The Ecology Center, Inc.
314 North First Street West
Missoula, MT 59802
(406) 728-5733
(406) 542-7347 fax
ecocenter@wildrockies.org
February 22, 2005

John Councilman

Bozeman Ranger District

3710 Fallon Street, Suite C

Bozeman, Montana 59718

Transmitted via email—please acknowledge receipt!

Mr. Councilman:

These are comments on North Bridgers Allotment Management Plan Update (the January 20, 2005 letter and accompanying documents) on behalf of the Ecology Center and the Alliance for the Wild Rockies.

Our goals for the North Bridgers include fully functioning stream ecosystems that include healthy, resilient populations of native fish. The highest priority management actions in the project area are those that remove impediments to natural recovery. We request the Forest Service (FS) design a restoration/allotment 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).

Livestock grazing has caused damage on public lands for the benefit of ranchers who profit off public lands at the expense of both taxpayers and biological integrity. An issue thus arises that no amount of livestock grazing can be sustained on some portions of these allotments in the near future due to the needs the areas have for restoration and recovery.  Restoration and recovery of the resources impacted from past grazing should receive one of the highest priorities.  Consequently, we request that activities focus on recovery and restoration for those areas previously impacted from grazing—fish and wildlife habitat improvements, watershed rehabilitation, and erosion control—actions that would also eliminate livestock grazing in the allotments as necessary.

We believe that the FS must have the permittee rather than the taxpayers pay all the costs of administering the allotments and making any “improvements.” 

An issue arises that any conclusion that grazing on the land is appropriate may not be correct in terms of allowing sustainable ecosystem functioning. Just because previous assessments assumed the areas are suitable for grazing does not necessarily mean that this is currently the case. As a consequence, your analysis must validate any assumptions made in programmatic plans regarding the acres under consideration.

The EIS should analyze the significance of the impacts of past management on populations of  management indicator species (MIS), threatened, endangered, and sensitive species, and other species of concern. The EIS should discuss the available data from Forest Plan implementation monitoring on how populations have responded to grazing and other management actions.  If sufficient data is not available to indicate trends for these species, the EIS should say so and the analysis be expanded to acquire the information so that cumulative impacts from further grazing and other ongoing actions in the watershed can be adequately analyzed.

Please consider fragmentation of habitat for wildlife and plants from past management activities.  What effects will continuing management have on the distribution and movement patterns of MIS, endangered, threatened, and sensitive species, and other species of concern?

To assure population viability, you must explicitly consider population dynamics. Population dynamics refers to persistence of a population over time—which is key to making predictions about population viability.  The FS should fully analyze population growth rate, population size, linkages to other populations, and the dynamics of other populations in examining population dynamics.

NEPA requires the FS to consider biological corridors. The standard for such a review is the same “hard look” NEPA requires of other environmental effects.  We are requesting the FS analyze the current status of wildlife corridors for all MIS, endangered, threatened, and sensitive species, and other species of concern.  That means that corridors within the analysis area, and linkages with areas adjacent to the analysis area need be examined, plus the value of the entire analysis area as part of a larger corridor within or between ecosystems.

The EIS should include an analysis of the significance of the impacts from past livestock grazing and other management actions on the diversity of plant species in the analysis area.

Livestock grazing has adversely impacted many riparian areas. Fragile riparian ecosystems tend to be heavily impacted by livestock. It is ultimately reasonable to withhold grazing from all riparian areas. We request that a grazing alternative such as this be included for full analysis and comparison with other alternatives.

Please analyze the significance of the adverse impacts grazing has had upon fish and other aquatic organisms. The EIS should disclose the results of up-to-date monitoring and surveys of fish habitat and watershed conditions.  

Riparian studies should be undertaken and disclosed for all streams and wetlands. Please disclose in the EIS each stream encroachment of forest habitat into the riparian zones, overall percentage of stream bank damage/shear, degree of water table lowering due to livestock grazing, and estimate of stream widening and water level lowering. Are there streams that are now dry or ephemeral due to livestock grazing that were once perennial? Compared to natural levels, please disclose the fine and bedload sediment increases, levels of fecal coliform bacteria, stream bank stability and streamflow rates of the streams in the area. Please disclose the locations of seeps, springs, bogs and other sensitive wet areas, and the effects on these areas of livestock grazing.  

What are the impacts on water quality, temperature, stream channel morphology alone, and cumulatively with roads, natural and prescribed fire, logging and other management projects?  How have streamflow quantities changed—do you have baseline information on this?

The EIS’s action alternatives must achieve full compliance with the Clean Water Act and all state water quality laws and regulations. To do so, the FS must not take management actions that threaten to further degrade already diminished beneficial uses. The EIS must disclose how these beneficial uses have been impacted or degraded by past management actions.

The EIS must disclose that other projects such as logging, mineral exploration and development, etc. are ongoing and reasonably foreseeable in the analysis area, and fully analyze the cumulative impacts. Don’t forget the impacts of motorized off-road travel on all resources.

What has been the impact on predators because of these allotments?  How many predators have been killed by government agencies and permittees? Please disclose past expenses for predator control, and the potential taxpayer costs of doing further predator activities in the allotment.  Please disclose the agreements the FS has with Wildlife Services that would pertain to the analysis area.

Please disclose how much money the FS has received annually for each allotment since the present allotment management plans and permits were written. Please disclose how much has been spent by the FS each year in administering each allotment (please itemize these costs). 

The analysis should include all costs related to the implementation of management projects, including costs of preparing the analysis, all specialist support and consultation, costs associated with travel management and administration, road maintenance, weed control, costs of doing fencing, water, and other related improvements.

Because of the increasing scarcity of roadless land in the Northern Rockies, and the ever-increasing awareness of the importance that these areas have for the conservation of biological diversity, any impacts that would degrade the wilderness characteristics of roadless areas are unwise.  

