The Ecology Center, Inc.
801 Sherwood Street, Suite B

Missoula, MT 59802

(406) 728-5733

(406) 728-9432 fax

ecocenter@wildrockies.org
June 25, 2001

Tim Hancock, Acting Bozeman District Ranger

Bozeman Ranger District

3710 Fallon street, Suite C

Bozeman, MT 59718

thancock@fs.fed.us

Re: Wilson Timber Sale and Road Decommissioning Project

Dear Mr. Hancock, 

I appreciate this opportunity to comment on the Wilson Timber Sale and Road Decommissioning Project on behalf of the Ecology Center and the Alliance for the Wild Rockies. The primary purpose and need for the Little Bear-Wilson Timber Sale is to generate revenue for the Gallatin Land Consolidation.  The appellants agree that there is a need to reduce the checkerboard ownership in the Northern Rockies and therefore support the direction of land acquisition, by means of purchase or the last resort of a land exchange.  Yet, the appellants do not want the benefits of acquiring these lands to overshadow the ecological as well as economic costs of the Little Bear-Wilson Timber Sale.

Criteria 2 and 3 of the GNF timber harvest associated with the land exchange are as follows:


(Harvest areas) Be designed with sound science and silvicultural treatments.


(Harvest areas) Be defensible, not violate professional integrity (DEIS III-9).

As we outline below, the DEIS and proposed project appears to be in violation of both of these criteria.  We request substantiation on compliance with these two standards by countering all substantive points addressed below.

Alternatives

The FEIS fails to consider an adequate range of alternatives as required by NEPA.  The inadequate range of alternatives is particularly problematic given that the analysis area is deficient in old growth, has high levels of sedimentation and degraded water quality due to past logging and road building, and has extremely high road density.   

Given the degraded condition of the analysis area, the FEIS should consider an alternative that includes road decommissioning while precluding timber harvest.  The FEIS should consider an alternative that closes a sufficient extent of roads to bring the project area in compliance with Forest Plan HEI standards.  The need for a restoration alternative is clear as the DEIS discuses the continuing detriment associated with no action to decrease the impact of cumulative effects:

Alteration of fish habitat from the past and future cumulative effects of road reconstruction and timber harvest on private land would continue.  Sediment delivery rates would be reflective of the degree of ground disturbance and recovery in most drainages until a base level was established.  As much recent past activities has occurred on formally held BSL lands, slow decreased in sediment delivery are expected (DEIS III-48).

According to the FEIS, “the primary purpose of the proposed timber harvest is to generate revenue for the acquisition of the remaining sections of private land within the Little Bear-Wilson drainage” (DEIS I-3).  However, the economic analysis is insufficient to ensure that revenue is generated by the proposed project.

Section 6 of the Gallatin Land Consolidation Act of 1998 directs watershed rehabilitation activities.  As the proposed timber sale is contrary to restoration initiatives, the primary purpose and need of generating revenue may be contrary to the restoration portion of the act (DEIS I-6).

Revenue may actually be maximized by the no-action alternative.  Further, the purpose and need as presented predetermines the direction of the selected alternative.

The FEIS discloses that the scoping letter stated “no old growth forest would be harvested under the proposed action” (DEIS I-4).  The project should be rescoped due to this omission.  Additional individuals and organizations may have expressed interest in the project if they recognized that old growth was proposed for logging.  Additionally, the failure to disclose the presence of old growth in the analysis area prevented scoping comments addressing old growth concerns that may have directed the analysis in an alternate direction to that which was pursued.

We are concerned that the majority of alternatives analyzed for the proposed project include 3 amendments with the potential to degrade habitat, vegetation, and ecosystem services.  We request explanation of the cumulative impacts of amendments to the forest plan.  Past amendments to old growth requirements, HEI, visual quality, and other amendments potentially impacting the wildlife habitat and forest structure of the area should be disclosed.

