US Forest Service
Adam Bianchi District Ranger, c/o Ashley Nettles
PO Box 620
Silverthorne, CO 80498

Via web portal: https://www.fs.usda.gov/project/?project=60771

December 10, 2021

Dear Mr. Bianchi and Ms. Nettles, 

The following are the comments of the undersigned on the proposed Swan Mountain Project as described in the Notice of Proposed Action (NOPA).

INTRODUCTION.  The Forest Service proposes a huge vegetation management project in the Swan Mountain area. We understand the need to reduce fuels to make the area less susceptible to fire. However, as we detail below, it is not clear that the project as currently proposed would accomplish this, and it might even make the fuels loading worse. And even if the project did accomplish a significant fuel reduction, it would be at a huge cost to other resources:  wildlife habitat, soil quality, and scenery.


MORE INFORMATION NEEDED FOR DETAILED REVIEW.  It would be helpful to have more detailed information on the current vegetation composition of the project area and the proposed treatment units. Specifically, data on tree species present, seral stages, mortality by species, ground vegetation present by species and abundance, and fuel loading would help reviewers better understand the current condition of the area and more knowledgably respond with recommendations for appropriate treatment, if any.


GREATLY REDUCE PROPOSED CLEARCUTTING.  At face value, the proposed project amounts to deforestation of sizable portions of the project area. It is not likely that the proposed clearcut units are composed only of standing dead lodgepole pine trees, as the NOPA (p. 3) states:  “on average approximately 50% of the mature lodgepole pine has been killed by mountain pine beetle”. If not all of the overstory is dead, trees that should be retained for wildlife cover and to help start a new forest (by providing shade and seed) would still be cut. But even if every single tree in any given proposed clearcut unit is dead, the massive clearcutting proposed is still a bad idea, as standing dead trees have value in the forested ecosystem.

Under the proposed action, clearcuts up to 164 acres would be implemented, and eight treatment units would be clearcuts of 100 acres or more. NOPA, Table 1. The net result of these many, and often large, clearcuts would be a large portion of the project area being devoid of trees, or nearly so. This would be extremely detrimental to most wildlife species possibly inhabiting the area now and for some time after project implementation. Any species dependent to any degree on forested habitat, especially in mature forests would have no habitat, likely for decades. This is likely the case for most of the species that could be present in the project area.

The NOPA states that trees less than five inches in diameter at breast height (DBH) would be retained in proposed clearcut units if they have at least a 60 percent live crown ratio and are free of dwarf mistletoe. Id. at 6. It is not clear how many of these trees exist in the proposed clearcut units: since mature lodgepole pine stands are usually dense with no understory, there might not be very many small trees in some units dominated by lodgepole pine. In any case, any small trees could be damaged or killed by the use of mechanical harvesting and skidding equipment. 

Standing dead and down trees have many ecological benefits which are well established by science. Standing dead trees, or snags, provide nesting areas for cavity-nesting species and perches for many avian species. Down dead wood slowly decays into new soil, and provides many benefits while it does so, including:  reduction of soil erosion, moisture retention, micro-sites for re-establishment of vegetation, and wildlife habitat for a wide range of species.

Clearcutting the acres proposed would certainly not “create more diverse vegetation age classes”, which is said to be a need for the project. NOPA at 3. In the clearcut areas, trees, assuming they successfully regenerate after clearcutting, would all be one age. Such a uni-age result would also be encouraged in the three selection units, all in lodgepole pine (see NOPA Table 1), where in areas not cut, “ladder fuels may be reduced in order to prepare the units for broadcast burning”. NOPA at 5. These smaller trees are likely shade tolerant species such as Englemann spruce and subalpine fir, which would help diversify the forest stands if retained, but are proposed for removal or would die in subsequent broadcast burns.

