
February 2, 2017

Custer-Gallatin NF Revision Team
10 East Babcock, P.O. Box 130
Bozeman, Montana  59771
Sent via email to:  cgplanrevision@fs.fed.us

Dear Planning Team:

Please accept the following comments for the Custer-Gallatin National Forest Plan re-vision process on behalf of Montana Ecosystems Defense Council, Inc. and the Alliance for the Wild Rockies, Inc.  
“He who controls the past controls the future. He who controls the present controls the past.”  - George Orwell, 1984
George Orwell’s most famous work, Nineteen Eighty-Four, published in 1949, describes daily life in the fictitious continent of Oceania, under the control of Big Brother. One of the government agencies, the Ministry of Plenty, planned the economy, including public access to food and basic supplies through rationing. 
Wilson Smith (main character) is forced to buy and consume synthetic products, such as artificial chocolate. Rationing was widespread in post-WWII Europe.  Fake chocolate, still omnipresent today, is not made with the most important ingredient: cocoa butter.  Imitation chocolate may be a cheap bar of chocolate with an expensive brand’s wrapping or an imitation product made completely with imitation components.  No cocoa butter, no real chocolate.
So how do we know we’re not being conned?  Read the fine print and use our unique ability to reason.  What is real is self-evident.
Orwell has a few final words on counterfeiting. Recalling from childhood memory, he describes the feelings that his hero, Wilson, experiences when he finally tastes real chocolate again:



She broke the chocolate in half and gave one of the pieces to 


Winston. Even before he had taken it he knew by the smell that


it was very unusual. Chocolate normally was dull-brown crumbly 


stuff that tasted, as nearly as one could describe it, like the 


smoke of a rubbish fire, but at some time or another he had tasted 


chocolate like the piece she had given him. The first whiff of its 


scent had stirred up some memory which he could not pin down, 


but which was powerful and troubling.

This reference to Wilson’s sensory feelings and memory of real chocolate may not seem to have any direct connection to the subject: Custer-Gallatin Plan revision.  Oh, but it does. The connection is analogous, and allegorical.  Like the rationing of chocolate, the USFS-USDA is quite literally rationing real forests, under “the color of law,” to unsuspecting commoners, some who have never experienced the real thing, and others with a lingering memory for “the real thing.”  Real forests have been arbitrarily and artificially valued in dollars and re-made to produce commodities, services and jobs.  Man-made (“managed”) forests are doled out to “stakeholders” and “user groups,” through an elaborate system of permits, fees, and rules.  Competing special-interests all line up, hands outstretched to government agents, waiting for their ration of the “homogeneous pie” we all have come to know as “resources” (re-sources) created out of thin air using artful words and fancy titles.  National forest system lands are rationed “property” used to generate “profit” by, and for, the federal government.  With names, signs, and numbers, the Forest Service and its staff (agents) scurry about, always busy, speaking a language few commoners understand, converting the real thing – nature (God’s Creation) – into an imitation with no substance. Simulacrum.  
Business for resources (commodities) is good.  This is government land.  It hasn’t been “the people’s” land since it was stolen at gunpoint from Native Americans in the late 1800s.  As demand increases, state agents must create more fake forests to satisfy Congress (its master and source of funding) and, indirectly, wealthy political donors who put all politicians in roles of power.  These fancy titles (masks) are also an illusion used to sell artificial forests to unsuspecting commoners.  Convinced of their God-like power, these Senators, Representatives, Presidents and their agents believe in (worship) “management” over nature.  Man-gods worship false idols over God’s creation. 
Forests are created, are alive, and come from only one source. That source is not the U.S. Forest Service. Man-made (managed) forests are engineered (planned) into existence by state agents “just doing their job.”  These forests, sadly, are as spiritually dead as the soulless man-gods who convert nature’s (God’s) forests into artificial forests. Masks conceal the very existence of reality, including their own life, as something as unreal (“forester,” “engineer,” “planner,” etc.) as any actor in a school play.  Everywhere masks and puppet strings, simple men (man and woman) masquerading as government slaves (property). Man-made laws, regulations, agency manuals and Forest Plans are all fictional simulations of reality.  None of these things exist in nature.  Their source is man, not nature.  
So, here we are, all playing a giant game of fiction, always in opposition to nature, trying to decide ultimately which “re-sources” will be issued death warrants, and which will be spared, only to be butchered another day. It is an insult to all living souls.  But by the illusionary authority of man-made laws, including the National Forest Management Act (NFMA), and its accompanying (2012) Regulation, let us proceed into this bazaar world of fiat-money valuation and tree farms.  
Since the game is rigged in favor of man-made valuation, laws and regulations, government-created vessels used to engineer man-made forests, create “re-sources” out of all that exists from one source (perfectly-created nature), valued only in money (mammon), let us continue with the “conversion game” – the only cards being dealt here today.
Anyone who has experienced wilderness (nature) cannot be fooled by the imitation, look-alike (simulation).  Like the indescribable feeling Wilson had when he was reunited with real chocolate, the memory, and scent of the real thing cannot be faked.  Just as Orwell described: “The first whiff of its scent had stirred up some memory which he could not pin down, but which was powerful and troubling.”  So, in respect for, and in pursuit of protection for the remnants of real forests, we soldier on.  It is from these remnants that nature will ultimately regain strength and regeneration, leaving man’s fictions behind.  To be perfectly clear, we are here to protect the remnants of the unconverted, the Real (self-existent, self-evident) forest. 
Diversity/(Habitat Type) Conversions

The NFMA (1976) established the clear intent of Congress to prevent “conversions” – and monoculture – on in the national forests for the sole purpose of increasing timber production.  §6(g)(3)(B), NFMA.  During Senate hearings on NFMA, Senator Dale Bumpers told Forest Service Chief McGuire: 



You can only do (conversions) for one purpose in the long run; 



that is for timber production.  It is not compatible with multiple





use; is it?”