Given that both the maintenance of water quality and the retention of old growth are essential to the ecological integrity of the already degraded project area, an alternative should be considered that precludes both old growth logging and logging within the Little Bear Creek and Wilson Creek drainages. 

Old Growth

We request explanation of how the old growth presence in the Little Bear Wilson compartment was estimated. We request disclosure of the forest wide and compartment old growth abundance and the means used to arrive at this estimate.  We specifically request explanation of whether all acreage or only forested acres were included.  As the forest plan does not specify that only forested acreage be included in the old growth standard, old growth across all acreage should be considered.  The Taylor Fork Timber Sale included several conflicting old growth proportion estimates due to differential calculation methods.  We therefore request thorough disclosure of the methodologies used to derive old growth proportions.  Vegetative diversity standard 2 clearly specifies that the standard applies to “each timber compartment” rather than only forested portions of each timber compartment:

In order to achieve size and age class diversity of vegetation, the Forest will strive to develop the following successional stages in timber compartments containing suitable timber (GNF FP II-20).

The standard requires that the compartments contain at least 10% grass-forb, seedlings, saplings, pole, mature, and old growth.  Clearly, the GNF Forest Plan would not require 10% grass-forb if the standard only applied to forest acres.

We request that the FEIS address the uncertainty of the 9.8 percent old growth figure for the Little Bear Wilson compartment.  Any stringent scientific analysis requires that figures, such as the proportion old growth, include a measure of uncertainty such as a confidence interval.  Certainly, sources of uncertainty related to the old growth figure include lack of ground truthing, acreage estimation inaccuracies, and the dynamic nature of forests.  We request explanation of all sources of uncertainty and their magnitude.  Specifically, we request disclosure of the degree of ground truthing that was performed and the results of the ground truthing.

The FEIS should address the implications for the viability of old growth dependent species of the actual amount of old growth being the lower end of the confidence interval.

We find it stunning that only the no-action and a single other alternative preclude old growth logging despite the area being under the forest plan standards for old growth.  Given the old growth deficiency, areas of mature forests that may not meet old growth definitions but may possess old growth attributes may be essential to ensuring the viability of old growth adapted species in the analysis area.  Hence, the amount of mature forest and degree of old growth attributes within the project area with the potential to be degraded by logging should be analyzed for each alternative, particularly alternative B.  

The DEIS discloses that 45% of the forested acres are classified as mature (DEIS II-99).  We request disclosure of the degree to which these mature forests possess old growth attributes.  In the absence of sufficient old growth, these mature forests may be essential to the population viability of old growth dependent species. 

We request substantiation of the DEIS’s claims that the current amount of old growth in the analysis area is greater than historic levels (DEIS III-96).  While we appreciate that the DEIS discloses the uncertainty relating to species needs for old growth forest (DEIS III-96), the discussion treats old growth as a state of individual trees.

Old growth is an ecosystem state rather than a state of individual trees.   Those species that are dependent on old growth ecosystems are primarily dependent on old growth characteristics rather than the presence of large trees.  These old growth characteristics include high levels of age class diversity and structural complexity, abundant snags, high levels of soil nutrients, and a rich understory of shade tolerant species.  The presence of old trees generally signifies a relatively undisturbed ecosystem.  While high intensity fires may have killed many of the large, old-trees, many of the desirable ecosystem properties remain intact.  Additionally, the nutrient recycling due to the decay of large trees will lend to a rich and regenerating ecosystem.  Further, as old growth is an ecosystem state, logging of mature trees, even if dead, will detriment live mature trees and well as the entire stand.
The lack of certainty regarding species needs for old growth should compel a cautionary approach to old growth management.  As old growth takes an extremely long time to develop, the GNF should manage its old growth conservatively until research has clearly shown that the existing levels of old growth are not entirely necessary for long term species viability.   While many species have been observed to require old growth for viability, an excess of old growth will not be detrimental to any species.  While research is inconclusive as to the old growth needs of some species, the majority of species are impaired by disturbance.  Hence, it is critical that abundant old growth be maintained in order to ensure the retention of undisturbed forest essential to numerous species.

