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RE:  5201 SALVAGE EA 





Ranger Gober:





The following comments on the 5201 Salvage Timber Sale Environmental Assessment are submitted on behalf of Friends of the Clearwater, Alliance for the Wild Rockies, American Wildlands, The Ecology Center, Idaho Conservation League, and The Lands Council.  We hereby incorporate all of our previous comments and appeal on the previous manifestations of the 5201 and Buck Salvage sales.  Please also incorporate our CNF issues letters dated June 30, 1998 and February 3, 1999 as part of these comments.  Literally copy the letters and place them in the project file.





We have followed this unfortunate, ill-fated project from the get-go-- from the two original CE timber sale proposals separated by a single road, a blatant NEPA violation, which our comments forced you to combine;  to the combined CE sale which was determined to be illegal by the Heartwood litigation;  and now with an very weak attempt to pass off CE documentation as an EA.  You’ve already been caught breaking the law twice.  Why don’t you just call it a failure and drop this project?





Purpose and Need/ Range of Alternatives


The purpose and need statements are constructed such that the only possible way to fulfill them are through extensive logging.  As such, the range of alternatives for this project is sorely inadequate.  It is disappointing that nothing in the purpose and need statements indicates the agency wants a healthy, diverse forest ecosystem.  Instead, both statements are pure by-products of logging interests:  1) “To manage vegetation...by regenerating suitable timber lands...” (5) and 2) “to utilize ... trees in a timely manner to provide social and economic benefits...” (5).  While we do appreciate your honesty in stating that the only goals for the project are to get more logs out of the forest, we suggest you redo the purpose and need statement to actually include some respect for non-board-feet values of the forest. After all, doesn't the principle of "multiple use" dictate that other values be considered?





The analysis fails its requirements under NEPA to offer and analyze a reasonable range of alternatives that includes scientifically and ecologically sound restoration proposals.  The range of alternatives in this project is inadequate:  No-Action (required by law) and the proposed action.  The NEPA requires that a full range of alternatives be considered, including alternatives which restore the environment instead of damaging it.  No such alternative is found in this project.  A noncommercial restoration alternative should have been developed for this project to fulfill the required range.  We suggested this in our previous comments, and our suggestion was ignored.  Without one, the public does not know what ecological benefits would result from doing restoration.





Documents referenced


The EA begins by noting that this project is consistent with the Northern Region Assessment, Clearwater Forest Plan, and the Big Game Habitat Restoration on a Watershed Scale Assessment (2-4).  Among these documents, only the Clearwater Forest Plan has gone through the NEPA process.  Thus, using goals defined in other documents is problematic.  The Northern Region and BHROWS Assessments are not decision documents paving the way for management activities.  Assessments may not establish desired future conditions, nor establish an historic range of variation on which to base desired conditions and then tier on-the-ground projects--these are decisions that must be left for the Forest Plan revision process when they will be subject to proper NEPA procedures.





Cumulative effects


Cumulative effects are a major concern due to the multitude of past degrading activities that has occurred in and near the project area.  The EA concedes the area has been logged three times since 1985.  Heavy cutting has occurred throughout the Sylvan drainage.  The cumulative effects analysis inadequately analyzes the myriad of private and Forest Service past, current, and future timber sales.  





Despite this large amount of past manipulation, the analysis of these cumulative effects is inadequate, very brief, and does not take the “hard look” at cumulative effects required by NEPA.  All predicted effects are qualitative, with no qualitative data discussed to support them. Past projects are simply listed, not analyzed, sections for each “resource”.  There is no analysis on what the major forest structure transformation associated with the high amounts of logging has done to the forest itself;  the water quality;  the fisheries;  MIS species;  TES species;  old growth and associated species;  visual quality;  and cultural resources.  Private and state land effects are not considered despite owning land in the common watersheds.  





Salvage rationale


There is no evidence given to support the claim that the forest is “understocked due to insects and disease mortality” (5).  There is no evidence of any insect or disease infestations. The logging solution to insect and disease infestation has several drawbacks that were not discussed.  There was little mention of how salvaging trees in insect-infested areas serves to stress the remaining trees, compact the soil, remove wildlife habitat, degrade water quality, and slow the forest's recovery.  More specifically, the salvage logging typically removes the largest trees and dead trees.  These trees are key habitat for the animals (e.g. woodpeckers) which naturally eat the insects.  This project will serve to reduce the habitat for the animals which may help the rest of the forest to recover from the beetle infestation.





