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Sawtooth National Forest
Supervisor’s Office
ATTN: Kitt T. Mullen, Forest Supervisor
2647 Kimberly Road East
Twin Falls, ID 83301

Sawtooth National Forest
ATTN: Invasive Plants Project
2647 Kimberly Road East, Twin Falls, ID 83301

RE:  IDFG Comments on the Boise & Sawtooth National Forests Invasive Plant Treatment/Project DEIS, the Forest Services identified preferred alternative (3) and the proposed action.

Dear Kitt:

Idaho Department of Fish and Game (IDFG) staff has reviewed the Boise & Sawtooth National Forest Invasive Plant Treatment (Proposed Action).  The following comments reflect our review of the Draft EIS (DEIS) to ensure technical accuracy and thoroughness.  We may offer additional comment about the Final EIS, when it is released for public review.  IDFG understands that the purpose of the Proposed Actions are to reduce the negative effects of existing and future invasive plants on native plant communities, and improve other natural resources  in the Proposed Action areas.  The proposal is to treat invasive plants on infested areas within the administrative boundaries of the Boise and Sawtooth National Forests, including the Sawtooth, Hemingway-Boulders, and White Clouds Wilderness Areas.  Proposed control methods include biological, chemical, and manual and mechanical techniques; five alternatives were considered in all.  

IDFG understands that the DEIS analysis of potential environmental effects is associated with implementation of an adaptive management strategy to control or reduce the presence of non-native invasive plants on the Boise National Forest (BNF) and the Sawtooth National Forest (SNF).  The DEIS described in detail the purpose and need for action, the alternatives including the Proposed Action, the affected environment, and the effects of the alternatives.  Control efforts should be focused on infestations that can realize the greatest resource benefits (those with the highest risk of spread, those that have not become broadly established, and those with the best likelihood of control success).  Treatment activities would include inventory and assessment designed to support Early Detection Rapid Response (EDRR), control methods, rehabilitation and restoration, as well as, implementation and effectiveness monitoring.  The intent of the EDRR is to allow timely control so that newly discovered infestations can be treated when they are small to prevent establishment and spread, while reducing treatment cost and potential side effects.  Treatment methods would be based on the extent, location, type, and character of an infestation and would be implemented using design criteria.  For annual treatments, a maximum of 20,000 acres would be proposed for treatment yearly on each Forest: 2,000 acres each for biocontrol and manual/mechanical treatment and 16,000 acres for herbicide treatment.

We are very familiar with the fish and wildlife resources found within and adjacent to the Project Area.  We commend the Forest Service for taking a collaborative approach to this challenging project and for the opportunity to provide technical assistance.  The invitation, consideration, and incorporation of wildlife values, as provided by the IDFG, clearly indicates the Forest Service’s strong desire to “improve wildlife habitat.”  IDFG is expressly charged with the statutory responsibility to preserve, protect, perpetuate, and manage all fish and wildlife in Idaho.  I.C.§ 36-103(a).  In fulfillment of our statutory charge and direction, as provided by the Idaho Legislature, we have identified the following issues and concerns and provide recommendations for your consideration.

Page 3, Second Paragraph: 
· Management priority would be based on risk factors such as the number and size of known infestations; vectors for spread; proximity to susceptible habitat; threat to important resources (e.g., wilderness, endangered species habitat); and ability to outcompete desirable plant species.

IDFG recommends that “important resources” include big game habitat (e.g., elk calving habitat, deer fawning habitat, winter range, critical winter range, bighorn sheep range, etc.).  Big game are important assets on the BNF and SNF, contributing to the area’s ecology, beauty, culture, recreation, and economy.  Well-managed big game habitat provides significant recreation opportunity and economic activity to Idaho and local communities through hunting and other wildlife-related recreation.  For instance, total annual expenditures from big game hunting in Idaho exceed $400 million, and support 2.7 million hunting days.  Conservation of big game habitats, including the important facet of invasive plant management, is critical to attracting and retaining these recreational opportunities and revenues.  IDFG would be willing to partner with the Forest Service for providing critical wildlife habitat data annually.


Page 3, Fourth Paragraph: 
· Monitoring is proposed and necessary for implementing and adaptive treatment program.  Information collected from monitoring may be used by managers to evaluate the efficacy of EDRR, treatment, and rehabilitation and restoration actions, and consequently adapt management actions.  

IDFG strongly encourages monitoring, and particularly effectiveness monitoring, to answer both short term and long term questions on the efficacy of the treatments and to identify and address where treatments may need to be adaptive in practice.  Monitoring is an important tool to inform more effective management in the future and is often a deficient component in project design.  Adequate funding and planning for monitoring should be a high priority for the ID team and Forest Leadership.

