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DOCUMENT 8. Ecoregion Descriptions.  
 
Organization of this section for online dropdown menu (the final Strategy will be fully web formatted 
by October 2015):  

 Ecoregions overview 

 Blue Mountains 

 Coast Range 

 Columbia Plateau 

 East Cascades 

 Klamath Mountains 

 Northern Basin and Range 

 West Cascades  

 Willamette Valley 

 Nearshore  

 Connected by Water: The Columbia River  

 Conservation in Urban Areas  

 

Ecoregions Overview 

This section provides an overview for each of Oregon’s eight ecoregions. Each ecoregional chapter 
contains information on land uses, economies, and ecology; conservation issues and approaches to 
address them. More specific information on Strategy Habitats and Species is presented in the following 
chapters.  
 

Ecoregions are portions of the state with similar climate and vegetation. The Conservation Strategy uses 

the Environmental Protection Agency’s Level III Ecoregion map, but combines the Snake River Plain with 

the Northern Basin and Range.  

 

Blue Mountains Ecoregion 

Getting to Know the Blue Mountains Ecoregion 

Description 
At 23,984, square miles, the Blue Mountains ecoregion is the largest ecoregion in Oregon. Although 
named for its largest mountain range, the Blue Mountain ecoregion is a diverse complex of mountain 
ranges, valleys and plateaus that extends beyond Oregon into the states of Idaho and Washington. 
There are deep rocky-walled canyons, glacially cut gorges, sagebrush steppe, juniper woodlands, 
mountain lakes, forests, and meadows. Broad alluvial-floored river valleys support ranches surrounded 
by irrigated hay meadows or wheat fields. The climate varies over broad temperature and precipitation 
ranges because of elevational differences. Overall, the ecoregion has short, dry summers and long, cold 
winters. Because much of the precipitation falls as snow, snow melt gives life to the rivers and irrigated 
areas.  
 
Wood products and cattle production dominate the economy of the ecoregion, but dryland wheat and 
alfalfa are important in the river valleys. The ecoregion supports some of the finest big game hunting in 
the state and attracts tourists year-round, offering scenic lakes and rivers, geologic features, and alpine 

http://www.epa.gov/wed/pages/ecoregions/or_eco.htm
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areas. It includes the Prineville-Bend-Redmond area, one of the fastest growing places in the state, along 
with the cities of La Grande, Baker, Enterprise, and John Day. 
 
“At a Glance”- Characteristics and Statistics 
Economics: 

Important industries: Agriculture, livestock (beef cattle, dairy cattle, sheep, poultry, and hogs), 
forest products, manufacturing, recreation (hunting, fishing, skiing, camping). 

Major crops: wheat, alfalfa, potatoes, onions, sugar beets, carrots, field corn, mint. 
Important nature-based recreational areas: John Day Fossil Beds National Monument, Hell’s Canyon 

National Recreational Area and Hell’s Canyon Wilderness, Wallowa Lake, Umatilla National 
Wildlife Refuge, John Day and Grande Ronde Rivers, Lake Billy Chinook, Smith Rock, and 
wilderness areas (especially Eagle Cap, Strawberry Mountain, North Fork John Day and Wenaha-
Tucannon Wildernesses).  

Ecology: 
Elevation 1,000’ (Snake River)  – 9,838’ (Sacajawea Peak) 
Number of regularly occurring vertebrate wildlife species: 345 
Important rivers: Deschutes, Grande Ronde, Imnaha, John Day, Malheur, Powder, Silvies, Snake, 
Umatilla, Wallowa.  
Ecologically outstanding areas in the Blue Mountains include: Malheur headwaters; Bear Valley; and 
the Umatilla – Walla Walla headwaters.  
 

Conservation Issues and Priorities in the Blue Mountains Ecoregion 

Overview 
While the Blue Mountain ecoregion contains some of the largest intact native grasslands in the state and 
several large areas managed for conservation values, habitats have been impacted by interrelated 
changes in ecological processes due to fire suppression, selective harvest practices, and unsustainable 
grazing. These changes have resulted in undesirable changes in vegetation that has increased 
vulnerability of forests to insects, disease, and uncharacteristically severe wildfire. Similarly, these 
changes have led to increased invasive species and increased vulnerability to wildfire in sagebrush 
shrublands and steppe. 
 
Habitat loss and potential habitat loss are greatest in lower elevation valley bottom habitats (e.g., 
riparian, wetlands, shrublands), where native vegetation has been converted to agricultural uses. These 
low-elevation habitats are highly fragmented, and, maintaining connectivity and corridors for wildlife is 
important in these areas. Increasing recreational pressure and invasive species can potentially impact all 
habitats in this ecoregion. 
 
Ecoregion-level limiting factors and recommended approaches 
All of the key conservation issues apply statewide, as do the approaches outlined in the Statewide 
Perspectives and Approaches chapter. However, invasive species, altered disturbance regimes and land 
use changes are described further in this section, considering the Blue Mountains’ ecoregional 
characteristics. In addition to the statewide issues, uncontrolled off-highway recreational vehicle use is 
of increasing concern in this ecoregion. 
 
Factor: Altered fire regimes. In ponderosa pine habitat types, fire suppression and past forest practices 

have resulted in young, dense mixed-species stands where open, park-like stands of ponderosa pine 
once dominated. Increasingly dominated by smaller Douglas-fir and true firs, the forests are at 
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increased risk of severe wildfire, disease, and damage by insects. Native shrublands and grasslands 
are more susceptible to the spread of juniper. Dense understories and insect-killed trees make it 
difficult to reintroduce natural fire regimes because hazardous fuel levels increase the risk of stand-
replacing fires. Efforts to reduce fire danger and improve forest health may help restore habitats but 
require careful planning to provide sufficient habitat features that are important to wildlife (e.g., 
snags, down logs, hiding cover for big game). Similarly, wildfire reforestation efforts should be 
carefully planned to create stands with tree diversity, understory vegetation and natural forest 
openings  

Approach: Use an integrated approach to forest health issues that considers historic conditions, wildlife 
conservation, natural fire intervals, and silvicultural techniques. Encourage forest management at a 
broad scale to address limiting factors. Implement fuel reduction projects to reduce the risk of 
forest-destroying wildfires, considering site-specific conditions and goals. Fuel reduction strategies 
need to consider the habitat structures that are needed by wildlife, such as snags and down logs, 
and make an effort to maintain them. Reintroduce fire where feasible; prioritize sites and 
applications. Carefully planned prescribed burns enhance quality of forage and cover for wintering 
deer and elk. Maintain important wildlife habitat features such as snags and logs at a level to sustain 
wood-dependent species. Monitor forest health initiatives efforts and use adaptive management 
techniques to ensure efforts are meeting habitat restoration and wildfire prevention objectives with 
minimal impacts on wildlife.  

 
Factor: Low elevation sites vulnerable. Although a large number of acres in this ecoregion are managed 

for wildlife and recreational values, these areas are primarily limited to higher mountain forests and 
alpine areas, or steep canyonlands. Lower elevation vegetation types such as valley bottom 
grasslands, dry forests, wetlands, and shrublands are mostly on private lands. Most remnant low-
elevation native habitats occur as fragmented patches with poor connectivity. 

Approach: Because important low-elevation habitats are primarily privately-owned, working with 
private landowners and local governments on voluntary cooperative approaches to improve habitat 
is the key to long-term conservation using tools such as financial incentives, regulatory assurance 
agreements, and conservation easements. Where feasible, maintain and restore habitats using a 
landscape approach to increase connectivity between habitat patches. 

 
Factor: Development and increased growth. The western portion of the Blue Mountains includes the 

Madras, Redmond, Prineville and eastern Bend area, one of the fastest growing areas in the state. 
Rapid conversion to urban uses threatens habitats and traditional land-uses such as agriculture. 
Impacts to mule deer winter range are of particular concern. Northeast Oregon is increasingly 
popular with vacationers, and habitat fragmentation due to rural development is a concern in some 
areas.   

Approach: As in low-elevation habitats, cooperative approaches with private landowners are critical. 
Work with community leaders and agency partners to ensure planned, efficient growth. Support and 
implement existing land use regulations to preserve farmland and rangeland, open spaces, 
recreation areas, and natural habitats.  

 
Factor: Recreational vehicle use. Use by off-highway vehicles (OHVs) has increased dramatically in 

recent years. When limited and controlled, OHV use can be compatible with wildlife conservation. 
However, unlimited and uncontrolled use can impact riparian, aquatic, and other sensitive habitats, 
spread invasive plant seeds, increase fire danger, and affect wildlife behavior and distribution, 
especially during critical breeding and wintering periods. Also, use of forests roads can affect wildlife 
behavior and distribution, depending on road type and traffic levels. 
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Approach: Work cooperatively with land managers and OHV groups to direct use to maintained trails in 
low-impact areas and minimize growth of OHV use. Conduct research on effects of OHVs on wildlife 
behavior and populations (e.g., research conducted at Starkey Experimental Forest, U.S. Forest 
Service [USFS]). Support efforts to control OHV use on public lands, particularly in highly sensitive 
habitats and restore damaged areas. For example, beginning in 2007, land managers on the 
Wallowa-Whitman and others interested in the forest have been working together to create a Travel 
Plan that will work for the Forest and the people of Northeast Oregon. In February 2012, a Record of 
Decision that contained the Selected Alternative was released and subsequently withdrawn in April 
2012. The Forest Service is looking into closing some non-priority forest roads, encourage 
development and use of designated roads and trails, maintain hiding cover along open roads, and/or 
seasonally close roads during sensitive periods such as calving or wintering. 

 
Factor: Water distribution in arid areas and wildlife entrapment in water developments. In arid areas, 

water availability can limit animal distribution. Water developments established for cattle, deer, and 
elk can significantly benefit birds, bats, and small mammals as well. However, some types of these 
facilities, particularly water developments for livestock, can have unintentional hazards. These 
hazards include over-hanging wires that act as trip lines for bats, steep side walls that act as 
entrapments under low water conditions, or unstable perches that cause animals to fall into the 
water. If an escape ramp is not provided, small animals cannot escape and will drown. 

Approach: Continue current efforts to provide water for wildlife in arid areas. Continue current design of 
big game and game bird “guzzlers” that accommodate a variety species and retrofit older models 
where appropriate to make them compatible with newer design standards. Use and maintain 
escape devices on water developments where animals can become trapped. Remove obstacles that 
could be hazardous to wildlife from existing developments.   

 
Factor: Unregulated horse herds disturb wildlife and compete for water and other resources. Oregon’s 

herds of wild horses are a well-recognized feature on rangeland, but the herds require intensive 
management attention, including resource – intensive adoption and translocation programs 
(allowed under the Wild Horse & Burro Act (BLM, 1971). Unregulated horse herds negatively impact 
native vegetation, compete with wildlife for water and food, and disrupt habitat use by wildlife. 
Currently this issue is limited to a small, but important, part of the Blue Mountains ecoregion in the 
Murderers Creek area.  

Approach: Promote dialogue between wildlife managers, land owners and land managers to develop 
management plans based on common priorities. Promote outreach to explain the issue to the 
public. Use opinion polling results to inform management decisions and help agencies balance 
multiple priorities.  

 
Factor: Invasive species. Invasive plant and animals disrupt and degrade native communities, diminish 

populations of at-risk native species, and threaten the economic productivity of resource lands. 
Invasive plants, particularly noxious weeds, have been on the increase during the last 30 years. 
While not nearly as disruptive, invasive animals have caused problems for native wildlife species and 
have become a nuisance and impacted people economically.  

Approach: Emphasize prevention, risk assessment, early detection and quick control to prevent new 
invasive species from becoming fully established. Use multiple-site appropriate tools (mechanical, 
chemical and biological) to control the most damaging invasive species. Prioritize efforts to focus on 
key invasive species in high priority areas, particularly where Strategy Habitats and Species occur. 
Cooperate with partners through habitat programs to reduce noxious weeds and other invasive 
species and to educate people about invasives issues. Promote the use of native “local” stock for 

http://www.wildhorseandburro.blm.gov/92-195.htm
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restoration and revegetation. At some sites in sagebrush communities, it may be desirable to use 
“assisted succession” strategies, using low seed rates of non-invasive non-native plants in 
conjunction with native plant seeds as an intermediate step in rehabilitating disturbances. 

 

Coast Range Ecoregion 

Getting to Know the Coast Range Ecoregion 

Description  
Oregon’s Coast Range is known for its dramatic scenery. It also is extremely diverse, with habitats 
ranging from open sandy dunes to lush forests and from tidepools to headwater streams. This section of 
the Conservation Strategy focuses on the Coast Range ecoregion, including the coastline and extending 
east through coastal forest to the border of the Willamette Valley and Klamath Mountains ecoregions.  
 
In general, the topography is characterized by steep mountain slopes and sharp ridges. Elevation varies 
from the ocean shoreline to Mary’s Peak, which is about 4,100 feet; however, main ridge summits are 
1400 – 2500 feet. The Coast Range’s climate is influenced by cool, moist air from the ocean and is the 
wettest and mildest in the state.  
 
The Coast Range’s mild, moist climate creates conditions for highly productive temperate rainforests, 
which are important ecologically and for local economies. Most of the ecoregion is dominated by 
coniferous forests. Large forest fires are very infrequent, but are severe when they occur. For example, 
the Tillamook Burn, which is actually a series of wildfires that occurred from 1939 - 1951, burned 
approximately 350,000 acres. The Coast Range includes the highest density of streams found in the 
state, and deciduous riparian vegetation is distinct from surrounding coniferous forests. Along the 
coastal strip, habitats are influenced by the marine environment and include beaches, estuaries, and 
headlands. 

 

Some towns in Oregon’s Coast Range ecoregion include: Tillamook, Yachats, Astoria, Bandon, Cannon 

Beach, Elkton, Florence, Gold Beach, Lincoln City, Newport, and Waldport. The largest urban area on the 

coast is the Coos Bay/North Bend. Because of the bay and the Coos River, this area is a hub for fishing, 

shellfish, forest products and transportation. Forestry remains the primary industry in the interior 

portion of the ecoregion. The Oregon coast offers excellent recreational opportunities, and tourism is 

important to local communities. Fishing, both commercial and recreational, and fish processing are 

significant components of the economy. People are increasingly moving to the coast to retire, so 

retirement services are growing in importance to coastal communities. 

