Northern Rockies Lynx Amendement – Scoping Comments due October 26, 2001
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Missoula, MT  59807

Key issues:
-
Winter logging – snow compaction from roads and skid trails, increased human use 

-
Dispersed/Illegal winter recreation – non-designated snowmobile use

-
FS roads – snow compaction, increased human use, fragmentation

-
Mapping – accurate maps of corridors/linkage areas, denning sites and sightings

-
Successful highway crossings – Vail?

-
Collaboration with state forests and private landholders – Tools for the FS to acquire other lands

-
Denning  - old growth

*
Purpose of lynx and endangered species protection - biodiversity

Northern Rockies Lynx Amendment



[DATE]

Jon Haber

Northern Regional Headquarters

PO Box 7669

Missoula, MT  59807

Dear Mr. Haber:

These are comments on behalf of the Alliance for the Wild Rockies regarding the Northern Rockies Lynx Amendment proposed action.  We are very pleased to see the agencies going forward with this action, however we have several concerns about the scope of the analysis.  In addition, we are concerned that these forest plan amendments are being proposed not to protect lynx, but to merely avoid legal recourse; it is difficult to imagine how a plan motivated by avoiding litigation will actually succeed.  Our concerns seem to be validated by the fact that the proposed amendments do not go beyond the recommendations of the Canada Lynx Conservation Assessment and Strategy (LCAS); thereby ignoring some provisions of the best available science.  Attachment 2 of the scoping document omitted many important areas of analysis that are vital to understanding the threats to lynx viability that are discussed in the relevant science.  Our concern is that the best and most comprehensive scientific approach is being watered down in this process.

Discussion at the Missoula Open House revealed that many important issues were “not addressed” by this project.  These include dispersed winter recreation, winter logging, the effects of forest roads on lynx mortality, the effects of high use roads that present barriers to Lynx connectivity, and a lack of regional coordination.  In order for these forest plans to truly comply with the Endangered Species Act and prevent a "take" of lynx, these issues must be thoroughly analyzed  As this project is still in the beginning stages, we request that you integrate our suggestions as you develop alternatives.  

Roads

Roads play a critical role in lynx mortality.  While the current proposal recognizes that highway mortality of lynx at important crossings it does not provide guidance to resolve current problem areas.   Under the current proposal, if there is a stretch of interstate highway that consistently results in lynx mortality, the problem will not be addressed until that particular stretch of highway needs to be reconstructed for other reasons.   We argue that once a problem stretch of highway is identified, agency inaction that leads to continued mortality is unacceptable.  In order for these amendments to sufficiently protect lynx, a detailed plan must be in place to provide for the protection of lynx on important highway crossings.   [info on successful crossings here] 

As with other forest predators and animals, forest service roads that facilitate increased human use lead to increased mortality of Lynx; the scientific conclusions are clear on this point (Scientific basis for Conserving Forest Carnivores).  The Missoula Open House and the scoping document indicated that road closures are not being considered in an effort to protect lynx.  In fact, the facilitator in Missoula denied that forest service and other roads even have an effect on Lynx mortality.   This represents a serious disconect between the proposed amendment and what the best science provides.  An analysis of the road densities, public use of forest roads, and lynx mortality on forest roads must be performed before an effective plan can be implemented.  It is unclear why the direct and indirect effects of these forest roads were not considered a major component of lynx protection, especially when the best science points to roads as a major impediment to lynx viability.  Consider the following assertions from Ruggiero and others:

“The authors suggest that large, continuous blocks of public land, with minimal development or roads providing vehicular access, will be critical for survival of the reintroduced lynx” (p 92).

“Road management is an important component of lynx habitat management.  Although construction and maintenance of roads both destroys and creates habitat for prey, lynx use roads for hunting and travel which makes them more vulnerable to human caused mortality” (p 89).

“Roads constructed for forest management, mining, or recreational purposes may increase the vulnerability of lynx to hunters and trappers (Bailey et al, 1986; Todd 1985) and increase opportunities for accidental road deaths (Brocke et al. 1992).

According to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service biological opinion, forest roads are a factor that require analysis.  

“Plans . . . allow levels of human access via forest roads that may present a risk of incidental trapping or shooting of lynx or access by other competing carnivores” (p 29).

“Determine where high total road densities coincide with lynx habitat, and consider prioritizing road restrictions or reclamation in those areas” (p 39).

While the LCAS barely scratches the surface on the effects of forest roads on lynx, a more thorough scientific analysis has been completed by Ruggiero and others that does cite roads as major impediments to lynx survival.  In order to fully comply with the Endangered Species Act and more importantly, in order to protect lynx, these amendments must consider closing roads that disturb critical lynx habitat. 

Winter logging and other management activities

We are concerned with the failure of the proposal as it stands to even acknowledge that winter forest management activities have negatively effected lynx viability.  This lack of acknowledgement ignores the best science that clearly points to forest management in the winter as detrimental to lynx.  According to Ruggiero, 

“ . . . opportunities for resource overlap among these species [coyotes and bobcats] may increase during winter due to increased access to high-elevation habitats via snowmobile trails and roads maintained for winter recreation or forest management activities.  Increased competition from other predators may be particularly detrimental to lynx during late winter when hare numbers are lowest and lynx are nutritionally stressed” (Ruggiero et al. p 93).

