WildWest Institute
P.O. Box 7998
Missoula, MT 59807
(406) 728-5733
(406) 728-5779 fax
info@wildwestinstitute.org

December 20, 2006

Craig Trulock, Acting District Ranger
Pinedale Ranger District
P.O. Box 220 
Pinedale, Wyoming 82941

Transmitted via email--please acknowledge receipt!

Mr. Trulock:

These are comments on the Battle Mountain Fire Salvage Vegetation Treatment project proposal (your October 12, 2006 scoping letter), on behalf of the WildWest Institute and the Alliance for the Wild Rockies.

First of all, thank you for realizing the first mailing mistake, and providing us with the opportunity to comment.

The Forest Service (FS) implies that there is a social expectation that the FS would offer a timber sale of some amount of fire “salvage”. The definition of “salvage” denotes saving something from going to waste. To consider trees killed or otherwise affected, directly or indirectly, by the natural process of wildland fire—a process that is vital in sustaining the ecosystem and its interlinked components—to be “wasted” if allowed to play out their functions is the antithesis to “ecosystem management.” The entire notion of “salvage” as it pertains to forest management is a hoax—a scam to mislead the public into accepting ecosystem damage under the guise of “management.” The reason why post-fire logging is so controversial is that bureaucrats, in responding to artificially-created social expectations, are playing politics with our public forests. Investing taxpayer dollars in damaging post-fire logging projects instead of proposing true restoration project to deal with the vast mismanagement written all over the roaded portion of the Bridger-Teton National Forest (BTNF) is a huge waste. 

Noss et al., 2006 discusses the negative effects of post-fire logging. That article (and other science cited in these comments) clearly shows that recently burned areas are the very worst areas to look at for timber production. 

Hutto (1995) states:

Fire (and its aftermath) should be seen for what it is: a natural process that creates and maintains much of the variety and biological diversity of the Northern Rockies.  

This statement, carefully considered, calls into question the whole FS rationale for “managing” wildfire as is has historically “managed” it.  Rather than to trust nature to right the wrongs perpetrated by past misguided FS policies, the FS now insists upon managing itself out of the supposed “unnatural” conditions created by its own mismanagement, a kind of administrative hubris specifically addressed by Hutto (1995): 

Fire is such an important creator of the ecological variety in Rocky Mountain landscapes that the conservation of biological diversity [required by NFMA] is likely to be accomplished only through the conservation of fire as a process…Efforts to meet legal mandates to maintain biodiversity should, therefore, be directed toward maintaining processes like fire, which create the variety of vegetative cover types upon which the great variety of wildlife species depend.

Unfortunately, we are not currently managing the land to maintain the kind of early successional seral stages that follow stand-replacement fires and, hence, many fire-dependent plant and animal species.  Why not?  First, prescribed fires in conifer forests are most often low-intensity, understory burns that are justified by the argument that, with past fire prevention, forest composition is now ‘unnatural’ and that we need to reintroduce a native fire regime of frequent, mild, understory burns to restore forests and to prevent catastrophic crown fires, which are ‘destructive’ and ‘unnatural.’  This justification holds only for a very limited number of habitat types, however (for example, low-elevation ponderosa pine forests).  Most of the forested landscape in the northern Rockies evolved under a regime of high-intensity, large fires every 50-100 years, not under a regime of low-intensity, frequent understory burns.

(emphasis added; citations to other scientific papers omitted)

The argument referenced by Hutto (1995), of course, is exactly the kind of justification now in vogue for so many FS projects. However, more significantly, the “catastrophic”, stand-replacing crown fires that have swept the west in recent years are part of the fire regime that creates the biodiversity which the FS is required by law to insure. Put bluntly, there is a kind of ignorance, bordering on mass hysteria, that needs to be addressed in today’s political climate, which sees all wildland fire as bad and all burned forests as wasted resources, a view which is every bit as dangerous (and actually quite consistent with) the now acknowledged FS ignorance that favored suppression of wildfires at all costs for many decades.

The black-backed woodpecker is a species of concern, that relies primarily on burned forest for its needs. Cherry (1997) states:
The black-backed woodpecker appears to fill a niche that describes everything that foresters and fire fighters have attempted to eradicate. For about the last 50 years, disease and fire have been considered enemies of the “healthy” forest and have been combated relatively successfully. We have recently (within the last 0 to 15 years) realized that disease and fire have their place on the landscape, but the landscape is badly out of balance with the fire suppression and insect and disease reduction activities (i.e. salvage logging) of the last 50 years. Therefore, the black-backed woodpecker is likely not to be abundant as it once was, and continued fire suppression and insect eradication is likely to cause further decline.
Dolan, 1998 states, “Retention of all or most of the large snags will help compensate for past losses” and states in regards to impacts on the black-backed woodpecker due to fire suppression and post-fire logging:

It seems that we have a huge cumulative effects problem here, and that each salvage sale removes habitat that is already very limited. We are having trouble avoiding a “trend to federal listing” call for the BBWO in salvaging burns, unless comparable acres of fire-killed dead are being created through prescribed burns.

The comments by other biologists attached to Dolan, 1998 reveal that the FS has yet to design a consistent, workable, scientifically sound conservation strategy to assure viable populations of black-backed woodpeckers. Fire suppression, insect and disease suppression, and “salvage” logging policies of the BTNF are a big threat to woodpecker population viability on the Forest, unfortunately in failing to create a conservation strategy the cumulative impacts of the BTNF’s ongoing fire suppression policy will remain unexamined. Please note that the three-toed woodpecker is another species that has similar habitat needs to the black-backed woodpecker.

The BTNF proposes to log “dead and dying” yet won’t even wait to check on tree survival.

The Abstract from Hutto, (2006) states: 

The bird species in western North America that are most restricted to, and therefore most dependent on, severely burned conifer forests during the first years following a fire event depend heavily on the abundant standing snags for perch sites, nest sites, and food resources. Thus, it is critical to develop and apply appropriate snag-management guidelines to implement postfire timber harvest operations in the same locations. Unfortunately, existing guidelines designed for green-tree forests cannot be applied to postfire salvage sales because the snag needs of snag-dependent species in burned forests are not at all similar to the snag needs of snag-dependent species in green-tree forests. Birds in burned forests have very different snag-retention needs from those cavity-nesting bird species that have served as the focus for the development of existing snag-management guidelines. Specifically, many postfire specialists use standing dead trees not only for nesting purposes but for feeding purposes as well. Woodpeckers, in particular, specialize on wood-boring beetle larvae that are superabundant in fire-killed trees for several years following severe fire. Species such as the Black-backed Woodpecker (Picoides arcticus) are nearly restricted in their habitat distribution to severely burned forests. Moreover, existing postfire salvage-logging studies reveal that most postfire specialist species are completely absent from burned forests that have been (even partially) salvage logged. I call for the long-overdue development and use of more meaningful snag-retention guidelines for postfire specialists, and I note that the biology of the most fire-dependent bird species suggests that even a cursory attempt to meet their snag needs would preclude postfire salvage logging in those severely burned conifer forests wherein the maintenance of biological diversity is deemed important.
Hutto (1995) addresses wildland fire in an ecological context—one that’s missing in your comment solicitation letter: 

Fire is such an important creator of the ecological variety in Rocky Mountain landscapes that the conservation of biological diversity [required by NFMA] is likely to be accomplished only through the conservation of fire as a process…Efforts to meet legal mandates to maintain biodiversity should, therefore, be directed toward maintaining processes like fire, which create the variety of vegetative cover types upon which the great variety of wildlife species depend. (Emphasis added.)