We also note that there are 13 clearcut units, five of them 100 acres or more, proposed for “hand treatment”. NOPA, Table 1. How realistic is it that such large areas could be clearcut by hand? Workers probably could fell the trees, but that would create a tremendous surface fuel load of material that would quickly dry, since there would be no shade. Removing the timber to avoid creating this surface fuel load would require transport to landings, something that cannot be done by hand. Indeed, hand treatment would be done in areas that

have features that limit the use of ground based machinery, such as steep slopes (greater than 40%), limited access, and wetland areas.

NOPA at 7. Presumably, if these areas have limitations that make access difficult for mechanical equipment that would cut the trees, access for skidders and loaders to yard the cut trees and load them onto trucks (which could not access the area anyway) would also be impossible or impractical.

Thus hand piling, or otherwise manipulating, the hand-cut material, especially the larger diameter logs, to significantly reduce the continuity (but not the amount) of the fuel created by clearcutting would be very difficult in the large areas proposed for hand clearcutting. Nevertheless, the NOPA says that trees up to 11 inches DBH could be piled and burned. Ibid. If so, there would be a large number of piles (since hand piles won’t be more than about six feet high), covering a considerable portion of each hand treatment unit. Burning piles with trees up to 11 inches in diameter would result in long, hot fires that would damage the soils beneath the piles. Or if not piled, the net result of the clearcutting via hand treatment areas would be a huge, continuous fuel bed covering the hand treatment units. Either way, it is bad for the soils and any possible future forest.

To reduce impacts, we recommend that clearcuts be limited to 40 acres, and that there be considerable area between each clearcut unit, so that much more area remains uncut versus the area clearcut. Such project design would still allow for creation of fuel breaks.


MINIMIZE SOIL EROSION AND PROTECT WATERSHEDS.  Some of the units proposed for mechanical and hand treatment appear to be on moderately steep slopes. See NOPA map 2, p. 11. This increases the chances of significant soil erosion for at least the units treated with mechanized equipment. Under Forest Service direction, detrimental soil impacts must be limited to 15 percent of an area. See Soils Management Handbook, FSH 2509.18, R2 Supplement No. 2509.18-92-1, and Forest Plan at 2-5. Detrimental impacts include:  compaction, displacement, puddling, and erosion. In addition to erosion, use of mechanical equipment is likely to cause soil compaction, or if soils are coarse-textured, mechanical equipment use could cause displacement.

Additional measures to protect soils, and also to maintain watershed integrity, are found in the Forest Service’s Watershed Conservation Practices Handbook, FSH 2509.25. It is important to limit the connected disturbed area, i. e., design treatments and related activities so that sources of sediment do not reach streams or other water bodies. 

See additional comments below on the effects of burning on soils.

The NEPA document must state what design and mitigation measures would be used to minimize erosion and protect soils and watersheds, and discuss how effective these measures might be.


PROTECT WILDLIFE HABITAT. As noted above, the removal of many trees will have a major adverse impact on numerous wildlife species. Below are just a few that need to be considered.

Lynx, a threatened species under the Endangered Species Act, may reside in the area. The NOPA notes (p. 3) that “[t]he area…supports snowshoe hare”, which is the main prey for lynx. Many researchers have found that lynx avoid large open areas because hares do not use these areas, thus lynx spend little time hunting them there. See ILBT, 2013, at 77. Removal of standing dead reduces future down dead, which lynx use for denning.

Marten have habitat requirements similar to lynx. Complex physical structure near the ground, i. e., down trees, is quite important to marten. It allows avoidance or escape from predators and allows access to areas under snow where marten find winter prey. See USDA Forest Service, 1994, at 28.

American martens occupy a narrow range of habitat types, living in or near coniferous forests ... More specifically, they associate closely with late-successional stands of mesic conifers, especially those with complex physical structure near the ground…

Id. at 7, 22; citations omitted. Marten generally avoid clearcuts and other large openings. Id. at 8, 24.

Deer and elk likely to use the project area. Treating concentrations of down dead logs would, in addition to reducing fuel loading, better allow movement of these big game animals through the project area. However, they will avoid large openings. Also, if additional coverage of land by trees that are cut or by the associated slash occurs, it would inhibit the re-establishment and growth of grass and forbs that big game forage on and might also inhibit movement. 

