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Dear Sirs:

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Draft Hanford Remedial Action Environmental
Impact Statement (HRA-EIS) and Comprehensive Land-Use Plan. The future of the Hanford Site
is of great importance to The Nature Conservancy and we appreciate being kept informed as land-
use decisions are considered. The comments contained herein are based upon our review of the
HRA EIS Sumamry document and Appendix M (Volume 4). Unfortunately, we did not receive
the CD version of the full document until just this week.

The Nature Conservancy is a private, non-profit organization whose mission is to preserve biological
diversity. We do this by working in a cooperative manner for the protection of scientifically identified
high quality natural areas, expecially those that support rare and threatened native species and
ecosystems. We have over 850,000 members nationwide, and over 30,000 in Washington state. We
also own and manage 29 preserves statewide. '

The Columbia Basin physiographic province has lost much of its onginal natural character. The shrub-
steppe grassland ecosystem that once covered some 10.5 million unbroken acres has been reduced
dramatically due largely to conversion for agricultural uses. Those few sites that remain in a relatively
pristine condition are of great importance in maintaining the biodiversity of plant and animal species
still present. In contrast to much of the landscape of central and eastern Washington, large portions of
the Hanford Site still support sites of this character.

General Comments

The Nature Conservancy of Washington strongly supports the designation of the Fitzner-
Eberhardt Arid Lands Ecology Reserve (ALE), the Saddle Mountain Wildlife Refuge/Wahluke
Wildlife Recreation Area (collectively the North Slope) and the Hanford Reach of the Columbia
River (Hanford Reach) as Wildlife Habitat Management Areas within the HRA-EIS. Such
designation, and the permanent protection of these areas from development activities is eonsistent
with the findings and recommendations of all the major natural resource agencies

lid majority of local public opinion, and the basic principles of conservation biol
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Butte should compel DOE to provide stronger land-use designations and management restrictions
for these areas.

3. Designate high quality habitats and sensitive species locations within the Central Plateau as
Special Use or Wildlife Habitat Management Areas after completing appropriate inventories.

Protection of key portions of the Central Plateau needs to be considered separately and in addition
to ALE, Umtanum Ridge, and the North Slope because they provide examples of the vegetation
and topography of that part of the Columbia Basin which has been most adversely affected by
agricultural use and development. Although precise figures do not exist, examination of satellite
im; ry suggests the remaining area of shrub-steppe that is flat and supports native deep or sandy
soil communities is probably less than to S%. Refer to Data Gaps section for discussion on the
need for appropriate inventory.

Biologic: N nor,) ) ‘:rate: d Major Constraints Map (figure 7.1)

The failure to identify all of the ALE Reserve and the North Slope as having moderate if not
major biological constraints is a fault. Although portions of these areas have lost much of their
native vegetation, each supports characteristic shrub-steppe flora and/or fauna, even in areas that
do not meet the strict element occurrence standards. Reducing the size of these protected areas
and increasing the distance between them would be a sure way to decrease biodiversity and
overall ecosystem function within them and throughout the Hanford Site as a whole.

Potential Mitigation Measures

The best mitigation is avoidance and protection of ecologically significant areas. However, since
sign cant grot | disturbing activities are likely to be a part of clean-up, locating both burial and
source material sites in a manner that minimizes negative impacts to the environment is the best
and least expensive policy. The best place to locate ground disturbing clean-up activities is in
places which already lack native vegetation and which do not contribute substantially to overall
shrub-steppe ecosystem conservation.

Because areas will be disturbed in conducting clean-up and other future land-uses on Hanford and
since intensive disturbance sites tend to be foci for exotic and invasive plant colonization and
expansion, such sites should receive appropriate restoration, monitoring and active management
(especially appropriate weed control) attention. This document should make a commitment to do
sO.

Since cost effective: methods for restoring xeric shrub-steppe habitat to “pristine” (or even highly
functional) status are unproven, the possibility of acquisition of shrub-steppe land outside Hanford
shoi 1 be considered as part of an overall mitigation strategy, especially if shrub-steppe lands on
Hanford are “surplussed” to private ownership, converted to agriculture or industrial use, or
badly degraded during clean-up activities.
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Summary : d onclusions

The land use plan put forward in this Draft EIS identifies some important areas for protection but
fails to identify and designate other important areas. There is a lack of sufficient biological
information to produce an adequate land-use plan given the size, complexity, and importance of
the Hanford Site. Our recommendations are summarized as follows:

1. Compile a ground-truthed, qualitative plant community map for the Central Plateau at a
geographic scale appropriate to future land-use planning decision making (10-20 acre minimum
polygon size).

2. Complete comprehensive inventories for biological elemer  (rare native plants, birds, and small
mammals especially) on those portions of the Site which have not been adequately surveyed.

3. Designate some or all of the area west of highway 24 and south of the Columbia River a
Special Use or Wildlife Habitat Management area.

4. Maintain the ecological connection between Umtanum Ridge, Gable Mountain and Gable Butte
via Special Use or Wildlife Habitat Management Area designation.

5. Designate high quality habitats and sensitive species locations within the Central Plateau as
Special Use or Wildlife Habitat Management Areas after completing appropriate inventories.

6. Identify all of the ALE Reserve and the North Slope as having moderate or major biological
constraints.

7. Consider the abquisition and conservation of shrub-steppe lands outside the Hanford Site as
part of an overall mitigation strategy, and make a commitment to the restoration, monitoring and
active management of sites physically disturbed by clean-up and other future land-use activities.

Thanks again for the opportunity to provide input. We realize the difficulty and complexity of
compiling a comprehensive land-use plan and EIS for such a large and significant site and hope
that our comments are useful to you as you continue the process. Please contact me if you would
like clarification on any of our comments.

Sincerely,

Curt Soper
Director of Agency Relations





