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RECOMMENDATION SUMMARY

The Salmon-Safe evaluation team recommends City of Portland Parks & 
Recreation (PP&R) system of parks and natural areas be recertified as Salmon-Safe 
subject to four conditions discussed in detail in this report. Over the 15 years 
that Salmon- Safe has engaged with PP&R, the bureau has demonstrated its 
commitment to ecological stewardship and served as a regional and national 
example of environ-mental restoration in municipal park system management.

Background

In 2000, Salmon-Safe began an initiative to apply the Salmon-Safe label to urban 
restoration efforts and land management. Salmon-Safe implemented this initiative 
with the objective of significantly advancing urban restoration efforts while devel-
oping urban aquatic protection guidelines and a public education campaign that 
could be transported throughout the Northwest.

Working closely with independent scientists and a project team from the City of 
Portland, Salmon-Safe developed a comprehensive urban park system certification 
framework oriented toward reducing impacts on water quality and fish habitat from 
park operation and management. In 2004, the Portland Park system became the first 
Salmon-Safe certified park system in the country. In 2005, Salmon-Safe expanded 
this urban effort to include corporate and university campuses. In 2005, Salmon-Safe 
certified Nike World Headquarters, the first corporate campus to be certified under 
the program, has since certified corporate and university campuses in Oregon and 
Washington ranging from University of Washington and WSU Vancouver to Oregon 
Convention Center and Lewis and Clark College.

To maintain Salmon-Safe certification, a campus or park system is assessed every  
five years. An interdisciplinary team with expertise in salmon habitat and restoration, 
integrated pest management (IPM), and stormwater treatment conducts the certifica-
tion and recertification evaluations for Salmon-Safe. The assessment team conducts  
a comprehensive assessment and field review of the overall management plans  
and practices related to habitat and water quality protection of the park system.  
For recertification, the team also reviews whether park management complied  
with the conditions required by the assessment team for initial certification. 

In 2016, Salmon-Safe completed a three-year, phased assessment of the key City of 
Portland operations and facilities that impact the urban Willamette River watershed. 
Following the lead of the PP&R Salmon-Safe commitment, the citywide Salmon-
Safe project included Bureau of Environmental Services, Water Bureau, Bureau of 
Transportation, Fire and Rescue, Fleet Services, Procurement, and Facilities Services.  
In October 2016, Portland’s Mayor and City Council formally committed to certification 
conditions, resulting in the first Salmon-Safe city. PP&R has requested that its future 
certification assessments be conducted concurrently with citywide assessment of 
other bureaus.



OVERVIEW OF THE PROJECT 

The City of Portland is the largest provider of parks and open spaces in the metro-
politan region. Within the City are more than 250 parks and 11,000 acres of parks  
and natural areas that are managed by Portland Parks and Recreation (PP&R), repre-
senting approximately 10 percent of Portland’s total land area. An additional 2,500 
acres of open space in the City of Portland are operated by Metro and Oregon  
State Parks.

In a comprehensive two-year system-wide assessment completed in 2003,  
Salmon-Safe evaluated PP&R’s entire operation, which includes 98 neighborhood 
parks, 6 public gardens, 25 community gardens, 35 community parks, 5 golf courses, 
47 habitat parks, 12 regional parks, 12 urban parks, and thousands of acres of urban 
forest. The certification process, including site assessments by the inspection  
team, included a particular focus on sites managed by PP&R that are adjacent to  
the Willamette River and key tributaries containing salmonid habitat within the City.

The Portland Parks system was certified in June 2004 subject to ten conditions  
(see Final Report of the Evaluation Team, 2004). For the first recertification, an  
extension to the standard five-year recertification cycle was granted until Decem- 
ber of 2011 when the assessment was conducted and PP&R was officially recertified 
in May of 2012 subject to two conditions (see Final Recertification Report, 2012).  
For the current recertification assessment, another extension was granted until  
May 2018 to coincide with the City’s budget cycle. At that time, the assessment  
team again reviewed both the system-wide management operations and compli- 
ance with the required conditions on the ground, with field visits to selected  
locations throughout the park system.
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The Salmon-Safe science team and PP&R staff members observe construction of the Oaks Bottom Culvert 
Replacement Project.
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RECERTIFICATION EVALUATION OF PORTLAND PARK SYSTEM

Assessment Date

The field assessment and evaluation of Portland Parks system took place on 
May 9, 2018.

