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USDA Forest Service

Reviewing Officer, Northern Regi;:)nal Office
Attn: Dry Riverside Project

26 Fort Missoula Road

Missoula, MT 59804

RE: OBJECTION AGAINST THE DRY RIVERSIDE PROJECT
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1. Objectors

Lead Objector Sara Johnson, Director, Native Ecosystems Council, PO Box 125,
Willow preek, MT,59760; phone 406-459-5936; sijohnsonkoa@yahoo.com.
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ild Rockies, PO Box 505, Helena, MT
ckies@gmail.com.

Mike Garrity, Director, Alflance ft
59624; phone 406-459-5936;

w:l

Jason Christensen, Director, Yellowstone to Uintas Connection, PO Box 363, Paris,
ID 83261; phone 435-881-6917; jason@yellowstoneuintas.org.

Steve Kelly, Director, Council on Wildlife and Fish, PO Box 4641, Bozeman, MT
59772; phone 406-920-1381; troutcheeks@gmail.com.




Kristine Akland, Senior Attorney, Center for Biological Diversity, PO Box 7274,
Missoula, MT 59807; phone 406-544-9863; kakland@biololgicaldiversity.org.

2. Project Name and Location

Dry Riverside Project on the Hungry Horse and Spotted Bear Ranger Districts of
the Flathead National Forest.

3. Responsible Official

Tami McKenzie, Forest Supervisor of the Flathead National Forest

4. Attachments

This Objection includes 2 attachments, Appendix A and Appendix B.

5. Connection between Previous Project Comments and the Proposed Action

On December 19, 2022, Native Ecosystems Council, the Alliance for the Wild
Rockies, and Yellowstone to Uintas Connection submitted scoping comments on
the proposed Dry Riverside Project. These comments included an appendix with
hard copies of 26 research papers/reports cited in the comments. Specific topics
included a claim that the Flathead National Forest (FNF) is violating the 2012
Planning Rule that requires the agency to include conservation strategies for
wildlife species of concern in the'Revised Forest Plan, strategies that would then
be implemented at the site-specific project level; the agency does not include
conservation strategies for a host of Montana Species of Concern (SOC) and U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service Northern Rockies Bioregion Birds of Conservation
Concern (BCC), which means the habitats of these multiple species are not



the_se_ species mc_lu_de_ old gr,owth a_n_d_ fpr_ested snag habltat, hab_ttats that are
slowly being-eliminated in productive timberlands on the forest as a result: We
also raised-a concern about logging in riparian habitats and the impact this will
have on bird BCC. We also stressed that the FNF lacks any valid conservation
strategies for the Canada Iy.'nx’, grizzly bear, wolverine and whitebark pine,.al
spécies now listed as threatened. As a result, projects such as Dry Riverside, which
impacts habitat for all 4 of these threatened species, will have significant adverse
impacts oneach. The RFP is expected to provide habitat management direction
that avoids “take” and significant adverse impacts on these 4 species. Since it
does not, it needs to be amended to address this severe fai_iirig; We noted that
the proposed Dry Riverside Project will violate the Roadless Area Conservation
Rule with prescribed burning. The agency failed to provide any valid science to
indicate this “management intervention” in these areas set aside for natural
management is essentia | for wildlife, including threatened species. The agency
also failed to define why forest fires in IRAs will have “catastrophic effects” on
wildlife; We raised concerns about the complete failure of the analysis in the Dry
Ridge NEPA documents on impacts to big game species, including habitat
requirements and ' management of winter ranges, habitat. effectiveness on big
game summer range, and security during the fall. ‘Without a valid assessment of
current-and project-level impacts on t_hese_:.blg_ga me habitat features, the level of
adverse impacts (significance) to big game is unknown.

On October 2, 2023, Native Ecosystems-Council, the Alliance for the Wild Rockies,

Yellowstone to Uintas Connection, Council on Wildlife and Fish, and Center for _' |

Biological Diversity submitted commenis on the Enwronmental Assessment (EA) R
developed for the Dry Riverside Project. These comments largely focusedon
concerns with management of the Canada lynx, grizzly bear, wolverine, whitebar o
pirie, western forest birds, nongame habitats provided by forested snagsand
undisturbed old growth forests, big game habitat effectiveness, big game winter:
range manageme nf,j elk vulnerability, mana gement of Inventoried Roa diess Area
~{iRAs}; and-impacts-of logging-o ncarben sequestration-and thus climate cha ng




" to the public. This lack of disclosure t

Essentiaily all of the issues.and:.concerns Obje.ctcirs have previously raised in
scoping and 30-day EA comments are being brought forward into this Objection.
Although the agency provided comments to many of the issues and concerns we
as Objectors have identified for this project, these comments:were nothing more
than justifications for the proposed action. No actual changes in the agency’s
management strategy for wildlife, whitebark pine, and IRAs were made asa resuit
of our extensive public comments. In addition, the actual data we requested to be
_included in‘the project assessments on most wildlife were never provided. And
the agency intends to proceed with the Dry Riverside Project in spite of a lack of
‘meaningful conservation strategies in the FPF RFP for almost all wildlife species.
This iack of management direction with this massive vegetatif},n/rgad_ing"p_roj'ect
will clearly have significant adverse impacts on most wildlife s:pe_cies-,_'dije to
direct, indirect and cumulative actions by the agency.