Watershed and Soils

Further logging should be precluded at least until the current road density of 6.2 miles per square mile is reduced.

We request further substantiation that the proposed action will provide “for meeting sediment guideline compliance except the 20-year guidelines for West Fork of Wilson Creek and Little Bear Creek drainages” (FEIS II-5).

We are concerned that the project may have the potential to impact the West Fork of Wilson Creek, that is being considered for the 303(d) list, despite the potential listing resulting from sediment impairment associated with roads and timber harvesting (DEIS III-9).  The DEIS discloses that alternatives A, B, and F have the potential to increased sediment disposition in the creek by 0.5% (DEIS III-49).  Further, the DEIS discloses the potential detriment to fish populations:

The proposed actions will likely result in reduced embryo survival and reduced fish habitat capability to the brook and rainbow trout population until sediment routing efficiencies are increased (DEIS II-49).

However, it is unclear whether any of these impacts have the potential to degrade the west fork of Wilson Creek.

It would appear prudent for the GNF to act preventatively to avoid impacting the watershed in order to prevent degradation that would warrant 303(d) listing.  Remedying watershed degradation is exponentially more difficult that preventing degradation and 303(d) listing is associated with much required analysis and limitations to future management. 

We request analysis of the long term population viability implications to westslope cutthroat trout (WCT) of the irrigation diversion barrier on the West fork of Wilson Creek.  While the barrier may protect population genetic purity, the potential of the barrier to reduce long term viability by restricting immigration and emigration should be considered.

The DEIS discloses the persevering watershed implications of past logging and roadbuilding:

Alteration of fish habitat from the past and future cumulative effects of road reconstruction and timber harvest on private land would continue.  Sediment delivery rates would be reflective of the degree of ground disturbance and recovery in most drainages until a base level was established.  As much recent past activities has occurred on formally held BSL lands, slow decreased in sediment delivery are expected (DEIS III-48).

A baseline understanding of the stream conditions prior to impacts associated with past management should be developed before any further degradation is enacted.

We request explanation of the soil types and erodibility of soils within the analysis area.  We are concerned that the soils within the West fork of Wilson Creek have “ low water holding capabilities and are highly erodible” (DEIS III-29).

The DEIS states:

As this proposal contains no riparian timber harvest those habitat attributes affected by riparian vegetation need not be analyzed such as; large woody debris recruitment to stream channels, alteration of water temperatures through reduced shading, and changes in stream bank stability from neat channel activities (DEIS III-40).

We request substantiation of the lack of impact to these resources.  Woody debris recruitment may be impacted by logging a considerable distance from the stream bank.  Creating forest openings may have far ranging impacts through altering microclimate.  Less shading changing air and soil temperature and may induce a drier microclimate. Lack of cover may change wind penetrance impacting moisture levels and temperature. 

The sediment and fines tables are such that it is impossible to isolate the impacts of logging from those of road reconstruction and obliteration.  As no alternative exists that considers purely road decommissioning and obliteration, it is impossible to understand these sediment and fines effects independently.  It is unclear why the logging component is included with both road construction and road restoration.  Road restoration should be considered independently.

The DEIS fails to adequately address changes in water yield associated with each alternative.  As the alternative include logging up to 85% of many units, the changes in water yield may be substantial.  We request a quantitative analysis of potential changes to water yield.

Wildlife

The FEIS fails to conduct sufficient analysis to substantiate that population viability will be maintained following the proposed logging as required by NFMA.  The FEIS fails to assess current population levels and population demographics for species to ensure the population viability of species will be maintained. The results of any monitoring of sensitive species populations should be disclosed.  Generally, the discussion of impacts to species viability lacks the scientific integrity required by NEPA. 

