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Wallula Floodplain Restoration Project
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teve originally hails from the Finger

Lakes area of upstate NY. He has worked
for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service for
26 years. He started his career at Iroquois
National Wildlife Refuge (NWR) in West-
ern NY, and then went on to Wallkill River
NWR in northern NJ, Shiawassee NWR in
the Lower Peninsula of M1, and the South-
east Idaho NWR Complex. Steve is current-
ly the Project Leader of the Mid-Columbia
River National Wildlife Refuge Complex
which includes McNary, Umatilla, Cold
Springs, and McKay Creek NWRs.

T

Steve Kahl will describe an endeavor between USFWS
and the Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla Indian
Reservation to complete the Waldula Floodplain Resto-
ration Project which will reconnect the lowest six miles
of the Walla Walla River with approximately 1,500 acres
of historic floodplain. The goal of the project is to re-
store floodplain wetlands, riparian corridors, and river
channel complexity. These conditions will improve
habitat for a great diversity of fish and wildlife includ-
ing Bull Trout, Spring Chinook, waterfowl, wading
birds, and beaver.

teve will also provide some quick updates on refuge

happenings.
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Glen Mendel

Glen is a BMAS board member and chair of the
conservation committee..

Why did you join the BMAS board of
directors and take on the role of
Conservation Chair?

I spent my career as a fish and wildlife biologist, mostly with the WA

Dept. of Fish and Wildlife in southeast WA. After I retired, I decided that I
wanted to continue to contribute to wildlife conservation and management
where I could because that remains my passion. I have been a member of
the National Audubon Society for decades, and I had been a board member
of the Palouse Chapter of the Audubon Society many years ago. Although

I was a member and had been following the actions of the Blue Mountain
Chapter for a while, I decided that I wanted to be more involved and con-
tribute where I could. The Conservation Committee seemed like the best
fit for me, so I joined that committee, and became a board member a few
years ago.

What is the role of the Conservation Committee?

I believe the role for the Conservation Committee is to stay informed of
local and regional conservation issues and opportunities for BMAS to
contribute to conservation and management that is most likely to maintain
birds, other wildlife, and functioning natural/seminatural ecosystems.
The Conservation Committee reviews proposals and planning documents
for large developments, species or habitat management plans from the WA
Dept. of Fish and Wildlife (WDFW) and other government agencies, etc.
and brings those issues and our proposed engagement plans to the Blue
Mountain Audubon board for consideration. We also look for other oppor-
tunities where we might be able to help with local or regional conservation
of these natural resources.

What are the projects/initiatives you've worked on the past two
years and the results of the committee’s efforts?

In 2023, the Conservation Committee and Blue Mountain Audubon led
an effort to petition WDFW for consideration of listing burrowing owls
in WA (likely as sensitive or threatened species). By working together, this
chapter provided detailed documentation supporting listing of this species
and encouraged other chapters and conservation organizations to join the
petition. WDFW has responded favorably and initiated the listing review
process (which is ongoing). Hopefully, in early 2025 WDFW will submit
their burrowing owl status review and listing recommendation. Also, last
year the committee suggested helping state or federal agencies build arti-
ficial burrows in south central WA by providing needed supplies for that
purpose.
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Committee members have been involved with develop-
ment of the Least Conflict Solar Mapping and Planning
Project for the Columbia Basin. The process was required
by the state legislature to try to encourage and accommo-
date large commercial solar projects in eastern WA, while
trying to minimize the adverse effects of those projects
on valuable croplands, rangelands and wildlife habitats.
The final report and interactive mapping program were
finalized, and we continue to urge solar developers and
regulators to apply the results of that effort for solar
development planning.

Committee members are participating in the shrub-
steppe and the renewable energy committees with WA
state Audubon, as well as many other eastern WA Audu-
bon chapters, to try to protect imperiled shrub-steppe
habitat in eastern WA. Our board president, Bruce Barga,
and our past president, Chris Howard, are additional
members of this committee.

What are the most pressing issues for the
committee in 2025¢

Anticipated priorities for 2025 include monitoring the
process and providing input into the burrowing owl list-

ing review process, and encouraging other chapters and
organizations to remain engaged in this effort. Also, the
State Wildlife Action Plan (SWAP) draft report is expected
from WDFW in spring 2015 and our committee is likely
to be actively involved in reviewing and responding to

try to ensure conservation of wildlife and plant species of
concern in WA. We plan to remain active members of the
WA Audubon shrub-steppe and renewable energy com-
mittees to try to help conserve birds, other wildlife, and
their needed habitats.