While the amendment outline clearly acknowledges that snow compaction leads indirectly to lynx mortality, it simply ignores the role of winter forest management activities as causal agents.  The Missoula Open House provided the public with the true nature of logging today when the facilitator mentioned that a great deal of logging has been planned for winter time to conserve soils; it HAS TO be done in the winter.  We disagree strongly.  If you are destroying soils in the summer and contributing to the decline of Lynx in the winter then you should not be proposing to do it!  We request a thorough analysis of the effects of winter forest management activities in lynx habitat.   Further we request that all alternatives provide flexibility to preclude winter logging in sensitive lynx habtat. 

Coordination with other landowners 

We request a detailed analysis of the options available for coordination with corporate, private, and state landowners who maintain land in or adjacent to an lynx analysis units (LAUs).  According to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service biological opinion, 

“Plans . . . are weak in providing direction for coordinating management activities with adjacent landowners and other agencies to assure consistent management of lynx habitat across the landscape” (p 30).

Old Growth

The Lynx Biological Opinion states, 

“Within developmental land allocations, existing Plan direction to maintain old growth habitat was judged to be adequate to provide for lynx denning habitat in for all geographic areas except the Great Lakes (p 31).  

This statement incorrectly assumes that western forests are currently meeting their old growth retention requirements.  In order for the forest plans to be in compliance with the Endangered Species Act a forest-specific analysis must be conducted to determine if old growth retention requirements are being met.  For instance a recent court decision determined that the Clearwater National Forest is not meeting its' Old Growth requirements, it is thus impossible for the Clearwater to be in compliance with the ESA.  In those forests that have not retained the required amount of old growth, a plan must be in place to ensure that this important component of lynx habitat is met.  

Snowmobile Use and Dispersed Winter Recreation

The amendment outline is extremely weak in its treatment of snowmobile use.  We recognize that the proposal calls for no new snowmobile trails.  This does not go far enough to help recover Lynx.  If a current "legal" trail is contributing to the decline of the lynx then it must be addressed.  

We also recognize an analysis of the contribution of illegal winter recreation on lynx mortality is completely omitted from the proposed amendment.  The current proposal for the analysis of the effects of snowmobile use on lynx viability is inadequate until considers dispersed snowmobile use.   There is conclusive information that illegal and dispersed snowmobile use occur in sensitive Lynx habitat within this region.  Ignoring this renders the current proposal in violation of the ESA and does not represent a true effort to protect Lynx.  Consider the following comments from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service biological opinion, 

“These activities [motorized recreation] may provide packed trails that allow competitors to more easily enter lynx habitat.  The overall lack of direction was found to result in a risk of adverse effects across all geographic areas”  (p. 41).

Also, the following assertion is made in the LCAS, 

“Buskirk et al. hypothesize that the usual spatial segregation of lynx and coyotes ‘may break down where human modifications to the environment increase access by coyotes to deep snow areas.  Such modifications include expanded forest openings throughout the range of the lynx in which snow may be drifted, and increased snowmobile use in deep snow areas of the western mountains’” (LCAS p. 21).

We request a detailed map of snowmobile trails within LAUs, as well as documentation of dispersed snowmobile use within LAUs.  The failure of the amendment proposal to recommend closing existing snowmobile trails clearly ignores recommendations from the Fish and Wildlife Service, such as,

“Provide a landscape with interconnected blocks of foraging habitat where snowmobile, cross-country skiing, snowshoeing or other snow-compacting activities are minimized or discouraged” (Lynx Biological Opinion p. 41).

Monitoring and Mapping

In order to be in compliance with the Endangered Species Act, a detailed mapping and monitoring plan must be established.  Especially considering the following, 

“All Plans fail to provide direction to monitor lynx and snowshoe hare or their habitats.  This may make detection and assessment of adverse effects difficult or impossible to ascertain” (Lynx Biological Opinion p. 45).

It has yet to be determined how the current amendment will relieve this fundamental problem in protecting and recovering lynx.

Regional Continuity

We believe that all regional forests and BLM units should be managing lynx habitat in the same way.  By allowing forests here and there throughout the region to adopt their own lynx management provisions, many important details could get lost in the local planning process and jeopardize recovery efforts. 

Purpose and Need

On a broader note, we would like the agencies to understand the importance of ensuring the viability of a species, such as the Canada lynx.  The conservation of vast areas of land necessary to maintain the viability of these species is a significant step to protecting regional biodiversity.  In other words, by affording the lynx habitat protection, we are providing ourselves with clean water and clean air, enjoyment of the outdoors, and numerous other benefits that are taken for granted.  We are convinced that the agencies involved in this process do not understand the significance of protection of threatened and endangered species.  Comments by the facilitator of the Missoula open house support this conclusion.  When asked the purpose of lynx protection, the facilitator summed up the agency sentiment in one sentence, “So we won’t get sued.”   As we stated earlier, it is difficult to envision a process that is driven by the idea of doing the bare minimum to avoid legal recourse actually succeeding.  When conducting your analysis, please do not lose sight of the deeper purpose and need for these amendments. 
Thank you for incorporating our comments and suggestions into the environmental assessment and please keep us on the contact list for this project

Sincerely, 

Barbara Chillcott

Alliance for the Wild Rockies
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