowadays are Spanish-speaking immigrants, some undocumented. Others may be local Indians or the children of the loggers and fishermen who have settled here over the last hundred fifty years: immigrants too, many of them, from Finland, Croatia or wherever, speaking broken English and working hard. They have earned the right to call themselves citizens of the basin.HOQUIAMNext are Chenois Creek and Grass Creek, then the great Hoquiam River, flowing into the Harbor at the City of Hoquiam. My friend Murphy grew up there. The various forks of the Hoquiam head about twenty miles north, between the watersheds of the Humptulips and the Wishkah. The City of Hoquiam has a big watershed up there. WISHKAHLittle Fry Creek more or less bisects the coterminous cities of Hoquiam and Aberdeen. The Wishkah enters the Harbor at the City of Aberdeen. It is the lowermost tributary of the Chehalis, entering the river right at its mouth. It originates way up in the Olympic National Forest. Aberdeen, like Hoquiam, has a watershed up in these low but rugged thickly forested hills. There are a couple of reservoirs there at about river mile 33. The Wishkah Valley is, or at least used to be, an agricultural center and has its own school system at the town of Wishkah. The farm kids from here, such as my friend Steve B, used to go and contend with the big-city youngsters from the cosmopolitan centers of Aberdeen and Hoquiam.Aberdeen and Hoquiam are industrial towns and have that flavor. Until the region began to de-industrialize in the last few decades it was populated mainly by loggers and the employees of sawmills and pulp mills. People in outlying areas were stump farmers and loggers. Some people always have been brush pickers, clam diggers, whatever. There is a Native American population that for some time was socially at the bottom of the heap. Just ask the poet Duane Niatum, who grew up there. This area is more or less between the traditional territories of the Quinault and the Chehalis people.I garnered the impression over the years I was growing up that Aberdeen and Hoquiam were quite socially stratified. Mill workers lived on the flats that were subject to occasional flooding during storm tides. The small-town bourgeoisie, the merchants and tradespeople, lived a little higher up. The children of the timber barons were in another class altogether. I have known people from all these groups. There were a lot of hardworking people whose fortunes were often tied to forces, market forces, outside their control. Aberdeen was the home town of Kurt Cobain, and he said a lot about it.
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AT LAST

An invisible hand caresses my cheek,
Imaginary fingers tousle my hair,
Shafts of brightness warm my skin
As clouds waltz across the sky.
Heat rises up around me.
At last!
Globs of yellow nod and sway
Bend my eyes in their direction.
Drops of red, orange, gold suspended
On former bundles of sticks.
Emerald spears thrust up
From tangled mats of brown.
At last!
Urgent trilling swells the space 
Between sun-sink and moon-rise.
Air wafts by on its nightly course,
So rich and tangy from the earth.
At last!
A quicker step,
A lighter mood,
 A deeper inhalation.
Spring!
At last!

By Janet Strong, Chehalis River Basin Land Trust
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Outreach Efforts on Tsunami Debris Underway in West Coast Communities
By Kathy Greer

Last week the governments of British Columbia, Washington state, Oregon and California agreed to work together on a plan to deal with Japanese tsunami debris. The massive field of lumber, refrigerators, fishing boats and other wreckage from the March 2011 tsunami is drifting across the Pacific Ocean and experts believe it could begin washing ashore in Canada and the United States later this year or early 2013.

Each of the West Coast jurisdictions has already started working on its own local plans for potential tsunami waste, from cleaning up wreckage to returning anything of value to Japan, and last week's agreement aims to co-ordinate those efforts.

Coastal communities have been holding a number of outreach meetings hosted by federal and state leaders to educate citizens about what to expect and how to respond to Tsunami debris arriving in the very near future along their local beaches. As stated by many researchers and lead agencies working on the outreach for Tsunami debris, it's not going to be emergency officials or experts on site as the "first responders" when debris is found. It will, in large part, be the general public. In Grays Harbor County the city of Westport's Mayor Michael Bruce worked to coordinate a meeting late last week with state, local, and federal presenters. The evening meeting held at Ocosta High School was requested by Mayor Bruce via the County's Emergency Management Division, to help better inform South Beach residents.

The aim of meetings like this and of this week's west coast wide agreement, is to get everyone on the same page and sharing information so resources can be leveraged for all coastal communities. Additionally the hope is to eliminate misconstrued information about what to expect in terms of debris and how to respond when it begins arriving.

Here are some facts as taken from California State's Department of Emergency Management outreach efforts:

	As much as five million tons of debris were swept into the ocean off Japan last March when a massive magnitude-9 earthquake and resulting tsunami destroyed entire communities.


	Much of that waste likely sank immediately, but more than one million tons is believed to be floating in the Pacific Ocean. Researchers at the University of Hawaii have estimated that only one to five percent of debris still in the ocean could reach North America.


	Debris is not likely radioactive. Too much time has passed since the Tsunami and most of the debris that washed away wasn't from the area around the damaged nuclear plant.


There have already been reports of water bottles, buoys and other debris with Japanese markings washing ashore on the west coast of Vancouver Island and in the U.S., but none has been confirmed to be from the tsunami. Experts have said some of that debris may have other sources, such as fishing vessels at sea, or may have floated away from Japan before last March.

Last week's agreement lists three areas for B.C., Washington, Oregon, and California to collaborate on. They include communicating information about the tsunami to the public, ensuring beach cleanups are done safely, and attempting to return anything of sentimental value to Japan. The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, is coordinating the federal government response in the U.S. The largest area of concern is to educate the public about what to do if they come across potential tsunami debris, primarily, if you see something that looks hazardous, don't touch it and call local authorities to report it.