Please see Ament (1997) as comments on this proposal, in terms of fire policy and Forest Planning.

Many adverse consequences to soil, ecological processes, wildlife, and other elements of the natural environment are associated with logging, including thinning. (Ercelawn, 1999; Ercelawn, 2000.) For example: “Salvage or thinning operations that remove dead or decayed trees or coarse woody debris on the ground will reduce the availability of forest structures used by fishers and lynx.” (Bull et al., 2001.) 

Please grant particular consideration to the abundant scientific evidence addressing the potential damage associated with post-fire logging.  We elaborate upon such issues in the following paragraphs.  Considering that the forest has evolved to include fire and has thus developed ways to regenerate successfully following fire, “salvage” logging can only disrupt this natural process of regeneration.  The limited scientific understanding of post-fire forest regeneration and potential for major impacts of salvage actions on sensitive post-fire ecosystems suggests that a carefully contemplated rather than a hasty response is essential for seeing that the highest priority—restoration—will be accomplished. 

Lindenmayer, et al., 2004 note a whole host of ecosystem damaging aspects of post-fire logging as contemplated by the proposal: 

Natural disturbances and the biological legacies produced by them are often poorly understood by policy-makers and natural-resource managers. …(N)atural disturbances are key ecosystem processes rather than ecological disasters that require human repair. …Major disturbances also can aid ecosystem restoration by recreating some of the structural complexity and landscape heterogeneity lost through previous intense management of natural resources. … Salvage harvesting activities undermine many of the ecosystem benefits of major disturbances. … (S)alvage harvesting removes critical habitat for species, such as cavity-nesting mammals, woodpeckers, invertebrates like highly specialized beetle taxa that depend on burned wood, and bryoflora closely associated with recently charred logs. …(S)alvage logging can impair ecosystem recovery. …(S)ome taxa may be maladapted to the interactive effects of two disturbance events in rapid succession. 

DellaSala et al 2006 state:

Recent controversy concerning post-fire logging in Oregon is emblematic of the problems of “salvage logging” globally. Although tree regeneration after disturbances in forested areas is important, a narrow view of this issue ignores important ecological lessons, especially the role of disturbances in diversifying and rejuvenating landscapes. Scientific advances in recent decades demonstrate that disturbances are not catastrophes, trees in these landscapes are not wasted if they are not harvested, and post-fire logging is not forest restoration.

(Disturbances) create and sustain the structure and composition of forests; disturbed areas also support species that are rare or absent from closed-canopy forests, including many that are restricted to recently burned areas.

…When viewed through an ecological lens, a recently disturbed landscape is not just a collection of dead trees, but a unique and biologically rich environment that also contains many of the building blocks for the rich forest that will follow the disturbance. 

…Ecological damage caused by post-disturbance logging may outweigh short-term economic benefits. If conducted improperly, timber harvest of any kind damages soils and below-ground processes, spreads invasive species, increases sediment delivery to streams and destroys or degrades key environments for terrestrial and aquatic species. With post-disturbance logging, however, these impacts occur when forest recovery is most vulnerable to the effects of additional especially anthropogenic, disturbances, creating cumulative effects not associated with logging in undisturbed forests. Such effects can extend for a century or more, because of the removal of long-persisting and functioning biological legacies. Moreover, a focus on post-disturbance logging will divert the attention of forest managers from conducting legitimate fuels reduction in fire-prone areas by, thinning overly stocked trees and undergrowth…

The desire to rapidly salvage burned timber must not become an excuse to embark on a large logging project without thoroughly considering the ecological impacts of such a project.  Beschta et al. (1995), found:

There is no ecological need for immediate intervention on the post-fire landscape. With respect to the need for management treatments after fires, there is generally no need for urgency, nor is there a universal, ecologically-based need to act at all. By acting quickly, we run the risk of creating new problems before we solve the old ones. Ecologically speaking, fires do not require a rapid human response. We should not talk about a "fire crisis" but rather of managing the landscape with the anticipation that fire will eventually occur. Given the high degree of variability and high uncertainty about the impacts of post-fire responses, a conservative approach is warranted, particularly on sites susceptible to on-site erosion.


Although our current understanding of the ecological effects of post-fire logging is incomplete, what we do know suggests that such logging can and often has resulted in significant damage to soils, streams and wildlife by: eliminating or significantly reducing large, dead standing trees critical for many wildlife species; damaging the soil through increased soil erosion and compaction; creating warmer, drier microclimate conditions (thereby increasing fire danger); simplifying forest structure; removing important sources of nutrients and organic material (potentially reducing long-term productivity); and, encouraging the spread of noxious weeds into burned areas. In short, post-fire logging reduces important components of the forest ecosystem, and tends to further exacerbate stresses caused by the initial disturbance event.

Beschta et al., 1995 question the ecological justifications of post-fire logging stating that while “there is little reason to believe that post-fire salvage logging has any positive ecological benefits… there is considerable evidence that persistent, significant adverse environmental impacts are likely to result from salvage logging, based on many past cases of salvage projects.”  

There is also no scientific support that post-fire logging is needed to reduce risk of future fires. Beschta et al., 1995 state they “…are aware of no evidence supporting the contention that leaving large dead wood material significantly increases the probability of reburn.” Additionally USDA Forest Service, 2000a states, “no studies have specifically looked at how postfire logging alters the size distribution of fuel and the concomitant changes in future fire risk.”

Beschta, et al, 2004 state: 

Based on our review of the research and from the perspective of ecosystem restoration, several promising approaches to postfire management exist, including full protection of soils, road and fireline restoration, retention of large trees, and nurture of natural recovery processes… Conversely, available information indicates that the following postfire activities are not likely to be consistent with ecosystem restoration: seeding non-native species, livestock grazing, installation of instream structures, ground-based logging and soil disruption, removal of large trees, road and landing construction, and logging of ecologically sensitive areas including roadless areas, riparian areas, and areas with moderate to severe burns.

In a response to Beschta et al., 1995 commissioned by R-6 Regional Forester John Lowe, Everett  (1995) conceded that there was “little to no evidence” that post-fire salvage removal of trees limits the intensity of future fires.”  He also found no support for frequent claims by salvage proposals that post-fire logging results in no more environmental damage than green harvest.  The FS recently addressed this discussion by reviewing the results of 21 studies of post-fire logging (USDA Forest Service, 2000a).  We note that the general finding was that “we know enough about both logging activity and structural change to recommend caution” in post-fire salvage operations. 

Karr et al. (2004) in an evaluation of the effects of post-fire salvage logging on aquatic ecosystems provides the following background. 

Throughout the American West, a century of road building, logging, grazing, and other human activities has degraded stream environments, causing significant losses of aquatic biodiversity and severe contractions in the range and abundance of sensitive aquatic species, including native salmonid fishes (Reiman et al. 2003).  Compounding these problems, federal land management has worsened ecological degradation, rather than conserving or restoring forest ecosystems (Leopold 1937, Langston 1995, Hirt 1996).  Land managers’ focus on commodity extraction-sharpened by recent changes in forest policy, regulations, and laws that encourage salvage logging after fires- perpetuates this trend and its harmful impacts. 

Karr et al. (2004) state the following:

Although often done in the name of postfire restoration, salvage logging typically delays or prevents natural recovery in several important ways (Beschta et al. 1995, 2004, Lindenmayer et al. 2004).  These impacts tend to have a multiplier effect, because fire-affected ecosystems are sensitive to further disturbances.

