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Dear Reviewing Officer:

 

 

 

Defenders of Wildlife files this objection to the Final Land and Management Plan for the Grand Mesa,

Uncompahgre, Gunnison (GMUG) National Forests under the process identified in 36 C.F.R. [sect] 219 Subpart

B. Notice of availability of the Draft Record of Decision (Draft ROD), Final Environmental Impact Statement

(FEIS), and the Revised Land Management Plan (Revised Plan) was published in the Grand Junction Daily

Sentinel, the GMUG's newspaper of record, on August 30, 2023, making this objection timely. Our objection

focuses on plan direction relevant to the Canada lynx (threatened) and Uncompahgre fritillary butterfly

(endangered).

 

 

 

Sincerely,

 

 

 

Lauren McCain

 



Senior Federal Lands Policy Analyst

 

Defenders of Wildlife

 

600 17th St., Suite 450N

 

Denver, CO 80202

 

720.943.0453

 

lmccain@defenders.org

 

 

 

I. Canada Lynx (Lynx canadensis)

 

 

 

We raised concerns about this standard and other plan components being insufficiently protective in our

comments on the Draft Plan and DEIS. HCCA et al. 2021 at 75-99.

 

 

 

The Canada lynx (lynx) occurs on the GMUG and is listed under the ESA as a threatened species in the Distinct

Population Segment (DPS) of the lower 48 states. 65 Fed. Reg. 16052, March 24, 2000. The Southern Rockies'

lynx population makes up one of six lynx "geographic units" in the DPS and is the southern-most unit. USFWS

2017. Lynx inhabiting the Southern Rocky Mountain Geographic Unit largely depend on national forests within

the Rocky Mountain Region (Region 2) of the Forest Service. Each Region 2 national forest in the Southern

Rockies adopted a plan amendment, the Southern Rockies Lynx Amendment (SRLA). Since 2008, the SRLA has

served as the regulatory mechanism to conserve and manage lynx habitat in Forest Service Region 2, including

for the GMUG. USDA-USFS 2008. The SRLA plan components placed some restrictions on forest uses such as

logging, recreation, and fragmentation that can negatively impact habitat.

 

 

 

In its 2017 Species Status Assessment for the DPS, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) predicted this

geographic unit's population may be extirpated by the end of the century and possibly by 2050, based on climate

change scenarios. USFWS 2017. Given this dire prediction, the GMUG's revised forest plan must contain strong

direction to eliminate the anthropogenic threats to the lynx and lynx habitat.

 

 

 

The forest plan must contribute to the recovery of the species as mandated by 36 C.F.R. [sect] 219.9(b)(1) and

help fulfill the Forest Service's obligation to promote the species' recovery under the ESA. Plan provisions,

including plan standards and other components, must be informed by the best available scientific information

(BASI) under the Forest Service's Planning Rule at 36 C.F.R. [sect] 219.3. Additionally, plan components must

be written clearly and specifically to allow line officers the ability to implement projects that achieve desired

conditions as required by the Planning Rule at 36 C.F.R. [sect] 219.7(e)(1)(i-v) and the FSH directives FSH

219.12, ch. 20, 22.1(2)(b) and FSH 219.12, ch. 20, 22.1(2)(d).

 

 



 

Since the Southern Rockies DPS was listed in 2000, lynx habitat conditions have changed significantly due to a

large-scale spruce bark beetle epidemic that has caused substantial Engelmann spruce tree mortality. Lynx

prefer Engelmann spruce - subalpine fir (spruce-fir) forests in the Southern Rockies.

 

 

 

GMUG planners developed a specific plan standard intended to protect the best existing habitat. The Forest

Service modified these plan components for the Revised Plan, as the FEIS explains below,

 

 

 

In response to public comments and additional staff review, the plan revision team made changes to the plan

standard VEG S8 between the draft and final plan alternatives to better clarify the intent, applicable vegetation

management activities, exceptions, and the scale of the standard's application. [hellip] Although the total percent

allowance [of vegetation management] has been reduced from 7% in the draft alternative B to 1%, the number of

acres available for timber harvest - in VEG S8-qualifying stands - has increased from approximately four hundred

acres to approximately 12,600 acres. FEIS, Vol. 1 at 40.

 

 

 

The current Revised Plan suffers from the following problems:

 

 

 

* Standard FW-STND-SPEC-35 (SRLA VEG S8) would not provide the ecological conditions necessary to

contribute to the recovery of the lynx in compliance with 36 C.F.R. [sect] 219.9(b)(1). And changes made to other

direction in the Southern Rockies Lynx Amendment (SRLA) would not ameliorate the new standard's

weaknesses. The standard is not reflective of essential BASI about lynx habitat requirements in the Southern

Rocky Mountains, including what the Forest Service has defined as lynx habitat that the standard is intended to

protect. The standard does not sufficiently protect habitat from negative impacts of vegetation management

activities permitted by the standard, such as salvage logging. The standard allows too much and inappropriate

types of timber harvesting and vegetation treatments.