Goshawk need well-forested areas with some openings for nesting and hunting. Nesting areas and post-fledging family areas for goshawk have high densities of large trees, while foraging areas have some small openings, snags, and coarse woody debris that attract goshawk prey. Reynolds et al, 1992, at 15-18.

Numerous other wildlife species may inhabit or pass through the area. All of them are likely to be harmed by the proposed large clearcuts. This again point to the need to reduce the size of clearcuts and the total acreage clearcut. The impacts to wildlife from the proposed project must be evaluated and disclosed in the NEPA document for the project. 

We have no specific comments on the proposed trail realignments, but any trail segments in new locations should follow the guidance in CPW, 2021 to minimize conflicts with wildlife.


ASSURE THAT TREATED AREAS WILL REGENERATE.  It is our impression that the standing dead lodgepole pine trees in the project area have been dead for a decade or more. Thus there is a question of sufficient seed availability for regeneration, and of how viable the seeds are. The lodgepole stands in the area were probably mostly serotinous, meaning the seed within the cones might remain viable for some time after tree mortality, but maybe not long enough to ensure adequate regeneration after completion of the currently proposed project. And given the proposal to broadcast burn much of the area, it is not clear that even if still viable, that sufficient seed would remain to regenerate stands of lodgepole pine across the areas treated.

Efforts should be made to regenerate new stands of trees, and to promote the growth of existing seedlings, especially in spruce-fir and other non-lodgepole tree species. This would help diversify the tree species in the area, which would reduce future impacts from insect attacks, as no one insect is likely to successfully attack all the tree species in the area.

The NEPA document for the project must show how the treated areas would be likely to regenerate with adequate stocking within five years after the completion of treatment, as required by the National Forest Management Act (16 U.S.C 1604(g)(1)(E)(ii)).


PROPOSED BURNING MUST BE REDESIGNED TO MINIMIZE FIRE INTENSITY AND SOIL DAMAGE. Broadcast burning is one of the proposed treatment methods. NOPA at 7. This term is not defined in the NOPA, but we believe the commonly understood meaning is burning in place, i. e., burning the vegetation and dead material as it lies on the land without piling or other rearrangement of the material before ignition. 

We note with concern that numerous clearcut units, one 120 acres in size, are proposed for broadcast burning. NOPA, Table 1. Four units, totaling 146 acres, of clearcut via hand treatment would also be broadcast burned. NOPA, Table 1. The hand treatment units are likely to produce a tremendous fuel load, as is discussed above. Fires in this material would burn long and hot in areas of concentrated fuels, resulting in soil damage. A long-burning, hot fire would sterilize soils by killing all micro-organisms and volatilizing some soil nutrients. It would also create a very hard soil that would resist water infiltration, meaning that runoff during a heavy rainstorm would become very erosive in downstream areas that had not been burned. See Debano et al, 1991.

We agree with proposals to, where feasible, white line (burn up to snow line, most likely in spring), and green line (burn through light fuels to green vegetation). NOPA at 7. 

Lines created to contain fires should be rehabilitated after completion of activities in the respective treatment units. Failing to do this may lead to the lines being used as illegal motor vehicle routes.


RETAIN STANDING DEAD AND DOWN DEAD TREES. With all the dead lodgepole pine, there would be plenty of standing dead trees, or snags in the project area if no project activities were conducted. However, if the large acreage is clearcut as proposed, no snags would remain in the treated areas. Similarly, there would be a large amount of coarse woody debris on the ground after the dead lodgepole pine begin to fall, but these trees would be cut before they fell and then either removed or piled and burned, leaving few sizable logs on site. Slash might not even be left in some units, as trees could be limbed and bucked (cut to length) at landings. NOPA at 7.