“At a glance” – Characteristics and Statistics 

Economics: 
Important industries: timber, agriculture, commercial fishing, fish processing, tourism and recreation 

(including hunting and recreational fishing), retirement services 
Major crops: livestock forage, beef and dairy cattle 
Important nature-based recreational areas: Coos Bay; Tillamook Bay; Oregon sand dunes; Siuslaw 

and Siskiyou National Forests; Clatsop, Elliot, and Tillamook State Forests; Oregon Dunes 
National Recreation Area; numerous state parks and waysides 

Ecology: 
Elevation: from zero to 4,100 feet 
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Number of regularly occurring vertebrate wildlife species: 378 
Important rivers: Alsea, Chetco, Coos, Coquille, Illinois, Lewis and Clark, Necanicum, Nehalem, 
Nestucca, Rogue, Siletz, Siuslaw, Trask, Umpqua, Wilson, Yaquina, Youngs.  

Conservation Issues and Priorities in the Coast Range Ecoregion 

Overview 
Demand for waterfront property is increasing, along with numbers of people recreating, relocating and 
retiring along the Oregon coast. Careful resource planning helps to balance these increasing demands 
with maintaining coastal fish, wildlife and habitats. Coordinated, broad-scale planning is especially 
important given the diversity of the Coast Range ecoregion, and several efforts are briefly summarized 
in the next section of this document. For example, the Northwest Forest Plan which is currently under 
revision covers much of the region’s forests. However, the adaptive management component of the 
Northwest Forest Plan has not been fully implemented. Although many plans currently exist, there is a 
continuing need to consider the unique needs of transitional zones such as estuaries, and to integrate 
marine and inland conservation planning.  
 
Much of the ecoregion is publicly owned and managed to balance recreation, tourism and conservation. 
However, ownership in the northern part of the ecoregion is particularly fragmented. Moreover, steep 
and variable terrain has resulted in many towns located near estuaries, increasing the demands on these 
systems. Restoration of watershed processes and functions and restoration of habitat complexity (i.e., 
woody debris) to stream and riparian areas are major concerns throughout the entire Coast Range 
ecoregion. Restoring connected flows to headwater streams maintains ecological connections important 
for many species. 

 
Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife’s Marine Resources Program has updated the Oregon 
Nearshore Strategy to provide a companion comprehensive, sustainable approach to marine species and 
habitat management. The Oregon Nearshore Strategy addresses marine species, including saltwater 
fish, shellfish, and marine mammals, and birds using the ocean, offshore island and the beaches and 
their habitats. This Coast Range Ecoregion section addresses anadromous fish, estuaries, and terrestrial 
habitats such as sand dunes. This chapter also addresses seabird species that nest and/or roost on 
Oregon coastal terrestrial habitats. 

 
Ecoregion-level limiting factors and recommended approaches 
 
All six of the key conservation issues apply statewide, as do the approaches outlined in the Statewide 
Perspectives and Approaches chapter. However, land use changes and invasive species are described 
further in this section, considering the Coast Range’s ecoregional characteristics. In addition to the 
statewide issues, oil spills, loss of estuarine habitats, and recreational use are of particular concern in 
this ecoregion. 
 
Factor: Land use conversion and urbanization. Some areas of the Coast Range are developing rapidly, 

especially along the coastline. Steep slopes limit the amount of land available for development, and 
concentrate it in sensitive areas such as near rivers and estuaries. Residential development 
contributes to habitat loss, and can threaten traditional land uses such as agriculture and 
commercial forestlands.  

Approach: Work with community leaders and agency partners to encourage planned, efficient growth. 
Support existing land use regulations to preserve farmland and forestland, open spaces, recreation 
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areas, wildlife refuges, and natural habitats. Provide outreach about the benefits of wetlands and 
tideland restoration.  

 
Factor: Oil spills. Oil spills along the coast can have devastating effects on coastal habitat, fish and 

wildlife. Tidal flux can spread oil or other hazardous materials around sensitive habitat very quickly, 
so rapid response in the event of a spill is essential. Additionally, spills of hazardous materials or oil 
from vehicles traveling on roads along the coast could potentially impact nearby rivers and aquatic 
species.  

Approach: Ensure rapid response and preparedness for spills of hazardous substances. Oregon 
Department of Environmental Quality’s Marine Oil Spill Prevention Program, and the Pacific 
States/British Columbia Oil Spill Task Force, work with multiple parties and interested partners to 
address these concerns and quickly identify appropriate actions.  

 
Factor: Alterations to estuarine and wetland habitats. Coastal rivers, wetlands and estuaries were 

altered long ago when side channels were diked, marshes drained, and channels deepened. These 
changes impacted fish and wildlife dependent on estuarine habitats.  

Approach: Where possible, remove dikes and tide gates to restore estuarine habitats. Where tide gates 
need to be retained, replace older gates with new innovations such as side-hinged and aluminum 
gates that improve fish passage and hydrologic functions.  

 
Factor: Increasing recreational use. Recreation contributes positively to the Coast Range’s economy and 

local communities and is managed carefully in many areas. However, increasing numbers of 
recreationalists can impact sensitive areas such as shorebird nesting areas and tidepool habitats. 
There are concerns with off-leash dogs and uncontrolled off-highway use in some areas.  OHV and 
target shooting uses are increasing on public forest lands, especially just outside of major 
metropolitan areas.  As more land is closed to the public during fire seasons, remaining lands – in 
particular public lands, are experiencing greater use. 

Approach: Work with state and federal forest management agencies to plan recreational use and to 
increase education and outreach for recreationalists and associated businesses. Where needed, 
direct activities to particular seasons or away from sensitive areas. Monitor to ensure that OHV rules 
for use and public lands motor vehicle use maps are enforced by the managing agencies.  Improve 
public awareness to sensitive areas by signage and kiosks. 

 
Factor: Invasive species. Non-native plant and animal invasions disrupt native communities, diminish 

populations of at-risk native species, and threaten the economic productivity of resource lands and 
waters.  

Approach: Emphasize prevention, risk assessment, early detection and quick control to prevent new 
invasives from becoming fully established. Prioritize management and control efforts to focus on key 
invasive species in high priority areas, particularly where Strategy Habitats and Species occur. Where 
needed, use multiple site-appropriate tools (mechanical, chemical and biological) to control the 
most damaging non-native species. Work with partners to implement measures to prevent 
unintentional introduction of non-native species (e.g., implement existing ballast water treatment 
regulations). Provide information to the public about the ecologic and economic damage that 
invasives cause. 
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Columbia Plateau Ecoregion 

Getting to Know the Columbia Plateau Ecoregion 

Description 
The Columbia Plateau Ecoregion encompasses part of Oregon and most of eastern Washington. The 
Oregon portion of the ecoregion extends from the eastern slopes of the Cascades Mountains, south and 
east from the Columbia River to the Blue Mountains. Millions of years ago, the region was covered by 
lava flows up to two miles deep. The centerpiece of the ecoregion, the Columbia River, has greatly 
influenced the surrounding area, with cataclysmic floods and large deposits of wind-borne silt and sand. 
Over time, winds scoured the floodplain, depositing silt and sand across the landscape and creating ideal 
conditions for agriculture: rolling lands, deep soil, and plentiful flowing rivers including the lower parts 
of the Deschutes and John Day Rivers. The ecoregion is made up entirely of lowlands, with an arid 
climate, cool winters and hot summers.  

 

The Columbia Plateau produces the vast majority of Oregon’s grain, and grain production is the heart of 

the agricultural economy. The Columbia Plateau produces the second-highest agricultural sales per year 

for any ecoregion in Oregon. More than 80 percent of the ecoregion’s population and employment is 

located in the Umatilla County portion of the ecoregion, which includes Pendleton and Hermiston. Other 

population centers include The Dalles, Condon, and Heppner.  
 
“At a Glance” – Characteristics and Statistics 
Economics: 

Important industries: agriculture; mobile home production; cattle; retail and services; construction 
Major crops: Grain; barley; potatoes; onions; fruit 
Important natural recreational areas: Cold Springs National Wildlife Refuge (NWR), Umatilla NWR, 

the canyons of the lower Deschutes and John Day Rivers 
Ecology: 

Elevation 100 ft (The Dalles) to 3,000 ft (Northern slopes) 
Number of regularly occurring vertebrate wildlife species: 322 
Important rivers: Columbia, Deschutes, John Day, Umatilla, Walla Walla. 
Important areas identified in the Oregon Biodiversity Project include: Lower Umatilla River and 
Wanaket Wildlife Area (Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian Reservation) 

Conservation Issues and Priorities in the Columbia Plateau Ecoregion 

Overview 
Almost all of the Columbia Plateau ecoregion is privately owned. Conservation opportunities for native 
vegetation are limited because it is difficult to maintain connectivity among high quality habitat patches.  
 
Water availability is a concern in this ecoregion, and demands for water include agricultural, irrigation, 
and domestic use. Water quality in the Columbia Plateau ecoregion is affected by these demands, 
particularly in summer months when flows are reduced. Restoring flow with headwater streams is 
essential to maintain ecological connections. Maintaining aquifers also is critical. 
 
Ecoregion-level limiting factors and recommended approaches 
All six of the key conservation issues apply statewide, as do the approaches outlined in the Statewide 
Perspectives and Approaches chapter. However, water quality and quantity and invasive species are 
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described further in this section, considering the Columbia Plateau’s ecoregional characteristics. In 
addition to the statewide issues, soil erosion and habitat fragmentation are of concern in this ecoregion. 
 
Factor: Water availability. Water quantity is a limiting factor for fish, wildlife, and livestock. In streams, 

seasonal low flows can limit habitat suitability and reproductive success for many fish and 
wildlife species. As the demand for water increases, the supply of groundwater is decreasing. 
Water quality also can limit species and habitats.  

Approach: Provide incentives and information about water usage and sharing during low flow conditions 
(e.g., late summer). Increase awareness and manage timing of applications of potential aquatic 
contaminants. Improve compliance with water quality standards and pesticide use labels 
(Oregon Department of Environmental Quality [ODEQ] and U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency). Work on implementing Senate Bill 1010 (Oregon Department of Agriculture) and ODEQ 
Total Maximum Daily Load water quality plans.  

 
Factor: Soil erosion. Soil loss through erosion and decreases in soil quality jeopardize the productivity of 

native habitats and agricultural lands. Water infiltration, which is essential for productive 
habitats and groundwater recharge, decreases on bare land soils. Sandy soils along the 
Columbia River are particularly susceptible to erosion from high winds.  

Approach: Use incentives to promote no-till farming and agricultural practices that do not allow lands to 
lay bare for long periods of time. Encourage participation and support for programs such as the 
NRCS Conservation Reserve Program, which promote practices that can offset or minimize soil 
erosion and degradation.  

 
Factor: Habitat fragmentation.  The remaining Strategy Habitats for at-risk native plant and animal 

species are limited and largely confined to small and often isolated fragments such as roadsides 
and sloughs. These remaining parcels could be converted to agriculture, and there are few 
opportunities for large-scale protection or restoration of native landscapes. Existing land use 
and land ownership patterns present challenges to large-scale ecosystem restoration.  

Approach: Provide incentives (e.g., financial assistance, conservation easements) and information about 
the benefits of maintaining bird and other wildlife habitat. Broad-scale conservation strategies 
will need to focus on restoring and maintaining more natural ecosystem processes and functions 
within a landscape that is managed primarily for other values. This may include an emphasis on 
more “conservation-friendly” management techniques for existing land uses, and restoration of 
some key ecosystem components such as riparian function. “Fine-filter” conservation strategies 
that focus on needs of individual Strategy Species and key sites are particularly important in this 
ecoregion. Because approximately 84 percent of the Columbia Plateau ecoregion is privately-
owned, voluntary cooperative approaches are the key to long-term conservation using tools 
such as financial incentives, regulatory assurance agreements, and conservation easements. 
Where appropriate, plan development carefully to maintain existing native habitats.  

 
Factor: Invasive species.  Invasive plant and animal species disrupt native communities, diminish 

populations of at-risk native species, and threaten the economic productivity of resource lands 
including farmland and rangeland. Differences in county policies and funding availability 
regarding invasive species have resulted in some inconsistencies in approach.  

Approach: Emphasize prevention, risk assessment, early detection and quick control to prevent new 
invasives from becoming fully established. Use multiple site appropriate tools (mechanical, 
chemical and biological) to control the most damaging invasive species. Focus on key invasive 
species in high priority areas, particularly where Strategy Habitats and Species occur. Ensure 
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cooperation and collaboration between counties, landowners, land managers, and other entities 
with invasive species policies and interests. Promote the use of native “local” stock for 
restoration and revegetation. 

 

East Cascades Ecoregion 

Getting to Know the East Cascades Ecoregion 

Description 
The East Cascades ecoregion extends from just east of the Cascade Mountains summit to the warmer, 
drier high desert to the east. Stretching the full north-to-south length of the state, the East Cascades is 
narrow at Columbia River but becomes wider toward the California border. This ecoregion varies 
dramatically from its cool, moist border with the West Cascades ecoregion to its dry eastern border, 
where it meets sagebrush country in some regions. The climate is generally dry, with wide variations in 
temperature. The East Cascades includes several peaks and ridges in the 6,000-7,000 foot range, but, 
overall, the slopes on the east side of the Cascade Mountain range are less steep and cut by fewer 
streams than the Western Cascade Ecoregion. The East Cascades’ volcanic history is evident through 
numerous buttes, lava flows, craters, and lava caves, and in the extensive deep ash deposits created by 
the explosion of historical Mt. Mazama during the creation of Crater Lake. 

