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compared with older forests.
A research report released 

in June concluded that log-
ging increases sediment run-
off into streams, which can 
lead to higher costs for water 
treatment plants and create 
cancer-causing byproducts 
when towns use chemicals to 
disinfect dirtier water. A sur-
vey included in the research 
showed logging was the top 
concern for water managers.

“The community gets 
strapped with a very large 
debt when they have to build 
these treatment plants,” said 
Sheree Stewart, who retired in 
2019 after 28 years in drinking 
water protection with the state 
agency.

More than 30 communities 
have contacted the Depart-
ment of Environmental Qual-
ity with concerns about log-
ging near their drinking water 
sources in the past 20 years. 
Emails obtained by the news 
organizations show that in 
2002 Stewart made her agen-
cy’s leadership aware of a 
pattern of logging practices 
that were damaging water 
supplies.

She said little has changed.
“If we could have done a 

better job of protecting some 
of these smaller watersheds, 
perhaps we could have saved 
these communities a lot of 
money,” Stewart said. “I’d 
like to think that we could 
have saved some money for 
future generations.”

‘Boils down to infl uence’
Oregon, the nation’s big-

gest lumber producer, has 
for decades allowed tim-
ber companies to leave fewer 
trees than neighboring states 
require to protect streams and 
rivers from pollution. 

Every tree left behind is 
lost money.

Each West Coast state var-
ies stream protection rules 
based on the size of the stream, 
its geography and whether it 
provides drinking water or a 
habitat for fi sh.

In Washington state, the 
smallest buffer allowed on a 
stream that provides drinking 
water is 50 feet from either 
bank, and the state requires 
that additional trees be left 
behind up to 200 feet from the 
water. California forbids cut-
ting within 30 feet. That state 
also requires at least half the 
tree canopy to remain after 
logging within 100 feet of 
stream banks.

In Oregon, the minimum 
no-cut buffer is 20 feet. The 
state’s stream buffers for 
drinking water are smaller 
than for fi sh.

After Corbett was clear-
 cut in 2017, Busto raised con-
cerns with the Department of 
Environmental Quality about 
the thin layer of trees required 
by the state, saying the 20 feet 
that was left along portions 
of the creek simply was not 
enough to protect his town’s 
water supply.

Regulators there said 
Busto had no recourse. Since 
the companies were following 
state law, the town had only 
two choices: seek voluntary 
concessions from timber com-
panies the next time or get the 
law changed.

Jim Frank, the owner of 
Frank Lumber, which logged 
the area, said his company 
has a good relationship with 
the Corbett Water District 
and would take its concerns 
into consideration when plan-
ning future cuts along its water 
source.

“Do we go beyond what 
the rules are? Probably not,” 
he said. “I guess if the water-
shed wanted us to put bigger 
buffers in they could pay us 
the value for that stuff, and we 
could let it sit there.”

Frank said his company, 
which employs 150 people in 
the Willamette Valley town of 
Lyons, couldn’t afford to leave 
additional trees behind, espe-
cially now, after losing mil-
lions of dollars worth of tim-
ber in Oregon’s Labor Day 
wildfi res.

“We try to be good neigh-
bors. Sometimes it works,” 
Frank said. “We do put our 
faith in what the regulations 
are. We didn’t write them. We 
just follow them.”

In 1991, the year Ore-
gon lawmakers began cutting 
taxes for the timber industry 
and created a public agency 
that has lobbied for industrial 

logging, the Legislature also 
passed laws shielding timber 
owners from complying with 
Clean Water Act requirements. 
So long as logging is done in 
“good faith” according to the 
state’s best practices, compa-
nies can’t be found in viola-
tion of water quality rules.

Current and former regu-
lators say rather than acting 
to prevent problems, the Leg-
islature has set an unreason-
ably high scientifi c threshold 
that fi rst requires proof a haz-
ard exists.

“In environmental protec-
tion, we often approach things 
with a precautionary principle, 
acting in a way that protects 
public health, that protects the 
environment,” said Richard 
Whitman, head of the Depart-
ment of Environmental Qual-
ity. “We’ve lost that.”

Unlike Washington’s 
Department of Ecology, the 
Oregon Department of Envi-
ronmental Quality does not 
have the statutory authority 
to set rules to limit pollution 
caused by logging.