 

 

 

* Standard FW-STND-SPEC-35 (SRLA VEG S8) does not provide sufficient direction to guide its implementation.

The standard is not consistent with the Planning Rule's description of plan components and agency directives

that requires plan components to be written clearly and that requires components be informed by BASI. Some

language in the standard is unclear, vague, and/or ambiguous. 36 C.F.R. [sect] 219.7(e)(1)(i-v); FSH 219.12, ch.

20, 22.1(2)(b); FSH 219.12, ch. 20, 22.1(2)(d).

 

 

 

* The impacts analysis in the FEIS of standard FW-STND-SPEC-35 (SRLA VEG S8) does not support the 1%

allowance (or 1% cap) of salvage harvest, sanitation, or hazardous fuels treatments standard; the exemption of

other fuel treatments to the 1% cap; and the exceptions to the standard. The FEIS lacks clarity, especially

regarding the calculation of the high-quality habitat estimate. Overall, the FEIS analysis of direct, indirect, and

cumulative impacts of the forest plan is flawed; it does not present a reasonable range of alternatives, and it fails

to establish an appropriate baseline from available data and information.

 



 

 

We appreciate that the significant structural and compositional changes to lynx habitat due to the spruce bark

beetle epidemic has presented a complex situation for forest planners. We thank the Forest Service for seriously

considering our comments on the Draft Plan and DEIS and making some important modifications to the Revised

Plan in the preferred alternative. However, based on our review of the BASI, additional changes are necessary to

adequately address the concerns detailed in our previous comments and new concerns about the new standard

FW-STND-SPEC-35 (SRLA VEG S8). Given the precarious state of the Southern Rockies' lynx population and

the massive changes in spruce-fir forest conditions, it is imperative that the national forests of Region 2 do

everything they can to recover this fragile population by conserving the cats' habitat-especially by restricting

vegetation management in essential and recoverable habitat.

 

 

 

A. The GMUG's revised land management plan does not provide the ecological conditions necessary to

contribute to lynx recovery in violation of 36 C.F.R. [sect] 219.9(b)(1).

 

 

 

In the Southern Rockies, lynx primarily utilize high-elevation areas dominated by moist spruce-fir forest; though

they use aspen and lodgepole, they do so a lesser extent. Ivan et al. 2012. Lynx depend on snowshoe hares for

food. Snowshoe hares prefer the woody understory (dense horizontal cover) spruce-fir forests provide because

this habitat offers hiding cover and because hares eat conifer needles, twigs, and tree bark. Lynx also prey on

red squirrels when snowshoe hares are less abundant. Threats to lynx and lynx habitat include climate change,

vegetation management, habitat fragmentation, incidental trapping, recreation, minerals and energy exploration

and development, illegal shooting, forest and backcountry roads and trails, and livestock grazing. ILBT 2013.

 

 

 

The SRLA included standard VEG S6, which significantly restricted logging in what was at the time considered

the best lynx habitat on the Region 2 forests, defined as: multi-story mature or late successional forest, old

multistory structural stage, and winter snowshoe hare habitat. The "VEG S6 stands" receive the highest level of

protection with exceptions for cutting only around human infrastructure, for research, for incidental removal

during salvage operations, or when tree harvest is specifically employed for uneven-aged management to result

in multi-story attributes. Standard VEG S6 caps cutting VEG S6 stands to not more than 0.5% per forest.

However, the widespread tree mortality substantially diminished the standard VEG S6 stands, the best of the

best "pre-beetle" habitat.

 

 

 

On the Rio Grande National Forest (RGNF), adjacent to the GMUG, biologists and timber staff recognized

identifying and protecting lynx habitat when developing salvaging logging projects and offering timber sales was

no longer possible under the existing set of SRLA VEG standards and guidelines. The RGNF finalized its revised

land management plan in 2020 and commenced a study as the planning process began to assess the impacts of

the large-scale bark beetle-induced tree mortality on lynx. RGNF staff enlisted Dr. John Squires, the foremost

lynx expert in the country with the Forest Service's Rocky Mountain Research Station, to lead the study (the

Squires study). The Squires study goals were to,

 

 

 

both advance our ecological understandings of how Canada lynx respond to insect-related disturbance as well as



provide land managers the necessary information to develop on-the-ground silviculture/forest management that

addresses timber salvage and lynx conservation at multiple spatial scales (landscape- and stand-level). Squires

2018.