 

Terrain ranges from forested uplands to marshes and agricultural fields at lower elevations. The 

northern two-thirds of the East Cascades ecoregion are drained by the Deschutes River, ultimately 

flowing into the Columbia. Most of the southern portion of the East Cascades ecoregion is drained by 

the Klamath River, with a small portion draining into Goose Lake, a closed basin. In general, the East 

Cascades is drier than the West Cascades, with fewer rivers flowing over the mountain slopes. However, 

the East Cascades is characterized by many lakes, reservoirs and marshes, providing exceptional habitat 

for aquatic species and wildlife closely associated with water, including waterbirds, amphibians, fish, 

aquatic plants and aquatic invertebrates. In fact, the East Cascades ecoregion supports some of the most 

remarkable biological diversity in the world.  

 

When compared to Oregon’s other ecoregions, the East Cascades has the second-highest average 

income (the Willamette ecoregion supports the highest per-capita income). Much of this income is 

related to tourism and recreation, with forestry and agriculture also important components. Towns 

include Bend, Klamath Falls, Lakeview, and Hood River; many of these towns are experiencing rapid 

population growth. Most of the Warm Springs Indian Reservation is found in the East Cascades 

ecoregion.  
 
“At a glance” – Characteristics and Statistics 
Economics: 

Important industries: Recreation (tourism and hospitality); lumber and wood; agriculture 
Major crops: Fruit (Hood River valley); wood; potatoes, onions, barley (Klamath basin), alfalfa and 

cattle (Lake County) 
Important nature-based recreational areas: Klamath Marsh; Goose Lake; Newberry Crater National 

Monument; high Cascade lakes along Century Drive; Pine Mountain; Warner Mountains; 
Wilderness Areas (Gearhart, Badger Creek); Metolius and Deschutes subbasins 

Ecology: 
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Elevation: ranges from 70 ft above sea level (in the Columbia River Gorge area) to over 7,700 ft 
(peaks in the eastern portion of the ecoregion) 
Number of regularly occurring vertebrate wildlife species: 390 
Important rivers: Deschutes, Hood, Klamath, Metolius, Link, Williamson, Sycan, and Sprague 

Conservation Issues and Priorities in the East Cascades Ecoregion 

Overview 
Habitats of the East Cascades ecoregion present much variation, from sagebrush flats to alpine fields. 
The conservation issues are similarly diverse, as well as complex. Timber harvest practices, grazing and 
fire suppression have altered the distribution and structure of much of the ecoregion's historic 
ponderosa pine forests and oak woodlands, and many riparian and wetland habitats have been 
degraded. Rapidly expanding urban and rural residential development is another major emerging 
conservation issue, resulting in development within riparian zones, the loss of big game winter range, 
and water diversions to support development. Along with this development, Highway 97 traffic volume 
continues to increase, creating a major barrier to wildlife movement. Lastly, a high percentage of 
wetlands have been converted in the Klamath Basin and water continues to be complex and challenging 
issue in the area. 
 
Ecoregion-level limiting factors and recommended approaches 
All of the key conservation issues apply statewide, as do the approaches outlined in the Statewide 
Perspectives and Approaches chapter. However, invasive species, altered disturbance regimes and land 
use changes are described further in this section, considering the East Cascades ecoregional 
characteristics. In addition to the statewide issues, habitat fragmentation and increasing recreational 
use is of concern in this ecoregion. 
 
Factor: Altered fire regimes.  Past forest practices and fire suppression have resulted in young, dense 

mixed-species stands where open, park-like stands of ponderosa pine once dominated. These mixed 
conifer forests are at increased risk of forest-destroying crown fires, disease, and damage by insects. 
Shading from encroaching trees and fire suppression has reduced the vigor of shrubs, particularly 
bitterbrush, an important forage plant for mule deer. Efforts to reduce fire danger and improve 
forest health may help restore habitats but require careful planning to provide sufficient habitat 
features that are important to wildlife (e.g., snags, down logs, hiding cover for big game.) Similarly, 
wildfire reforestation efforts should be carefully planned to create stands with tree diversity, 
understory vegetation and natural forest openings  
 
Increasing home and resort development in forested habitats makes prescribed fire difficult in some 
areas and increases risk of high-cost wildfires. Although many urban-interface “fire proofing” 
measures can be implemented with minimal effects to wildlife habitat, some poorly-planned efforts 
have unintentionally and unnecessarily harmed habitat. 

Approach: Use an integrated approach to forest health issues that considers historic conditions, wildlife 
conservation, natural fire intervals, and silvicultural techniques. Evaluate individual stands to 
determine site appropriate actions, such as monitoring in healthy stands or thinning, mowing, and 
prescribed fire in at-risk stands. Where appropriate, thin smaller trees in the understory and 
develop markets for small-diameter trees.  
 
Implement fuel reduction projects to reduce the risk of forest-destroying wildfires, considering site-
specific conditions and goals. Fuel reduction strategies need to consider the habitat structures that 
are needed by wildlife, such as snags and down logs, and make an effort to maintain them at a level 
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to sustain wood-dependent species. For example, design frequency and scale of prescribed fire to 
maintain and allow establishment of native shrubs. However, lower log and shrub densities may be 
desirable in priority white-headed woodpecker areas, so sites need to be evaluated for appropriate 
understory vegetation management. Maintain areas of multi-species, dense woody plant hiding 
cover in patches.  
 
Monitor forest health initiatives efforts and use adaptive management techniques to ensure efforts 
are meeting habitat restoration and forest-destroying fire prevention objectives with minimal 
impacts on wildlife.  
 
Work with homeowners and resort operators to reduce vulnerability of properties to wildfires while 
maintaining habitat quality. Highlight successful, environmentally sensitive fuel management 
programs. 
 
In the case of wildfires, maintain high snag densities and replant with native tree, shrub, grass, and 
forb species. Manage reforestation after wildfire to create species and structural diversity, based on 
local management goals. 

 
Factor: Land use conversion and urbanization. The East Cascades ecoregion includes some of the fastest 

growing areas of the state (e.g., Bend, Klamath Falls, Hood River). Rapid urban and rural residential 
development contributes to habitat loss, and can threaten traditional land uses such as agriculture 
and forestry. Urban and rural residential development also can fragment habitat into small patches, 
isolating wildlife populations. Increasing traffic volumes and road density associated with 
development creates barriers to animal movements, especially along Highway 97. Residential 
development is increasing in sensitive habitats such as wetlands, riparian areas, and close to cliffs 
and rims where raptors nest. 

Approach: Cooperative approaches with both large and small private landowners are critical. Work with 
community leaders and agency partners to encourage planned, efficient growth. Support existing 
land use regulations to preserve forestland, farmland and rangeland; open spaces; recreation areas; 
wildlife refuges; and natural habitats. Work with community leaders and agency partners to identify 
wildlife movement corridors and to fund and implement site-appropriate mitigation measures such 
as drift fences to overpasses or underpasses. In forested habitats, maintain vegetation to provide 
screening along open roads, prioritize roads for closure based on transportation needs and wildlife 
goals, and/or manage road use during critical periods. 

 
Factor: Habitat fragmentation. In non-forested areas, habitats for at-risk native plants and some animal 

species are largely confined to small and often isolated fragments such as roadsides and sloughs. 
Opportunities for large-scale protection or restoration of native landscapes are limited, particularly 
in the Klamath Basin. Existing land use and land ownership patterns presents challenges to large-
scale ecosystem restoration. 

Approach: Broad-scale conservation strategies will need to focus on restoring and maintaining natural 
ecosystem processes and functions within a landscape that is increasingly managed for other values. 
This may include an emphasis on more “conservation-friendly” management techniques for existing 
land uses and restoration of some key ecosystem components such as riparian function.  

 
Factor: Invasive species. Non-native plant and animal invasions disrupt native communities, diminish 

populations of at-risk native species, and threaten the economic productivity of resource lands. 
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Approach: Emphasize prevention, risk assessment, early detection and quick control to prevent new 
invasives from becoming fully established. Use multiple-site appropriate tools (mechanical, chemical 
and biological) to control the most damaging invasive species. Prioritize efforts to focus on key 
invasive species in high priority areas, particularly where Strategy Habitats and Species occur. 
Promote the use of native “local” stock for restoration and revegetation. 

 
Factor: Increasing demands for year – round recreational activity, including new mountain bike trails, ski 

lifts and skill parks, can disturb wildlife. Ski seasons are becoming shorter, contributing to the 
demand for year – round recreational activity. New winter tire and headlamp technologies are 
allowing mountain bicyclists access to important wildlife areas which were previously undisturbed 
due to snow. Trail riding can now occur day or night, which can disturb wildlife during critical life 
stages. Rock climbing too close to cliff-nesting birds, such as golden eagles, can result in nest 
abandonment.  

Approach: Plan new recreational trail systems carefully and with consideration for native wildlife and 
their habitats. For example, limit night riding to certain areas to minimize disturbance to wildlife, 
avoiding areas more sensitive to damage such as wetlands.   Take advantage of abandoned or closed 
roads, rail lines, or previously impacted areas for conversion into trails.  Work with the land 
management agencies, such as the U. S. Forest Service, to designate areas as high value recreation- 
low habitat impact areas. 

 
Factor: Water distribution in arid areas and wildlife entrapment in water developments. In arid areas, 

water availability can limit animal distribution. Water developments established for cattle, deer, and 
elk can significantly benefit birds, bats, and small mammals as well. However, some types of these 
facilities, particularly water developments for livestock, can have unintentional hazards. These 
hazards include over-hanging wires that act as trip lines for bats, steep side walls that act as 
entrapments under low water conditions, or unstable perches that cause animals to fall into the 
water. If an escape ramp is not provided, small animals cannot escape and will drown. 

Approach: Continue current efforts to provide water for wildlife in arid areas. Continue current design of 
big game “guzzlers” that accommodate a variety species and retrofit older models where 
appropriate to make them compatible with newer design standards. Use and maintain escape 
devices on water developments where animals can become trapped. Remove obstacles that could 
be hazardous to wildlife from existing developments. 

 

Klamath Mountains Ecoregion 

Getting to Know the Klamath Mountains Ecoregion 

Description 

The Oregon portion of the Klamath Mountains ecoregion covers much of southwestern Oregon, 

including the Umpqua Mountains, Siskiyou Mountains and interior valleys and foothills between these 

and the Cascade Range. The Rogue watershed has the largest population of any coastal watershed in 

Oregon (Jackson County, Josephine County, portion of Curry County).  Several popular and scenic rivers 

run through the ecoregion, including: the Umpqua, Rogue, Illinois, and Applegate. Many salmon and 

steelhead make their homes in these rivers. Even though many streams in the Rogue subbasin dry up 

naturally in summer, the streams are still used for spawning by salmon and steelhead at other times of 

the year. 
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Within the ecoregion, there are wide ranges in elevation, topography, geology, and climate. The 

elevation ranges from about 600 to more than 7400 feet, from steep mountains and canyons to gentle 

foothills and flat valley bottoms. This variation, along with the varied marine influence, supports a 

climate that ranges from the lush, rainy western portion of the ecoregion to the dry, warmer interior 

valleys and cold snowy mountains.  

 

Unlike other parts of Oregon, the landscape of the Klamath Mountains ecoregion has not been 

significantly shaped by volcanism. The geology of the Klamath Mountains can be better described as a 

mosaic rather than the layer-cake geology of most of the rest of the state. In the Klamath Mountains, 

serpentine mineral bedrock has weathered to a soil rich in heavy metals (including chromium, nickel, 

and gold), and in other parts mineral deposits have crystallized in fractures. In fact, mining was the first 

major resource use of the ecoregion, and Jacksonville was Oregon’s most classic “gold rush” town.  

 

Partly because of this unique geology, the Klamath Mountains ecoregion boasts a high rate of species 

diversity, including many species found only locally. In fact, the Klamath-Siskiyou region was included in 

the World Wildlife Fund’s assessment of the 200 locations most important for species diversity world-

wide. The area is also proposed as a World Heritage Site and UNESCO Biosphere Reserve (Vance-Borland 

et al. 1995). The region is particularly rich in plant species, including many pockets of endemic 

communities and some of the most diverse plant communities in the world. For example, there are 

more kinds of cone-bearing trees found in the Klamath Mountains ecoregion than anywhere else in 

North America. In all, there are about 4,000 native plants in Oregon, and about half of these are found in 

the Klamath Mountains ecoregion. The ecoregion is noted as an Area of Global Botanical Significance 

(one of only seven in North America) and world “Centre of Plant Diversity by the World Conservation 

Union. The ecoregion boasts many unique invertebrates, although many of these are not as well studied 

as their plant counterparts.  

 

The Klamath-Siskiyou region of southwest Oregon and northwest California is recognized internationally 

for its global biological significance and is considered a world “Centre of Plant Diversity” by the World 

Conservation Union.  In June 2000 President Clinton established the Cascade–Siskiyou National 

Monument: 86,774 acres of forest and grassland. This National Monument is the first U.S. National 

monument set aside solely for the preservation of biodiversity (BLM). The United States Congress 

designated the Soda Mountain Wilderness in 2009, which now has over 24,700 acres. All of this 

wilderness is located in Oregon and is managed by the Bureau of Land Management (BLM).  

 

While panning for gold first drew European settlers to the Klamath Mountains ecoregion, today’s 

communities have a wide range of industries and economies including agriculture, manufacturing, and 

tourism. Many retirement communities are rapidly growing in the Medford and Roseburg areas.  

 

“At a Glance” – Characteristics and Statistics  
Economics: 

Important industries: lumber and woods manufacturing; service, tourism, trade, new electronics and 
transportation equipment manufacturers  

Major crops: Fruit; vegetables; livestock; dairy farms; nursery products; forest products 

https://www.worldwildlife.org/ecoregions/na0516
http://www.blm.gov/or/resources/recreation/csnm/
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Important nature-based recreational areas:  
Siskiyou Mountains/Siskiyou National Forest; Applegate Lake; Rogue River National Forest; 
Emigrant Lake; Howard Prairie Lake; Umpqua National Forest. 

Ecology: 
Elevation ranges from ~2,070 feet to ~7,500 feet (Mt. Ashland)  
Number of regularly occurring vertebrate wildlife species: 392 
Important rivers: Applegate; Rogue; Chetco; Coquille; Umpqua; Illinois 

 
Many unique plant and soil features in this ecoregion, including granitic sediments that are found in 

many streambeds. These features are highly sensitive to local disturbances. 

