James Statezny, District Ranger
c/o Kevin Thompson
300 Roselawn Avenue/P.O. Box 7
Yampa, CO 80483

Via electronic form:  https://cara.fs2c.usda.gov/Public/CommentInput?Project=64833

October 24, 2023

Dear Messrs Statezny and Thompson,

The following are the comments of Rocky Smith et al on the proposed South Routt Fuels Reduction Project, as described in your Scoping Letter dated September 25, 2023 and the accompanying proposed action description (PAD).

We appreciate the need to address the accumulation of fuels in the project area. The proposed action would appropriately focus the most intensive treatment, where almost all of the vegetation is removed, in areas up to 15 feet from linear features such as roads, fences, and property boundaries. PA at 6. However, the proposed treatment in roadless areas is not acceptable, as it would destroy the roadless character of two areas.


TRANSPORTATION SYSTEM IMPROVEMENTS.  The PAD states (p. 14) that up to 96 miles of road will be considered for decommissioning, and that five poorly functioning road-stream crossings would be repaired. We strongly encourage the Routt National Forest to pursue decommissioning of roads and repair of crossings. Decommissioning should include:  closing the entrance to the road and any locations it intersects another road or trail, closed or not; removing culverts; restoring cut and fill slopes, provided this would not cause resources damage worse than the road might cause; ripping the road surface; revegetating the former road with native vegetation, including small trees if possible; and gating the roads to be decommissioned if necessary to prevent use while rehabilitation is implemented.
 

PROTECT THE UNDERSTORIES.  Part of the proposed treatment would involve removing dead overstory to release the understory, in stands dominated by either lodgepole pine or Englemann spruce-subalpine fire. PAD at 6. It is questionable how much the understories are suppressed by standing dead trees. These trees block some sunlight, but not nearly as much as would be blocked if the trees had full, live crowns, nor close to all of it. 

In order to “reduce the risk of spruce beetle outbreaks”, where there are 300 or more seedlings and saplings per acre, up to 40 percent of the mature trees would be removed. PAD at 11. It is unlikely that many remaining spruce trees are susceptible to beetle attack because they would already be dead if they were of sufficient size to attract beetles. 

The cutting and removal of mature trees is likely to damage seedlings. Not the following from Alexander, 1987:

Because any kind of cutting is likely to destroy at least half of the advanced reproduction, a manageable stand of advanced reproduction before cutting should contain at least 600 acceptable seedlings per acre…

Id. at 44.

In areas beyond 15 feet, only one snag per acre would be retained. PAD at 10. More snags should be retained, including all snags with active or inactive bird or other nests. According to the Forest Plan, minimum height of retained snags is 25 feet, and with a minimum diameter of 10 inches for spruce/fir and eight inches for lodgepole pine and aspen. Plan at 1-8. Snags should be left in groups of two or more where possible, and preferably be retained in areas where they are not likely to blow down.

In the WUI, which is most of the project area (see PAD at 9), apparently all of the coarse woody debris (CWD) would be removed in areas more than 15 feet from “linear features”. PAD at 8. Outside the WUI, 60-100 percent of the CWD would be removed. Id. at 10. Some CWD should be retained, even in the WUI. CWD holds soil and slowly decays into new soil. It provides structure for wildlife, like small mammals. 

Outside the WUI, most or all larger CWD pieces should be retained. Note the Forest Plan minimum for debris retention: for spruce/fir, 50 linear feet per acre with 10 inches diameter; for lodgepole pine and aspen, 33 feet per acre, minimum diameter eight inches. Plan at 1-8.

CWD would be removed or redistributed in areas outside the WUI that are in lynx analysis units (LAUs). PA at 10. That is especially inappropriate because lynx den in areas with down logs, thus removing CWD might prevent future denning habitat from forming.

PAD p. 10 states that “all healthy aspens would be retained” in both conifer and aspen prescription areas. This implies that non-healthy aspen, however that is defined, would be cut. Some dead, dying, and decaying aspen should be retained, as they provide habitat for various wildlife species, including some primary cavity-nesting species. 


PROPOSED TREATMENT IN ROADLESS AREAS IS NOT ACCEPTABLE.

Treatment in Colorado Roadless Areas would include treating along a mile of fenceline for a distance equal to the height of the tallest tree plus 10 percent. PA at 12. This would not be limited to smaller trees, as “there may be a need to remove larger diameter trees to maintain or restore the characteristics of ecosystem composition, structure and processes”. Ibid. It is hard to see why removal of larger trees would be needed to maintain or restore ecosystems. These trees likely existed well before any change to composition or structure occurred, if it even has occurred. Therefore, they are the ones that should be priorities for retention. 

