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David Whittekiend

Uinta-Wasatch-Cache National Forest Supervisor

857 West South Jordan Parkway

South Jordan, UT 84095

Sent via email: comments-intermtn-ashley@fs.fed.us and comments-intermtn-uwc@fs.fed.us
Subject: Comments on the High Uintas Wilderness Domestic Sheep Grazing Project
Dear Supervisor Whittekiend:
The Gallatin Wildlife Association (GWA) is a non-profit volunteer wildlife conservation organization representing hunters, anglers and other wildlife advocates in Southwest Montana and elsewhere. Our mission is to protect habitat and conserve fish and wildlife.  GWA supports sustainable management of fish and wildlife populations through fair chase public hunting and fishing opportunities that will ensure these traditions are passed on for future generations to enjoy. We support the Montana constitution which states: “the opportunity to harvest wild game is a heritage that shall forever be preserved” and that “the legislature shall provide adequate remedies to prevent unreasonable depletion of natural resources.” We appreciate this opportunity to provide additional comment to the ill-advised proposal to continue domestic sheep use of the High Uintas Wilderness Area and bighorn sheep habitat, which will supplement the letter we sent you on Dec. 21, 2015.
The Proposed Action: Under the proposed action as outlined in the USFS (2016) scoping letter page 4, 6,650 ewes with a lamb(s) will be allowed to use the north slope of the Uintas Mountain Range within the Uinta-Wasatch-Cache National Forest. On the south slope of the High Uintas Wilderness Area the Ashley National Forest will authorize 6,200 ewes, each with a lamb(s). While ewes often have twin lambs we will assume here that each ewe has only one lamb. Thus we estimate the total number of domestic sheep utilizing this area to be 13,300 animals on the North Slope and 12,400 animals on the South Slope, which totals 25,700 domestic sheep. While the USFS will be providing for the viability of these domestic sheep during their approximate 2 month grazing season on National Forest public lands (generally July 11 – Sept. 10), the USFS cannot make the same claim for native bighorn sheep in the area or anywhere else on National Forest lands in Utah. A mere 136 adult bighorn sheep comprise the largest combined bighorn sheep herd on National Forest lands throughout Utah (USFS Undated, Utah Division of Wildlife Resources 2013). This is a stunning revelation in particular when both the USFS and Utah DWR know the long term persistence of this very small population of bighorn sheep is threatened by the continued presence of over 25,000 domestic sheep authorized to use the 10 allotments outlined in the proposed action that lie primarily within the High Uintas Wilderness Area. We do not support the proposed action.

General Bighorn Population History: Presently, about 90% of Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep (Ovis canadensis canadensis) in the United States spend all or part of their lives on National Forest System lands (Schommer and Woolever 2001). Bighorn sheep were once abundant in Utah and across the west in large herds with connected habitat (Dubay et al. 2003, Singer et al. 2001, Singer et al. 2001(a), Smith et al. 1991, Toweill and Geist 1999, Utah DWR 2013). Historically, bighorn numbers were estimated to be between 1.5 to 2 million across the west (Toweill and Geist 1999). However, only about 35,000 Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep are found in North America now (Toweill and Geist 1999). This represents a loss of over 98% of the historic bighorn population with only 1.75% of historic numbers remaining across the West (Toweill and Geist 1999). 

