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Jeff Kitchens, Field Manager       August 27, 2018 
Bureau of Land Management 
Prineville District Office 
3050 NE 3rd Street 
Prineville, OR 97754 
 
Re: DOI-BLM-ORWA-P000-2018-0038-CX 
 

Submitted via email to blm_or_pr_mail@blm.com 
 
Dear Mr. Kitchens, 
 
 The Deschutes River Alliance submits these comments regarding the Prineville District’s 
proposal to remove and/or replace toilets at a number of recreation sites on the Lower Deschutes 
Wild & Scenic River. We greatly appreciate the opportunity to participate in the decision-making 
process. 
 The DRA is an organization with over 2,000 supporters that conducts science-based 
advocacy seeking collaborative solutions to basin-wide threats to the health of the Deschutes 
River and its tributaries. We advocate for water quality, a healthy ecosystem, and for the 
establishment and protection of robust populations of resident and anadromous fish throughout 
the river’s entire watershed. As such, we are deeply concerned about the impacts to the river 
from human waste, and believe that all available measures should be taken to reduce and 
eliminate water quality degradation from the thousands of people who enjoy the river each year. 
 While the DRA applauds BLM’s efforts to address any leaking toilets, we believe that 
BLM’s proposal to remove ten toilets from the lower Deschutes River, without replacement, is a 
step in the wrong direction. Some individuals on the DRA Board of Directors have been using 
the river for over 40 years—a period that saw a change from a few rudimentary outhouses on the 
river to the current situation of multiple toilets, strategically located to accommodate the river’s 
heavy traffic. We have witnessed a profound improvement in the river during that time as a 
result of these toilets. This includes less direct, visible evidence of human waste and toilet paper 
on the river’s banks, and less resulting harm to water quality and aquatic life. BLM’s proposal to 
remove 10 of the existing 75 outhouses on the lower river will almost certainly reverse some of 
these improvements, to the detriment of river users and the river’s aquatic life. If the District 
credibly determines that the ten identified toilets may contribute to water quality degradation, 
then DRA urges BLM to quickly replace and improve the facilities rather than simply removing 
them. 
 With these general thoughts in mind, DRA respectfully submits the following specific 
comments on this proposal. 
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1. BLM Should Perform a Thorough Assessment of the Toilets’ Environmental 

Impacts Before Making a Decision. 
 

In its scoping letter, the District states that “In 2016 the District identified 19 toilets that 
were contributing to water-quality degradation and thus not in compliance with environmental 
quality standards.” It is DRA’s understanding that this statement is based on visual observations 
of the toilets and general opinions of the toilets’ efficacy, rather than on substantive research or 
data collection. While toilets not meeting standards need to be identified and corrected, we 
believe that before any decisions are made regarding toilet removal, their impact on water quality 
should be thoroughly evaluated.  
 
 
2. The Proposal Does Not Account for the Increased Waste Disposal Needs that Would 

Result if the Proposal Was Implemented. 
 
 If this project is implemented as proposed, overnight boaters will have fewer outhouses to 
utilize on the lower river, and the proposal specifically contemplates that these users will be 
using their portable toilets instead. As a result, these overnight users will be transporting 
significantly larger amounts of waste down the river to their ultimate destination. However, the 
proposal says nothing about dealing with this increased waste load.  
 

DRA is concerned that the negative environmental impacts resulting from the proposed 
toilet removals will be compounded by the inability of overnight boaters to properly dispose of 
the increased waste that will be transported downriver. There are already too few “scat 
machines” at the take-outs on the lower river.  And the “scat machine” at Heritage Landing is too 
frequently inoperable. One way to deal with the problem of increased waste would be to broaden 
the types of portable toilets allowed on the river, such as “Wag Bags,” which don’t require use of 
the “scat machine.” 
 
3. The Justifications Offered For Removal at the Proposed Sites Rely on Inaccurate or 

Incomplete Information. 
 
