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June 19, 2018
Salmon-Challis NF

ATTN: Forest Plan Revision

1206 S. Challis Street

Salmon, ID 83467

Dear Salmon-Challis National Forest: 

On behalf of the Wild Sheep Foundation (WSF) and our Idaho WSF Chapter, please accept this letter regarding the Salmon-Challis National Forest (SCNF) Plan Revision. Specifically, we are writing to express deep concern about exclusion of Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep (RMBHS) from the May 2018 list of potential Species of Conservation Concern (SCC). RMBHS were designated as a “Sensitive Species” in USFS Region 4 nearly 10 years ago; the science that supported that designation a decade ago has not changed. Prior Sensitive Species designation cannot be arbitrarily dismissed from SCC consideration; rather, the Regional Forester must provide and refute the scientific rationale upon which a Regional Forester previously designated a Sensitive Species. We do not believe that the SCNF assessment refutes the prior designation. 

Bighorn sheep populations in Idaho continue to struggle because of pathogen transmission from domestic sheep to wild sheep, subsequent respiratory pneumonia, and chronically-depressed lamb recruitment. We believe exclusion of RMBHS from the SCNF SCC list ignores the best available science, and ultimately risks persistence of RMBHS on the SCNF, and in Idaho. 
Seventy-five  percent (75%) of Idaho’s RMBHS reside in populations that are on the SCNF; RMBHS numbers on the SCNF are less than 50% of early 1990s-level, and these populations have not recovered to pre-die-off levels, except for the Lost River Population Management Unit (PMU). 
The focus of the 2012 USFS planning rule is to maintain or restore ecological integrity, and the conditions necessary to support plant and animal diversity. According to the USFS Handbook 1909.12, ecological conditions include habitat and other influences on species and the environment, including human uses such as grazing. Stressors are factors that may directly or indirectly degrade or impair ecosystem composition, structure or ecological process in a manner that may impair its ecological integrity. 
It has been well established in scientific literature that bacteria transmitted from domestic sheep results in pneumonia-related all-age die-offs in bighorn populations, followed by long-term suppression of lamb recruitment; these events are not uncommon. The ongoing presence of domestic sheep on and adjacent to bighorn sheep habitat is a stressor that impairs USFS lands from providing the ecological conditions required by bighorn sheep. Coarse-filter habitat plan components alone will not provide sufficient conditions required by the 2012 planning rule to provide for bighorn sheep persistence. If the SCNF believes coarse-filter analysis will ensure long-term persistence on RMBHS on the Forest, we respectfully request details of that USFS analysis. Based on strong scientific evidence or the lack thereof, we believe there is substantial concern for the persistence of bighorn sheep over the long term on the SCNF.
“Concern” should be determined by the Regional Forester, based on concern, data and knowledge provided by scientific expertise, demonstrating concern for long-term persistence. The 2012 planning rule does not direct the Regional Forester to subjectively determine his or her own level of concern. As the deciding official, the Regional Forester must recognize and utilize best available scientific information in evaluating long-term persistence on a forest planning unit. If citations are one of the primary means used to show how best available scientific information applies to evaluation of concern and long-term persistence, then IDFG’s comprehensive 2010 RMBHS Management Plan must play an integral role in the Regional Forester’s determination. As recently as June 7, 2018, IDFG recommendations clearly express concern for long-term persistence of RMBHS on the SCNF; dropping RMBHS from SCC designation on the SCNF directly contradicts IDFG’s 2010 statewide management plan AND subsequent IDFG comment letters on the SCNF Forest Plan Revision. 
If persistence of species cannot be maintained via application of general standards and guidelines (i.e., Forest Plan components), then additional species-specific plan components must be included in the forest plan revision to provide such ecological conditions (36 CFR 219.9). 
Instinctive attraction to domestic sheep, along with migratory and exploratory behaviors of RMBHS increases the potential for contact with domestic sheep or goats, resulting in risk of disease outbreaks.  Along those lines, it must be clearly recognized that the SCNF is not an island of stand-alone RMBHS habitat. RMBHS which occur within the SCNF function as a meta-population (constant movement between populations, within and outside the SCNF), and decisions made by the SCNF impact RMBHS, both on and off the forest. This connectivity and meta-population function are reflected in the 2010 Idaho Department of Fish and Game (IDFG) RMBHS Management Plan, which appropriately formed the very basis for the SCNF assessment. IDFG, along with other key organizations, continue to acknowledge important threats to the long-term persistence of RMBHS (e.g., IDFG recognizes RMBHS as a Species of Greatest Conservation Need [SGCN] in their Statewide Action Plan [SWAP], and IDFG recommends listing RMBHS as an SCC on the SCNF. The Nature Serve State Rank for RMBHS is S2-Imperiled: high risk of extinction in the jurisdiction due to very restricted range, very few populations or occurrences, steep declines, severe threats or other factors. BLM also recognizes RMBHS as a Sensitive Species of Special Concern).  
Impacts from a RMBHS die-off on the SCNF could spread throughout this meta-population, including possibly causing a die-off on adjacent National Forests. As IDFG clearly states, management actions on the SCNF could impact 11 of 13 (83%) of RMBHS populations in the entire state of Idaho. 