While we could not find historic bighorn estimates specifically for Utah, bighorns were considered abundant across the State (Toweill and Geist 1999, Utah DWR 2013). However, Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep declined dramatically in Utah and native populations were nearly extirpated following pioneer settlement (Toweill and Geist 1999, Utah DWR 2013). Currently there are only about 2,000 Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep in seven different populations and about the same number of Desert bighorn sheep left in Utah (Utah DWR 2013, page 15&16). 
Bighorn Sheep are a Sensitive Species in the Intermountain Region: In 2009, because of declining bighorn sheep numbers, the Forest Service designated bighorn sheep a sensitive species in the Intermountain Region, which includes the Uinta-Wasatch-Cache and Ashley National Forests. Under a sensitive species designation, the objectives for bighorn sheep habitat conservation must shift to proactive management measures that protect and enhance habitat to prevent listing of bighorn sheep under the Endangered Species Act. These management changes must seek to avoid, minimize or reverse negative impacts to bighorn habitat and populations whose viability has been identified as a concern within the Region. The USFS has a primary responsibility to develop and implement management objectives that ensure sufficient habitat is available to provide for viable populations of bighorn sheep moving forward. We believe the continuation of domestic sheep use and trailing on or near bighorn sheep habitat in the High Uintas Wilderness Area and surrounding landscape are in direct conflict with these responsibilities.
Bighorn Sheep Populations in the High Uintas Mountains/Wilderness Area: As we understand it, bighorn sheep have been largely extirpated from the High Uintas Wilderness Area, or at best bighorn herds are very small and isolated (Utah DWR 2013, page 16, Table 1 and USFS Undated). The Uinta Mountains meta-population of Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep is the only population associated with National Forest Service lands in Utah that currently exceeds the Utah DWR (2013) estimated “Minimum Viable Population” level for bighorn sheep (MVP > 125 animals). However, the estimated combined adult population for the Uinta Mountains meta-population is only 136 animals and they are threatened by these domestic sheep allotments on the western boundary of their Core Herd Home Range (CHHR) (USFS Undated).

Bighorn Sheep Habitat in the High Uintas: The High Uintas Wilderness Area encompasses 456,705 acres and stretches nearly 60 miles east to west. The USFS proposal is to reauthorize 10 domestic sheep allotments lying north and south along the spine of the Uintas Mountain Range. The allotments cover a total of 160,410 acres within or adjacent to the High Uintas Wilderness Area, including 76,823 acres on the Ashley National Forest which runs along the south slope of the Uinta Range and 83,587 acres of the Uinta-Wasatch-Cache National Forest which runs along the north slope of the Uinta Range (U.S. Forest Service 2016). The Utah Division of Wildlife Resources (2013, page 14) maps a significant amount of this area as bighorn sheep habitat and/or currently occupied distribution. Furthermore, the North Slope - Summit, Three Corners and West Daggett bighorn herds are targeted for population augmentation and the South Slope – Diamond Mountain, Vernal and Yellowstone areas are targeted from bighorn sheep reintroductions (Utah DWR 2013, page 22). We are concerned the presence of domestic sheep (including trailing routes) in the High Uintas Wilderness Area and adjacent Forest Service national public lands in or near existing bighorn sheep herds or historic habitat pose a serious threat to the viability of existing herds as well as the suitability of historic bighorn sheep habitat in the area.

Please Map Domestic Sheep Impacts, which Extend Beyond Allotment Boundaries: To what degree do the USFS domestic sheep allotments and trailing routes (to and from the allotments) overlap existing distributions of bighorn sheep in the area? What about the overlap of bighorn sheep Core Herd Home Ranges with domestic sheep allotments as discussed in USFS (Undated)? How much historic bighorn sheep habitat in the area is encompassed by USFS livestock allotments? How much bighorn habitat is within 9 miles of the outer edge of the allotment boundaries and the trailing routes? This is important because bighorn/domestic sheep management guidelines suggest at least a 9 mile buffer zone of separation between the two species should be generally applied to assure bighorn viability over the long term (Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks 2010, Schommer and Woolever 2001, Schommer and Woolever 2008, Suminski 1991, Western Association of Fish & Wildlife Agencies 2007, Wild Sheep Working Group 2012). The best available science instructs that the presence of the domestic sheep within these allotments will adversely impact the suitability of bighorn sheep habitat and/or the viability of existing populations across a vast landscape at least 9 miles broader than the outer perimeter of the combined allotment boundaries as well as the trailing routes to and from the allotments.
While the domestic sheep allotments themselves directly consume 160,410 acres of public lands, mostly within the High Uintas Wilderness Area, the proposed action will adversely impact a much larger landscape of bighorn sheep habitat, including surrounding public lands encompassing at least a 9 mile radius surrounding the outer edge of the allotment boundaries. The Risk of Contact model discussed below may indicate an even broader area of risk to bighorn sheep. Regardless, if the proposed action is implemented a vast landscape of public lands will be unsuitable for bighorn sheep over the long term. How big an area would this be and how much of it is public lands? Please review and map these issues in the Environmental Impact Statement. From our quick review, it appears most if not all of the area impacted would be on USFS National public lands (USFS 2016) with a significant amount being important bighorn sheep habitat (Utah DWR 2013, page 14, USFS Undated). Does the size of the planning area encompass this entire landscape?