Conservation Issues and Priorities in the Klamath Mountains Ecoregion 

Overview 
While the Klamath Mountains ecoregion is unique, it embodies many of the conservation issues facing 
other parts of Oregon. For example, increasing population growth and development in rural residential 
and urban communities strain resources, particularly in the southern and eastern portions of the 
ecoregion. The Klamath Mountains is the second fastest-growing ecoregion in Oregon (the Willamette 
Valley is experiencing the fastest rate of expansion). Much of the population growth is concentrated in 
valleys along the Interstate 5 corridor. Demands for choice building sites often coincide with good 
quality habitat.  
 
The Northwest Forest Plan covers many of the forests found in the western part of the ecoregion. 
However, the adaptive management component of the Northwest Forest Plan has not been fully 
implemented. Overall, these habitats are challenged by decades of fire suppression, a need to reduce 
excessive fuel loadings that have accumulated in the dry interior, and by checkerboard ownership 
patterns that can make resource planning particularly challenging. Grasslands in the Klamath Mountains 
ecoregion are home to many endemic and at-risk plant communities, but are potentially impacted by 
invasive grasses and by conversion to development. Recent indicators suggest that water quality and 
riparian condition in the ecoregion may be increasing. Much of this change could be attributed to local 
collaborative conservation efforts via watershed councils and other groups.  

 
Ecoregion-level limiting factors and recommended approaches 
All six of the key conservation issues apply statewide, as do the approaches outlined in the Statewide 
Perspectives and Approaches chapter. However, land use changes, altered disturbance regimes, and 
invasive species are described further in this section, considering the Klamath Mountains’ ecoregional 
characteristics. In addition to the statewide issues, loss of habitat connectivity and mineral extraction is 
of concern in this ecoregion. 
 
Factor: Land use conversion and urbanization. Rapidly expanding communities in the Klamath 

Mountains ecoregion include Medford and Roseburg, for example. Rapid urbanization can strain the 
ability of sensitive habitat such as valleys, wetlands, and aquatic habitats to continue to provide 
valued ecological functions and services. Rapid development increases the potential for perceived 
conflict between people and wildlife. For example, increasing road traffic increases the potential for 
collisions with migrating species, creating a hazard to both motorists and wildlife.  

 
Approach: Cooperative approaches with private landowners are the key to long-term conservation. 

Essential tools include financial incentives, Candidate Species Conservation Agreements, and 

http://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/r6/landmanagement/planning/?cid=fsbdev2_026990
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conservation easements. Work with community leaders and agency partners to ensure planned, 
efficient growth. Support and implement existing land use regulations to preserve farm and range 
land, open spaces, recreation areas, and natural habitats including essential home range for wildlife. 
Ensure that local wildlife services are sufficiently maintained to help residents manage wildlife 
damage issues.  

 
Factor: Altered fire regimes.  Historically, the ecoregion was dominated by fire-adapted vegetation and 

experienced widely variable fire regimes, ranging from areas with relatively short fire return 
intervals to areas with 50 or 60 year return intervals. Fire suppression has damaged forest health, 
resulting in undesirable changes in vegetation and increased intensity of wildfires as fuel loads 
increase. Efforts to reduce fire danger can help to restore fish and wildlife habitat, but require 
careful planning. Reintroducing fire can be challenging in the Klamath Mountains because of high 
volatility of fuels, “checkerboard” land ownership patterns, and scattered rural residential 
developments. 

 
Approach: Use an integrated approach to fuels management and forest health issues that considers 

historic conditions, wildlife conservation, natural fire intervals, and silvicultural techniques. 
Encourage forest management at a broad scale to address limiting factors. Reintroduce fire where 
feasible. Prioritize sites and applications. Maintain important wildlife habitat features such as snags 
and logs at a level to sustain wood-dependent species. In areas where prescribed fire is undesirable 
or difficult to implement, use mechanical treatment methods (e.g. chipping, cutting for firewood) 
that minimize soil disturbance. Support fish habitat restoration by reducing stream sedimentation. 
Monitor these efforts and use adaptive management techniques to ensure efforts are meeting 
habitat restoration and wildfire prevention objectives with minimal impacts on wildlife. Identify sub-
basins with unique granitic sediment features that are especially at risk. 

 
Factor: Loss of habitat connectivity.  The Klamath Mountains ecoregion is naturally diverse and 

heterogeneous. Some habitat types have been particularly disrupted by fragmentation and loss of 
connectivity, including late successional forests and valley-bottom habitats. Opportunities for large-
scale protection or restoration of native landscapes are limited. Existing development, growth 
pressures, high land costs, and the fragmented nature of ownerships and remaining native habitats 
all present barriers to large-scale ecosystem restoration.  

 
Approach: Broad-scale conservation strategies will need to focus on restoring and maintaining more 

natural ecosystem processes and functions within a landscape that is managed primarily for other 
values. This may include an emphasis on conservation-oriented management techniques for existing 
land uses and restoration of some key ecosystem components such as river-floodplain connections 
and riparian function.  

 
Factor: Invasive species.  Invasive plants are of particular concern in the Klamath Mountains ecoregion. 

Invasive plants disrupt native communities, diminish populations of at-risk native species, and 
threaten the economic productivity of resource lands. Invasive plants have been on the increase 
during the last 20 years. While not nearly as extensive as invasive plants, non-native animals also 
have impacted native fish and wildlife populations.  

Approach: Emphasize prevention, risk assessment, early detection and quick control to prevent new 
invasives from becoming fully established. Use multiple-site appropriate tools (mechanical, chemical 
and biological) to control the most damaging invasive species. Prioritize efforts to focus on key 
invasives in high priority areas, particularly where Strategy Habitats and Species occur. Cooperate 
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with partners through habitat programs and County weed boards to address invasive species 
problems. Promote the use of native “local” stock for restoration and revegetation. 

 
Factor: Mineral extraction. Long-term effects of historic mining include damage to stream beds and 

toxic runoff. Currently, mining for nickel and chromium associated with the region’s serpentine soils 
has the potential to impact fish and wildlife by disturbing habitat. Mineral extraction is a particular 
concern in the Siskiyou Mountains. Gold mining also potentially impacts habitat for fish, wildlife and 
at-risk plants along many streams. In-stream placer mining and recreational placer mining are 
prevalent in this ecoregion.  

Approach: Plan mineral extraction activities to minimize potential impact on species and habitat. 
Minimize disturbance by focusing extraction efforts in areas with existing roads, rather than creating 
new roads and increasing the potential for habitat disturbance. Follow existing recommendations to 
avoid impacting water quality and riparian function. 

 
 

Northern Basin and Range Ecoregion 

Getting to Know the Northern Basin and Range Ecoregion 

Description 

The Northern Basin and Range ecoregion is sagebrush country. It is Oregon’s slice of the Old West, with 

rich ranching and farming traditions.  

 

The Northern Basin and Range ecoregion covers the southeastern portion of the state, from Burns south 

to the Nevada border and from Christmas Valley east to Idaho. The name describes the landscape: 

numerous flat basins separated by isolated mountain ranges. Several important mountains are fault 

blocks, with gradual slopes on one side and steep basalt rims and cliffs on the other side. The Owyhee 

Uplands consists of a broad plateau cut by deep river canyons. Elevations range from 2,070 near the 

Snake River to more than 9,700 feet on Steens Mountain. 

 

In the rain shadow of the Cascades Mountains, the Northern Basin and Range is Oregon’s driest 

ecoregion and marked by extreme ranges of daily and seasonal temperatures. Much of the ecoregion 

receives less than 15 inches of precipitation per year, although mountain peaks receive higher amounts, 

30-40 inches per year. The extreme southeastern corner of the state has desert-like conditions, with an 

annual precipitation of only 8-12 inches. Runoff from precipitation and mountain snowpack often flows 

into low, flat playas where it forms seasonal shallow lakes and marshes. Most of these basins contained 

large deep lakes during the late Pleistocene, between 40,000 and 10,000 years ago. As these lakes, 

which don’t drain to the ocean, dried through evaporation, they left salt and mineral deposits that 

formed alkali flats, which are extremely important stopover sites for migratory shorebirds due to the 

rich source of invertebrate prey. 

 

Sagebrush communities dominate the landscape. Due to the limited availability of water, sagebrush is 

usually widely spaced and associated with an understory of forbs and perennial bunchgrasses such as 

bluebunch wheatgrass and Idaho fescue. Isolated mountain ranges have few forests or woodlands, with 

rare white fir stands in Steens Mountain and Hart Mountain. However, aspen and mountain mahogany 
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are more widespread. For example, the Trout Creeks, Steens Mountain, Pueblo Mountains, Oregon 

Canyon Mountain, and Mahogany Mountains are excellent sites for finding both mahogany and aspen. 

In the southern portion of the ecoregion, there are vast areas of desert shrubland, called salt-desert 

scrub, dominated by spiny, salt tolerant shrubs. Throughout the ecoregion, soils are typically rocky and 

thin, low in organic matter, and high in minerals.    

 

Northern Basin and Range is sparsely inhabited, but the local communities have vibrant cultural 

traditions. The largest community is Ontario with more than 11,000 people. Other communities include 

Nyssa, Vale, Burns and Lakeview, with 2,400 to 3,100 people each. Land ownership is mostly federal 

primarily administered by the Bureau of Land Management. Livestock and agriculture are the 

foundations of the regional economy. Food processing is important in Malheur County. Recreation is a 

seasonal component of local economies, particularly Harney County. Hunting is particularly important, 

but wildlife viewing, white-water rafting, and camping are popular. Historically, lumber processing and 

harvesting from the nearby Blue Mountains was the basis of some local communities, particularly for 

Burns. However, these industries have declined with lower harvests from neighboring federal forests.  

 
“At a Glance” – Characteristics and Statistics   
Economics: 

Important industries: Livestock, forest products, agriculture, food processing, recreation. 
Major crops: alfalfa, wheat, hay, corn, oats, onions, sugar beets, potatoes. 
Important nature-based recreational areas: Alvord Desert, Dunes, and Lake; Diamond Craters 

Natural Area; Hart Mountain National Antelope Refuge; Lake Abert, Malheur National Wildlife 
Refuge, Owyhee Lake and River, Steens Mountain Wilderness Area and Steens Mountain 
Cooperative Management and Protection Area, Summer Lake and Summer Lake Wildlife Area, 
Silvies River. 

Ecology: 
Elevation ranges from 2,070 feet (Snake River) to 9,733 (Steens Mountain)  
Number of regularly occurring vertebrate wildlife species: 345 
Important rivers: Donner und Blitzen, Malheur, Owyhee, Silvies. 

Conservation Issues and Priorities in the Northern Basin and Range Ecoregion 

Overview 
Uncontrolled livestock grazing in the decades before enactment of the Taylor Grazing Act of 1934 
caused serious long-term ecological damage throughout the ecoregion. Rangeland conditions have 
substantially improved since then in most areas, and grazing is managed sustainably in many parts of the 
ecoregion. However, some areas are still impacted. In addition, sensitive areas, such as riparian habitats 
and arid areas of sagebrush and salt desert have been slow to recover.  
 
Some areas are still recovering from intensive management in the past. For example, the Bureau of Land 
Management began a massive effort in 1962 to rehabilitate degraded rangelands by establishing a non-
native pasture grass, crested wheatgrass, and by removing the native sagebrush. Over the course of 10 
years, the Vale Rehabilitation Project seeded 250,000 acres to crested wheatgrass and used plowing, 
chaining, and herbicides to reduce sagebrush on as much as 506,000 acres. Currently the Bureau of Land 
Management maintains extensive wilderness areas in this ecoregion (e.g., Malheur Refuge, Hart 
Mountain, Steens Cooperative Management and Protection Area, Bureau of Land Management areas of 
critical environmental concern at Lake Abert, Warner Valley, Owyhee canyons).  

http://www.blm.gov/or/wilderness/
http://www.blm.gov/or/resources/recreation/site_info.php?siteid=107
http://www.blm.gov/or/resources/recreation/site_info.php?siteid=103
http://www.blm.gov/or/resources/recreation/site_info.php?siteid=317
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Historic overgrazing and fire suppression, followed by invasion of non-native annual grasses such as 
cheatgrass, have greatly altered natural fire cycles in many sagebrush steppe habitats. Landscapes 
formerly comprised of mosaics dominated by bunchgrasses and forbs are now heavily and 
disproportionately dominated by shrubs (mostly sagebrush) and exotic grasses and forbs. Invasive 
species and altered fire regimes are the greatest terrestrial conservation issues in this ecoregion. As a 
result of altered fire regime, encroachment of juniper has displaced grasses and sagebrush, especially in 
the northern portions of the ecoregion. However, old-growth juniper occurs in some areas, especially in 
rock outcrops where grasses and sagebrush are uncommon and where fire is less of a factor, and is 
extremely beneficial to wildlife.  
 
Popular with sportsmen and biologists, greater sage-grouse also are considered excellent indicators of 
sagebrush habitat quality. Current efforts to improve conditions for greater sage-grouse include 
comprehensive range-wide assessments and conservation planning of both species and habitat is 
currently underway (see sidebar).  
 
Stream water quality in the Northern Basin and Range ecoregion is poor when compared to other 
ecoregions. Throughout the Northern Basin and Range ecoregion, water quality is impacted by high 
temperatures and in some areas by bacteria, pollutants, and aquatic weeds. Water is limited in the 
ecoregion, fully allocated in storage and other uses. Aquatic habitats are affected by altered channel and 
flow conditions, obstructions, and poor riparian condition. Efforts to assess the quality of aquatic 
habitats are ongoing, and priorities include: assessment of the impact of federal dams on water 
quantity; and, obtaining an understanding of natural temperature and water quality dynamics in the 
ecoregion.  
 