 

 

 

Researchers found that lynx within the RGNF were still largely using the same pre-beetle high quality habitat

area (i.e., VEG S6 stands) more than other areas in the forest. Squires et al. 2020. Though the structural forest

habitat conditions had changed, these areas contained structural elements that now make these areas the "best

of the best" habitat in the "post-beetle" forest. Biotic features that lynx selected for included:

 

 

 

* Landscape scale:

 

o Large, dead trees in both winter and summer

 

o Lack of Douglas-fir, which lynx avoided in winter and summer

 

o Relatively higher levels of Engelmann spruce in the canopy and subalpine fir in the subcanopy in winter

 

o Presence of aspen in winter

 

o Lower levels of Engelmann spruce in the canopy and higher in the subcanopy in the summer

 

* Home range scale:

 

o High levels of horizontal cover

 

o High snowshoe hare density

 

o High live Engelmann spruce in the canopy

 

o Large, live subalpine fir trees at high densities

 

o Large, dead trees

 

o High densities of Engelmann spruce trees

 

o Large, dead Engelmann spruce and subalpine fir both strongly selected in summer

 

* Fine-scale movement paths with more dead canopy cover than expected

 

 

 

These are the key ecological characteristics that comprise the best available habitat for lynx in Southern Rocky

Mountain forests with high Engelmann spruce tree mortality. Appendix 12 in the GMUG Revised Plan cites

Squires et al. (2020) as the science supporting the high-quality habitat definition in standard FW-STND-SPEC-35

(SRLA VEG S8). The FEIS, Vol. 1 explains the Squires study and findings starting on page 228.

 

 



 

1. Standard FW-STND-SPEC-35 (SRLA VEG S8) will not protect the best habitat in spruce bark beetle-impacted

forests.

 

 

 

Standard FW-STND-SPEC-35 (SRLA VEG S8) leaves substantial holes in what should be a safety net that

securely protects the best post-beetle lynx habitat on the GMUG when VEG S6 stands are absent or significantly

diminished. The standard reads,

 

 

 

Salvage harvest, sanitation, or hazardous fuels treatments may occur in high-quality lynx habitat that does not

qualify for the Southern Rockies Lynx Amendment VegS6 criteria due to overstory mortality in up to 1 percent of

mapped lynx habitat. This applies to all mapped lynx habitat on the GMUG and is not calculated at a Lynx

Analysis Unit scale. Other treatment types are not subject to VEG S8 but must adhere to all other applicable

Southern Rockies Lynx Amendment direction.

 

 

 

We provide details about the problems with the standard below.

 

 

 

a) The Revised Plan must protect large, dead trees at high densities and connectivity habitat.

 

 

 

The set of criteria defining "high-quality" habitat in standard FW-STND-SPEC-35 (SRLA VEG S8) leaves out key

habitat characteristics identified by Squires et al. (2020) as the best lynx habitat in the absence or scarcity of

VEG S6 stands.

 

 

 

VEG S8 states that high-quality habitat criteria in the Revised Plan (at 49) include:

 

 

 

1) Overstories predominantly of dead Engelmann spruce and subalpine fir, or either species, with a sub-canopy

layer dominated by subalpine fir, or a combination of either Engelmann spruce or aspen, or both (see plan

appendix 12, Footnotes Regarding Best Available Scientific Information.)

 

 

 

2) Total live overstory canopy cover less than or equal to 40 percent*, and

 

 

 

3) Understory horizontal cover [as defined by the SRLA] density from ground level to 3 meters above ground

level is greater than or equal to 45 percent during winter foraging conditions for snowshoe hares.

 



*When total live overstory canopy exceeds 40 percent, but criteria 1 and 3 are still met, refer instead to existing

Southern Rockies Lynx Amendment VEG S6 direction, plan appendix 4.

 

 

 

The standard includes a reference for the intended scientific rationale for the standard, "for more supporting

science and background on this standard, as well as plan appendix 12, Footnotes Regarding Best Available

Scientific Information." Plan at Appendix 12, 12-3. Appendix 12 cites Squires et al (2020) as the science.

 

 

 

Squires et al. (2020) also emphasized the importance of protecting dead canopy cover and conifer subcanopy for

connectivity habitat.

 

 

 

Canada lynx exhibited clear patterns of selection at our ?nest scale of selection along movement paths (fourth-

order selection). Male and female lynx, regardless of season, tended to move toward areas with more dead

canopy cover than expected given random availability along movement paths (Figs. 3 and 4). This movement

pattern was consistent with selection at the broader landscape- and home-range scales, and reinforced the

importance of beetle-impacted areas for Canada lynx use. Similarly, most females and males exhibited selection

along movement paths for areas with abundant subalpine ?r in the subcanopy during the winter.