Regardless, please reveal the specific location of all livestock allotments and trailing routes in the area on a map in the EIS, in particular those overlapping or near bighorn sheep habitat, CHHR and existing populations. Please also include the type and amount of livestock (sheep and/or cattle) that are permitted to use these allotments along with their prescribed season of use. We suggest a map or maps that overlap the historic bighorn sheep habitat, the estimated current bighorn distribution, all the domestic livestock/sheep allotments and all the fences or other potential barriers to bighorn sheep movement in the area would be helpful to inform both the decision maker and the public.
Have the Alternatives been Predetermined or Limited: The scoping letter (USFS 2016, page 7) mentions within the Uinta-Wasatch-Cache National Forest the Desired Future Condition for the Bear River Area is: “From the Hayden Fork drainage to the east, if sheep permits for upper elevation allotments are voluntarily waived without a preference, permits will not be reissued and allotments will be closed to domestic livestock for purposes of future bighorn sheep habitat.” (p.4-190, p.4-201). Seven additional allotments are also mentioned, which are located along the North Slope of the Uinta Mountains totaling an additional 17,600 “capable” acres that conflict with bighorn sheep habitat. The Record of Decision for the Forest Plan identified these allotments for closure to expand bighorn sheep habitat, but only if the permits are voluntarily waived without preference back to the Forest Service (USFS 2016). In both cases, the U.S. Forest Service appears to be granting predetermined rights to continue domestic sheep use of these allotments at the discretion of the current permittee(s), even if such use is detrimental to bighorn sheep habitat and/or existing bighorn sheep populations. Doesn’t USFS policy clearly state that permitted livestock use is a discretionary privilege granted by the USFS rather than a right given to the permitted user? Aren’t USFS grazing leases subject to modification or closure by the USFS if necessary to protect the public interest and/or important natural features such as bighorn sheep habitat or population viability?
It appears the USFS has already predetermined the outcome here, or at best delegated any decision to close or retire any of the sheep allotments in question to the current permit holders. Our research indicates it is likely the USFS will need to make a significant change here if they intend on restoring bighorn sheep habitat and/or conserving bighorn sheep populations in the area. Is the decision of whether to continue or to retire the domestic sheep allotments up to the current permitted user(s), even if the USFS finds that retiring the allotments is necessary to benefit bighorn sheep habitat and existing populations? Please clarify the limits of your authority and whether or not the option of retiring these allotments to benefit bighorn sheep habitat/populations can occur without permittee permission.
Risk of Contact Model: Please review and map the results from the USFS Risk of Contact model for Utah (USFS Undated), which helps determine the threat these domestic sheep allotments pose to existing bighorn herds in the area as well as across the state of Utah. It appears these domestic sheep allotments and others are interfering with your responsibility to provide habitat for viable populations of bighorn sheep across and beyond the High Uintas Wilderness area. The Uintas Mountains “meta-population” of bighorn sheep is the only population associated with National Forest Service lands in Utah that exceeds Utah DWR’s stated Minimum Viable Population of > 125 animals (Utah DWR 2013, USFS Undated). However, we can find no current scientific evidence/information that supports such a low MVP as being sufficient to sustain a large mammal like bighorn sheep over the long term (see the MVP discussion below). Furthermore, this small population of bighorn sheep remains at high to moderate risk of contact with domestic sheep in 9 of the 10 allotments described in this proposed action and at least one other allotment in the area (West Fork Blacks Fork allotment) (See Table 2, USFS Undated). It is highly questionable the total bighorn sheep population in and near the High Uintas Wilderness can be considered viable over the long at only 136 adult animals, especially with this high to moderate risk of contact with domestic sheep and previous disease outbreaks (USFS Undated, Utah DWR 2013, Cassaigne et al. 2010, Singer et al. 2001(b)). 

