
Practicable Alternative Test 
  
The proposed project will replace a wooden boardwalk that was destroyed during a 
wildfire which occurred on October 5, 2012 with a rock and gravel walkway.  A recent 
meeting between representatives of the Ridgefield National Wildlife Refuge Complex 
(Refuge), U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (Service) fish biologists, Refuge Stewards, and 
the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Corps) was conducted on November 27 to discuss 
the status of addressing the problem of Gibbons Creek overflowing the diversion 
structure during high water events, one of the suggested strategies to resolve the 
functionality of Gibbons Creek and to restore the creek to a healthy functioning stream 
for ESA listed fish species and other Service trust resources would be to breach the 
elevated creek above the area of the current boardwalk area to allow the creek to flow 
back into is historical footprint into Steigerwald Lake and then be reconnected to the 
Columbia river.  This strategy was strongly supported by the group.  As a result of this 
possible alternative that would be incorporated into the feasibility study by the Corps, it 
was recommended that the best current course of action would be to replace the 
boardwalk with a low cost gravel walkway in the event that the walkway would have to 
be removed to accomplish the re-establishment of the historic flow channel for Gibbons 
Creek. The Refuge considered this the most practable and cost efficient approach 
opposed to spending $30,000.00-$50,000.000 to build a wooden boardwalk that would 
be demolished or removed during a restoration project for Gibbons Creek, not a wise 
use of taxpayer dollars. The Corps will consider funding this project under Section 536 
of the Water Resources Development Act of 2000. 
 
Relocation of the walkway is not feasible and would involve large costs associated with 
relocation of the current connecting footpath as well as significant habitat impacts.  
Replacement of the boardwalk with the gravel section is desired as to will provide 
public access to Steigerwald Lake NWR in the most cost efficient and practable 
manner.  The Refuge has been closed to pubic use since the wildfire event on October 
5, 2012. Opening the Refuge back up to the public is a priority for the Service.  The trail 
presents opportunities for the visiting public to experience wildlife through observation 
while hiking through photography, and via environmental education and interpretive 
exhibits.  

 
A Joint Aquatic Resources Permit Application has been submitted to the Corps for the 
rock and gravel walkway.  The project will be located in the same location as the 
original boardwalk, and access will be via upland soils.  Rock and gravel will be tailgate 
spread moving backwards, dumping gravel before the truck backs over and compacts 
it.  The area is flat and currently has only rainwater in a few isolated shallow 
depressions Equipment used for this project will be free of petroleum-based products 
while working on this project.  They shall be checked daily for leaks, and necessary 
repairs made prior to restarting work on the project. The rock and gravel will be placed 
on the existing bare ground which was present under and in the immediate (2’) of the 
boardwalk.  Rock and gravel will be tailgate spread driving backwards to enable tires to 
compact the rock and gravel and avoid creating ruts in the soil. 

 



 
  
Public Interest Test 
  
An interpretive trail, approximately 2.75 miles long, was constructed for a June 2010 
opening.  This trail, constructed of gravel, had two boardwalks across wetland areas and 
a fiberglass bridge over Gibbons Creek.  The trail has been extremely popular since its 
opening, with use increasing each year to almost 40,000 during 2012. 
 
The site of the proposed project (gravel walkway to replace a wooden boardwalk) has 
been determined to be a palustrine emergent temporarily flooded wetland (USFWS 
Class), depressional outflow (HGM Class), Rating II (WA State and Clark County) in a 
Wetland Delineation and  Conceptual Mitigation Plan, prepared for Federal Highway 
Administration, Western Federal Lands Highway  Division, by Herrera Environmental 
Consultants in September 2007.  The ground vegetation on both sides of the boardwalk 
is composed of non-native reed canarygrass, and both sides of the proposed project 
have mature native Hooker and Sitka willow (refuge planted in 1996). Bare ground is 
located in the footprint of the previous boardwalk, which will be used for placement of the 
new gravel walkway.  Water in the vicinity of the project is typically very shallow, 
scattered in uneven ground pockets, and only present during occasional times during the 
winter.  Current water in the vicinity of the project consists of rainwater collected in 
several shallow depressions, 2-3’ wide and 2-3” deep.  The ground in between these 
depressions is firm to walk on. 
 
This project fulfills the directive of the Refuge System Improvement Act to recognize 
and facilitate refuge-compatible wildlife-dependent recreational activities for the public 
as priority general uses of the Refuge System. Furthermore, it is consistent with the 
objectives of the 2005 Comprehensive Conservation Plan for the Steigerwald Lake 



NWR, Franz Lake NWR, and Pierce NWR. The trail is an important component of the 
Western Gateway to the Columbia River Gorge National Scenic Area, providing the 
visiting public with a general introduction and orientation to the Scenic Area and 
information on resources in the surrounding vicinity 

 
 
 


