September 23, 2020

Mark Foster
Shoshone National Forest All Units
808 Meadow Lane Avenue
Cody, WY 8214

Dear Mr. Foster,

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Shoshone National Forest preliminary environmental assessment for the revised Travel Management Plan.  

[bookmark: _GoBack]The Forest Service established the RNA program in order to have pure and undisturbed representative habitats within the Forest Service system lands.  I am a botanist who is currently using the Line Creek RNA for a long-term vegetation monitoring study that is part of a network of botanists and ecologists working in mountain ranges around the world. The Global Research in Alpine Environments Initiative (GLORIA) involves more than 1500 sites globally and is administered by the University of Vienna, Austria.  I received permission and some funding (from the Shoshone Forest!) to create my study areas on four sites within the Line Creek RNA.  My colleague Megan Poulette continues the work that I initiated.  We installedhave four soil temperature data loggers that record soil temperature 6” below the surface of the soil at each of these four sites that range from tree-line to nearly permanent snowline.  I have included a graph of our soil temperature data from one site during one year to illustrate how early in spring (March or April) the ground first reaches above-freezing temperatures and by May is continuously at or above freezing.   The data from other years show the same trends.  We We also have used Global Positioning System (GPS) to establish 9-meter square grids at each of the four cardinal directions within each site.  We carefully record the composition, density and frequency of vegetation by species at each of these grids on each side of the mountain peaks chosen for the study.  

 Our data collection protocols are intensive and thorough and are followed by all participating GLORIA scientists.  “Oversnow” vehicles and their associated weight and tendency to compact snow and disturb underlying vegetation (not to mention the myriad animals that live beneath the snow) will seriously interfere with the purpose and results of our study—to track vegetation changes over time in pristine mountain areas.  

I have included photos at the end of this letter to illustrate just a small portion of the damage that was caused by the sno-cat, which the Shoshone National Forest permitted to run through the RNA to service a small ski area.  We reported the damage in late summer 2019 and met with the Forest Service District office in Cody to alert them to the severe impacts to vegetation.  Despite this, they re-issued the permit with absolutely no changes to the requirements of operation.  In 2020 the same damage occurred again.  The impacts are caused by running a sno-cat across thin spring snow as well as bare ground.  

This serves as clear evidence that snowmobiles permitted to operate in the RNA will behave no differently than the sno-cat operation.  We all know that snowmobiles have operated illegally in the area since the 2012 creation of the RNA.  This is a shame… since it is illegal the numbers of users up until the past couple years have been low.  

There is no justification, economic or otherwise, for the USFS to allow snowmobiles because the RNA definition itself precludes them.  The snowmobile traffic has increased dramatically on the plateau in the past 3-4 years.   The impacts due to heavy use are now obvious.   What is needed is for the Shoshone National Forest to patrol the area in the winter and spring to prevent snowmobiling and to protect the RNA so that it can be used correctly.  It is not a complex issue; rather it is an enforcement issue.  The snowmobiles that have operated there have left significant signs of vegetation disturbance similar to that of the ski area sno-cat. 

I am one of many ecologists that work within the RNA.  Many do not have permanent study sites there or even one or two-year projects.  The upper reaches of Quad Creek areis famous world-wide for the species and varieties of Apollo butterflies (Parnassius sp.) that migrate through during the summer months.  Lepidopterists are plentiful there in summer. Entomologists that focus on bees have been coming to the RNA for years to study the myriad species of native bees that use the alpine flowers.   Mycologists have learned from the prostrate willows in the RNA that each species has its own suite of mushrooms (fungi) that supply nutrients to the willows and use some of their carbohydrates. It’s amazing stuff, a wonderland of ecological drama that should be stewarded not thrown to the wayside in the name of economics.

The Line Creek RNA is famous among ecologists outside of Montana and Wyoming as well.  It is a showcase for alpine ecological structure and function.  But even so, there is so much more information to be gleaned.  For example, how are sub-nivean animals like pikas (the classic alpine small rodent) impacted by the noise and pressure of snowmobiles.  Will Line Creek be absent of these animals in future?  Has this study been completed by the Forest Service?  What about the raptors and owls that rely on pikas for food?  What about the ground-nesting American water pipits and horned larks that are common in the RNA?  We can’t afford, as a society, to simply recreate our flora and fauna to death for a few weekends of motorized pleasure.

I oppose any snowmobile use in the Line Creek Plateau RNA as provided for in the Line Creek Establishment Record.  Thank you for considering my concerns.

Regards,

Jennifer C. Lyman, Ph.D.
Professor Emerita 
Botany and Environmental Science
Rocky Mountain Collegeollege 






[image: ]Sno-cat permitted track through RNA (red), 2018 and 2019


Figure 1 Permitted sno-cat route 2019 and 2020

Figure 2 Sno-cat damage to vegetation June 2019[image: ]View of damage by sno-cat to the southeast of US 212 Line Creek within Line Creek RNA
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[image: ]Figure 3 Another area of damage east of Hwy 212Another example of sno-cat damage within the RNA to the south from US 212.

[image: ]
Figure 4 Peak 2 East (1.5 north of Hwy 212, year 2020.  Arrow shows above-freezing in late April
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