6. Relief Requested

It is clear that this project, either as direct, indirect or cumulative impacts, will
have majoradverse and significant impa cts on most wildlife'in this landscape due:
to the massive level of past, ongoing and planned vegetation and road |
management that is planned, as well as exacerbate the ongoing effects of climate.
change. As-a result, we believe this project should be-withdrawn from o
consideration until the FNF develops valid conservation strategies-for all wildlife
species on the Forest. The' project as proposed will essent;ally continue the
agency’s practice-of converting or managing wildlife habjtat as "sinks” for both |
threatened wildlife-and tree species, as well as.almost all species of western o
forest birds. This project is a prime example of an undisclosed strategy of the FNF_
RFP, which is to relegate wildlife'management to unroaded habitats, where it
does not interfere 'with timber production. This strategy was niever identified to-
“thie public in the REP, the Record of Decision for this RFP, or in the associated Fm'
Enwronmental Impact: Statement (FEIS) These planning documents are‘thusa
violation of the NEPA for failure to disclose a key strategy for forest manageme
| 1o ﬁé:pubhc réq__ res a new RFP and FEIS
before vegetation treatments are continued.




not clear how this. was determined. __T_he current sc:ence___def“ ines winter thermal

7. Laws the Proposed Dry Riverside Project will violate if imple'mente_d'- as
defined in the 2023 draft Decision Notice

I. The proposed Dry Riverside Project will violate
the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA),
the National Forest Management Act (NFMA),
the Administrative Procedures Act (APA), the
Roadless Area Conservation Rule (RACR), and the
Endangered Species Act (ESA) is implemented as
planned.

A. The propase_d project will have s‘igfjﬁifica‘ht-'_'-ad.v.e'rfs:e impacts on
big game species, and requires completion of an Environmental
Impact Statement (EIS); these impacts will be triggered due to a
lack of '--v_ali‘d"i"h'a_bita't..;-sia ndards in the RFP for big game species.

It is clear the agency failed to take a “hard look” at how'the proposed project will |
impact big game species, including elk, mule deer and moose. There are'22,100

acres of elk winter range, 12,616 acres of mule deer winter range, and 14,605
acres of moose-winter range in the project area. The:agency claims that they will: o '_
adhere to FW-GDL-WIL-DIV; this direction states the agency “should” maintain anf_i'_” o
overstory canopy-of full- -crowned trees to provide snow intercept, Thereisno - o
mofe s’pjéc’ifit: direction, :_i"nci'u_:di_ng” hdw-'tb'man’a’g’e“t’hé;Q’nd,é_r-s‘tdry, The Dry Ridg
Project interprets this recommendation as a need to maintaina 50% canopy co
where it exists (draft Decision Notice at 33). it is noted that reducing thermal
cover down to 50% will result-in-a 10% reduction of winter thermal over, but it i

cover forelk asat Ieast a40 foot stand. w:th at. leasta 70%'canopy cover (Blaék



""slashing and burning

al. 1976). Reducing thermal cover down to 50% would be 20% below the
recommended level for elk.

The agency has no monitoring data to indicate if 2 50% canopy cover does not
significantly reduce the habitat conditions for elk that would be provided by a
higher canopy cover of at least 70%. However, it is noted in the EA at 65 that it is
not clear if a.50% canopy cover will maintain enough thermal cover for big game
species, and as a résuit, this cover removal on big game winter ranges may have a
"‘tém'pmi'-_a_ﬁry?’ negative impact. Most of the commercial thinning units are in big
game winter range.

The agency completely failed to address how the removal of a forest understory
will impact big game winter habitat, especially for mule deer-and moose.
F_u'el_él_l_dég'ing::tre’atmé_nts will include understory slashing of smaller conifers

trees, possibly followed by possible broadcast burning and ground treatments to
promote conifer regeneration (e.g., draft DN at 24).. The removal-of the forest
understory in'mule deer and moose winter range will have severe adverse
impacts on these species. Mule deer thermal cover can be only 5-feet tallwitha -
canopy cover of 75%, orsapling size trees with a 60% canopy coveri(Black et al. |
1976), And dense forests with “double canopies” have been identified as key Iate-: :
winter range for moose (Tyers 2003). These include forest stands with-botha
relatlvelv dense overstory:and understory. In addition, removal of the understory-
will remove a critical food source for moose in the later stages of the winter, or: -
subalpine fir (Tyers 2003). The EA at 5 notés that many forest understoriesin
areas that have not burned contain spruce and subalpine fir trees.

So the Dry Ridge project will result in an extensive degradation of big game
thermal cover for at least mule deer and moose, while any increased forage
created after 5yearsfor elk (EA-at 55) will be under snow during the critical part
of winter, as this area is noted to, have hlgh snow levels in'the winter, Reductio
- ahd/or removal of the wmter‘{j- nge s overstory- and understory via' loggmg,
will result in ‘increased snow depths, increased crusting o

snow, increased wind effects, mcreased fluctuations of ambient air temperatu re!
day and night, and removal of a key moose winter forage, subalpine fir (Tyers




2003). A key habitat feature for moose winter habitai, “double canopies,” will be
removed due to both overstory and understory thinning. 1d. In addition, conifer
forage for smaller trees, along with almost all’”.ﬁh'r“u b species, may be buried under
winter sriows and thus unavailable to big game species. 1d. The current science
for management of big game winter ranges clearly indicates the proposed logging
and-fuels treatments on large acreages of big game winter range in the Dry
Riverside Project Area will reduce current big game populations duetoa
‘reduction of quality winter range. Although it is not clear how much of a
population reduction can be expected, the agency did not address this.problem,
and clearly failed to takea "hard look” at the results of the proposed actions in
winter range, in violation of the NEPA. This hard lock is also required by a 15-year
elk logging study, that included Montana; Lyon et al. {1985) noted that

ma n_a-g’e_ ment of big game winter ra hges'requ ires sight-specific management
recommendations based on local elk use monitoring,. as errors.in management
can have big impacts.onhabitat quality; this management requires an emphasis
on the management of thermal cover.