How can BMAS members support the work of the
Conservation Committee?

Members of BMAS can notify us of conservation
issues that you think we should consider for BMAS
engagement. BMAS members could also be helpful
making contacts with others to develop support for
conservation of birds, wildlife, and their habitats.
There potentially could be a need for small groups of
volunteers to help with some field work in the future,
such as planting native vegetation, or helping con-
struct artificial burrows for burrowing owls.

Field Trip

Saturday, February 22:

South ForR, Russell Creer
Story and photo by Sue Parrish

Join us on a scenic walk up Russell Creek
road which is only about 6 miles from town.
We'll follow the gravel road up about a mile
and a half, while scanning the roadside trees
and bushes for woodpeckers, varied thrush,
kinglets, and if the birding gods are with us,
a pygmy owl. Herds of elk are often seen

in slopes above the road, as well as raptors
soaring in the sky. It's an easy walk, close

to town and usually in the sun even when
our town is not. We'll meet at Harper Joy
Theater parking lot at 8am, and return be-
fore 11. Wear warm clothes and bring

those binoculars.
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Musings
Searching for
Saw-whets

Story & photos by Chris Howard

earching for Northern Saw-whet owls is al-
Sways a fun if not frustrating endeavor for
local bird watchers. There is a place at Whit-
man Mission where our Audubon group offers a
Tuesday morning bird walk that provides am-
ple evidence, in the form of owl droppings in a
dense clump of Oregon Grape, that there must
be one or more Saw-whets roosting there. And
yet week after week the Saw-whets have elud-
ed us. We are beginning to think that the little
owls have a calendar and are sure to move fo a
new location when Tuesday comes around.

Early in January, I headed out to search for
owls at Bennington Lake. Since the road
to the lake is closed due to maintenance, it
takes a while to walk from the gate closure
to the lake. Reaching the trail that surrounds
the lake, I first scanned the lake to see what
waterfowl might be present. Since it was the
middle of the day there were not as many as
in the

evening or early morning. I spotted a few
ducks—Golden Eyes, Common Mergansers,
Hooded Mergansers and bunch of the ever-
present Mallards.

Ge‘rﬁng back to my owl search, I checked
out the Cottonwood grove on the north
side of the lake where I managed to find one
well-hidden Great Horned Owl but no Saw-
whets. Following the trail around the lake, I
made a thorough search at the location of the
Christmas count Saw-whet but it was definite-
ly not present. I searched in the bushes where
we had a constant presence of Saw-whets last
winter but they have not returned to those

spots this year... so far. It would be very con-
venient if the Saw-whets picked a roost spot
and then stayed there to give our searches a
little predictability... but that is not often
the case.

H aving checked all the Saw-whet haunts
of the past, I began making my way back
along the trail, slowly heading home, checking
any possible hide outs. Saw-whets like Juniper
and Pine trees— both of which give them good
cover when the deciduous trees have shed
their leaves. Slowly creeping around a large
g j Pine tree with all my

senses on high alert,
@ I noticed some little

J white drops on the
{ ground ahead of me.
I backed up a few
feet not wanting to
flush a potential owl and stared at a clump of
pine needles with my binoculars. Slowly my
eyes were able o make out the shape and
markings of the little owl hiding motionless
and deeply hidden in the pine needles. Feeling
a wave of satisfaction, I pulled up my camera
and took a quick photo and walked on leaving
the owl in peace. Continuing down the trail to
a new grove of pines, I had that high alert
feeling again and sure enough, there was some
more white droppings. I slowly searched the
drooping branch-
es and finally
spotted a motion-
less well-hidden
Saw-whet.
Hooray! I again \
took a quick photo T
then walked away ?/]'1’;
not wanting to
disturb the little owl. With the sun going down
and a long way fo get to the car. I picked up
my pace with a big smile on my face.

S =
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Recommended Books by BMAS Members

January Membership Book-sharing Meeting

ighteen members gathered on January 16th to talk about books they’ve read. If you are

looking for a great read, look no further!

