The Ecology Center
314 N. 1st Street
Missoula, MT 59802
(406) 728-5733
(406) 728-5779 fax
ecocenter@wildrockies.org
November 11, 2005


Jose Castro, District Ranger
Bozeman Ranger District

P. O. Box 1230
Bozeman, Montana 59771

Transmitted via email--please acknowledge receipt!

Mr. Castro:

I am writing to comment on the proposed Bozeman Municipal Watershed Project (your 9/19/05 scoping letter and scoping document) on behalf of the Ecology Center and the Alliance for the Wild Rockies.
We are particularly alarmed at the extreme bias demonstrated in your scoping document. The National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) envisions the purpose of scoping process to provide interested people with enough facts about the issues to be addressed, so that informed comments can provide the agency with potentially important issues around which alternatives can be designed. The mandate to consider alternatives to the proposed action has long been recognized as a key, if not the most important, component of NEPA. 

Instead, we’ve received what is little more than a propaganda piece designed to misinform people into believing that nothing about logging could be bad for the drinking water, that fire can be completely controlled if enough “treatment” is carried out, and that nothing about wildland fire is good for the ecosystem (unless it’s “prescribed.”) Essentially, your scoping document message can be boiled down to this: “Be afraid, dear citizens—the bogeyman of fire and nature will get you unless we save you with logging!”
Given that rather dubious set of assumptions and biases inherent in your scoping document, naturally, few would respond with any sort of information that could potentially set you on a wiser course of action. This is the classic example of the Forest Service (FS) using the NEPA process to bias the process toward a preconceived outcome, while pretending to be open to the public. We strongly urge you to re-initiate the scoping process, providing a balanced set of facts and scientific information. To that end, we provide you with the following information.  
Please consider that thinning can result in faster fire spread than in unthinned stands. Graham, et al., 1999a point out that fire modeling indicates:

For example, the 20-foot wind speed
 must exceed 50 miles per hour for midflame wind speeds to reach 5 miles per hour within a dense Stand (0.1 adjustment factor). In contrast, in an open stand (0.3 adjustment factor), the same midflame wind speeds would occur at only a 16-mile-per-hour wind at 20 feet.

Graham, et al., 1999a also state: 

Depending on the type, intensity, and extent of thinning, or other treatment applied, fire behavior can be improved (less severe and intense) or exacerbated.” … Fire intensity in thinned stands is greatly reduced if thinning is accompanied by reducing the surface fuels created by the cuttings. Fire has been successfully used to treat fuels and decrease the effects of wildfires especially in climax ponderosa pine forests (Deeming 1990; Wagel and Eakle 1979; Weaver 1955, 1957). In contrast, extensive amounts of untreated logging slash contributed to the devastating fires during the late 1800s and early 1900s in the inland and Pacific Northwest forests.

In their conclusion, Graham, et al., 1999a state:

Depending on intensity, thinning from below and possibly free thinning can most effectively alter fire behavior by reducing crown bulk density, increasing crown base height, and changing species composition to lighter crowned and fire-adapted species. Such intermediate treatments can reduce the severity and intensity of wildfires for a given set of physical and weather variables. But crown and selection thinnings would not reduce crown fire potential.

Since the scientific literature suggests that your proposed logging activities will actually increase the rate of fire spread, you need to reconcile such findings with the contradictory assumptions expressed in your scoping letter.

Also, Hessburg and Lemkuhl (1999) suggest that prescribed burning alone can be utilized in many cases—possibly here—where managers typically assume mechanical fuel reductions must be used.

Your scoping document states that future actions would be needed to maintain the fire risk conditions you consider “acceptable.” Since the proposed action is only the first round of the set of actions, it’s clear that you are proposing a long-term program of fire risk reduction/vegetation manipulation, with the first set of actions alone being of very little value. Unfortunately, this kind of “program” is not consistent with what the Forest Plan has in mind for these watersheds. If it is, the FS would have come up with a fire risk reduction plan a long time ago, before the Forest Plan had gone beyond its envisioned (by NFMA) 15-year maximum lifespan. It is apparent that the FS is now proposing this project in reaction to its own propaganda.

