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RE:  PALOUSE NOXIOUS WEED ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT





Dear Mr. Ross,





The following comments on the Palouse Noxious Weed Environmental Assessment are submitted on behalf of Friends of the Clearwater, The Ecology Center, Idaho Conservation League, The Lands Council, Alliance for the Wild Rockies, and American Wildlands.  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.  Please literally copy those letters and place them in the project file for this project.





SUMMARY/ OVERVIEW


You may think from our comments that we don’t care about noxious weed infestations.  This is not the case.  We fully agree that noxious weeds are a serious problem on the Palouse District.  It pains us to see the noxious weed infestations taking over native ecosystems throughout the western US and wreaking havoc on native biodiversity.  





We have followed the causes of these noxious weed infestations.  The greatest cause, according to your document (III-3) and others, is roads and logging.  We know that a “treatment” plan is futile unless the source of a problem is attacked.  If a patient is being poisoned, a doctor would not just try to mitigate the poison while continuing to allow the patient to ingest poison.  The analogy applies to the Palouse District.  This proposal would treat the symptoms of noxious weed infestations while ignoring their cause.





This is why we believe, first and foremost, that prevention should be emphasized, in the form of reducing roads and disturbances on the District.  This project does not address the cause of weeds infestations in a meaningful way.  It declares road and disturbance management to be outside the scope of the project.  This is why we cannot back this project.





We are also inherently suspicious of chemical quick-fixes to problems caused by past management.  Humanity has a long history of applying poisons, then later realizing that the effects were detrimental to species and ecosystems.  We might be persuaded to support a chemical program if it was designed to eradicate a noxious species in a small number of applications (thus eliminating the noxious weeds problem), and if the chemical was proven to be a safe and effective chemical.  This project does not do that.  It proposes to “contain” or “reduce” weed infestations-- not eradicate them.  The nature of the treatments- roadside spraying- is not conducive to eradication.  Obviously weeds do not remain only within roadside corridors.  Even you will probably agree that the proposed treatments will not come close to eradicating weeds on the District.  The weeds will come back in full force as soon as the herbicides wash away from the soil.  





What, then, is the end result?  Just as many weeds as before-- and now herbicides in the animals, plants, and waters of the District:  a net loss.  





Half-way control measures are useless and futile.  Sorry to be pessimistic, but the fact is, noxious weeds on the Palouse are here to stay.  In this case, two wrongs don’t make a right.  This proposal will not eradicate weeds on the District.  We do not support further polluting the ecosystem with poisons for a project which will not eradicate the weeds. 





SCOPE OF DOCUMENT


Nothing in this document addresses the real cause of most noxious weed spread in the Districtólogging, road building, and road reconstruction.  Hydrological processes and fish habitats have unraveled and wildlife and fish species are being listed because of massive logging and road building. And those activities are leading to the spread of noxious weeds.  Despite a purpose and need statement mentioning the prevention of the introduction of weeds (I-4), the document doesn’t even seriously consider stopping the development activities most leading to the invasion.





Faced with the noxious weeds problem, your District has written a District-wide control plan in this document.  Itís glaringly apparent the Forest Plan NEPA and NFMA process failed to anticipate the damage the logging, roading, and subsequent noxious weed spreading would cause.  That the K.V. program and other project-related funding, and all other mitigation measures proposed by the District in logging plans have failed to stem the invasion of noxious weeds is a testament to this utter failure.  There is not a single road in the Forest that has not provided a vector for noxious weeds to invade.  Itís long past time the Palouse District put a halt to all the ecosystem damaging development activities.





The District has never demonstrated that measures specified in project analyses, or specified in this EA, would successfully prevent noxious weeds from gaining a foothold in new roads and cuts.  Infestations on the roads readily expand into cutting units.  The District just throws up its hands and accepts that they will be carrying out management activities that inevitably cause more spread of weeds, disingenuously calling the present EA a “prevention” strategy.  What a waste of taxpayer money-  to spread weeds with one hand and fight them with the other.





There is a saying that goes, “The best defense is a good offense.”  To paraphrase, the best noxious weed control method is a good prevention method.  Prevention of new noxious weed invaders deserves the highest priority.  Instead, you assume weeds will invade, then prescribe expensive control methods of unknown efficacy after the fact.





The EA is written to be oblivious to the need to address the growing access management problem.  Motorized vehicles are known to be a primary vector for the spread of noxious weeds, and are causing increasing impacts to wildlife every year.  Yet they are not addressed.  





The American public really does want to see a quick finish to the logging program that is causing the noxious weed invasions.   A national survey conducted by Market Strategies, Inc. in June 1998, which should be of interest to all on the ID Team, indicates 69% of the American public wants no commercial logging on national forest lands.  More details including the questions can be provided on request.





If for some reason the team feels that survey is biased, please consider the results of the Forest Service’s own poll.  In 1994, a Forest Service 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.  