 DRA believes that the justifications offered by the District for removal of the various 
toilets, without replacement, rely on inaccurate or incomplete information, and do not account 
for the full spectrum of river users and their needs. Most importantly, several of the toilets 
proposed for removal are regularly accessed by users not carrying portable toilets. Further, 
removal of several boat-accessible toilets may shift usage away from those sites to other, more 
crowded campsites on the lower river. 
 Below, DRA addresses each of the proposed removal sites in turn. 
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Lower Mecca, Luelling, Stangland, and Basalt 

 
 The principal justification offered for removal of toilets at Lower Mecca, Luelling, 
Stangland, and Basalt, is that the areas are “primarily accessed by boat, and users would already 
be carrying portable toilets.”  

This statement is inaccurate for these locations. Lower Mecca, Luelling, Stangland, and 
Basalt are all located between Warm Springs and Trout Creek, an extremely popular day float.  
Because river users who are not on an overnight trip are not required to carry portable toilets, the 
thousands of people who undertake this day trip each year will be passing these four sites 
without a portable toilet on board. This reach is also floated by groups who have multiple rafts 
with only one or perhaps two “bag boats.” The required portable toilets are usually on the bag 
boats and not with the paddle boats. As a result, the paddle rafts regularly use the existing BLM 
toilets during the middle of the day. If toilets are removed at these sites, there will undoubtedly 
be a significant increase in the number of river users creating waste, with improper disposal, on 
the river’s banks. 

Hikers also frequent this reach of the river.  It is not unusual during the months of May 
and June to find 50+ hikers per day between Mecca and Trout Creek.  They are often joined by 
bicyclists. These river users do not carry portable toilets, and regularly utilize the BLM toilets at 
these sites. 
 

Redside 
 

Redside is a highly popular camp that is accessible both by boat and on foot.  There are 
multiple tentsites. The hikers using this site do not carry portable toilets. 
 
 

Upper Dant 
 

Removal of the toilet at Upper Dant will likely push many users, particularly commercial 
floaters, to other camps, thereby increasing crowding at certain nearby camps.  This consequence 
of toilet removal has already been observed at Wingdam. When the Wingdam toilet was 
removed, the camp was used far less, with camp traffic subsequently increasing at the Whiskey 
Dick campsite. 
 
 

Lower Blue Hole 
 

The toilet at Lower Blue Hole is likely one of the most used toilets on lower river, and is 
an especially important recreation site due to the handicap facilities provided there. It is heavily 
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used by commercial day floaters, and is used daily as a picnic spot for commercial rafters. These 
groups do not carry portable toilets. While the location of this toilet in the flood plain may be 
problematic, a more sensible solution to that problem would be re-siting the existing toilet, 
perhaps to the other side of the road. 

 
 

Airstrip, Sixteen Canyon, and Dike 
 

While these three campsites are not accessible by foot, they are heavily used by floaters 
and anglers each year. Airstrip and Dike are particularly popular with commercial floaters who, 
if the toilets are removed, may well shift their camp sites to other, more crowded locations. 
 
 
 In sum, the DRA encourages BLM to reexamine this proposal in light of the information 
provided above. We believe that before any action is taken, a thorough assessment should be 
performed of the potential impacts to water quality, aquatic life, and the recreation experience on 
the lower Deschutes River if these toilets were removed. As explained above, we believe that 
removal of these toilets would lead to increased visible human waste, degradation of water 
quality, harm to the river’s fish and wildlife, and a diminished recreation experience. If the 
existing toilets are deemed, after a thoughtful and science-based assessment, to be likely to 
contribute to water quality degradation in the future, we believe that immediate replacement and 
improvement of these facilities is warranted, rather than removal. 

We also request to be immediately notified of any further decisions taken by BLM related 
to this proposal. 
 
 Again, thank you for accepting and considering these comments. We look forward to 
your response. 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
Jonah Sandford 
Executive Director 
Deschutes River Alliance 
jonah@deschutesriveralliance.org 
 
 


