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Suzanne Krom, President
Herons Forever

P.O. Box 16155

Seattle, WA 98116

August 8, 2007

Renton Planning Commission, Chair Ray Giometti

City of Renton

1055 South Grady Way

Renton, WA 98055

Subject:  Herons Forever’s comments regarding 2007-M-05, LUA 06-167 QIP and Virtu properties Sunset Blvd.
Dear Mr. Giometti,

Thank you for providing me with the opportunity to comment on the proposed rezone of the QIP and Virtu parcels. I am president of Herons Forever, a 600 + member nonprofit organization involved with the preservation of the Black River Riparian Forest since 1989. Herons Forever members live and work throughout the Puget Sound region. A large number are Renton residents. We have been actively involved in the public process with land use issues as it relates to the Black River Riparian Forest area since our inception. Herons Forever is the only organization dedicated solely to the protection of the Black River Riparian Forest and Great Blue Heron colony.
About the Black River Riparian Forest and Great Blue Herons 

The Black River Riparian Forest (BRRF), next to the subject properties, consists of 93 acres of public Open Space. It is surrounded by urban development. The BRRF provides a rich oasis for the animals that live there, and as a result, a refuge for the hundreds of people who visit the reserve each year using the established trail system and protected observation areas south of the herons. 

Black River is home to the largest Great Blue Heron colony in the tri-county area (King, Snohomish, and Pierce counties). At the beginning of the 2007 nesting season, more than 240 Great Blue Herons established over 120 active nests. 

The herons at Black River are significant because they are members of the fannini subspecies, a distinct subspecies of Great Blue Heron (also referred to as the Pacific or Coastal heron). The main populations are found in the greater Puget Sound/Salish Sea area. Researchers throughout Western Washington and British Columbia have noticed a consistent downward trend in the numbers of these herons. Canadian scientists have documented declines in the populations in British Columbia. Information submitted to the City by the applicant would indicate that the herons are barely producing enough young to keep ahead of normal mortality of the adults. In the long run, this level of productivity will lead to population declines. The City of Renton should ensure that its actions do not endanger the significant Black River colony and lead to a listing of this species in the U.S.

The BRRF also provides habitat for myriad other wildlife. Native birds such as Bald Eagles, Great Horned Owls, Hooded Mergansers, Wood Ducks, and neotropical migrants such as Common Yellowthroats (which contrary to their name, are uncommon), Wilson’s Warblers, and Western Tanagers all live in the BRRF and forage in the subject hillside to the north. Raptors (hunters like Cooper’s Hawks and American Kestrels), fish (threatened Puget Sound Chinook Salmon, Cutthroat Trout, Coho Salmon), and mammals (red foxes, river otters, pacific shrews) can be found among the Black River Riparian Forest’s cottonwood trees, deciduous shrubs, the P1 Pond, and the Black River portion of Springbrook Creek. 

The BRRF is one of the last protected lowland, deciduous, riparian forests remaining in Puget Sound. This habitat type was once abundant, but is now rare. The protection and preservation of this area and its sensitive wildlife is crucial.  

Recommendations
Herons Forever values individual property rights. We recognize that Mr. Merlino has a legal right to develop his property. The City must balance the landowner’s rights with the importance to the community of the $8 million public investment that created the BRRF, paid entirely with taxpayer funds, and the tangible and intangible public benefits of this valuable and rare natural resource.

Black River represents the largest outlay of public funds ever committed to a single site for the purpose of acquiring Open Space in King County. 

In order to best protect this rich, unique resource, Herons Forever supports the rezone only if the conditions laid out in our other letters are met.
The QIP/Virtu properties, which are the subject of this rezone proposal, are adjacent to the BRRF. Any development that occurs on the hillside above the BRRF will likely have significant adverse impacts on the resources found in the public open space. Through informed decision-making, there may be ways to avoid some of these impacts and minimize others.  We strongly encourage the City of Renton to gather the appropriate information needed to make an informed decision about development on the QIP/Virtu properties.

There are a number of cumulative impacts that are affecting the herons at Black River. There has been a loss of suitable foraging habitat with the surrounding development in the Green River Valley. There has also been an increased level of disturbance and habitat loss immediately adjacent to the BRRF. The first Bald Eagle predation was observed in 1991 and while it has not prevented the herons from nesting, in some years the Bald Eagle predation appears to have significantly reduced their success at raising young. All of these pressures combine to create a cumulative impact, and it is difficult to know at what point it will become too much for the herons to persist at Black River.

It is important to note that Bald Eagles and Great Blue Herons have coexisted for millions of years. The developer claims that the eagles are destroying herons and are the reason for a decline in their population. That claim is false and misrepresents the facts. 
During the August 1, 2007 hearing, I provided letters from Dr. Butler and Ross Vennesland, the two primary researchers for the fannini subspecies. In their letters, they show that they have been misrepresented by Mr. Raedeke in his documents submitted in response to this rezone: “Great Blue Heron Management Plan” and “Great Blue Heron Assessment.” Neither Dr. Butler nor Mr. Vennesland were contacted by Mr. Raedeke for peer review, despite his purported statements claiming to represent their research and conclusions. They were not aware of Mr. Raedeke’s papers before they were contacted by Herons Forever with a request for review. 
In addition, I provided a letter from our primary expert, Dr. Kate Stenberg, during the August 1 hearing. In that letter, she provides additional evidence that the developer’s information in the City’s current file on this project is almost completely incorrect with respect to the Great Blue Heron colony’s history and responses to disturbances. She, Dr. Butler, and Mr. Vennesland are correcting the record. Herons Forever and others have been closely monitoring the colony since it was established 21 years ago. 
Contrary to the claims by the developer, density is important. The long-term impacts of lower density are that fewer houses mean less activity overall: less noise, less light and glare, fewer domestic pets to get away and wreck havoc on the sensitive wildlife sanctuary ecosystem below. The construction disturbances are only the beginning. In order to protect the herons, the long-term goal is for the activity on the hillside to be as predictable as possible. Therefore, we urge the City to attach an agreement to any rezone of these properties. The agreement should require fencing, screening, fewer homes, etc. (see Dr. Stenberg’s letter). The lack of access to public transit on SR 900 is an additional argument for fewer homes and certainly for no multi-family.

Our recommendations are in Dr. Stenberg’s letter. Please see it along with Dr. Butler’s and Mr. Vennesland’s letters, all of which were submitted during the August 1 hearing. 
The Black River Riparian Forest is a rare commodity in the urban area. There has been a tremendous amount of public investment both in dollars and in volunteer labor in acquiring and maintaining this urban jewel. The Black River Riparian Forest is full of life and encompasses a diversity of species that is rare to find anywhere in the region. We cannot simply create these places anew if we damage the ones we have. It is in the best interests of the residents of Renton to be conservative in evaluating potential impacts to the long-term viability of the Black River Riparian Forest.

Sincerely,

Suzanne Krom
Enclosures: Letters from (all submitted at August 1, 2007 hearing): 
· Dr. Robert Butler, fax dated July 31, 2007

· Dr. Kate Stenberg, dated July 24, 2007
· Mr. Ross Vennesland, letter dated July 31, 2007

