Signs of restoration

By BENNETT HALL, Gazette-Times reporter | Friday, March 12, 2010 

ALBANY – Anna Roberts and Cayla Danforth were cold, wet and muddy. But it didn’t stop the two sixth-graders from planting three cottonwoods and a chokecherry in less than an hour on Ed Rust’s farm west of Albany on Thursday morning.

“Dig in right here,” instructed Anna, holding a small cottonwood sapling while her classmate plunged her shovel into the heavy, wet clay of a ryegrass field.

 ”At least it’s not quicksand,” Cayla said, her feet squishing in the ooze.

The girls were among the first wave of 250 Calapooia Middle School students who descended on Rust’s Riverside Drive property for a two-day project aimed at planting 950 trees. It’s part of a larger effort to restore the 200-acre farm from agricultural use to wildlife habitat.

Last year, Rust sold a conservation easement on the property to the Greenbelt Land Trust, which is managing the restoration work. Farming will be phased out over three years as ryegrass gives way to upland prairie, oak savanna, wetlands and riparian forest. Restoration of a portion of the Little Willamette Slough, a cutoff Willamette River flood channel that runs through the property, also is planned.

Already, Rust said, he has seen an increase in beavers, wood ducks, pintails and other wildlife. A seasonal pond on the property, which Rust enhanced by plugging a drainage ditch, hosted a flock of 100 swans for two months this winter.

 ”We’re starting to get shorebirds,” he said.

The middle schoolers, all sixth-graders from Serene Mellentine and Mara Burke’s classes, got involved through the Freshwater Trust (formerly known as Oregon Trout), which has been teaching Oregon schoolchildren about protecting clean water and endangered fish since 1993.

To prepare for this week’s tree-planting, they spent last week learning about the connection between native vegetation and native animals, from red-legged frogs to coho salmon.

Each child also painted a salmon banner designed to wave from its own wooden frame. Before the young workers planted their trees, they planted their banners in a colorful line along Riverside Drive, where passing motorists could see them.

”The banners basically announce to the community that this is a project to pay attention to,” said Kim Carson, a regional education coordinator for the Freshwater Trust. “We’re starting to bring back the native habitat on this property.”

The project marks the start of a long-term collaboration between Calapooia Middle School and Greenbelt Land Trust to help restore Rust’s land.

”We really want to engage kids as much as possible in some of these restoration projects,” said Michael Pope, who stepped in last month as the land trust’s executive director.

Pope and Carson are hoping the young people will buy into the notion that conservation is good for the environment and, ultimately, good for them.

”We feel that, if we do not train the next generation of habitat stewards or water stewards, all our work can come unraveled in a generation or two,” Carson said.

The kids seemed to be getting the message.

”We did it so we could bring salmon back to the streams,” said Caitlin Larsen. “When we plant trees, it builds habitat.”

The 11-year-old said she was looking forward to seeing the results of her work in the years to come.

”Every time I go to my grandma’s house, I ride my bike past this (field),” Caitlin said. “Every time I ride by here, I’m going to look for the animals and the trees.”