The Oregon Legislature 
reserved that power for state 
forestry offi cials, who are 
also charged with promot-
ing the industry. The state for-
ester, Peter Daugherty, has 
denied any direct connec-
tion exists between clear cut-
ting and polluted drinking 
water. He repeated the asser-
tion in a response to the news 
organizations.

Daugherty said while the 
recent research report from 
Oregon State University found 
a connection between logging 
and increases in muddy water, 
it did not provide direct evi-
dence that logging causes 
problems for drinking water.

Water managers around the 
state say they’ve seen striking 
increases in muddy water after 
logging operations. In Yach-
ats, on Oregon’s central coast, 
water treatment plant operator 
Rick McClung said so much 
mud washed downhill after 
logging there that he had to 
stop using one of his two water 
sources for two years. He said 
the problem wasn’t helped 
when the landowner didn’t 
replant, which is required by 
state law. “He just logged and 
left,” McClung said.

The state Department 
of Forestry  found the com-
pany in violation of Oregon’s 
replanting requirement in 
2015. Five years later, the state 
still hasn’t collected a $14,000 
fi ne, less than it would’ve cost 
to replant. The company could 
not be reached for comment.

Scientists and regulators 
have long faulted Oregon’s 
failure to protect water qual-
ity from the effects of logging.

During 20 years with the 
U.S. Environmental Protec-
tion Agency, leading a team 
overseeing forestry pollu-
tion in Oregon, Teresa Kubo 
noticed a familiar pattern: 
Scientists would determine 
Oregon’s rules weren’t pro-
tecting water quality. Recom-
mendations would be made, 
then watered down to the 
most incremental of changes 
by the time the state adopted 
them.

Since 2016, the National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration and the EPA 
have denied Oregon $1.2 mil-
lion in annual funding after 
determining that state logging 
rules don’t do enough to con-
trol pollution from logging 
roads and high-risk landslides 
or protect small streams with 
fi sh.

But after becoming the 
only state to lose out on nearly 
$5 million in funding, law-
makers and forestry offi cials 
have not addressed the short-
comings federal regulators 
identifi ed in Oregon law.

“The timber industry is 
extremely infl uential in Ore-
gon,” Kubo said. “It just boils 
down to infl uence, the politics 
and economics.”

In June, the Oregon Leg-
islature passed a law that 
imposed restrictions on tim-
ber companies spraying pes-
ticides from helicopters within 
300 feet of homes, schools 
and drinking water. The mea-
sure, which had the blessing of 
the timber industry, came after 
timber companies and envi-
ronmental groups agreed to 
negotiate in 2021 what could 
be the biggest changes to Ore-
gon’s logging laws in decades.

The effort focuses not on 
drinking water but on habi-
tat conservation for salmon 
and other protected species. 
The two sides have pledged 
to have an agreement in place 
by the end of 2021. It remains 
unclear whether they will fi nd 
common ground.

Even if those rules are 
strengthened, risks will con-
tinue for towns trying to pro-
tect their drinking water unless 
they are able to purchase the 
watershed or fi nd some other 
way to slow the rate of log-
ging, said Whitman, the state’s 
top environmental regulator.

If timber companies log 
entire watersheds as they have 
on the Oregon Coast, simply 
leaving a few more trees along 
creek sides won’t be enough, 
he said.

“It’s not going to avoid 
some of the effects that these 
drinking water providers are 
seeing,” he said. “You’re 
going to see some landslides. 
You’re going to see more sed-

imentation. And most impor-
tantly, you’re going to see 
streams dry up in the late sum-
mer and early fall because you 
don’t have that tree cover.”

In debt for clean water
The tap water in Arch 

Cape, on Oregon’s rocky 
N orth C oast, violated fed-
eral drinking water standards 
again and again while the for-
ests around its supply were 
logged, forcing the town to 
spend $1 million in 2010 on a 
new treatment plant. 

The town sits in Clatsop 
County, which has lost more 
than $170 million in revenue 
to timber tax cuts since 1991. 
Phil Chick, the district water 
manager, said the treatment 
plant upgrade raised annual 
bills by $40. But it was merely 
a reaction to the problem, he 
said, not a long-term solution.

The water district plans a 
2021 tax levy that will cost 
roughly $2,300 per home for 
its 300 customers, part of a 
$5.5 million effort to buy the 
forests around its drinking 
water source.

Arch Cape still plans to 
log the forest, Chick said, but 
under far more rigorous stan-
dards than Oregon requires, 
with no use of herbicides.

