July 30, 2003

Mike Borysewicz

Sullivan Lake Ranger District

12641 Sullivan Lake Road

Metaline Falls, WA 99153

Dear Mr. Borysewicz,

On behalf of Defenders of Wildlife, National Forest Protection Alliance, The Ecology Center, Selkirk Conservation Alliance, Kettle Range Conservation Group, Wildlands CPR, Natural Trails and Waters Coalition, The Lands Council is submitting the following comments and recommendations to the Winter Recreation Project.  We thank the agency for the opportunity to give input to the development of the new Winter Recreation Strategy that is the basis of the Winter Recreation Project. Any NEPA action resulting from the Strategy must take the precautionary principle approach for the protection and security of all threatened and endangered species. 

The Winter Recreation Strategy that has been recently developed by your Ranger District was a long process and long over due. With the amount of time, effort and resources allocated to this Strategy, it is astounding that this project does not propose to close more roads for wildlife security and protection.

Impacts on wildlife by motorized and non-motorized recreation has been studied and documented. We ask that you refer to the attached literature reference list during the development of the proposed action in the EA. 

Roads have a profound impact upon the distribution and 

behavior of wildlife populations. The greatest impacts can

be viewed as either; those which increase human access, or

those which act as barriers to wildlife movement (Craighead, 2002). The building of roads and providing of increased human access to wildlife habitats has been

identified as having negative effects on many species

(Mattson and Knight, 1991; 

McLellan and Shackleton, 1988; Mace and Manley, 1987), such

as habitat loss, which has placed many wildlife species

under threatened or endangered status. Most of the loss

of habitat is due to direct  removal of important habitat;

primarily old growth and other late seral stages of

vegetation.  

In the short term, restricted movements can have negative impacts on populations and ecosystem functions. In the long term, restricted movements can reduce gene flow and have negative impacts on metapopulations and species.  As the number of forest roads increases and subsequent traffic increases on major highways, the threat of poaching and collisions also increases (USFWS, 1994).  A single accident along an icy winter road where caribou have gathered to  feed on salt could wipe out a significant part of the 

remaining herd (USFWS, 1994).

Roads add to increased human motorized access throughout the year leading to habitat fragmentation of smaller and more isolated animal populations. Smaller populations are then more vulnerable to local extinction due to periodic extreme events (e.g.fires, disease, etc.) (Shaffer 1978, 1981; Gilpin and Soule 1986), and they are more susceptible to the negative effects of inbreeding depression.

Snowmobile use causes harm to wildlife, vegetation and soils.  Because of their high noise levels and extreme speed, snowmobiles harass wildlife, causing increased metabolic rates and stress responses. Snowmobile use can also cause disruption in movement patterns, making it more difficult to locate reliable food sources.  These impacts are best understood and documented for ungulates (Cain, et al. in press, Greer 1979, Moen, et al. 1982, Parker, et al. 1984, Severinghaus and Tullar 1975); nevertheless, many other wildlife species suffer the same sorts of direct impacts from exposure to and harassment by snowmobiles. Accumulation of snowmobile exposures over the course of a winter or several seasons can result in significant long-term wildlife displacement and expanded home ranges, increasing winter stresses and energy expenditures.  In many winter areas, wildlife has very limited suitable habitat available.  As a consequence, wildlife often suffer increased winter mortality in areas where snowmobiles are used, even in low intensities (Berwick 1968, Bury 1978, DeMarchi 1975, Dorrance, et al. 1975, Neumann and Merriam 1972). 

In winter, snowmobile and other ORV use can cause significant damage to exposed and unexposed vegetation.  Abrasion and breakage of seedlings, shrubs, and other exposed vegetation is common (Neumann and Merriam 1972, Rongstad 1980, Ryerson, et al. 1977).  Similarly, shallow roots and rhizomes can be crushed or otherwise damaged.  Especially on steeper slopes, and particularly when snow levels are low, snowmobile use can lead to considerable soil erosion.  Increased sedimentation and turbidity, for instance, can occur both in the immediate area and throughout the watershed (Aasheim 1980).  Repeated snowmobile use can lead to changes in plant density and species composition and set back seral stages (Aasheim 1980, Wanek and Schumacher 1975), and the associated loss of vegetative cover generally leads to increased soil erosion (Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks 1993). 