 

 

 

The set of high-quality habitat criteria in the standard is missing the importance of large dead trees at high

densities underlined in the passages above. These habitat attributes must also be protected with strong direction

in the Revised Plan via incorporation into a standard. We appreciate the Forest Service strengthening snag

direction in the Revised Plan. Additionally, the management approaches in FW-MA-SPEC-35.c also include

important habitat characteristics the plan must protect. These characteristics of the best lynx habitat that don't yet

meet the definition of the VEG S6 stand need to be protected with inclusion in a standard, not with management

approaches, which is optional plan content. These necessary components for a standard include:

 

 

 

* Horizontal cover: Areas with greater than 45 percent are considered the highest quality snowshoe hare and lynx

habitat.

 

* Understory conifers: Preserve understory, particularly subalpine fir and Engelmann spruce, in the sub-canopy.

 

* Size and basal area of dead trees: Sub-canopy development is reduced by salvage; thus, snag retention is

most important in areas with high amounts of live understory.

 

* Shade retention: Dead trees and remaining live trees should be retained strategically to provide shade

protection for developing understory trees.

 

* Retain and protect live subalpine fir from incidental damage.

 

* Plant subalpine fir post-harvest.

 

* Canopy cover.



 

 

 

See Squires et al. (2018a and b) for the specific values associated with these attributes and these are

incorporated in full herein. The failure to require these lynx habitat characteristics in a standard significantly

weakens the habitat protections provided in standard FW-STND-SPEC-35 (SRLA VEG S8), failing to meet the

requirements of the 36 C.F.R. [sect] 219.9(b)(1) and the agency's duties under the ESA.

 

 

 

b) The Best Available Scientific Information demonstrates that salvage harvest should not be conducted in high-

quality habitat.

 

 

 

Text at the bottom of the standard refers to Appendix 12 in the Revised Plan for the BASI. The best available

science referenced in the GMUG Revised Plan warns against salvage logging in lynx habitat, and by extension

snowshoe hare habitat. The plan's Appendix 12 at 12-3 states,

 

 

 

Based on snowshoe hare pellet count data collected in 2018, 2019, and 2020 in spruce stands affected by the

spruce beetle epidemic, mean snowshoe hare density was highest in unmanaged sites followed by previously

managed sites, and lowest in salvage sites. Unmanaged and previously managed stands both contained dead

overstory and live advanced regeneration, while the dead overstory had been removed from the salvage areas.

Comparisons between treatments were not statistically different in 2018 and 2019. In 2020, mean hare density in

salvage sites was significantly different (lower) compared to unmanaged and previously managed sites. The

Science Team interpretation states, "Based on these variable results, exploration of options to mitigate impacts to

dense horizontal cover during salvage should be considered. It is critical to continue to steer salvage away from

high-quality Canada lynx habitat." (The Spruce Beetle Epidemic-Aspen Decline Management Response Project

(SBEADMR) Science Team Monitoring Questions, Results, and Interpretation from January 2022). (emphasis

added)

 

 

 

Squires et al. (2020) cited a range of scientific papers that reported negative impacts of the practice to imperiled

species and their own findings. Below are excerpts from Squires et al. (2020, and references therein):

 

 

 

* [S]alvage logging can reduce animal species richness, leading to substantial changes within ecological

communities (Thorn et al., 2018), including reductions in populations of some small mammals (e.g., red-backed

vole (Myodes gapperi); Sullivan et al., 2010).

 

 

 

* With respect to key predator and prey species in the boreal forest, Thomas et al. (2019) demonstrated that

salvage logging can alter food webs over the short term (< 25 yr) by reducing snowshoe hare (Lepus

americanus) abundance, which in turn directly in?uenced the presence of Canada lynx (Lynx canadensis) and

coyotes (Canis latrans).

 



 

 

* Salvage logging in disturbed landscapes can reduce biodiversity and therefore may be viewed as inappropriate

in protected areas (Thorn et al., 2018). However, complex socio-economic interactions between natural

disturbance processes and the desire to promote timber salvage often result in a cascade of ecological and

environmental consequences that are poorly understood in actively managed landscapes (Leverkus et al., 2018).

 

 

 

* The fact that Canada lynx selected higher levels of beetle-killed trees at the landscape and home range scales

and exhibited a positive functional response for beetle-killed trees, creates a management challenge relative to

tree salvage. Canada lynx also selected home ranges with abundant live spruce-?r trees within beetle-impacted

landscapes; areas selected by lynx within home ranges supported approximately 2.5 times the number of live

subalpine ?r trees from 3 to 8.9 in. DBH (7.6-22.6 cm) compared to areas randomly available.

 

 

 

* Across spatial scales, we also demonstrated that Canada lynx select forest conditions, such as large-diameter

beetle-killed trees in areas of abundant spruce-?r understory and live subalpine ?r trees, that potentially con?ict

with tree salvage depending on implementation strategies and prescriptions. Both lynx and hare depend on the

high horizontal cover provided by spruce-?r regeneration, which increase in areas of high tree mortality.

