Hello. My name is Paul Busch. I am an outdoorsman and activist in north-central Idaho. I am writing to express my opposition to the Twentymile Project. I am acquainted with the area. First I would like to describe a trip I took near there in 2020.

In early July, my friend, her father, and I backpacked up John’s Creek on trail 407. That ridge is an elk’s playground, full of forbs and bunchgrass blooming under massive old-growth ponderosa pines.  Blackened bark on the north side of each tree gave hints of forest fires in days past. MacGillivray’s warblers darted in the bushes.

We passed the private parcel of Gilmore Ranch, which was about the only sign of human impacts in the drainage besides the trail itself and camped at Snoose or Sourdough Creek. 

The following day, we hiked up to the 431 trail and headed east to Sourdough Peak. Subalpine meadows are few and far between in North Idaho, and the wildflower blooms were a joy. Treads of four-wheelers on the sensitive landscape was a disappointment, however. 

Gray jays flew above us as we descended to Sourdough Saddle and set up camp. It had obvious signs of human use, especially a huge dust wallow and troughs for horses. 

The following morning I woke up at sunrise around 4:30 am. I decided to get out my binoculars and birdwatch. To my memory (I can’t find my journal of the trip), these were some of the species I saw:

· Red crossbills

· White-winged crossbills

· Evening grosbeaks

· Pine siskins

· Black-capped chickadees

· Hairy woodpeckers

· Northern Flicker

· Townsend’s Warbler

· Three-toed woodpeckers (nesting, by the way!)

Later that morning I nearly walked into a bull moose. We also saw a big black bear and a cow elk. That campsite, although surely used by outfitters and big-game hunters, was the most wildlife-crammed place in the whole Clearwater Basin I had ever been to. It was nothing short of spectacular. 

We packed up and hiked the 478 trail all the way back to the South Fork of the Clearwater. 

It was one of the greatest experiences I have had in the outdoors, period. We saw no human beings on the trip besides ourselves. 

There is little reason to believe that much of the Twentymile project area is very different in terms of habitat, resident species, or wild character, besides the fact that some logging took place in the watershed in the “Wing Twenty” project nearly three decades prior. 

All of that is to say, this is a wild forest, which has many attributes that are expected in wild forests: tree mortality, insects (which evidently feed nesting three-toed woodpecker populations), connectivity, abundant shade and quality habitat for dozens of birds. These are also the exact reasons the agency gives for wanting to clearcut, roadbuild, and burn the area.

In brief, this project is uniquely damaging, arbitrary, and embarrassing. The “no action” alternative should be chosen. 

A more detailed response to the arguments of the project are as follows:


1. Wildfire Emergency Declaration

Wildfire is a natural part of western forests. Just last year, a fire started in the Gospel-Hump Wilderness and traveled east toward (and over) the community of Orogrande, Idaho. Contrary to the USFS assertions, the fire was not stopped by this “community protection” project. Why should the public believe you now?

This is especially disingenuous because Twentymile Creek is twenty miles from Elk City, the only “community of any real size. To believe that logging in the backcountry will reduce fire risk to structures tens of miles away is false. 

The definition of wildland-urban-interface used in this project is indefensible. Fire ecologists (including the Forest Service’s own Jack Cohen) continue to show that the most serious way to protect communities is to reduce the flammability of housing, with targeted thinning directly adjacent to houses and towns. Using fire as a tool to fear monger while avoiding the real work of preparing communities that live in high-risk areas is shameful. 

Follow the law, do this as an EIS, and admit the real emergency is worldwide loss of biodiversity and a warming climate, two things this project accelerates. Carbon emissions, whether from forestry or not, increase temperatures, leading to increased likelihood of fire. Fire is climate and weather driven event.


2. Desired Forest Conditions

The 1987 Forest Plan also calls for 10% old-growth forest-wide and measurable standards for streams. Pursuing an open, shade-intolerant forest type makes no sense in the context of the area. This is a region largely north-facing slopes, heavy snowfall, and large variations in elevation. If all you have is a hammer, all you see is a nail, so the USFS is cherry-picking the forest plan to restructure a working ecosystem to allow for intensive logging. 