 Postfire salvage logging generally damages soils by compacting them, by removing vital organic material, and by increasing the amount and duration of topsoil erosion and runoff (Kattleman 1996), which in turn harms aquatic ecosystems.  The potential for damage to soil and water resources is especially severe when ground-based machinery is used.  

 The removal of burned trees that provide shade may hamper tree regeneration, especially on high-elevation or dry sites (Perry et al. 1989).  The loss of future soil organic matter is likely to translate into soils that are less able to hold moisture (Jenny 1980), with implications for soil biota, plant growth (Rose et al. 2001, Brown et al. 2003), and stream flow (Waring and Schlesinger 1985).  Logging and associated roads carry a high risk of spreading nonindigenous, woody species (CWWR 1996, Beschta et al. 2004).

 Increased runoff and erosion alter river hydrology by increasing the frequency and magnitude of erosive high flows and raising sediment loads.  These changes alter the character of river channels and harm aquatic species ranging from invertebrates to fishes (Waters 1995).   

 Construction and reconstruction of roads and landings often accompany postfire salvage logging.  These activities damage soils, destroy of alter vegetation, and accelerate the runoff and erosion harmful to aquatic systems.

 By altering the character and condition of forest vegetation, salvage logging after a fire changes forest fuels and can increase the severity of subsequent fires (CWWR, 1996, Odion et al. 2004).

 Postfire salvage logging undermines the effectiveness of other costly postfire rehabilitation efforts, most of which are aimed at reducing soil erosion and runoff (Robichaud et al. 2000).

Karr et al (2004) states with regards to the impacts of post-fire logging:

In short, by adding another stressor to burned watersheds, postfire salvage logging worsens degraded aquatic conditions accumulated from a century of human activity (CWWR 1996, NRC 1996, 2002, McIntosh et al. 2000).  The additional damage impedes the recovery and restoration of aquatic systems, lowers water quality, shrinks the distribution and abundance of native aquatic species, and compromises the flow of economic benefits to human communities that depend on aquatic resources (Beschta et al. 2004). 

With specific attention to aquatic environments, those authors point out the following.

By themselves, the effects of fire create few problems for aquatic populations that have access to high-quality stream environments (Gresswell 1999); fire even provides benefits, such as pulsed additions of spawning gravel and wood.  But where a history of environmental degradation and fragmentation of aquatic populations already exists, fire can threaten certain species, and salvage logging adds another layer of stress.  

Logging, landings, and roads in riparian zones degrade aquatic environments by lessening the amount of large wood in streams, elevating water temperature, altering near-stream hydrology, and increasing sedimentation.  Roadless areas comprise some of the least disturbed living systems and are therefore especially important to the restoration of watersheds and freshwater systems.  Consequently, logging activities in these areas undermine the conservation and restoration of aquatic ecosystems (FEMAT 1993, Henjum et al. 1994) even as they increase the risk of extirpation for already imperiled, fragmented, and sensitive populations.  

Karr et al (2004) recognize that: 

Continued postfire salvage logging ignores many threats to aquatic resources, virtually guaranteeing trajectories toward unsustainable ecosystems.  Halting this deterioration should be a policy priority.

To protect streams, wetlands and associated watersheds and to foster their restoration, the authors offer the following 10 policy recommendations.

 Allow natural recovery to occur on its own, or intervene only in ways that promote natural recovery.  Allowing unimpeded natural recovery of burned landscapes is typically more cost-effective and often results in more rapid recovery than postfire salvage logging (Kauffman et al. 1997).

 Retain old or large trees.  Dead or alive, burned or unburned, large trees are vital for postfire recovery; they provide habitat for many species, reduce soil erosion, aid soil formation, and nourish streams as their leaves fall or their trunks decay (Henjum et al. 1994).
 Protect soils.  Soils deserve special care because soils and soil productivity are irreplaceable within human time scales and are crucial to forest recovery, stream conditions, and hydrologic processes.  

 Protect ecologically sensitive areas.  Riparian and roadless areas, regions with steep slopes, and watersheds with sensitive or imperiled aquatic species should not be salvage logged. 

 Avoid creating new roads and landings in the burned landscape.  Roads are a primary cause of reduced water quality and of contractions in the distribution and number of native salmonids on public lands.  Reducing road mileage in national forests should be a primary postfire response. 

 Limit reseeding and replanting.  Replanting dense stands of fast-growing conifers- a common postfire management practice-truncates the biologically rich early stages of ecological succession and can increase severity of future fires (Odion et al. 2004).  Other treatments should be carefully scrutinized for their potential to spread noxious weeds.  
 Do not place structures in streams. Sediment abatement should focus on reducing or eliminating human sources of sediment (e.g., culverts and roads) because they tend to be chronic.  In contrast, protecting and maintaining natural sediment-processing mechanisms should be a priority in burned landscapes.  

 Protect and restore watersheds before fires occur.  Actions taken before fires occur- such as removing unnatural migration barriers to reconnect fragmented fish populations and curtailing activities that increase runoff and erosion or degrade water quality and physical habitats-can increase the resiliency of soils, aquatic habitats, fish, and other organisms to the effects of fires. 

 Continue research, monitoring, and assessment.  Research is needed, for example, to shed light on the long-term responses to fire in low-elevation forests where salvage logging has not taken place and on how aquatic systems are changed by theses responses.  Such areas can serve as experimental controls for research on the effects of fire on wildland watersheds and associated aquatic systems.  Long-term, landscape-scale experimental studies should take priority over logging in these areas.  
 Educate the Public

In conclusion, Karr et al (2004) state:

Contrary to these recommendations, changes in regulations, policies, and laws in the past few years seek to expedite post-fire salvage logging at the same time that they diminish the role of science in decision making and raise barriers to citizen participation (Service 2003).  

Evidence that logging can affect vegetative production in the absence of significant ground disturbance was collected by Sexton (1998) in a study in central Oregon in postfire ponderosa pine stands, logged over snow. Sexton found that biomass of vegetation produced 1 and 2 years after postfire logging was 38 percent and 27 percent of that produced in postfire unlogged stands. He also found that postfire logging decreased canopy cover, increased exotic plant species, increased graminoid cover, and reduced overall plant species richness. Pine seedlings grew 17 percent taller on unlogged sites in this short-term study.  (USDA Forest Service, 2000a.) Ground based winter logging may not be effective mitigation for soil impacts and may impede recovery of the burned area.

The conditions of the forest just previous to the fires should be considered a point in a process of forest succession rather than a static condition.  Such a dynamic perspective may influence perceptions of “value loss” and “resource damage” due to wildfire. The environmental analyses should address the potential impacts of the restoration work in reference to a spectrum of forest conditions, rather than simply the post-fire conditions. Additionally, the post-fire state of the forest should be assessed in order to account appropriately for elements of the ecosystem that have been sensitized by fire.  

We request that you thoroughly analyze the impacts of recent wildfire suppression activities on the forest. Often, fire suppression efforts cause more damage to the landscape than the actual fires.  What restoration activities will be or have been taken to mitigate the impacts of fire suppression actions?  For example, we request thorough discussion and description of fire line impacts.  What restoration actions will be or have been undertaken to ensure that these fire lines are not used by Off-Road Vehicles (ORVs) or otherwise perpetuated as a source of forest fragmentation? 

Please disclose the results of the Burned Area Emergency Assessment. Please consider the effectiveness of all Burned Area Emergency Rehabilitation (BAER) measures performed post-fire. Please disclose the results of monitoring of all BAER efforts.