To ensure retention of snags and down dead material, the project must follow the standard at Forest Plan p. 2-5 and 2-7, requiring retention of a minimum size of snags (where available) and minimum amount of coarse woody debris by timber type. Snags and down dead should be well distributed across the project area. Snags should be retained in groups, with live trees where possible, to retain habitat islands and reduce the chance of losing retained trees to blowdown.


MINIMIZE IMPACTS TO SCENERY. The proposed project would clearcut considerable acreage, as is discussed above. The resulting landscape would be devoid of trees and would be very noticeable from various viewpoints in and surrounding the project area. Notably, unit 105, a proposed clearcut of 164 acres, would include much of the top of Swan Mountain, according to NOPA Map 2 at p. 11. 

The proposed treatments would likely violate the scenic integrity objectives for the area, which range from low to moderate for management areas 5.41 and 5.43 (Forest Plan at 3-57 and 3-61, respectively), which have most or all of the proposed treatment areas. The large clearcuts would certainly not result in moderate scenic integrity, and might not even meet the low category, causing an unacceptable alteration to scenic integrity.


DON’T CUT SPRUCE-FIR TREES. The proposed project has three units, all “salvage dead”, in spruce-fir. NOPA, Table 1. There is little if any need to cut standing dead spruce because these trees, if they were sound (i. e., free of internal and root rot) prior to dying, may remain standing for decades. They will not easily ignite while still standing after the needles fall off, and they will not soon hit the ground, so there is no need to cut them for fuel reduction.

Englemann spruce and subalpine fir are said to be tree species that would be targeted in treatments designed to improve big game winter range. NOPA at 5. However, winter range is likely to be lower in elevation than where spruce and fir are found. These tree species are more common on north- and east-facing slopes, while winter range is almost always on south- and west-facing slopes. It is thus extremely hard to imagine how treating spruce and/or fir would improve winter range.

There is no need to cut live spruce-fir trees. These trees are not affected by mountain pine beetle; retaining them would help provide for a more diverse mix of tree species. Spruce, unlike lodgepole pine, will not regenerate nor grow well in the open. Dead spruce, unless located near infrastructure such as roads, or in high concentrations that would result in a locally high fuel load, do not need to be cut.


PROHIBIT OR MINIMIZE TREATMENT IN LANDSCAPE LINKAGE AREAS.  About 1536 acres of the project area are assigned to management area (MA) 5.5, Forested Landscape Linkages (NOPA at 22), in the Forest Plan. Per the Forest Plan, 

These areas are managed as key landscape linkages. They provide areas for landscape scale movement, migration, and dispersal of forest carnivores and other wide-ranging wildlife species. These areas provide safe travel connections between large blocks of forested landscapes across the forest. They provide security from intensive recreational and other human disturbances.

Forest Plan at 3-70. To meet the purpose of these areas, human use must be light:

There is light or minimal impact from human use in these areas. Natural processes generally predominate; however, vegetation may be managed to enhance denning or foraging habitat characteristics for target species, such as lynx, marten, or wolverine.

Ibid.

From the maps in the NOPA, it does not appear that treatment is proposed in the part of the project area that is assigned to MA 5.5. It should stay that way, as any treatment would likely degrade or destroy the area’s value for wildlife habitat linkages. 


PROPOSED TREATMENT ADJACENT TO THE CONTINENTAL DIVIDE NATIONAL SCENIC TRAIL (CDNST) IS EXCESSIVE. A segment of the CDNST runs through the project area, sharing the same alignment with the Colorado Trail. Under the law authorizing the CDNST, any uses “will not substantially interfere with the nature and purposes of the trail”. 16 U.S.C. 1246(c). Nature and purpose of the CDNST is described as follows:

One of the primary purposes for establishing the Continental Divide National Scenic Trail would be to provide hiking and horseback access to those lands where man's impact on the environment has not been adverse to a substantial degree and where the environment remains relatively unaltered. Therefore, the protection of the land resource must remain a paramount consideration in establishing and managing the trail. There 14 must be sufficient environmental controls to assure that the values for which the trail is established are not jeopardized.