Given that it must be a long term effort down through the years, the city of Bozeman, its citizens, and the owners of the Gallatin National Forest would not be served unless you figured out a long-term budget for the program. It would be irresponsible to commit future public expenditures without disclosing the estimated annual or decadal amounts of such expenditures. 
Hopefully, you can see the necessity of carefully analyzing and choosing from a wide range of alternatives, including one that minimizes costs over the long term. You should also be aware that, as long as your “program” fights against the forces of nature, nature in turn will make it more expensive for the human economic system. So if you thin in areas, prevent and suppress fires, of course “unnatural” fuel conditions will again arise, and then it will cost to “treat” the forest again. And again, and again. What’s needed is fair and complete analysis of a full range of alternatives, including one that needs little investment in repeated and expensive (and ecologically risky) mechanical treatments. Natural wildland fire is one of the least expensive ways of maintaining the ecological functioning of a watershed, as long as the government can also commit to not taking heavy-handed and expensive fire suppression efforts in response to the fear it has, unfortunately, induced in the population. So public re-education would also be a key component of your program.

Here’s some educational material, based on science. In proposing to protect private property and human health and safety from wildland fire destruction, please examine the concepts of Community Protection Zone and Home Ignition Zones (Nowicki, 2002). The Community Protection Zone is an overlapping area where vegetation manipulation can provide opportunities for firefighters to protect other flammable features of a community (Nowicki, 2002). Most communities require treatment extending less than 400 meters (1312 feet) from the house (Id.).

The FS (Cohen, 1999) reviewed current scientific evidence and policy directives on the issue of fire in the wildland/urban interface and recommended an alternative focus on structure ignitability rather than extensive wildland fuel management:
The congruence of research findings from different analytical methods suggests that home ignitability is the principal cause of home losses during wildland fires… Home ignitability also dictates that effective mitigating actions focus on the home and its immediate surroundings rather than on extensive wildland fuel management.
[Research shows] that effective fuel modification for reducing potential WUI fire losses need only occur within a few tens of meters from a home, not hundreds of meters or more from a home. This research indicates that home losses can be effectively reduced by focusing mitigation efforts on the structure and its immediate surroundings. Those characteristics of a structure's materials and design and the surrounding flammables that determine the potential for a home to ignite during wildland fires (or any fires outside the home) will, hereafter, be referred to as home ignitability.

The evidence suggests that wildland fuel reduction for reducing home losses may be inefficient and ineffective. Inefficient because wildland fuel reduction for several hundred meters or more around homes is greater than necessary for reducing ignitions from flames. Ineffective because it does not sufficiently reduce firebrand ignitions (Cohen, 1999)

That research also recognizes “the imperative to separate the problem of the wildland fire threat to homes from the problem of ecosystem sustainability due to changes in wildland fuels” (Id.).

Since the Healthy Forest Restoration Act (HFRA) process limits alternative development, it would be unwise to pursue this project under that authority. Unless a quick and dirty solution is all the agency is interested in. 

During the development of the Basin Creek Hazardous Fuels Reduction project for the municipal watershed south of Butte, FS Project Team members expressed the opinion that using the Burned Area Emergency Rehabilitation process would sufficiently deal with the risk of erosion and sediment, yet nothing in the scoping document reflects such a reasonable alternative.

An aspect of your scoping document that is extremely narrow and biased is the assumption that a wildland fire could only be catastrophic to the water. The FS is misplacing the threats to clean water solely onto vegetative conditions, instead of correctly identifying the true threats to watershed health. The Western Montana Level I Bull Trout Team (Riggers et al., 2001 – comprised of several FS and other fisheries biologists) state:

(T)he real risk to fisheries is not the direct effects of fire itself, but rather the existing condition of our watersheds, fish communities, and stream networks, and the impacts we impart as a result of fighting fires. Therefore, attempting to reduce fire risk as a way to reduce risks to native fish populations is really subverting the issue. If we are sincere about wanting to reduce risks to fisheries associated with future fires, we ought to be removing barriers, reducing road densities, reducing exotic fish populations, and re-assessing how we fight fires. At the same time, we should recognize the vital role that fires play in stream systems, and attempt to get to a point where we can let fire play a more natural role in these ecosystems.

The biologists emphasize, “the importance of wildfire, including large-scale, intense wildfire, in creating and maintaining stream systems and stream habitat.”  The biologists continue “in most cases, proposed projects that involve large-scale thinning, construction of large fuel breaks, or salvage logging as tools to reduce fuel loading with the intent of reducing negative effects to watersheds and the aquatic system are largely unsubstantiated.”  The biologists point out that logging, thinning and fire suppression can have harmful effects on watersheds (Id.). 
That doesn’t mean that nothing should be done, or that steps can’t be taken to minimize the risk of fire, as we’ve discussed above for the Home Ignition Zone and Community Protection Zone. It it’s not an all-or-nothing situation, which is what the FS and timber industry has, in other instances, tried to portray about such an approach.
Another aspect of your scoping document that is biased is the assumption that nothing about wildland fire is desirable from a human standpoint. Healthy, fully functioning ecosystems are the best sources of economic vitality. When the natural processes are working, human systems can be adapted to them and designed around those forces, so that real “catastrophes” can be minimized. For example, building subdivisions in a floodplain and protecting them with a system of levees might seem attractive to some in the short term, and even highly profitable, but inevitably the floods come and the levees eventually fail, with “catastrophic” results that could have been avoided with better community planning. 