The DEIS fails to ensure population viability of species of concern as required by NFMA and NEPA. USDA Regulation 9500-4 requires:

Habitats for all existing native and desired non-native plants, fish and wildlife species will be managed to maintain at least viable populations of such species.  In achieving this objective, habitat must be provided for the number and distribution of reproductive individuals to ensure the continued existence of a species throughout its geographic range.

The appellants grant that the LNF may elect to assess the presence of habitat necessary to maintain viable populations rather than conducting population viability analysis (Inland Public Lands Council v. United States Forest Service, 88 F.3d 754).  However, the FEIS has failed to ensure the presence of necessary habitat components for viable populations of species.

We are concerned that the action alternatives will result in substantial loss of habitat for sensitive and management indicator species while the DEIS reveals that the GNF clearly does not have a sense of the potential implications of this habitat loss for the species.  For example, proposed alternative F would decrease goshawk nesting habitat from 60% to 51% and American marten habitat from 34% to 31% (DEIS II-31).  We request further clarification of how these habitat loss estimates were assessed.  We request clarification of why the decrease to alternative B, which precludes old growth logging, is similar to the decrease associated with other alternatives despite goshawk and American marten being old growth adapted species. 

The analysis of project impacts to wolverines is inadequate.  The DEIS discloses that “high road densities are detrimental to wolverine habitat” (DEIS III-57).  The DEIS dismisses analysis of the population demographics resulting from the high road density in the analysis area.  The DEIS arrives at a MIIH determination based upon the presence of core habitat elsewhere in the Gallatin Range (DEIS III-68).  However, wolverine populations may function as a metapopulation in the analysis area with even patches of poor habitat essential to long term viability of wolverines in the GNF.  Hence, the MIIH determination is unsubstantiated in the absence of either an understanding of population demographics or habitat use in the analysis area.

The analysis of cumulative impacts to goshawks is inadequate given that “past timber harvest has left 23% of the potential habitat in a condition currently unsuitable for nesting” (DEIS III-58).  The DEIS fails to adequately address the consequences of the Wilson old growth compartment not meeting forest plan standards for old growth adapted species including goshawk and pine marten (DEIS III-59).

The HEI of .57 is unacceptable to ensure the population viability of elk in the analysis area.  The DEIS fails to address either population demographics or habitat capability for elk in the analysis area.  The elk analysis discussed the extremely high road densities in the analysis area (DEIS III-60), but fails to adequately assess the impact of this high road density.

We are concerned that the project arrives at MIIH determinations for species including black backed woodpecker, peregrine falcon, northern leopard frog, and boreal toad in a brief discussion of “other issues” in appendix A.  Given the project’s potential to impact these species, a more thorough analysis should be included in the FEIS. 

Lynx

The DEIS fails to appropriately map lynx habitat and connectivity between habitat. The LCAS mandates that the following standard be implemented: 

Within each LAU, map lynx habitat. Identify potential denning habitat and foraging habitat (primarily snowshoe hare habitat, but also habitat for important alternate prey such as red squirrels), and topographic features that may be important for lynx movement (major ridge systems, prominent saddles, and riparian corridors). Also identify non-forest vegetation

(meadows, shrub-grassland communities, etc.) adjacent to and intermixed with forested lynx habitat that may provide habitat for alternate lynx prey species (LCAS 79).

The LCAS further mandates that projects “maintain habitat connectivity within and between LAUs” (LCAS 79). 

The DEIS fails to meet the mapping requirements of the LCAS.  The DEIS fails to include a map of the various types of lynx habitat and the connectivity both within and between LAUs.  The DEIS fails to meet the LCAS’ requirements for considering the landscape implications of the spatial arrangement of past and current management on lynx habitat. 

