
INSIDE ENVIRONMENT

• Environmental News

• PDX Green Blog

• Earth Day

• Oregonian Newspaper

• Oregon Traffic News

• Weather Center

• Oregon & Washington
Earthquake News

• Contact the Environment
& Sustainability Team

• Send us news & photos

Browse by month:

Select a date

GREEN TIPS

A guide to a more efficient
and sustainable life.

• OMSI gets big grant for
permanent exhibit on
renewable energy and
sustainable practices
8:30 a.m. PT

• Green Tip: Sorting
shades of fluorescent
bulbs 6:30 p.m. PT

• Coloring eggs this
weekend? Try going
natural 11:30 a.m. PT

MORE GREEN TIPS »

ADVERTISEMENT

•  Free Moving Quotes from
Relocation.com, the smart
way to start your move

Brent Wojahn/The Oregonian

Enviro, Oregon Coast, Outdoors, Wildlife and wild places »

Wings of hope: Big Creek property could help
endangered Oregon silverspot butterfly thrive
again
By Abby Haight, The Oregonian

December 11, 2009, 7:00PM

Debbie Pickering, an ecologist for The Nature Conservancy, surveys restoration work
done on a coastal meadow at the recently purchased Big Creek property.
Conservationists hope efforts to restore the meadows will boost the population of
threatened Oregon silverspot butterflies.

For years, Debbie Pickering  wandered the small coastal meadows along Big
Creek, counting the Oregon silverspot butterflies that fluttered among the
goldenrod and yarrow.

But on her mind was the big sign that faced the traffic whizzing by on the
Pacific Coast Highway. "Resort Property," it shouted. She dreaded the day
when the bulldozers would appear, when the scenic inlet cupped between
Heceta Head and Cape Perpetua would be turned into vacation homes or a
beachfront lodge.

But the rare Oregon silverspot butterfly brought together federal, state and
regional agencies and conservation organizations in a decadeslong campaign
to preserve Big Creek. The groups waited and pressed and waited some more
until this year, when The Nature Conservancy bought the 193-acre parcel
for $4.07 million.

The sign came down. For good.

The deal was a victory for conservationists, even though Big Creek probably
will remain just another bend in the highway north of Florence, unnoticed by
the average Oregonian or traveler.

Pickering, the coast ecologist for The Nature Conservancy, stood in the Big
Creek meadow on a frigid, cobalt-blue morning earlier this week. The
summer's Oregon silverspots were long dead; their progeny were caterpillars,
tucked in the meadow duff to overwinter. They will emerge from late July to
September, and lay their eggs during a brief, three-week life span.
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Washington Department of
Fish and Wildlife

The Oregon silverspot butterfly relies on
nectar from meadow plants like yarrow and
goldenrods.

Michael Mode/The
Oregonian

"All living things have an intrinsic right to exist," said Pickering, who has
studied the butterfly for more than 20 years. "It is the most prudent thing to
do, to try to save all the pieces. We don't fully understand how all these pieces
fit together. Who knows what else the butterfly's role is?

"We're often not as wise as we think we are. Nature is complex, and it's
healthier the more complex it is."

Pickering paused. There was another, elemental reason for saving the two-inch
long insect.

"To be in a meadow and have hundreds of butterflies around brings me joy,"
she said.
 
The Big Creek property is special
for many reasons. It connects to the
Rock Creek Wilderness of the
Siuslaw National Forest and the
Carl G. Washburne Memorial
State Park.  The property straddles
Big Creek and changes from coastal
meadows to dense, old growth
spruce forest as it climbs from the
sea.

The plot was coveted for decades for
radically different uses.

In 1968, the Eugene Water and
Electric Board got voter approval to
sell $225 million in bonds to build a
1.1 million kilowatt nuclear power plant on Big Creek. Two years later, voters
approved a four-year moratorium on the project. By then, society was wary of
nuclear power, and the idea soon was dropped.

The land was zoned for resort development and, for more than 30 years,
property owner Vic Renaghan  dreamed of building an eco-resort and homes
there.

In 1980, the Oregon silverspot was listed as a threatened species under the
federal Endangered Species Act. The butterfly once ranged from southwest
Washington to Northern California, but now only four populations survive --
one in Northern California and three on the Oregon coast, including Big Creek.