The proposed treatment would create a wide, unforested, and unnatural swath through the CRAs. It would not retain roadless character. This would especially be true because

all treatments within the CRAs would fall under the fuels treatments within WUI prescriptions and tree mortality abatement along range fence lines as described above.

PAD at 12. Removing trees along the fences for a distance equal to the height of the tallest tree see (id. at 10), e. g., would be very noticeable.

The following are the roadless area characteristics:

(1) High quality or undisturbed soil, water, and air;
(2) Sources of public drinking water;
(3) Diversity of plant and animal communities;
(4) Habitat for threatened, endangered, proposed, candidate, and sensitive species, and for those species dependent on large, undisturbed areas of land;
(5) Primitive, semi-primitive nonmotorized and semi-primitive motorized classes of dispersed recreation;
(6) Reference landscapes;
(7) Natural-appearing landscapes with high scenic quality;
(8) Traditional cultural properties and sacred sites; and
(9) Other locally identified unique characteristics.

Colorado Roadless Rule at 36 CFR 294.41. Most of these characteristics could be adversely altered by implementation of the proposed action, especially (1) and (7). 

Cutting along fencelines in roadless areas should be limited to small trees, i. e., generally less than five inches or so in diameter. If there are many such trees along the fencelines, some should be retained to maintain a natural-appearing landscape.

While fences can be replaced, roadless character cannot be, at least in the short term.


PROTECT LYNX AND OTHER WILDLIFE HABITAT. 
The PAD notes that “[l]ynx habitat is present within the entirety of the project area”. Id. at 8. Though lynx have not been detected in the project area (ibid.), habitat still needs to be conserved in case lynx do expand their habitation, as lynx is a threatened species under the Endangered Species Act. 

The proposed cutting will damage understories, as is discussed above. This and removal of live overstory may convert existing lynx habitat to unsuitable. Depending on the extent of this conversion, Standards Veg S1 and S2 in the Southern Rockies Lynx Amendment (SRLA) could be violated. The proposed treatment could also break habitat connectivity, which might violate Standard All S1 in SRLA. 

Similarly, habitat for many species, including but not limited to the following, could be adversely affected by the proposed action:  marten, goshawk, boreal owl, olive-sided flycatcher, and southern red-backed vole.

The impact on lynx habitat and other wildlife must be analyzed and disclosed. Project design must minimize impacts to these species.
 

CONSERVE SOILS – LIMIT PILE BURNING
The PA, p. 14, states that woody material produced during treatment may be piled and burned. Burning large piles, especially those composed of larger diameter (three inches or greater) material will burn long and hot. This will sterilize the soil by killing all microorganisms and volatilizing most nutrients.

If piles are created by machine, brush rakes should be used rather than standard bulldozers. Better yet, limit piles to those assembled by hand, composed of small diameter material, and no more than about three feet high. 


FIGHT NOXIOUS WEEDS AND PROTECT RARE PLANTS. The PA states

Following pile burning and timber harvest treatments, pile burn sites and landing sites would be monitored for vegetation and weed establishment and treated as necessary. 

Id. at 15. This is a good measure. However, project design features should require that areas where ground will be disturbed (road construction or reconstruction, vegetation management with ground equipment, burning, skid trails, landing construction, etc.) be surveyed for weeds prior to the onset of any activity. Any weed populations should be eradicated to the greatest extent possible prior to ground disturbance. Following completion of activities, survey and eradication should occur for at least three full growing seasons.

Weed surveys can also be used to detect rare plant populations. Any such populations must be protected by prohibitions on ground-disturbing activities near and around them.


PREPARE AN EA OR EIS AND ALLOW PUBLIC COMMENT PRIOR TO THE START OF THE OBJECTION PERIOD.

A large project can have strong adverse impacts. With treatment proposed for 10,917 acres (PAD at 1), impacts to soils, wildlife, hydrology, scenery, etc. could be strong in an area that is well used for recreation year-round. The possible impacts need o be thoroughly analyzed and disclosed. The public should have the opportunity to review the analysis of impacts and comment on it prior to when a semi-final version of the project is published for objection.


CONCLUSION

The undersigned understand the desire to reduce fuels in the project area, but the proposed project needs to be modified. Treatment in roadless areas must be limited to conserve roadless area characteristics. Soil must be conserved by limiting the size of burn piles and the size of material in them. Some coarse woody debris, especially the largest pieces, should generally be retained. 

Lynx habitat and habitat for other resident species must be protected.

Proposed road decommissioning and repair of road-stream crossings should be implemented.

Sincerely,


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

Diane Brower
642 Evans St.
Steamboat Springs, CO 80487
970-879-1289
dbrowerco@yahoo.com

John Spezia
P.O. Box 772255
Steamboat Springs, CO 80477
970-879-1289
jspezia@yahoo.com
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