 

 

 

* Ecologically, [] interventions are outside the range of natural variation in boreal forests of the Southern Rockies

and are only practical in areas of particularly high resource or infrastructure value, or to promote human safety

(Pelz et al., 2015).

 

 

 

This information strongly indicates that salvage logging should not be allowed in high-quality habitat at all. Given

the precarious state of the Southern Rockies lynx population, it is evident that anything less, especially as weak

as the proposed standard for protecting high quality habitat is, would not maintain or restore the ecological

integrity in lynx habitat. It also fails to comply with the ESA's requirements of conserving and recovering the

species and falls far short of aligning with the best available science's identification of habitat requirements that

are needed to advance lynx recovery and conserve the species.

 

 

 

c) The exemption of treatment types that are not salvage harvest, sanitation, or hazardous fuels treatments

undermines high-quality habitat protection.

 

 

 

The limit imposed by standard FW-STND-SPEC-35 (SRLA Veg S8) applies only to salvage, sanitation, and fuel

reduction projects, "Other treatment types are not subject to VEG S8[hellip]". Plan at 49. This means that other

types of treatment, such as commercial sales of live trees or pre-commercial thinning, would not be subject to the

cap in this standard, and additional adverse impact to lynx habitat could result. We can't be confident the

standard will provide meaningful protection to the highest-quality habitat if other treatment types are allowed to

occur unrestricted. The exemption undermines standard FW-STND-SPEC-35 (SRLA Veg S8).

 



 

 

d) The exceptions to FW-STND-SPEC-35 (SRLA VEG S8) undermine protecting high-quality habitat.

 

 

 

With the exception of a set of vegetation treatment types from the standard such as pre-commercial thinning or

commercial sales of live trees, a significant amount of high-quality habitat could be destroyed or degraded under

FW-STND-SPEC-35 (SRLA VEG S8), despite other SRLA vegetation standards in place.

 

 

 

These exceptions in full for which the VEG S8 cap would not apply are:

 

 

 

1) Vegetation management designed with the primary objective to maintain or restore lynx habitat,

 

2) the removal of hazard trees immediately proximal to system roads and other infrastructure, and

 

3) sanitation treatment of blowdown to prevent or minimize epidemic levels of insect infestations.

 

4) For fuel treatment projects within the wildland-urban interface, see the existing Southern Rockies Lynx

Amendment guideline VEG G10 and definition of wildland-urban interface as applied in the Southern Rockies

Lynx Amendment (plan appendix 4).

 

 

 

Exceptions 1 and 3 negate the purpose of the standard (to provide protection to high quality lynx habitat where

SLRA VEG 6 no longer applies due to changed conditions) and do not result in a standard that would maintain or

restore ecological integrity of lynx habitat. Relatedly, the standard falls short of the ESA's requirements of

conserving and recovering the species and does not align with the best available science's identification of

habitat requirements that are needed to advance lynx recovery and conserve the species.

 

 

 

(1) Exception #1 is overly broad, and the Forest Service has documented no science to support its inclusion in

standard FW-STND-SPEC-35 (SRLA VEG S8).

 

 

 

This exception is a loophole where a range of vegetation management projects could be justified as maintaining

or restoring lynx habitat even though the best available science calls for no vegetation activities in habitat that

has been affected by the bark beetle when it would fall under VEG S8 because it was no longer covered by VEG

S6. The language of the exception is too vague to provide sufficient management direction.

 

 

 

The last section of the standard states that appendix 12 in the plan includes BASI to support the elements of the

standard. There is no science referenced in appendix 12. The only plan document that cites some science

relating to the exception is in Volume 3 of the FEIS, Response to Comments. FEIS, Vol. 3 states on page 296,



 

 

 

Based on public input including supporting science cited by the public for the Draft EIS and other best available

scientific information (e.g., Squires et al. 2020) - provides recommendations for managing lynx habitat in beetle-

killed forests; Interagency Lynx Biology Team 2013 - provides a scientific basis supporting the Southern Rockies

Lynx Amendment direction; Maletzke et al. 2008 - encourages maintaining or creating sufficient understory cover

to support high densities of snowshoe hares as foraging habitat for lynx; Vanbianchi et al. 2017 - highlights

importance of forest structure that allows lynx to use burned areas and other fire management recommendations

to ensure heterogeneity is retained within the footprint of large fires), all original Southern Rockies Lynx

Amendment standards are now applied to all action alternatives in the Final EIS.

 

 

 

None of the articles cited above studied vegetation management impacts on lynx habitat restoration and

maintenance or support that any such activities should take place.