We request explanation of how the percent unsuitable lynx habitat, both cumulative and within the last ten years, was estimated.  We request that the FEIS address the uncertainty of the lynx habitat figures.  Any stringent scientific analysis requires that figures, such as the proportion lynx habitat, include a measure of uncertainty such as a confidence interval.  Certainly, sources of uncertainty related to the lynx habitat figure include lack of ground truthing, acreage estimation inaccuracies, and the dynamic nature of forests.  We request explanation of all sources of uncertainty and their magnitude.  We request analysis of the implications for lynx populations if the actual lynx habitat is the lower end of the confidence interval.

Given that the change from existing habitat suitability in the analysis area is currently 24%, further degradation of suitable habitat should be precluded.  Certainly, giving the uncertainty of lynx habitat use and characteristics and uncertainly of estimating habitat percentages, the current level of unsuitable habitat is not significantly different from the requirement of the LCAS.

We are analogously concerned with the intention to create additional unsuitable habitat when the ten year alteration is currently at 11% (DEIS II-31).  We request further explanation of the supposed LCAS direction to only include public land in the 10 year estimate.  We request that the FEIS disclose the figure considering both public and private land as lynx habitat needs are certainly not dependent on whether land is private or public.  Degradation of lynx habitat on public land should be precluded in a context of heavily degraded private land, such as that within the project area.  We request clarification of whether the lands that were exchanged and are proposed for exchange from private to public ownership were included within the estimation. 

Grizzly Bears

We are concerned that the DEIS fails to analyze potential projects impacts to Grizzly Bears in the body of the DEIS despite the may affect, not likely to adversely affect determination.  The high road density in the analysis area may present a substantial risk to grizzly bear population viability regardless of the extent of grizzly bear use of the analysis area.  The project’s supposed maintenance of sub optimal bear habitat conditions does not warrant dismissal of serious consideration of project impacts to grizzly bears.  The DEIS discloses the potential detriment associated with the project:

The project would result in a reduction of important bear habitat components such as hiding cover in mesic sites and old growth forest in moist subalpine fir types (DEIS appendix C).

Population viability analysis has suggested that the core ecosystems of the Northern Rockies are not sufficiently large to support viable populations of many wildlife species, including grizzly bears.  Thus, the presence of wildlife movement corridors is essential for the long term population viability of Grizzly Bears, and the many other species for which their strict habitat requirements serve as an umbrella. Because grizzlies require large areas of relatively undisturbed habitat, solving for the habitat requirements of grizzlies can assist in defining large core protected areas and a corridor network for the maintenance of ecological integrity in the Northern Rockies.

Habitat fragmentation throughout the Northern Rockies has forced grizzlies to assume a metapopulation structure, where a network of habitat patches undergo local extinction and recolinization while the network of patches retains a viable population (Bader 2000a).  Due to the grizzlies metapopulation structure, infrequently utilized patches of habitat, such as those in the Clancy-Unionville project area may be essential to the population viability of grizzlies.  Recently, a study of grizzly spatial needs has found that a viable population of grizzlies in the Northern Rockies requires 147,883 km2 – 184, 919 km2 of habitat.  These spatial requirements far exceed those provided for by the USFWS recovery strategy for grizzly bears (Bader 2000b).  Hence, any projects that degrade bear habitat should be considered a threat to population viability for grizzly bears, and thus a violation of NFMA.
We are concerned that the DEIS fails to adequately substantiate that the proposed project meet the Gallatin Land exchange principle 11, which mandates that within the Grizzly Bear Recovery Zone, timber harvest must be compatible with recovery.  The FEIS should substantiate compliance with this criterion.  While the project may be outside the Grizzly Bear recovery zone, the potential apparently exists for the project to hinder recovery.

Gray Wolves

We are concerned that the DEIS fails to analyze potential projects impacts to Gray Wolves in the body of the DEIS despite the not likely to jeopardize the continued existence determination.  The high road density and fragmentation in the analysis area may present a substantial risk to wolf population viability regardless of the extent of gray wolf use of the analysis area.  The project’s supposed maintenance of sub optimal gray wolf habitat conditions does not warrant dismissal of serious consideration of project impacts to gray wolves.

