Dec 7, 2017

RE: GMUG Draft Assessment Report comments

Dear Ms.Staley and GMUG planning team,

Thanks for the opportunity to comment on the assessments at this stage. Following are my comments regarding the reports:

Terrestrial Ecosystems

The discussion (p 51) of patch size and fragmentation is generally good and is very important in planning. Please consider the following regarding this topic:

· Fragmentation relates to road density and the % of habitat a given distance from roads as well as the actual size of the veg patch.

· Pp 51 and 57 mention “desired conditions for functional connectivity for select species”. This is very good and those conditions are different for different species. The species mentioned, lynx, boreal toad, marten and raptors are good. Mule deer, elk and Northern Goshawk could be considered too. Connectivity is particularly important to many declining species and to the economically important altitudinal migrants, deer and elk.

· Fragmentation should be considered both across habitat types (mule deer seasonally migrating up and downhill) and among patches of similar habitat (lynx).

· GMUG has to consider that what really impacts connectivity of terrestrial ecosystems is not always patch size and can't be managed by just wilderness or roadless designations. Motorized travel, including travel associated with energy development-as well as other impacts from development-have a large impact on actual functional connectivity. This is mentioned at p 18 where GMUG states that O&G development affects some wildlife up to .5 miles away. This is more meaningful than the p 15 discussion of the % of habitat that is directly damaged. In fact, it is more accurate and useful to us if GMUG measures impacts to habitat and connectivity by giving us info on the % of habitat that is more than a half mile (or other distances, depending on the species) from roads or other development.

The discussion of snags and down woody is good and very important.  Like discussions of climate, GMUG should have a lot of info on this from the SBEADMR project.

All of pp 60 and 61 , Need for Plan Changes, are good.  The above mentioned discussion from p 57 on patch size, fragmentation and connectivity regarding select species has to be included here.

It is hard to fit ecotones in with the discussions of major habitat types, but maybe they can be included under rare ecosystems on p 64, or as part of one of the habitat types they include.  In particular, the lower edge of patches of large pure or climax aspens should be included somewhere. The uniqueness and disproportionately high importance to wildlife of the aspen / open parkland ecotone makes it too important to omit.

Riparian ecosystems

Boreal toad and Northern leopard frog are obviously critically important.  There should probably be some mention of bats which use these areas.  Birds (Fox sparrow, Willow flycatcher, and possibly Sandhill crane), a few other mammals, and reptiles should be considered too. 

Recreation

Negative impacts from motorized rec are disproportionately high considering the relatively small percentage of visitors who use the forest this way, according to the table 17, on p  31. The wide variety of non motorized users need more consideration in rec planning.

Scenic

On p 5 the reference to aspen islands in large meadows should also include the lower edge of aspens adjoining large meadows or parks.

Special designations

The mention on p 34 of published proposals that identify an important need or potential for a designated area and/or the p 45 discussion of habitat for species of risk, would be very fitting for the Audubon Rockies Important Bird Area north of Paonia.

This area known as Mule Park Important Bird Area includes aspen/parkland habitat along Buzzard and Muddy Creeks, and in Mule, Hayrack and Hubbard Parks, in the Grand Valley and (mostly) Paonia Ranger Districts. It is critical habitat for Western Purple Martins, which are very uncommon almost everywhere else, except for a few parts of the Pacific Northwest coast, and for other cavity nesting and riparian birds.

A letter of confirmation of Audubon's recognition of the area as an IBA is attached.  A description of what IBAs are, can be found at http://rockies.audubon.org/conservation/important-bird-areas .

Also, probably under Special Designations, I want to comment on the lack of protected areas in low to mid elevation habitats. While I applaud the tundra and spruce fir Wilderness and Roadless areas in the GMUG, those areas are not meaningful for wildlife that require mountain shrub, ponderosa, sage or aspen habitat.  This requires planning rather that just giving these species -and humans who recreate there- the leftover areas that no one wants.  We need to have a real effort to preserve lower elevation habitats from overuse by motorized travel and energy development, even if they don't qualify for Roadless or Wilderness.

Thanks for your work on the plan and your efforts to be transparent from the beginning.

Sincerely,

Bill Day

Hotchkiss, CO

872-3216

