
	

	
	

May 23, 2016 
 
 
VIA EMAIL  
 
 
Kevin Cannell 
Bonneville Power Administration 
Public Affairs – DKE-7 
P.O. Box 14428 
Portland, Oregon 97291-4428 
 

RE: Columbia Estuary Ecosystem Restoration Program (DOE/EA-2006)  
 
Dear Mr. Cannell:   
 
The Oregon Farm Bureau Federation (“OFB”) submits the following comments regarding the 
draft Programmatic Environmental Assessment (“PEA”) for the Columbia Estuary Ecosystem 
Restoration Program (DOE/EA-2006).  We are writing today to encourage BPA to conduct a 
more robust affected environment and cumulative impacts analysis for land use changes that the 
proposed restoration activities will foreseeably cause.  Further, we ask that the PEA include a 
framework analysis of how the use of agriculture working lands conservation easements may be 
utilized as an alternative to subsequent land acquisitions in site-specific projects; in order to 
achieve desired conservation goals while mitigating harm to the human environment.  
Importantly, OFB believes that if a comprehensive analysis is conducted, with an emphasis on 
the above points, the removal of acreage from agricultural production can be greatly reduced 
while fulfilling agencies’ commitments under the FCRPS BiOp.   
 
Background on Oregon Farm Bureau 
 
OFB is a voluntary, grassroots, nonprofit organization representing Oregon’s farmers and 
ranchers in the public and policymaking arenas. As Oregon’s largest general farm organization, 
its primary goal is to promote educational improvement, economic opportunity, and social 
advancement for its members and the farming, ranching, and natural resources industry as a 
whole. Today, OFB represents over 7,000 member families professionally engaged in the 
industry and has a total membership of over 60,000 Oregon families.   
 



The OFB has noticed a statewide increased in the conversion of agricultural lands to 
conservation uses, often at the expense of the agricultural operations.  OFB  strongly opposes the 
permanent removal of acreage from agricultural production through any public or private 
program, we have a long-standing policy which disapproves of the acquisition of additional 
natural resource land by federal agencies.  Instead, OFB approves of conservation programs 
which seek to marry conservation benefits on the land with working landscapes, ensuring that 
working lands are protected while achieving associated conservation benefits.  We encourage 
BPA to modify the PEA to more clearly ensure that working landscapes are considered in its 
analysis and that its program protects and works with working landscapes in achieving its goals.   
 
The Draft Programmatic Environmental Assessment Must Analyze Impacts on Agriculture 
 
BPA should conduct a more thorough analysis of the impacts the proposed actions will have on 
agricultural lands.  Specifically, BPA should (1) describe the effects of the estuary management 
actions and activities proposed on agricultural lands, and (2) address the cumulative impacts of 
land use conversions on agriculture within the community of the action area.    
 
The PEA Fails to Address the Economic Impacts of Restoration Activities on Agriculture.   
 
The PEA fails to adequately address the economic impacts of restoration activities on 
agricultural lands, and is inconsistent with CEQ’s own guidance.  CEQ has interpreted in its 
programmatic guidance document that “[t]here should be enough detail to enable those who did 
not have a part in [the EA’s] compilation to understand and meaningfully consider the factors 
involved.”1  And while broad (e.g., regional or landscape) descriptions may suffice for 
characterizing the affected environment in programmatic NEPA reviews, the impacted resources 
must nonetheless be meaningfully identified and evaluated.2   
 
The broad description of the affected environment in the draft PEA does not meaningfully 
identify or evaluate likely impacts to agricultural lands, and does not enable the public to 
meaningfully evaluate the potential impacts of the work.  The PEA acknowledges that the 
economies of communities downriver from Portland and Vancouver are largely based on 
agricultural production, but wrongfully dismisses the economic importance of these activities 
because of the type of agriculture they allege that will most likely to be affected. (PEA, p. 81).  
Further, the PEA downplays foreseeable impacts because they allege the value of agriculture in 
those rural communities is pale in comparison to the manufacturing and technology-based 
industries in nearby urban areas. (PEA, p. 81).  These assertions are incorrect. Agriculture is a 
major economic driver in the proposed action areas, and will be most affected by subsequent 
actions under the PEA.  Contrary to the PEA’s assertions, agriculture within the historical 
floodplain of the Columbia River is diverse (and it is certainly not isolated to grazing and 
haying)3.  Agricultural uses account for 15.4% of the land use within the historical floodplain of 
																																																													