If the effort to purchase the 
land fails, Chick said he wor-
ries about the future of the for-
est, “because we’re not sure 
who could come in and buy 
it. We don’t know who our 
neighbor is going to be.”

Other towns haven’t been 
able to afford what Arch Cape 
is attempting. In Corbett, 
Busto said purchasing pri-
vate timberlands was far too 
expensive.

In Wheeler, where pri-
vate timber companies owned 
98% of the land around the 
water supply, Burden said 
she would’ve loved to have 
bought and protected part of 
the forest. But the town of 428 
residents struggles just to keep 
a handful of city staff mem-
bers employed.

“You looked at the bud-
get; there’s so little in it that 
we barely get by,” said Bur-
den, who served fi ve terms as 
mayor of Wheeler before retir-
ing last  year.

When federal rules 
required Wheeler to fi lter 
its drinking water, the city 
decided it would be cheaper 
and more reliable to drill wells 
than to treat the creek water 
off industrial timberlands. 
Then in 2001, debris from log-
ging on a nearby ridge rapidly 
fi lled the town’s reservoirs 
with silt and gravel, sending 
the town scrambling to get a 

new water system.
Wheeler has been paying 

off a $1.1 million debt from 
its water project for nearly 20 
years.

Burden said the debt 
handcuffed the town bud-
get. Wheeler has no money to 
replace its aging stormwater 
pipes and drainages to handle 
wind and rain storms on the 
Oregon Coast, which scien-
tists predict will become more 
frequent and severe because 
of climate change.

In 2015, the city fl ooded 
so badly the post offi ce closed 
for seven months. City offi -
cials said the fl ooding was 
exacerbated not just by their 
aging stormwater system, but 
by runoff from logging above 
the town.

Since Burden’s fi rst stint 
as mayor in the 1990s, nearly 
90% of the forests surrounding 
Wheeler have been logged.

Residents continue to com-
plain of drift from aerial spray-
ing and heavy sediment pollu-
tion into Nehalem Bay, home 
to clams, Dungeness crab and 
runs of C hinook and coho 
salmon.

Burden said she used to 
attend Oregon Board of For-
estry meetings to advocate for 
issues that included conserv-
ing forestland to help Wheel-
er’s tourism and recreation 
economy. She eventually gave 
up, tired of the little prog-
ress she’d made with the sev-
en-member panel.

“I knew there was just 
nothing to be gained for a lit-
tle town like mine,” she said.

For one company, a small 
town caused a big stir
In Rockaway Beach, one 

of three towns in Oregon 
where industrial timber com-
panies own all the land around 
its water supply, almost every 
tree has been cut in the last 20 
years, except for a few dozen 
acres. 

In December, Port-
land-based Stimson Lumber 
sent loggers for many of the 
remaining trees, despite pro-
tests from residents who have 
fought to protect their drinking 
water from industrial logging.

“I am dismayed that they 
intend to take another 55 
acres, even after all the public 
attention,” said Nancy Web-
ster, a retired social worker 
who lives in the area.

Few Oregon communities 
have drawn statewide atten-
tion to logging like Rockaway 
Beach, a town of about 1,300 .

In 2010, Webster and other 
residents there began receiving 
warnings about carcinogenic 
byproducts in their tap water, 
created when the city used 
chlorine to disinfect muddy 
water. They pointed to the bar-
ren hillsides above town, say-
ing runoff from clearcuts had 
polluted the creek where they 
get their water. Stimson, one of 
two companies that owns the 
majority of the watershed, has 
said the town’s water issues 
were unrelated to logging.

As Stimson began log-
ging in another coastal water-
shed, which supplies drinking 
water to the nearby town of 

Oceanside, it tried to mitigate 
the public relations damage 
from a citizen group that Web-
ster formed. Several Oceans-
ide residents joined Web-
ster’s group. They questioned 
whether the cut there could be 
done safely.

Statewide environmen-
tal groups had seized on the 
Rockaway Beach complaints 
and were threatening to turn to 
the ballot to stop Stimson and 
other timber companies from 
using helicopters to spray 
herbicides statewide, which 
would remove a critical tool 
used to prime large stretches 
of clear cut land for replanting.