Ecoregion-level limiting factors and recommended approaches 
All of the key conservation issues apply statewide, as do the approaches outlined in the Statewide 
Perspectives and Approaches chapter. However, invasive species and altered disturbance regimes are 
described further in this section, considering the Northern Basin and Range’s ecoregional characteristics. 
In addition to the statewide issues, on-going recovery from historic overgrazing and uncontrolled off-
highway vehicle use are issues in this ecoregion. Other forms of recreational use are currently 
compatible with conservation goals, but may become an issue in the future. 
 
Factor: Climate change and global economies are is increasing pressure for renewable energy 

development, including wind and geothermal energy development, resulting in local impacts to 
wildlife and habitat fragmentation due to direct development, transmission and power lines, and 
access roads. The Northern Great Basin & Range offers excellent renewable energy resources that 
are useful to address climate change in the ‘big picture’, but the ecoregion is sensitive to local 
impacts on sage and other habitats [link to SageCon initiative].  

Approach: Plan energy projects carefully, using best available information and consultation with 
biologists. See Compass, Climate Change [Section in updated Strategy] and see ODFW climate 
change workshop (2009). Managing landscape change in Oregon’s Northern Basin & Range: Learning 
from past, present and future climates.  

 
Factor: Invasive species.  Invasive plants, including noxious weeds and cheatgrass, are of particular 

concern in the Northern Basin and Range ecoregion, and disrupt native communities, diminish 
populations of at-risk native species, and threaten the economic productivity of resource lands. 
Invasive plants have been increasing during the last 80 years. The spread of cheatgrass and 

http://www.dfw.state.or.us/conservationstrategy/docs/climate_change/sagebrush_workshop_summary.pdf
http://www.dfw.state.or.us/conservationstrategy/docs/climate_change/sagebrush_workshop_summary.pdf
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medusahead can increase the frequency, intensity, and spread of fires, replacing sagebrush and 
native bunchgrasses which are adapted to infrequent, patchy fires. While not nearly as disruptive as 
invasive plants, non-native animals also have impacted native fish and wildlife populations.  

Approach: Emphasize prevention, risk assessment, early detection and quick control to prevent new 
invasives from becoming fully established. Use multiple-site appropriate tools (mechanical, chemical 
and biological) to control the most damaging invasive species. Prioritize efforts to focus on key 
invasives in high priority areas, particularly where Strategy Habitats and Species occur. Cooperate 
with partners through habitat programs and County weed boards address invasive species 
problems. Use of fire helps treat juniper or medusa head. Carefully manage wildfires in cheatgrass-
dominated areas. Promote the use of native “local” stock for restoration and revegetation where 
native species have the greatest potential to successfully establish. In some cases, use “assisted 
succession” strategies, applying low seed rates of non-invasive non-native plants in conjunction with 
native plant seeds as an intermediate step in rehabilitating disturbances in sagebrush communities. 

 
Factor: Spread of Western Juniper.  Although an important native woodland tree in the East Cascades 

Ecoregion, western juniper has been rapidly expanding its range over the last forty years.  The 
reasons for this expansion are not clear, although changes in fire regimes, overgrazing, and climate 
changes may have a role.  This rapid expansion of western junipers has degraded some grassland, 
sagebrush, riparian, large-diameter juniper, and aspen habitats. Western juniper expansion may 
reduce water availability in many seasonal and some perennial streams.  In many of the grassland 
and sagebrush habitats, twenty to thirty year old juniper trees form dense stands that are not 
suitable for many wildlife species that require open sagebrush or grassland habitats that are now in 
decline. In riparian areas juniper replace deciduous shrubs and trees that are more beneficial to 
riparian wildlife.  Western juniper is a native species, and old growth juniper trees in rocky outcrops 
offer benefits to native wildlife.  

Approach: Controlling western juniper in newly invaded areas benefits wildlife and other habitat values. 
Early control of newly invaded young trees before woodlands become established is often the most 
successful approach. In some areas fire can be used to control young juniper, although fire will kill 
most native sagebrush shrubs and will cause additional damage in areas with high concentrations of 
invasive species. In areas where prescribed fire is not practical, use mechanical treatment methods 
(e.g., chipping, cutting for firewood) that minimize soil disturbance. Develop markets for small 
juniper trees as a special forest product to reduce restoration costs. Maintain large-diameter juniper 
trees in the native rocky outcrops and ridges, which are important nesting habitat for songbirds and 
raptors. 

 
Factor: Altered fire regimes and the spread of juniper into shrub steppe habitats.  Increasingly dry 

conditions are contributing to increased frequency of fires, resulting in landscapes that are 
susceptible to the spread of western juniper and cheatgrass. Previously, fire suppression resulted in 
undesirable changes in vegetation, contributing to the build-up of woody plants that increasing the 
intensity of fires. Most big sagebrush-dominated areas were once a mosaic of successional stages, 
from recently burned areas dominated by grasses and forbs to old sagebrush-dominated stands that 
have not burned for 80 to 300 years. However, changes in fire patterns have reduced this mosaic 
and resulted in large areas dominated by invasive annual grasses, or older big sagebrush with an 
understory of invasive annual plants.  Areas dominated by cheatgrass or other invasive annual 
grasses are more conducive to fire ignition and reburning. Cheatgrass is also associated with larger 
fire size. 
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As a result of fire suppression, western junipers encroach into and degrade sagebrush, riparian, 
large-diameter juniper, and aspen habitats. When fire does occur in areas of dense juniper 
encroachment, it can cause severe crown fires resulting in areas that are more susceptible to grass 
invasion after fire. Dense juniper stands are also not suitable for species that require open 
sagebrush, although old growth junipers in rocky outcrops are beneficial to wildlife.  
 
While a useful tool, prescribed fire might not be suitable for some sagebrush habitats because some 
sagebrush communities are very slow to recover from a fire. Big sagebrush communities with non-
native invasive annuals in the understory will not recover from fire without significant intervention. 

 
Approach: Carefully evaluate sites to determine if prescribed fire is appropriate, considering the 

landscape context and vegetation types. Under current vegetation management conditions, fire is 
damaging to sagebrush stands . If determined to be ecologically beneficial, reintroduce natural fire 
regimes using site-appropriate prescriptions (accounting for the historic fire regime, as well as area 
size and vegetation characteristics that affect resiliency and resistance to disturbance). Use 
prescribed fire to create a mosaic of successional stages and avoid large prescribed fires. In areas 
where prescribed fire is not practical, use mechanical treatment methods (e.g., chipping, cutting for 
firewood) that minimize soil disturbance. Chemical, mechanical or biological management 
techniques can be combined along with prescribed fire.  

 
Factor: On-going recovery from historic overgrazing. Prior to limitations that were initiated on public 

lands in the mid-1930s, livestock grazing had a profound influence on landscapes throughout the 
Northern Basin and Range ecoregion. Many areas experienced serious ecological damage. 
Conditions on rangelands in general have improved substantially over the past half-century as a 
result of improvements in livestock management, and most ecosystems are recovering. However, 
some habitats have been slow to recover (e.g., some riparian areas and sagebrush communities, 
especially where cheatgrass has invaded).  

Approach: Continue to proactively manage livestock grazing and restore degraded habitats. Minimize 
grazing during restoration of highly sensitive areas, such as wetlands and riparian areas.  

 
Factor: Uncontrolled off-highway vehicle use.  Use by off-highway vehicles (OHVs) has increased 

dramatically, with permits doubling statewide during 1999-2004. While limited and controlled OHV 
use can be compatible with wildlife conservation; unlimited and uncontrolled use can impact 
riparian, aquatic, and upland habitats; spread invasive plant seeds; affect wildlife behavior and 
distribution, especially during critical breeding and wintering periods; damage soils; and increase 
risk of wildfires. Although OHV use is limited to designated roads in some sensitive landscapes, there 
is little to no enforcement due to lack of funds and law enforcement personnel. 

Approach: Work cooperatively with land managers and OHV groups to direct use to maintained trails in 
low-impact areas and improve enforcement of existing rules. Support educational efforts to 
promote low-impact recreational use, such as the “Tread Lightly!” program. Monitor OHV impacts at 
priority areas. Support efforts to effectively manage OHV use on public lands, particularly in highly 
sensitive habitats, and restore damaged areas.  

 
Factor: Other unmanaged recreational use.  In addition to OHV use, other recreational use such as 

camping, rock climbing and parasailing is increasing and contributing to some associated 
development. Although recreational use is still light in comparison to other ecoregions, new uses 
such as parasailing could impact wildlife behavior and populations by making previously remote 
areas more accessible to people. 
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Approach: Proactively consider potential impacts to wildlife and habitats when developing or promoting 
recreational opportunities to encourage compatible uses. Monitor recreational patterns and trends. 

 
Factor: Unregulated horse herds disturb wildlife and compete for water and other resources. Oregon’s 

herds of wild horses are a well-recognized feature on rangeland, but the herds require intensive 
management attention, including resource – intensive adoption and translocation programs 
(allowed under the Wild Horse & Burro Act (BLM, 1971). Unregulated horse herds negatively impact 
native vegetation, compete with wildlife for water and food, and disrupt habitat use by wildlife. The 
effects of climate change are likely to exacerbate these impacts. 

Approach: Promote dialogue between wildlife managers, land owners and land managers to develop 
management plans based on common priorities. Making sure horse and burro populations stay at 
sustainable and non-damaging levels is critical, both for their well-being and for ecosystem health. 
Promote outreach to explain the issue to the public. Use opinion polling results to inform 
management decisions and help agencies balance multiple priorities.  

 
Factor: Water distribution in arid areas and wildlife entrapment in water developments. In arid areas, 

water availability can limit animal distribution. Water developments established for domestic 
livestock and wildlife can significantly benefit birds, bats, and small mammals. However, some types 
of these facilities, particularly water developments for large ungulates, can have unintentional 
hazards. These hazards include over-hanging wires that act as trip lines for bats, steep side walls 
that act as entrapments under low water conditions, or unstable perches that cause animals to fall 
into the water. If an escape ramp is not provided, small animals will drown. 

Approach: Continue current efforts to provide water for wildlife in arid areas. Continue current design of 
big game “guzzlers” that accommodate a variety species and retrofit older models where 
appropriate to make them compatible with newer design standards. Use and maintain escape 
devices on water developments where animals can become trapped. Remove obstacles that could 
be hazardous to wildlife from existing developments. 

 

West Cascades Ecoregion 

Getting to Know the West Cascades Ecoregion 

Description  

The West Cascades ecoregion extends from just east of the Cascade Mountains summit to the foothills 

of the Willamette, Umpqua and Rogue Valleys, and spans the entire length of the state of Oregon, from 

the Columbia River to the California border. The topography and soils of the West Cascades ecoregion 

has been shaped dramatically by its volcanic past. Geologically, the West Cascades has two distinct 

areas: the younger volcanic crest (approximately three million years old) and the “old Cascades” to the 

west of the crest (at least 30 million years old). The volcanic crest includes the highest peaks in Oregon: 

Mt. Hood, Mt. Jefferson, and North, Middle, and South Sisters, all more than 10,000 feet. The older 

western Cascade Mountain Range is characterized by long, steep ridges and wide, glaciated valleys.  

 

This ecoregion is almost entirely forested by conifers, although the dominant tree species vary by 

elevation, site characteristics, and stand history. Douglas-fir fir is the most common tree below 4,000 

feet, often with western hemlock as a co-dominant. At higher elevations, dominant tree species include 

Pacific silver fir, mountain hemlock, or subalpine fir. Other common conifers include western red cedar, 

http://www.wildhorseandburro.blm.gov/92-195.htm
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grand fir, and noble fir. Above approximately 7000 feet, the conditions are too severe for tree growth, 

and alpine parklands and dwarf shrubs predominate, including some wetlands and barren expanses of 

rock and ice. The climate and resulting fire regime varies with latitude and elevation. Fire regimes in the 

forests vary across the ecoregion, with the northern portion of the ecoregion seeing less frequent but 

more severe fires, whereas the southern portion is typically drier with frequent, lightning-caused fires. 

In the southern areas with higher fire frequency, Ponderosa pine, sugar pine, and incense cedar often 

are found with Douglas-fir at the lower elevations. The climate varies with elevation. At the lower 

elevations, winter conditions are mild with high rainfall. Above 4,000 feet, much of the precipitation 

occurs as snowfall.  
 
The West Cascades ecoregion houses just over one percent of Oregon’s population, mostly in towns 
including Cascade Locks, Butte Falls, Detroit, Gates, Idanha, McKenzie Bridge, Blue River, Oakridge, 
Westfir, and part of Sweet Home (the remainder of which lies in the Willamette Valley ecoregion). Local 
economies were once entirely dependent on timber harvest, but have been greatly affected as market 
conditions, long-term and broad-scale changes in the forest products marketplace, and shifts in public 
forest management priorities have shaped Oregon’s timber industry. Many towns are increasingly 
promoting recreational opportunities - including hiking, camping, fishing, hunting, birding, mountain 
biking and skiing - to timber harvest revenue. However, timber harvest is expected to remain important 
to local West Cascades economies in the future.  

 
 
“At a Glance” – Characteristics and Statistics 
Economics: 

Important industries: timber, recreation 
Major crops: some fruits; mint 
Important nature-based recreational areas: Mt Hood, Willamette, Umpqua, and Rogue River 

national forests; Waldo Lake; Odell Lake; Detroit and Hills Creek Reservoirs; includes about half 
of Crater Lake National Park 

Ecology: 
Elevation: 98 feet (along the western border of the ecoregion) to 11,040 feet (along the Cascades) 
Number of regularly occurring vertebrate wildlife species: 322 
Important rivers: Clackamas (Oak Grove Fork); McKenzie; Rogue; Umpqua; Breitenbush; Middle 
Santiam; North and Middle Fork of the Willamette 

Conservation Issues and Priorities in the West Cascades Ecoregion 

Overview 

Of all of Oregon’s ecoregions, the West Cascades is considered the healthiest by several indicators. For 

example, this ecoregion has the highest water quality in the state, and the fewest problems with water 

allocation and quantity. Very few species have been extirpated from this ecoregion, and there has been 

considerable effort toward recovering threatened and endangered species. Much of the remnant classic 

late successional forests on public land are managed with an emphasis on biodiversity under the 

Northwest Forest Plan. Although focused on the northern spotted owl, the plan was intended to address 

the needs of a wide array of species affected by loss and fragmentation of late successional forests, and 

covers more than 1,000 species of plants, animals, and fungi. However, the adaptive management 

component of the Northwest Forest Plan has not been fully implemented. Also, many forests in the 
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West Cascades ecoregion are in Fire Regime Condition Class II, with moderate risk of losing one or more 

ecosystem components. 
 