Snowmobile-induced snow compaction is implicated in numerous, often over looked environmental impacts.  For instance, snow compaction can cause considerable below-surface vegetation damage (Neumann and Merriam 1972).  Significant reductions in soil temperatures may also result from snow compaction (Aasheim 1980, Rongstad 1980), retarding both soil microbial activity and seed germination (Keddy, et al. 1979), and these impacts may be exacerbated by compaction of the underlying soil layers.  

Snow compaction by snowmobiles also increases the mobility of terrestrial predators such as coyotes, bobcat, and red fox (Neumann and Merriam 1972).  In recent years biologist tracking mountain caribou have documented the increase of lion predation the endangered mountain caribou. Finally, because most of the snow compaction occurs on the first snowmobile pass, even minimal use of any area can cause considerable damage (Aasheim 1980; Gabrielson and Smith 1995; Keddy, et al. 1979).  Snow compaction often retards melting of snow, altering vegetative phenology, besides leading to muddy trails and roads, which are then highly susceptible to significant damage and enlargement.  For the same reason, snow compaction can lead to altered melting and discharge regimes, further increasing soil erosion (Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks 1993).  Smith (1996) recently summarized snowmobile impacts.

Management Areas 4 and 9

MA 4- the management goals for Research Natural Areas (RNA) is to “provide opportunities for research in ecosystems influenced only by natural processes” (Forest Plan, pg. 4-89). Off road vehicles are prohibited in RNAs. Bunchgrass Meadow RNA is a popular, illegal play area for snowmobilers, but use continues unabated due to lack of enforcement by the Forest Service.  Continual use of this non-motorized use area by snowmobilers is greatly influenced by the very accessible open Forest Services roads, FS 1935 and 1935050. 

MA-9- the management in any wilderness area, in this case the Salmo-Priest Wilderness Area, is to “feature naturalness, opportunities for solitude, challenge, and inspiration, and within these constraints to provide for recreational, scenic, scientific, education, and historical uses. In carrying out this goal, a non-degradation policy of management will be followed” (Forest Plan pg. 4-119).

According to Tim Layser from Priest River Ranger District, some years ago he observed snowmobile tracks within the Roundtop RNA which is in the Salmo-Priest Wilderness Area. Access to this area is along Pass Creek Pass. Action should be taken to visibly sign the Wilderness Area boundary.

Woodland Caribou

Caribou Recovery Plan has identified and mapped four Caribou Management Units (CMU) on the Colville National Forest. All four are on the east side of Pend Oreille River near the Idaho border. CMUs were designated for the protection and security of core woodland caribou habitat and to ensure a successful recovery of the highly endangered mountain caribou. The Forest Plans for both the Colville and Idaho Panhandle National Forests have been amended specifically for woodland caribou management. 

Caribou’s number one limiting factor is the amount of secure early winter habitat. Early winter caribou habitat is characterized by large mature and old growth subalpine fir/Engelmann spruce and western hemlock/ western red cedar forests. 

Besides loss of old growth forests and habitat fragmentation, caribou and their habitat in both British Columbia and the United States are being seriously threatened by growing motorized recreation pressure, which is decreasing habitat effectiveness for caribou (USFWS, 2001; Horejsi, 2002).  Much of the late winter caribou habitat is being increasingly impacted by snowmobile. This constitutes a direct threat to caribou and their habitat by displacing caribou from important habitats or precluding their use of such habitat (USFWS, 2001).  As snowmobile technology improves, snowmobiles are becoming increasingly sophisticated and more powerful, allowing riders to venture further from groomed trails and into previously inaccessible caribou habitat (USFWS, 2001).  The number of snowmobiles in use is growing exponentially (USFWS, 2001). Caribou in late winter habitat are highly visible and susceptible to disturbance.  Their limited nutritional intake in the winter, combined with potential disturbance, can place significant stress on them (USFWS, 2001). In fact, “radio telemetry data have shown that caribou do not use highly suitable habitat when intensive snowmobiling activity occurs in high elevation areas” (Armleder et al., 2000). 

In a recent preliminary study in British Columbia, Kinley (2003) found that a general downward trend from 1998 to 2002 in caribou herd numbers is occurring in six of eight herds studied. All eight herds overlapped with snowmobile areas. The other two herds showed no net decrease in numbers since they had the least amount of area overlap with snowmobile areas. As a result of the snowmobile and winter habitat overlap, Kinely concluded that there is “strong evidence at the scale of local populations that caribou generally shifted away from areas of snowmobile use, particularly where snowmobile use covered extensive portions of the local populations range.” (Kinely, 2003). The report is attached for your review and record.