Hutto (1995) addresses wildland fire in an ecological context—one that’s missing in your scoping document: 

Fire is such an important creator of the ecological variety in Rocky Mountain landscapes that the conservation of biological diversity [required by NFMA] is likely to be accomplished only through the conservation of fire as a process…Efforts to meet legal mandates to maintain biodiversity should, therefore, be directed toward maintaining processes like fire, which create the variety of vegetative cover types upon which the great variety of wildlife species depend. (Emphasis added.)

If, for areas beyond the Community Protection Zone, you adopt the Forest Restoration Assessment Principles found within the Forest Restoration Principles and Criteria (DellaSala, et al., 2003), we believe that ways can be found to focus your actions and limited budgets so you may minimize ecological risk and maximize long-term economic well-being for the social community.
And any forest condition that is maintained through repeated mechanical manipulation is not maintaining ecosystem function. The proposed management activities would not be integrated well with the processes that naturally shaped the ecosystem and resulted in a range of natural structural conditions. Thus, the need for standards guiding both the delineation of zones where “artificializing” fuel reduction actions may take place, and that also set snag and down woody debris retention amounts.

Veblen (2003) questions the premises the FS often puts forth to justify “uncharacteristic vegetation patterns” discussions, that being to take management activities to alter vegetation patterns in response to fire suppression: 

The premise behind many projects aimed at wildfire hazard reduction and ecological restoration in forests of the western United States is the idea that unnatural fuel buildup has resulted from suppression of formerly frequent fires. This premise and its implications need to be critically evaluated by conducting area-specific research in the forest ecosystems targeted for fuels or ecological restoration projects. Fire regime researchers need to acknowledge the limitations of fire history methodology and avoid over-reliance on summary fire statistics such as mean fire interval and rotation period. While fire regime research is vitally important for informing decisions in the areas of wildfire hazard mitigation and ecological restoration, there is much need for improving the way researchers communicate their results to managers and the way managers use this information.

Baker and Ehle, 2001 present theory and empirical results that suggest that fire-history data have uncertainties and biases when used to estimate the population mean fire interval or other parameters of the fire regime. From their Abstract:

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.

In response to these scientific concerns, we ask that the FS disclose what fire history methodology it uses, acknowledge the limitations of the fire history methodology, and disclose what project-area data it’s relying upon. 

Since fire exclusion is identified as a culprit, the Gallatin NF needs to take a hard look at its fire policies. The development of approved fire management plans in compliance with the Federal Wildland Fire Policy was the number one policy objective intended for immediate implementation in the Implementation Action Plan Report for the Federal Wildland Fire Management Policy and Program Review. Please see Ament (1997) as comments on this proposal, in terms of fire policy and Forest Planning.

Many adverse consequences to soil, ecological processes, wildlife, and other elements of the natural environment are associated with logging, including thinning. (Ercelawn, 1999; Ercelawn, 2000.) For example: “Salvage or thinning operations that remove dead or decayed trees or coarse woody debris on the ground will reduce the availability of forest structures used by fishers and lynx.” (Bull et al., 2001.) 

The FS must figure out how these watersheds fit in with the overall, forestwide picture of maintaining natural processes and therefore, biological diversity. So, for the proposal to be consistent with the Forest Plan, enough habitat for viable populations of old-growth dependent wildlife species is needed over the landscape. Considering potential difficulties of using population viability analysis at the project analysis area level (Ruggiero, et. al., 1994), the cumulative effects of carrying out multiple projects simultaneously across the Gallatin NF makes it imperative that population viability be assessed at least at the forestwide scale (Marcot and Murphy, 1992). Also, temporal considerations of the impacts on wildlife population viability from implementing something with such long duration as a Forest Plan must be considered (id.) but this has never been done by the Gallatin NF. It is also of paramount importance to monitor population during the implementation of the Forest Plan in order to validate assumptions used about long-term species persistence i.e., population viability (Marcot and Murphy, 1992; Lacy and Clark, 1993).