Ecoregion-level limiting factors and recommended approaches 
All of the key conservation issues apply statewide, as do the approaches outlined in the Statewide 
Perspectives and Approaches chapter. However, altered disturbance regimes and invasive species are 
described further in this section, considering the West Cascades’ ecoregional characteristics.  
 
Factor: Uncharacteristically severe fire. Many forests in the West Cascades ecoregion are in Fire Regime 

Condition Class II, with moderate risk of losing one or more ecosystem components. Efforts to 
reduce risks of uncharacteristically severe fires can help to restore habitat, but require careful 
planning to provide sufficient habitat features that are important to wildlife (e.g., snags, down logs, 
hiding cover for big game). 

Approach: Use an integrated approach to wildfire issues that considers historic conditions, wildlife 
conservation, natural fire intervals, and silvicultural techniques. Encourage forest management at a 
broad scale to address limiting factors. Reintroduce fire where feasible; prioritize sites and 
applications. Maintain important wildlife habitat features such as snags and logs at a level to sustain 
wood-dependent species. Monitor these efforts and use adaptive management techniques to 
ensure efforts are meeting habitat restoration and wildfire prevention objectives with minimal 
impacts on wildlife. 

 
Factor: Invasive species.  Non-native plant and animal invasions disrupt native communities, diminish 

populations of at-risk native species, and threaten the economic productivity of resource lands. 
Approach: Emphasize prevention, risk assessment, early detection and quick control to prevent new 

invasives from becoming fully established. Prioritize efforts to focus on key invasive species in high 
priority areas, particularly where Strategy Habitats and Species occur. Where needed, use multiple 
site-appropriate tools (mechanical, chemical and biological) to control the most damaging invasive 
species. Promote the use of native “local” stock for restoration and revegetation. 

 
Factor: Increasing demands for year – round recreational activity, including new mountain bike trails, ski 

lifts and skill parks, can disturb wildlife. Ski seasons are becoming shorter, contributing to the 
demand for year – round recreational activity. 

Approach: Plan new recreational trail systems carefully and with consideration for native wildlife and 
their habitats. For example, limit night riding to certain areas to minimize disturbance to wildlife, 
avoiding areas more sensitive to damage such as wetlands.   Take advantage of abandoned or closed 
roads, rail lines, or previously impacted areas for conversion into trails.  Work with the land 
management agencies, such as the U. S. Forest Service, to designate areas as high value recreation- 
low habitat impact areas. 
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Willamette Valley Ecoregion 

Getting to know the Willamette Valley Ecoregion 

Description 
Bounded on the west by the Coast Range and on the east by the Cascade Range, this ecoregion 
encompasses 5,308 square miles and includes the Willamette Valley and adjacent foothills. Twenty to 40 
miles wide and 120 miles long, the Valley is a long, level alluvial plain with scattered groups of low basalt 
hills. Elevations on the valley floor are about 400 feet at the southern end near Eugene, dropping gently 
to near sea-level at Portland. The climate is characterized by mild wet winters and warm dry summers. 
Fertile soil and abundant rainfall make the valley the most important agricultural region in the state. 
 
Culturally, the Willamette Valley is a land of contrasts. Bustling urban areas are nestled within 
productive farmland. Traditional industries and high technology contribute to the vibrant economy. 
With Interstate 5 running its length, the Valley’s economy is shaped by the transportation system and 
the flow of goods. With nine of the ten largest cities in Oregon, the Willamette Valley is the most urban 
ecoregion in Oregon. It also is the fastest-growing ecoregion. Pressure on valley ecosystems from 
population growth, land use conversion, and pollution is likely to increase. 
  
Willamette Valley “at a Glance” – Characteristics and Statistics 
Economics: 

Important industries: agriculture, manufacturing, high technology, forest products, construction, 
retail, services, government, health care, and tourism. 

Major crops: nursery and greenhouse plants, grass seed, wine grapes, Christmas trees, poultry, 
dairy, vegetables, small fruits and berries, nuts, grains, and hops. 

Important nature-based recreational areas: Forest Park; Bybee and Smith Lakes; Willamette River; 
Willamette Valley National Wildlife Refuge Complex; Fern Ridge Reservoir. 

Ecology: 
Elevation 4’ (Columbia River) – 780’ (near Lowell) 
Number of regularly occurring vertebrate wildlife species: approx. 250 
Important rivers: Willamette, McKenzie, Santiam, Sandy, Mollala, Clackamas, Tualatin, Yamhill, 

Luckiamute, Long Tom  

Conservation Issues and Priorities in the Willamette Valley Ecoregion 

Overview 
The Willamette Valley ecoregion is both the fastest growing ecoregion in Oregon and the most densely 
populated, containing the states’ three largest urban centers (Portland, Salem, Eugene). The population 
projected for 2050 is approximately four million, nearly double today’s population. The ecoregion also 
provides about half of the state’s agricultural sales and includes six of the top 10 agricultural-producing 
counties; 16 of top 17 private sector employers (Manufacturing, high technology, forest products, 
agriculture, and services).  
 
Historical accounts indicate that prior to European settlement, much of the Willamette Valley was 
covered by native grasses and forbs. The Calapooia people regularly set fires to improve hunting and 
travel. The fires helped maintain the valley’s mosaic of grasslands, oak savannas, wet prairies and other 
open habitats.  
 
Since the 1850’s, much of the Willamette Valley ecoregion has been altered by development 
(agricultural or urban), particularly affecting oak woodlands, oak savanna, grassland, riverine, and 
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wetland habitats. The Willamette River has been disconnected from its floodplain, and much of the 
historic habitats have been fragmented. About 96 percent of the Willamette Valley ecoregion is 
privately owned, presenting challenges to conservation management. Conservation strategies that focus 
on needs of individual at-risk species and key sites are particularly critical in this ecoregion.  
 
Ecoregion-level limiting factors and recommended approaches 
All of the key conservation issue apply statewide, as do the approaches outlined in the Statewide 
Perspectives and Approaches chapter. However, land use changes, altered disturbance regimes (both 
fire and floodplain function) and invasive species are described further in this section, considering the 
Willamette Valley’s ecoregional characteristics. In addition to the statewide factors, habitat 
fragmentation is of concern. 
 
Factor: Land use conversion and urbanization. Habitat continues to be lost through conversion to other 

uses. 
Approach: Because so much of the Willamette Valley ecoregion is privately-owned, voluntary 

cooperative approaches are the key to long-term conservation using tools such as financial 
incentives, Candidate Conservation Agreements with Assurances, and conservation easements. 
Careful land use planning also is essential. Work with agency partners to support and implement 
existing land use regulations to preserve farmland, open spaces, recreation areas, and natural 
habitats. Monitor changes in land uses across the landscape and in land use plans and policies. 

 
Factor: Altered fire regimes. Maintenance of open-structured Strategy Habitats such as grasslands, oak 

savannas and wet prairies, are dependent in part on periodic burning. Fire exclusion has allowed 
succession to more forested habitats. Reintroduction of fire poses significant management problems 
in many areas of the Valley. These problems include conflicts with surrounding land use, smoke 
management and air quality, and safety. 

Approach: Use multiple tools, including mowing and controlled grazing, to maintain open-structured 
habitats. Ensure that tools are site-appropriate and implemented to minimize impacts to native 
species. Re-introduce fire at locations where conflicts such as smoke and safety concerns can be 
minimized. Work with local communities to ensure that local concerns such as air quality are 
addressed. 

 
Factor: Altered floodplain. The floodplain dynamics of the Willamette River have been significantly 

altered. Multiple braided channels dispersed floodwaters, deposited fertile soil, moderated water 
flow and temperatures, and provided a variety of slow-water habitats such as sloughs and oxbow 
lakes. The Willamette River has largely been confined to a single channel and disconnected from its 
floodplain.  

Approach: While restoration of multiple channels may be neither practical nor desirable, cooperative 
efforts are needed to restore floodplain function and critical off-channel habitats. Approaches are 
discussed in Restoring a River of Life, Willamette Restoration Initiative (2001). 

 
Factor: Habitat fragmentation. Habitats for at-risk native plant and animal species are largely confined 

to small and often isolated fragments such as roadsides and sloughs. Opportunities for large-scale 
protection or restoration of native landscapes are limited. Barriers to large-scale ecosystem 
restoration include: existing development, growth pressures, high land costs, and the fragmented 
nature of ownerships and remaining native habitats. 

Approach: Broad-scale conservation strategies will need to focus on restoring and maintaining more 
natural ecosystem processes and functions within a landscape that is managed primarily for other 
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values. This may include an emphasis on more “conservation-friendly” management techniques for 
existing land uses and restoration of some key ecosystem components such as river-floodplain 
connections and wetland and riparian habitats. “Fine-filter” conservation strategies that focus on 
needs of individual Strategy Species and key sites are particularly critical in this ecoregion.  

 
Factor: Invasive species. Invasive plants and animals disrupt native plant and animal communities and 

impact populations of at-risk native species. 
Approach: Emphasize prevention, risk assessment, early detection and quick control to prevent new 

invasives from becoming fully established. Use multiple-site appropriate tools (mechanical, chemical 
and biological) to control the most damaging non-native species. Prioritize efforts that focus on key 
invasive species in high priority areas, particularly where Strategy Habitats and Species occur. Work 
with the Oregon Invasive Species Council and other partners to educate people about invasive 
species issues and to prevent introductions of potentially high-impact species such as zebra mussel. 
Provide technical and financial assistance to landowners interested in controlling invasive species on 
their properties. Promote the use of native “local” stock for restoration and revegetation. 

 

Nearshore Ecoregion 

 
Getting to Know the Nearshore Ecoregion 
 
Description 
Oregon’s Nearshore ecoregion offer opportunities for boating, surfing, wildlife viewing, fishing, 
crabbing, clamming, and recreational pursuits. It supports commercial fish harvests, shipping, and 
ecosystem services that benefit all Oregonians. The nearshore environment includes a variety of 
habitats ranging from submerged high-relief rocky reefs to broad expanses of intertidal mudflats in 
estuaries. It is home to a vast array of fish, invertebrates, marine mammals, birds, algae, plants, and 
micro-organisms. These habitats and species are integral parts of Oregon’s complex nearshore 
ecosystem, and are interconnected through food webs, nutrient cycling, habitat usage, and ocean 
currents. They are also influenced by a multitude of other biological, physical, chemical, geological, and 
human use factors. This section of the Conservation Strategy focuses on the Nearshore ecoregion, which 
encompasses the area from the outer boundary of Oregon’s Territorial Sea at 3 nautical miles to the 
supra tidal zone affected by wave spray and overwash at extreme high tides on our ocean shoreline, and 
up into the portions of estuaries where species depend on the saltwater that comes in from the ocean. 
The Nearshore ecoregion is bordered by the Coast Range ecoregion on the ocean shores and intersects 
it in Oregon’s estuaries. 
 
Nearshore ocean ecology is influenced by environmental conditions in adjacent estuarine, terrestrial, 
and freshwater habitats. The nearshore ocean is extensively linked with the atmosphere and the 
dynamic offshore waters of the California Current Large Marine Ecosystem. It is heavily influenced by 
human coastal development and populations. Additional information about habitats, species, and 
management issues is available in the Oregon Nearshore Strategy. 

 “At a glance” – Characteristics and Statistics 

Economics: 
Important industries in coastal communities: commercial fishing, fish processing, tourism and 

recreation (including recreational fishing, shellfish harvest, and wildlife viewing), shipping, and 
retirement services and,   

http://www.dfw.state.or.us/MRP/nearshore/document.asp
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Ecology: 
Elevation: …………………………….from approximately 10 feet above to 636 below sea level  
Minimum number of regularly occurring vertebrate wildlife species………………………226 
Oceanographic influences: California Current, seasonal upwelling 
Major rivers and estuaries: Alsea Bay, Chetco River, Columbia River, Coos Bay, Coquille River, Depot 
Bay, Elks River, Necanicum River, Nehalem Bay, Nestucca Bay, Netarts Bay, Pistol River, Rogue River, 
Salmon River, Sand Lake, Siletz Bay, Siuslaw River, Sixes River, Tillamook Bay, Umpqua River, 
Windchuck River, Yaquina Bay.  

 
Conservation Issues and Priorities in the Nearshore Ecoregion 
Overview 
Oregon’s ecosystem-based management approach recognizes the role human populations play as a part 
of ecological systems. As human activities in and around the Nearshore ecoregion increase, human 
impacts on the fish, wildlife and their habitats may also increase. Of Oregon’s 33 coastal cities, 12 are 
active ports supporting vessel traffic to and from ocean waters, and all are an integral part of coastal 
ecology. Coastal development, tourism, recreation, sport and commercial fishing, dredging, wastewater 
disposal, aquaculture, and energy development are just a few nearshore resource uses that benefit 
human communities. However, along with the benefits there are potentially adverse effects on 
nearshore resources. Proactive management and planning are needed to anticipate and avoid or 
minimize negative environmental consequences of human activities. 
 
Oregon’s nearshore environment is a public domain that is managed in trust by the State of Oregon, and 
as such, conservation of nearshore resources requires collaboration among a broad range of 
management agencies and public user groups. The state’s management of nearshore fish and wildlife 
resources falls mainly under the purview of the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife (ODFW) and the 
Oregon Fish and Wildlife Commission (OFWC). Human use issues such as water pollution, vessel traffic, 
or access to public lands are managed by other state agencies, local governments, tribal governments, 
and federal entities. For more information about jurisdictional boundaries and authority within Oregon’s 
nearshore environment, see the Oregon Nearshore Strategy and the “Agency Programs and Authorities 
in Oregon’s Nearshore Area” diagram. 
 