If these forest conditions were really the animating factor, forest thinning would be taking place on large acres. Instead, the USFS plans to clearcut (or nearly clearcut) over 80% of the units in the project area. 


3. Fuel Loads and Fire Risk

Fuel is not the primary driver of fire and landscape-level mixed severity fires are the norm, not the human-caused exception, to the area. Again, if logging reduced fire risk, then heavily logged and thinned forests, and especially private timberlands, would be fire-free. This is not the case.

Fire cannot be controlled or mitigated by logging. Please read Chad Hanson’s work or Dominic DelaSalla. 


4. Insects and Disease

These are just aspects of any wild forest. Trees die, this is not a surprise. Insects worldwide are facing population crashes, and are as much a part of the landscape as elk or trees. Three-toed woodpeckers (and many other species) rely on and benefit from these “overmature” and “decadent” forests that the USFS is so concerned about. 


5. Fire and Birds

Prescribed fires, especially in spring, are harmful to bird populations. It is unlikely to reduce the chances of fire for more than a few years, based on current research.


6. Impact on rare species

The proposed action document shows that the amount of time it would take to generate the kind of forest conditions for several species is on the scale of 100-150 years (specifically migratory bids, marten, goshawk, pileated woodpecker, fisher, pygmy nuthatch, various bats). This is the time for mature forests to develop, forests that already exist in the project area.

To reduce thousands of acres of functioning mature and old-growth (whether officially identified or not) is explicitly harmful to rare and declining species and requires an EIS. What is more disturbing is that the USFS wants to replace these areas with tree-farm like stands of larch and shade-intolerant species, meaning that this older, cooler, denser habitat will be degraded for decades more than the century claimed in the project proposal. There is no functional way for the USFS to commit to allowing the area to recover, because this is in the exact area as the Wing-20 project, and the agency refuses to let the area fully recover for even three decades.

Lynx will not even pass forest openings greater than 40 acres. Grizzly bears mortality is significantly tied to road density, meaning this area will be reduced in security for a long time. Grizzlies are threatened and Idaho, and the Gospel-Hump offers them a perfect home, as long as the USFS doesn’t destroy the connecting habitat.

Moose are claimed to benefit from this project. Everywhere I have ever seen Pacific yew is in older, wetter, cooler areas on the forest. I’ve seen the impact of logging old spruce forest adjacent to Lookout Butte on the Nez Perce and it absolutely wrecked the yew there. 

This is an important cutthroat trout stream and filling Twentymile with sediment is not doing them any favors. 


7. Carbon

The argument that this document uses to justify logging in mature forest is evasive. Larger diameter trees do have slower rates of carbon sequestration, but this is in relation to the tree itself. Basically, big trees have way, way, way more carbon stored than young trees. The vast majority of carbon in a forest is stored in the very largest trees. 

Logging is the number 1 emitter of carbon on National Forests. We are headed for climate catastrophe and need every possible scrap of connected, wild forest to store as much as we can. This project is an affront to the children and the unborn.

Conclusion

This project is abhorrent. We are entering a biosphere-wide collapse of natural ecosystems spurred by over-exploitation of the natural world. This project uses the language of “resilience” and “crisis” to actually further the root causes of those problems. Namely, industrial extraction of native ecosystems like the South Fork.

Clearly the agency is committed to creating National Timberlands, devoid of old forests, fishers, grizzly bears, cutthroat, and woodpeckers. You are making a sacrifice of some of the most wonderful country in North Idaho for a few hundred loggers, a couple executives, and whatever agency paper-pushers you think will reward you financially. This incomprehensible denuding of healthy forest habitat in an extremely remote area is nothing short of insulting to anyone with a concern for species beyond ourselves. Actually, considering the damages this will cause to climate stability, this may be a truly universal act of disgrace.

I am asking you to seriously consider choosing the no action alternative, or commit to a full EIS. 

Cordially, 

Paul Busch

219 East E. Street

Moscow, ID 83843

208-569-9261