State-of-the-art conservation biology and the principles that underlie the agency’s policy of “ecosystem management” dictate an increasing focus on the landscape-scale concept and design of large biological reserves accompanied by buffer zones and habitat connectors as the most effective (and perhaps only) way to preserve wildlife diversity and viability (Noss, 1993).

The FS has stated: “Well distributed habitat is the amount and location of required habitat which assure that individuals from demes,
 distributed throughout the population’s existing range, can interact. Habitat should be located so that genetic exchange among all demes is possible.” (Mealey 1983.)

The FS has acknowledged that viability is not merely a project area consideration, that the scale of analysis must be broader:

Population viability analysis is not plausible or logical at the project level such as the scale of the Dry Fork Vegetation and Recreation Restoration EA.  Distributions of common wildlife species as well as species at risk encompass much larger areas than typical project areas and in most cases larger than National Forest boundaries.  No wildlife species that presently occupy the project area are at such low numbers that potential effects to individuals would jeopardize species viability.  No actions proposed under the preferred alternative would conceivably lead to loss of population viability.  (Lewis and Clark NF, Dry Fork EA Appendix D at p. 9.)

Please disclose how any stands proposed for “treatment” compare to Forest Plan or Regional old-growth criteria. In order to disclose such information, please provide all the details, in plain language, of these areas’ forest characteristics (the various tree components’ species, age and diameter of the various tree components, canopy closure, snag density by size class, amounts of down logs, understory composition, etc.).

Please include in your analysis the possible effects of noxious weed introduction on Sensitive plant populations, vulnerable plant communities, and other components of biodiversity.  Please include in the analysis the results of monitoring of noxious weed infestations and treatment efficacy  from past management actions in the Forest.

Our goals for the area include fully functioning stream ecosystems that include healthy, resilient populations of native trout. The highest priority management actions in the project area are those that remove impediments to natural recovery. We request the FS design a restoration/access management plan for project area streams that will achieve recovery goals. The task of management should be the reversal of artificial legacies to allow restoration of natural, self-sustaining ecosystem processes.  If natural disturbance patterns are the best way to maintain or restore desired ecosystem values, then nature should be able to accomplish this task very well without human intervention (Frissell and Bayles, 1996).

Please clarify any roadless boundary issues. It is not adequate to merely accept previous, often arbitrary roadless inventories—unroaded areas adjacent to inventoried areas were often left out. Additionally, there is a lot of public support for adding unroaded areas as small as 1,000 acres in size to the roadless inventory.

It is extremely important the FS disclose the environmental baseline for watersheds.  Generally, this means their condition before development or resource exploitation was initiated.  For example, the baseline condition of a stream means the habitat conditions for fish and other aquatic species prior to the impacts of road building, logging, livestock grazing, etc. Therefore, proper disclosure of baseline conditions would mean estimates of stream stability, pool frequency conditions, water temperature range—essentially the values of Riparian Management Objectives along with such parameters as sediment levels. When such information is provided, comparison with the current conditions (after impacts of development) will aid in the assessment of cumulative effects of all alternatives.

We ask that the FS utilize the Roads Analysis Process and analyze travel management, including road obliteration, and include an alternative that would not leave any deferred or outstanding maintenance needs/BMP upgrades in the analysis area. Roads often have devastating impacts on water quality (again, another basic fact left unstated in your scoping document) and fish habitat by increasing landslides, erosion, and siltation of streams. Roads also fragment forests and degrade or eliminate habitat for species that depend on remote landscapes, such as grizzly bears, wolves, and other large, wide-ranging predators (Trombulak and Frissell 2000). 

Among other things, we are concerned that project activities will accelerate soil erosion, increase soil compaction, and degrade soil productivity. Prescribed fires and mechanical treatments may adversely affect soil productivity. NFMA requires the FS to “not allow significant or permanent impairment of the productivity of the land.” [36 C.F.R. § 219.27(a)(1).] NFMA requires the FS to “ensure that timber will be harvested from National Forest System lands only where—soil, slope, or other watershed conditions will not be irreversibly damaged.” [16 U.S.C. 1604 (g)(3)(E).]