Page 5, Wildlife:
· Herbicide exposure, resulting from herbicide toxicity, may harm terrestrial species and it goes on to state the Forest Service will analyze effects of treatments on a range of species.  

IDFG would request that the Forest Service analyze effects to a range of semi-aquatic species, namely amphibians (frogs, toads, and salamanders) that utilize aquatic and terrestrial habitats.  The Columbia Spotted Frog is designated a Sensitive Species on both BNF and SNF, therefore it is expected that a brief analysis will be conducted for it.  However, IDFG specifically requests an analysis for the Western Toad (aka Boreal Toad, Anaxyrus boreas) which is an Idaho Species of Greatest Conservation Need (SGCN), due to significant rangewide population declines. Western Toad occurs on both forests.  Numerous toxicology studies suggest low-dose herbicides can have direct and indirect adverse effects on amphibian health including immunosuppression, hermaphrodism, reduced larvae survival rates, and alteration of the amphibian food base.  Herbicide toxicity may be enhanced by simultaneous exposure to other stressors such as UV-B radiation, disease, and drought.  We suggest that herbicide applicators take all necessary precautions when making broadcast applications to avoid contamination of wetland areas comprising important breeding habitat for native amphibian species.

Page 5, Sensitive Plants:
· Herbicide exposure, resulting from herbicide drift, residue, or direct application, may cause harm to non-target plants and their pollinators.

IDFG requests the Forest Service also analyze effects on non-target nectar-producing plants important to Idaho SGNC pollinators such as the Western Bumble Bee, Morrison’s Bumble Bee, Suckley's Cuckoo Bumble Bee, Yellow Bumble Bee, Hunt’s Bumble Bee, and other SGCN pollinator taxa.  

Page 7, Alternative 3-Proposed Action:
· The Proposed Action is to treat noxious and invasive plant species, and eradicate existing populations where possible to maintain native plant communities.  The Proposed Action would implement an adaptive Integrated Weed Management (IWM) strategy on the BNF and SNF to eradicate or control existing, or newly discovered invasive plants over the next 10 to 15 years as budget allows.

· The IWM would use the following treatment methods are proposed:
1. Biological control through the use of predators, parasites, and pathogens and through targeted grazing.

· Page 9, Biocontrol Treatments, Second Paragraph:
· Biocontrol is the preferred method in remote areas where access is limited, on extensive populations where other control methods may not be appropriate, on species where biocontrol agents are available and have been shown effective.

· Page 9, Biocontrol Treatments, Fifth Paragraph:
· Targeted grazing is also a form of biocontrol, and is another tool in the kit for constructing desirable ecosystems.  Targeted grazing is the application of livestock grazing at a specified season, duration, and intensity to accomplish specific vegetation management goals.  The term “targeted” refers to the specific plant or landscape that is the aim of controlled grazing practices (Launchbaugh 2006).  Targeted sheep and goat grazing is an effective technique.

All three wilderness areas currently have viable bighorn sheep populations.  Bighorn sheep are highly susceptible to respiratory infections that result in pneumonia.  Bacteria of the family Pasteurellaceae (Pasteurella multocida, Mannheimia haemolytica and Bibersteinia trehalosi), and Mycoplasma ovipneumoniae are the most frequently isolated respiratory pathogens.  Mycoplasma ovipneummoniae appears to be highly virulent and acts as an immune system depressant that allows the other pathogens to cause a rapid decline in the health status of infected animals.  Pneumonia caused by these organisms often results in the mortality of a large proportion of the population (Cox and Carlson 2012) across all age classes (referred to as an all age epizootic or die-off) and is typically followed by an enzootic event with multiple years of lamb mortality from pneumonia (WAFWA WHC 2014).  This pattern of pneumonia in wild sheep has been documented in more than 70 peer-reviewed scientific publications (AAWV and TWS 2015).  The disease vectors are transmitted to bighorn sheep from domestic sheep and goats through direct nose to nose contact.  Recent experimental exposure research has also indicated that Mycoplasma ovipneumoniae can be transmitted aerially from infected animals that are coughing to non-infected animals from as far as 60 meters away (George et al. 2008, Besser et al. 2014, Lawrence et al. 2010, and Wehausen et al. 2011).  The use of domestic sheep and goats for target grazing in these areas should not be implemented.  The threat to bighorn sheep from disease transmission far outweighs the benefits of utilizing target grazing.

· Page 15, Table 5. Comparison of alternatives by wildlife issues:
· The Proposed Action (Alternative 3) will have minimal to no adverse effects  from temporary and localized disturbance caused by weed treatment activities.  Design criteria would further minimize potential for effects from herbicides and disturbance to wildlife species.