It is also obvious that a forest ecologist did not write your sections on forest health.  The sky is not falling.  Dead trees provide fine habitat for wildlife, insects, and invertebrates, despite resource managers' fear of unsightly, dangerous dead wood lying on the ground.





There are several large scientific gaps and omissions in the brief discussions concerning forest health.  To summarize our concerns, I quote Dr. Joseph W. Fox, Ph.D. forest entomologist, in his March 10, 1999 comments on the Idaho Panhandle National Forest Douglas Fir Bark Beetle Draft EIS:





"1.  The Forest Service failed to adequately disclose the methods, and 	concomitant scientific uncertainty, used in establishing a risk analysis of 	stands and Douglas-fir beetle hazard ratings.





2.  The Forest Service failed to adequately disclose that the...projected tree 	mortality is a conclusory statement insufficiently supported by data.





3.  The Forest Service failed to adequately disclose that its assumptions that 	Douglas-fir stand overstocking is a primary risk factor for Douglas-fir beetle 	outbreaks and is best addressed using harvest methods is a conclusory 	statement insufficiently supported by data.





4.  The Forest Service failed to adequately disclose that the harvest methods 	proposed may increase the risk of prolonging the Douglas-fir beetle outbreak 	and increase the incidence of root disease.





5.  The Forest Service failed to adequately disclose that silvicultural and 	direct control responses to insect outbreaks are often considered 	controversial and disputed by the community of experts and scientists.





6.  The Forest Service failed to adequately disclose that its assumption that the 	current Douglas-fir beetle outbreak will increase severe wildfire risk is 	rigorously disputed by common knowledge found in the community of 	experts and scientists and research published in professional journals."





Fire


We are concerned that the CNF is not in compliance with the 1995 Federal Wildland Fire Management Policy and Program Review (FWFMPPR).  The EA fails to disclose the relationship of the project to the successful implementation of the FWFMPPR.  There is no evidence given to support the claim made that the no action alternative will increase stand replacement fire risk.  There is evidence that logging increases fire risk.  The assumption that logging replicates fire is bogus and unsupported.  





Fisheries/ Water Quality


The descriptions of Sylvan and Hem Creeks are extremely misleading.  A person reading the watershed and fisheries section without knowledge of the history of the Clearwater would think that Sylvan and Hem Creeks were two healthy streams, supporting healthy fisheries, with no past effects despite the extreme logging taken place within them.  The EA goes so far as to say that the WQLS listing for sediment of both creeks is “inappropriate.”





This characterization is ludicrous and an utter misrepresentation of the truth.  Sylvan and Hem Creeks have been hammered by extensive logging and are heavily damaged;  they had several landslides occur in their watersheds during 1995-96.  No discussion about the landslides of 1995-96 is present.  No discussion or incorporation of effects of state and private land on the creeks is present.  These are grave omissions.





There is no monitoring or enforcement outlined to ensure that the INFISH or PACFISH buffer strips (the EA is inconsistent in which term is used) would be maintained.  It has been documented previously by the National Marine Fisheries Service that the Clearwater National Forest has a low compliance rate when not monitored.





Furthermore the INFISH buffers used are not to be leaned on as a final solution to problems with logging's effects on water quality.  The buffers are simply not adequate.  During the landslides of 1995-96, slides traveled much longer than 300 feet.  INFISH was designed as an interim measure.  More protections must be put in place to ensure water quality than simply relying on INFISH buffers.





The EA also states the Sylvan Creek westslope cutthroat population is “very healthy” (24).  This too is extremely doubtful.  Where is the data to support this claim?  None is given.  The Forest Service is very cavalier about undertaking logging projects in westslope cutthroat watersheds.