BOR, 1976, at 14-15. This is also cited in USDA Forest Service, 2009 at II A, p. 3, quoting the BOR’s 1976 Study Report. 

Forest Service Policy for managing the CDNST is, in relevant part, is as follows:

Manage the CDNST to provide high-quality scenic, primitive hiking and pack and saddle stock opportunities.

FSM 2353.44b (8).

The CDNST Comprehensive Plan provides the following pertinent management direction:

The CDNST is a concern level 1 travel route, and the scenic integrity objective is to be high or very high depending on the CDNST segment.

USDA Forest Service, 2009 at IV(B)(4)(c)(1), p. 13.

Under the proposed project, 656 acres in unit 601 would be treated “for fuels reduction and scenic integrity improvement [] within 250 feet of the CDNST…”. NOPA at 5. This is excessive. No trees in the area are anywhere near 250 feet tall, so there is no safety issue (i. e., trees falling across the trail) beyond a distance of the tallest tree, plus a safety margin of about 10 percent. Cutting beyond that distance would reduce the scenic integrity of the landscape as viewed from the Trail and exacerbate an unnatural setting. Treatment adjacent to the CDNST should be limited to the area where safety of trail users can be established and maintained, i. e., where trees could fall across the trail or in areas immediately adjacent to it. The trail must not be used as a haul route for trees cut nearby.


LIMIT DEPTH OF CHIPS AND MASTICATED MATERIAL. NOPA p. 7 states that masticated material would be left on site in identified units to a depth of “less than 6 inches”. This depth of material resulting from chipping or mastication is way too high, unless it would be burned. The masticated material would decay very slowly, especially in open areas exposed to the sun. This would prevent new vegetation, including trees, from re-establishing or at least greatly delay it.

Chips and chunks should not cover more than about 20 percent of any treatment unit, and to no more than a depth of a few inches. 


HOW WOULD SAGEBRUSH BE “IMPROVED”?  NOPA p. 6 states that sagebrush would be treated to regenerate new plants and stimulate growth on existing plants. However, it would also stimulate the growth of other forbs and grasses. Ibid. Encouraging growth of other forbs and greases would reduce the chances for new sagebrush plants. And if sagebrush is already prevalent as stated (ibid.), why would it need to be “improved”?

It is unclear how treatment would produce new sagebrush plants even without competing vegetation. Broadcast burning is stated as a likely treatment to improve sagebrush. Ibid. However, sagebrush does not reproduce from root stock. Burning would kill existing sagebrush plants and facilitate the establishment of other plant species. Burning would also encourage the establishment as spread of cheatgrass, a very undesirable non-native plant.

Mastication is also listed as a possible treatment. It is not clear what exactly would be masticated, but the resulting pieces of material might cover the ground and inhibit establishment and/or growth of any plant species.


REMOVE UNNEEDED ROADS. NOPA at p. 16 states that all temporary roads used in the project would be decommissioned after project completion. The NEPA document for the project should further define this term, as it can mean anything from closure with barriers to full obliteration. To ensure the roads do not get used after the project is finished, we recommend full obliteration. This can be accomplished because the proposed temporary roads needed for the project total only 7.5 miles. See NOPA p. 15, Table 3. For the longest segments, obliteration for the first few hundred yards might be sufficient to prevent public motor vehicle use after project completion.


FIGHT NOXIOUS WEEDS AND PROTECT RARE PLANTS.  The proposed project involves a large acreage where the ground will be disturbed. This creates an environment very favorable for the introduction of noxious weeds and the spread of existing populations, especially for areas broadcast burned. 

The following are applicable Forest Plan standards:

For all proposed projects or activities, determine the risk of noxious weed introduction or spread and implement appropriate prevention and mitigation measures. …

Include provisions that are necessary to prevent the spread of and to control the introduction of noxious weeds in contracts and permits for use of National Forest System lands and resources.

Plan at 2-33. Given the scale of treatment proposed in the Swan Mountain project, the risk of introduction and spread of noxious weeds should be considered high. 