Roads

Given the immensely high road density in the analysis area (6.2 miles per square mile), the construction of temporary roads should be precluded regardless of the degree of proposed road decommissioning.  These “ temporary” roads may have ecological impacts that persist much longer.  The ecological impacts of the proposed temporary roads and road reconstruction should be thoroughly analyzed.

Fragmentation and corridors

While we appreciate that the DEIS addresses the impacts to forest interior habitat, the EA fails to adequately analyze the ecological implications of the loss of core habitat and connectivity.  The DEIS discloses the already degraded state of the analysis area:

The LBW analysis area is heavily fragmented by past management activities such as timber harvesting and associated road development.  The proposed action would reduce the amount of undisturbed forests available (DEIS II-7).

The current fragmentation of the area clearly has substantial implications for wildlife, hydrology, and ecosystem integrity; the analysis area contains 30% core, 20% core patches larger than 80 acres, and only 11% core patches greater than 11%.

We request clarification of the size of openings that will be created.  The map of alternatives suggests that logging adjacent units 25 AND 27 will result in an opening of 59 acres.  We request explanation of why these units are considered separately and whether or not the two units will be sufficiently separated to not constitute one large opening.  We are further concerned that adjacent units 4a, 4b, and 4c, which are within old growth, represent a combined acreage of 50 acres and are proposed for 85% tree removal.  We request an explanation of the ecological implications of the potential to create a 50 acre opening in former old growth habitat. 

While Harris’s three tree height rule of thumb (DEIS III-61) may be helpful for understanding the most drastic edge effects, research has suggested that edge effects may penetrate much further.

Habitat fragmentation may result in smaller and more isolated wildife populations, particularly for species such as Grizzly Bears with demanding habitat needs. Smaller populations are more vulnerable to local extinction, due to stochastic events (Gilpin and Soule 1986).  Smaller populations are also more susceptible to the negative effects of inbreeding depression.  Hence, maintaining landscape connectivity is essential to allowing for the replenishing of populations and expansion of the gene pool (Noss 1983, 1987, 1992, Noss and Harris 1986, Craighead et al. 1997, Craighead and Vyse 1995, Paetkau et. al. 1997, Beir 1993).   

The brief discussion of project impacts to travel corridors in Appendix A is inadequate as the project has the potential to disrupt biological corridors important to the movement of wildlife within the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem.  The Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem provides a critical source population of many species.  As the GNF represents the initiation of the wildlife corridor connecting the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem to other ecosystems in the Northern Rockies, it is essential that logging not impair its function as a wildlife corridor.  Given the large habitat ranges and need for undisturbed lands of the Grizzly Bears, Lynx, Wolves, and other forest carnivores, the proposed logging has the potential to detriment the security of wildlife migration by restricting migration.  

Observation of map III-2, showing areas logged since 1950 clearly reveals the high degree of fragmentation and landscape implications of past logging in the analysis area.

Visual quality

We contend that only time will heal the visual blight associated with past logging.  Further logging will only exacerbate the visual detriment rather than “soften some of the old harvest unit edges” as the DEIS claims (DEIS II-7).

We are further concerned that this edge softening suggests that the currently proposed logging will be adjacent to past logging units.  Increasing the size of openings associated with logging may substantially alter microclimate and seed sources and delay recovery of the past logging units.  We request disclosure of the degree to which the currently proposed logging is adjacent to old logging units.

Soils

The FEIS does not supply appropriate information pertaining to current levels of soil detriment or increased levels of detriment that may follow the proposed project.  The lack of information is inadequate to show compliance with the 1994 regional guidelines.  Additionally, the methods for designing BMPs lack scientific integrity and proven effectiveness.