Canadian lynx

The Winter Recreation Strategy identifies the southern end of the designated snowmobile route on the west side of Pend Oreille River along County Road 2705 and Forest Road 1710 in the Cedar Creek/Deer Mountain area to be frequently used. Snowmobilers have renewed interest to make this route to be a groomed trail, however the Lynx Conservation Strategy does not allow for any new over-the- snow routes within a Lynx Analysis Area.  Does a lynx conservation area exist in this part?

Closed road system Forest Road 1934024 along the Onata Creek Drainage is a major snowplay area for snowmobilers. It is also a potential day bedding or den site area with patches of mature and old growth forest interspersed with clear cuts that are being utilized by the snowmobilers (USFS pg. 26). In order to protect the lynx’s denning area, enforcement of the closed road needs to be a priority.

Grizzly Bear

Colville National Forest jointly manages three Grizzly Bear Management Units (BMU) with the Idaho Panhandle National Forest. The Salmo-Priest BMU, LeClerc BMU, and the Kalispel-Granite BMUS total acres. 

In reviewing the Winter Recreation Project and the Amended Biological Opinion for the Continued Implementation of the Colville National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan, it is evident that the proposal to impose a Forest Closure on only two Forest Service roads in a huge area which already exceeds the open and closed road density standards for grizzly bear security, will not protect or result in recovery of the tiny Selkirk grizzly populations which (according to the USFWS) are barely stable in the Selkirks.  This population has been determined by the USFWS to be “warranted” for uplisting to Endangered status.  Their long term survival is threatened due to the high mortality rate, lack of adequate secure “core” area and high densities of OPEN and TOTAL roads in the Recovery Area. 

The grizzly bear Recovery Plan states that roads pose the most imminent threat to grizzly bear habitat today and strongly recommends that road management be given the strongest priority within all recovery zones (Service, 1993). The Winter Recreation Project falls within several BMUs. The 1993 Recovery Plan identifies the following impacts of open roads on grizzly bears include:

1. increased habituation to human activities along roads by some bears, thereby increasing the mortality risk;

2. alienation of bears from habitats in association with roads because of avoidance of human activities, thereby decreasing habitat effectiveness; and

3. Increased direct mortality due to human use of roads and the visual access provided by roadways through the forest. Within the past year two grizzly bears in the Selkirk population have been shot dead.  

Mace et al. (1996) found that the spatial avoidance increases and survival decreases as traffic levels and road density increases. Therefor it is vital to address total road densities and provide sufficient unroaded core habitat encompassing key components need by grizzly bears as well. We recommend that more roads are proposed for closure, as outlined at the end of our comments.  

The Proposed Action is not based on the best available science. If it were, then more roads would be proposed for a Forest Closure. 

Furthermore, we ask that in the upcoming EA or EIS that:  

1. The project provides enough security to ensure recovery or the long-term viability of the Selkirk grizzly bear populations.  

      2. We highly recommend that the proposed road closures seek to high core, open and closed road standards that are achievable, such as Amendment 19 on the Flathead National Forest; 19-19-68, with 250 grizzly bears. Granted the landscape area is much larger and encompasses a National Park (which is already a secured area for protection), but these high standards are essential for the recovery and viability of the Selkirk grizzly population. 


Scientific evidence indicates that in order to survive, grizzly bears require larger areas of secure core habitat that are permanent and cannot be shifted and that even lower densities of open and closed roads cause them to avoid preferred habitat

In fact, the only substantial grizzly bear populations in the lower 48 (n >200) are associated with large blocks (> 6000 mi. sq.) of permanent, unshifting core reserves in Wilderness and National Park status. The Cabinet-Yaak and Selkirk populations occur at densities approximately 25% of other populations in similar habitat productivity, the most reasonable explanation being the absence of large permanent core areas and high road densities.

3. The Forest Service analyzes the "Increased Security Alternative". It is the responsibility of the Forest Service under NEPA to explore all reasonable alternatives. It is reasonable to work towards 72% core, 17% OMRD, 14% TMRD in BMUs with federal road jurisdiction that would facilitate these standards. 