Prior to any ground disturbance, areas proposed for treatment, temporary road construction, or any other type of ground disturbance should be surveyed for weeds. Any populations discovered should be eradicated to the greatest extent practicable. Herbicides can be used to accomplish this but only if other methods would not be effective or are for some other reason(s) impractical. Any chemical application should be done by spot spraying from the ground on targeted species, not via aerial spraying.

The surveys for weeds can also be used to find any rare plants. Any populations discovered must be protected from all treatments with a buffer sufficient to allow each population to expand.


MISCELLANEOUS CONCERNS

  --How do “closed forest canopies in the project area impede travel for big game”? NOPA at 3. It would seem that the canopies are not very closed if 50 percent or so of the lodgepole pine is dead. But even if the crowns are full, it is the density of trees that might restrict big game movement, not closed tree canopies, as the latter are well above the ground.

  --Protect heritage resources, both pre-historic and historic, as required by the National Historic Preservation Act and other applicable laws, See Forest Plan at 2-36. Surveys for heritage resources may need to be done prior to commencement of project activities.


PREPARE AN EA OR EIS AND RELEASE IT FOR PUBLIC COMMENT PRIOR TO THE OBJECTION PERIOD.  With large openings proposed, a sizable total acreage proposed for treatment, and possibly serious impacts, an environmental assessment or environmental impact statement needs to be prepared for this project. The EA or EIS should be released for public comment prior to the objection period, to give interested parties an opportunity to review the design of, and mitigation measures for, the project, and to suggest alternate project design. 


CONCLUSION.  We respect the need for treatment to reduce fuels in the project area to create fuel breaks and reduce the damage to human infrastructure from future wildfires. However, the project as currently designed and described could increase fuel loading. It would also deforest large portions of the project area, on which regeneration appears uncertain. It would destroy or degrade habitat for numerous wildlife species. The proposed treatments would not diversify age classes or the tree species present in the treatment areas.

The project needs to be re-designed as follows:

  --greatly reduce the amount of area to be clearcut;
  --limit clearcut size to 40 acres;
  --have large uncut areas between treatment units;
  --retain all live and most dead non-lodgepole pine trees of any size, except hazard trees;
  --retain sufficient snags and down dead material in treatment units;
  --ensure that treatments do not increase surface fuel loading to dangerous levels;
  --design burning to ensure that soils are not damaged by long, hot fires;
  --ensure that all treated areas will regenerate unless permanent openings are desired;
  --retain wildlife habitat to the maximum extent possible;
  --fully obliterate all temporary roads used in the project; and
  --prepare an EA or EIS for the project and issue it for public comment.

If the Forest Service chooses not to modify the proposed action as recommended above, it should, at a minimum, analyze in detail an alternative that includes these elements. An alternative that reduces clearcuts, limits clearcut size, leaves large uncut areas between treatment units, etc. as described above, would still meet the project purpose and need, at least in part, and would have fewer damaging impacts to wildlife, vegetation, soils, scenery, and other values. It would also place in sharp relief the differences between a proposal that seeks to minimize damage to important resources, and the proposed action which seems designed to maximize the removal of trees.

Thank you for this opportunity to comment. Please inform us when further information concerning this project becomes available.

Sincerely,


Rocky Smith, Forest Management Analyst
1030 N. Pearl St. #9
Denver, CO 80203
303 839-5900
2rockwsmith@gmail.com

Alison Gallensky
Rocky Mountain Wild
1536 Wynkoop St., Suite 900
Denver, CO 80202
303 546-0214
alison@rockymountainwild.org

Roz McClellan
Rocky Mountain Recreation Initiative
1536 Twin Sisters Rd.
Nederland, CO 80466
303 447-9409
Rosalind.mcclelan@colorado.edu

John Stansfield, Director
Central Colorado Wilderness Coalition
PO Box 588
Monument, CO 80132 
303-660-5849
jorcstan@juno.com
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