We believe that high intensity forest manipulation as you are proposing will not lend towards restoring functional ecosystems. Rather, logging activities will lead to accelerated erosion and soil compaction and will disrupt the natural post fire regeneration. Fire is a natural and essential component of forest ecosystems.  Hence, the presence of fire indicates high degrees of ecosystem function.  Beschta et al., 1995 state, “Land managers should be managing for the naturally evolving ecosystems, rather than perpetuating artificial ones we have attempted to create.”  We are concerned that logging will accelerate soil erosion and degrade soil productivity. 

Any forest condition that is maintained through intense mechanical manipulation is not maintaining ecosystem function. We request detailed disclosure of the historical data used to arrive at any assumption of “desired conditions.” Also, are the proposed management activities designed to foster the processes that naturally shaped the ecosystem and resulted in a range of natural structural conditions, or are they merely designed to recreate structural conditions in a single point in time that you consider natural? Generally, past process regimes are better understood than past forest structure. How are you factoring in fire, insects, tree diseases, and other natural disturbances in specifying the structural conditions you assume to be representative of the historic range?

Post-fire forests are extremely susceptible to erosion. While roads have extremely detrimental impacts on unburned forests (through changing water flow patterns, increasing erosion, and influencing wildlife habitat and migration), their impacts are greatly intensified on burned landscapes. Your analysis must carefully consider the post-fire stability of roads in the project area. Any roads with high erosion potential must be considered for obliteration. The current road density in the project area must be disclosed and analyzed.

Post-fire management requires reassessment of existing management. For example, the condition of a transportation system (i.e., pre-existing roads and landings) should be reassessed after a fire. By increasing runoff, erosion, and sedimentation, fires synergistically increase the risks posed by existing roads. Therefore, post-fire analysis is recommended to determine the need for undertaking road maintenance, improvement, or obliteration. (Beschta et al., 1995.)

We ask that the FS utilize the Roads Analysis Process and analyze travel management, including road obliteration, and include an alternative that would not leave any deferred or outstanding maintenance needs/BMP upgrades in the analysis area. Roads often have devastating impacts on water quality and fish habitat by increasing landslides, erosion, and siltation of streams. Roads also fragment forests and degrade or eliminate habitat for species that depend on remote landscapes, such as grizzly bears, wolves, and other large, wide-ranging predators (Trombulak and Frissell 2000). 

It is erroneous to assume that BMPs will assure water quality will be maintained, if present conditions are in many locations already in violation of the standards. The failure of BMPs is obviously implicated in the scientific literature. Beschta et al. (2004) state:

It is perhaps widely accepted that “best management practices” (BMPs) can reduce damage to aquatic environments from roads. Time trends in aquatic habitat indicators indicate, however, that BMPs fail to protect salmonid habitats from cumulative degradation by roads and logging (Espinosa et al. 1997.)  Ziemer and Lisle (1993) note a lack of reliable data showing that BMPs are cumulatively effective in protecting aquatic resources from damage.
Unfortunately, the entire issue of BMPs has been repeatedly clouded by the FS. The Lolo NF and Regional Office have admitted that during even large-scale projects, not all problem sites are restored up to BMP standards (Lolo BMP Memo), thus allowing chronic, persistent watershed damage to continue indefinitely.

Although post-fire logging has some potential for reducing overland flow through the placement of logging debris, USDA Forest Service, 2000a concludes that salvage logging will most likely “have no effect or produce more sediment than that produced by the fire.”  The authors cite several studies that find that “post-fire logging associated with road building, conducted with ground-based log retrieval systems, or undertaken in stands having steep slopes and sensitive soils likely will have the greatest potential for exacerbating the erosion problems typically observed in burned watersheds.”  The potential for the destabilization of soils associated with logging related ground disturbance, road construction, and the removal of partially-live trees should be thoroughly reviewed in the planning process for this project.  The potential for detrimental compaction of the sensitive post-fire soils caused by mechanical means of removing logs must be considered.

Please disclose the results of monitoring of detrimental soil conditions following post-fire logging. Please disclose whether or not you’ve ever monitored such cutting units on the Forest.  

USDA Forest Service, 2000a also finds that the removal of dead trees associated with post-fire logging has the potential for significantly changing wildlife habitat both structurally, though removing existing and future snags and large woody material, and functionally, by means such as reducing populations of insect prey.  For example, four recent individual studies found that post-fire logging reduced the abundance and nest density of cavity-nesting birds (Ibid). 

The majority of studies reviewed by USDA Forest Service, 2000a observed substantial adverse habitat impacts associated with post-fire logging.  They note studies addressing the aspects of a post-fire forest that provide desirable habitat resources:  

Several authors point out that on a landscape scale, wildfire creates patches of highly attractive habitat for a distinct array of species (Hutto 1995). To maintain healthy metapopulations of these species over the landscape, post-fire patches should be man-aged with great care (Caton 1996, Hejl and McFadzen 1998, Hitchcox 1996, Saab and Dudley 1998).

USDA Forest Service, 2000a also note that habitat modification associated with salvage logging may particularly impact cavity nesting birds:

In four recent independent studies conducted in the intermountain West, post-fire logging caused significant changes in abundance and nest density of cavity-nesting birds, although the effect differed somewhat by location (Caton 1996, Hejl and McFadzen 1998, Hitchcox 1996, Saab and Dudley 1998). Most cavity-nesters showed consistent patterns of decrease after logging, including the mountain bluebird and the black-backed, hairy, and three-toed woodpeckers; abundance of the Lewis’ wood-pecker increased after logging.

Regenerating vegetation in post-fire forests generally offers substantial foraging opportunities for big game species such as elk, mule deer, and white-tailed deer.

The FS seems to fail to understand that dead, diseased, dying, etc. trees have a role in the forest—they are not “opportunities” for logging. Please disclose the amounts of snags, recruitment snags, and down woody debris previous logging operations have left in post-fire and other logged units, so that the public can tell if you’ve met Forest Plan Standards in those units.  Please perform surveys to determine the amounts of snag habitat and down woody debris exist in similarly stocked burned unmanaged areas for comparison.

Please disclose how stands to be logged compare to old-growth criteria. In order to disclose such information, please provide all the details, in plain language, of these areas’ forest characteristics (the various tree components’ species, age and diameter of the various tree components, canopy closure, snag density by size class, amounts of down logs, understory composition, etc.).


Please disclose whether the amount of existing old growth meets standards and other required levels for old-growth habitat. The FS must consider the likelihood that the burned areas had old-growth habitat characteristics enhanced, not destroyed by the fire. Please disclose if the proposed cutting units were, still are, or will, in the foreseeable future, qualify as old growth. What criteria or definition(s) of old growth are you using? Please disclose how the project will impact the old-growth wildlife species, and mature forest associated species.

Please disclose, using tables and maps, the amounts, locations, sizes, and connectivity of all old-growth stands in the project area. Disclose whether it is actual old growth (meets all criteria) or whether it is “recruitment” old growth.  Disclose whether or not you have compared all stands proposed for logging and/or burning to the old-growth criteria. Please disclose the methodology used to identify each stand as old growth, recruitment old growth, or not old growth.

The FS has failed to cite any evidence that its “managing for old growth habitat” (i.e., logging old growth) strategy will improve old growth species habitat over the short-term or long-term. In regards to the FS’s “managing for old growth habitat” theory:

(T)here is the question of the appropriateness of management manipulation of old-growth stands… Opinions of well-qualified experts vary in this regard.  As long term results from active management lie in the future – likely quite far in the future – considering such manipulation as appropriate and relatively certain to yield anticipated results is an informed guess at best and, therefore, encompasses some unknown level of risk. In other words, producing “old-growth” habitat through active management is an untested hypothesis.
(Pfister et al., 2000, pp. 11, 15 emphasis added). Furthermore the FS never discloses if the areas “treated” will retain characteristics meeting Forest Plan or Regional old growth criteria—and if they won’t, how they will at some specified time in the future. There is no scientific certainty in the FS’s approach.

