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Roosevelt, UT  84066





Dear Mr. Pindel,





I am writing on behalf of the Ecology Center in response to your September 14, 2000 scoping letter concerning removal of encroaching pinion and juniper known as the Nutters Ridge Openings, in the Roosevelt Ranger District.  We have some concerns we wish to enter into public comment.





First, I am deeply concerned that this action is proposed in order to increase forage space for livestock.  Livestock grazing has caused a tremendous amount of damage on public lands for the benefit of a handful of ranchers who profit off public lands at the expense of both taxpayers and biological integrity.  We have specific comments regarding your analysis, and recommend steps you should be taking in considering allowing grazing to continue on this allotment.  Considering that the purpose of the action is to increase forage for livestock and big game species any decision made should justify not only the removal of pinion and juniper but future grazing in this area as well.   





If, in the nineteenth century people could foresee the present damage done by livestock grazing to the ecosystems in the western U.S., they would have considered the idea of running livestock reckless and radical.  No rational person would have considered it a good thing that the vast majority of riparian areas in the West would be heavily trampled, the fisheries habitat all but ruined, and the water polluted by excessive sedimentation and livestock waste. 





Given the large-scale and undeniable damage to ecosystems that the livestock blight has caused here in the western U.S., we are opposed to continuing this reckless and radical practice on public lands. That the public pays for these devastating activities in the form of subsidies for welfare ranchers is a symptom of government intransigence. Please disclose in the analysis data that show how the assumptions in the Forest Plan relate to actual conditions on the ground.  These assumptions include the number of animals which can be grazed on a sustainable basis, as well as suitability for grazing at all.  Please include a No Action alternative in the Environmental Assessment that discourages further subsidies, such as when public agencies use taxpayer dollars to create forage for the benefit of a few ranchers. 





Livestock grazing changes the long-term composition and abundance of vegetation and encourages the encroachment and establishment of noxious weeds on public lands.  Livestock alter forest dynamics (1) by reducing the biomass and density of understory grasses and herbs, which otherwise out-compete 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 most likely contributed to increasingly dense forest thickets, such as is the situation now in the Nutters Ridge Openings.  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. 


	


Second, what is the expected effect of the pinion/juniper removals (in conjunction with future livestock grazing) on  plant distribution, quantity, and  biodiversity?  Another significant impact associated with livestock, is that they may contribute to the spread of noxious weeds by transmitting seeds, selective foraging upon other species, and disturbance to the soil and the vegetative community by creating openings into which weeds may spread.  Regarding Canada thistle, livestock have been found to contribute to its spread via creating openings and facilitating propagation (Bock and Bock 1995).  Please address this critical issue.  Noxious weeds are one of the greatest threats we are currently dealing, with, especially when we are considering how they can severely impact native vegetation.  A through analysis of the current population of noxious weeds should be conducted, as well as how these proposed actions will effect these weed populations.   There should also be some proposed actions as to how to deal with these infestations. 





Are there any surveys that show the existence of sensitive plants, such as shale columbine, tufted  cryptanth, Unterman daisy, and/or low hymenoxys?  If no surveys have been done, how do you know whether or not you are negatively affecting these species of plant?  If the surveys exist, how do you intend to prevent or mitigate harm to the species?  We would like to see a copy of this survey.    





Third, I am concerned that both the bulldozer/back-hoe use in conjunction with the act of logging itself will have a detrimental effect upon the proposed action area.  These machines compact the soil, trample tree and plant seedlings, and increase soil sedimentation.  Logging operations can have many other negative effects, such as loss of nutrients in the soil, opening access for non-native species inhabitation, and ground disturbance by logging equipment.  Are there any alternatives to using bulldozers and other similar equipment?





Do you plan to use any methods to mitigate or prevent increased erosion in the proposed action area as a result of the use of logging machinery and the removal of pinion and juniper from the action area?  A serious evaluation should also be made of the cumulative impact to the soilÕs A-horizon in the analysis area including how long it will take before those soils will sustain the life and processes that existed before they endured logging activities.  This needs to be fully disclosed in your decision document for this proposed sale.  Disclose the areas of unstable and highly erosive soils which would result in mass movement and erosion.   Include maps that show all land and soil types in the NEPA document.  Analyze how much soil compaction and surface erosion has occurred in the proposal area because of past actions and what the likely increases will be for the alternatives proposed.   





An issue arises that you donÕt know (because you havenÕt monitored) how much detrimental soil conditions exist because of past activities in this area, and thus you could easily exceed the thresholds specified in the Forest Service Manual.  Mechanical timber removal has often resulted in detrimental soils impacts exceeding Forest Plan/Forest Service Manual standards.  Please fully analyze the potential of each type of yarding and slash treatment combination to exceed detrimental impacts standards.