Lacy, 2001 examines the importance of soils for ecosystem functioning and points out the failure of most regulatory mechanisms to adequately address the soils issue. From the Abstract:

Soil is a critical component to nearly every ecosystem in the world, sustaining life in a variety of ways—from production of biomass to filtering, buffering and transformation of water and nutrients. While there are dozens of federal environmental laws protecting and addressing a wide range of natural resources and issues of environmental quality, there is a significant gap in the protection of the soil resource. Despite the critical importance of maintaining healthy and sustaining soils, conservation of the soil resource on public lands is generally relegated to a diminished land management priority. Countless activities, including livestock grazing, recreation, road building, logging, and mining, degrade soils on public lands. This article examines the roots of soil law in the United States and the handful of soil-related provisions buried in various public land and natural resource laws, finding that the lack of a public lands soil law leaves the soil resource underprotected and exposed to significant harm. To remedy this regulatory gap, this article sketches the framework for a positive public lands soil protection law. This article concludes that because soils are critically important building blocks for nearly every ecosystem on earth, an holistic approach to natural resources protection requires that soils be protected to avoid undermining much of the legal protection afforded to other natural resources.

Lacy goes on:

Countless activities, including livestock grazing, recreation, road building, logging, mining, and irrigation degrade soils on public lands. Because there are no laws that directly address and protect soils on the public lands, consideration of soils in land use planning is usually only in the form of vaguely conceived or discretionary guidelines and monitoring requirements. This is a major gap in the effort to provide ecosystem-level protection for natural resources.

The rise of an “ecosystem approach” in environmental and natural resources law is one of the most significant aspects of the continuing evolution of this area of law and policy. One writer has observed that there is a

fundamental change occurring in the field of environmental protection, from a narrow focus on individual sources of harm to a more holistic focus on entire ecosystems, including the multiple human sources of harm within ecosystems, and the complex social context of laws, political boundaries, and economic institutions in  which those sources exist.

As federal agencies focus increasingly on addressing environmental protection from an holistic perspective under the current regime of environmental laws, a significant gap remains in the federal statutory scheme: protection of soils as a discrete and important natural resource. Because soils are essential building blocks at the core of nearly every ecosystem on earth, and because soils are critical to the health of so many other natural resources—including, at the broadest level, water, air, and vegetation—they should be protected at a level at least as significant as other natural resources. Federal soil law (such as it is) is woefully inadequate as it currently stands. It is a missing link in the effort to protect the natural world at a meaningful and effective ecosystem level. 

… This analysis concludes that the lack of a public lands soil law leaves the soil resource under-protected and exposed to significant harm, and emasculates the environmental protections afforded to other natural resources. (Emphasis added.) 
The scoping document also misleads the public into believing that some species of trees, native insects, and disease organisms are somehow bad for the ecosystem. Such contentions that conditions are somehow “unnatural” runs counter to more enlightened thinking on such matters. For example, Harvey et al., 1994 state:

Although usually viewed as pests at the tree and stand scale, insects and disease organisms perform functions on a broader scale.

…Pests are a part of even the healthiest eastside ecosystems. Pest roles—such as the removal of poorly adapted individuals, accelerated decomposition, and reduced stand density—may be critical to rapid ecosystem adjustment 

…In some areas of the eastside and Blue Mountain forests, at least, the ecosystem has been altered, setting the stage for high pest activity (Gast and others, 1991). This increased activity does not mean that the ecosystem is broken or dying; rather, it is demonstrating functionality, as programmed during its developmental (evolutionary) history.

It is our intention that you review all of the literature and other incorporated documents we’ve cited herein. Please contact me if you have problems locating copies of any of those references.

Thank you for your attention to these concerns.  Please keep us on your list to receive further mailings on the proposal. We conclude with this passage from Frissell and Bayles (1996):

Most philosophies and approaches for ecosystem management put forward to date are limited (perhaps doomed) by a failure to acknowledge and rationally address the overriding problems of uncertainty and ignorance about the mechanisms by which complex ecosystems respond to human actions.  They lack humility and historical perspective about science and about our past failures in management.  They still implicitly subscribe to the scientifically discredited illusion that humans are fully in control of an ecosystemic machine and can foresee and manipulate all the possible consequences of particular actions while deliberately altering the ecosystem to produce only predictable, optimized and socially desirable outputs.  Moreover, despite our well-demonstrated inability to prescribe and forge institutional arrangements capable of successfully implementing the principles and practice of integrated ecosystem management over a sustained time frame an at sufficiently large spatial scales, would-be ecosystem managers have neglected to acknowledge and critically analyze past institutional and policy failures.  They say we need ecosystem management because public opinion has changed, neglecting the obvious point that public opinion has been shaped by the glowing promises of past managers and by their clear and spectacular failure to deliver on such promises.

Sincerely,

 /s/

Jeff Juel

And on behalf of:

Michael Garrity





Alliance for the Wild Rockies 





P.O. Box 505







Helena, Montana 59624 




406-459-5936
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� Velocity of the wind 20 feet above the vegetation, in this case tree tops.
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