The impakct of reducing hiding cover for big game on the treated winter ranges
was hot addressed as'well. The predation impacts on big game from wolves was
not considered, Although the agency claims that treatments on winter range will.
maintain big game hiding cover (i.e., EA 61, 64), thisis clearly a false claim, since
the understories will be removed, the same habitats that provide high quality
hiding cover, or conceal 90% of an elk within 200 feet (Black et al. 1976).

The displacement of elk from summier habitat will also be a significant adverse |
impact. Roughly 40% of the project area is roaded. Almost ali of this habitat will
be mostly unavailable to elk during project implementation, including the: ongomg: .
Betty Baptiste Pro;ect due fo the active motorized route density. Any road tha
has motorized activities dlsplaces elk(Christensen et al. 1993; Lyon et al. 1985)
especially if there are more than 2-4 vehicle trips per day (USDA/MFWP 2013).
-------fT:_he--'rfoaj;ded--po'r;-io.ns-.'b_fl:the:.:p_rbject-ar.e‘a_,.._w'h'it;'h{-i's_:a'pprt_a'_x'ima:telyi..zﬁ}'ﬂOO-.ac_res--.--.-fl?h;:_
is roughly 31 square miles. The project will use at least 67 miles of existing syst |
roads, plus add 17 miles of reconstructed/historical roads-and build 4.3 mites o




new temporary roads (draft DN-at 24}. This will create an-approximate active
motorized route density for elk of 2.85 miles per section. When the 2.7 miles of
new roads constructed for the Betty Baptiste Project are included, the active
motorized route density may reach 2.94 miles per section. This would provide a
habitat effectiveness level of roughly 40% {Lyon et al. 1985; Christensen et al.
1993). The minimum recommen ded level of habitat effectiveness for elk summer
habitat is 50%, which is an active motorized route density of 2 miles per section
(Id.). As per these habitat recommendations for elk, the Dry Riverside Project Area
in roaded portions, or 42% of the project area, will have a significant loss of elk
habitat use due to roads.

The Dry Riverside Project will also have a significant adverse impact on elk
security. There is rio actual analysis of current, project-level, and post-project
security for the Dry Riverside Project, in violation of the NEPA. However, given the
high active motorized route density that will be reqwred for this project, and the
density of proposed thinning units, it seems highly unlikely that big game security
will meet the miinimum required level of 30% ( Hillis-et al, 1991). Management of

elk Siecui.‘iityfhab_itat is an identified issue on forest service lands:in Montana
{USDA/MFWP 2013). As security declines, elk displacement to private lands
increases, with a loss of both elk use of public lands and: hunting opportunities for |
the general public. Id. Security has been defined by the current best science as a |
block of contiguous forest cover at least 0.5 miles from an-active matorized route -
.=(_I_-i_1i||_s etal. 1991; Christensen et al. 1993), or at least 250 acres of forests witha -
minimum canopy cover from 23-60% whichis from 1.14 to 2.2 miles froman "
active motorized route (Lowrey et al. 2019). The use of canopy levels to identify:
elk-security habitat by Lowrey et al. (2019} demonstrate that this measure o
provides a lower level of 'Sé_tu'r}i'ty: for-elk, as the distance from active motorized '_ |
routes required was _up_-t'_g..twigé._;tfhe d_i_ﬁ_s.t'a'nce;'from"w_i_t_._hin‘='js'._i_:'a_n'd'._hid_ing-:-cqver as oo
identified by the Hillis Paradigm: Also, the canopy coverlevels measured in 3
Lowrey et al. (2019) were for unlogged forestsin the Elkhorn Mountains, so
would not actually represent logged forests where extensive. understory remos
~-pccurs;as is plannediin the Dry Riverside Project. As-such;: the best-measure-of ¢l
security for the Dry Riverside Project appears to bethe Hilfis Paradigm.




It is unlikely that in the roaded portions of the Dry Riverside Project area that
there is currently 30% security, which'is recommendad to be well distributed,
including at lower elevations when fall snows force elk down slope (Hillis et al.
1991). Although-the agency claims there are 33,154 acres of current hiding cover
(DN 7}, the level of current hiding cover in the roaded portions of this project.

- area, where vegetation treatments -are':’planned, is unknown. While the é-')?is’ti_’ng-
level of security is unknown in the roaded portions of this project area, post-
project it will clearly be significantly reduced by roughly 4,000 acres of
commiercial'and understory treatments. And with the Betty Baptiste Project,
another 918 acres of forest are being logged at this time. Overall, there will
a_p_pj'roxim'ate'ly' 5,000 acres.of hiding cover r"e_'mt_JVe_d with this project, cover that
will nat return for approximately 20 years (EA 63). With the roaded portions of
this project area covering roughly 20,000 acres, the combined projects planned
for thisroaded portion of the tandscape will remove roughly 25% of the hiding
cover. Thisis a SIgnlflcant amount of Iandscape impact, which would also mclude;
fragmentation.of any remaining cover blocks. So the post-project level of big
gamesecu rlty may fall below the recommended 30% of a landscape, which
indicates the project may create significant : adverse impacts on elk.

Although the agency claims that commercial thinning will maintain- elk hiding
cover-(e.g., EA60- 61), no basis for this claim was provided. Given thinning of both.
the overstory and understory, followed by broadcast burning, at bestelk cover - ’

will be. greatly reduced ‘not maintained, with these activities. This reductlon in

cover values needs to be assessed by the agency. Without any, actual
substantiation by the agency that.commercial thins and post- -logging treatments
wiil maintain elk hiding cover, it is likely to expect that elk cover will be reduced
below the level that elk would use such to hide'from hunters.