In the context of programmatic forest planning, the NFMA’s “diversity” Section, a product of language merged in the joint conference committee using provisions taken from House and Senate versions, has three (3) complimentary meanings.  First, it mandates that timber production be brought into balance with (non-commercial) wildlife and ecological values.  Second, it restricts forest conversions to instances where its benefit is to non-timber resources.  And third, it explicitly prohibits monoculture.  When taken together, these three elements require the agency to view the forest as an ecological whole to ensure that forests are not converted into “tree farms.”

Of course, the agency has fought this loss of discretion vigorously, year in, year out, with every fiber of its fictional, man-made, existence.  Despite congress’s best effort to reign in the Forest Service, non-timber resource goals and objectives still kneel to King Timber.  
The provisions of the 1982 Regulations were less restrictive than the language and intent of the NFMA (by agency design and compromise with the Committee of Scientists).  Major efforts to restore agency discretion, temporarily taken away by Congress and the 1982 Regs have finally succumbed to relentless attacks on non-discretionary requirements to “preserve and enhance diversity of plant and animal communities… so that it is at least as great as that which would be expected in a natural forest.”   36 CFR §219.27(g).  Congress’s intent to protect diversity – especially wilderness-dependent species, old growth, old-growth habitat and old-growth species – has been utterly defeated by persistent agency intransigence and outright malice and contempt toward natural forests and all life dependent upon naturally-functioning ecosystems.

Re-vision is a return to the old vision, before NFMA.  We’ve seen this “movie” before.  History repeats.  In 1849, French critic, journalist, and novelist   Jean-Baptiste Alphonse Karr said: "the more it changes, the more it's the same thing".    
Please identify, map, analyze and disclose the true risks associated with planned management, especially when considered cumulatively with natural (stochastic) events, according to habitat type, not cover type, in the EIS.  Emphasis added.  Inappropriate decisions are being made, often on a massive scale, when habitat type is either deliberately ignored or simply overlooked.  (Fischer, Bradley, 1987)
Proper identification and mapping of habitat type should appear in the EIS and in every project level analysis after the ROD is signed, no exceptions.

Re-vision has increased the ASQ (Allowable Sale Quantity or Sale Schedule, 36 CFR §219.16(a)), plus it has added a plethora of new, phony, excuses to cut trees down for commercial purposes and profit in the WUI (Wildland Urban Interface) and by using a separate laundry list of “emergency” exceptions to general-rule cutting restrictions.  The managed forest is once again a “free-fire zone” for logging and roadbuilding (“temporary” roads).  Deregulation of the Forest Service is nearly completed, allowing pre-NFMA, unregulated commerce re-commence once the revised Plan ROD is enacted.
Where are the appropriate management standards that will protect aquatic ecosystem function and watershed health, native fish protection, connectivity and species viability? Where are the standards that will protect inventoried and un-inventoried roadless areas and wildlife linkage corridors from destruction?  Where are standards to protect habitat effectiveness by limiting road densities and promoting road obliteration/reclamation?  Are where are old-growth forest habitat standards that will protect old-growth-associated species viability?  Standards are gone, all gone, replaced with non-discretionary goals and objectives. These inadequate regulatory mechanisms will fail to implement Congress’s intent to protect diversity.  

However well managed, tree farms are not forests. Planning is more than timber targets. (Attachment)
Standards have been replaced with unlimited discretion, guidelines and objectives with no mandatory duty to follow the intent and letter of the NFMA.  The 2012 Regulation is fatally flawed due to legal inconsistencies with the NFMA (statute).
Wilderness Recommendations/Roadless Inventory and Analysis

We object to the paltry recommendations in the Preferred Alternative that mock the remaining natural areas of the forest.  No inventoried roadless area (IRA) or Wilderness Study Area (WSA), legislated by Congress, should be sacrificed to commercial uses or any use that destroys the wilderness characteristics of remaining wildlands.  
The revised Forest Plan violates NEPA by removing inventoried roadless areas with out notifying the public. The revised Forest Plan subjectively disqualifies portions of uninventoried roadless areas and unroaded areas less than 5,000 acres for no apparent reason. Presumable, some arbitrary proximity to roads may be the reason these defacto wilderness areas were excluded from the category of inventoried roadless areas.  The protocols are unclear.

To properly inventory and categorize wilderness attributes the agency must utilize the Forest Service Handbook (2007).  The handbook provides guidance for inventorying and identifying potential wilderness, including criteria that must be met.  To qualify, the area must be either: 5,000 acres or more and contain no forest roads or “permanently authorized roads,” or if it is less than 5,000 acres, it must be self-contained or contiguous to existing wilderness, and also contain no roads.  As this handbook demonstrates, roads are key to determining “wilderness character.”  In addition to this identification, determining wilderness value and character

 is then further evaluated to make sure that they are “capable,” “available,” and there is a “need.” 

The USFS further categorizes wilderness and potential wilderness during several planning stages, including revision of forest plans and development that requires an EIS. (Emphasis added)
 “Wilderness characteristics” must still be used as the basis for analyzing roadless and unroaded areas.  Today’s definition, however, seem to have changed from the original “wilderness characteristics” so clearly defined in the Wilderness Act. 
Today’s definition either downplays, or contains no mention at all, of “irreversible and irretrievable” effects in relation to future wilderness potential.  What is important about how “wilderness character” is defined, may directly affect proposed management actions, in reality on the ground. 