Roadless area boundaries must be validated in the NEPA process. Under most criteria, roadless areas must generally include 5,000 acres or more. The definition of roadless areas also includes, however, all roadless areas “adjacent to National Park lands endorsed for Wilderness” and other roadless areas “adjacent to existing wilderness areas regardless of size.”

The best science states that a major focus of analyses such as this should be to find ways to connect and buffer adjacent or nearby roadless areas with other undeveloped land to assure species viability and ecosystem functioning is perpetuated.  The analysis should recognize and acknowledge the importance of the land in the project area in terms of the Conservation Biology concepts of core habitat, buffer zones, and connecting corridors at a landscape level.

Plants that cattle don't eat are more likely to survive, shifting the natural balance of grass, forbs and shrubs. This creates perfect conditions for many noxious weeds. The invasion and spread of noxious weeds by livestock is widely known. Many roads are open so that permittees can move livestock around, therefore the impacts of open roads on noxious weeds is a grazing problem as well. Please analyze the site-specific and cumulative impacts in these allotments.

Please disclose the results of effectiveness monitoring of noxious weed treatments that have occurred in the analysis area.

What new invaders are present and how will these be controlled when wandering livestock eat seed or carry it to new sites?  For existing weed sites, effective management would involve yearly follow-up and monitoring of each noxious weed site and closure of affected main roads to prevent vehicular spreading to even more areas.

Cows trample and eat young trees— examining new plantations in national forests provide graphic examples. What is the impact of grazing on the trees and plants of these allotment areas?  

Compaction by livestock likely slows seedling growth rates, creates stress for any plant that is stepped on, and may impact roots of larger trees as well. Compacted soils on slopes don't retain moisture as well, and this can cause more runoff than uncompacted slopes, and impact riparian areas that typically absorb the water.  Please analyze the effects of livestock on native plant diversity and soils.

The EIS should include analysis of the amount of detrimental soil conditions due to past activities.

What standards does the FS use in order to maintain the productivity of the soil?  

In order to restore and maintains soil productivity, the FS must design and implement management practices that maintain or improve soil quality. Protection of the soil resource should be emphasized and restoration practices should be implemented where necessary. Soil quality is maintained when erosion, compaction, displacement, rutting, burning, and loss of organic matter are minimized.

Soils analysis requires direct, on-the-ground surveys in areas affected by previous management activities.  Without taking this step, decisions resulting in any soil impacts will be made lacking the cumulative effects analysis that NEPA requires. 

An adequate cumulative effects analysis must also consider the cumulative effects of logging.  Cattle tend to graze in areas that have been disturbed by logging and road building. Cattle grazing adds cumulative impacts to roadsides, cutting units, temporary roads and skid trails.  New logging activities will change grazing patterns, which must be considered in cumulative effects analyses.

Soil productivity is also be impacted by motorized vehicle use, including 4-wheel drive vehicles, machines designed for off-road use (ORVs), and even snowmobiles, which have been shown to impact soils. Please evaluate cumulative detrimental soil disturbance from these factors.

Grazing alternatives would result in no significantly quicker recovery nor improved conditions.  The Skalkaho Grazing Allotment EA admits that this is the case:

Whether or not the amount of soil damage associated with this alternative will allow for recovery of riparian soil conditions is not certain.  We do not have research based soil recovery models available to evaluate the rate of soil recovery with similar stocking reductions and seasonal restrictions ...

(Skalkaho Grazing Allotment EA at IV-5)

The Skalkaho Grazing Allotment EA mentions that data gathering on a similar, nearby allotment shows that merely reducing the level of grazing has not resulted in less compacted soils in over five years.
We request a baseline, historic analysis of native plants. This is necessary to compare historic levels with current condition in a quantitative manner. There may be areas that have had natural exclusion that could be studied as a reference point. 

The EIS should analyze the degree to which livestock grazing has affected the succession of forested stands in the area, and thus will continue to cumulatively impact the vegetation and wildlife species.  From the abstract of Belsky and Blumental (1995):

Ponderosa pine and mixed-conifer forests of the western interior United States have changed structurally and compositionally since settlement of the West by EuroAmericans.  Many of these forests historically consisted of widely spaced trees underlain by dense grass swards; however, over the last 100 years they have developed into dense, often diseased, flammable thickets.  These changes, sometimes referred to as a decline in "forest health", have been attributed primarily to two factors: active suppression of low-intensity fires that formerly reduced tree recruitment, and selective logging of fire-tolerant and disease-resistant trees.  A third factor, livestock grazing, is seldom discussed, although it may be more important than the other factors.  Livestock alter forest dynamics (1) by reducing the biomass and density of understory grasses and herbs, which otherwise outcompete conifer seedlings and prevent dense tree recruitment, and (2) by reducing the abundance of fine fuels, which formerly carried low-intensity fires through forests.  Grazing by livestock have thereby contributed to increasingly dense forest thickets.  Exclosure studies have shown, in addition, that cattle and sheep alter ecosystem processes by reducing the cover of herbaceous plants and litter, disturbing and compacting soils, reducing water infiltration rates, and increasing soil erosion. 

Have there been any permittee violations of the grazing permits?  We would like to see a complete documentation of these violations and discussion of the action taken by the FS, in the EIS.  Such a discussion is fully within the scope of the analysis, since compliance with permit conditions is assumed in EIS impacts analyses.  

We request the FS adopt the Restoration Principles (DellaSala, et al., 2003) as a screen for proposed actions such as this one. We incorporate them by reference, into this scoping response letter.

Thank you for your attention to these concerns. It is our intention that you include in the record and 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 them. Please keep both organizations on your list to receive further mailings on the proposal. 

We conclude this comment letter 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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