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Montana Fish Wildlife and Parks

1400 S. 19th Ave

Bozeman, MT 59718

Dear Mr. Dood:

These are comments on the Montana Fish Wildlife and Parks Draft Programmatic Environmental Impact Statement for the Grizzly Bear Management Plan for Southwestern Montana (DEIS).  These comments are on behalf of the Alliance for the Wild Rockies and the Ecology Center.

These comments are intended to express our particular concerns with DEIS and to present ideas for remedying these issues.  However, it is imperative that we first assert our strong belief that de-listing the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem grizzly bear population separate from other grizzly bear populations in the lower forty-eight is neither in the best interest of the grizzly bear, nor supported by biological principles of species conservation.  The grizzly bear was listed as a threatened species under the Endangered Species Act as a single population in the continuous United States.  We believe that de-listing a portion of the entire population represents a mistake and threatens the efforts to recover the species throughout its range.  In short, we have significant reservations regarding the legitimacy of the current process.  The remainder of our comments will focus on the current proposal for grizzly bear management.

In general we believe that the DEIS lacked binding language and commitments that would ensure the protection of viable grizzly bear populations.  We were excited to see the state include a good discussion of linkage zones and the importance of linking the recovery areas.  However, we did not see language in the DEIS that commits the state to protecting and repopulating linkage zones, nor did we see a clear plan for how repopulation would be implemented.  We do not believe that a major component of the plan, the emphasis on hunting, should be a part of the plan, as it does not contribute to recovery of the bear.  We also believe that the Impact Statement actually failed to disclose the estimated “impact” of the draft plan in many key respects; most importantly being the impacts on future grizzly bear populations in Yellowstone and beyond; the impacts of the plan were not clearly identified. 

Following are our specific comments on the DEIS.  Thanks for considering our concerns as you move forward with this proposal to manage grizzly bears.  Please ensure that the Alliance for the Wild Rockies and the Ecology Center remain on the mailing list for this proposal.

Sincerely,

Ryan Shaffer


for
Jeff Juel






The Ecology Center






801 Sherwood St., Suite B






Missoula, MT 59802

Alliance for the Wild Rockies and the Ecology Center Comments on the Grizzly Bear Management DEIS for the State of Montana

Lack of Binding Language

We believe the final plan must include binding language that serves to protect viable populations of grizzly bears throughout southwestern Montana. For instance, the draft plan and DEIS did not include binding commitments to: protect habitat or populations of bears; disclose threshold levels of mortality that require re-assessment of the plan; provide habitat protection outside of the PCA; facilitate the repopulation of areas outside of the PCA; require standards for road densities in bear habitat. 

Because this entire process is intended to shift responsibility for grizzly bear “management” to the state of Montana, the state of Montana must embrace this responsibility by disclosing specific management goals and specific plans for achieving those goals.  As an example, page 50 of the DEIS discusses hunter related mortality:

7. The FWP Commission has the authority to close seasons at any time if mortality was excessive, i.e. occurring at levels which would have long-term negative impacts on the population due to unforeseen circumstances  

Upon close inspection it is evident that the agency has not actually committed to closing the hunting season if mortalities are “excessive”.  Beyond this fundamental flaw, the FWP has not disclosed how it will determine if mortalities are “excessive” or are having a long-term negative impact on the species. The sentence above sounds pretty and insinuates some sort of protection for grizzly bears, yet in reality it does absolutely nothing if hunter mortality is indeed having a negative impact on the population.  Statements such as these in the DEIS raise more questions than answers.  Such as, how will FWP determine when hunting is excessive?  Is there any guarantee that if hunting is having negative impacts on the grizzly bear that FWP will eliminate hunting?

Unfortunately, there is language similar to this throughout the document, which leaves it with little in terms of accountability and future recovery of grizzly bears throughout their range.

Impacts Not Disclosed in the Impact Statement 

The DEIS did not clearly disclose the potential impacts of the management plan on bears or their habitat.  Again, in our view the plan raises more questions than it answers.  Fundamentally, there is not enough clear discussion of how the plan will impact grizzly bears or their population in 2, 5, and 10 years after implementation.

Hunting

We understand the potential social utility to be gained from hunting grizzly bears.  However, the population in the lower forty-eight is a long ways away from being ready to be hunted.  Grizzly bears have been determined to be warranted for uplisting to “endangered” status in the Cabinet Yaak recovery area by the USFWS.  In addition, there are few if any grizzly bears in the Selway-Bitterroot Ecosystem.  Taken together these facts indicate that there is no such thing as a surplus grizzly bear in the lower forty-eight right now.  This issue serves to highlight our concern over the entire process of delisting the Yellowstone population separately from the population that was listed in 1975. 