Both Friends of the Clearwater et al and the Environmental Protection Agency requested an approach dealing with limiting road construction and/or road decommissioning.  The comments were ignored as the EA avoids the issue of limiting new developments.  Without first significantly reducing the type of soil disturbing activities that facilitate noxious weed invasion, the proposed treatment effects may be negated, indeed, overwhelmed by the spread of weeds caused by more of the same road building and logging.  By arbitrarily limiting the scope, the District has failed to show a genuine, pressing need to risk the ecosystems by applying poisons.





Interestingly, the EA identifies “cultural control” as one method available for noxious weed control.  Cultural control generally involves manipulating a site to increase the competitive advantage of desirable species and decrease the competitive advantage of undesirable species.  The EA entirely fails to take into account that management activities such as logging, road construction, and livestock grazing are reverse “cultural control.”  They decrease the competitive advantage of desirable species and increase the competitive advantage of undesirable species.  In effect, the District is busily instituting noxious weed encouragement projects over thousands of acres of national forest land annually, creating the invasions which the present project is designed to do battle with.





It is clear that the impacts of various land disturbing actions that the District carries on (impacts which include creating the conditions for further spread of noxious weeds) are fully “connected” in the NEPA sense.  Thus, the decision of the District to limit the scope of the EA to exclude the weed-spreading nature of those other land disturbing activities is illegal. The EA fails to meet NEPA’s requirements that a reasonable range of alternatives be fully analyzed.  The scope of the project is inadequately narrow.





ALL IMPACTS NOT ANALYZED


There is a provision in the EA to treat future weed infestations (I-8).  These future, unknown impacts were not adequately addressed.  The specific sites of each treatment method are not listed which makes it difficult to impossible to determine the effects of the treatments.  A maximum amount of herbicides that can be sprayed while remaining under the NOEL is given in Appendix N.  The most specific description of treatment locations is given in “Table 1. Site Descriptions and Proposed Treatments” beginning on page II-14.  In this chart, the type of proposed treatments are listed under each action alternative, for each drainage.  For example, for the Big Creek drainage, under “proposed treatment Alt C”, the chart lists mechanical, biological, and chemical (with four herbicides listed).  This is as specific as it gets.  There is no indication of what sites within the watershed will receive what treatment.  How, then, can the effects on sensitive plants and other resources be determined?  





Furthermore, with the selection of the proposed action, a lot of follow-up will be necessary.  And at what cost, environmentally and economically?  The EA fails to take those issues on, although it is clear that more actions, with their resulting environmental and economic effects, must be undertaken.





Direct and cumulative impacts concerning private and state land herbicide use is not adequately analyzed nor are effects on wildlife, fisheries, water quality, and threatened, endangered, and sensitive species.  The effects of herbicide application near water on water quality and fisheries was not adequately analyzed.





EA ADEQUACY


Due to the programmatic nature of this project, an EA is inadequate.  The proposal allows treatments to occur for the next ten years and allows unspecified treatments to occur for future, unspecified infestations.  Also, the effects on the environment may be significant and/or uncertain which should trigger the preparation of an EIS.  An EIS or Forest Plan amendment would be more appropriate.  





SOCIO-ECONOMIC ANALYSIS


The decision maker and concerned public do not have the needed information to determine how alternatives maximize long-term net public benefits.  The EA mentions some dollar figures, but it does not explain how the Forest Service arrived at the numbers and if they include all costs incurred.  There is no rational explanation at how they arrived at those figures. 





The EA fails to take into account the estimated costs of follow-up control actions, and the costs of control in the unspecified areas (areas discovered in future surveys) within the EA.  The full costs of these actions are decidedly not anticipated.  The EA is a huge failure with such a cursory treatment of the economics of the situation.  The chemical herbicides proposed are experimental, create unknown risks to animals, plants, and other components of the ecosystems, require uncertain levels of follow-up treatments (both with more herbicides and non-chemical means), and are of unknown effectiveness.  Follow-up is critical for many of the weed species, yet follow-up treatment is given little attention.  Research on weed management, and in-the-field experience have not been considered. 





There is no economic analysis present in the section comparing the effects of alternatives (II-24) or the Human Resources and Human Health sections of chapters III and IV.  Thus there is no discussion on the amount of employment that a spray program will have, compared to the labor intensive mechanical and hand treatment methods. While the Forest Service is quick to evaluate a deficit timber sale in terms of returns to the local economy, this contains no such analysis.  Implementation of something like (non-chemical) Alternative B could provide employment for several workers for several years.  In light of the high unemployment rate in traditionally timber dependent communities, such an omission is significant.   In the sense of a restoration opportunity, planting roadsides with native species, follow-up treatments, monitoring, and education all are critical to the control of noxious weeds.  These projects also take money, and provide employment opportunity.  This should have been included as part of the alternative analysis in the EA.





MONITORING


The description of previous success with herbicides consists of Appendix L:  “Determination of Predicted Success Rates for Alternatives B and C.”  The appendix, one page long, makes vague percentage estimates of effectiveness from results of Idaho Panhandle National Forests usage.  This analysis is inadequately brief and unquantitative.  The IPNF does not thoroughly monitor its noxious weeds, so leaning on their data does not inspire confidence.  





