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 New life sprouts from burned bunch grass 

after the Pearl Hill Fire.  



NEW VIDEO! See what local producers have to 
say about Douglas County’s Conservation 
Reserve Program for lawmakers and its 
importance for the economy, land, and wildlife.                                          
Find it at fostercreekcd.org/news-events/         

 

Gaining a Hold on Soil Loss Post Fire 
 

The intense 2020 fire season will be felt for years to come in 

Douglas County. Fire effects soil stability in fields and slopes, 

wetlands and streams, mature wildlife habitat, and the spread 

of weeds. There are measures we can take to reduce erosion, 

which is the movement of soil particles by water and/or wind.  

There are several ways that fire changes soils and their erosion 

ability. Soils can become more hydrophobic after fire, meaning 

infiltration decreases and more water stays on the soil surface. 

This leads to a greater chance of sediment runoff in fields and 

hillsides, especially during rainstorms, causing poor water 

quality. Sediment runoff also decreases crop production 

because there is a loss of topsoil and the ecosystem where the 

majority of micro-organisms live. Reduced and no-till farming practices have surface residue built-up 

to prevent such runoff, but fires can also burn this residue security blanket. Geologically hazardous 

areas on slopes and drainages are at an even greater risk of erosion after fires since vegetation that 

stabilizes the soils is gone. These fragile landscapes are already acknowledged by the Douglas 

County’s Voluntary Stewardship Program (VSP) as priority areas that 

are in need of stewardship practices to mitigate their erosion.  

Assessing vulnerable areas around you and noting potential risks that 

may be associated with them will help you plan and prepare for future 

fires. For instance, if you live at the bottom of hill or downstream from 

an area that has burned, sediment movement and debris flows are 

more likely to affect you. Installing erosion control measures may help 

limit soil loss by wind and water during springs with rapid snowmelt.  

 

 

 Mulching is a great way to decrease the effect of fire on landscapes. Mulch can be anything 

including straw, chaff, or even coir fiber matting that can be placed over more erodible areas like 

streambanks. It’s important to make sure your mulching material is weed-free. Weeds do not 

provide as much soil stability due to their shallow roots. 

 Barriers are structures made of materials like sandbags, straw bales, log barriers, or silt fences 

that can be helpful on hillslopes to divert and slow water flows. These structures can also increase 

infiltration, as they can slow the water’s velocity down and create areas of pooling.  

 Seeding and revegetation will likely be needed in many areas. It may be a bit late for this 

approach now; however, re-seeding in early spring will help. The best erosion control is grass 

seed as it grows quickly, is cost effect, and can easily cover a larger area. Native species are best 

for habitat and wildlife benefits. We thank the Washington 

State Department of Ecology for supporting this article. 

 

 

 

youtu.be/25tNqKKapx
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Fiber mat placed around a 

drainway to hold soils. 

Erosion by wind has removed 1.5 

inches of soil leaving bare roots. 

Other tips to prevent soil loss: 



Pygmy Rabbit Rollercoaster Ride 
Jon Gallie, Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife (WDFW) 

 

Recovery efforts for the Columbia Basin pygmy rabbit 

has been a rollercoaster ride, experiencing both highs 

and lows over the past year. Let’s start the ascent: most 

of 2020 was going very well for our pygmy rabbits.  

The mild winter and spring allowed for excellent over-

winter survival and productivity (number of kits born per 

female) giving us the best bunny “crop” since 2016. We 

released more than 100 kits into the Beezley Hills and 

Burton Draw/Jameson Lake Recovery Areas while future 

breeders remained in our enclosures. 

Improvements to our release methods paid off. The use 

of our temporary acclimation pens increased the survival 

of released juvenile rabbits from 10-15% to 30-40%. Additionally, we saw an increase in the number 

of active burrows or concentrated rabbit sign sites on the release areas this summer when compared 

to last year. Rabbits were venturing into more areas in both Beezley Hills and Burton Draw/Jameson 

Lake Recovery Areas. As previously seen, rabbits continued to recolonize Conservation Reserve 

Program (CRP) fields that have mature, 3 to 5-foot tall stands of sagebrush. 