 

 

 

Maletzke et al. (2008)'s paper found higher snowshoe hare densities in areas of higher understory cover in their

study on lynx preferred hunting grounds. They did not study how vegetation management could maintain or

create understory cover, as suggested by the paragraph above. Rather, they merely included management

recommendations based on their findings, which do not align with what the Forest Service is proposing, stating,

 

 

 

To maximize the habitat value of forest stands as foraging habitat for lynx, we encourage forest managers to

maintain or create suf?cient understory cover to support high densities of snowshoe hares, which can be

accomplished in a variety of ways, including deferring or avoiding precommercial thinning, precommercial

thinning with reserves (Griffen and Mills 2007), curtailing brush and other understory removal, and planting

regeneration stock at high densities.

 

 

 

This list highlights deferring or avoiding precommercial thinning (PCT), an activity that is not addressed or

otherwise covered by VEG S8. The Griffin and Mills (2007) study, cited by Maletzke et al. (2008) tested a PCT

alternative.

 

 

 

For the next part of the list, if the Griffin and Mills (2007) study is reviewed, the purpose of this cite by Maletzke et

al. (2008) was to develop an alternative to precommercial thinning, PCT-R or "precommercial thinning with

reserves,"-where "20% of the total stand was retained in uncut quarter-hectare patches." PCT is known to reduce

snowshoe hare occupancy, and the alternative may maintain a higher abundance of snowshoe hares in areas

than standard PCT treatments, thus reducing negative impacts of the practice on lynx habitat. Griffin and Mills

(2007) concluded,

 

 

 

Where high snowshoe hare abundance is a goal, standard PCT should be avoided. The PCT-R retains some

natural variation in young stand structure, and may maintain snowshoe hare abundance at levels comparable to



unthinned stands, at least in the short term. It is possible to use PCT-R treatments other than the one we used;

we suggest that PCT-R should retain a spatially well-distributed selection of the very densest patches of saplings.

 

 

 

Their findings do not indicate that PCT or PCT-R maintains or restores lynx habitat, rather that PCT-R is less

deleterious to snowshoe hares than PCT without providing untreated reserve areas.

 

 

 

Vanbianchi et al. (2017 at 2382) studied lynx use of post-fire burn areas, and they found that,

 

 

 

Lynx used burned areas as early as 1 year postfire, which is much earlier than the 2-4 decades postfire

previously thought for this predator. These findings are encouraging for predator persistence in the face of fires,

but increasingly severe fires or management that reduces postfire residual trees or slow regeneration will likely

jeopardize lynx and other predators. Fire management should change to ensure heterogeneity is retained within

the footprint of large fires to enable viable predator populations as fire regimes worsen with climate change.

 

 

 

In the discussion section, Vanbianachi et al. (2017) speculated about vegetation management to protect lynx

habitat from uncharacteristic wildfires. This was not the subject of their research and thus this study is not best

available science.

 

 

 

(2) Exception #2 does not provide sufficient management direction.

 

 

 

Exception #2 does not limit the distance from the road or other infrastructure within which hazardous tree

removal is allowed. There must be sideboards for the standard to meet the requirements for standards under the

2012 Planning Rules and to provide clear direction for implementation in a way that would be limited if the

standard is to have any value in protecting high quality lynx habitat that is no longer protected under SLRA VEG

S6.

 

 

 

(3) The Forest Service has documented no science to support the inclusion of Exception #3 in FW-STND-SPEC-

35 (SRLA VEG S8).

 

 

 

The BASI demonstrates that sanitation treatments for blowdowns would do more harm than good.

 

 

 

B. Standard FW-STND-SPEC-35 (SRLA VEG S8) does not provide clear direction to assure that the standard's

provisions will be properly applied in project design and execution and that the standard, ultimately, protects the



best lynx habitat in high spruce mortality areas that don't meet the definition of VEG S6 stands. This lack of clarity

in plan direction does not, FSH 1909.12, ch. 20, 22.1(2)(b), and FSH 1909.12, ch. 20, 22.1(2)(d).

 

 

 

We anticipate the Forest Service will not be able to accurately calculate the cumulative total extent of vegetation

treatments in high-quality habitat areas and will not be able to adhere to the 1% cap on salvage harvest,

sanitation, and fuels management. The application of the standard at the forest scale; the exemption of

vegetation management types beyond salvage harvest, sanitation, and fuels; vague and ambiguous language in

the exceptions; and a confusing impacts analysis do not provide confidence that the standard and the aggregate

plan components will indeed protect: high-quality habitat, or the best habitat that includes home range attributes

described by Squires et al. (2020), or the ecosystem characteristics that provide the best lynx habitat. It appears

that the sum of these factors could lead to a net loss of the highest quality habitat for lynx.