Several groups recently filed a petition with the USFWS to list the WCT as a threatened species under the ESA.  American Wildlands conducted an extensive compilation of the most recent scientific data, which underwent substantial peer review, concerning the status of the WCT.  According to this scientific data, there are few viable populations remaining, and adequate protective and restorative programs do not currently exist.  They are extinct throughout most of their historic range, and existing populations are in imminent danger from land-use activities and hybridization.  Reasons for the critical condition of these species include habitat destruction from logging, roadbuilding, grazing, mining, urban


development, agriculture and dams, introduction of artificial hatchery strains, competition and hybridization from introduced non-native species and overfishing.





The EA paints a more positive picture for the WCT.  It states the population as “very healthy” with no cautions suggestion the population is in danger.  However, this statement did not consider competing species in defining risk of extinction.  There are competing species present in the project area, and this factor should be included in defining the health of the population.  Displacement of WCT through competition with and predation by non-native fishes has most often occurred in conjunction with habitat degradation which has made the waters more suitable for the existence of the introduced fish.  Where habitat degradation is coupled with introduction or presence of brook trout, WCT survival is in jeopardy.  Accordingly, the dangers may be higher when competing species are considered.  In addition, further degradation of their habitat will make the WCT more prone to competition by the brook and brown trout present in the streams.  Therefore, no further degradation of their habitat should be allowed, and rehabilitation measures should be enacted.





Given the declining status of the WCT in Idaho, the Forest Service should place top priority on the conservation and recovery of the species and their habitat.  This project does not qualify as conservation and recovery.  Measures to ensure the viability and long term survival of the WCT in this drainage should be enacted before any degrading management activities occur in the area.  How will this project affect the long term viability of this population? The EA includes no meaningful analysis of the possible risks to population viability, only a sentence implying that the viability will not be threatened.





The claims of “no effect” on water quality are baseless. EA states the baseless claims that the road reconstruction will cause no delivery of sediment, and also that the INFISH buffers and BMP implementation will prevent the clearcuts from delivering sediment or any other pollutants (25).  The source of this prediction is not given.  We can only assume it comes from WATBAL.  The lack of discussion on WATBAL’s use and relevance is an important omission of the EA.  The use of the WATBAL model for this project is inadequate.  Any conclusion of “no effect” reached using WATBAL is bogus and suspect.  





Reams of scientific studies show that road construction and logging will have an impact on fisheries and water quality.  It is commonly known in the scientific community that INFISH buffers are not adequate to cause "no effect" on streams when surrounded by clearcuts.  The assertion that the INFISH buffers and BMPs would prevent any sediment from reaching stream channels is arrogant and unsubstantiated by fact.  Please refer to the recent court decision ordering the listing of bull trout.  This statement also ignores groundwater movement and disturbance from logging and roadbuilding.  It seems the claim of "no effect" is a desperate attempt to create an illusion of compliance to the Clean Water Act.





The degradation of Sylvan, Hem, Orogrande and French Creeks through this sale is illegal and inappropriate.  Despite the optimistic view taken by the EA authors that the WQLS designation of Sylvan and Hem Creeks is “invalid,” the creeks are designated WQLS.  The EPA, not the Forest Service, is responsible for making this call.  This designation means the stream has been found to be not meeting its beneficial uses.  Under the Clean Water Act, degradation of this stream is not permitted until a TMDL schedule is developed.  This has never been done.  The CWA as well as the Settlement Agreement demand no further degradation or sediment additions to the creeks.  The sale cannot comply with this standard.  There is no evidence to show how the sale will comply with the Forest Plan standard concerning not re-entering degraded watersheds.





Old Growth


The EA fails to show how the project complies with the Forest Plan old growth standards.  It appears that old growth and mature forest will be logged, and the CNF does not have enough old growth according to independent assessments.  We are concerned, given the CNF's history of misrepresenting old growth, that the project area may contain old growth after all and/or that the old growth units may have less old growth than stated.  Please verify.  





Wildlife


The Forest Service failed to adequately analyze management indicator species in the project area and the potential effects of the timber sale on management indicator species.  While there are brief discussions of each sensitive, MIS, and threatened/endangered species, there are no data on population trends, and there is no habitat analysis providing high quality, accurate scientific data.  There are no scientific citations or references.  There is little, if any data regarding current habitat conditions within the project area.  This is especially important considering the amount of past management activities in the area, of which there is no analysis.  The information on lynx is not accurate.  Considering the lack of populations trend and other monitoring presented in the most recent Monitoring and Evaluation Reports, we have no confidence that the Forest has a handle on the status of TES species on the forest.  Without this information, you have no way of showing that further degradation may not adversely effect species. There is no indication of whether many MIS and sensitive species are even present in the project area.  There are no monitoring records presented.  This monitoring is also sorely lacking in the 1998 Monitoring and Evaluation Report.  Has there been any monitoring of populations or habitat in the project area?  How have they been impacted by past logging and roading?  Have they recovered?