Difference between “roadless,” or officially designated Roadless Areas, and “unroaded,” or areas that do not fall under the 2001 Roadless Rule creates an inconsistency in how areas without roads are managed for future wilderness.  So, where does this leave the future possibilities for wilderness designation for “unroaded” areas?  Surely, this is a question to be answered in the Forest Plans revision process. 
This is important because development of roadless areas/unroaded areas is an irretrievable commitment of resources according to the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals.  Development of national forests on a previously
undeveloped tract of land is an irreversible and irretrievable decision which could have serious

environmental consequences.  (Smith v. U.S. Forest Service, 33 F.3d 1072, 1078 (9th Cir. 1994))
“Both the existing and the proposed NFMA regulations require that "all roadless, undeveloped areas shall be evaluated for wilderness designation during forest plan revision". (Roadless Area Inventory Protocol, CEO (RO1A) document, 11/20/96) (Attached)
This protocol is meant to guide and assist in the validation of the existing inventory of the roadless, undeveloped areas which is in the current forest plans.”  (Id.)
The following is a detailed description of the IRA “Validation Process:”


1. Generate a 1:24,000 map of the current IRA as identified 


in the 1983 inventory and displayed in Appendix C of the 


current Forest Plan (including any adjustments made through 


project level decisions).



2. Evaluate the current IRA and adjacent lands. Apply the 


criteria found in FSH 1909.12 (WO Amendment 1909.12-92-1, 


effective 8/3/92) and the Regional Forester letter to Forest 


Supervisors dated May 11,1983, file designation1920 


(see attachment A) to the current condition of the IRA and 


Adjacent lands; with the following clarifications and/or 


adjustments.




a. For GIS mapping purposes, the inventoried roadless 



area boundary shall be placed 50’ from the centerline 



of an improved road (conversely, include lands that 



contain unimproved roads, trails, and "troads"). An 




Improved Road is defined as a road maintained for 



travel by a standard, passenger-type vehicle (sedan 



or van style) and has been mechanically constructed 



or improved during it’s life. Typically there is evidence 



of cuts and/or fill slopes, drainage structures (like 



culverts and ditches), a road prism, clearing widths/



limits, recontouring of terrain to facilitate travel, and 



are identified on the road inventory.  For FS roads, the



intent in the field is that the inventoried roadless 



boundary starts at the top of the cut slope or the bottom 



of the toe of the road. For other than FS roads, the 




intent is that the boundary starts at the road right-of-way.




b. All "noses" should be at least one mile wide to be 



included. A "neck" can be used to connect a larger area if 



the larger area is more than a mile wide or long, or of 



significant size (generally 1,000 acres or more). One






exception to this, if Forest Plan Appendix C had the neck 



included in Appendix C maps, then it will remain included. 



Select a watershed line, stream or draw, or
 contour to 



determine boundary where a nose is eliminated.



3. Adjust the current boundary to reflect changed conditions and


/or refined application of the criteria and clarifications, or affirm 


that the current IRA boundary is valid.



4. Delineate the IRA boundary using the procedure outlined in 


Attachment B



(Id.)

These processes explain how each forest should 1) validate existing inventoried roadless areas as displayed in the existing forest plans, 2) make necessary adjustments, and 3) produce maps of the inventoried roadless areas.



“This can be accomplished either during landscape assessments 


or during forest plan revisions. If a forest does not have the GIS 


capability to complete the inventory as described, they are to 


submit an alternate process to the Director of EAPS for approval. 


This protocol does not prescribe the process for evaluating the 


areas for wilderness designation.”  (Id.)
Because Kimberly Schlenker (Recreation Planner, Gallatin NF) was a participant in the “Discipline Unit” that prepared the procedures outlined above, the C-G NF should be aware of, and following closely, the protocols for validation, analysis and disclosure of how roadless areas and unroaded areas may be affected by decisions made during Forest Plan revision.
The maps of roadless areas are not clear.  They need to be more detailed to share with the public what the plans for these areas are. It is well established that logging in an uninventoried and inventoried roadless areas is an irreversible and irretrievable” commitment of resources that “could have serious environmental consequences.”  ​(Smith, (9th Cir. 1994) 
The FEIS fails to address the effects of logging and roading the uninventoried roadless areas on their characteristics, and what impacts that may have on potential for future wilderness or inventoried roadless area designation. The discussion of the impacts on unroaded areas ranges from superficial to non-existent. There was no analysis of the impact on the unique values of unroaded areas when considered together with their adjacent (contiguous) inventoried roadless areas. 

There is no wildland recovery strategy, only ever-expanding commercial development.  This anti-nature bias has gone on long enough.  

Where is the proper inventory of roadless areas?  The purpose of revision is to take a fresh look, a “hard look” (NEPA), at portions of the forest that may be subject to irreversible and irretrievable loss due to “management.” Simply accepting, with no new programmatic analysis, the 2001 “Roadless Rule” inventory, is unacceptable and wrong.  A fresh, new mapping effort, based on ground-truthed surveys is necessary.  

Please also include (disclose) the congressional maps and analysis of the proposed designations in the Northern Rockies Ecosystem Protection Act (NREPA).  This is currently the only active ecosystem/wilderness legislation addressing undeveloped forest areas being considered by the U.S. Congress for inclusion into the National Wilderness System.  The bill is currently being considered in the U.S. House (HR 2135; 54 co-sponsors) and Senate (S. 936; 9 co-sponsors).