Wonder of Small Things: Poems of Peace
( and Renewal edited by James Crews

The Language of Trees: A Rewilding of
Literature and Landscape by Katie Holten

illustrated by Amy Tan

The Stokes Guide to Finches of the United
States and Canada by Lillian Stokes and
Matthew Young

Yellowstone’s Birds: Diversity and Abundance
in the World’s First National Park edited by
Douglas W. Smith, Lauren E. Walker,
Katharine E. Duffy

¥ The Backyard Bird Chronicles written and

WHAT AN

The Invention of Nature: Alexander von
Humboldt’s New World by Andrea Wolf

The Birds that Audubon Missed: Discovery
% and Desire in the American Wilderness by
Kenn Kaufman

s\ Temperance Creek: A Memoir by Pam Royes

Astoria: Astor and Jefferson’s Lost Pacific
% Empire. A Tale of Ambition and Survival on
the Early American Frontier by Peter Stark

Birds, Birds, Birds by John Feith (DVD
available at Walla Walla Public Library)

\’ The Oldest Living Things in the World
by Rachel Sussman

What an Owl Knows: The New Science of the
World’s Most Enigmatic Birds
by Jennifer Ackerman

L 4

The Serviceberry: Abundance and
Reciprocity in the Natural World
by Robin Wall Kimmerer

THANKS TO VALLEY GIVING
GUIDE DONORS! By Bruce Barga

hanks to all the donors to Blue Mountain

Audubon Society through the Valley Giving
Guide! We received over $8000 in donations over
the holiday season. These funds will be allocated
to conservation and nature education projects in
our area. Last year, Valley Giving Guide donations
helped fund the interpretive signs that have been
installed at the Fort Walla Walla Natural Area. This
year, the funds will go towards the purchase of bio-
acoustic monitors for a bird monitoring project at
the McNary National Wildlife Refuge. This project
will quantify changes in bird abundance and diver-
sity along the lower Walla Walla River, before and

after the river is reconnected to its floodplain. The
river restoration is a cooperative project between
the Confederated Tribes of the Umatilla and
McNary NWR.

itman Research Scientist, Adjunct Assistant
Professor, and Blue Mt. Audubon Society

board member, Ben Vernasco will oversee data
collection and analysis from the acoustic monitors.
He currently works with Whitman Biology students
and the USFS PN'W Research Station on a similar
bioacoustics monitoring project occurring on the
Umatilla and Wallowa-Whitman National Forest.

he generosity of our supporters empowers
BMAS to form effective partnerships with other
conservation organizations in our area. Thank you!
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Photo, American Wigeon x Mallard (hybrid), Matthew Addicks

January Birds: Reported sightings by From the new
BMAS members Please continue to send your interpretive
sightings to: <liamhickeyl3@gmail.com> signs installed

Long-tailed duck, Short-eared owl, California in the Rempel
scrub jay, Trumpeter swan, Sandhill crane, Red Natural Area
necked-grebe, Iceland gull, Purple finch, Lapland

longspur, Red-breasted merganser, Red-napped

sapsucker, Western bluebird, Lincoln sparrow,

Blue Jay, Tricolored blackbird, Western Bluebird,

American goshawk, Gray-crowned inter

rosy finch, Lesser black-backed birds:

gull, Harris sparrow, Ameri- one of four

can wigeon, Mallard, / seasonal

Canada goose, Black-eyed junco, Snowy owl, representations of birds that might
Osprey, Short-billed gull, Swamp sparrow, Ameri- be spotted in the Natural Area during
can Wigeon x Mallard (hybrid), American wigeons. winter months.

Bird Sites By Sue Weiler

Educational & entertaining articles gleaned from scientific research.

Why do birds make the sounds they do? A comprehensive study based on archived records of
individual bird sound is expanding our understanding of the link between individual species and their
habitat/ecology

https://www.earth.com/news/habitat-and-evolution-shape-the-unique-sounds-of-birds/

Blue Mountain Audubon Society (BMAS) objectives are to serve its membership and the larger communities of
Southeastern Washington and Northeastern Oregon with goals to appreciate, conserve and enjoy birds, wildlife
and the natural environment of the area. Education is a primary objective of our chapter activities. Through
volunteer efforts BMAS provides educational opportunities, conservation activities and enjoyment of wildlife
and wildlife habitat opportunities to members and the public.

Blue Mountain Audubon Society was organized in 1971 and chartered by National Audubon Society in 1972.
BMAS is a non-profit 501c(3) organization. Find us on the internet at http://www.blumtn.org or on Facebook.

] 0111 Blue Mountain Audubon Society: Complete the following information and mail along with a $25
check for your first year’s membership to: Blue Mountain Audubon, PO Box 1106, Walla Walla, WA 99362

Name:

Address:

City: State: Zip Code:

Phone: Email:

February 2025 Page 6



http://www.blumtn.org
https://www.earth.com/news/habitat-and-evolution-shape-the-unique-sounds-of-birds/