Domestic sheep and goat grazing does have a substantial negative effect on wild bighorn sheep. The preponderance of scientific evidence demonstrates that close contact of bighorn sheep with domestic sheep and goats poses a significant threat to the continued conservation and restoration of wild sheep populations.  Seemingly healthy domestic sheep and goats can carry Mycoplasma ovipneumoniae that is transmitted to bighorn sheep through direct (nose-to-nose contact) and/or indirect (aerial transmission) means.  This disease is known to cause massive die offs in bighorn sheep populations and chronically low populations levels thereafter.  There is currently no effective vaccine or treatment for pneumonia in bighorn sheep (Wehausen et al. 2011).  Maintaining appropriate and reasonable spatial and temporal separation between wild sheep and domestic sheep and goats is the most effective tool currently available for minimizing risk of disease transmission between species (WAFWA WSWG 2012).

IDFG identifies disease risk as the single most important issue driving bighorn sheep habitat management in Idaho, as stated in IDFG’s Bighorn Sheep Management Plan (IDFG 2010). Specifically, contact with domestic sheep and goats is the primary way in which disease is introduced into wild, free-ranging bighorn sheep populations. In recent years, IDFG and the Idaho State Department of Agriculture (IDFG and ISDA 2008) and the Western Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies (WAFWA 2007) have recommended preventing contact between bighorn sheep and domestic sheep and goats as a means of averting disease transmission. The Department will continue to advocate spatial or temporal separation between bighorn sheep and domestic sheep and goats, concurrent with established Commission policy and WAFWA guidelines.  No domestic sheep or goats should be permitted in bighorn habitat/range.  The Sawtooth, Hemingway-Boulders, and White Clouds Wilderness Areas represent intact, productive bighorn sheep ranges with high value to consumptive and non-consumptive users.  This value should not be compromised by placing domestic sheep and goats in occupied bighorn sheep range.  Alternative weed control methods should be utilized in these areas.

2. Herbicide control using ground based spot and broadcast application methods (spot spraying, hand selective and broadcast).
3. Herbicide control using helicopter aerial application methods (excluding designated Wilderness and designated municipal watersheds).
· Page 17, Table 8. Comparison of alternatives by Wilderness issues:
· Alternative 3, 4, and 5 would preserve the natural characteristics of the IRAs and designated wilderness areas.  The variety of treatment methods available, including aerial application (outside designated wilderness areas), would allow some measure of controlling existing invasive plant populations with respect to density and spread and could eliminate new infestations if identified early enough (EDRR).  Alternative 3 would best preserve the natural characteristics because of the variety of treatment methods available, including aquatic and aerial application (outside designated wilderness areas).

IDFG encourages the Forest Service to retain aerial application of herbicides as a tool to treat invasive plants in designated wilderness areas.  Aerial spraying is an available minimum tool technique for effective control of noxious and invasive species at the landscape level.  Because of the remoteness and inaccessibility in wilderness areas, ground based techniques may be inadequate or ineffective on such a vast scale.

4. Herbicide control using aquatic application methods.
5. Manual and mechanical methods such as hand-pulling, mowing, cutting, or torching.
6. Rehabilitation and restoration methods such as site preparation and seeding.

Helicopter seeding would be a better alternative in and outside designated wilderness, because it is a more efficient and cost effective treatment in remote areas.

Another possible “treatment” method to consider is the use of travel management and road closures to minimize the pioneering of invasive weeds on road and trail systems, especially in lower-elevation sites susceptible to cheatgrass invasion and areas affected by wildfire.  Any such travel management should target roads and trails leading into key wildlife habitats, particularly big game winter range.  These areas should be high priority for monitoring and should be treated aggressively if invasive plants are detected.  


IDFG has current management plans for several wildlife species (Elk, Mule Deer, Bighorn Sheep, Black Bear, Mountain Lion, Wolverine).  We encourage your staff to consult these plans in the development of the final Proposed Actions document.  The management plans can be accessed online at https://idfg.idaho.gov/wildlife/management-plans. For more information on the pending Idaho State Wildlife Action Plan please contact Beth Waterbury at 208-756-2271, EXT. 245.  

Thank you for the opportunity to comment.  If you have any questions, please contact the Region’s Environmental Staff Biologist, Jeff Richards at (208) 756-2271.
						Sincerely,
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						Tom Curet 
						Regional Supervisor
[bookmark: _GoBack]
TC:	JR

CC:	Beth Waterbury
	Bret Stansberry
Jason Husseman
Jessie Shallow
	Greg Painter
	Gary Vecellio
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