Fourth, what are the effects of each alternative in terms of distribution of all species of concernÑall fish, wildlife, and plants on the Endangered, Threatened, Sensitive, Candidate and Management Indicator lists?  What effect will the grazing have on habitat for Candidate, Sensitive, Threatened, Endangered and Management Indicator Species?  What are the results of surveys in the areas for any of these species which may use the habitat in the allotment area?  Please discuss the potential effects of predator control activities on these species.





The EA should reference all Management Indicator Species (MIS) and disclose the potential impacts and realized adverse impacts from grazing.  The EA should discuss the available data from Forest Plan implementation monitoring on how MIS populations have responded to grazing and other management actions.  If sufficient data is not available to indicate trends for these MIS, the EA 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 are can be adequately analyzed.  The EA should analyze the significance of past impacts on populations of MIS and TES species accruing from livestock grazing and its connected actions.  What effects will the grazing have on the distribution and movement patterns of these species?  If habitat communities are present which are not represented by an MIS, then this should be stated and the community should be represented by choice of additional indicator species.





We specifically request that the analysis address the related issues of Òpopulation viabilityÓ and Òdistribution throughout its geographic rangeÓ in regards to all species of concern, in order to comply with USDA Regulation 9500-4 and 36 CFR 219.19.  To adequately analyze population viability, population dynamics must be explicitly considered.  Population dynamics refers to persistence of a population over timeÑwhich is key to making predictions about population viability.  





NEPA requires the Forest Service to consider biological corridors.  The standard for such a review is the same Òhard lookÓ NEPA requires of other environmental effects.  We are requesting the Forest Service analyze the current status of wildlife corridors for all MIS and TES species, and effects of each of the alternatives on the linkages.  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.





Fifth, what are the economic benefits the Forest Service will accrue from the proposed action?  Does the price of grazing permits cover the cost of the action?  After all, the proposed action is being done for the benefit of the ranchers, not the US taxpayer.  Where do you intend to get the money to complete the project if not from the permittees?  Will the Forest Service turn a profit in exchange for use of public lands or will it lose taxpayer money?  





Technically, any “improvements” that needed to be done could have been included in the last grazing permit renewal or AMP revision, rather than submitted as a separate action because all of the costs are related.  All alternatives should include having the permittee rather than the taxpayers pay all the costs of making any “improvements.”  This must be a part of all permits.  If the permittee doesn’t like the land as is then the permittee can find land to graze cows elsewhere or pay for the costs of improvement him/herself, just as the permittee would have to do on private land.





It is critically important that the American Public have the opportunity to know how much each specific grazing allotment is costing.  The cost of grazing permits has changed little since the permit system began over 75 years ago.   We request that the district provide the interested public with a complete economic analysis for this proposal and for continued grazing prior to any decision being made on this project.  The economic analysis should include a comparison of how the U.S. taxpayers will benefit from allowing this project to go forward and the cost to the treasury which it will incur.  A discussion of what each permittee has to gain and/or loose should also be included so that the public can clearly see who benefits from this proposal.  The Forest Service must explicitly disclose the revenues which will be returned to the U.S. treasury and the revenues which will be returned to the counties.





The economic analysis must disclose the cost of preparing and providing mitigation for this allotment (i.e. providing  habitat by altering the landscape), costs which fall squarely on the shoulders of American taxpayers.  Supplemental documentation of these and any other "hidden" costs (i.e.restoration, direct and indirect effects on hunting and fishing guides, etc.) and administrative costs must be provided to both the Decision maker and the public prior to issuance of any action alternative.





Sixth, what are the cumulative effects of this action in conjunction with other actions in the forest?  Projects should be analyzed as if their effects are additive with those of past actions. Cumulative effects are defined by NEPA at 40 C.F.R. 1508.7 as:   





….the impact on the environment which results from the incremental impact of the action when added


to other past, present, and reasonable foreseeable future action 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 (emphasis added).  





The significance of the impacts of past actions-impacts on wildlife, watersheds, fisheries, Sensitive plants, soils-must be an integral part of NEPA analyses, and must be documented.  Furthermore, please disclose the nature of all presently on-going and reasonably foreseeable future activities in cumulative effects analysis areas.  





In 1994, a Forest Service Values Poll of a representative sample of the American public was asked to indicate their level of agreement with the statement, ÒNatural resources in public forests and grasslands should be made available to produce consumer goods.Ó  57% of the American public who offered and opinion on that question disagreed with that statement.  In fact, 26% of those polled stated they ÒStrongly Disagree,Ó which is far more than any other response category.  Please take the opinion of all US citizens into account when making your decision.





Thank you for consideration of these comments.  Please keep the Ecology Center on the NEPA list for all future mailings on this project.  





Sincerely,








Frederick M.R. Smith, Jr.


Ecosystem Defense
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