The 1994 regional guidelines allow for only 15 percent detrimental disturbance (FEIS A-5).  Yet, the existing level of detrimental soil disturbance in the project area is not disclosed.  The appellants expect that the levels of detrimental disturbance may be substantial given the occurrence of previous logging in the project area.  The FEIS makes the following disclosure regarding past logging in the project area:

A total of 4.7% (2.6% on private lands and 1.8% on public lands) of the analysis area has been previously harvested.  Compartments 719 (7.1%) and 721 (9.6%) have received that largest percent of public and private land harvest per compartment acres (FEIS III-47).

Appellants are particularly concerned about the impacts of past logging and other management activities on the soil in proposed cutting units.  Particularly in past decades, inadequate measures were taken to protect soil productivity from compaction, displacement, burning, etc.  Often slash was piled with bulldozers, compacting large portions of cutting units.  Tractor skidding, skid road use, and temporary road building also have often displaced the organic layer.  And slash burning has also severely burned the organic layer, detrimentally impacting the soil.  

In order to maintain the productivity of the soil, the Forest Service Handbook at FSM 2500-99-1 has been adopted by the Northern Region.  Objectives include: “To meet direction in the National Forest Management Act of 1976 and other legal mandates.  To manage National Forest System lands under ecosystem management principles without permanent impairment of land productivity and to maintain or improve soil quality.”

In order to comply with the Objectives, Regional Policy mandates:

Design and implement management practices that maintain or improve soil quality.  Protection of the soil resource should be emphasized; restoration practices should be implemented where necessary.  Soil quality is maintained when erosion, compaction, displacement, rutting, burning, and loss of organic matter are maintained within defined soil quality standards.

Design new activities that do not create detrimental soil conditions on more than 15 percent of an activity area.  In areas where less than 15 percent detrimental soil conditions exist from prior activities, the cumulative detrimental effect of the current activity following project implementation and restoration must not exceed 15 percent.  In areas where more than 15 percent detrimental soil conditions exist from prior activities, the cumulative detrimental effects from project implementation and restoration should not exceed the conditions prior to the planned activity and should move toward a net improvement in soil quality.

NEPA regulations mandate that EISs analyze cumulative impacts.  Cumulative impacts are defined thus:   

"Cumulative impact" is the impact on the environment which results from the incremental impact of the action when added to other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions regardless of what agency (Federal or non-Federal) or person undertakes such other actions. Cumulative impacts can result from individually minor but collectively significant actions taking place over a period of time. (40 C.F.R. § 1508.7).

It is inexplicable that the EIS would fail to consider cumulative effects on a resource as important and valuable as the soils in the project area.  

Contiguous Roadless Areas

We are particularly concerned that the project may impact the roadless area character of the Gallatin Divide Roadless Area, Gallatin Fringe Roadless Area, and Hyalite Roadless Area (DEIS A-10).  While the logging may be outside of inventoried roadless area, the far ranging impacts of logging may have the potential to impact roadless areas.  We request explanation and mapping of the proximity of the logging units to both inventoried and uninventoried Roadless areas. 

The ecological importance of unroaded areas is well acknowledged by scientists.  In a January 8, 2001 speech, former FS Chief Mike Dombeck presents the importance of roadless areas: 

Roadless areas are a remnant of our pioneer heritage, a dwindling portion of our increasingly developed American landscape. They serve as a biological refuge for native plant and animal species and a bulwark against the spread of nonnative invasive species. As a baseline for natural habitats and ecosystems, roadless areas offer rare opportunities for study, research and education. In addition, they provide unique opportunities for dispersed recreation, sources of clean drinking water and large undisturbed landscapes for privacy and seclusion.

 Due to the ecological importance of roadless areas, neither logging nor road building should occur in contiguous unroaded areas. 

As the boundaries of inventoried roadless areas are political rather than ecological designations, the DEIS should address those characteristics that make the contiguous unroaded lands unsuitable for inclusion as inventoried roadless areas or should consider altering the inventoried roadless area boundary.  