An alternative should be included that prohibits all new road construction.   In this alternative, an aggressive road revegetation/reclamation program should be instituted and fully funded.  What we mean by this is reclamation that obliterates and reclaims roads by removing culverts, removing the road prism and replanting native vegetation to protect and restore water quality, native fish habitat and wildlife habitat security.

Water Quantity & Quality/Fish
Why hasn’t the Forest Service noticed that our snowpack is melting one to four weeks earlier than the historical average. How is this not connected to mid-summer fish kills in our rivers?  More roadbuilding, “thinning” and more logging will exacerbate the problem.  Where’s the analysis and planning?

  

One would think that the obvious impacts of climate change would cause a priority shift away from forest destruction at the Forest Service planning department.  The priority should be maintaining dependable water supply not timber supply. Earlier snowmelt and runoff reduces infiltration of much-needed water into the ground (storage).  Frozen ground and compacted soils are major factors driving lower late-season flows. Soils in clearcuts freeze deeper, due to lack thermal cover, and lack of a normal layer of duff.  Compacted soils, especially roadbeds, reduce infiltration, and increase the volume of water running down the road, through a culvert into a stream.  

Ground storage of water – natures system -- is far more effective and efficient than surface storage (man-made substitute). There is no risk of dam failure, no need for road access for repairs and maintenance and almost no loss due to evaporation from open water (usually measured in feet per year). 
Stream sedimentation equals a loss of water storage tank capacity. Topsoil loss is irreversible.

The revised Forest Plan and EIS must adopt non-discretionary, mandatory standards greater than or equal to West-side, Inland Native Fish Strategy (INFISH).  At minimum, standards should include monitoring and numerical limits (similar to TMDLs) for sediment, temperature, and turbidity.  Forest Plans must include native trout standards that recover native trout populations by improving habitat and reversing the general trend toward gradual decline and extirpation. 
The revised Forest Plan includes no Riparian Management Objectives for key indicators of

native fish habitat such as water temperature, large woody debris, bank stability, lower bank angle, width/depth ratio and pool frequency – all known primary indicators of aquatic ecosystem health.

 A sediment standard to limit sediment levels (>6.35mm) would go a long way to restoring “warranted for listing” trout species like westslope cutthroat and Yellowstone cutthroat trout by reducing embryo mortality to a sustainable level.  
Federal anti-degradation regulations issued under the Clean Water Act require full maintenance and protection of existing uses from both point and non-point sources of pollution. (40 C.F.R. 131.12). Many streams and rivers affected by the Plan are on the 303(d) listing status for impaired water bodies, water quality limited segments, (WQLS), under the Clean Water Act and Montana water quality regulations. Because beneficial uses have already been impacted in streams, restoration and prevention are the only reasonable options for the FS to comply with federal anti-degradation standards.  The Forest Plan should require the completion of Total Maximum Daily Load, (TMDL) before new logging and roadbuilding can occur in any impaired watershed.

A primary purpose of the NFMA is to protect fish and wildlife habitat.  Without management standards native fish and desirable non-native species in the planning area are faced with an unacceptable risk of extinction.  The 2012 Planning Regs. do not ensure adequate numbers and distribution of reproductive individuals to insure the continued existence in the planning area.  The Regs and Plan are inadequate and inconsistent with the letter and intent of the NFMA. 

The Forest Service has failed to implement permanent protection strategies for wild trout.  Current and proposed protection measures have not been effective at maintaining or improving wild trout and the rivers and streams upon which they depend. 

To rely on a Northern Region Aquatic and Riparian Conservation Strategy that isn’t even developed yet seems irresponsible and ill advised.  Measurable, numeric Riparian Management Objectives for the revised Plan should be based on local conditions, locally acquired annual data, in a quantity and quality consistent with maintaining and restoring the Primary Constituent Elements necessary for maintaining sustainable native trout populations.  Blue-ribbon fisheries will decline if stronger standard are not implemented and enforced.

Improving water quality in impaired streams, rivers and lakes should also be a Forest Service priority for the benefit of all aquatic life (diversity).  A road density standard, including annual culvert monitoring, is necessary to control sediment in impaired and “at risk” drainages.  The revised Forest Plan proposes inadequate standards to protect aquatic ecosystems from the effects of roads, knowing full well that the C-G National Forest does not have the budget to maintain its road system.  Sadly, this represents yet another glaring example of misplaced priorities.  Standards contained in the 1986 Plan have been replaced with agency discretion and guidelines with little connection to NFMA’s spirit and intent.

Old Growth

Standards for old-growth forests and old growth habitat has failed to meet the needs of closed-canopy, old-growth species.   Many old growth species are already considered sensitive species.  The commitment to monitoring, mapping, and protecting old growth has been unacceptable.  The proposed alternative is equally disappointing. 
The 1982 Regs had a proxy scheme using Management Indicator Species (MIS).  It is not at all clear what will replace this approach.  The “course filter/fine filer” approach – used by the State of Montana/DNRC – has been an unmitigated disaster for old growth and old-growth species. (Pfister, et al., 2000) 
Old growth forest habitat is already well below historic levels and it is severely fragmented.  The preferred alternative does not prohibit new road construction in and adjacent to old growth. 
The revised Plan does not contain any standards or guidelines for distribution of old growth forest habitat elevationally across the forest.  Nor is any specific consideration given to habitat types that correspond to self-evident elevational differences.  (Green et al., 1992)
Moreover, MIS for old growth have been dropped, with no monitoring for species representing old growth, even in the face steady decline in old growth quantity and quality.    
Forest Plan models seem to project that largest tree size class (and oldest) will steadily decline over the next 50 years, however, the revised Forest Plan included no provisions to recruit old growth or connect and/or expand the existing all-too-small existing old growth patches. 