B. The proposed action may have significant adverse impacts on
the threatened whltebark pine; the agency needs to take a “hard
__Iook” at how the preposedf_burnmg that may include whitebark
_pme habltat w:II affect th | 'threatened specnes, mcludmg |

identif ',lng what is the expected percentage of trees that will

iktll'e__._ by fire per: acre, and why this would not cause s:gmf:cant _'

-_Iosses in beth tree densntles and genetic dlver5|ty |

‘The'Dry Riverside Project plans to bum a little over2,000 acres within roadless
Iands The amount of whltebark pme'm these propesed burmng umts is: unknewn .

is threatened

“"'an llve up to 1, 0*




~ flawed as per lynx management and conservation (Kosterman et al. 2018;

The impact of the proposed burning in potential whitebark pine: habitat needs to
be evaluated as per the: NEPA and the ESA for the Drv Rwersude PrOject including
activities bemg_l_mp.lement_ed__for the Betty. Baptlste Pro;ect “Once the expected -
number of whitebark pine trees, including seedlings and saplings, is measured for
these projects, the agency needs to define why this destruction wi Il not
significantly reduce the viability of whitebark pine in this project area..

C. The Proposed Action will have severe adverse and significant
impacts on the threatened Canada lynx and critical habitat, in
addition to a violation of the ESA, 'sig”n'ificant impacts a?e also
-'hkely due to the planned violation of the Flathead RFP regardmg
habitat connectlwty for the lynx; an Enwronmental Impact
Z-Statement If requ:red for this pro;ect asa result

The proposed Dry R:versrde PrOJect s assessments-of pt‘OJECt lmpacts on -th_e D
Canada lynxis based on-outdated science as per 1mpiementation of the Northern '_
Rock:es Lynx Management Drrect:on (hereafter “Lynx Amendment )} In‘turn, the
Us. Flsh and wildlife Serwce s Biological Opinion: for: the Flathead Revised Fores
Plan (RFP) is also based on mvalld outdated science for the: Iynx The
Ser\nce has used thts outdated invalid science as -a{'basrs for clalmmg t-the
proposed project will not: adversely impact lynx_ tl;Cai habltat or lynx covery .
and: persrstence in'this project area. Use of the Lynx Amendment as an:_-.analy5|s
too! forassessing impacts.on lynx and critical habitat therefore prevents the

agencres from completing the “hard look” required by the NEPA, or the ESA

requitement to use the current best science for manag Iyn_x_ a_n.d_ ._iy__nx__cr;tled_l
~habitat..As we noted in our prewous commentson thi fj’ect 'fo‘r scoﬁ"'i'ng and
the draft EA, there are at !east:-4 more: recent 'sc:| t!flc eports publlshed in

:Iestablls_hed scientific journals tf » Lynx Aty severely

Holbrook et al 2018; Helbrook et al. 2018; Holbrook &t aI 2017a). We' uted 2



examples of why the Dry Riverside Project will severely degrade lynx habitat and
lynx critical habitat. These include exceeding the 5% opening level selected by
lynx within their homera nges, and the 50% mature forest habitat also'selected by-
tynx in their home range {Id.). Just:as one example of this science that
demonstrates that commercial thinning will not maintain mature forest habitats
required by lynx was noted by Holbrook et al. (2017a). They defined mature forest
habitat used by. Iynx as being 40 years-or oider ‘havingan average dbhof 10 |
inches, havmg a median-canopy cover of 56%; havinga median tree helght of 65
feet, and having a median basal area of 140 square feet per-acre. These mature
forests used by lynxalso have a median level of 217 trees per acre over b inches. -
dbh, and a médian 1500 trees per acre under 5-feet in dbh. It is clear that
commercial thmnng for the Dry Riverside Project-will not maintain the mature
forest habitat condltions required by lynx. These commercial thins will be
converted to the “ sparse * forest types avoided by ';v'nx' ld.; {Squires et al..2019).
Asa resu!t inthe: roaded portions of this projectarea, whzch comprise: roughty

20, 000 acres, the: roughly 4,000 acres of forest thinning that will occur for this
project. wu!l compris 20% of the roaded portlons of the project area: When the

Betty Bapt:ste Iogglng} _.f'"_roughly 1,000 acres is added to thisimpact, there will be .

roughiy 25% of the: roaded portion of the. prOJect area‘that'will have smtable

mature forest: habltat removed forlynx use. The. agency did not. demonstrate that o

remammg mature: forest habitat levels will remain at 50%, as is reqwredi for
productlve lynx hab|tat-.j | |

The agency. also. falled to take a “hard look” at howthe proposed creation of mol
forest: Openmgs via regeneratlon harvests would impact lynx habitat qualtty, as
per the: recommended level being 5% (Kosterman et al.2018; Holbrook et al.
2019). It seems. Ilkely that current-conditions already create 5|gn|f|cant adverse
impagcts to lynx ha brtat and fynx: cntical habitat in the roaded portions of this
project area. Added-f’lsncreases in opemngs will only exacerbate these existing
significant lmpacts These sugnlflcant adverse. rmpacts tolynx-and lynx critical
"-habltat were not ev_ u_ated by the agency, or dlsclosed to'the publn:, asis




This actrequires that: Forest.Plan. dlrectzon he. mom‘cored so that estimated effe

‘The agencyalso did not evaluate how current and proposed conditions will affect
habitat connectivity for lynx, 'inc¥Uding within criti cé_l habitat. The avoidance
impact of forest vegetation treatments has been identified by the current best
science, including clearcuts (Squires-et al. 2010}, and others mo re recéntly
{Holbrook et al. 2017b, Holbrook et al..2018; Holbrook et al. 2019, Kosterman et.
al. 2018). The current recommended level of habitat connectivity for fynx is
roughly 70%, whichincludes 50% suitable mature forest habitat, and 20% dense
regeneration forests that exterid above the snow "(id_-."-)-. The proposed two projects
in‘the:Dry Riverside Project Area, including Betty Baptiste, will reduce coveron
roughly 25% of the roaded portions of the project afea. This will leave at best 75%
habitat connectivity for lynx as:selected in optimal habitat, Id. The current levels
of habitat.connectivity are unknown for this project area, as this information was
never prDVId ed. it appears likely that habitat connectivity for lynx within lynx
critical habitat will be significantly reduced with the proposed/engoing projects.
The agency failed to take a “hard look” at this potential scenario, in violation of
the NEPA. :

