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July 31, 2014

Shalonda Guy

Deputy District Ranger

Coronado National Forest

5700 N Sabino Canyon Road

Tucson, AZ  85750

comments-southwestern-coronado@fs.fed.us
Dear M(s) Guy:

The Yuma Audubon society submits the following comments on the Draft Environmental Assessment Authorizing Helicopter Use by the Arizona Game and Fish Department within Pusch Ridge Wilderness, hereafter referred to as “DEA” or “the DEA.”
The Yuma Audubon Society has been involved in public lands, wildlife, and wilderness issues for many years, going back to at least 1978. We have a special interest in this proposal because the bighorn sheep transplanted to Pusch Ridge Wilderness have come from the Trigo Mountains, near Yuma, Arizona. 
Yuma Audubon urges the Coronado National Forest to adopt the No Action Alternative for a variety of reasons discussed below.
The record of this project to reintroduce bighorn sheep to the Pusch Ridge Wilderness has been dismal and shocking, especially since it has been only nine months since the bighorn were relocated from the Trigo Mountains to Pusch Ridge. Of 31 animals relocated, 16 are already known dead. Only 13 are still known to be alive, leaving two unaccounted for (DEA, p. 10). Increased disturbance of the bighorn sheep by helicopter flights and landings, not to mention capture and temporary relocation while being collared and examined, will only increase the stress on this already extremely stressed group.
The DEA (at p. 9) divulges that the reason(s) for the disappearance of bighorn sheep from Pusch Ridge are unknown. This argues against reintroducing bighorn sheep to the area unless the reasons can be determined in order to foster a viable population. Was Pusch Ridge chosen as a transplant site largely for symbolic reasons?
The Proposed Action violates the Forest Service’s own Manual Direction (specifically, FSM 2323.31, 2323.32, and 2323.37, among others). FSM 2323.31 states as an objective to “[p]rovide an environment where the forces of natural selection and survival rather than human actions determine which and what numbers of wildlife species will exist.” (DEA, p. 13). The intensive management asserted as necessary for the bighorn sheep allow little room for “forces of natural selection and survival” especially when in addition mountain lions are removed from the area for doing what mountain lions sometimes do.

AT FSM 2323.32, we read that the Forest Service will “[d]iscourage measures for direct control (other than normal harvest) of wildlife and fish populations.” Again, the intensive management existing and proposed for this area would directly control the bighorn sheep and mountain lion populations, among others, contrary to the policy of FSM 2323.32.

FSM 2323.32 also states that “When alternative areas outside of the wilderness offer equal or better protection, take actions to recover threatened or endangered species outside of wilderness areas first.” Thus, the choice of a wilderness violates the spirit of FSM 2323.32. Were areas outside wilderness considered for re-establishment of bighorn sheep from the source area (Trigo Mountains)? The DEA does not address this.

Expanding the helicopter landing period from the four years of the original proposed alternative to the ten years of the modified proposed alternative results in much too long a period of disturbance. Frequent helicopter landings over ten years and contact with the bighorn sheep in the Pusch Ridge Wilderness Area will only increase stress for the sheep and potentially reduce the population even more than its already-depleted numbers.

The helicopter net-gun procedure described at DEA p. 20 is bound to produce stress and some mortality for the sheep. First, a net is going to be fired at them. Then they will be trapped and movement will be restricted. They will be conscious during the whole procedure. They will then be transported by helicopter to a staging area. Then they will be probed and poked and finally helicoptered back to where they were when caught. It is ironic that on the one hand Arizona Game & Fish speak of the importance of shielding bighorn sheep from stress while at the same time being one of the main reasons for stress among the bighorn sheep.

DEA p. 26 addresses the US Forest Service national framework for monitoring wilderness character. One of the three components of wilderness character consists of “symbolic meanings of humility, restraint, and interdependence in how individuals and society view their relationship to nature.” Landing helicopters in wilderness and associated high tech monitoring activities are hardly indications of “humility” and “restraint.” To the contrary, the exemplify hubris in that the intent seems to be to try to establish a bighorn sheep population in the Pusch Ridge Wilderness despite the cost (monetary and resource-wise) and ignoring that there may be better alternative areas available.
The DEA at p. 30 states that “Bighorn sheep have historically been a natural component of the Santa Catalina Mountains ecosystem . . . .” It would be wonderful if they could be restored to this area, but mountain lions have also been naturally occurring in the Santa Catalinas. The DEA does not discuss the relationship between bighorn sheep and mountain lions and what effects may be on mountain lions if the Modified Proposed Action is carried out.

The DEA at p. 32 also states that “The reintroduction of bighorn sheep, a native species to the PRW, has added to the natural and primitive character of the wilderness by restoring natural ecological relationships and processes.” But at the same time, reintroducing bighorn sheep has also diminished the natural and primitive character of the wilderness by reducing or eliminating the natural ecological relationship and process of predator-prey relations by Arizona Game & Fish killing mountain lions in the area when the mountain lions engage in the natural ecological relationship of killing and eating bighorn sheep. The DEA does not appear to analyze this and should.

We understand that Arizona Game and Fish are proposing to remove 90 more bighorn sheep from western Arizona for relocation in the Pusch Ridge Wilderness Area over the next three years. Given the abysmal survival rate of the first group transferred, we ask the Forest Service to deny any more transfers of bighorn sheep to Pusch Ridge until Arizona Game and Fish establish a captive breeding population so they will not have to raid and disrupt the viable bighorn sheep populations of western Arizona. This would be consistent with the Forest Service policies and objectives listed in the DEA. The cost of taking healthy, thriving bighorn sheep for transfer to Pusch Ridge has already been too high. As we enter a drier period of climate, existing healthy populations of bighorn sheep need to be undisturbed by loss of herd members so that they can better adapt to a changing climate.

Finally, if you are not going to adopt the No Action Alternative, we ask that you prepare and environmental impact statement so that the issues raised by the proposed action can be more fully examined. The level of complexity of relationships and public controversy over this project indicate that an EIS is necessary

Thank you for considering our comments.

Sincerely,
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Cary Meister

Conservation Chair
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