									October 26, 2001





Northern Rockies Lynx Amendment


Jon Haber


Northern Region Headquarters


P.O. Box 7669


Missoula, MT 59807





Dear Mr. Haber:





These are comments from Friends of the Clearwater on the scoping notice to prepare an amendment to protect lynx across several national forests and BLM administrative units in the West.  In addition we incorporate the comments of Predator Conservation Alliance on this scoping notice.





The amendment is necessary to help recover lynx in the Wild Rockies.  However, it must be considerably strengthened from the proposed action.  Also, the identification of lynx habitat, via lynx analysis units (LAUs), must be broadened to include all areas used by lynx.  We discuss these issues in more detail below.





Lynx recovery may well be predicated on changing logging practices, keeping key areas free from motorized vehicles in summer and winter, and reducing the chances of accidental kill through changes in trapping regulations.  Logging on public lands has not produced the lynx habitat that many thought it would.  The extensive logging of the past few decades should have produced the abundance of snowshoe hare habitat, and consequently, snowshoe hares, making it an Eden for lynx.  It seems either the human disturbance in these areas, an unavoidable and necessary product of logging, more than offsets any potential gains in hare habitat or the assumption about logging helping lynx was just wrong.  The latter could well be the case as the few remaining lynx in the lower 48 are almost exclusively found in wild areas.  





Thus, we recommend that commercial logging be prohibited in the public lands containing lynx habitat. This would provide lynx refugia as well as protect denning habitat.  Most importantly, it would end precommercial thinning which is a crucial, short-term step to help lynx habitat.  Natural fire, it seems, is the best way to restore lynx and snowshoe hare habitat





Backcountry trails in lynx habitat should be closed to motorized vehicles.  Road densities should be reduced to levels compatible for lynx survival..  Of utmost importance is closing areas to winter snowmobile use.  That use is unregulated expanding on public lands, particularly in the Nez Perce and Clearwater National Forests which currently do not have travel plans.  With the exception of some ungulate winter ranges (which are probably not good lynx habitat) and designated Wilderness, no areas are closed to snowmobiles on those forests.  Lynx habitat should be closed to snowmobiles.





Key linkage zones need to be identified and protected.  These areas may not be typical lynx habitat, but they need protection nonetheless.  Isolation and habitat fragmentation is a key factor in the decline of lynx.





Livestock grazing presents particular problems for lynx.  They remove cover vegetation and forage that could be used by lynx prey.  Livestock grazing allotments should be closed in lynx habitat.





Historic trapping is a major factor in lynx decline in Idaho and almost certainly in Montana.  Reduction of accidental lynx mortality should be undertaken. In Idaho’s Canada Lynx: Pieces of the Puzzle (Lewis and Wenger 1998), it notes that even with recent declines, trapping, “remains a problem” because “populations [of lynx] are so critically low.”  The federal agencies need to work with state wildlife agencies to eliminate accidental deaths through measures that end trapping in lynx habitat.





There must be a baseline of consistent protective measures for lynx across their range.  The omission of national forests and/or BLM administrative units currently undergoing plan revision is a problem that must be corrected.  





The lynx habitat mapping direction (8/22/00) provides inappropriately narrow standards for identifying lynx habitat.  This is especially true in areas that have moist forests like North Idaho.  The LCAS partially corrects this problem by making recommendations that lower elevations (3,500 to 4,000 feet) in red cedar/hemlock type be used for the Idaho Panhandle National Forests, but inadvertently omits the Clearwater and Nez Perce National Forests which both contain significant cedar/hemlock habitat.





Furthermore, some of the most persistent sightings and confirmed records for lynx in North and North Central Idaho include elevation below 4,000 feet.  While occurrence records may not necessarily indicate habitat (lynx habitat mapping direction, 8/22/00), it is unwise to eliminate those areas from protective standards.  Furthermore, what we think we may know about lynx habitat could be wrong.  If lynx are occurring in areas outside of what we think of as habitat, then we had better change our definition of habitat.





A few site-specific examples illustrate these concerns.  They are detailed below.





1- Habitat and vegetation types of the Clearwater, Nez Perce and Bitterroot (Clearwater River drainage portions of the latter two) National Forests and BLM administered land in the area are more like those of the Idaho Panhandle, Kootenai, Flathead, and northern Lolo National Forests than they are like those of the Forests and BLM Districts to the south.  What the LCAS refers to as boreal type cedar hemlock habitat in the Idaho Panhandle National Forests also exists on the Clearwater and Nez Perce National Forests. 





The cedar-hemlock-white pine type exists over 70% of the Clearwater National Forest, making it the most extensive type on that national forest (USDA Forest Service 1987a).  The Forest Service considers the St. Joe National Forest habitat types the same as those from the adjacent Clearwater (USDA 1996).  For example, those two forests share remarkable wildlands like the proposed Mallard-Larkins Wilderness.  The more moist western red cedar series has its southern extent in the Nez Perce National Forest (USDA 1987b).  Recent research shows the Clearwater Basin to be the best in the Rocky Mountains (Canada and the US) for carnivores, which are used as focal or umbrella species for all wildlife because of their sensitivity to humans  (Carroll et al. 2000).