 

 

 

The plan indicates that the intent of standard FW-STND-SPEC-35 (SRLA VEG S8) is "to retain existing high-

quality habitat while encouraging vegetation management in areas where habitat quality for lynx and snowshoe

hare can be improved in the long-term." Plan at Appendix 4-11. The Forest Service acknowledges this, stating in

FEIS, Vol. 1 at 40. (See also BA at 94, 96 for confirmation),

 

 

 

The FEIS analysis concludes that the 1% allowance cap currently exceeds total modeled high-quality habitat in

areas suitable for timber production in stands where VEG S8 would be applied, given forest conditions at the time

of this decision. Therefore, per current forest conditions, active management could be conducted on the entirety

of this area without restriction per this alternative [hellip]

 

 

 

This raises significant questions. Why did the Forest Service develop the standard if it is not going assure any

high-quality lynx habitat will be protected? Have we misinterpreted the direction provided by the standard and

misunderstood the FEIS? If so, the Forest Service needs to modify and clarify the language in the standard and

the explanations of the standard's impacts in the FEIS and BA to illustrate how the Revised Plan would actually

protect high-quality habitat. The specific direction in plan components must be operational for Forest Service staff

charged with executing vegetation management projects. As it stands, this is confusing and concerning.

 

 

 

C. The FEIS is not fully compliant with the National Environmental Policy Act with respect to the Canada lynx.

 

 

 

The FEIS did not provide a range of reasonable alternatives. It did not consider and analyze an alternative that

included the management approaches in FW-MA-SPEC-35.c (bullets 2-6) as plan standards.

 

 

 

The FEIS failed to examine and explain how the Revised Plan will provide the necessary ecological conditions to

contribute to lynx recovery as required by 36 C.F.R. [sect] 219.9(b)(1). The SRLA was designed to help limit

threats to lynx in the Southern Rockies, not eliminate them. The FEIS didn't analyze the full effects of standard



VEG S8. The FEIS failed to examine the impacts of calculating the 1% harvest/treatment allowance of high-

quality habitat in mapped habitat at the entire forest scale versus the lynx analysis unit scale. The FEIS failed to

examine the impacts of VEG S8's harvest/treatment allowance, exemptions, and exceptions to lynx and lynx

habitat (e.g., high-quality habitat). In fact, it stated that the impact may be that standard VEG S8 won't protect any

high-quality habitat at all, as stated in FEIS, Vol. 1 at 40,

 

 

 

Comments on the draft plan from timber industry representatives and a portion of the public were concerned that

restricting salvage harvest in lynx habitat would have a large impact on timber production. Public comments also

advocated for no salvage or other harvest in lynx habitat, so a "no salvage" option was analyzed in the draft and

final plan alternative D. In light of these public comments, the preferred alternative VEG S8 now reflects more

flexibility for both the total amount of allowable active vegetation management and more exceptions, while also

restricting a broader range of vegetation management activities than just salvage harvest. The FEIS analysis

concludes that the 1% allowance cap currently exceeds total modeled high-quality habitat in areas suitable for

timber production in stands where VEG S8 would be applied, given forest conditions at the time of this decision.

Therefore, per current forest conditions, active management could be conducted on the entirety of this area

without restriction per this alternative, with additional acres under the cap that could be harvested outside of

areas suitable for timber production. Nonetheless, the preferred alternative VEG S8, in combination with existing

area designations and Revised Plan management area allocations, would protect approximately 68 percent

(26,000 acres) of all currently estimated VEG S8-qualifying high-quality habitat (38,000 acres). (emphasis added)

 

 

 

How the Forest Service estimated the area of high-quality habitat was not clear from the explanation in the FEIS.

This matters because without a figure of high-quality habitat within a ballpark of reliability, it may not be possible

to determine when the 1% cap in FW-STND-SPEC-35 (SRLA VEG S8) is met or to keep track of activities in

order to determine when that threshold is being approached. Page 214 of the FEIS, Vol. 1 states that "[a]ctual

extent of applicability will depend upon field validation at a project-level." It was confusing as to whether the

estimate was based on dense horizontal cover, as Figure 10, FEIS, Vol. 1 at 215 implies, or dense overstory, as

Figure 11 implies, FEIS, Vol. 1 at 237, or these inputs and live overstory as Figure 13 implies, FEIS, Vol. 1 at

238. We understand field identification of high-quality stands is essential, but the Forest Service needs have an

estimate of the high-quality habitat baseline to calculate the cumulative area of vegetation management projects

(salvage, sanitation, and fuels treatment projects) and for this standard to have value. The standard does not

provide clear guidance to direct the GMUG's line officers on how to avoid breaching the 1% cap when planning

and executing salvage and sanitation harvest or hazardous fuels treatment projects over time. It also fails to

provide a baseline for where in this 1% cap threshold the GMUG currently stands as a result of ongoing activities

that are occurring in lynx habitat.