Minimally Viable Populations: While there is debate about what constitutes a bare Minimum Viable Population for any given species (Flather et al. 2011) and bighorns in particular (Cassaigne et al. 2010, Singer et al. 2001(b), Smith et al. 1991), there is growing consensus that multiple populations totaling thousands (not hundreds) of individuals will be needed to ensure long-term persistence of most mammals (Brook et al. 2006, Dratch and Gogan 2010, Flather et al. 2011, Reed et al. 2003, Traill et al. 2010).

Cassaigne et al (2010) suggests mortality rates for bighorn sheep are negatively related to population size in a logarithmic function. From a disease dynamics perspective, Cassaigne et al (2010) suggest a minimum population of 188 bighorn sheep would be required to insure long term persistence in the presence of epizootic disease. Singer et al. (2001) suggested 292±82 animals as the minimum population size that would be able to recover from an epizootic disease outbreak. Thus we suggest that Utah DWR’s (2013) MVP estimate for bighorn sheep of only 125 animals is substantially too low, especially when disease outbreaks have already occurred in some of their meta-populations.
The USFS notes that the best population on National Forest Service lands in Utah in terms of actual numbers is the Uintas Mountain herd, with a total estimated adult population of only 136 animals (USFS Undated). As best we can tell, the Utah DWR (2013) refers to these animals in 3-4 meta-populations called the North Slope Bare Top Mountain, Goslin Mountain, Sheep Creek and Carter Creek/Red Canyon herds. However, the Goslin population has been completely eliminated by Utah DWR (2013) due to a severe disease outbreak. Furthermore, reintroduced bighorn sheep that are limited to small, isolated populations can lead to severe genetic bottlenecks (Ramey et al. 2001) and these habitat deficiencies hamper bighorn herd growth and persistence over time (Butler et al. 2013, Cassaigne et al. 2010, Singer et al. 2001, Singer et al. 2001(b), Smith et al. 1991, Wehausen et al. 2011). 
Attempts to Restore Bighorn Sheep in Utah and the High Uintas: Smith et al. (1991) specifically addresses some of the challenges/failings of Utah’s early Rocky Mountain bighorn reintroduction effort. Prior to 1991 transplanted herds in Utah failed to increase and the statewide bighorn totals were approximately equal to the number of transplanted animals (Smith et al. 1991). The reasons for this included: (1) inadequate quantities of available range, (2) severe competition with other ungulates, (3) contact with domestic livestock, (4) improper juxtaposition of key habitat components, (5) inadequate quantities of one or more critical seasonal habitats, and (6) excessive human harassment (Smith et al. 1991). While the Utah DWR has documented much better reintroduction success for the Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep since 1996 (Utah DWR 2013, Graph, page 15) most of the populations dependent on USFS lands remain small, isolated and/or are exposed to continued risk of contact with domestic sheep (USFS Undated). Other threats to their long term viability remain (Utah DWR 2013).
It seems clear, large wild landscapes of interconnected domestic sheep-free habitat that provide for large bighorn sheep populations are necessary to ensure the long term viability of this species. The 10 domestic sheep allotments being reviewed in this EIS and perhaps other nearby allotments (West Fork Blacks Fork allotment for example) significantly limit the USFS’s ability to provide enough interconnected habitat within the High Uintas Mountain Range and Wilderness Area to ensure long term bighorn sheep viability (USFS Undated). As well, how much forage do the domestic sheep remove each year? Forage loss/competition alone is also likely a significant adverse impact.
Indeed, no bighorn sheep populations currently exist on the South Slopes of the Uintas Mountain Range (Utah DWR 2013, USFS Undated) and none of the individual herds on the North Slopes have reached a MVP level of at least 125 animals (Utah DWR 2013). Furthermore, the North Slope-Goslin Mountain bighorn sheep populations was culled in 2009 by the Utah DWR due to disease issues and concerns about the disease spreading to nearby herds. Utah DWR (2013) would like to reestablish this population in the future. It also appears the North Slope West Daggett bighorn herd occupies habitat connected to the High Uintas Wilderness area east of the proposed domestic sheep allotments (Utah DWR 2013, pages 14 & 22). How far away are these bighorns from the closest domestic sheep allotments or trailing activities? What about the North Slope Summit and Three Corners populations? Important bighorn habitat and/or existing population distributions overlap at least 4 of the domestic sheep allotments in question (USFS Undated, Utah DWR 2013, page 14). The risk of interaction with domestic sheep and/or disease transmission to bighorn sheep appears quite high. Please review and reveal that risk to the best of your abilities in the final EIS.
In addition to the Utah DWR managed herds, populations of Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep populations are also found in Dinosaur National Monument and on Ute tribal lands in northeastern Utah. Are these bighorn herds threatened by the presence of domestic sheep using USFS land? Are there other bighorn sheep herds in the area or other domestic livestock/sheep allotments in the area that may pose additional risks to bighorn sheep? If so, please reveal and discuss their status in the final EIS.
USFS Goals, Standards, Guidelines and Sensitive Species Management Direction: To reauthorize domestic sheep use of these allotments given the sensitive nature of bighorn sheep in the Intermountain Region and the presence of bighorn sheep and/or bighorn sheep habitat in the area in or near the allotments, runs contrary to the USFS goals as outlined in the Feb, 16, 2016 Scoping Letter noted below:

3I. Maintain viability of species-at-risk (including endangered, threatened and sensitive species and unique communities); 

3J. Manage Forest Service sensitive species to prevent them from being classified as threatened or endangered and where possible provide for delisting as sensitive (FSM 2670); and

Applicable standards and guidelines which include:

(G21) - For projects that may affect Forest Service Sensitive species, develop conservation measures and strategies to maintain, improve and/or minimize impacts to species and their habitats. Short-term deviations may be allowed as long as the action maintains or improves the habitat in the long term; and
Forest Plan Standards and guidelines specific to the wilderness which include:
• MA 01 012 - (S) Reintroduction of species is considered appropriate only if (the) species is indigenous and was extirpated by human induced events. Transplants are limited to indigenous species as determined by UDWR. (FSM 2323.33a) Indigenous species, which are classified as threatened, endangered or sensitive receive priority for transplant. And,
Forest Service Manual Direction 

• 2670.22 - Sensitive Species: Develop and implement management practices to ensure that species do not become threatened or endangered because of Forest Service actions. 

• 2670.32 - Sensitive Species: Assist states in achieving their goals for conservation of endemic species. 

• 2670.45 - Forest Supervisors: Coordinate forest programs with other federal agencies, states, and other groups and individuals concerned with the conservation of threatened, endangered, proposed, and sensitive species. 

• 2670.46 -District Rangers: Coordinate district activities with interested state and federal agencies, groups, and individuals concerned with the conservation of threatened, endangered, proposed, and sensitive species. 