The Forest Service continues to blame wildfire and fuels as the reason for old growth decline, while it hypocritically touts logging as some kind of panacea to increase old growth.  Moreover, the Forest Service knows no limits to salvage logging in any areas that burned, which exacerbates the ecological processes trying to recover post-fire landscapes from the short-term effects of stochastic events – natural processes that these forests have depended upon for millennia. Important linkages connecting old growth patches have been ignored. (Bennett, 1999)
The Forest Service should not dismiss peer-reviewed research by Patla (2005), which addresses declining northern goshawk populations in the Greater Yellowstone Area, and suggests that a conservative approach is recommended because the decline may be due to loss of habitat from logging.  The goshawk is a “species of concern” in Montana.  Declining population trends and ongoing threats to habitat quantity, quality and connectiviry are no likely if the Plan revision’s preferred alternative is implemented.  

Research indicates that in order to provide quality woodpecker habitat there needs to be more snags than the Forest Plan standards provide. The Plan revision protects only a small fraction of the snags per acre needed (at least 100 snags per acre).  Where have old growth standards gone?  What standards? 
Productivity/Soils

Soil takes millennia to develop. Soil is not a ‘renewable human resource.’  Soil is an ecosystem unto itself, essential for healthy forests, grasslands, and aquatic ecosystems. Forest productivity is largely determined by soil conditions. 
The National Forest Management Act (NFMA) prohibits “irreversible damage” to soils as well as “substantial and permanent impairment of productivity of land”. Loss of soil (erosion) and displacement clearly cause “irreversible damage” and “permanent impairment of productivity of land”. Loss of coarse woody debris causes soil damage that can last a century or more.  Soil compaction from logging and roadbuilding negatively impacts soil productivity, overland flow, erosion, stream sedimentation, and late season flows. 

Preventing soil damage is the only option; full restoration of soil damage is not generally possible. Timber harvest practices including road building, log skidding and slash disposal have caused most soil damage on forest lands.   Nothing in the preferred alternative suggests this will change.

Coarse woody debris needs to be maintained at natural levels in the interface zone, with exception granted immediately around structures and residences. (Harvey, 1987).

Control of livestock concentration, especially in sensitive riparian areas is essential to maintaining soil porosity and bulk density. The moist soils in these areas become compacted by concentrations of cattle in only a few days. (Warren, S.D., 1986; BNF soil monitoring reports) Gentle upland ridge tops and swales are other “gathering places” for cattle that require special efforts to control their distribution to protect soils from detrimental compaction. (Warren et al., 1986)  
Mycorrhizal fungi are an essential component of productive soil. (Amaranthus, M. P., 1996)  Most regeneration failures may be due to problems with mycorrhizae. Monitoring mycorrhizae needs to be part of soil condition assessments. Mycorrhizae are very temperature sensitive, so soil temperatures need to be monitored.  (Amaranthus et al., 1996) 

Monitoring of detrimental soil disturbances needs to include: compaction, displacement, rutting, severe burning, erosion, loss of surface organic matter (especially coarse woody debris), soil mass movement, soil temperature, and damage to micro-biological components of soil (especially mycorrhizal fungi). 

Given that monitoring has demonstrated an extensive legacy of soil damage, it is time to include that information in watershed health assessments. There needs to be an inventory of where these highly damaged soils occur and the extent to which they are damaged.  The Forest Plan needs to quantify the acreages by watershed and do cumulative effects analysis, including the road systems to understand the full impact management has had, and is likely to have in the future, on watershed health.

Habitat Fragmentation/Corridors

A Canada lynx may travel hundreds of miles before funding a mate.  Black bears, having learned of a source of food over fifty miles away, may return to it year after year.  A wolf may travel more than five hundred miles from its birthplace during its lifetime.  

What are the challenges such animals might face?  Highways, gravel roads, subdivisions, reduced forest cover and security, run-ins with humans, and the effects of development in general. Such encounters represent key factors in a life and death spiral toward fragmentation and extinction.  (Baker et al, 2000) 

As the human population grows, extracts more and more resources, and develops an ever greater percentage of the landscape, it cuts vital wildlife habitat into smaller smaller pieces. Once contiguous habitats become isolated "islands," effectively trapping wildlife within shrinking confines.  Habitat fragmentation is a leading cause of extinction, affecting not only wide-ranging animals, but virtually all species, down to endangered rodents and insects. (Heilman et al., 2002)
The loss of overall habitat in an area, a reduction in the size of remaining blocks of habitat, and increased isolation of those blocks all contribute to population decline.  Wildlife populations face an increased likelihood of extinction for several reasons besides simple prevention of migration or lack of access to food sources. (Noss, 1999)   
Isolated populations are more likely to go extinct due to stochastic threats.  Species are always subject to chance disturbances, such as predation, random variation in birth rates, changes in amounts of food supply, natural catastrophes, and disease.  If a population is large, odds are better that some members will survive such disturbances and persist.  A small population faces the increased likelihood that a disturbance will exterminate the entire population. (Noss, Cooperrider, 1994)
As wildlife populations become increasingly isolated through fragmentation, the number of potential mates decreases for every individual, which can result in higher rates of inbreeding.  Inbreeding triggers the loss of genetic variation, which increases the chances of population extinction. 
Isolation also disrupts natural population dynamics. Many populations of species naturally exist in dispersed, but loosely connected subpopulations.  Some subpopulations rely on new individuals from outside sources for continued survival.  Other subpopulations act as sources, producing a surplus of individuals that maintain a species' existence by sending out emigrants where they are needed most.  Effective corridors must consider home range requirements to be effective/successful.
Please acknowledge and disclose for the record active legislative support in Congress for corridors protection in the Northern Rockies Ecosystem Act (HR 2135 and S. 936).  Please include maps and a reasonable narrative (analysis and disclosure) of connecting corridors on the Custer-Gallatin NF.


