								January 22, 2004


Larry Ross


District Ranger


1700 Highway 6


Potlatch, ID  83855





RE: GOLD BUG SCOPING





Dear Ranger Ross,





Enclosed are comments from Friends of the Clearwater, the Lands Council, the Ecology Center, Idaho Sporting Congress and Alliance for the Wild Rockies on the Gold Bug project.  We have several questions and concerns with this proposal.  Also, please incorporate the issues letters (and their citations) you received from The Ecology Center, The Lands Council, and Friends of the Clearwater dated June 30, 1998 and February 3, 1999 as part of these comments.





Purpose and Need





A great irony is that the scoping document uses so-called ecological language to disguise what is basically an economic venture.  The Purpose and Need section talks about ecology, while the introduction talks about productivity in terms of sawlog forestry.





The general tone of the purpose and need section is to return to the forest to some so-called historic range of variability (HRV) and to do that, logging is proposed.  Part of this dogma is that fires were more frequent in the area in the past but less lethal and that fire lethality is a function of fuels which are assumed to be greater today.  There is a lot of research that shows neither logging nor thinning will reduce fire risk.  Fire lethality and severity are functions mainly of climate and dry fuel (which is a function of climate) not fuel amounts.  The Sierra Nevada Ecosystem Project shows this to be the case.    





Blaming fire suppression for current stand conditions is also not supported by the data.  White pine blister rust, past logging and climatic change are probably more important factors.  It would be more honest to present this project as one where the agency wishes to change species composition rather than falsely cloak it under the guise of fuel reduction or some ill-defined HRV.





Furthermore, the concept of fire return intervals is very uncertain, even in the most studied dry ponderosa pine type habitats (see Baker and Ehle 2001).  Baker and Ehle conclude that ponderosa pine fire return intervals were 22 to 308 years, not the frequent and tight intervals others presume.  They note in the abstract of their recent peer-reviewed article (Forest Service research rarely goes through formal peer review):








“Present understanding of fire ecology in forests subject to surface fires is based on fire-scar evidence. We present theory and empirical results that suggest that fire-history data have uncertainties and biases when used to estimate the population mean fire interval (FI) or other parameters of the fire regime. First, the population mean FI is difficult to estimate precisely because of unrecorded fires and can only be shown to lie in a broad range. Second, the interval between tree origin and first fire scar estimates a real fire-free interval that warrants inclusion in mean-FI calculations. Finally, inadequate sampling and targeting of multiple-scarred trees and high scar densities bias mean FIs toward shorter intervals. In ponderosa pine (Pinus ponderosa Dougl. ex P. & C. Laws.) forests of the western United States, these uncertainties and biases suggest that reported mean FIs of 2–25 years significantly underestimate population mean FIs, which instead may be between 22 and 308 years. We suggest that uncertainty be explicitly stated in fire-history results by bracketing the range of possible population mean FIs. Research and improved methods may narrow the range, but there is no statistical or other method that can eliminate all uncertainty. Longer mean FIs in ponderosa pine forests suggest that (i) surface fire is still important, but less so in maintaining forest structure, and (ii) some dense patches of trees may have occurred in the pre-Euro-American landscape. Creation of low-density forest structure across all parts of ponderosa pine landscapes, particularly in valuable parks and reserves, is not supported by these results.”





Other research also suggests this is the case.  Sediment research being conducted on the Boise National Forests shows that stand-replacing fires was common in ponderosa pine types during the drought cycle of 900 to 1200.  The fact that global warming (most likely due to anthropogenic causes) is documented and that the global temperature is rising need to be considered in any discussion of ecology.





The scoping document also claims to want fire to play its ecological role in the future yet proposes no mechanism to do so.  Currently, fire suppression is the only option available and this timber sale does nothing to change the current policy.





Alternatives





An adequate array of alternatives must be considered including those that use fire in lieu of logging, do watershed restoration, and solve the issue of motors versus nonmotorized use (hunting).  If the agency only analyzes logging alternatives, for example, it would fail to meet NEPA.





Ancient Forests





The NEPA document needs to consider older forests, snags, and old growth.  The scoping letter notes that the trees have reached CMAI, implying they are older.  The Palouse Ranger District does not currently meet forest plan old growth standards.  Thus, the claim that no old growth or replacement old growth won’t be logged seems inconsistent with what is being planned.  Furthermore, the trees affected by insects and disease provide important snags and structural diversity for cavity nesters and other wildlife.





Water Quality





The scoping letter implies that water quality standards are not being met in Gold Creek and proposes increasing the baseline standards for the area.  Yet, it appears that road construction will be needed to reach the logging units in section 14.  Other roads may need to be reconstructed and traffic will likely increase sediment.  The EA needs to address this issue.





Furthermore, the cumulative effects of adjacent private land logging need to be considered on water quality (and on other resources as well).  We are skeptical this timber sale can go forth without violating water quality standards as per state requirements, the forest plan, the settlement agreement and the Clean Water Act.














Other Issues





TES and MI species need to be carefully evaluated.  This is especially important given the fact that there is no evidence the Forest Service is meeting the 10% forest plan old growth standard.  Monitoring data for TES and MI species need to be presented and evaluated in the EA.





The proposal to deal with travel management is important.  Motorized use creates impact on wildlife and that affects hunters and others in the area who do not use motorized equipment.  Alternatives, including road and trail closures to vehicles, should be considered





Finally, the opening size issue is buried in the scoping document.  We fail to see how this meets the exceptions in the NFMA, the regional guide or forest plan.  








Sincerely,











Gary Macfarlane				Jeff Juel


Friends of the Clearwater			The Ecology Center, Inc. 


PO Box 9241					801 Sherwood Street, Suite B


Moscow, ID  83843				Missoula, MT  59807


	and for							


Alliance for the Wild Rockies					


PO Box 8731 						


Missoula, MT  59807	


(No need to send info to AWR, copies can be shared)				





Mike Petersen					Ron Mitchell


The Lands Council				Idaho Sporting Congress


423 W. First Ave. Suite 240			PO Box 1136


Spokane, WA  99201				Boise, ID  83701
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