1 Council on Environmental Quality, “Effective Use of Programmatic NEPA Reviews,” December 18, 
2014, p. 33. (citing Baltimore Gas and Electric Co v. NRDC, 462 U.S. 87 (1983)).   
2 Id.  
3 According to USDA’s 2012 “Agcensus,” over thirty percent of agricultural land is devoted to cropland 
in both Clatsop and Columbia County, a higher proportion than both woodland and pastureland.  See 
https://www.agcensus.usda.gov/Publications/2012/Online_Resources/County_Profiles/Oregon/cp41007.p



the Columbia River. Considering all of these factors, BPA needs to conduct a meaningful 
evaluation of the potential economic impacts of its estuary work on agriculture in the impacted 
region, accounting for the diversity of agricultural operations in the area and the likely impacts of 
the restoration activities on agricultural operations.4  
 
Cumulative Impacts Analysis 
 
The draft PEA also fails to conduct a meaningful cumulative impact analysis.  A cumulative 
impact is the impact on the environment which results from the incremental impact of the action 
when added to other past, present, and reasonable foreseeable future actions and can result from 
individually minor but collectively significant actions taking place over a period of time. 40 
C.F.R. 1508.7. (citing Western Watersheds Project v. Salazar, 843 F. Supp. 2d 1105, 1125 (D. 
Idaho, 2012).  An EA must include “a sufficiently detailed catalogue of past, present, and future 
projects, and provide adequate analysis about how these projects, and difference between the 
projects” might impact the environment.  Id. (citing Te-Moak Tribe of Western Shoshone of Nev. 
V. U.S. Dep’t of the Interior, 608 F.3d 592, 602 (9th Cir. 2010).  The CEQ’s programmatic 
NEPA review guidance document further suggests that there should be a particular emphasis on 
cumulative impacts when impacts are discussed in a broad geographic context such as proposed 
action before the agency.5 
   
Indeed, the key “actions” that will flow from the use of this PEA in subsequent tiered documents 
are land use conversions.  As such, OFB believes that providing an in-depth analysis of how land 
use changes may deleteriously impact existing uses is appropriate.   And because the land use 
changes stemming from subsequent actions will primarily affect agricultural lands, we believe 
the PEA must provide particularly thorough cumulative impacts analysis in this regard.  
 
As it is currently written, we believe the PEA’s Cumulative Impacts Analysis is insufficient.  It 
fails to adequately address impacts to agricultural land uses.  The PEA incorrectly hypothesizes 
that “the cumulative impact to agriculture is expected to be low to moderate.” (PEA p. 115).  
First, this conclusion is based on the misleading assumption that agriculture within historical 
tidal wetlands, which will be primarily impacted by the Restoration Program, “are often the least 
productive of the agricultural lands available.” (PEA p. 114).  Second, the Analysis forecasts that 
because growth-related land use conversions will be responsible for further loss of farmland, any 
additional loss through the Restoration Program would be insignificant.   
 
The assumption that agricultural lands in historic tidal wetlands are relatively unproductive due 
to “wet and unproductive soils” is false.  (PEA p. 113).  Some of the state’s most productive and 
fertile soils are located within historic tidal wetlands that were reclaimed nearly a century ago.  
For instance, there are huge volumes of high-value crops that grow between Clatskanie and the 

																																																																																																																																																																																																				
df; 
https://www.agcensus.usda.gov/Publications/2012/Online_Resources/County_Profiles/Oregon/cp41009.p
df.  
4 Draft Programmatic Environmental Assessment: Columbia Estuary Ecosystem Restoration Program, p. 
81.   
5 Council on Environmental Quality, “Effective Use of Programmatic NEPA Reviews,” December 18, 
2014, p. 33. 



Port of Kalama, such as blueberries and peppermint.  This is contrary to the information 
presented throughout the PEA that presumes the land in future project areas is suitable only for 
grazing and haying. (PEA p. 81, 83, 84, 114, etc.).  And frankly even if the predominant uses 
were isolated to those practices, it would seem counterintuitive to suggest that conversion of 
these lands would have a “low or moderate” impact when agricultural lands account for 15.4% of 
total land use in the historical floodplain. (PEA p. 81).  This figure is far greater than any other 
use in the project area, and any analysis conducted in the PEA should reflect this fact. 
 
Next, the PEA cites the development of upland agricultural lands through urban encroachment 
(despite existing land use laws protecting farmland) as a factor lessening any detrimental impacts 
that the Restoration Program may have on agriculture.  (PEA p. 114-115).  However, in reality, 
the development of upland agricultural lands would only increase the need for the heightened 
scrutiny of land use conversions because fewer working lands would remain intact.  At any rate, 
Oregon’s land use laws protect agricultural lands from urban development, and ensure that any 
development will first look to lower value lands, and avoid higher value agricultural lands.       
 
