
Time and healing the river
SEPTEMBER 30, 2014 7:30 PM  •  BY BENNETT HALL, CORVALLIS
GAZETTE-TIMES

Decades of human habitation have left their mark
on Woods Creek, which tumbles down a narrow
canyon on the flanks of Marys Peak and flows
through dozens of private timber tracts and rural
residential properties before entering the Marys
River just west of Philomath.

But after eight years of working with cooperative
landowners, the Marys River Watershed Council
has made substantial progress toward restoring
the stream to a healthier state.

“We had identified Woods Creek as one of the higher-priority tributaries in the (watershed) in
terms of stabilizing fish populations in an area that had pretty good fish populations to start
with,” said fish biologist Steve Trask, who has worked closely with the watershed council on
the restoration projects.

In 2006, the nonprofit conservation group partnered with willing property owners to replace
inadequate culverts and other barriers to fish passage, allowing native cutthroat and steelhead
trout to move freely between the Marys River mainstem and the cool, clear headwaters of
Woods Creek.

Since then, additional projects have included planting trees along the banks, rooting out
invasive weeds, placing logs in the streambed, reconnecting old side channels and creating
off-channel winter habitat for fish and other aquatic life.

The most recent work, completed in September, focused on the lower reach of the creek,
where the gravel beds that once lined the streambed have been washed away, leaving bare
bedrock. The exposed bedrock can act as a heat sink in sunny reaches, making life harder on
fish by raising the water temperature, Trask said. Gravel also provides good spawning grounds
for fish and helps keep the water cool in summer by allowing for subsurface flow.

In an effort to reverse that trend, Trask and his crew placed logs and boulders at multiple
points along lower Woods Creek. The hope is that the rocks and tree trunks will slow the
creek’s headlong rush, allowing gravel to accumulate on the bottom and restore some of the
stream’s lost natural functions.

It should also provide a downstream benefit by addressing temperature issues in the entire
watershed.

“We want to keep that water as cold as we can as the water flows down into the Marys,” Trask
explained.
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Project funding included $58,000 from the Siuslaw National Forest, $2,000 from the Meyer
Memorial Trust and $15,000 worth of donated fir logs from a prairie restoration project at the
William L. Finley National Wildlife Refuge.

The latest work in Woods Creek marks a milestone for the watershed council, which has also
been doing similar projects in other sub-basins such as Greasy Creek, Rock Creek, Beaver
Creek, Shotpouch Creek and the Tumtum River. Now, Executive Director Xanthippe Augerot
said, it’s time for the group to turn its attention downstream.

“We’re going to be moving next into the upper and middle Marys River,” she said. “We’ll be
working in some new territory.”

But the council measures progress not only in stream miles restored but also in relationships
established.

When the Marys River Watershed Council first started proposing restoration projects on Woods
Creek, some property owners were reluctant to take part. But after a series of neighborhood
meetings and one-on-one conversations, most of the people who own land along the creek
have gotten involved in one way or another.

“It’s a big part of this story,” Trask said. “It is really the most important piece.”

Joyce Canan and Larry Evans, who have three acres on lower Woods Creek, were among the
property owners involved in this year’s project. In an earlier round of work, the couple helped
plant hundreds of trees on their land to shade the stream and provide a source of logs that will
provide channel complexity in the future by someday falling into the creek through natural
processes.

Canan said she and her neighbors take a lot of pride in doing their part to restore the creek.

“I think being a little piece in a bigger movement is very satisfying,” she said. “We all get
caught up in our individual lives, and it’s so neat to have this stream running through that
unifies us.”