Evaluation Team

The team that conducted this recertification assessment and evaluation on behalf of 
Salmon-Safe was composed of the same team that completed the original Portland 
Parks assessment in 2003 and the recertification assessment in 2012: Peter Bahls, 
Carrie Foss, and Dr. Richard Horner.

Peter Bahls:  Aquatic Ecologist and Salmon Biologist, Northwest Watershed Institute  
Mr. Bahls received an MS in Fisheries Science and Aquatic Ecology from Oregon State University, and 
a BS in Environmental Studies-Biology from Middlebury College, Vermont. He worked for six years 
as the salmon habitat biologist for the Port Gamble S’Klallam Tribe, followed by three years as the 
principal fish biologist for David Evans and Associates. In 2001, he founded Northwest Watershed 
Institute, a non-profit organization that provides scientific and technical assistance in watershed 
assessment and restoration. Mr. Bahls was the scientific lead for the development of Salmon-Safe’s 
park and corporate campus standards and served as team leader for both of Portland Parks system’s 
recertification assessments.

Carrie Foss:  Urban IPM Director, Washington State University (WSU) Puyallup  
Ms. Foss manages the WSU IPM Certification Program and the Pesticide Safety Education Program 
in Western Washington. Landscape maintenance personnel are trained in plant problem diagnosis, 
integrated pest management, personal safety and environmental protection through lectures and 
workshops. Carrie earned a BS degree in Botany from the University of Washington and an MS 
degree in Plant Pathology from the University of Hawaii. Her background includes plant problem 
diagnosis, research on beneficial microorganisms and management strategies for turf and orna-
mental diseases. 

Dr. Richard Horner:  Stormwater Management Expert, University of Washington  
Dr. Horner received engineering BS and MS degrees from the University of Pennsylvania  
and the Ph.D. in civil and environmental engineering from the University of Washington in 1978. 
Following 13 years of college teaching and professional practice, he joined the University of 
Washington research faculty in 1981, where he held appointments in Civil and Environmental 
Engineering, Landscape Architecture, and the Center for Urban Horticulture.  His principal  
research interests involve analyzing the effects of human activities, especially in urban areas,  
on freshwater ecosystems and solutions that protect these resources. Dr. Horner founded  
the Center for Urban Water Resources Management in 1990 to advance applied research  
and education in these areas.  He is now emeritus research associate professor and splits  
his time between private practice and some continuing university research.



Assessment Process

PP&R staff assembled annual condition verification reports and related documentation 
from 2012 to 2018. The evaluation team members reviewed these materials prior to, 
during, and after the field assessment phase of the recertification process. The evalu-
ation team met with PP&R staff responsible for restoration and ongoing management 
of the City’s parks and natural areas. The staff members gave a presentation, answered 
questions, and led an inspection tour at a subsample of parks in the Portland Parks 
system. At the end of the field review, the evaluation team, supported by Salmon-Safe 
staff, met to review the park management activities in relation to certification criteria 
and conditions of 2012 recertification. The team decided that they needed additional 
specific information from PP&R staff before reaching a decision. Over the next several 
weeks, PP&R staff provided this additional information that was evaluated by team 
members. On July 13, 2018, the team and Salmon-Safe staff finalized conditions for 
recertification and reached a final unanimous decision on recertification. 

PP&R staff lead the Salmon-Safe science team on a tour of restoration work at Powers Marine Park.
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GENERAL OBSERVATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

In the judgment of the Salmon-Safe evaluation team, PP&R natural resource and parks 
operations managers demonstrates an exceptional level of environmental stewardship 
in accordance with Salmon-Safe standards. The team noted an impressive “cultural 
change” towards ecological stewardship in PP&R operations over the fifteen years  
that Parks has engaged with Salmon-Safe. The team also noted that PP&R has imple-
mented high level restoration efforts at every park on the Willamette River and 
Columbia Slough during this time. 