For the proposal to be consistent with the Forest Plan, enough habitat for viable populations of old-growth dependent wildlife species is needed over the landscape. The BTNF has failed to insure viability of MIS and TES species to date.


The FS has acknowledged that viability is not merely a project area consideration, that the scale of analysis must be broader:

Population viability analysis is not plausible or logical at the project level such as the scale of the Dry Fork Vegetation and Recreation Restoration EA.  Distributions of common wildlife species as well as species at risk encompass much larger areas than typical project areas and in most cases larger than National Forest boundaries.  No wildlife species that presently occupy the project area are at such low numbers that potential effects to individuals would jeopardize species viability.  No actions proposed under the preferred alternative would conceivably lead to loss of population viability.  (Lewis and Clark NF, Dry Fork EA Appendix D at p. 9.)

The FS should firmly establish that the species that exist, or historically are believed to have been present in the analysis area are still part of viable populations. Since Forest Plan monitoring efforts have failed in this regard, it must be a priority for project analyses. Identification of viable populations is something that must be done at a specific geographic scale.  The analysis must cover a large enough area to include a cumulative effects analysis area that would include truly viable populations. Analysis must identify viable populations of MIS, TES, at-risk, focal, and demand species of which the individuals in the analysis area are members in order to sustain viable populations.

The fact that the BTNF has not monitored the population trends of its old-growth management indicator species (MIS) as required by the Forest Plan bears important mention here. Considering potential difficulties of using population viability analysis at the project analysis area level (Ruggiero, et. al., 1994), the cumulative effects of carrying out multiple projects simultaneously across the BTNF makes it imperative that population viability be assessed at least at the forestwide scale (Marcot and Murphy, 1992).  Also, temporal considerations of the impacts on wildlife population viability from implementing something with such long duration as a Forest Plan must be considered (id.) but this has never been done by the BTNF.   It is also of paramount importance to monitor population trends (as mandated by the Forest Plan) during the implementation of the Forest Plan in order to validate assumptions used about long-term species persistence i.e., population viability (Marcot and Murphy, 1992; Lacy and Clark, 1993).

State-of-the-art conservation biology and the principles that underlie the agency’s policy of “ecosystem management” dictate an increasing focus on the landscape-scale concept and design of large biological reserves accompanied by buffer zones and habitat connectors as the most effective (and perhaps only) way to preserve wildlife diversity and viability (Noss, 1993).

The FS has stated: “Well distributed habitat is the amount and location of required habitat which assure that individuals from demes,
 distributed throughout the population’s existing range, can interact. Habitat should be located so that genetic exchange among all demes is possible.” (Mealey 1983.)

Please include in your analysis the possible effects of noxious weed introduction on Sensitive plant populations and other components of biodiversity. Please include in the analysis the results of monitoring of noxious weed infestations and treatment efficacy from past management actions in the Forest.

One of the biggest problems with the FS’s failure to deal forthrightly with the noxious weed problem on a forestwide basis is that the long-term costs are never adequately disclosed or analyzed.  The public is expected to continuously foot the bill for noxious weed treatments—the need for which increases yearly as the BTNF continues the large-scale propagation of weeds, and fails to monitor the effectiveness of all its noxious weed treatment plans to date.  There is no guarantee that the money needed for the present management direction will be supplied by Congress, no guarantee that this amount of money will effectively stem the growing tide of noxious weed invasions, no accurate analysis of the costs of the necessary post-treatment monitoring, and certainly no genuine analysis of the long-term costs beyond those incurred by site specific weed control actions. 

We request the FS adopt the Forest Restoration Assessment Principles found within the Forest Restoration Principles and Criteria (DellaSala, et al., 2003) as a screen for all proposed actions.

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

Please utilize the NEPA process to clarify any roadless boundary issues. It is not adequate to merely accept previous, often arbitrary roadless inventories—unroaded areas adjacent to inventoried areas were often left out. Additionally, there is a lot of public support for adding unroaded areas as small as 1,000 acres in size to the roadless inventory.

We request a careful analysis of the impacts to fisheries and water quality, including considerations of sedimentation, increases in peak flow, channel stability, risk of rain-on-snow events, and increases in stream water temperature. Please disclose the locations of seeps, springs, bogs and other sensitive wet areas, and the effects on these areas of the project activities. Where livestock are permitted to graze, we ask that you assess the present condition and continue to monitor the impacts of grazing activities upon vegetation diversity, soil compaction, streambank stability and subsequent sedimentation.

Please disclose in the NEPA document the results of up-to-date monitoring of fish habitat and watershed conditions, as required by the Forest Plan.  

The NEPA analysis should show whether or not your alternatives would comply with the Clean Water Act and all state water quality laws and regulations. Categorically excluding actions that risk further pollution in Water Quality Limited Segments is not consistent with the Clean Water Act, NFMA, or NEPA. Please note that designating BMPs is not sufficient for compliance with CWA and NFMA.

Discuss the actual effectiveness of proposed BMPs in preventing sediment from reaching water courses in or near the analysis area.  What BMP failures have been noted for past projects with similar landtypes?  We would like to see a thorough discussion of the BMPs and mitigation measures you would propose. Please disclose the efficacy of BMPs for burned areas. Also, pleased disclose which segments of which roads in the watersheds to be affected by this proposal will not meet BMPs following project activities.

Please examine past logging activities, including such information as year and regeneration success level for each past activity in the analysis area and in the cumulative effects area.  Please disclose the sizes and condition of manmade openings already existing in the area, and exactly where the proposed cutting units are in relation to the old logged areas.    

Please fully analyze and disclose cumulative impacts on soil productivity. Disclose the areas of unstable and highly erosive soils that would result in mass movement and erosion. Include maps that show all land and soil types in the NEPA document. Please 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.

Please disclose the scientific research information you have to indicate that “mitigation” measures such as helicopter yarding, winter logging, and skidding on slash mat materials will minimize damage to soils.

The FS has essentially admitted that it is in the dark as far as doing scientific research on soil productivity changes following management activities. In response to comments on the Black Ant Salvage DEIS, Lewis & Clark NF, USDA Forest Service, 2002 states:

Soil Quality Standards “provide benchmark values that indicate when changes in soil properties and soil conditions would result in significant change or impairment of soil quality based on available research and Regional experience” (Forest Service Manual 2500, Region 1 Supplement 2500-99-1, Chapter 2550 – Soil Management, Section 2554.1).

A formal research study, the “Long Term Soil Productivity Study,” is currently being conducted by the Research Branch of U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service to validate these soil quality standards.

The Forest Management Handbook at FSH 2509.18 directs the FS to do validation monitoring to “Determine if coefficients, S&Gs, and requirements meet regulations, goals and policy” (2.1 – Exhibit 01). It asks what we are asking: “Are the threshold levels for soil compaction adequate for maintaining soil productivity? Is allowing 15% of an area to be impaired appropriate to meet planning goals?” The Ecology Center recently asked the Northern Region if they have ever performed this validation monitoring of its 15% Standard, in their February 26, 2002 Freedom of Information Act request to the Regional Forester, requesting:

The Forest Management Handbook at FSH 2509.18 provides the Forest Service with examples of validation monitoring to “Determine if coefficients, S&Gs, and requirements meet regulations, goals and policy.” It asks “Are the threshold levels for soil compaction adequate for maintaining soil productivity? Is allowing 15% of an area to be impaired appropriate to meet planning goals?” We request all documentation of validation monitoring by the Forest Service in the Northern Region that answers those two questions.