The: hke!y welat!on of Forest Plan direction to maintain lynx. ha bitat connectivity- .

will also likely-be violated by thxs project. The Lynx Amendment was designed to.. f
prevent: 5|gn|f1cant adverse lmpacts to lynx, including mamtammg habitat o
.connectlwty There was no analysis to su pport agency. claimsthat habitat’ o
connectivity for lynx would be * ‘maintained” by the 2 planned/ongoing prcuects in.
the roaded portions of thislandscape. Given no actual documentation was L
provided that this RFP direction will be met in this pr_o_Je;:t the agency has failed: BT
to demonstrate that this direction will maintain connectivity for lynx, including in
critical lynx habitat, in the roaded portions of this lynx habitat. |

Overall, the Forest Service reliance on the Lynx-Amendment as a basis for
'assessmg the level of impacts to Iynx and.lynx critical ha bltat |s initself a vielat
of the NEPA and the ESA, as we!l asthe Natlonal Forest Management Act (NFMA

are actually being achleved The: “proxy” for lynx conservation:success in. the Lym)



On lynx iS the e

Amendment is invalid, as it does not measure lynx population trends. Instead, it is
used to measure the level of exemptions/exceptions allowed in lynx habitat,

The Species Status Assessment _(’Fws.zzm?)- makes it a bundantly ¢lea r'-ﬁ‘ch_'at-'_th-e Feis
currently no actualevidence {science) to indicate the Lynx Amendment is
conserving lynx and their habitat, including critical habitat. There is no-current
evidence on lynx population trend, which is essential in order to define how the
Lyrix Amendment is affecting lynx. References to the fack of lynx population trend,
as-well as the lack of certainty as to the effectiveness of the Lynx A'm.e ndment in’
conserving lyny, is repeated throughout this SSA, including at 3, 18, 21, 22, 36, 57,
85, 99, 100, 102,105, 107, 111, 134, 135, 137, 138, 140, 141, 143, 155,158, 210,
216,219,222, and 231 Given that the Lynx Amendment does not incorporate
more recent science on lynx habitat use since 2000, ‘there is-a high probability
that this direction is insufficient to maintain lynx or promote recovery; including:in
the Dry Riverside roaded landscape:

Another faéfornbt -addressed in the Lynx Amendment is how vegetation
management impacts: snowshoe hares, a key prey species-for lynx. As wasnoted .
by Lewis et al. (201":" ‘'snowshoe hares are highly sensitive to forest fragmentatlon o
along with loss of winter habitat provided in multistoried mature forestsand
older; dense regeneratlen units. With the ongoing and proposed vegetatlon >
treatments in roaded areasof the Dry Riverside Project Area reaching atotal of o
over$, 000 acres (7420 forthe Dry Riverside Project and 918 for the: Betty Ba ptlste :
Pro Ject) snowshoe ha re habitat will reacha fragmentatlon Ievel of at least 40%
The agency did not evaluate how this planned fragmentation- level, wh;ch would"
be minimum-given what levels currently-exist, will:affect snowshoe hare. densitie,
and thus lynx. As was noted by Squires et al. {2010}, snowshoe hare: densities i
the Northern Rockies are already margmal for lynx persistence; and: small
.reduc-tio_ns in their densities may render a landscape as unsuitable lynx habitat

Another factor the : :"ency falled to CDDSlder for project and cumuiatwe :m pact

avmd roads w;th Iow volumes of vehicle trafflc, Whlch were |dent11'"ed as 8 vehicli
trips per day. it seems highly likely that - most of the roads planned for the Dry



Riverside Project, as well as those already constructed for the Betty Baptiste
Project, will have significantly higher: traffic levels than 8-vehicle trips per day
during |mplementat|0n This low: level of vehicle use “tolerated” by lynx is quite
similar to the low vehicle use level {10 vehicle trips per day) tolerated by grizzly .
bears (Mace et al. 1996). The a__genc_y’ s failure to addressroading impacts onlynx
is yet another violation of the NEPA and the ESA for this project.

D. The proposed actions in the Dry Riverside Project Area will have
significant adverse impacts on the grizzly bear, impacts that require
completion of an Environmental Impact Statement.

The agency: did not define how cu rrent or planned condltlons for the grizzly. bear
: :aﬂ’ect conservatien of thls threatened speues m wolatmn of beth the ESA and

in \nolatlon of the ESA The agency did not evaluate why'th fallure to prowde
' roaded lower elevatzon portlons o' ___'he prmect area wou!d

'Iack of core habltat wnll not S|gnlf|ca ntly lmpact roaded ha bitat use by bears.



