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4/12/02

Forest Supervisor, Bighorn National Forest

2013 Eastside 2nd Street

Sheridan, WY 82801

Dear Mr. Bass:

These are comments on the proposed forest plan amendment to update and change the list of Management Indicator Species and the associated monitoring practices used by the Bighorn National Forest.  These comments are on behalf of the Alliance for the Wild Rockies and the Ecology Center.  Thanks for reviewing our comments.

Significant Issues

We believe that you appropriately identified one of the significant issues of this proposal; consistency with 36 CFR § 219.19.  We have not had a chance to read the recommendations of the Forest Plan Terrestrial MIS review and we will examine it prior to commenting on the EA for this process.  Nonetheless, we know that any amendment to the current list of terrestrial MIS species must be in compliance with the NFMA.  The NFMA describes the characteristics of species that will require monitoring, 

These species shall be selected because their population changes are believed to indicate the effects of management activities.  In the selection of management indicator species, the following categories shall be represented where appropriate: Endangered and threatened plant and animal species identified on State and Federal lists for the planning area; species with special habitat needs that may be influenced significantly by planned management programs; species commonly hunted, fished, or trapped; non-game species of special interest; and additional plant or animal species selected because their population changes are believed to indicate the effects of management activities on other species of selected major biological communities or on water quality.

The NFMA does not discuss selection and monitoring of MIS species based on economic convenience.  The bottom line is to select a list of MIS species to monitor that will provide meaningful feedback on the effects of the Bighorn’s management activities such as logging, road building, fire suppression, recreation, issuance of permits, and any restoration activities such as road obliteration or watershed restoration.  Therefore, we disagree that economics should be considered a significant issue to the extent it may prohibit compliance with the NFMA.  

Soil Invertebrates  

As you reevaluate and amend the list of terrestrial species we ask you to consider the following recommendations from the Fall 2001 issue of Conservation Biology in Practice.   

We often select habitat-specific plants, large vertebrates, and to- predators as indicator species to judge the well-being of ecosystems.  But sometimes a bottom-up approach using insects may be easier, cheaper, and more effective.  


Soil arthropods can provide a remarkable view into one of the least known ecosystems-the one beneath our feet.  Dr. Andrew Moldenke of Oregon State University is looking at the potential for using arthropods as “biological probes.” 

In natural forest communities there are more than 200 species of arthropod per square yard of soil, and usually more than 200,000 individuals.  However, in forest land converted to row-crop agriculture in Oregon, the soil supports only a few dozen species-if you are lucky-and less than 30,000 individuals.

Simple soil surveys of soil invertebrate numbers and diversity can provide a rough estimate of soil quality.  You do not have to be or hire a trained entomologist to do this type of work.  With something as simple as a margarine container filled with soapy liquid, you can capture crawling insects, or you can filter insects from leaf litter with an invertebrate funnel, a jar of alcohol, and a lamp.  

Even for whole forest stands, monitoring can be as simple as shaking out insects from samples of leaves.  With such methods, you can get a pretty good idea of the health of the soil and plants of interest-as well as counts of any “pests,” natural enemies of the pests, and introduced biocontrol agents.  Likewise, you can test how different treatments or land practices are affecting a system.

For the trained expert, arthropod surveys can be better predictors of soil quality that standard chemical tests, which do not reflect important factors such as compaction and nutrient cycling.  For example, soil arthropods can reveal history cryptic to the human eye.  Moldenke has found that on Oregon sites clearcut 40 years ago, soil invertebrate populations reveal which areas were burned for site preparation and which were not-despite the fact that the two areas appear identical.  Burned sites bear a legacy of reduced arthropod abundance and diversity for many decades, giving us a hint of potential future uses for these “biological probes.”  

We do not know enough about arthropods to suggest that the Bighorn should use them as an MIS species.  However this article and Dr. Moldenke’s work provide an interesting avenue for the bighorn to look into.  As nearly all management activities impact soils, it certainly makes sense to make sure that there is an MIS species listed to monitor the impact of management on soils.  For more information on Dr. Moldenke or his research go to www.orst.edu/dept/entomology/moldenka.   

We have included this article from Conservation Biology in Practice for your reference.  Please keep AWR and the Ecology Center on the mailing list for this amendment.

Sincerely,

Ryan Shaffer


Jeff Juel
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