One group, Oregon Wild, 
early in 2018 wrapped Port-
land buses and a MAX light-
rail train in full-sized adver-
tisements showing recently 
logged lands on the Oregon 
Coast, including one clear cut 
near Arch Cape, where Stim-
son had logged. “Welcome to 
Oregon Home of the Clear-
Cut,” the advertisements said.

The timber industry knew 
the idea of banning herbicides 
had traction. A year earlier, 
environmental advocates nar-
rowly passed an initiative to 
ban aerial spraying in coastal 
Lincoln County. An internal 
2018 poll, obtained by Oregon 
Public Broadcasting , The Ore-
gonian  and ProPublica, found 
a majority of coastal voters 
supported a ban, including 
those with family members 
employed in the industry.

Stimson, which supplies 
2-by-4s to Home Depots 
across the country, in February 
2018 hired a public relations 
company, Quinn Thomas. The 
fi rm had proposed a $12,000 
monthly retainer to improve 
Stimson’s image and win 
back public trust in Tillamook 
County, where Stimson has 
one of its six mills and almost 
a fi fth of its 600,000 acres 
of timberland. Documents 
obtained by the news organi-
zations show the fi rm said the 
campaign would help counter 
activist narratives in Tilla-
mook County, home to Rock-
away Beach.

The public relations com-
pany’s strategic plan set a 
goal to build Stimson’s brand 
and “thwart negative claims 
against Stimson’s forestry 
practices, such as efforts to 
ban aerial spray and clearcut-
ting,” the documents show. 
The public relations company 
did not respond to an emailed 
request for comment.

Andrew Miller, Stim-
son’s CEO, said his company 
wanted to share details about 
its forestry and sawmill opera-
tions with the community.

“Our opponents commu-
nicate their views aggres-
sively, usually based on pre-
sumptions with a transparent 
anti-forestry objective,” Miller 
said in an email.

In internal documents, 
Quinn Thomas urged Stimson 
to get noticed for doing good 
things to help repair the dam-
age to its reputation that came 
after its cutting in Rockaway 
Beach.
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The 400 residents of Wheeler were forced to fi nd a new water supply after muddy logging 

runoff  fi lled the town’s reservoirs.

IN OREGON, THE MINIMUM NO-CUT 

BUFFER IS 20 FEET. THE STATE’S 

STREAM BUFFERS FOR DRINKING

WATER ARE SMALLER THAN FOR FISH.

Alder and Maple Saw Logs & Standing Timber

Northwest Hardwoods • Longview, WA
Contact: John Anderson • 360-269-2500

WANTED

Volunteer

CLATSOP COUNTY ANIMAL SHELTER
1315 SE 19th Street, Warrenton • 861- PETS
www.dogsncats.org Noon to 4pm, Tues-Sat

Sponsored By

Read more on Petfinder.com

Pick of the Week

Honey
1 1/2 year old female

German Shepherd

A storied symbol of

enduring friendship

and fidelity -- full of

potential and promise.

2021 MULTI-JURISDICTIONAL 

NATURAL HAZARDS MITIGATION PLAN 
for all jurisdictions within Clatsop County

We want to hear from you! The Natural Hazards Mitigation Plan (NHMP) identifies 
hazards that threaten our communities, evaluates our vulnerability to those threats, 
and outlines strategies to reduce or eliminate the risk posed by those threats. The 
Plan must be updated every five years. For the 2020-2025 Plan, Clatsop County has 
come together with five jurisdictions and ten special districts to work toward building 
consensus about the priorities for the next five years. 

The draft Plan is available for public review and comment from January 3, 2021 
through January 15, 2021 at co.clatsop.or.us, link Multi-Jurisdictional Natural 
Hazards Mitigation Plan (MJNHMP) Update 2020 | Clatsop County Oregon.  Citizen 
participation is critically important. Please take some time to share your perspective 
on the draft Plan and how natural disasters impact Clatsop County.

For more information concerning the Plan for the City of Astoria, contact: 
Brett Estes, City Manager, 503-338-5183, bestes@astoria.or.us 
Rosemary Johnson, Project Mgr., rosemaryjcurt@gmail.com 
Send written comments to: Astoria Community Development Dept., 1095 Duane 
Street, Astoria OR 97103

For more information concerning the County-wide Plan, contact: 
Clatsop County Emergency Management 
Tiffany Brown, Emergency Services Manager 
800 Exchange Street, Suite 400, Astoria OR 97103 
Phone: 503-325-8645  |  Email: clatsopemd@co.clatsop.or.us