It wasn't just the butterfly. The Big
Creek property was habitat for
threatened Northern spotted owls,
marbled murrelet  and pacific
salmon.

"You can have $20 million and not
find an equivalent property," said
Paul Engelmeyer, who manages the
Audubon Society of Portland's Ten
Mile Creek Sanctuary and
discovered the secretive inland
nesting habits of the marbled
murrelet. "Property with four
endangered species, abutting public
land with no nearby development.

"Big Creek is pretty much perfect."

Environmentalists tried to secure
federal money to buy the plot, at the
same preparing to fight development
if it began.

The Nature Conservancy met with Renaghan but couldn't reach a selling price.
A second offer also failed. Finally, last spring, Renaghan sold to The Nature
Conservancy for $4.07 million; about half the money came from lottery funds
through the Oregon Watershed Enhancement Board.

The many agencies and organizations involved with the property will set up a
management plan. Eventually, the land likely will be turned over to the Oregon
Parks and Recreation Department.

The extinction watch began for the Oregon silverspot butterfly, as it does for
many native species, as development ate up its habitat.

The butterfly needs coastal meadows. It lays its eggs on the early blue violet.
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The tiny caterpillars eat only violet leaves. Plants that need open ground --
asters, goldenrod -- provide nectar for the adult butterflies.

Historically, native tribes periodically burned the meadows to encourage
grasses and food plants. That was good for the butterfly. But the meadows
became prime real estate for vacation homes and hotels. Those that survived
the bulldozer were covered by the march of salal and spruce that was no
longer checked by fire. What were meadows 40 years ago are now mature
forest.

Conservationists hope to restore some of the meadows by killing invasive
blackberries, cutting down spruce and mowing salal. The early blue violet is
a tough little flower and already has returned to a decommissioned road bed
on the Big Creek property.

"Why do we care?" asked Anne Walker,  a biologist with the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service who studies the rare butterfly. "Part of it is caring about
ourselves. People care about butterflies, they want to see them and have their
children see them.

"When we help the Oregon silverspot, we see other species benefited. It
reaches across more than just that one species. It's preserving a rare habitat.
We have few grasslands on the coast anymore."

Even in the cold of winter, work goes on to help the Oregon silverspot.

Black landscaping cloth covered blackberry canes to smother their growth. The
Natural Resources Conservation Services, a program of the U.S.
Department of Agriculture based in Corvallis, is raising violets to transplant in
the spring.

Ultimately, the effort is for future generations, the conservationists say.
Someday, others will feel that joy of watching Oregon silverspots dance around
them.

 -- Abby Haight
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Posted by kukui
December 11, 2009, 10:52AM

What a fine, encouraging story, of good things being done.

The Nature Conservancy typically works quietly and without the confrontation
of other organizations. Kudos for all they do.
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Posted by luddness
December 12, 2009, 10:39AM

Yes, the Nature Conservancy does do some good things and does have some
good people in their ranks. But they also have leased their "preserves" for oil
drilling in Texas, and cattle grazing on Idaho and eastern Oregon land and,
according to the Washington Post, built resorts on "preserves" for entertaining
big donors.

Then there's the time one of TNC's regional leaders got caught driving major
donors around an Idaho preserve on BLM land that was closed to public use to
prevent vehicles from spreading noxious weeds.

The organizations that get accused of "confrontational" behavior are
organizations that believe in their conservation cause and will stand up for it if
collaboration doesn't work. If TNC doesn't want to do that, fine, but at least
they could be honest with their donors about what they do on their
"preserves."
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Posted by dorydog
December 12, 2009, 11:47AM

Comparing the Nature Conservancy to other conservation groups is ludicrous.
The Conservancy's mission is to purchase land ostensibly to preserve it. Very
few other groups do this.

Organizations involved in protecting ecosystems primarily focus on influencing
policy for public land. In this arena, some confrontation is unavoidable. For
example, the primary tool for protecting public land is law, and without
enforcement of those laws there would be little protection.

For a group that allegedly strives to do its work "quietly," the Conservancy
sure does get a lot of press.
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