Rationale offered within the 8 evaluation criteria of the SCNF RMBHS 20-page assessment validates the importance of designating RMBHS as an SCC. Key justifications (underlined) with comments for each of the evaluation criteria are provided below:  

· Criteria 2 (Distribution in surrounding geographic areas): Despite significant range contractions in the late 1800s and early 1900s, translocations have somewhat successfully expanded the species’ distribution (e.g., in south-central and southwestern Idaho), but the largest and most important populations in Idaho are still-native RMBHS that were never extirpated in the Salmon River drainage (IDFG 2010; IDFG 2017b). Because species distribution is fragmented in many areas due to habitat discontinuity (NatureServe 2017), some populations are likely disjunct, and a rank of B was assigned for this criterion. 

Comment: We believe RMBHS should be designated as an SCC because they are an irreplaceable genetic and ecological resource to Idaho and are valuable as source populations for reintroductions. Because of habitat fragmentation, populations are likely disjunct which could ultimately compromise persistence of the species within the SCNF and in Idaho.

· Criteria 3 (Dispersal Capability): Dispersal is important to persistence of RMBHS by allowing successful recolonization of historic ranges, gene flow between subpopulations, and discovery of new habitat (Singer et al. 2000). Therefore, bighorn sheep may have a limited dispersal ability that may be restricted by suitable habitat and other ecological constraints (Rank B).

Comment: We believe RMBHS should be designated as an SCC because RMBHS have limited dispersal ability that may be restricted by suitable habitat and other ecological constraints.

· Criteria 4 (Abundance on the SCNF): Although the exact RMBHS population size on the Forest is unknown, surveys on the 9 population management units (PMUs) that intersect the Forest estimate 1,317 animals, with individual populations ranging from 30-550 (IDFG 2016). Thus, bighorn sheep are likely uncommon on the Forest (Rank B). 

Comment: We believe RMBHS should be designated as an SCC because they are uncommon on the Forest.

· Criteria 5 (Population Trend on the SCNF): Once widespread and abundant, RMBHS populations of the Salmon and Upper Snake Region were greatly reduced from the late 1800s to early 1900s due to disease transmission from domestic sheep, over-harvesting, and intensive livestock grazing (IDFG 2010; IDFG 2016). Harvest regulations, better habitat conditions, translocations, and reductions in domestic sheep herds have helped increase populations since then. The population was experiencing a steady increase when, in the early 1990’s, disease caused an all-age die-off that reduced the SCNF herd by roughly half (IDFG 2010, 2016). Today, the RMBHS population is roughly 50% of what is was in the early 1990’s.

Comment: We believe RMBHS should be designated as an SCC because bighorn numbers in Idaho are only a fraction of historic population estimates, and only 50% of 1990’s levels. We recognize this as a significant downward trend, which would yield a Rank of A under criteria 5.   

Population viability in the Challis Volcanics subsection is considered good in terms of population structure, disease-free status, and habitat quality. This subsection, along with the Idaho Batholith, support the last remaining native bighorn sheep in Idaho. 

Comment: We believe RMBHS should be designated as an SCC because they provide an irreplaceable genetic and ecological resource to Idaho, and are valuable as source populations for reintroductions.

The native Middle Fork subpopulation is considered a stronghold, and has the largest bighorn sheep population in the state at 500-550 animals, and is considered stable. However, this population appears disease-limited as evidenced by a low lamb:ewe ratio (IDFG 2017). There is legitimate concern over the ability of small bighorn sheep populations to sustain disease events, particularly when domestic sheep are in close proximity. Disease will likely be a limiting factor for smaller herds such as the Lower Panther-Main Salmon and East Fork.
Comment: We believe RMBHS should be designated as an SCC because disease continues to limit populations and heightens the inability of smaller populations to sustain disease events, especially those in close proximity to domestic sheep.  

· Criteria 6 (Habitat Trend on the SCNF): Fire suppression on the Forest has enabled conifer encroachment into bighorn sheep habitat, thereby degrading and fragmenting bighorn sheep habitat (IDFG 2010). 

Comment: We believe RMBHS should be designated as an SCC because of continued degradation and fragmentation of RMBHS habitat, yielding a Rank of A [Decline in habitat quality or quantity.]
Bighorn sheep are highly susceptible to disease; principally pneumonia. Pneumonia is easily transmitted from domestic sheep and goats to bighorn sheep (IDFG 2010), and is considered the greatest threat to bighorn sheep in Idaho. One measure of habitat quality is the number of active sheep grazing allotments, Forest-wide. Domestic sheep grazing on the Forest was once extensive, but today is only a small fraction of what it once was. Today, there are no active sheep allotments on the North Zone of the Forest, which was once the Salmon National Forest, yet 5 active allotments remain on the South Zone (former Challis National Forest), permitting 5,875 head of sheep. 