We believe that by conducting a more robust analysis of the potential impacts in the 
programmatic NEPA phase, especially with regards to cumulative impacts, the agency will be 
better equipped to avoid or mitigate adverse impacts in subsequent proposals.  This concept is 
expressly noted in the CEQ’s guidance on programmatic NEPA reviews.6  By failing to create a 
framework to analyze the long-term cumulative impacts associated with the changes in land use 
(primarily from agricultural to conservation areas)7 in the PEA, the agency will fail to recognize 
the true costs of taking agricultural lands out of production.  And without an accurate 
understanding of what will be affected in this early stage in planning, it will be extremely hard to 
gauge the broad effects of the Restoration Program with each additional site-specific review.  
This is precisely why the OFB believes that the Agency must conduct a more comprehensive 
analysis in the programmatic review stage with regard to cumulative impacts on agriculture.   
 
At any rate, BPA needs to ensure that impacts to neighboring and regional agricultural lands are 
included in site-specific analysis for each project.  Restoration projects can have significant 
impacts to neighboring agricultural operations, including loss of agricultural infrastructure, 
alterations in hydrology, changes in practices, and impacts associated with the loss of 
agricultural lands.  For example, the creation of a new wetland in an agricultural area can alter 
drainage in the area, cause flooding on neighboring property, and cause increased wildlife 
damage on adjacent properties.   If the project is going to result in increased salmonid presence 
in the area, the BPA should also grant safe harbor to neighboring landowners who may see 
increased salmonid presence on their property due to the conversion.  Additionally, to the extent 
that BPA is working within a drainage district or area served by a common drainage system, 
BPA needs to evaluate and mitigate any impacts of the project on drainage in the area and ensure 

																																																													
6 Council on Environmental Quality, “Effective Use of Programmatic NEPA Reviews,” December 18, 
2014, p. 24. (“By identifying potential program impacts early, particularly cumulative and indirect 
impacts, programmatic NEPA reviews provide opportunities to modify program components in order to 
avoid or mitigate adverse impacts when developing subsequent proposals.”).   
7 Draft Programmatic Environmental Assessment: Columbia Estuary Ecosystem Restoration Program, p. 
86.			



that neighboring agricultural operations are still able to maintain their drainage.8  Finally, if the 
project contemplates opening the property to recreational use, those uses can create significant 
conflicts with neighboring agricultural operations, including trespass, noise, conflicts with 
intensive agricultural use, damage to infrastructure, and changes to transportation patterns in the 
area.  Parking and other facilities are often sited on the edge of the property, where they are most 
likely to conflict with neighboring land uses. BPA must evaluate and mitigate these impacts 
through their site specific review, but should include consideration of them on a grander scale in 
the cumulative impacts analysis in this document.   
 
We Encourage BPA to Consider Agriculture Working Lands Conservation Easements to 
Meet Conservation Objectives 
 
In order to minimize the impacts of these projects on neighboring land uses, we support the use 
of agriculture working lands conservation easements.  These easements can provide the dual 
public benefit of agricultural production and environmental stewardship. We believe that if this 
“tool” was given proper consideration in the PEA, project’s site-specific needs and objectives 
could be met without acquiring land and taking it out of production.   
 
Acquisition of working landscapes lessen the amount of land available for agricultural 
production, reducing our ability to provide safe food and fiber for our state and nation.  
Additionally, acquisition and conversion of land away from agricultural use takes lands off the 
tax rolls, removes a valuable input into the local community, and increases the burden on 
neighboring lands.  Working lands conservation easements can ensure that conservation 
objectives are met, while maintaining the agricultural land base and ensuring that the 
conservation is taking place in a manner that does not negatively impact agricultural landscapes.   
 
Thank you for the opportunity to submit comments on the Columbia Estuary Ecosystem 
Restoration Program’s programmatic Environmental Assessment.  If you have any questions or 
concerns, please do not hesitate to contact me.   
 
Respectfully,     
 

 
Mary Anne Nash 
Oregon Farm Bureau  
1320 Capitol St. NE, Suite 200 
Salem, Oregon 97301 
(503) 399-1701 x. 306 
maryanne@oregonfb.org     

																																																													
8	Additionally, we think that agricultural land should be included in the “infrastructure carve out” on p. 18 
of the PEA. (“Infrastructure protection or improvement associated with restoration projects to ensure the 
continued safe and reliable condition of existing infrastructure and utilities such as gas and electric al 
lines, roads, [agricultural lands], etc…”).  
	