NFMA requires the FS to "estimate the effects of changes in vegetation type, timber age classes, community composition, rotation age, and year-long suitability of habitat related to mobility of management indicator species" 36 CFR S 219.19(a)(1).  This was not done.





The brief generalizations of anticipated effects are inadequate.





Soils


The soils analysis is inadequate.  There is no evidence that the project will meet the Forest Plan standards for soil damage.  There is no evidence that monitoring will occur to make that determination.





The prediction that the no action alternative will have a higher landslide hazard than the timber sale alternative (“as succession proceeds and forest stands are recycled” illustrates the bogus science used by the agency (27).  





Sensitive plants/ noxious weeds


Similarly scanty analyses are given for sensitive plants.  No baseline data is given and the EA concedes “Most of the 5201 Salvage study area has not been surveyed to confirm or deny populations of sensitive plants” (39).  No survey data for the project area is given.  No habitat requirement data is given.  The assumption is made that INFISH buffers will adequately protect sensitive plants.  This is an invalid, baseless assumption, unsupported by fact or surveys. The lack of monitoring data on sensitive plants in the 1998 Monitoring and Evaluation Report leads us to believe that the Forest has no handle on the status of the plants on the forest.  We have no confidence that the “INFISH buffer protection plan” will succeed in protecting sensitive plants.





Noxious weeds are not addressed except for a brief dismissal within the sensitive plants section stating “The effects [of the salvage program] on noxious weed control and invasion/expansion potential is largely unknown...” (40).  This is simply not true.  There are many papers which recognize the significant role of roads, motorized vehicles, and logging in the spread of noxious weeds.  Even the Palouse District recognizes them in its recent Noxious Weeds EA.  You have chosen to ignore them, rendering the dismissal and “analysis” inadequate.  No noxious weeds monitoring or mitigation is mentioned.





Monitoring


The analysis contains no explanation of what monitoring will occur on this sale as required by the Forest Plan.  For example, a minimum of 80 percent of the unit area must not sustain significant or permanent impairment of the productivity of the land.  How will this be ensured?  Also, what monitoring for population trends, soil quality, and water quality has occurred in this area?  According to the most recent Monitoring and Evaluation Report, monitoring on all of the above issues is not being completed as directed in the Forest Plan.  How will this be mitigated for/ addressed in this project?  Has monitoring occurred for old growth dependent species?  Will the project be evaluated mid-way or near the end of project completion for compliance with snag guidelines as specified by the Forest Plan?  None of this information is discussed in the EA.





Economics


It is ironic that the EA expresses concern about the money the taxpayers would lose under the no action alternative, due to the revokation of the preexisting contract.  The Forest Service has had no problem with cleaning out the taxpayers for approximately $1 billion a year through the below-cost timber sale program which has existed for many years.  The analysis is misleading in its assumption that all of the contract money will go the Treasury.  Of course, this is not true.  Much of it is funnelled into other Forest Service projects and slush accounts such as K.V. and Salvage.  This should have been explained in the analysis.





The Forest Service is required to analyze and maximize the net public benefits of its actions both at the Forest Plan level and the project level.   This requires all economic benefits and costs to be described and, where possible, quantified.  No attempt was made to quantify or describe the social and economic contributions of unlogged forests although numerous models and data sources exist to do so.  No analysis was completed on the amount of jobs related to forest protection, which include recreation, tourism, ecological research, fishing, and hunting, or how leaving forests unlogged would benefit these industries.  In failing to do so, the EA fails to provide the public with a sense of the value of the project area for non-timber uses.  Additionally, the EA fails to quantify or describe any of the negative social and economic impacts of the project on these uses, or on any non-timber values.  All of the above must be completed.





Prejudice


The pr