Until the recovery of grizzly bears throughout their range is complete, grizzly bear management must be based upon the principles of conservation biology and hunting does not fit into this realm.  In essence, FWP is selling the idea that we need to recover the grizzly bear so that we can then kill them.  This just doesn’t work.  FWP must sell recovery of the grizzly bear based upon the real reason we have protected the grizzly; whether consciously or unconsciously, the human species recognizes the vital connection between preservation of all native biodiversity and ecosystems to our own preservation.  This is the message that FWP must begin sending to the state of Montana.  

The hunting section of the DEIS leaves many unanswered questions.  How will the FWP ensure that female grizzly bears are not killed?  In Yellowstone, the loss of even half a dozen sows to hunting could devastate the entire population.  There is no margin for error when it comes to the life and death of grizzly sows, hunting represents an unreasonable risk to female grizzlies. 

The DEIS did not disclose the impacts of hunting on grizzly bears.  In fact, the DEIS discloses that, “Better means of assessing potential impacts of hunting are needed because brown/grizzly bears have one of the lowest reproductive rates among North American mammals” (DEIS page 56).  We have to seriously question the decision to include hunting in the management plan considering the fact that FWP does not have the means of assessing potential impacts of hunting.  This is not indicative of good public policy and corrupts the entire role of the DEIS, which is to disclose impacts prior to implementation of the plan; the agency is essentially disclosing that the impacts of hunting are not known.    

Future Research    

In general, this section of the DEIS highlights the fact that Montana is not ready to manage grizzly bears.  All of the research needs represent important information that should be disclosed and understood prior to the drafting of a management plan.  For instance, since current population estimation techniques are unreliable and the FWP currently does not understand the threshold levels of impacts that are considered to be “significant” how can the FWP determine the impacts of the management plan?  Perhaps this is why the impacts were not disclosed in the DEIS.  We would suggest that all of the important research listed on page 56 of the DEIS should be accomplished prior to implementation of any management plan.

Human Safety 

 We support the vast majority of this section of the DEIS.  However, we again have to question the language in this section, as it is excessively ambiguous.  For instance, “In summary, it is recommended that any bears that have killed a human be removed from the population if they can be reasonably identified” (DEIS page 21).  What does “removed from the population” mean?  It could mean killing the bear or it could mean just moving to a zoo or another population.  In addition, what constitutes “reasonable identification”?  Does this mean a genetic match through DNA testing or dies this mean making an educated guess based on tracking techniques and other material evidence?    

Road Densities   

 The DEIS lacks binding language to describe how implementation of road density standards will be accomplished and where they will be applied.  Furthermore, the DEIS fails to disclose the impacts of current road densities and the estimated impacts of the management plan.   

Future Uncertainties

The plan does not adequately address future uncertainties.  Grizzly bears require large blocks of unfragmented undeveloped wilderness and roadless areas in order to survive.  They require entire ecosystems to meet their habitat needs for sustaining their life cycles.  Clear cutting, road building, oil and gas development, mining and real estate development continue to degrade important grizzly bear habitat, reducing their ability to forage and increasing their chances of conflict with humans.  Since 1975 when grizzlies first received protected status under the Endangered Species Act, over 110,000 acres of prime grizzly bear habitat have been lost to road building and clear cutting.  More than five million acres on the Targhee, Shoshone, Bridger Teton, Custer and Beaverhead National Forests could be opened to oil and gas development in the near future.  Human population growth also poses an ongoing threat to bears.  The pace of development in the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem skyrocketed during the 1990’s, averaging 15 percent on an annual basis.  There should be provisions in the plan to protect the existing roadless areas that provide grizzly bears with the necessary security for their survival.  There should be clear provisions to ensure low road density required to meet habitat needs are met and ensure adequate protection as grizzly bears expand into adjacent areas.  

To make matters worse, scientists cannot be certain if bears will be able to rely on important food sources within their existing habitat.  Each of the four major food groups -- whitebark pine seeds, cutthroat trout, army cutworm moths, and bison and elk -- in the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem faces possible decline due to climate change, introduced species, habitat loss and other human factors.  Scientists have demonstrated that with long-lived species such as grizzlies there is frequently a lag time between habitat loss and long-term population decline.  A population count can appear to be healthy and expanding while habitat and important food sources are being lost to the point where the population cannot recover. 

Conclusions

After reading the DEIS we came to the unavoidable conclusion that the State of Montana is not ready to begin protecting grizzly bears.  The plan contains few specific provisions that are supported by binding language.  The state of grizzly research demonstrates that it is unlikely information is available to support grizzly delisting, let alone an informed and enlightened grizzly bear management plan that ensures the future viability of this species.  

