
LAME-DUCK FLUNKY
Shame on Gov. Kulongoski for passing 

the buck to the Legislature on fi eld 

burning! As our chief executive, he has 

the legal authority to permanently ban 

fi eld burning right now by executive order. 

So why won’t he do it and spare all the 

citizens of the Willamette Valley needless 

suffering? 

Fewer than 1,000 people benefi t 

fi nancially from fi eld burning, yet more 

than 400,000 suffer — is that fair? He 

even said he supports a ban. So what’s 

stopping him? Who’s paying him anyway? 

Is he going to be a term-limited lame 

duck corporate fl unky, or does he have 

the courage of his convictions to prevent 

a public health emergency? Does he only 

answer to agribusiness or does he care 

about the people of Oregon? Or does he 

only care about the athletes and tourists 

at the Olympic Trials? As soon as they 

leave, our hospital ERs will be fi lled with 

victims of smoke and particle inhalation. 

If he does nothing about this, he deserves 

to be impeached.

Ellen Singer

Eugene

ITCHY FINGERS
Great moments in Eugene Police 

Department history over the past decade-

plus: 

� A tree sitter, engaged in the opposite 

of harm to any being or even thing, is 

tortured with a dozen cans of pepper 

spray shot into his groin as the onlooking 

and overwhelmingly peaceable and law-

abiding crowd (myself included) is tear-

gassed; the mayor looks on from the safety 

of his car a block away. 

� A tank rolls into the Whiteaker 

Neighborhood early one morning, and a 

paramilitary goon squad with attack dogs 

rousts a naked woman from bed, hooding 

her as they conduct a search that uncovers 

no evidence of any illegal activity. 

� An uncounted number of women are 

forced to perform sex acts on uniformed 

police offi cers.

� Several completely unarmed young 

people are shot dead either by offi cers 

or vigilante citizens, with not a single 

prosecution. 

� Now, a young man engaged in legal 

protest theater is dragged by his hair across 

a street and, already “subdued,” is shot not 

once but three times with an excruciating, 

potentially heart-stopping electrical 

charge — the latest piece of arsenal to 

grace an itchy EPD trigger fi nger.

We know that our president and his 

top echelon believe that torture is just 

fi ne. But the advent of this new American 

culture of torture seems to have arisen in 

Eugene. As our Bill of Rights is trampled 

on by the weapons-wielders, many of 

us feel anything but safe — more like, 

unprotected and dis-served.

I hope that Ian Van Ornum and his 

supporters will sue the hell out of the city 

of Eugene, with the intention of donating 

the settlement (should justice actually 

be served) to founding a re-education 

program for at least some portion of 

Eugene’s fi nest. Our former (and hopefully 

not-again) mayor may wish to attend as 

well.

Vip Short

Eugene

LOST TAXES
Thank you so much for taking on 

the issue of illegal “contractors.” By 

defi nition anyone without a contractor’s 

license is not a contractor, and calling 

themselves one is kind of like me calling 

myself doctor — it doesn’t make me one, 

and it is fraud. I appreciated the balance 

in the article, which correctly points out 

that in our present system a license does 

not guarantee competency — but does 

protect consumers by requiring insurance 

and supplying a manner of redress if there 

are problems.

I was intrigued that there was not more 

written about the underground economy 

aspect. Someone’s son putting up their 

fence for a few dollars this summer is 

not the issue. The issue is the millions of 

dollars of taxes and child support that don’t 

get paid when someone regularly does 
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Dam-happy Friends
In praise of reclusive beavers

T
his month’s column is for all you 

beaver fans in Corvallis. As for 

we Eugene duck fans, we need 

to let go of the hard feelings long enough 

to appreciate what beavers do for ducks 

and some other things we love in the 

West.

Of course, ducks do have their 

advantages over beaver. For instance, 

some of them will walk right up to you, if 

you have some bread to hand out. (This 

is a particularly wondrous process for 

2- and 3-year olds.) They’re good eating 

if you’re a duck hunter or friend of a 

duck hunter. It’s both easy and fun 

to watch ducks. And they have the 

astounding ability to fl y, unaided.

Beavers just don’t measure up by 

these standards. First, unless you spend 

hours sitting quietly by the same beaver pond for many evenings with apples 

or corn or are a very quiet angler, beavers are not likely to venture near you. 

Since out of experience they fear you, their fl at tail slapping the water as they 

dive away from you is what you usually see. They aren’t a favorite meal, at least 

for Oregonians, and no beaver has successfully fl own on its own.

Nevertheless, two supremely wonderful beaver features completely lacking 

in ducks are their desire and ability to build dams across streams that aren’t 

too steep, narrowly confi ned, or big. These dams, often (but not always) built 

out of aspen or cottonwood branches and logs, change more things than you 

might guess. The most obvious is that a pond forms behind the dam. The next 

most obvious may be that ducks like beaver ponds (there you go, duck fans). 

Perhaps the third most obvious is that beavers build their domed lodges in 

some of the ponds, with underwater entrances to discourage predators and 

above-water platforms in which to rest and spend winter. (A friend of mine once 

heard beavers talking to each other inside their winter lodge.)

Beaver ponds drown trees, providing welcome habitat for cavity-nesting 

birds such as woodpeckers. The ponds provide still, warmish edges with 

vegetation, perfect for particular frogs. They contain still, deep water in which 

young fi sh can grow and hide. Beaver dams trap sediment that would otherwise 

be lost from the area. The trapped sediment raises the stream bed, which is 

especially benefi cial for streams that have become incisions, ditches in the 

ground due to too much cattle or elk browsing of deep-rooted, bank-holding 

plants such as cottonwood, willows, and sedges.

One thing you might not have known is that some of the water passing 

below the dam will fl ow underground, subirrigating and increasing the 

productivity of a downstream valley’s meadows and riparian areas. The wetted 

banks provide sites for new willows, cottonwood, and nonwoody plants to 

replace, if not increase, production of plants the beaver has eaten and/or cut 

down for dam-building and winter food stores.

You also might not have thought about the role dams play in buffering 

some climate change impacts. With global warming, for instance, winter snows 

melt and leave the landscape earlier in the season, resulting in smaller or 

nonexistent stream fl ows later in the season. As air temperature rises, the 

water warms, stressing fi sh and other aquatic organisms who count on cool 

water. When storms come, at least some are expected to become deluges, 

which tear at stream banks and gouge streams ever deeper into the earth, 

effectively isolating the surrounding fl oodplains from life-giving water.

Beaver dams can reduce all these impacts. They slow the movement of 

water through the landscape, extending stream fl ows later into the season. 

The dams store some water underground, away from the sun’s heat. A series 

of dams can at least partially resist and therefore reduce the erosive power of 

fl oods.

There’s a catch, though. As with elephants, wolves, prairie dogs and other 

“keystone” species that support myriad ecosystem functions and species, 

beavers need room. They need room for their ponds and for biodiversity-rich 

riparian areas to spread outwards from streams and creeks. They need wild 

places where irrigation ditches won’t be blocked and stream-hugging roads 

won’t be drowned. They need places where too many cattle, elk, deer and/

or sheep won’t munch the willow, cottonwood and aspen sprouts to nubbins, 

effectively eating beaver out of house and home.

As with all life, in other words, we receive in proportion to what we share. 

Mary O’Brien of Eugene has worked as a public interest scientist since 1981. She can be reached at mob@efn.org
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