Impacts adjacent to roadless areas may have far ranging impacts, such as changes in microclimate and seed sources).  The potential for logging and roadbuilding to impact the inventoried roadless area should be thoroughly analyzed.   

Economics

According to the FEIS, “the primary purpose of the proposed timber harvest is to generate revenue for the acquisition of the remaining sections of private land within the Little Bear-Wilson drainage” (DEIS I-3). Timber sales are not compatible with maximizing funding for land purchases. In fact the timber program in the Gallatin National Forest, like a vast majority of National Forests across the country, is losing money.  In fiscal year 1997, $1,120,400 was spent on the Gallatin National Forest timber program, only $679,800 was returned in payments.  Therefore, the Gallatin program alone lost almost half a million dollars in 1997 (SPTS EA, II-4).  The anticipated revenue from implementing Alternative 3A modified, $175,000 is meager in comparison to this loss.  Further, the anticipated revenue fails to incorporate costs of future road maintenance, loss of ecosystem services, or loss of ecosystem integrity and future timber value.  The $1,304,000 allocated to the timber program for 2000 by the GNF, 14% of the GNF’s total budget, would better serve to goal of land acquisition by precluding timber sales entirely.    

Nationally, the annual loss to taxpayers for the timber program has been estimated at $1.2 billion annually.  A John Muir Project report, entitled, "Ending Timber Sales on National Forests: The Facts (Spring 1999)", was reviewed by the United States Congressional Research Service, the nonpartisan federal agency which serves as the research branch of Congress. The agency confirmed JMP's findings, stating that "$1.2 billion is a reasonable estimate of the net cash loss from the Forest Service's FY1997 timber program to taxpayers."

The economic analysis is inadequate due to a failure to incorporate costs of future road maintenance, loss of ecosystem services, or loss of ecosystem integrity and future timber value.  Without an appropriate economic analysis, the project purpose of generating revenue for land acquisition cannot be met. 

Structural complexity and nutrient cycling

While the DEIS recognizes the potential for salvage logging to detriment habitat complexity essential to wildlife, the DEIS fails to adequately analyze the impacts of losses of structural complexity and coarse woody debris. We are particularly concerned with the impacts of loses of woody structure on nutrient cycling. Coarse woody debris facilitates essential ecosystem processes: 

Dead wood is a critical component of many ecosystem processes.   It supports physical, chemical, and biological functions in forested ecosystems.  These functions include nutrient cycling, carbon storage, erosion control and slope stabilization, water cycling, soil formation, and stream movement processes (reviewed in Lofroth 1998).

Dead wood facilitates a slow release of nutrients, ameliorates leaching, and provides a growing substrate for bryophytes, which buffer water and nutrient release from water and above ground processes (Lofroth 1998).  Coarse woody debris also provides a haven for fungi and microbes that are essential to nutrient processing. Free-living bacteria in woody residues and soil wood fix 30-60% of the nitrogen in the forest soil, storing 20% of soil nitrogen (Harvey et al. 1987). 

Other Concerns
The cumulative effects analysis is inadequate as it fails to adequately assess the impacts of past management activities in the analysis area.  The DEIS also fails to adequately assess the potential impacts of reasonably foreseeable activities such as logging on private land. The DEIS fails to adequately address the cumulative impacts in the analysis areas.
The DEIS fails to adequately analyze current snag levels within the analysis area and anticipated levels following project implementation.  Given the past logging in the area, we expect snags may be deficient.  The issue was unreasonably dismissed from further consideration in appendix A.

The analysis of project impacts to noxious weeds in inadequate.

Thank you for considering our comments.

Sincerely,







And on behalf of:








Lauren Buckley

Ryan Shaffer




Ecosystem Defense
Alliance for the Wild Rockies




The Ecology Center
Box 8731







Missoula, MT 59807
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