The Regional Office’s reply letter stated that there is no documentation that responds to this request. If the BTNF is aware of any new documentation that would respond to this request now, we ask that you please disclose it.

Harvey et al., 1994 state:

The ...descriptions of microbial structures and processes suggest that they are likely to provide highly critical conduits for the input and movement of materials within soil and between the soil and the plant. Nitrogen and carbon have been mentioned and are probably the most important. Although the movement and cycling of many others are mediated by microbes, sulfur phosphorus, and iron compounds are important examples.

The relation between forest soil microbes and N is striking. Virtually all N in eastside forest ecosystems is biologically fixed by microbes... Most forests, particularly in the inland West, are likely to be limited at some time during their development by supplies of plant-available N. Thus, to manage forest growth, we must manage the microbes that add most of the N and that make N available for subsequent plant uptake. 

(Internal citations omitted.)

Please disclose your inventory or monitoring of indicators, including lichens, fungi, insects, etc. since these can and do define existing and probable future forest conditions, especially related to natural recovery following fire.  Lichens in particular, while capturing atmospheric nitrogen for later release to higher plants and trees, are sensitive indicators of atmospheric and ground conditions and cannot be ignored in attempts at ecosystem management. Fungi and insects indicate and largely drive forest condition. Those that act as antagonists or parasites to destructive forms like root disease fungi or bark beetles should be recognized, as should tree pathogens and pests.

Lacy, 2001 examines the importance of soils for ecosystem functioning and points out the failure of most regulatory mechanisms to adequately address the soils issue. From the Abstract:

Soil is a critical component to nearly every ecosystem in the world, sustaining life in a variety of ways—from production of biomass to filtering, buffering and transformation of water and nutrients. While there are dozens of federal environmental laws protecting and addressing a wide range of natural resources and issues of environmental quality, there is a significant gap in the protection of the soil resource. Despite the critical importance of maintaining healthy and sustaining soils, conservation of the soil resource on public lands is generally relegated to a diminished land management priority. Countless activities, including livestock grazing, recreation, road building, logging, and mining, degrade soils on public lands. This article examines the roots of soil law in the United States and the handful of soil-related provisions buried in various public land and natural resource laws, finding that the lack of a public lands soil law leaves the soil resource underprotected and exposed to significant harm. To remedy this regulatory gap, this article sketches the framework for a positive public lands soil protection law. This article concludes that because soils are critically important building blocks for nearly every ecosystem on earth, an holistic approach to natural resources protection requires that soils be protected to avoid undermining much of the legal protection afforded to other natural resources.

The article goes on:

Countless activities, including livestock grazing, recreation, road building, logging, mining, and irrigation degrade soils on public lands. Because there are no laws that directly address and protect soils on the public lands, consideration of soils in land use planning is usually only in the form of vaguely conceived or discretionary guidelines and monitoring requirements. This is a major gap in the effort to provide ecosystem-level protection for natural resources.

The rise of an “ecosystem approach” in environmental and natural resources law is one of the most significant aspects of the continuing evolution of this area of law and policy. One writer has observed that there is a

fundamental change occurring in the field of environmental protection, from a narrow focus on individual sources of harm to a more holistic focus on entire ecosystems, including the multiple human sources of harm within ecosystems, and the complex social context of laws, political boundaries, and economic institutions in  which those sources exist.

As federal agencies focus increasingly on addressing environmental protection from an holistic perspective under the current regime of environmental laws, a significant gap remains in the federal statutory scheme: protection of soils as a discrete and important natural resource. Because soils are essential building blocks at the core of nearly every ecosystem on earth, and because soils are critical to the health of so many other natural resources—including, at the broadest level, water, air, and vegetation—they should be protected at a level at least as significant as other natural resources. Federal soil law (such as it is) is woefully inadequate as it currently stands. It is a missing link in the effort to protect the natural world at a meaningful and effective ecosystem level. 

… This analysis concludes that the lack of a public lands soil law leaves the soil resource under-protected and exposed to significant harm, and emasculates the environmental protections afforded to other natural resources. 

(Emphasis added.) The problems Lacy (2001) identifies of regulatory mechanisms exist in Regional and Forest-level standards and other guidance applicable for the proposed project.

The amount of detrimental soil disturbance would increase with the implementation of the proposal, therefore soil productivity would be reduced. Some activities, such as log landing construction and intensive log skidding would essentially permanently reduce the productivity of the soil on those sites directly affected. 
The Sheep Creek Salvage FEIS (USDA Forest Service, 2005a) states at p. 173:

Noxious weed presence may lead to physical and biological changes in soil. Organic matter distribution and nutrient flux may change dramatically with noxious weed invasion. Spotted knapweed (Centaurea biebersteinii D.C.) impacts phosphorus levels at sites (LeJeune and Seastedt, 2001) and can hinder growth of other species with allelopathic mechanism. Specific to spotted knapweed, these traits can ultimately limit native species’ ability to compete and can have direct impacts on species diversity (Tyser and Key 1988, Ridenour and Callaway 2001).

Please disclose how the productivity of the land and soil been affected in the project area and forestwide due to noxious weed infestations, and how that situation is expected to change in the coming years and decades.

The intent of the Regional Soil Quality Standards is that the FS must, in each case, consider the cumulative effects of both past and proposed soil disturbances to assure the desired soil conditions are met.  This includes impacts from activities that include logging, firewood gathering, livestock grazing, and motorized recreation impacts.

It should be noted that the FS assumes that maintaining soil productivity is achieved simply by limiting detrimental disturbance to no more than 15% of an Activity Area (logging or “treatment” unit) or limiting “total resource commitment” in another arbitrarily defined area.  Unfortunately, the scientific adequacy of the FS’s methodology for maintaining soil productivity on the BTNF has never been demonstrated. The FS’s determination that it may permanently damage the soil over that much area and still meet NMFA and planning regulations is arbitrary. The FS cannot cite any scientific basis for adopting its percent numerical limits.

The FS must deal with the very basic question, what are the quantitative cumulative effects of management activities on the productivity of the land?

The only way for there to be any meaning to the numerical standards in cases where logging is proposed over previously disturbed soils and where activity area boundaries are not kept constant is if a qualified soil scientist actually performs site-specific field measurements to measure the existing percentages of detrimental soil disturbance within the already-established boundaries of activity areas, and within newly-established activity areas. Will the FS utilize the services of a soil scientist on the ID Team?

Please provide estimates of current detrimental disturbance in all previously established activity areas in the watersheds affected by the proposal. 

Please disclose the link between current and cumulative soil disturbance in project area watersheds to the current and cumulative impacts on water quantity and quality.

Please consider the implications of all landtype limitations for detrimental soil impacts. Some of these landtypes may have “moderate” or “severe” soil erosion and sediment hazard potential, and soil erosion or mass wasting (a severe form of erosion) are both kinds of detrimental impacts. The FS must consider which proposed activity areas fall into which landtypes, and therefore might be more at risk for erosion or other detrimental impacts that decrease soil productivity. Please disclose the results of monitoring of past actions on these various landtypes, that would reveal the differential levels of soil impacts of the various logging activities carried out in the past (and now proposed with this new project).