Species of Conservation Concern/Grizzlies/Wolverine/Bison/Roads
The Custer-Gallatin NF is failing to fully account for “stored roads” and/or decommissioned and revegetated roads as required by the NFMA and best grizzly bear science.  Stored

roads don’t secure grizzly bear habitat as well as decommissioning does.  Stored roads, by the Forest Service’s own definition (“ISS road”), allows motorized and/or non-motorized use. 

Reclaimed, fully decommissioned/revegetated roads no longer function as a motorized or nonmotorized trail, which no longer causes displacement of grizzly bears from secure habitat.  High-frequency-use on non-motorized trails, however, disqualify areas from

Security Core consideration.  These high-use areas have a similar displacement effect as a motorized road or trail.  (Holtrop, 2010) 

It appears that the Forest Service wants to abandon long-accepted concepts and minimum ecological requirements of research-based, road reclamation/decommissioning in Security Core grizzly bear habitat.  Overreliance on gates, berms and minimal physical closures is a mistake, unsupported by science.  The ineffectiveness of gates and berms to reduce motorized and human use of roads is well documented in the scientific literature. We are concerned that the accounting and analysis of all roads and trails on secure grizzly bear habitat is inadequate and wrong.  The revised Plan lacks any solid grizzly bear standards.  Inadequate regulatory mechanisms will reduce grizzly numbers and habitat quality and quantity.
Wolverine are being overlooked.  These wilderness-loving mammals need undisturbed habitat (roadless).  The continued high levels of motorized use are being expanded in the Gallatin, Bridger and other mountain ranges. The impacts to wolverine and grizzlies in late winter and early spring could be devastating.  There is no relief in late spring and summer when snow machines give way to ATVs and motorcycles.  Add the obvious dangers presented by a 5-week big game hunting season, and there is no relief anywhere in sight for wildlife that depends on wild country for survival.  

Lynx/Fisher
Please see the attached University of Montana Thesis: Correlates of Canada Lynx Reproductive Success in Northwestern Montana (2014) by Megan K. Kosterman.
Kosterman finds that 50% of lynx habitat must be mature undisturbed forest for it to be optimal lynx habitat where lynx can have reproductive success and no more than 15% of lynx habitat should be young clearcuts, i.e. trees under 4 inched dbh. This contradicts the agency’s assumption in the Lynx Amendment that 30% of lynx habitat can be clearcut, and that no specific amount of mature forest needs to be conserved.
Moreover, lynx do not use clearcuts in the winter which is the time when they are at most risk of starvation.
Kosterman is the best available science out there that describes lynx habitat in the Northern Rockies related to lynx viability and recovery.  Kosterman also demonstrates that USFS-USDA Lynx Amendment standards are not adequate for lynx viability and recovery, as previously assumed by the Forest Service.
Therefore, we hereby formally request that the Forest Service conduct a supplemental EIS for the Northern Rockies Lynx Management Direction and reinitiate consultation with the FWS for the Lynx Amendment to publicly disclose and address the findings of Kosterman, and to allow for further public participation/comment on this important issue of lynx recovery.
The Fish and Wildlife Service designated critical habitat for lynx that includes the Custer-Gallatin National Forest.  They determined the following physical and biological features are essential to the conservation of the species.


1) Boreal forest landscapes supporting a mosaic of differing successional forest stages and containing:


(a) Presence of snowshoe hares and their preferred habitat conditions, which include dense understories of young trees, shrubs or overhanging boughs that protrude above the snow, and mature multistoried stands with conifer boughs touching the snow surface;


(b) Winter conditions that provide and maintain deep fluffy snow for extended periods of time;


(c) Sites for denning that have abundant coarse woody debris, such as downed trees and root wads; and


(d) Matrix habitat (e.g., hardwood forest, dry forest, non-forest, or other habitat types that do not support snowshoe hares) that occurs between patches of boreal forest in close juxtaposition (at the scale of a lynx home range) such that lynx are likely to travel through such habitat while accessing patches of boreal forest within a home range.  (Interagency Lynx Biology Team, 2013)
Lynx selected mature, multistoried forests composed of large-diameter trees with high horizontal cover during winter. These forests were composed of mixed conifers that included lodgepole pine, Douglas-fir, and western larch, but predominately consisted of Englemann spruce and subalpine fir in the overstory and midstory. (Squires et al. 2008)
Lynx denned in preexisting sheltered spaces created by downed logs (62%), root-wads from wind-thrown trees (19%), boulder fields (10%), slash piles (6%) and live trees (4%). Lynx overwhelmingly prefer preexisting sheltered spaces created by downed logs in mature forests. Management actions that alter spruce-fir forests to a condition that is sparsely stocked (e.g. mechanically thinned) and has low canopy closure (<50%) would create forest conditions that are poorly suitable for denning. (Squires et al. 2010)

Lynx preferentially forage in spruce-fir forests with high horizontal cover, abundant hares, deep snow, and large-diameter trees during winter. The high horizontal cover found in multistory forest stands is a major factor affecting winter hare densities. Lynx tend to avoid sparse, open forests and forest stands dominated by small-diameter trees during the winter. (Squires et al. 2006)

During summer, lynx broadened their use to select younger forests with high horizontal cover, abundant total shrubs, abundant small-diameter trees, and dense saplings, especially spruce–fir saplings. Since lynx in Montana exhibit seasonal differences in resource selection, managers should maintain habitat mosaics. Because winter habitat may be most limiting for lynx, these mosaics should include abundant multistory, mature spruce–fir forests with high horizontal cover that are well-distributed across the landscape. (Id.)