Mace and Manley conclude in their research of grizzlies in the South Fork of the Flathead River that unless a road has completely revegetated, managers should assume that some level of human use is occurring along closed roads, and grizzly bears will respond to that use (Mace and Manley 1993).

4.  Limit the allowable level of Forest Service and contractor traffic on roads closed for grizzly bear security. 

5.  The proposed project needs to outline a monitoring and enforcement plan. In Montana, Dood et al. (1985) found that 32% of all hunting mortality and 48% of all non-hunting mortality of grizzlies occurred within one mile of a road. History shows us that whether or not wildlife and land managers have known general principles of road impacts, they have not been effectively applied in land management decisions, and indeed, the addressal of these issues has been forced upon agencies by citizen interest groups (Hammer 1986, 1988, 1990, Flathead National Forest 1995, USDA Forest Service 1973). 

Selkirk Trailblazers Poker Fun Run:

We are concerned about the impact on wildlife from this annual event.  It appears that each year this event has seen a greater numbers of snowmobilers.  The event has become more popular, from a turnout of 100,175, 200 racers in 2001, 2002, and 2003 respectively. 

In years past The Lands Council and Kettle Range Conservation Groups have provided comments on the annual special use permit for this event. In our comments we have asked the Forest Service to “conduct the necessary assessments and evaluations to determine the impact of this activity on the environment and the wildlife” (TLC Nov. 15, 2002).  A feeble Biological Evaluation was done. 

In a letter from District Ranger Fred Gonzalez dated August 9, 2001, responding to comments he received for the 2001  Poker Fun Run scoping period, he states that “a District Winter Recreation Plan will be developed over the next year,” and “a decision of whether of not to reissue permits for future winter recreation events will need to be consistent with this Plan (District Winter Recreation Plan),” and “I anticipate making a decision on a multi-year proposal within the year.” 

We believe that the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), 42 U.S.C. Section 4321, et seq., requires the Forest Service to prepare an EA on the potential impacts this “Poker Run” could have on the environment and wildlife.  NEPA requires that all agencies of the federal government,


“study, develop, and describe appropriate alternatives

to recommended courses of action in any proposal which involves unresolved conflicts concerning alternative uses of available resources.”

We believe that the FS has violated NEPA by failing to conduct an EA to study or develop appropriate alternatives to the action of granting a permit for the “Poker Run” for a third year in a row.  As previously stated, we believe this activity has an impact on the environment and wildlife in the region.

We encourage the agency to follow the lead of one of its Deputy Chiefs by shaping our ORV policies to reflect not only the increasing pressures on vegetation and wildlife, but also the interest of most of National Forest users, many of whom are being physically displaced by excessive engine noise.

We ask that in the subsequent EA for the Winter Recreation Project the annual Selkirk Trailblazer Poker Fun Run be fully analyzed under NEPA and that alternative existing snowmobile routes that do not bisect a Caribou Management Unit or a Lynx Analysis Area be looked at. One such area would be the areas west of Sullivan Lake Ranger district near Hank’s Butte (FR 3140) that is already heavily used by the Selkirk Trailblazers. 

Questions:
Is lower half of FS Road 2212 included in the proposed road closure? This section extends from 2212 and 242 junction to 2212 21220 junction.

According to the Winter Recreation Strategy and the 1992 Colville National Forest map, FS Roads 2200500 and 22122200 are already marked as gated and closed. Why are these two roads then being proposed for a Forest Closure Order?

What is the open road density within the Molybdenite Caribou Management Unit?

What is the open road density within the Crowell Caribou Management Unit?

What is the open road density within the Thunder-Hall Caribou Management Unit?

What is the open road density within the Salmo Caribou Management Unit?

What is the open road density within the LeClerc BMU?

What is the open road density within the Salmo-Priest BMU?

What is the open road density within the Kalispel-Granite BMU?

Is there a current Forest Travel Management Implementation Schedule for 2003 and 2004, according to the Forest Plan (pg. 4-106)?

With increasing human development, however, wildlife habitat in the region is becoming ever more fragmented. Projections are for this trend of habitat fragmentation to continue and accelerate, as the U.S. northern Rockies is one of the fastest growing regions in the country in terms of human population (USDA Forest Service 1996). Similar trends are occurring in Canada, particularly in the southernmost parts of Alberta and British Columbia near the U.S. border. To maintain biodiversity and ecosystem functions in both the short and long term it is necessary to maintain habitat connectivity so that individual animals can move across the landscape. 