The'agency also failed to identify the open road density that will occur in 'the Dry-
Riverside Project Area:du ring ongoing and planned vegetat;on treatments.
Impacts of roads on grizzly’ bea rsis defitied: by traffic Ievels ‘with a conservative
-'estlmate being that 10 vehlcle"n‘ps per day will be. to!erated by grizzly bears
(Mage etal. 1996) Wlthout defznmg the level of trafﬁc on-existing and new roads: ;
in this pro;ect area, the agency ‘has not looked at or defined how motorized use
will impact: grlzzly bears c!urmg this- project. A!theugh the impacts of motorlzed
use on ‘grizzly bear mertahty is reduced with exclusion of public motorized '
activity, nonmoto Fized public access and activity on these roads can also impact
grizzly bears, including mortality, including hunting {Schwartz et al. 2010) and
other recreation; due tosurp fise encounters with bears. The current best science
|de'"ritifies"an ac:tive' mote'i'iied rﬁu'té Idensity én" no “g-r-e-a't'e'r-'t'han a: m‘ile per sec"ti'oh"_' "

| :Iegglng .trafﬁc may reach up te 03 mlles per sectlon An.. alt hough the Forest
' Servnce'-suggests in the RFP that vegetatzon treatment activities that exceed 5

for the ongomg Betty Baptlste prejec’t which Wlli contmue lnto the Dry Riversi




... treatments:in. the Dry, Riverside. Pro;ect_._}a_'-” a3l

Project upon completion. The impact of these long disturbance period in this PCA
is not.evaluated by the agency in the Dry Riverside NEPA analysis.

The agency.also notes that the RFP requires protection of grizzly bear spring
habitat use, whichis entirely within the roaded portions of the Dry Riverside
Project Area. However, again, exceptions to. protections of. gnzzly bear Sprmg
range:are.allowed, and may occur for the Dry Riverside Project. The impact of this
spring disturbance of grizzly bears was not evaluated for this project, however,

A final adverse impact.on grizzly bears that was not evaluated for the Dry
Rive’rsidje'_P'r'oj'et:t:._i_sr'."_cjh‘e-dist'u rbance and thus displacement of grizzly bears from
20,000 acres of roaded habitat during project ‘imp'l'ementation of vegetation
treatmenits for both the Dry Riverside and Betty Baptiste Projects. With. roughly
4, 000 acres if habltat disturbances from vegetation treatments plannedin: roaded
'portlons of the Dry iverside Project Area, and roughly 1000 acres of: habltat |
disturabance ongoing or planned for the Betty Baptiste Project, this amounts to 5--
10 years mimmal continued disturbances in this’ PCA on 25% of the roaded a
ha bstatf'-"l'_he age'ncy?d id not define why this 25% level of disturbance W|II net
s;gmf antly dlsplace grlzzly_;_'j'ears durmg this time period, SImpIy from vegetatl n L
:treatment acztw ies. fIn-:'a'dd_i.t_i,on,-'-'_t__h'e_.fimjpa'_c;t-s.pf-_ 'in'_c’rea'__sed- and :expa'nded!:?traﬁic
impacts well above the level tolerated by gnzzly bears will add to impactsof =~~~ -
vegetation treatments Itisdifficult to imagine that active: motorlzed densmes o
that'may reach: up to Jtimes the level tolerated: by grlzz!y beai rs as: well as i
. addltlon disturbanceson 25% of the a ndscape from vegetatlon treatments _w:l’l’-? _
not s:gmflca ntly reduce grizzly bear habitat use. The agency has clearly falied*rm
dermmonstrate this: pr__OJect will not sngmflcantly and adversely ;mpac’c the gnzzly
bear, an impact that requlres completionof an-ElS.

 The planned 51gn|f|cant adverse lmpacts of the proposed and. ongomg vegetatlon
'e,;:.also a wolat[on of the. ESA. _Th

management actions. convert recovery. habitat into “sink ha bitat.”




D. The Dry Rlver5|de Pro_lect will continue and expand significant
--adverse impacts on the threatened wolverme, in \nolatson of the o

There wasno: analyszs in the:Dry Riverside NEPA documents about how current |
_.and pian__ne C :.:_actwe motonzed and even clesed routes WI" lmpact the habltat use

Area Thes
unroaded ars




planned changes in vegetation as per habitat for these species'was not evaluated
to support claims of no significant impacts, along with the‘required disturbance
activities from on-the-ground management of bu rns.as well as: hellcopter actwlty
-W|th1n grizzly bear core and wolverlne habitat. The beneflts of this burningto.

these speues was. not identified aswell, ordefinedas being: necessary fortheir
conservation. The habitat: problems that-need to be “restored” for these species -
with: burnmg remains undefined. The agency also did not define why burning: of _
_habltat for 67 species of western forest birds; including the Clark’s Nutcracker, a -
species of special interest onthe Flathead National Forest, will have no adverse
impacts. These activities will result in'the removal.of hldmg cover, thermal cover
.nest:ng sites, and forage (comfer seeds) for all these bird spec;es The reductlen of '
carrying ca pauty for these 67 speues of western: forest birds, including the Cla rk’ >
'{Nutcracker was not evaluated for this and the Betty Baptiste Projects, in wolatloni-':
of the' ' EPA The agency has:no basrs for concludmg that these prescrzbed burnlngf-'
fillnot: significa ntly modify habitat for ail these specues inviolation of .

'actwlt 25
the NEPA

| '-requ:re the canservat:on of far"__ __ _t birds o

There was no anaiyms of project zm' "'cts on western forest bzrds m the propese:

.reqmrement to 'a'ke a h__
western forest blrds w1ll j
... xhermal cover, nesting ha

area.




There are roughly 67 species of western forest birds, 64%.that are in decline as
reported by Rosenberg etal. (2019) The State of the Birds report. for 2023 {(No rth:
American Bird Consetvation !mtzatwe 2022) evaluated western forest blrds
_somewhat d;fferently, but stated that about half of 46 SpECles arein declme

In Montana, _there are. 13 specres ‘of western: forest btrds considered Specres of
Conservatlon Concern: (SE)C) These include the Golden Eagle Brown Creeper, o
Evening Grosbeak, Pileated Woodpecker Cassin’s’ chh Varies Thrush, Lewis's = -
Woodpecker Clark’s Nutcracker Black-backed Woodpecker Flammulated: owl, .