Movement and connectivity is particularly important to maintain persistent populations and to recolonize unoccupied habitat. Lynx selected home ranges at mid-elevations with high canopy cover and little open grassland vegetation.  (Squires et al., 2013) 

Researchers suggest the use of snowmobiles may result in consistent compacted trails within lynx conservation areas that may be detrimental to local lynx populations in the Intermountain West. (Id.)  

Threats to lynx/ lynx habitat include:
1)  Climate change.  Anticipate and plan.
2)  Commercial timber management of conifer forests traditionally has been designed to: reduce tree density and promote tree growth (e.g., precommercial thinning); improve growth and vigor of mature trees (e.g., commercial thinning, thinning from below); reduce the vulnerability of commercially-valuable trees to insects and disease (e.g., commercial thinning, group selection); and harvest forest products (e.g., regeneration harvest). Timber management practices may mimic natural disturbance processes but often are not an exact ecological substitute.  
3)  Precommercial thinning has been shown to reduce hare numbers by as much as 2- and 3-fold due to reduced densities of sapling and shrub stems and decreased availability of browse. Research shows that precommercial thinning could significantly reduce snowshoe hares across the range of lynx.

4)  Removal of larger trees from mature multi-story forest stands to reduce competition and increase tree growth or resistance to forest insects may reduce the horizontal cover (e.g., boughs on snow), thus degrading the quality of winter habitat for lynx. Similarly, removing understory trees from mature multi-story forest stands reduces the dense horizontal cover selected by snowshoe hares, and thus reduces winter habitat for lynx.

5)  Fragmentation threatens lynx by reducing their prey base and increasing the energetic costs of using habitat within their home ranges.  Openings potentially increase access by competing carnivores, increasing the edge between early-successional habitat and other habitats, and changes in the structural complexities and amounts of seral forests within the landscape.
In western North America, a moderate to dense forest canopy is one of the strongest and most consistent predictors of fisher distribution and habitat use or selection at all spatial scales. 
The association of fishers with high amounts of canopy cover is further demonstrated by their avoidance of open environments.  Previously, it was thought that fishers in western North America may favor riparian forests; however, results from recent studies do not support this hypothesis. Although riparian forests were important to fishers in some locales, consistent use or selection for riparian forests has not been demonstrated. Females are selecting habitat at two scales: a stand scale as indicated by stands that have large trees (as well as a large variation in tree size) and a landscape scale with a high proportion of large trees. Thus, it appears that while fishers can be detected in riparian stringers that bisect open landscapes, this habitat may not be sufficient for persistence. The converse is also likely true. (Raley et al. 2012); (Aubrey et al. 2013)
Landscapes that do not have variation in large trees, snags, and cavities, and drier landscapes (i.e., landscapes with ponderosa and lodgepole pine) are probably not sufficient for fisher persistence either. Forest activities that promote the growth of multi-stage stands with ample structure and variation in tree widths and ages will provide the best habitat for fishers. Retaining trees that have decadence, disease, or defects will help provide some of this habitat.  (Schwartz et al. 2013)
Our recommendations for lynx and fisher include:
1)  Plan to increase the amount of old growth and mature multi-story habitat forestwide.   Establish for measurable, numeric targets (you know, just like timber targets) lynx and old growth. Winter habitat may be most limiting for lynx, so maintaining and recruiting abundant multistory, mature forests with high horizontal cover is especially important.

2)  Reduce fragmentation of mature multi-story habitat. Prohibit further fragmentation.  Expand where possible forest patch size in late successional forest structures. Horizontal cover is especially important for snowshoe hare habitat and winter lynx habitat.

3)  Prohibit clearcutting over 15% of areas where lynx may be present (historical range).  

4)  Maintain (plan/recruit where necessary) at least 50% of lynx habitat in old growth or mature, multi-storied condition.  

5)  Maintaining and/or recruit high horizontal cover and mature stands in lynx connecting corridors in between large areas of secure habitat.
Elk, Mule Deer, Moose and other big game
Elk, Mule Deer, Moose and other big game require secure habitat, low road densities, winter and summer thermal cover and special features such as wet sites, riparian habitat, licks, and movement corridors.  (Naylor et al., 2009) 

Elk security requires a minimum of 250 acres of favorable conditions.  Where less than favorable conditions do exist, the minimum must be >250 acres.  Effective security areas may consist of several cover-types if the block is relatively unfragmented. Among security areas of the same size, one with the least amount of edge and the greatest width generally will be the most effective. Wallows, springs and saddles may require more cover than other habitats.