To balance human use benefits with conservation concerns, many management actions are designed to 
maintain access to natural resources while preventing serious depletion or damage. Natural resource 
management must also account for the needs of both present and future generations, which requires 
taking a long-term view. To meet these goals, the Oregon Nearshore Strategy recommends 14 
conservation and management priority actions. These actions address nearshore issues that are in need 
of immediate or timely attention, are feasible to implement given appropriate funding, and have 
received some level of public support. There are three general categories of action:  1) education and 
outreach, 2) research and monitoring, and 3) management and policy. The conservation of marine 
resources is the responsibility of all users, to ensure the long-term productivity of marine ecosystems.  
Several selected opportunities for conservation, education, research and management based on the 14 
recommendations within the Oregon Nearshore Strategy are listed below.   
 
Ecoregion-level limiting factors and recommended approaches 
 
Factor: Public awareness of nearshore marine species and habitats. Most marine species and habitats 
occur below the water’s surface and go unseen by most members of the public. Education and outreach 
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efforts are needed to increase public awareness about nearshore marine species and habitats, as well as 
the issues affecting them. 
Approach: Improve education and outreach efforts to disseminate information on species identification 
and distribution, management regulations, and release techniques designed to reduce discard mortality. 
Develop curriculum materials and provide information to schools for use in classrooms. Continue to 
improve the appearance, visibility, and effectiveness of the ODFW Marine Resources Program website. 
Employ emerging technologies, blogs, and social media sites. Use local newspapers and literature to 
share research and conservation actions with adults and children. Display conservation and educational 
materials at hotels, charter offices, angling shops, real estate offices, malls, parks, marinas, boat ramps, 
beach access points, and other public areas. Encourage development of local and port groups to 
facilitate information and knowledge exchange between agencies and local constituents. Design and 
convene workshops tailored to educate the public on specific topics (e.g., fish, algae, shellfish, non-
native species identification workshops). Involve members of the public in management of nearshore 
marine resources, conduct regular updates to the Oregon Nearshore Strategy, and ensure that 
management priorities are congruent with public needs. 
 
Factor: Habitat alteration. Disturbance to, or loss of, habitat important to nearshore species and 
ecosystems can occur from both direct and indirect sources. Disturbances to vulnerable intertidal 
habitats are often subtle and can be a consequence of human activities that cause light or noise 
pollution or result in trampling of intertidal habitats, animals, or plants. Intertidal and submerged 
habitats are impacted by changes to sediment transport due to altered hydrology, coastal development, 
shoreline armoring, beach grooming, global climate change, and many other factors. Non-native species 
introductions may alter physical properties and habitat-forming biological communities (e.g., crowding 
out native organisms that function as substrate for other organisms) in nearshore habitats. Certain 
bottom fishing methods may reduce structural diversity of the sea floor and change benthic 
communities. 
Approach: Continue to monitor nearshore species and habitats to document impacts that may be subtle 
or may accumulate over time, and to determine areas where disturbance is causing, or could cause 
negative impacts to species or habitat. Collaborate with academic and management entities in the study 
of non-native species, survey intertidal and subtidal habitats for presence, set a baseline of habitat use, 
and monitor communities for potential spread.  Investigate alternative methods (e.g., fishing 
techniques, shoreline erosion control, development practices) that reduce or remedy negative impacts 
on nearshore habitats. Inform the public about the use of non-disturbing methods appropriate for 
viewing marine wildlife. Provide new or improved interpretive signage, media inserts, feature articles 
and booklets about intertidal habitats, fisheries information, and other nearshore ocean resources. 
 
Factor: Water quality degradation. Water quality degradation caused by human activities or natural 
causes may impact nearshore species and habitats. Water quality within the nearshore ocean is affected 
by coastal and inland development, either from increased runoff of contaminated water or increased 
water temperature resulting from altered hydrology or depth (e.g., dredging, filling). Boating activity in 
nearshore waters or adjacent estuaries may lead to accumulation of oil in surface waters from poorly-
maintained or failing equipment. Water quality may be further degraded if conditions support 
significant blooms of harmful algae, which can lead to highly concentrated marine biotoxins. 
Approach: Coordinate with the multiple state and federal agencies involved in water quality issues to 
update and improve signage at marinas and public beaches to inform boaters and beach users about 
water quality issues and methods for reporting problems. Develop incentive programs to encourage 
boaters to use environmentally-friendly gear or equipment. Prevent contamination and enforce laws 
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regarding pollution and water quality issues.  Monitor for harmful algal blooms to diagnose potential 
indications of domoic acid or paralytic shellfish poisoning. 
 
Factor: Harvest issues. Populations of nearshore species may be impacted by commercial or 
recreational overharvest, at local or at broader scales, as well as, through bycatch and discard of non-
targeted species. Accurate accounting of stock abundance and harvest impacts is an important 
component of sustainable resource management. Abundance estimates and complete life history 
information remain unknown for many nearshore species. 
Approach: Provide opportunities for protecting and enhancing nearshore fisheries stocks. Develop and 
implement fish release methods designed to minimize discard mortality. Increase ODFW representation 
at sportsmen shows, festivals and other venues, and encourage fishers to avoid vulnerable species, and 
make information about proper discard techniques widely available. Develop monitoring, conservation, 
resource analyses and harvest management plans for commercially and recreationally harvested 
shellfish. Evaluate immediate and long-term conservation and harvest management needs for Oregon’s 
recreational and commercial nearshore fisheries. Develop stock assessment and/or stock status 
indicator strategies for priority nearshore groundfish and shellfish species, designed to accommodate 
the unique circumstances and habitats of nearshore species with the greatest management need. 
Develop fishery independent survey methodologies and gather baseline information for all key 
nearshore species. Review the Strategy Species list in the Oregon Nearshore Strategy to identify priority 
species in need of conservation plans under Oregon’s Native Fish Conservation Policy. Collaborate with 
sport and commercial fishermen, university researchers and others to gather imperative information for 
exploited nearshore stocks. Sponsor socioeconomic analysis of coastal communities to determine the 
relationship between stock status and direct (e.g., fishing) or indirect (e.g., tourism) impacts from 
various industries. 
 
Factor:  Monitoring and research needs. Monitoring species and habitat changes will help evaluate 
resource status and trends over the long-term. Although some monitoring is done at present, more is 
needed to examine changes and trends within Oregon’s nearshore ecosystem. More data are needed to 
understand local and regional ecological changes due to predator-prey population dynamics, the 
introduction of non-native species, algae blooms, climate change and ocean acidification effects and 
other changes. Many aspects of Oregon’s nearshore habitats and species are poorly understood.  For 
many marine species, substantial data gaps exist with regards to population structure, life history 
parameters, response to environmental change, and species-habitat associations. Similarly, while 
significant strides have been made toward describing and mapping nearshore habitats, gaps remain for 
parts of the nearshore area. In addition, researchers are still accumulating data to describe the physical 
properties and biological component of certain habitat types, and to provide long-term information on 
the physical response of nearshore systems to climate change. More information is needed to assess 
and understand the complexity of the nearshore ecosystem and the effects of human interactions. 
Approach: Encourage and assist in monitoring the population dynamics and habitat usage of rocky reef-
associated species. Research the movement, behavior, and predator-prey relationships of adult and 
juvenile stages of nearshore species. Identify and evaluate conflicts between marine mammals and 
fisheries. Inventory and monitor non-native species. Public users should inspect boats, clothing and 
equipment for non-native species before and after use of natural areas or waterbodies, and should 
report sightings to support ongoing monitoring of species distribution. Assess and gather baseline 
information on levels of human use and disturbances to intertidal habitats, animals and plants. Review 
coastal development plans and regulations to identify opportunities to address areas with consequent 
negative impacts to nearshore resources. Improve and expand the capabilities of research and 
monitoring programs to meet the requirements of the Native Fish Conservation Policy and other 
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nearshore resource management programs. Investigate the effects of environmental changes on 
nearshore species and habitats. Continue to study, evaluate, and monitor harmful algal blooms to 
provide an early warning system for blooms. Continue to develop non-lethal habitat surveys of 
nearshore habitats, and collaborate with interested stakeholders to increase survey coverage. 
 
Factor:  Estuarine management planning needs. Estuaries are essential habitat for certain life stages of 
many recreationally and commercially important marine species. Estuaries are linked to the nearshore 
ocean through the movement of water, nutrients, sediments, animals and plants, as well as human 
activities. Estuarine habitat and species are made especially vulnerable to human-induced 
environmental changes due to their proximity to human activity. While some aspects of estuarine 
resources are described elsewhere in the Oregon Conservation Strategy, planning and information 
regarding the marine components of Oregon’s estuaries and the marine-estuarine connection are 
needed. 
Approach: Develop and implement science-based management strategies for estuarine resources. 
Develop key strategic plans under the guidance of the Native Fish Conservation Policy for estuarine 
species with the greatest need. Develop conservation and harvest management plans for commercially 
and recreationally harvested shellfish. Expand upon management objectives previously identified, and 
further develop plans that identify restoration or conservation targets for individual estuaries. 
Encourage and assist in estuarine research to identify data and knowledge needed for management 
planning. 
 
Oregon Nearshore Strategy: For more in-depth information about Oregon’s nearshore environment, 
including complete species lists and habitat descriptions, the Oregon Nearshore Strategy is available to 
view or download at http://www.dfw.state.or.us/mrp/nearshore/index.asp. 

Connected by Water: the Columbia River  

One river connects many of Oregon’s ecoregions. Its immense size and unique characteristics make the 
Columbia River a special place that requires a coordinated conservation approach. 
 
Beginning in the Canadian Rockies of British Columbia and the Clark Fork in Montana, the Columbia 
River is the largest river by volume flowing into the Pacific Ocean from North America. During its long 
journey, it flows through 63 cities. It is the 15th longest river in North America and has the sixth largest 
flow.  
 
The Columbia Basin is the 258,000-square-mile area drained by the Columbia River. The Basin extends 
roughly from the crest of the Cascade Mountains of Oregon and Washington east through Idaho to the 
Continental Divide in the Rocky Mountains of Montana and Wyoming, and from the headwaters of the 
Columbia River in Canada to the high desert of northern Nevada and northwestern Utah. The Columbia 
Basin includes two countries, Canada and the United States, including parts of Washington, Oregon, 
Idaho, Montana, Wyoming, Nevada, and Utah. Within Oregon, the Columbia collects water from five 
ecoregions (part or all of the Coast Range, Willamette Valley, West Cascades, East Cascades, and 
Columbia Plateau ecoregions). 
 
Cultural and Economic Significance  
The Columbia River has played a significant role in human activities for at least 12,000 years.  
In addition to being home to native people, the Columbia River Gorge provided a portal through the 
mountains that served as a major trade route. Objects found in the gorge originate from as far away as 
Alaska, Minnesota and Mexico. The salmon fishery at Celilo Falls drew people to multilingual fishing 
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settlements. The Columbia River Gorge was one of the primary trade routes in North America. The gorge 
served as an important passage through the mountains for trappers, the Lewis and Clark Corps of 
Discovery, and Oregon Trail emigrants. It has been designated as a National Scenic Area to protect its 
natural and cultural features by concentrating human enterprises within established cities.  
 
Nearly half of all hydroelectricity produced in the United States comes from the Columbia and its 
tributaries via 150 hydroelectric projects. The Grand Coulee Dam and the Chief Joseph Dam are the 
largest dams in the United States and Grand Coulee is the third largest hydroelectric dam in the world. 
The dams also provide water for the Columbia Basin Irrigation Project, one of the most extensive 
irrigation projects in the western United States. Watering more than 500,000 acres of fertile but arid 
farmland central Washington has turned the area into a major agricultural center that produces apples, 
potatoes, alfalfa, wheat, corn, barley, hops, beans, and sugar beets. 
 
Recreational use on the Columbia River is increasing. Fishing, windsurfing, hiking, wildflower viewing, 
camping, waterfall viewing, and scenic touring are all popular activities. 
 
Significant Ecological Features 
Just as it provides a means for people to travel, the Columbia River is the link between habitats and 
landscapes for other species. It is a primary migration route for anadromous fish from the entire basin. 
Historically the Columbia produced more Chinook, Coho salmon, and steelhead trout than any other 
river in the world. Ten to 16 million adult salmon once entered the river each year. These mighty runs 
have been impacted by historic overfishing, habitat degradation, and passage barriers, including a series 
of dams.  
 
Because of its unique geology and dramatic range in elevation, temperature, and precipitation, the 
Columbia Gorge has diverse plant life. The gorge’s dazzling array of approximately 800 flowering plants 
draws many visitors each spring and summer. It is home to several endemic plants and invertebrates. 
For example, 14 wildflowers occur in the gorge and nowhere else. Because of their limited range, 
endemic species are particularly vulnerable to habitat alteration and other changes.  
 
Some Strategy Species, such as salmon, western painted turtles, and several invertebrates primarily 
occur or move through the Columbia Gorge. For example, the river is a critical migratory path for many 
populations of declining salmonids, linking their habitat across hundreds of miles. These species 
associated with the Columbia are listed in the separate ecoregional chapters; however, their 
conservation requires a more holistic approach, one that looks at the Columbia as a system. 
 
An Altered System 
The Columbia River has been dramatically altered by development and hydropower dams. Riparian, 
wetland and estuarine habitat has been converted into railroads, highways, and urban areas. Large 
dams have turned the free-flowing river into a series of lakes, taming its seasonal temperament. 
Uniform flow has further altered riparian and wetland habitats. Large and small dams throughout the 
system have blocked migration routes and disrupted seasonal water temperature regimes. 
 
Because the Columbia River drains such a large area of varying land uses, it collects and concentrates 
pollutants from urban areas and from agricultural areas. Some of these nonpoint inputs include 
fertilizers and pesticides. Two particular challenges regarding point pollution sources are the Portland 
Harbor and the Hanford Nuclear Reservation, both Environmental Protection Agency Superfund Sites. 
Because of its importance to commerce, the Portland Harbor is one of the most highly industrialized 
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systems in Oregon. For more than 100 years, many businesses, including manufacturing and ship 
building businesses, have operated at the harbor. Consequently, the aquatic system has been 
contaminated with heavy metals, polychlorinated biphenyls (PCB’s) and other chemicals from industrial 
processes. Contaminants also have seeped into the Columbia River from the Hanford Nuclear 
Reservation, which once served as a plutonium production complex with nine nuclear reactors and 
related facilities.  
 