The EA provides no genuine monitoring plan or program.  There is only a brief outline of the issue on page II-11 with no specifics listed as to how the monitoring will be conducted, by whom, or at what frequency.  The “Proposed Annual Operating Plan” for the Palouse Noxious Weed Partnership in Appendix E lists monitoring as its final item.  The monitoring described/ planned consists of one monitoring site:  an inventory for matgrass.   That amount of monitoring is meager.  And despite the obvious potential dangers of application of poisons, there is not a single page in the EA dedicated to checking on the assumptions made about the herbicide toxicities on any biota.  





This is a major omission from the EA.  How will anyone know, in the future, what control actions are safe and effective without the District committing to a systematic way of gathering data and feedback from the project, and providing a written report of that monitoring?  No fully informed decision about future treatment plans could be made.  Given the long past history of monitoring being skipped or hastily done due to tight budgets, we do not have confidence that this project will be monitored adequately.  





EFFECTS OF HERBICIDES


The EA is rife with uncertainties and incomplete information on the dangers of herbicides.  The risk assessment of the herbicides on wildlife, fisheries, water quality, humans, and threatened, endangered, and sensitive species is inadequate.  Much of our concern about the proposal is grounded firmly in the knowledge that previously unknown dangers became evident when uninformed decisions have been made.  The case study of the use of DDT and its effects on bird shells is one of perhaps thousands of examples.  Furthermore, in this EA many dangers are mentioned.  Also:


Picloram’s combination of mobility and persistence have generated concern over possible ground-water contamination (Priest Lake Noxious Weed Control Project FEIS at II-6).





Due to its non-selectivity, glyphosate tends to eliminate both desirable and undesired vegetation (Priest Lake Noxious Weed Control Project FEIS at II-6).





Clopyralid ... is toxic to some members of only three plant families:  the composites, the legumes, and the buckwheats (Priest Lake Noxious Weed Control Project FEIS at II-6).





Clopyralid feeding studies with grazing animals are not available but would likely be similar to picloram, which is close to clopyralid’s chemical analogue.  (Priest Lake Noxious Weed Control Project FEIS at IV-16). 





Concerning 2, 4-D and picloram, the Priest Lake Noxious Weed Control Project FEIS states, “Current evidence (for cancer initiation or promotion) is mixed, and these compounds seem at most weakly carcinogenic” (IV-20).  





This EA mentions that in some cases a mixture of herbicides will be used, yet ignores the unique synergistic dangers mixtures inherently include.  The plan naively relies on reducing the application limit of combined chemicals to the restrictions on the most restrictive chemical and states that due to this precaution, “synergistic effects are not expected from implementation of Alternative C” (IV-21).  This is not a scientific conclusion.  The very definition of synergy involves new, different properties not present in the original herbicides!  So relying on the restrictions of one of the original herbicides by definition does not ensure lack of synergistic effects.  





The discussion of the dangers herbicides present to humans is entirely too brief.  Little or no results of research are presented.  The EA pretends these chemicals present very little danger.





The inert chemicals present within commercial herbicides are not disclosed or analyzed.  These inert ingredients are considered trade secrets and are not disclosed by the chemical companies.  Therefore, their impacts cannot be assessed.  How can the public assess the effects of these chemicals to be sprayed on public land without knowing their identities?





There is no available data on NOEL for some of the herbicides that would be authorized for use, rendering their safety discussions questionable.  NEPA Regulations have important provisions for dealing with “Incomplete or unavailable information”  including disclosing the fact that the information is lacking.





We also point out that the Interdisciplinary Team did not include a single individual with solid credentials (i.e. chemical or toxicology expertise) for determining the potential effects of using chemical herbicides as prescribed in the EA, as required by NEPA.  We believe that the potential dangers posed by the use of chemical herbicides require the expertise of someone whose educational experiences qualify them for providing enough information to a Deciding Officer who also lacks those qualifications.  It is unsafe and premature for the District to go forward until such person is brought in as a member of the Interdisciplinary Team.





The EA indicates you plan to go forward with herbicide treatments regardless of the lack of data on population viability of the Sensitive plant populations, and lacking data on potential impacts to specific populations. 








Please keep each organization updated on this project.  Thank you. 








Sincerely,						














Kristin Ruether					Jeff Juel


Friends of the Clearwater				The Ecology Center, Inc. 


PO Box 9241						 801 Sherwood Street, Suite B


Moscow, ID  83843					 Missoula, MT  59807


		  					





Mike Wood						Judi Brawer, Esq.


Alliance for the Wild Rockies				American Wildlands


PO Box 8731 						40 East Main Street, Suite 2


Missoula, MT  59807					Bozeman, MT  59715








Mike Petersen						Larry McLaud


The Lands Council					Idaho Conservation League


517 S. Division St., Suite B				PO Box 9783


Spokane, WA  99202					Moscow, ID  83843
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