Please disclose the locations and sizes of proposed log landings, which is important because of the extreme amount of soil and other disturbance that occurs on these sites—they will be essentially industrialized for the long-term, despite “mitigation.”

Please disclose measures of, or provide scientifically sound estimates of, detrimental soil disturbance or soil productivity losses (erosion, compaction, displacement, noxious weed spread) attributable to off-road vehicle use.

Please disclose the results monitoring of weed treatments on the BTNF that have been projected to significantly reduce noxious weed populations over time, or prevent spread. This is an ongoing issue of land productivity.

It is clear that the intent of the Regional Soil Quality Standards is that the FS must, in each case, consider the cumulative effects of both past and proposed soil disturbances to assure that soil productivity will be maintained. This includes impacts from activities that include logging, motorized vehicle use, etc. Such cumulative effects analysis found in the Soil and Water Conservation Practices Handbook (FSH 2509.22). FSH 2509.22 states:

Practice 11.01 – Determination of Cumulative Watershed Effects

 OBJECTIVE: To determine the cumulative effects or impact on beneficial water uses by multiple land management activities. Past, present, or reasonably foreseeable future actions in a watershed are evaluated relative to natural or undisturbed conditions. Cumulative impacts are a change in beneficial water uses caused by the accumulation of individual impacts over time and space. Recovery does not occur before the next individual practice has begun.

EXPLANATION: The Northern and Intermountain Regions will manage watersheds to avoid irreversible effects on the soil resource and to produce water of quality and quantity sufficient to maintain beneficial uses in compliance with State Water Quality Standards. Examples of potential cumulative effects are: 2) excess sediment production that may reduce fish habitat and other beneficial uses; 3) water temperature and nutrient increases that may affect beneficial uses; 4) compacted or disturbed soils that may cause site productivity loss and increased soil erosion; an 5) increased water yields and peak flows that may destabilize stream channel equilibrium.

IMPLEMENTATION: As part of the NEPA process, the Forest Service will consider the potential cumulative effects of multiple land management activities in a watershed which may force the soil resource’s capacity or the stream’s physical or biological system beyond the ability to recover to near-natural conditions. A watershed cumulative effects feasibility analysis will be required of projects involving significant vegetation removal, prior to including them on implementation schedules, to ensure that the project, considered with other activities, will not increase sediment or water yields beyond or fishery habitat below acceptable limits. The Forest Plan will define these acceptable limits. The Forest Service will also coordinate and cooperate with States and private landowners in assessing cumulative effects in multiple ownership watersheds. 

Please disclose how the proposed project units would be consistent with Graham, et al., 1994 recommendations for fine and coarse woody debris, a necessary consideration for sustaining long-term soil productivity.

Enumeration of and monitoring of specific small, non-game birds and animal populations that are important in keeping destructive insect populations at low levels must also be disclosed.

The rationale and analysis of this proposal must look at the forest as an ecosystem with interrelationships coequal to timber production. Please use the ecosystem management approach to assess fungal and insect organisms as capable of operating in a self-regulatory manner and exist as beneficial organisms within the project area. Some species of trees, native insects, and disease organisms are often described by the FS as “invasive” or somehow bad for the ecosystem. Such contentions that conditions are somehow “unnatural” runs counter to more enlightened thinking on such matters. For example, Harvey et al., 1994 state:

Although usually viewed as pests at the tree and stand scale, insects and disease organisms perform functions on a broader scale.

…Pests are a part of even the healthiest eastside ecosystems. Pest roles—such as the removal of poorly adapted individuals, accelerated decomposition, and reduced stand density—may be critical to rapid ecosystem adjustment 

…In some areas of the eastside and Blue Mountain forests, at least, the ecosystem has been altered, setting the stage for high pest activity (Gast and others, 1991). This increased activity does not mean that the ecosystem is broken or dying; rather, it is demonstrating functionality, as programmed during its developmental (evolutionary) history.

The FS often makes a case for logging as a way to reduce insect and disease damage to timber stands. As far as we are aware, the FS has no empirical evidence to indicate its “treatments” for “forest health” decrease, rather than increase, the incidence of insects and diseases in the forest.  Since the FS doesn’t cite research that proves otherwise in its NEPA analyses, we can only conclude that “forest health” discussions are unscientific and biased toward logging as a “solution.” Please consider the large body of research that indicates logging, roads, and other human caused disturbance promote the spread of tree diseases and insect infestation. 

For example, multiple studies have shown that annosus root disease (Heterobasidion annosum, formerly named Fomes annosus), a fungal root pathogen that is often fatal or damaging for pine, fir, and hemlock in western forests, has increased in western forests as a result of logging (Smith 1989).  And researchers have noted that the incidence of annosus root disease in true fir and ponderosa pine stands increased with the number of logging entries (Goheen and Goheen 1989). Large stumps served as infection foci for the stands, although significant mortality was not obvious until 10 to 15 years after logging (Id.).

The proportion of western hemlock trees infected by annosus root disease increased after precommercial thinning, due to infection of stumps and logging equipment wounds (Edmonds et al. 1989, Chavez, et al. 1980).

Armillaria, a primary, aggressive root pathogen of pines, true firs, and Douglas-fir in western interior forests, spreads into healthy stands from the stumps and roots of cut trees (Wargo and Shaw 1985). The fungus colonizes stumps and roots of cut trees, then spreads to adjacent healthy trees.  Roots of large trees in particular can support the fungus for many years because they are moist and large enough for the fungus to survive, and disease centers can expand to several hectares in size, with greater than 25% of the trees affected in a stand (id.).  Roth et al. (1980) also noted that Armillaria was present in stumps of old-growth ponderosa pine logged up to 35 years earlier, with the oldest stumps having the highest rate of infection.

Filip (1979) observed that mortality of saplings was significantly correlated to the number of Douglas-fir stumps infected with Armillaria mellea and laminated root rot (Phellinus weirii).  McDonald, et al. (1987) concluded the pathogenic fungus Armillaria had a threefold higher occurrence on disturbed plots compared to pristine plots at high productivity sites in the Northern Rockies.  Those authors also reviewed past studies on Armillaria, noting a clear link between management and the severity of Armillaria-caused disease.

Morrison and Mallett (1996) observed that infection and mortality from the root disease Armillaria ostoyae was several times higher in forest stands with logging disturbance than in undisturbed stands, and that adjacent residual trees as well as new regeneration became infected when their roots came into contact with roots from infected stumps.

Precommercial thinning and soil disturbance led to an increased risk of infection and mortality by black-stain root disease (Leptographium wageneri) in Douglas-fir, with the majority of infection centers being close to roads and skid trails (Hansen et al. 1988).  Also another Black-stain root disease (Verticicladiella wagenerii) occurred at a greater frequency in Douglas-fir trees close to roads than in trees located 25 m or more from roads (Hansen 1978).  Witcosky et al. (1986) also noted that precommercially thinned stands attracted a greater number of black-stain root disease insect vectors.

Complex interactions involve mechanical damage from logging, infestation by root diseases, and attacks by insects. Aho et al. (1987) saw that mechanical wounding of grand fir and white fir by logging equipment activated dormant decay fungi, including the Indian paint fungus (Echinodontium tinctorium).

Trees stressed by logging, and therefore more susceptible to root diseases are, in turn, more susceptible to attack by insects. Goheen and Hansen (1993) reviewed the association between pathogenic fungi and bark beetles in coniferous forests, noting that root disease fungi predispose some conifer species to bark beetle attack and/or help maintain endemic populations of bark beetles.  