The biggest challenge in tracking Tsunami debris is the fact that it's very difficult to fingerprint it back to a source. There are reports of debris and buoys washing up on the West Coast already but in most cases it is very difficult to tell where those buoys came from, as those types of buoys and other bottles or floats of Japanese origin wash up along the west coast all the time.

For more information, updates, and FAQs on Tsunami debris visit http://marinedebris.noaa.gov/info/japanfaqs.html. Citizens are asked to contact their local authorities for dangerous looking or otherwise questionable or potentially hazardous looking debris. All suspected Tsunami debris found can be reported to by emailing disasterdebris@noaa.gov.

Kathy Greer is the Washington Coast Coordinator for Surfrider Foundation and chair for the Grays Harbor County Marine Resources Committee.
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Ghostly Visitors from the Arctic Tundra
By Janet Strong, Chehalis River Basin Land Trust

Thanks to wildly fluctuating populations of the brown and collared lemmings on the tundra, we in Washington get to enjoy occasional winter visits from one of their predators, the Snowy Owl. This year several of these white, diurnal birds of prey spent several months (November through March) hunting, preening, perching and flying around Damon Point in Ocean Shores.

On the recent Christmas Bird Count, lucky observers counted 13 of the magnificent yellow-eyed owls. Easy to see by virtue of their bright-white hue (females and young have dark bars among the white), daytime hunting habits and tendency to perch near the ground (remember, these are birds of the treeless tundra), their presence attracted huge flocks of humans. Countless shutters snapped, spotting scopes were focused and behavioral antics noted (both avian and human!). Most observers, although surely tempted, respected the sign asking people to respect the owls by staying back from the area they were using. Birders left with smiles on their faces, tallies in their notebooks, and visions that would remain for months.

Snowy owls are large (20-27 inches), overwhelmingly white with yellow eyes and a rounded shape. (Most Arctic animals are rounded in shape, with short legs and smallish ears, in order to reduce their surface area and thus conserve body heat.) They prey on lemmings, hares and ptarmigans and can hunt on the ground. They are skilled in catching fish, lying in wait on the banks of rivers or lakes to seize them in their claws. In winters with extra-inclement weather or inadequate food supply, they migrate south into the U.S., lower Canada, Scandinavia and Russia.

According to Defenders of Wildlife, global warming may be affecting this northern denizen. The tree line is moving northward, colonizing some of the tundra and affecting the owl’s ability to hunt. One study showed fewer nesting pairs, fewer eggs and fewer owlets hatching, although Defenders did not identify the area of this study. Let’s hope this Arctic citizen is able to adapt to the changes and maintain its healthy status as the Ghost Bird of the North.
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New WA Pacific Coast Ocean Policy Advisory Body Held First Meeting
By Kathy Greer

After nearly a year of organizational meetings with interested parties that began in February 2011, Washington’s coastal Marine Resources Committees have helped officiate the formation of a coastal advisory body for ocean policy.  Their recommendations were passed on to Ecology’s State Ocean Caucus late last year for final review. Those involved in the process included coastal citizens and stakeholders, fisherman, conservation representatives, tribes, and state and local governments. The group will work to advise the State Ocean Caucus, an interagency team on ocean policy and management, about issues along Washington’s coast. The group will also coordinate and provide local perspectives on solutions to marine resource issues, projects and conflicts. Ecology’s director has appointed the following representatives to serve on the advisory body.

Citizen Seat - Key McMurray, Key Environmental Solutions LLC
Commercial Fishing - Ray Toste, Westport Crabbers Association
Commercial Fishing - Dale Beasley, Columbia River Crab Fishermen’s Association
Conservation - RD Grunbaum, Friends of Grays Harbor
Economic Development - Tami Garrow, Grays Harbor Public Development Authority
Education - Lorena Maurer, educator
Ports - Marc Horton, Port of Grays Harbor
Recreation - Kathy Greer, Surfrider Foundation
Recreational Fishing - Mark Cedergreen, Westport Charterboat Association
Shellfish Aquaculture - Brian Sheldon, Pacific Coast Shellfish Growers Association
Shipping - Charlie Costanzo, The American Waterways Operators (AWO): Pacific Region
Science - Rich Osborne, Feiro Marine Life Center Research Associate

The appointment process for the group began this winter when the Ocean Caucus and Marine Resource Committee representatives carried out a recruitment and selection process for membership. All nominations were reviewed and a consensus recommendation was provided to Ecology’s director for the nominees chosen for final approval. It is noted that no nominees were received for energy or tourism seats, but these seats or additional seats, may be filled at a later date.

In addition to the appointments listed above, state, federal, tribal and local governments have been invited to serve in non‐voting, liaison capacity and each of the four coastal Marine Resources Committees selected one representative to serve on the advisory group as well. Those members have been identified as:

Garrett Dalan, Grays Harbor County MRC
Rod Fleck (alternate, Tami Pokorny), North Pacific MRC
Doug Kess (alternate, Mike Nordin), Pacific County MRC
Mike Backman, Wahkiakum County MRC

The advisory group’s first meeting was held March 23 in Aberdeen. The agenda included introductions, the planning of goals and objectives for the coming year, discussion of by-laws and operating procedures, and the identification of key issues of concern on the Washington Coast. The next meeting will take place in May. As the group formalizes its structure, meetings will be facilitated by Amanda Murphy, Project and Research Specialist for the William D. Ruckelshaus Center.
 
Kathy Greer is the Washington Coast Coordinator for Surfrider Foundation and chair for the Grays Harbor County Marine Resources Committee.
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