Road closures by the Forest Service to prevent motorized access have proven to be very ineffective. On Colville National Forest, the Forest Service found that actual use exceeded by 444% an already too lenient standard allowing up two vehicles per week. 85% of the entries were unauthorized (USDA Forest Service 1992).  How will this project ensure road closure effectiveness?

Hence, we ask that the upcoming Environmental Assessment

for this NEPA project include the proposed road closures

for woodland caribou, grizzly bear and Canadian lynx

habitat security from September 1 to April 15th:

1. Close Forest Service Road 2220270 on Salmo Peak, which straddles the Salmo-Priest Wilderness Area. The area within the horseshoe shaped Wilderness Area should be managed as a de facto buffer zone around the wilderness area;

2. Close upper end of Forest Service Road 2200 from the junction of FS Road 2200300. The area within the horseshoe shaped Wilderness Area should be managed as a de facto buffer zone around the wilderness area;

3. Close lower Forest Service Road 2212200 at the junction of 2212245 to prevent snowmobiles from reaching 22122200 and FS 245 up into Salmo Priest Wilderness Area;

4. Close Pass Creek Pass;

5. Impose a Forest Closure on Forest Road 1934024 along the Onata Creek Drainage.

We also ask that an enforcement and monitoring plan be

developed during the development of the Winter Recreation

Project proposal. As stated in the Winter Recreation Plan

and in the annual Monitoring Reports for the Colville

National Forests,intrusions into non-motorized areas and

behind closed roads are reoccurring and Continuous. The

Winter Recreation Strategy identifies 16 different closed

road areas on non-motorized use areas that have been

ineffective in restricting motorized use.  Forest Road

1935024 which accesses the Onata Creek Drainage “is the

only closed road system that receives consistent use”  as a

snowmobile play area(p. 20). Signage as well as,dispersed

recreation management has proven ineffective at excluding

illegal use in these areas. 

A plan and funding for the plan is essential if the Forest Service is going to be effective in protecting and securing core wildlife habitat. 

We ask that a full analysis be done on the impacts of winter recreation on woodland caribou, grizzly bear and Canadian lynx.

As a Recreation Travel Strategy is under way in the Newport Ranger District, we ask that the Colville National Forest immediately take action to be compliant with Executive Order 11644 and Executive Order 11989 by adopting a “closed unless marked open” policy and all trails designated for OHV use must be clearly marked. These Executive Orders address the use of ORVs on public lands and require the establishment of policies and procedures to monitor and control ORV use in order to protect resources, promote safety among users and minimize user conflicts. A public education campaign must be developed to inform users of this policy, underscoring the fact that if an area is not marked as open, OHV use is illegal, and the law will be enforced. We ask that you refer to the publication, Out of Bounds! produced by Kettle Range Conservation Group and sent to all Ranger Districts on the Okanogan and Colville National Forests (Heflick, 2002) which we incorporate here by reference.

We ask that the Colville National Forest update the existing situation ROS Map in the Forest Database or GIS which is required every five years under Colville National Forest’s LRMP, yet has never been updated since the original map was produced in the 80’s. This will provide additional information that will be useful in developing the proposed action.

Please add the our names and addresses to the Winter Recreation Project mailing list. We look forward to seeing the upcoming NEPA document with hopes that more road closures and Forest Closure Orders are proposed.

Sincerely

Rein Attemann

Forest Watch/Selkirk Project Coordinator

The Lands Council

423 W. First Ave Suite 240

Spokane WA 99201

Mike Petersen

President, National Forest Protection Alliance

423 W. First Ave Suite 240

Spokane WA 99201

Jeff Juel 

The Ecology Center

801 Sherwood St. Suite  B

Missoula, MT 59802

Martin Smith

Alex Robin

Defenders of Wildlife

1130 17th Avenue NW

Washington DC, 20036-4604

Lisa Philipps

Grassroots Coordinator

Natural Trails and Waters Coalition

406-543-9551

PO Box 7516,Missoula, MT 59807

Bethanie Walder

Wildlands CPR

P.O. Box 7516

Missoula, MT 59807

David Heflick

Kettle Range Conservation Group

PO Box 150

Republic, WA 99166

Mark Sprengel

Selkirk Conservation Alliance

PO 1809

Priest River, Idaho 83856
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