Goheen and Hansen (1993) observed that live trees infected with Laminated root rot (Phellinus weirii) have a greater likelihood of attack by Douglas-fir beetles (Dendroctonus pseudotsugae).  Also, Douglas-fir trees weakened by Black-stain root disease (Leptographium wageneri var. pseudotsugae) are attacked and killed by a variety of bark beetle species, including the Douglas-fir bark beetle (D. pseudotsugae) and the Douglas-fir engraver (Scolytus unispinosis) (id.).

The root disease Leptographium wageneri var. ponderosum predisposes ponderosa pine to several bark beetle species, including the mountain pine beetle (D. ponderosae) and the western pine beetle (D. brevicomis) (Goheen and Hansen 1993).

A variety of root diseases, including black-stain, Armillaria, and brown cubical butt rot (Phaeolus schweinitzii), predispose lodgepole pine to attack by mountain pine beetles in the interior west.  The diseases are also believed to provide stressed host trees that help maintain endemic populations of mountain pine beetle or trigger population increases at the start of an outbreak (Goheen and Hansen 1993).

Grand and white fir trees in interior mixed-conifer forests have been found to have a high likelihood of attack by the fir engraver (Scolytus ventralis) when they are infected by root diseases, such as laminated root rot, Armillaria, and annosus (Goheen and Hansen 1993).

More western pine beetles (Dendroctonus breviformis) and mountain pine beetles (D. ponderosae) were captured on trees infected by black-stain root disease (Ceratocystis wageneri) than on uninfected trees (Goheen et al. 1985).  The two species of beetle were more frequently attracted to wounds on trees that were also diseased than to uninfected trees.  They also noted that the red turpentine beetle (Dendroctonus valens) attacked trees at wounds, with attack rates seven-to-eight times higher on trees infected with black-stain root disease than uninfected trees.  Spondylis upiformis attacked only wounded trees, not unwounded trees (Id.).

Jones and Grant (1996) describe the relationship of roads and clearcutting:

The addition of roads to clear-cutting in small basins produced a quite different hydrologic response than clear-cutting alone, leading to significant increases in all sizes of peak discharges in all seasons, and especially prolonged increases in peak discharges of winter events.  These results support the hypothesis that roads interact positively with clear-cutting to modify water flow paths and speed the delivery of water to channels during storm events, producing much greater changes in peak discharges than either clear-cutting or roads alone.  Roads alone appear to advance the time of peak discharges and increase them slightly.  Road surfaces, cutbanks, and ditches, and culverts all can convert subsurface flow paths to surface flow paths (Harret al., 1975; King and Tennyson, 1984; Wemple, 1994; Wright et al., 1990).  Reid (1991) and Reid and Dunne (1984) estimated discharges from culvert outfalls in western Washington and associated them with runoff from road surfaces.

It is extremely important the FS disclose the environmental baseline for watersheds.  Generally, this means their condition before development or resource exploitation was initiated.  For example, the baseline condition of a stream means the habitat conditions for fish and other aquatic species prior to the impacts of road building, logging, livestock grazing, etc. Therefore, proper disclosure of baseline conditions would mean estimates of stream stability, pool frequency conditions, water temperature range—essentially the values of Riparian Management Objectives along with such parameters as sediment levels. When such information is provided, comparison with the current conditions (after impacts of development) will aid in the assessment of cumulative effects of all alternatives.

The FS insists that the economic system as it presently exists be a part of the equation for performing “ecosystem management.”  Although we disagree the way this is interpreted to mean that present economic interests must be served first, the FS should follow thorough and tell the full economic story of just what the project’s impacts would be to taxpayers, not just to local economic interests.  Along with the costs of the specific project actions, the costs of road maintenance proportionately attributable to this project and the cumulative economic impacts of carrying out fire suppression policy and the resultant need to carry out such projects as this one should be disclosed.  

In the name of increased responsibility to the taxpayer for providing the highest benefits in return for public investments, we request that you document how your decisions and the selected alternatives maximize net public benefit.  In other words, you should give consideration to, and adequately document, who would benefit from this project and who would pays for it.  Please provide an itemized list of monetary costs and benefits for the project, including the no-action alternative.

Economics is another reason why we strongly desire to see an alternative that would only involve rehabilitation and recovery.  The long-term benefits of not having to spend money for doing road maintenance or other management activities and administration in the analysis area should be compared to the expenses incurred from both the action alternative(s) and the no-action alternative.  

For every project proposal, it is important that the results of past monitoring be incorporated into planning.  All Interdisciplinary Team Members should be familiar with the results of all past monitoring pertinent to the project area, and any deficiencies of monitoring that have been previously committed to.  For that reason, we expect that the following be included in the NEPA documents or project files:

 A list of all past projects (completed or ongoing) implemented in the proposed project area watersheds.  

 The results of all monitoring done in the project area as committed to in the NEPA documents of those past projects.  

 The results of all monitoring done in the proposed project area as a part of the Forest Plan monitoring and evaluation effort.  

 A description of any monitoring, specified in those past project NEPA documents or the Forest Plan for proposed project area, which has yet to be gathered and/or reported.

Please disclose the name of any other past logging projects (implemented during the life of the Forest Plan) whose analysis area(s) encompass the areas to be logged under this proposal. Please disclose if the FS has performed all of the monitoring and mitigation required or recommended in any NEPA documents, and the results of the monitoring. Lacking such knowledge, justification for use of a CE is missing.

Before approving a further set of activities that are known causes of ecosystem damage—activities such as logging, road construction, and motorized access—the FS must complete the revision of the Forest Plan in order to elucidate a truly sustainable ecological vision of forest management. The FS proposes to continue to implement a Forest Plan that has in many ways expired, both legally and ecologically. Project-level decisions based upon an out-of-date Forest Plan and in an absence of adequate monitoring are inadequately informed, are likely illegal, and will result in more of the same kind of damage that has occurred continuously under the first Forest Plan.

The development of approved fire management plans in compliance with the Federal Wildland Fire Policy was the number one policy objective intended for immediate implementation in the Implementation Action Plan Report for the Federal Wildland Fire Management Policy and Program Review. In general, the FS lags far behind other federal land management agencies that have already invested considerable amounts of time, money, and resources to implement the Fire Policy. Continued mismanagement of national forest lands and FS refusal to fully implement the Fire Policy puts wildland firefighters at risk if and when they are dispatched to wildfires. 

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).

This means the FS must consider the cumulative effects of activities on land of all ownerships in or adjacent to project area watersheds. 

It has been well-established that site-specific Biological Evaluations (BEs) or Biological Assessments (BAs) must be prepared for all actions such as this.  Further, the Forest Service Manual requires that BEs/BAs consider cumulative effects.  The Forest Service Manual states that project BEs/BAs must contain “a discussion of cumulative effects resulting from the planned project in relationship to existing conditions and other related projects” [FSM 2672.42(4)].  “Existing conditions” obviously are the current conditions of the resources as a result of past actions.  

It is our intention that you include in the record and review all of the literature we’ve cited herein. Please contact WildWest Institute if you have problems finding any of the references.


Thank you for your attention to these concerns.  Please keep us on your list to receive further mailings on the proposal. Also, please send copies of the Biological Evaluations/Assessments for all Threatened, Endangered, Proposed, and Sensitive fish, wildlife, and plant species for this proposed project, as soon as they are available. 

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,

And on behalf of:

/s/

Michael Garrity







Alliance for the Wild Rockies 





Jeff Juel
P.O. Box 505





Helena, Montana 59624 



406-459-5936
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