Comment: We believe RMBHS should be designated as an SCC because disease continues to limit populations, and heightens the inability of smaller populations to sustain disease events, especially those in close proximity to domestic sheep. As IDFG clearly states, modeled habitat in the 9 RMBHS PMUs on the SCNF could support approximately 9,500 bighorn sheep, more than 7X the current estimate of RMBHS on the Forest.  
· Criteria 7 (Vulnerability of Habitats on the SCNF): Continued fire suppression would degrade bighorn sheep habitat by furthering conifer encroachment. This could further fragment bighorn sheep subpopulations and degrade escape terrain (IDFG 2017). 

Comment: We believe RMBHS should be designated as an SCC because of continued degradation and fragmentation of RMBHS habitat, which would yield a Rank of A.

· Criteria 8 (Life History and Demographics): Several subpopulations on the Forest are the last remaining native bighorn sheep in Idaho (e.g., the Salmon River and Middle Fork PMUs), and therefore represent an irreplaceable genetic and ecological resource to Idaho (IDFG 2010). Native populations typically have greater genetic variability than reintroduced populations and are valuable as source populations for reintroductions (IDFG 2010; Singer et al. 2000). No active sheep or goat allotments overlap modeled bighorn sheep habitat on the Salmon–Challis, but two active allotments (adjacent to one another) exist in the East Fork PMU, and three (also adjacent to one another) exist in the Pioneers PMU. There is no established bighorn sheep population in the Pioneers PMU, but individuals from other areas do occasionally travel through (IDFG 2017). The East Fork subpopulation is vulnerable to foraying sheep bringing disease back with them from extensive sheep allotments to the south administered by the Salmon-Challis (two allotments) and the Sawtooth National Forest. In addition, the Middle Main, South Lemhi, North Beaverhead, North Lemhi, and Lost River PMUs are at risk of disease transmission from domestic flocks where their winter range is adjacent to private lands. A domestic sheep allotment also exists in Montana adjacent to, or overlapping, the North Beaverhead subpopulation summer range (IDFG 2010). Should the Beaverhead Range population increase, RMBHS may move along this corridor creating a more stable meta-population than exists now. This could, however, more effectively spread disease and parasites among the subpopulations (IDFG 2010). Another source of disease transmission is contact with pack goats on backcountry trails (IDFG 2017). 

Comment: We believe RMBHS should be designated as an SCC because they provide an irreplaceable genetic and ecological resource to Idaho, are valuable as source populations for reintroductions, and because of the continued risk of disease transmission from domestic sheep. Under Criteria 8, we believe RMBHS on the SCNF demonstrate both a low reproductive rate AND high mortality, yielding a rank of A.
· Summary and recommendations: Historic population declines have caused concern for the persistence of RMBHS in Idaho, as indicated by current regional and statewide conservation assessments. Compared with historic numbers, bighorn sheep occur at relatively low abundance on the Forest, where several sub-populations are native, and represent an important conservation resource. Habitat is abundant on the Forest, but threats such as a changing climate, fire suppression, and invasive plants may affect suitability of existing habitat. Bighorn sheep are highly susceptible to disease, and disease transmission from domestic sheep is the main limitation to attempted repopulation efforts. 

Comment: We strongly urge the SCNF to include RMBHS on their list of SCC because:

· Bighorn sheep occur at relatively low abundance on the forest (with Idaho RMBHS numbers at only a fraction of historic population levels, and only 50% of early 1990’s levels on the Forest); 

· Native RMBHS sub-populations represent an irreplaceable genetic and ecological resource to Idaho, and must be protected; 

· Habitat is abundant on the Forest and could provide for a 7-fold increase in RMBHS numbers on the SCNF, but threats such as climate change, fire suppression, invasive plants, and continued habitat fragmentation and degradation may affect suitability of existing RMBHS habitat; 
· Different strains of Mycoplasma ovipneumoniae than currently documented in RMBHS on the Forest could pose a new infection risk; and 

· Bighorn sheep are highly susceptible to disease; disease transmission from domestic sheep is the main limiting factor to attempted repopulation efforts. 

WSF and our Idaho WSF Chapter appreciate the opportunity to comment on the SCNF RMBHS Assessment and Forest Plan Revision. We look forward to hearing your detailed response to our letter on this vitally important matter. 

Sincerely, 
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Brett K. Jefferson



Gray N. Thornton


Zach Higgins
Chairman of the Board


President & CEO
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Wild Sheep Foundation
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cc:
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Virgil Moore, IDFG

Hollie Miyasaki, IDFG
Jim Jeffress, Idaho WSF 

Mike Schlegel, Idaho WSF


      
Brett K. Jefferson, WSF Chairman

      
Jack Atcheson, Jr., WSF Conservation Committee Chairman

Kevin Hurley, Vice President of Operations and Conservation       


Clay Brewer, WSF Conservation Director      

Kurt Alt, WSF Conservation Director 
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