Great Gray owl, Northern Goshawk and Northern Hawk Owl. :

Inthe Northem Rockles Bloreglon of the U. 5. F;sh and__erdhfe Serwce, there are 9
_forest blrd specre ' ' : CHi (RCC).TH R
- include the Calllop"

lnciudlng the W:lllamson s Sapsucker Flammu!ated _wl and LeWIS s

'Woodpecker



Flammulated Owl, Great Gray Owl, Pileated Woodpecker, Lewis Woodpecker, and
Northern Hawk Owl.

Three of the U'SFWS 'B‘CC 'incl'ud'e'Weste‘rn’fOrest b‘ir'd’s on the Fflo’éhea'd”that

a_nd Wi_!lla_mson_ s..Sapsucker

The Williamson’s:Sapsucker, a western forest bird on :the Flathesd National Forest
thia'ft?-_fi'e_'quir_tas- both old growth forests and snag in forests for habitat, has been
recently noted to be in a significant decline {North American Bird Conservation
Initiative 20220. |

_Cawty nestmg birds on the Flathead National Forest include at least 29 species of -
rwestem forest birds, mcludmg the American Kestrel, Barred. Owl Black-backed
Woodpeck Black—capped Chlckadee Boreal Owl, Brown Creeper, Chestnut-

' j-_b'a'c_-ke' adee, Downy Woodpecker, Hairy Woodpecker, House Wren, Lewis" s L
Woodpéecker, No ntam Biuebird, Mouritain Chickadee, Northem Flicker, K
__ Northern Hawk Owl, Pileated Woodpecker, Pygmy Nuthatch, Northern Pygmy
owl, \ rth_ernl _a'w-whet Owl, Red-breasted Nuthatch, Red- naped Sapsucker,
Three-toed Woodpecker, Tree Swallow, Violet-green Swallow, White-breasted
Nuthatch Wlillamson s Sapsucker -and Western Bluebird (USDA 2018 USDA. 19'_

by Warren)

Old- growth assoczated bird species-on the Flathead National Forest mciude at
feast. 22 speczes of western forest birds, mcludmg the Black-backed Woodpecker
'Boreal Owl Brown Creeper, Chestnut—backed Chickadee, Flammuiated owl;,

: :_-Kin'g'_let;_-_l_%{a'ity-. o_o_’dp:e'_ck ﬂammond’s Fly 'tcher Herm:t

breasted Nuthatch and Wmter Wren (USDA 2018 USDA 1990 by Warren) !



The Flathead National Forest does not have a biological-meaningful requirement

to maintain it’s 22 species of western forest birds associated with old 'gro'wth

Actual old growth is not required because old growth can be logged down to what
amiounts as a silvicultural “seed tree cut” with 5-15 medium size trees {Dry

Riverside EA Table 4); this: number of trees would meet the minimum. number of

larger trees required for the minimum criteria defined by the: Green et al. (1991) '
definitions for old growth. A shelterwood silvicultural cut requires orily:25- 35 |
medium:sized trees, which also meets the minimum criteria defined by the Green

et af, {1991) definitions for old growth {Id.). A commercial thin would require only
80-100 medium sized trees, with an average canopy cover level of 50% (id. )

although a naturalforest stand as defined for lynx habitat would contain 217

trees peracre over 5inches dbh, and 1500 trees per acre under’s inches dbh,

with an-average canopy-cover level of 56% (Holbrook etal. 2017a). Thus the:

Flathead National Forest does.not actually require any wildlife old growth, as

defmed by USDA 1990 by Warren, which. mcludes the com plete structural. _
characterlst:cs of oid growth. As such the 22 species of western forest birds that

are assocnated with: old growth are llkely bemg progressweiy reéduced acrossthe:
ferest s Iandscape The Dry Riverside Project, Area is a good example. This area ls )
eported to have. approxlmate!y 10%old growth alth _'_ugh it is unknown ifth;s i |
valld wddhfe old grewth The recommended ievels of old growth for western Lo
forest bxrds is 20~ 25% (Montana Partnersin. thht Bull and Holthausen 1993;

-Reynolds etal. 1992) Thus the’ Dry. Riverside: PrOJect area is.already’ S|gn|f|ca ntly
deficientin-old growth mcludmg below the hlStOi’ical Ievels of 200- 50% old

growth {Lessica). The Dry'| Riverside NEPA analysis: does not evaluate pastand
planned impacts-onthese 22 species of western forest birds assocrated with old
growth; '

The Dry Riverside NEPA analysis also does: not evaluate pastand planned zmpai
onthe 29 speues of western forest birds that--req U|re snags: wnthm forests fo_
nesting: The Forest’ Plan. 'mo torlng of snag _______"'blta" i 'based on an invalid “pro:
which purports to. measure the wabli:ty of 29 species. dependent upon snags: b
“gveraging-out snags acrossthe iandscape ‘The REPFEIS did not defirie why
average snag num bers mdscate pepulatlen vnablhty of 29 dependent species: T
use of snag nu mbers of. manage assoczated species was actually identified byt




Forest Service in 1997 as an invalid conservation strategy for birds, since they
reqwre much more: than Just a snag as habltat mcludmg hrdmg cover, therma!