Other Cumulative Impacts to Bighorn Sheep: According to Utah DWR (2013), factors contributing to the demise of bighorn sheep in Utah included habitat degradation and loss, competition with domestic livestock for forage and space, vulnerability to domestic livestock-borne diseases, and habitat conversions away from native grasslands towards shrub lands due to excessive grazing and fire suppression. Human disturbance in bighorn sheep habitat is also an increasing concern, such as off-road motorized use and mountain biking. Human disturbance is also a stress inducer, which may lead to increased disease problems (Utah DWR 2013). Wilderness areas can provide large areas of suitable habitat for bighorn sheep by minimizing or eliminating such human disturbances, in particular motorized vehicle impacts. However, the presence of domestic sheep in the High Uintas Wilderness area prevents these important public lands from being suitable habitat for bighorn sheep due to disease transmission issues and competition for food, space and water. Will the USFS consider these cumulative factors in its analysis of the domestic sheep allotments in the High Uintas Wilderness? As well, please determine whether the two Forests in question are providing sufficient habitat for viable populations of bighorn sheep across their historic range within the Forest Boundaries. It does not appear this is the case.
General Bighorn Sheep/Domestic Sheep Science Review: Domestic sheep compete with native bighorn sheep for food, space and water and are asymptomatic carriers of diseases that result in sick and dead bighorns if the two come into contact with one another (Beecham et al. 2007, Besser et al. 2014, Dubay et al. 2003, Foreyt and Jessup 1982, Goodson 1982, Jessup 1981, Jessup 1985, Lawrence et al. 2010, Monello et al. 2001, Schommer and Woolever 2001, Schommer and Woolever 2008, Suminski 1991, Toweill and Geist 1999, Wehausen et al. 2011). Once exposed, bighorn sheep themselves can become carriers of the deadly disease spreading it to other bighorn herds depressing populations indefinitely (Besser et al. 2012, Besser et al. 2013, Besser et al. 2014, Cassirer and Sinclair 2007, Dubay et al. 2003, Monello et al. 2001). In Montana alone, over 1,500 bighorn sheep died between 2008 and 2011 as a result of all-age pneumonia die-off events (Butler et al. 2013). Thus the mere presence of domestic sheep creates unique wildlife conservation challenges because of their potential to spread disease to bighorn sheep as well as their vulnerability to native predators (Brock et al. 2006).
Besser et al. (2012) and (2012(a)) provide evidence that Mycoplasma ovipneumoniae plays a primary role in the etiology (cause) of epizootic pneumonia of bighorn sheep in populations across the western United States and that it acts to induce secondary infection with other opportunistic pathogens. Furthermore, these studies found the likelihood of M. ovipneumoniae having a primary role in bighorn sheep pneumonia is consistent with the association between some epizootics of this disease and contact with domestic sheep because the latter carry M. ovipneumoniae at high prevalence. Additionally, Besser et al. (2014) found transmission of M. ovipneumoniae occurred from a single infected or challenged animal to bighorn sheep that were separated  up to 12 meters, strongly suggesting that direct contact is not necessary for epizootic spread of pneumonia in bighorn sheep to occur. These introduced infectious diseases pose a tremendous threat to wildlife and in particular bighorn sheep (Wehausen et al. 2010). This threat increases as animal population sizes decrease, thereby reducing the gene pool of potentially resistant individuals (Ramey et al. 2001), further increasing the likelihood of endangerment and extinction (Cassaigne et al. 2010, Wehausen et al. 2011).
The U.S. Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals (2016) recently ruled that the "precise mechanisms" of disease transmission are not needed to justify separation of domestic sheep from native bighorn sheep. "The conclusion was that the scientific consensus is that disease transmission from domestic sheep - by whatever mechanism and involving whatever confounding factors - poses a sufficient risk to bighorn sheep viability to merit separation of the bighorns from the domestic animals," wrote Circuit Judge Marsha Berzon in a 29-page opinion.
Furthermore, scientific research tells us that larger populations of bighorn sheep with connected habitat persist longer than smaller isolated populations (Berger 1990, Cassaigne et al. 2010, Singer et al. 2001, Singer et al. 2001(b), Smith et al. 1991, Wehausen et al. 2011). The same is true for other species in general (Traill et al. 2010). As previously noted, while there is some debate about what constitutes a MVP for any given species (Flather et al. 2011) and for bighorns in particular (Cassaigne et al. 2010, Singer et al. 2001(b), Smith et al. 1991), there is growing consensus that multiple populations totaling thousands (not hundreds) of individuals will be needed to ensure long-term persistence of most mammals (Brook et al. 2006, Dratch and Gogan 2010, Flather et al. 2011, Reed et al. 2003, Traill et al. 2010). Furthermore, reintroduced bighorn sheep that are limited to small, isolated populations can lead to severe genetic bottlenecks (Ramey et al. 2001) and these habitat deficiencies hamper bighorn herd growth and persistence over time (Butler et al. 2013, Cassaigne et al. 2010, Singer et al. 2001, Singer et al. 2001(b), Smith et al. 1991, Wehausen et al. 2011).
Cattle may also carry diseases detrimental to bighorn sheep (Jessup 1985, King and Workman 1984, Smith et al. 1991, Suminski 1991, Tillett and Chapman 1997, Wolfe et al. 2010). Cattle can also displace and/or compete for forage with bighorn sheep where their habitat use overlaps (Bissonnette and Steinkamp 1996, King and Workman 1984, Smith et al. 1991, Suminski 1991, Taylor et al. 1998, Taylor 2001, Thorne et al. 1979, Tillett and Chapman 1997, Toweill and Geist 1999). Climatic variation alone can significantly affect forage quality and quantity and recruitment rates of bighorn sheep and other ungulates (Butler et al. 2013). Thus disease, drought, competition with livestock and/or competition with other wildlife may be important limiting factors for bighorn sheep recruitment in any given year. The cumulative effects of these factors including cattle and elk competition for forage on bighorn sheep ranges can result in significant competition and social displacement to the point where historic ranges are no longer suitable for bighorn transplants (Smith et al. 1991). 

