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Dear Supervisor Barbouletos,





On behalf of the Ecology Center, I would like to register several comments about the proposed revisions to the Flathead National Forest’s (FNF) Integrated Pest Management strategy to control noxious weeds.  While we agree that noxious weeds are a serious problem, we believe that increasing the herbicide use presents an unacceptable threat to the long-term health of the forest and that other avenues of control should be emphasized.  In this letter, I outline our concerns on this matter and offer ideas to assist a complete analyses of the proposed actions.





First, the complete chemical components of the herbicide mixes must be disclosed and evaluated.     With full disclosure, the IDT should be aware that the 1995 reregistration of picloram by EPA was opposed by EPA's Environmental Fate and Ground Water Branch of the Special Review and Registration Division, "...because its use would pose unreasonable adverse effects to the environment.  Because of picloram's mobility in soil types and its persistence under normal ambient conditions, no practical use restriction can prevent it from contaminating the environment surrounding the target site...The use pattern of picloram is highly specialized, but it is almost certain to eventually reach ground water in areas where it persists in the overlying soil.  In submitted terrestrial field and forestry studies, picloram exhibited calculated half-lives of up to 278 days and was detected up to the limits of sampling depth (up to 1.8 m)...Picloram has a high degree of phytotoxicity." [Emphases added.]  Likewise, the Chief of the Ecological Effects Branch recommended against the reregistration of all active ingredients of picloram.  "This conclusion is based," he or she wrote, "on the extreme exceedance of the acute levels of concern for non-endangered and endangered terrestrial plants."





With full disclosure of the components of the herbicide treatments, the environmental assessment should include information about the direct, indirect, and cumulative impacts of the herbicides.





a.  Direct effects.





Many herbicide chemicals are being found to affect any of numerous elements of endocrine, or hormone systems, of wildlife and humans.  This can compromise development, reproduction, behavior, sexual integrity, and immune and nervous system functioning.  The association in several dozen epidemiological studies of phenoxy herbicides such as 2,4-D with cancer, for instance, as well as the association of 2,4-D with birth defects, may be related to action of 2,4-D on the endocrine system. 





A so-called "inert" ingredient in Banvel CST (active ingredient: dicamba), which is used in Region 6, is ethylene glycol, which has caused birth defects and a decrease in male fertility in laboratory animals. The decrease in male fertility was not reported in the Region's information profile on dicamba formulations, including the inert ingredient, ethylene glycol.  Ethylene glycol appears to be an endocrine disruptor.





Chemicals that differ widely in molecular structure are involved in endocrine disruption, such that any given component of an herbicide formulation may be an endocrine disruptor and you could not know that


unless it has been tested for various mechanisms of endocrine disruption such as mimicking estrogen or blocking testosterone.  Most herbicide formulations have not been tested for any mechanisms of endocrine


disruption and likely will never be tested.	





b.  Indirect effects 





Indirect effects of herbicides include those effects that follow, like ripples, from the removal of both target and non-target vegetation.  If stream or wetland temperature is raised upon the removal of vegetation, or


if cover is lost upon which butterflies, nesting birds,  or other wildlife depend, effects that are not even considered or tested for in the registration of herbicides may be caused.  EPA states, for instance, that


"a number of terrestrial and aquatic plant species are listed as being at jeopardy from the use of herbicides."  I would guess that none of  the registration documents for any of those herbicides predicted or even discussed the demise of rare plants from the use of the herbicides.	





c.  Cumulative effects





Noxious weeds are most often, but not always, found  in those areas that have been disturbed by such activities as logging, livestock operations, motorized recreation, and heavy visitor usage.  The removal of microbiotic crusts, depletion of myccorhizal fungi, erosion, soil compaction, replacement of native vegetation or wildlife with exotic vegetation or wildlife, removal of old growth trees or riparian vegetation, isolation from floodplain functioning, and other stresses may be cumulative with herbicides on wildlife and vegetation.  For instance, if livestock grazing has reduced riparian vegetation, and the stream temperature has been raised somewhat, will the toxicological effects of an herbicide be enhanced by the


temperature increase?


 


Second, the cumulative effects of the herbicide applications must be evaluated at local, regional, and landscape scales.  For example, the environmental analysis needs to consider the extent of grazing on targeted treatment lands and the impact of grazing on soil structure, the microbial activity, soil crust formation, noxious weed succeptibility, as well as the efficacy of the herbicide treatment in this altered context.  Road networks need to be systematically analyzed for their contribution to the noxious weed problem and for their impact on soil systems which affect herbicide success.  The analysis must include not only spatial scale investigations but also temporal scale studies to assess the impacts of these chemicals over time.  





Finally, the IPM must address long-term prevention of noxious weed spread - not just the symptoms the problem.  All of the above problems with herbicide use are lessened if prevention is given first priority with regard to noxious weeds.  If the Agency consciously requires prevention first, its use of toxic herbicides, with all their demonstrated and uninvestigated problems, will be minimized.  Prevention, required as the first step in approaching noxious weeds, is the single most certain form of mitigation for the multiple, inherent problems of herbicide use. 





Thank you for your consideration.





Sincerely,














Than Hitt


The Ecology Center