Every rollercoaster must drop: everything changed on 

Labor Day. The catastrophic Pearl Hill Fire destroyed 

essential habitat for sage grouse, sharp-tailed grouse, and 

it completely burned the entire Burton Draw/Jameson Lake 

Rabbit Recovery Area. In the burned Recovery Area, we 

lost two breeding enclosures, four acclimation/release 

pens, and the entire reproductive, wild population at 

Chester Butte Wildlife Area. In total, we estimate nearly half 

of the entire Columbia Basin pygmy rabbit population in 

Washington was lost during this fire. The wildfire did not 

reach occupied pygmy rabbit areas in Sagebrush Flat or 

Beezley Hills. 

Therefore, like everyone else affected in our community, we keep moving forward with what we have 

left and rebuild what we lost. The rollercoaster ride continues. If you have any questions or want 

additional information on pygmy rabbit recovery efforts, please contact Jon Gallie with WDFW at 

jon.gallie@dfw.wa.gov 

Did the 2018 Grass Valley Fire damage your land? Funds now available! 

Foster Creek CD was awarded a Federal Emergency Management Agency grant to  

help you restore and stabilize your land! To qualify, our staff needs to meet with  

you, assess the landscape and learn about your needs. Let your friends and  

neighbors know this resource is available!  

Please contact Amanda Ward at 509-449-2158 to start the process.  

 

Burton rabbit enclosure after the fire, 

previously full of sagebrush. 



Are You Interested in Our Conservation District’s Work? 

Two positions on the FCCD Board, one elected and one by appointment, are  
 expiring in May 2021. Both positions are three year terms, and every  

  candidate must be a registered voter within the boundary of the 
 FCCD’s district.  

 

If you would like to be a candidate in our March 2021 election, 

please contact Amanda Ward at 509-449-2158.  

 

Snowy ‘Make a Difference Day’ Was a Success! 
 

On October 24th, Foster Creek Conservation District celebrated 

Make a Difference Day by hosting a native species planting to 

support wildlife habitat, water quality, and post-fire recovery along 

West Foster Creek near Bridgeport. Despite a winter storm, cold, 

and windy conditions, the event received a stellar turnout of 

people travelling from as far as Spokane, Richland, and 

Enumclaw. A total of 35 people attended, including community 

members, staff from Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife 

(WDFW), and members of organizations such as Washington 

Native Plant Society, the Ruffed Grouse Society, and the 

Audubon Society. A total of 2,300 trees and shrubs were planted 

on private land; volunteers planted approximately 1,600 plants at 

the event and the remaining 700 were planted by FCCD and 

WDFW.  

As a result of the September Pearl Hill Fire, nearly all the vegetation was burned in the Dyer Hill area, 

an ecological hotspot for the “State Endangered” Columbian sharp-tailed grouse. This burn 

decreased water quality, increased erosion and potential noxious weed problems, and resulted in a 

massive loss of habitat for sharp-tailed 

grouse and other wildlife. We selected tree 

and shrub species known to provide good 

habitat and stable food sources for sharp-

tailed grouse. Here’s a bonus: as the plants 

and roots grow, they will control soil erosion 

and improve water quality in West Foster 

Creek and the Columbia River. That’s also 

good for salmon. 

We at Foster Creek Conservation District 

are grateful to everyone who came out to help put plants in the ground! We would also like to thank 

the National Fish and Wildlife Foundation for project support, and Aspect Consulting and the North 

Central Washington Community Foundation for allowing us to purchase supplies, hot food, and 

beverages. And finally, a thank you to the landowner and operator who invited us onto their property 

and are active partners in restoration. This project will provide important habitat for wildlife for many 

decades to come.                                                                 

We thank the Washington State Department of Ecology for supporting this article. 

Robyn Pepin plants a seedling 

to help wildlife after the fire. 