A dramatic example of this disconnect is that the Palouse Ranger District (managed by the Clearwater National Forest but part of the St. Joe National Forest) has no lynx habitat, according to the habitat maps provided at the public meetings.  Yet, right over the border on the part of the St. Joe National Forest managed by the Idaho Panhandle National Forests, these is lynx habitat. The Palouse Ranger District contains stands of hemlock (both species) and western red cedar and receives considerable snowfall.  In fact, areas like the former giant white pine (recently cut down by the Forest Service), and North/South are popular for winter recreation because of the deep snow. 





Furthermore, it is instructive to note a lynx and her kittens which were killed were found in 1991 on the Palouse Ranger District, were most likely at an elevation below 4,000 feet (near Bovill).





Another example is the difference between lynx habitat on the St. Joe National Forest and the Clearwater around Mallard-Larkins.  On one side of the Little North Fork Clearwater, it is lynx habitat, on the other side, it is not.  What is ironic, is the north facing slope which retains snow longer is not lynx habitat because it is on the Clearwater National Forest.





In fact, the entire North Fork, the Lochsa, and parts of the Selway on the Nez Perce National Forest as well contain extensive areas of cedar/hemlock forest types and much of it receives considerable snowfall in the winter.  Excluding these areas as lynx habitat makes no sense.  





The Forest Service’s own document, The Scientific Basis for Conserving Forest Carnivores, American Marten Fisher, Lynx, and Wolverine in the Western United States (GTR R-254, Ruggiero et al. 1994) includes a map from Demarchi that has a much better definition of the ecoprovinces in Idaho than the imprecise written description in the 8/22/00 memo used to identify lynx habitat.  On that map (page 168), the entire Clearwater Basin in public land ownership (St. Joe, Clearwater, and Nez Perce National Forests and some BLM administered land) is within the Shining Mountains ecoprovince, which also includes all of the Idaho Panhandle National Forests, the northern portion of the Lolo National Forest and all of the Kootenai and Flathead National Forests.  This ecoprovince also extends well into Canada.





The vegetation bears this out.  Cedar-hemlock types are not found in the Salmon River drainage but are found within the Clearwater.  There are numerous coastal disjunct species found within the Clearwater River drainage on both the Clearwater and Nez Perce National Forests (see Lichthardt and Moseley 1994).  Thus, there is a clear habitat division between the Clearwater and Salmon River drainages.





2- Lynx have been found in areas under 4,000 feet in elevation in the Clearwater Basin (and even 3,500 feet).  In a FOIA obtained from the Nez Perce National Forest, Friends of the Clearwater discovered that a District Ranger on the Nez Perce National Forest had observed a lynx at 3,100 feet in elevation near Harpster at the confluence of Little Lightning and Lightning Creeks.  The dead female lynx and kittens found near Bovill on the Palouse Ranger District, though no elevation is given, were almost certainly below 4,000 feet in elevation and likely below 3,500 feet.  In the past 15 years, of the three confirmed lynx reports (dead lynx) from the Idaho Fish and Game’s Clearwater region, two, including the one cited above on the Palouse Ranger District, were likely below 4,000 feet  (draft report, Canada Lynx in Idaho: Past, Present and Future, 1998?, Terra-Burns, author).  The other likely low elevation was near Moose Creek Ranger Station in the Selway-Bitterroot Wilderness.  That ranger station is approximately 2,300 feet in elevation.





3- The draft LAU maps miss areas that appear to be lynx habitat.  For example, the high country between Mex Mt. and Fish Butte is all above 4,000 feet in elevation (Clearwater National Forest).  The lynx habitat map on the Nez Perce National forest just south of the Middle Fork Clearwater appear to be based upon arbitrary center points, beyond which there is no lynx habitat identified.  Such unnatural looking circles on the map don’t reflect on the ground realities.





4- A better map and definition of lynx habitat, at least in the interim, is figure 8.19 referenced in the memo of 8/22/00 concerning lynx habitat mapping (page 247, McKelvey in Ruggerio, et al. 2000).  That figure is based upon Kuchler’s Rocky Mountain Conifer cover-type and includes 83% of the lynx occurrences in the western Untied States.  Such an approach would better ensure that lynx and their habitat would be protected.





Summary





It behooves the agencies involved to be very conservative because lynx are rarer and more imperiled in the lower 48 than are grizzlies.  Thus, all habitat should be protected, not just areas above 4,000 feet in elevation, incidental trapping mortality should be eliminated, snowmobiles and ORVs kept out of lynx habitat, and logging and other negative vegetation practices eliminated in lynx range.





Sincerely,








Gary Macfarlane
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