 

 

 

The cumulative effects analysis is inadequate. The lynx cumulative effects analysis in FEIS, Vol. 1 begins at 248,

stating,

 

 

 

The lynx analysis units within the GMUG National Forests plan area were considered as the cumulative effects

area for this analysis. This includes accounting for reasonably foreseeable actions and effects on adjacent non-

Federal lands and considering other adjacent land management plan influences on the GMUG National Forests.

 

 



 

Yet, VEG S8 is intended to be applied at the forest-wide scale. There is no discussion of the Spruce Beetle

Epidemic &amp; Aspen Decline Management Response impacts to lynx habitat and high-quality habitat or other

past and planned vegetation management projects in mapped lynx habitat or areas where the Forest Service has

estimated high-quality habitat exists.

 

 

 

The Southern Rockies lynx population may not be doing well. The Forest Service BA for the GMUG Revised Plan

states, "an estimated 150-250 Canada lynx are in Colorado." Sufficient scientific information does not currently

exist to estimate Colorado's lynx population to our knowledge. The BA cites no scientific source for the estimate.

We are not certain, but the estimate may have come from flawed conjecture by Colorado Parks and Wildlife

(CPW) based on results of its "Canada lynx monitoring in Colorado" study, reported in CPW's annual research

reports for mammals. Colorado Parks and Wildlife 2020, 2021, and 2023. CPW provided the following estimate to

USFWS for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service's 2017 Species Status Assessment for the lynx, which stated,

"[t]he current size of the resident lynx population in Colorado is unknown but thought to number between 100 and

250." USFWS (2017 at 45). CPW repeated that figure in a 2019 press statement that says, "the lynx population is

stable in the core area of the San Juan Mountains at about 150-250." Colorado Parks and Wildlife 2019. We

appreciate CPW's efforts to conduct long-term monitoring of lynx. However, the study's sample size is too small

to provide reliable state-wide population and population trend estimates. Karl et al. 2002. CPW's lynx monitoring

offers essential information about the presence and distribution of lynx in the state and can be conducted with

limited resources. We note that the state agency's monitoring reports in the wildlife research project summary

reports have not included a state lynx population estimate.

 

 

 

Importantly, the lynx population in the Southern Rockies may be worse off than the 100-250 individuals provided

in CPW communications. Squires et al. (2020) studied the impacts on lynx of the spruce bark epidemic, which

began sweeping through the Engelmann spruce - subalpine fir (spruce-fir) forests in the Southern Rockies, the

forest type most preferred by lynx in the region, at about the time the species was listed under the ESA. The key

paper reporting the Squires et al. (2020 at 3) results, stated,

 

 

 

From 2015 to 2017, we captured 10 adult (> 3 years old) Canada lynx (6 males and 4 females) in box traps

(Kolbe et al., 2003) that were set on travel paths identi?ed by snow tracks during winter months (December to

March); traps were checked every 24 h. Our sample of Canada lynx included most individuals present on the

study area, based on our ?eld observations. (emphasis added)

 

 

 

In a presentation for an RGNF meeting that provided an update on the study in 2018, one of the "take-home"

messages was that "[hellip] the species in Colorado is currently in the "emergency room'." Squires et al. 2018.

 

 

 

Suggested Improvements

 

 

 

* Delete FW-STND-SPEC-35 (SRLA VEG S8).



 

 

 

* Designate all high-quality lynx habitat as unsuitable for timber production.

 

 

 

* Develop a standard to prohibit vegetation treatment in the high-quality lynx habitat except for the situations

stated at Plan Appendix 4 at 5 (i.e., the current exceptions for the cap on treatment under FW-STND-SPEC-35

(SRLA VEG S8)).

 

 

 

* Add a standard that requires protection of understory trees in all treatments in lynx habitat.

 

 

 

* Also convert bullet points 2-5 (listed below) in the current FW-MA-SPEC-35.c to standards and reword to

comply with the requirements:

 

 

 

o Understory conifers: Preserve understory, particularly subalpine fir and Engelmann spruce, in the sub-canopy.

 

o Size and basal area of dead trees: Sub-canopy development is reduced by salvage; thus, snag retention is

most important in areas with high amounts of live understory.

 

o Shade retention: Dead trees and remaining live trees should be retained strategically to provide shade

protection for developing understory trees.

 

o Retain and protect live subalpine fir from incidental damage.

 

o Plant subalpine fir post-harvest.

 

o Canopy cover.

 

 

 

* Ensure that plan components for protection of lynx habitat apply to all treatment types.

 

 

 

* Designate the snowshoe hare as a focal species for monitoring.
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