Security is relative to the distance from an open road. The minimum distance between a security area and an open road should be one half (1/2) mile, which reduces and disperses hunting pressure and harvest that is concentrated along open roads.  Ultimately, habitat effectiveness is related to the size and distance from roads.  Poor quality cover on gentle terrain requires more than one half mile from open roads to provide effective big game habitat security.  (Dombeck, 1998) 

Analysis area boundaries should correspond to the elk herd home-range, and more specifically by the local herd home-range during hunting season.  When less than 30% of analysis unit is comprised of security area, elk and other big game vulnerability increases.  (Hillis et al., 1991)
The recommendations above represent minimums and do not in any way suggest that reducing security to meet these levels is desirable.  Maintain or improve is the rule of thumb.
Best not to forget that domestic livestock is spatial competition, competes for water/pollutes water, can create disease transmission vectors and competes with big game for forage.

How to maintain and improve big game habitat effectiveness:

1)  Habitat effectiveness should be > 70% to benefit elk summer range and retain high-use habitat.
2)  Where elk are one of the primary considerations habitat effectiveness should be > 50%.

3)  Where habitat effectiveness is < 50% it must be recognized that elk management goals suffer.

4)  Elk Vulnerability is determined by road density and season of use, the size and quality of security        areas (distance from roads, size, cover characteristics, closures (area), topographic features).

5)  Cover management requires a proper description and consideration of connectiveness, scale and terrain relationships.  (Christensen, Lyon et al, 1993) 

Monitoring

Monitoring is a key element of the NFMA.  In all “adaptive management” schemes funding shortfalls, especially for monitoring, jeopardize the entire planning strategy. There is no analysis of the probable impacts of poor monitoring performance on the efficacy of the Plan. Monitoring was a sensational failure in the first round (30 years) of Forest Plans.  MIS wildlife and water quality monitoring were glaringly inadequate.  Now, there are no MIS, and apparently, no species that need to be monitored.  Monitoring data must be collected in a consistent and scientific manner before damaging actions occur.  This will hopefully reverse the dangerous and unreliable agency habit of relying too heavily on modeling for environmental impacts analysis using inadequate data. Money for monitoring was always in short supply.  What makes the Forest Service so much more confident that this time will be any different?  The revised Plan fails to meet minimum monitoring requirements of the NFMA.

Economic Analysis/Net Public Benefit

The 1982 Regs. required analysis of “net public benefit.”  36 CFR 219 et seq.  RPA, MUSY and NFMA all have language that suggests that value cannot always be measured in dollars and cents.  What is in the new NFMA Regs. that captures the concept of “net public benefit” to express the value lost, or gained, by alternatives considered in Plan Revision?  Non-monetized value seems to have been “disappeared” – sad testament to the Revision’s obvious bias against nature, and corresponding trend toward more commercial use.  
Please disclose by rank each alternative’s contribution to “net public benefit.” 
Wildfire

The Forest Service needs to better educate the public about the risks of wildfire.  Like hurricanes and earthquakes, wildfires are natural (stochastic) events driven by weather conditions and drought.  “Management” of fuels will have little effect if not focused in the immediate area around man-made structures. 
The wildland-urban interface must be defined consistently, and in a manner that is truly protective of homes and communities by focusing attention on preventative actions near homes, not miles away in the backcountry.  The Forest Service must emphasize education for homeowners about the risks of living in the wildland-urban interface.  It also needs to better educate the public about the risks of wildfires and that, like hurricanes and earthquakes, these are natural events that are driven by weather conditions and drought.  
Many areas in the Northern Rockies bioregion are subject to stand-replacement fire regimes. No amount of management will change that. 
Climate Change
The Forest Service failed to analyze and disclose the effect of climate change. Forests currently store a considerable amount of carbon, which in turn offsets a percentage of the nation’s carbon dioxide emissions.   
The actions outlined in the proposed alternative definitely will not store more carbon in forests.  All forest projects should be designed to remove atmospheric carbon. it is essential that the actions conform to rigorous scientific principles, that increases of stores be monitored and verified.  We must also make sure that cumulatively, agency actions increase the role forests play in storing carbon. 

Unfortunately, the revised Forest Plan seems to be headed in precisely the opposite direction.  The Forest Service did not follow the best available science relating to climate change, in violation of NEPA, NFMA and the APA. 

Biomass Energy Generation
We strongly oppose the planned expansion of commercial biomass production.  The use of forest biomass for heating or power generation should not be included in the Forest Plan revision and EIS. Only huge federal subsidies can make biomass power generation feasible.  Damage to air and water quality, wildlife and fish habitat will only produce a net public loss in benefits, both in dollars and other important non-commodity public values.  Biomass is a lose-lose proposition.  

Before large-scale thinning is done on these National Forests impacts to migratory songbirds, threatened, sensitive and endangered species, and closed canopy dependent wildlife and birds needs to be fully assessed.  Before the Forest Service rushes headlong into another experimental management scheme it must be sure that the results can meet expectations.  Please analyze and disclose the impacts of the 2014 Farm Bill “Priority Landscapes” for the Custer-Gallatin NF.  (Attachment).  Please estimate and (to the maximum extent feasible) and analyze all possible unintended consequences.  If landscape-altering thinning is conducted it must include a mandatory, scientifically-based monitoring plan that includes permanent control areas.

All assumptions and analysis should be scientifically-based, leading to management decisions that cause the least habitat damage and cost the least in taxpayer support.

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on this important planning exercise.

Sincerely,
Steve Kelly, Co-Director, MEDC, and for,

Michael Garrity, Exec. Dir.

Alliance for the Wild Rockies

P.O. Box 505

Helena, Montana  59624

Please send all correspondence to:
Steve Kelly
Montana Ecosystems Defense Council, Inc.
P.O. Box 4641
Bozeman, Montana  59772
406-586-4421
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