Commendations 

During their evaluation, the Salmon-Safe team was particularly impressed with 
the following management actions:

 • Completion of significant and inspiring habitat restoration and enhancement
projects over the past six years, including projects at Westmoreland Park, South
Waterfront, Powers Marine Park, Willamette Park, and numerous additional
projects along Crystal Springs and Johnson Creek.

 • Continued system-wide progress in restoring habitat, including major projects
underway such as the Oaks Bottom Tidal Restoration project, and other ongoing
efforts involving control of non-native species, planting of riparian areas, and in-
stream habitat treatments, such as addition of large wood.

 • Update in 2014 of the system-wide and comprehensive Portland Parks Natural
Areas Restoration Plan that establishes priorities for work in natural area and
hybrid parks.

 • Continued improvements in irrigation efficiency and water conservation by
installation of weather based central control systems in many additional parks,
testing of high efficiency water application devices, updating water play
splash pads to monitor water use, and on-going review of park design and
management practices to minimize turf and prioritize irrigation use areas.

 • Creation of the Ecologically Sustainable Landscapes Initiative to enhance eco-
logical values of developed parks and provide educational and stewardship
opportunities by adding habitat patches of native plant communities, with
ten pilot projects to be completed in the next five years.

 • Construction of bioswales, rain gardens, and implementation of other innovative
and low impact development methods to handle stormwater at existing and
newly developed parks such as Luuwit View Park.

 • Ongoing trend towards declining pesticide use in neighborhood parks in part
through increased use of wood chip mulch.

 • Continuing to serve as a regional and national model of a scientifically robust
IPM program for other municipalities and public agencies.
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In general, the evaluation team has been highly impressed during this reassessment 
process and over its 15 years of engagement with Portland Parks to witness the 
growing depth and breadth of PP&R’s land management stewardship and restoration 
activities, the effective partnerships with other agencies and bureaus, and strong 
public support for this important work.
 

Opportunities for Improvement

The Salmon-Safe team also identified opportunities for further improvement.  
These observations are summarized below. Additional details are furnished in  
the Recommendations and Discussion section.

The evaluation team is concerned with the extensive erosion and habitat degrada- 
tion occurring along streams in Forest Park as a result of stormwater runoff from 
developed upstream drainages. The team is requesting that PP&R conduct an assess-
ment to determine stormwater treatment methods that can be employed upstream  
of the Park to moderate flows and improve water quality of streams draining into  
the Park.

The many water conservation measures being undertaken by PP&R are exemplary. 
However, the evaluation team requests that these efforts be detailed and formalized  
in an updated water conservation plan. 

In past years, PP&R submitted a variance request and received approval from Salmon-
Safe for using certain pesticides on Salmon-Safe’s High Risk list, such as triclopyr. 
However, the evaluation team has decided that it is appropriate and best manage-
ment practice to require variances to be submitted on an annual basis. This will 
provide an opportunity for PP&R to update information about their proposed use  
of the product, including evaluating its effectiveness, and determining if better 
options are available. 

The evaluation team is concerned that restoration planning for Crystal Springs 
Rhododendron Garden is proceeding without adequate information on the current  
and potential value of the pond as summer and/or winter rearing habitat for juvenile 
coho salmon. Juvenile coho generally spend an entire year in the stream before 
migrating to sea as a smolt. Slow water areas, especially beaver ponds, are espe-
cially important for the survival of overwintering juvenile coho. The pond at the 
Rhododendron Garden may be serving this function for coho or have the potential  
to serve in this role if coho are able to access the pond. Prior to developing restoration 
plans that may involve removing or modifying the pond, the value of the pond for 
juvenile coho rearing needs to be more fully assessed.

While the scale of PP&R restoration efforts is impressive, the large number of projects 
underway and in planning stages makes it difficult for the evaluation team to monitor 
and evaluate overall progress in addressing high priority restoration issues over time. 
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To assist in the next five-year recertification assessment and facilitate ongoing  
PP&R prioritization of restoration opportunities, the evaluation team is requesting 
that PP&R provide a specific list of major projects that are likely to be implemented 
over the next five years.

RECERTIFICATION RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONDITIONS 

Certification Recommendation: The evaluation team recommends that PP&R be 
recertified as Salmon-Safe subject to four conditions and four recommendations.