Hia nagement of forest woodpeckers who create cavutles for a[most all other birds
that requure them; requires protectmg large tractsof unlegged forests where _
natural processes ‘that create snags.are allowed to proceed w:thout management
-mterventlen in: fact a lack of management itervention is the reqwred |
ma nagement strategy for all 29 species of western forest birds associated with
snags. The FNF RFP lacks any suchvalid strategy for these 29-western forest bird
species: What the FNFimplies for wablhty of these, as well as.old growth speaes__
is-that ha bltat within unroaded Iandscapes such as IRAs and. Wilderness Areas,
hasto: be_ uff;crent for:theirviability. The Dry Riverside Preject Area is a good
exam ple:: 5F: thls una cknow!edged ma nagement strategy for western forest blrds

breasted_Nuthétch Pygmy Nuthatch 'and Pmé Siskin (Smlth and Balda 1979 g




Smith and Aldous 1947). Logging will reduce conifer seed production by reducing
tree density and age of trees:(Benkman 1993).

It is.clearthat the cu_mulatwe im pacts of. Forest Serwce vegetatlon management m' o

the Dry Riverside Ia’""fdscape on western forest birds i isshuge. Past Ioggmg on
11,180 acres, or. 56% of the roaded habitatin -this project area (Project EA Table- :

61) has occurred and WI" continue to occur, w1th asingle valid consenratlon c
strategy for 67 spec:es of western forest birds, mcludmg those assocuated wuth old;;'
growth forests and forested: snag habltat The loss of carrying ca pamty forthis - __
large suite of birds neads to be defined from’ both a project level and cumulatwe

scale'sothat the publlcfls prowded accurate mformat!on on how these specnes arei' '

bemg managed bv the agency, that is requ1red by both the NEPA the NFMA and o

© the’ MBTA

The: fallu re of analy"'"'""*-of pro;ect Ievel 1mpacts on We stern forest bzrds for the Dry o

‘western forest bird
- to.many species of
the agency in'the I




"-"":""'-'-"'f'*-'prowded W|th0ut substa ntlatmg mfermatlon

There was-no analysis, as well, as to why crown fires in IRAs need to be reduced
for western forest birds. As was noted: by Hutto (1995) crown-fires are essential
for'ma ny ‘western forest bsrds Efferts to reduce these are clearlv inconsistent
with impacts to many sp__e_r_:les_ of _we_st__ern_fore_st birds. Th_ls__:.l_nc_ens:_stenc_y was not
discussed by the agency in the IRAburnlng proposals, wh ich are purperted to be
co_nsis’teht"-:-\'&fi_th--the. Roadless A’rée;ﬁi(for;iSér\'ff_a_tiefn -:R'"liié._.'-..G'i\tesj_-'thé’r;éf-iwaS-é"r!O actual
analysis of why this burhing is needed for any wildlife species for habitat. |
restoration, the Forest Service is not only violating the Roadless Rule, but the
NEPA as well, by providing conclusions without any analysis.

~ The agency has. fat!ed to prewde avalid assessment off =
'hew the proposed pro_gect will affect wuidflre in the

pre_gect area, or why hort-term: mcreases inclimate
hange eﬁects of legging and fuels reduetlon actwutlesf;_ N
~will not sngmf:cantly' ffect everall chmate or adverse
__:I_;-.weather lmpacts o wuldhfe., |

It IS clear the Forest Ser\nce has no mterest in addressmg climate change as
ev:denced by a summary ofa Forest"' erwce memo prowded in Appendlx Bof thi
; ior y ; maxlmlzmg Ioggzng, regardless ef how th
_ cllmate change Thls is. readlly apparentin the Dry: Rlversxde s
-_:assessment ef climate cha nge effects.of this project. Short—term increases in
":carben and shert-term reductlo '--carbon sequestratmn as reported to be
_-”balanced eut and: actuaily improved at some future date when new ydung tre
sequester-mere carbon than exust mature trees. When thlS |sf'
n, 8 ' ' carbon that |:il3’e>(|st until 1 _ pe
o.Ia.tlon of the NEPA as conclus:ons are

was ne never defmed As such thls is




In particular, the agency demonstrates an extremely callous attitude about how
climate change affects western forest birds: by Increasing forest’ temperatu rein

'the summet, decreasmg forest temperature in th: swinter, and adverseiim pacts of'
=severe weather events As was noted by D’Ammassa (2020) and the USGI' (2020) o
the rmpacts of sever > weather events ori birdsi can be catastrophlc These severe
weather impacts wrll mcrease in all forests where vegetatlon levels are reduced
mcludlng a!l the: propesed treatments for'the’ Dry Riverside and Betty Baptlste -
-pro;ects :

:We have mc!uded a summary of various recent. news reports on the effects of
climate change on humans, as. wel! in Appendlx B.Somehow the Forest Servuce
remains indifferent < .these severe impacts; although the ratlonale for thls

- .mdifference rem"'_' ; unknown :




Appendlx A for the ObjeCtIOI‘I against the Bry Riverside
Project on the Flathead National Forest filed by NEC,
'AWR CWF Y2U and CBD on December 20 2023.

Appendix A contains relevant portions of the following reports and/or
publications:
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Conservation Biology 7:473-477.
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standlng and fallen. Montana Outdoors March—Apr[I 2023. L

__John er_ Preject 2022 “Fiel Reductlon” !ogglng mcreases wﬂdf:re intensity.
1015 15th S.__-ree'c NW, Suite su, -Washmgton E)C 20005; .

| LeW|s C K. Hodges, G. Koehl_ "'_“:'-and L. M[”S 2011 !nﬂuence of stand and
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of Mammalogy 92 561—567
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States of America 2022. Stateofthebirds.org.
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Rocky Mountain Forest and Range Experiment Station, Gen, Techn. Report RM-
229,
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Appendix B for the Objection against the Dry Riverside Project
on the Flathead National Forest filed by NEC, AWR, Y2U, CWF,
and CBD on December 20, 2023.

Appendix B contains copy of a Forest Service memo addressing concerns about
meeting timber voltifie levels if the agency, with no°mention of climate. change.
concerns, as well as & selection of various hews reports on the ongoing effects of
climate change.