Fences can also prove impassable to bighorn sheep, restricting their movements and resulting in mortality, particularly for rams whose horns may become entangled (Smith et al. 1991, Taylor et al. 1998, Whithorn 2001). Helvie (1971) presents a useful discussion of the types of fences that limit bighorn movements. Thus, providing large landscapes of historic bighorn sheep habitat that are free of livestock presence/impacts and the fences needed to manage them are preferable if bighorn restoration and conservation is the goal (Jessup 1985, King and Workman 1984, Smith et al. 1991, Suminski 1991, Tillett and Chapman 1997, Wolfe et al. 2010).  

The need for large wild landscape conservation of connected habitat for bighorn sheep is apparent. While the politics of removing domestic sheep from public lands bighorn habitat might be daunting, the scientific research is clear, the mere presence of domestic sheep results in the loss of bighorn sheep use of the area and the fragmentation and degradation of surrounding habitat and populations (Cassaigne et al. 2010, Singer et al. 2001, Singer et al. 2001(b), Smith et al. 1991, Suminski 1991, Toweill and Geist 1999, Wehausen et al. 2011).
Summary: In the book Return of Royalty - Wild Sheep of North America Toweill and Geist (1999) note: 

“Rocky Mountain bighorn populations can only be made secure in Utah through additional reintroduction, expansion of existing nucleus herds, and directed conservation efforts.”

As well the Utah DWR (2013) eloquently quotes from the book Mountain Sheep of North

American by Raul Valdez and Paul Krausman (1999):
“Mountain sheep, like all other native fauna and flora, are part of the structure

and heritage of North America. Despite all of the efforts exerted toward their

conservation, wild sheep face a precarious future. They are an ecologically

fragile species, adapted to limited habitats that are increasingly fragmented.

Future conservation efforts will only be successful if land managers are able to

minimize fragmentation. According mountain sheep their rightful share of North

America and allowing them to inhabit the wilderness regions they require is a

responsibility all Americans must shoulder. It is our moral and ethical obligation

never to relent in the struggle to ensure their survival.”
The best available science informs us all that native bighorns and domestic sheep cannot co-mingle in the same area because domestic sheep carry several diseases that are lethal to native bighorns. Since native bighorn sheep are a designated sensitive species in the Intermountain Region, bighorn habitat and/or small populations exists in or near the project area, and bighorn sheep restoration/conservation is both a USFS and Utah DWR shared goal, we conclude the 10 domestic sheep allotments in and near the High Uintas Wilderness area should be retired. Allotment retirement will allow for the establishment of viable interconnected native bighorn herds to this historic habitat within the High Uintas Wilderness area and other surrounding USFS lands. Retiring these domestic sheep allotments will also reduce potential conflicts with native predators that are attracted to domestic sheep flocks. Removal of the domestic sheep allotments will also enhance the wilderness values of the High Uintas Wilderness area. The National Wildlife Federation and the National Wild Sheep Foundation have programs/funding that can assist permittees with livestock allotment retirements/relocation that benefit bighorn sheep and other native wildlife. Please consider allotment retirement to be the best path forward.
Respectfully,

Glenn Hockett

Volunteer President, Gallatin Wildlife Association
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