Other issues affect the Columbia Gorge and River. Just as it collects and drains water over a wide area, 
the Columbia Gorge funnels air pollution from as far away as Eugene, Oregon and Tacoma, Washington. 
Winter inversions trap pollutants, affecting air quality. Also, residential and other development is 
increasing. Lastly, because the Columbia River is home to large ports and is a route of transportation, 
invasive species are a concern. For more information on invasive non-native species, see the Statewide 
Perspectives and Approaches chapter. 
 
This Conservation Strategy addresses species and habitat issues and actions for the Columbia River 
within the ecoregional sections. However, due to the complexity of issues within the Columbia and the 
numerous entities with a stake in its management, a high level of coordination is necessary. Actions 
within this Conservation Strategy should be implemented within the Columbia River’s management 
plans. Many of these efforts are listed in “Existing Planning and Regulatory Framework for 
Conservation.” 
 
A Place for People and Wildlife: Conservation in Urban Areas  

 
People often seek quality of life in a community, and the same features people seek also provide quality fish 
and wildlife habitat. Cities are often built where there are important landscape features such as along rivers 
and near the confluence of rivers. While urban areas typically do not contain very large habitat areas, they 
offer significant benefits to fish and wildlife habitat. Cities and urban areas can engage people in nature 
within walking distance of their home, and can show restoration actions that they see every day.  
 
If all of Oregon’s urban areas were placed together, they would cover approximately 6 percent of the state’s 
land area. A majority – over 75 percent – of Oregon’s population lives in metropolitan areas, according to 
the U.S. Census Bureau. Oregon is becoming more culturally, racially and ethnically diverse, so conservation 
messages need to be provided to reach this increasingly diverse audience. Portland is Oregon’s largest urban 
center, and has been recognized as a national model for urban natural resource planning. Many towns and 
cities across the state are expanding to respond to the needs of a growing population, and rural farms and 
forests have been converted to urban and industrial uses.  
 
Urban areas can contribute to conservation goals by setting aside ecologically important natural areas inside 
of urban growth boundaries, containing and directing growth in ways that protect habitat areas in more 
rural areas, providing “green” building infrastructure, reducing hazards such as building strikes and cat 
predation, and by engaging urban residents in restoration at the backyard and neighborhood scale. Urban 
areas provide tremendous opportunities for reaching and engaging the public in wildlife conservation efforts 
both within and beyond their local communities. 
 
Urban areas are characterized by the prevalence of built structures and impervious surfaces, which alter 
surfaces and water flow, degrade water quality, reduce vegetation cover and diversity, and cause habitat 
loss, fragmentation and degradation. Urban areas are also centers of human activities that can displace 
sensitive fish and wildlife; introduce and spread invasive species; generate pollutants, noise, heat and 
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artificial lighting that can disturb wildlife; and pose hazards to wildlife from people, roads, pets, buildings 
and other factors. Cities and municipalities are increasingly working to decrease many of these problems 
through best practices and through outreach and education.  
 
Conservation Overview 
Cities offer a great challenge – to sustain fish and wildlife species and habitats under conditions of increasing 
development – and a great opportunity – to engage people with nature. While urbanized lands already have 
impacted today’s conservation opportunities, and future urbanization likely will present further challenges, 
some of Oregon’s urban areas have made impressive efforts to contribute toward fish and wildlife 
conservation. Significant habitats have been set aside through parks and greenspaces in the Portland Metro 
region and the Eugene area, and wildlife species and habitat considerations are increasingly becoming part 
of the planning process.   
 
The full array of Oregon’s aquatic and terrestrial habitats are found in urban areas, including oak woodlands 
and savannahs, native grasslands and sagebrush, bottomland hardwood forests, coniferous forests, and 
other important habitats. Urban streams and riparian areas support salmon and trout, as well as other 
native fish, and a host of amphibians, reptiles, mammals, birds and invertebrates. The largest runs of fish in 
the Pacific Northwest use the Columbia and Willamette Rivers, which both go through Portland. The 
Willamette River, which supports many important fisheries and wildlife species, also runs through Salem and 
Eugene to the South. Protecting and restoring these important habitats and species in urban areas will not 
only help to conserve Oregon’s natural heritage, but will also provide valued ecosystem services for the 
public.  
 
Urban areas have an important role to play in imperiled species protection and recovery. Many imperiled 
plant and animal species occur in urban areas. For example, the recently federally listed Streaked horned 
lark is found in mostly urban and agricultural habitats, some of the largest populations of sensitive Painted 
turtles are found in urban areas, and the formerly threatened Peregrine falcon benefitted from conservation 
actions in urban areas.  
 
Human-created habitats can also provide significant habitat for wildlife in urban areas. For example, green 
infrastructure strategies such as green roofs and urban tree canopy contribute environmental and 
community benefits. Native plant gardens and native landscaping, backyard ponds, and bat and bird roost 
and nest sites on buildings, bridges, and utility poles can provide places for some wildlife species to feed and 
rest. ODFW’s Naturescaping book has information on providing habitat in urban areas. Creating backyard 
habitats and building habitat features into existing structures are excellent approaches for supplementing 
natural habitats in urbanized areas. For example, see Audubon Society of Portland’s guidance on backyard 
bird habitat. In addition, setting aside functional habitats and enabling the use of that habitat by 
incorporating design features such as wildlife corridors and safe road crossings, can help to accommodate 
the needs of fish and wildlife within the built environment. Finally, knowledge of the smaller or less mobile 
species that may be present while doing work around the house clearing brush, burning brush piles, moving 
rock piles, or putting in structures or utility lines can minimize negative impacts to species [ODFW’s Native 
Turtle Best Management Practices].  
 
Urban Conservation Issues and Approaches 
Issue: Limited natural areas.  
Approach: Protect and restore natural areas that are connected with each other and to the larger landscape. 
Park and greenspace programs provide excellent opportunities for building fish and wildlife habitat into 
urban areas, while contributing to people’s recreational opportunities and quality of life. For example, the 

http://audubonportland.org/issues/backyardhabitat
http://audubonportland.org/issues/backyardhabitat
•%09How%20to%20use%20the%20Strategy:%20Organization%20and%20navigation%20guide%20%20%5bto%20be%20integrated%20with%20web%20formatted%20final%20version%20by%20October%202015%5d
•%09How%20to%20use%20the%20Strategy:%20Organization%20and%20navigation%20guide%20%20%5bto%20be%20integrated%20with%20web%20formatted%20final%20version%20by%20October%202015%5d


Oregon Conservation Strategy PUBLIC REVIEW DRAFT June 19 – July 20, 2015 

 

35 

 

Portland Metro area Intertwine [See Link Box below] effort is an innovative collaboration between 
community planners, local residents and businesses that connects people with nature and trails, and has 
produced a guide to local urban ecology . Eugene, Corvallis and other cities are also incorporating 
greenspaces into their park programs.  
 
Issue: Education and outreach: Urban areas are where most people live, presenting an unparalleled 
opportunity to reach, serve and support a large segment of Oregon’s population. Education has tremendous 
value as a means of informing landowners, voters, visitors, politicians and other decision-makers and 
stakeholders about ways they can contribute toward fish and wildlife conservation.   
Approach: Direct resources towards populated and ethnically diverse areas to educate Oregonians about 
Oregon’s natural heritage, show people real-world examples of important habitats and projects, and build 
an appreciation that will lead to citizen actions and support for conservation. Stewardship, involvement in 
restoration projects, and opportunities to view fish and wildlife and experience nature can have high value 
when experienced as part of peoples’ daily lives. Additionally, protecting nature in cities provides 
opportunities for education and outreach close to home that may not otherwise be available to the general 
public.  
Approach: Provide instruction, guides, and Best Management Practices to maintenance and operations staff 
in municipalities. Guidance about small actions – how and when to remove a tree, clear brush, use 
pesticides, or work on utilities or sewers – can add up to big benefits Oregon’s native fish and wildlife. 
Outreach about the impacts of outdoor cats can help residents understand their role in stewardship of 
native wildlife. Promote urban greenspaces programs that provide the public a local opportunity to enjoy 
wildlife and open space which will help limit use of more natural areas outside urban centers. Encourage 
urban residents to appreciate and engage in outdoor activities.  
 
Issue: Wildlife Hazards: Urban landscapes can present a variety of hazards for wildlife, such as window 
strikes, light pollution, predation and disturbance by pets, collisions with vehicles and power lines, 
pesticides, and illegal take of wildlife. These hazards can significantly impact wildlife and undermine habitat 
conservation efforts.  
Approach: Support and promote innovative campaigns and programs to reduce wildlife hazards. Work with 
municipalizes to develop policies such as wildlife friendly building guidelines and integration of wildlife 
crossings into transportation plans to reduce hazards. Support research into better understanding of urban 
wildlife hazards and the management strategies to reduce those hazards. Communities can establish  
“Adopt a park” programs where residents volunteer to weed a park instead of applying pesticides. 
Communities and non-profit organizations can promote birdsafe building design and outreach efforts about 
the impacts of cats on wildlife.  
 
Issue: People-wildlife conflicts: Where humans and wildlife live in close proximity, conflicts can occur. These 
can include destruction of property, nuisance due to noise, defecation, predation on pets and injuries to 
people. Many of these conflicts occur because of lack of understanding about wildlife. For example, feeding 
wildlife or interference with young wildlife can lead to destructive behavior patterns. These conflicts lower 
public support for wildlife conservation.  
Approach: Support and expand existing programs to provide information on preventing and resolving 
conflicts with wildlife. Provide resources about “living with wildlife” specific to local communities.  
 
Issue: Paved surfaces alter hydrology and prevent filtering of pollutants. In cities, large expanses of 
landscape are covered by paved impervious surfaces, creating challenges for managing stormwater runoff in 
ways that protect watershed and stream health. Resulting hydrological alterations can have significant 
impacts on the surrounding landscapes. Development also tends to encroach into riparian areas and 
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floodplains that are known to provide critical functions for maintaining healthy streams and key fish and 
wildlife habitats.  
Approach:  Develop and implement green infrastructure strategies such as green streets, green roofs, urban 
tree canopy and other sustainable stormwater management strategies. Work within Oregon’s planning and 
regulatory framework to protect stream corridors, riparian areas and floodplains. When needed, support 
mitigation actions. Seek ways to incorporate ecological considerations into development activities.  
 
Issue: Stakeholder involvement: With the majority of Oregon’s population living in developed urban areas, 
there is a critical need to engage with urban residents about conservation issues. There is potential to reach 
many stakeholders in urban areas from the private sector; for example, landowners, businesses and the 
industrial community. 
Approach: Expand efforts to reach under-served and increasingly diverse communities. Encourage 
stakeholder involvement and concern for conservation issues by recognizing the positive contributions that 
individuals, businesses and industry have made locally, by informing them of conservation opportunities, 
and by continuing dialogue. Focus on local issues to keep people engaged, but link to larger landscapes 
when there is interest and opportunity.  
 
Issue: Multiple jurisdictions: Fish and wildlife and conservation issues cross land ownerships and 
jurisdictional boundaries (cities, counties, agencies), presenting challenges to conservation because 
organizations do not always coordinate to address issues that may be ecologically connected, but politically 
or programmatically separate. 
Approach: Recognizing the uniqueness of each local community and the needs of various landowners, seek 
methods to achieve cooperation and coordination. Promote the exchange of information and provide 
guidance to landowners and local communities that can be used in their efforts to protect and restore 
habitat, set aside green infrastructure systems and plan urban growth strategies that can help sustain fish 
and wildlife populations and ecological function across the landscape. Create cost-share funding 
opportunities for conservation planning and project implementation. 

 
Issue: Need to integrate social and ecological concerns: There is a continuing need to study and address the 
social (e.g., environmental education and stewardship, environmental economics, etc.) and ecological 
aspects of conservation in and around urbanizing areas.  
Approach: Increased recognition of the significance of the fields of urban ecology and environmental social 
sciences will attract research and monitoring attention to studying these issues in and around urban 
systems. Build partnerships between researchers and data users, and seek resources for research that will 
increase understanding of how urban systems can be designed to help sustain fish and wildlife populations 
with a high level of public support and involvement. As the fields of urban ecology and environmental social 
sciences become more established, more sources of funding can be identified. Applying this information to 
open space acquisitions, habitat restoration, regional and local land use planning, environmental education, 
public outreach and other aspects of conservation is critical for building effective conservation strategies 
and public support now and into the future. 
 
Issue: Need for innovative restoration techniques: The types of on-the-ground projects needed to improve 
habitat in urban areas often go beyond the traditional suite of restoration practices that are most commonly 
supported by existing funding sources.  
Approach: Support habitat improvement projects geared toward the needs, opportunities and high level of 
public interest in carrying out environmentally beneficial projects in urban areas. Provide technical and 
financial support for projects such as managing stormwater to more closely mimic natural hydrology, 
landscaping with native plants, restoring historically important habitats when sites are redeveloped, 
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environmental education and outreach, and other conservation actions. These activities can provide 
significant opportunities for habitat protection and improvement, and are important for engaging and 
serving the public. 

 
 
Link Box:  
The Intertwine Alliance is a coalition of private firms, public agencies and nonprofit organizations 
working together to tap new sources of funding, better leverage existing investments, and more fully 
engage residents with the outdoors and nature in the Portland metro area.  As part of the Intertwine’s 
work to thread a broad coalition together, they have developed a regional conservation strategy to help 
guide the evolution of parks, natural areas, trails, open spaces, and recreation opportunities for the 
Portland Metro Area. The Regional Conservation Strategy provides an example of a stepped-down, 
tangible conservation planning process that is directly related to the Oregon Conservation Strategy 
priorities.  
 
 
 
 
 

http://theintertwine.org/RegionalConservationStrategy
http://theintertwine.org/RegionalConservationStrategy