Condition 1:   List major restoration projects planned 
for next five years 

PP&R shall provide a list of restoration projects that are planned for 
completion over the next five years, including the Oaks Bottom Tidal 
Restoration Project. Pertinent summary information shall be provided 
for each possible project including the type of project (e.g., stormwater 
retrofit, riparian restoration), habitat gain (e.g., 3 acres riparian, 1 mile 
upstream fish passage), and relative priority. 

TIMELINE
List of proposed projects with pertinent summary information for each 
project to be completed between 2018 and 2023, subject to funding, 
must be received by Salmon-Safe within one year of recertification, 
then subject to annual verification. 

Condition 2:   Enhance the water conservation plan 

PP&R shall formalize its on-going water conservation efforts in an updated 
water conservation plan, including a drought management plan. The plan 
shall include a summary of annual water consumption since 2012 in Parks 
to gauge the effectiveness of water conservation efforts.

TIMELINE 
The water conservation plan must be received by Salmon-Safe 
within one year of recertification.
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Condition 3:   Evaluate the habitat value of the pond 
at the Crystal Springs Rhododendron Garden 

PP&R shall conduct (or coordinate with others to conduct) an assessment 
of the value of the pond at Crystal Springs Rhododendron Garden as 
summer and/or winter rearing habitat for juvenile coho salmon and other 
fish species such as steelhead, if feasible, prior to developing restoration 
plans for this area. The assessment may include field surveys for juvenile 
coho in the pond and downstream areas using minnow traps, weir outmi-
gration trap at the pond outlet, snorkel surveys, DNA sampling of water, 
or other methods. In addition, supplemental temperature monitoring is 
recommended to identify potential cold water refugia areas within the 
pond due to springs or other inflows.

TIMELINE 
The juvenile coho assessment shall be provided to Salmon-Safe prior 
to developing restoration options for the Rhododendron Garden and 
within three years.

Condition 4:   Minimize pesticide use 

PP&R shall apply annually for High Hazard List pesticide variance(s),  
as needed, and receive approval from Salmon-Safe prior to application. 
The variance request shall include the targeted pest(s) identification,  
a discussion of all management strategies being used, application 
method proposed for the high hazard pesticide, and justification  
for the use of the pesticide relative to other options.

TIMELINE 
The variance request(s) for High Hazard pesticides currently in use  
or proposed for use must be submitted to Salmon-Safe within three 
(3) months of certification and every 12 months thereafter.
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Recommendations

In addition to the conditions for certification listed above, Salmon-Safe offers the 
following continuing improvement recommendations, adoption of which is not 
mandatory to achieve certification, but is considered Salmon-Safe best practice:

1. Adhere to the PP&R IPM Policy in the nature patch adjacent to the pollinator 
meadow at Gabriel Park, emphasizing cultural practices, mechanical methods, 
and manual removal for weed control.

2. Continue the ongoing Pesticide Free Parks program at the three parks still active
in the program beyond the recently completed pilot phase and consider adding
additional parks to the program.

3. Maintain the PP&R committee that reviews any new pesticide use within the park
system.

4. If resources are available, complete a culvert study for streams within Forest 
Park where there are erosion and habitat degradation issues due to 
stormwater runoff from the upper watershed. The study will identify and 
prioritize culvert replacement.

 
In the future, PP&R may also wish to partner 

with BES to conduct a feasibility
 
assessment for a stormwater treatment plan to 

reduce potential flooding related
 
to upslope development causing erosion and 

habitat degradation in streams
 
within Forest Park. The assessment should 

focus on treating stormwater being
 
generated in upstream contributing 

basins for flow rate and water quality,
 
through regional or distributed 

stormwater collection and treatment facilities.
 
The assessment could include 

preliminary design options and costs estimates.
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CONCLUSIONS

Salmon-Safe and the Assessment Team commend PP&R and its partners at BES  
for their stellar management of Portland Parks toward improving salmon habitat  
and water quality.

We extend appreciation and congratulations to staff for their excellent work in 
preparing for the recertification assessment and assisting the evaluation team  
in its review.



Additional Credits 
 

Report design & production :  Jay Tracy Studios 
Team field photos © Salmon-Safe 2018

PP&R staff and the Salmon-Safe science team and staff beside the Willamette River on the Springwater Corridor Trail. 
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