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Dear Ms. Giannettino

These are comments on the Interior Columbia Basin Supplemental Draft Environmental Impact Statement (SDEIS), on behalf of the Ecology Center, Inc.  The Ecology Center is a non-profit, public-interest conservation organization working to protect biological diversity and ecosystem integrity, primarily in the Wild Rockies Bioregion (including Montana, Idaho, and parts of Wyoming, British Columbia, Alberta, Oregon, and Washington). We also work to encourage agencies to conform to environmental legislation, and to increase citizen participation in public land management.  The Ecology Center has participated consistently in the public process in planning at all levels of federal agency decision making since 1989. 

The SDEIS’s range of alternatives fails dramatically in not taking on the real problems on public lands in the basin—the profit motive.  Whatever their shortcomings, the existing Land and Resource Management Plans provide ample empowerment to agency decision makers to manage our public lands in a wise, sustainable, and ecologically sound manner.  Unfortunately, the SDEIS fails to address the fundamental problem within the federal agencies which rendered the Land and Resource Management Plans ineffective for protecting our priceless heritage.  The SDEIS, as written, still reflects the sort of naive faith in the agencies that should have been squelched long ago.

The mistakes made by the Forest Service and BLM under their current Plans were usually a case of deliberate neglect and mismanagement in favor of resource extraction, due to various political forces.  Additionally, these agencies represent a prime example of a management mindset based upon a failed paradigm—one that views land as primarily a source for commodity production and private profit.  Political tampering led to grossly unrealistic allowable sale quantities during the first round of forest planning.  Added to that is the extreme bias toward resource extraction exhibited in Congressional appropriations.  Thrown in is the strong tendency for the agencies’ bureaucracy to reward managers leaning heavily toward resource extraction in their management bias.  Topping that off has been the tendency of the agency to select decisionmakers from the pool of employees whose training has been from the outmoded resource-extraction paradigm.  The results:  a recipe for disaster under which the natural ecosystems and human social systems of the Interior Columbia Basin now suffer.  To a large part these problems still remain; unfortunately the proposed alternatives fail to face this fact.

The EIS absolutely must include an alternative that ends commercial resource extraction from the public lands in the basin.  Not only will a fair analysis of such an alternative reveal the ecological advantages, the economic advantages are overwhelming as well.

The SDEIS continues to ignore the fact that most Americans favor ending commercial logging and other resource extraction from national forests.  In 1994, the Forest Service’s own Values Poll of a representative sample of the American public was asked to indicate their level of agreement with the statement, “Natural resources in public forests and grasslands should be made available to produce consumer goods.”  57% of the American public who offered and opinion on that question disagreed with that statement.  In fact, 26% of those polled stated they “Strongly Disagree,” which is far more than any other response category.  Conversely, the SDEIS merely accepts that logging must proceed in our public lands.

In January of this year, results of a national survey were released which reveal solid support for ending resource extraction on federal lands.  American Viewpoint, one of the country's top GOP polling firms, conducted the survey of 1000 registered voters from December 28, 1999, until January 2, 2000.  Among other questions, people were asked, “In general, do you favor, or oppose allowing logging, mining, and other industrial activities on national forest lands?”  60% said they oppose, and only 31% said they favor.
The ICBEMP Plan attempts to cloak the proposed massive 21% increase in logging under the guise of "stewardship harvesting."  We are unaware of any forest restoration that has been satisfactorily accomplished with commercial logging.  We are aware of a large number of “forest restoration” projects that, under scrutiny, proved to be profit-making ventures for the timber industry, although they regularly end up being subsidized by the taxpayers, who supposedly own the trees and for whom the agencies supposedly work.

The mismanagement of public forests is perhaps illustrated in no better place than the Kootenai National Forest.  Massive deception and fraud surrouding a timber sale is documented in our website at:

http://www.wildrockies.org/teci/forestfraud/

We encourage you to view this website to compare the words of government officials with on-the-ground results.

The concepts outlined in the SDEIS, such as protection and restoration of rare and significant habitats, and increased use of fire as a management tool sound good, in theory.  The major problem is that the Plan places too much emphasis on guidelines for resource managers to "consider." Many of the guidelines should be converted to enforceable standards, instead the action alternatives have less standards than the original ICBEMP DEIS.

The SDEIS continues to weaken opportunities for citizen oversight and enforcement of environmental standards. The proposal relies upon broad policy objectives without providing enforceable standards and guidelines to meet these objectives.

For example, the proposal lacks substantive protections for increasingly rare old growth ecosystems.  The agencies acknowledge that old forests are disappearing, but still the Plan lacks any substantive protection for old growth.   

And the preferred Alternative offers fewer protections for riparian and aquatic ecosystems than the current interim directions.  Proposed protection measures for riparian areas provide fewer enforceable standards than the current management Plans.

Monitoring mandated under the current Forest Plans has been grossly inadequate.  For example, the Forest Service has largely turned its back on population trend monitoring designed to assure viable populations were maintained.  The Plan must require that all monitoring and evaluation mandated by current forest plans be completed before there can be authorization of site-specific actions affecting the resources for which monitoring has been incomplete.

The Plan must mandate incorporating information about non-marketed ecological services as well as the externalized costs of commodity production—for example the costs incurred by businesses emphasizing enjoyment of wildlife, fish, and clean water when resource extraction impairs those values.  

The economic analysis fails to deal with the numerous cases where extraction of resources from federal lands competes with or displaces production that would otherwise occur on private lands, adversely competes against producers of alternative or recycled materials, or when social costs exceed social benefits.  Plans should not be biased toward resource extraction from public land, particularly since extraction has done so much damage and the activities stand in the way of better technology, better ideas, and changing values.

The regulations must include solid standards requiring the agencies to monitor and survey for species imperiled by extractive activities or industrial recreation.  The proposed Plan must mandate the acquiring of accurate population monitoring and survey information for all key species. 

The SDEIS relies on the concept of “historic range of variation” (HRV) which also has led to bias favoring resource extraction.  It would be a grave error to institutionalize this poorly understood and untested concept.  The concept of “HRV” suffers from its failure to provide defensible criteria about which factors’ ranges should be measured.  The Forest Service’s usual focus on vegetation ignores the natural range of variability for such factors as snags, old growth, edge effect, and the long-term influences of culverts, miles of roads, and other human-caused structural changes in the forest ecosystem.  All too often proposed “cures” pose far greater threat to biodiversity than do fires and other natural events that might (or might not) be associated with the “undesired” changes in forest structure.  The task of management should be the reversal of artificial legacies to allow restoration of natural, self-sustaining ecosystem processes.  Since natural disturbance patterns are the best way to maintain or restore desired ecosystem processes, then nature should be able to accomplish this task very well without human intervention.  Reflecting the lack of inherent faith in natural processes, the proposed rule will end up fighting against, rather than working with, ecosystems.  

Mostly, the problems our public lands are suffering from are not failures of planning.  The problems are failures of implementation and failures on the part of agency decisionmakers to comply with science and good sense in arriving at their management decisions.  As stated above, this obvious fact is ignored in the SDEIS.

Please keep us on the list to receive all future mailings.

Sincerely,

Jeff Juel
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