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RE: Objection to the Flat Canyon Allotment DN/FONSI EA, PALS Tracking #: 64356

Submitted electronically via the project webpage at https://www.fs.usda.gov/project/?project=64356

Dear Brian,

I am writing to follow up on Western Watershed Project’s comments on the Flat Canyon Allotment Environmental Assessment (EA) on the Fillmore District of the Fishlake National Forest. Western Watersheds Project has decided to object to the Forest’s Draft Decision Notice and Finding of No Significant Impact (DN/FONSI) for this allotment. 

Western Watersheds Project (WWP) is a nonprofit environmental conservation group with nearly 11,000 followers and field offices in Idaho, Montana, Wyoming, Arizona, Utah, Nevada, Washington, and California. WWP works to influence and improve public lands management throughout the West with a primary focus on the impacts of livestock grazing on 250 million acres of western public lands, including harm to ecological, biological, cultural, historic, archeological, scenic resources, wilderness values, roadless areas, Wilderness Study Areas and designated Wilderness. Western Watersheds Project staff and members use and enjoy the public lands, including the lands at issue here, and its wildlife, cultural, and natural resources for recreational, scientific, educational, aesthetic, and other purposes.

We are pleased that the Forest has decided not to continue domestic sheep grazing on the Flat Canyon allotment, a choice that will facilitate the introduction of bighorn sheep by the Utah Wild Sheep Foundation. We hope to see a thriving population of bighorn there in the future. However, we have some concerns about the conversion to cattle that we believe requires additional attention. We are not necessarily objecting to the conversion of the allotment as long as additional common-sense protections are in place that would allow the Forest to protect habitat for native wildlife, improve land health, and prepare the allotment to meet the challenges of climate change and drought. We present the following issues and recommendations:

ISSUE 1. DETERMINATION OF FORAGE CAPACITY

We raised forage production issues in our previous comments (WWP Comments pp. 4-5). The EA provides an assessment of capable acres as determined by a model that incorporates distance to water, degree of slope, and rough estimates of forage production by vegetation type (the Vegetation, Classification, Mapping, and Quantitative Inventory, EA page 10). But this method still does not discuss how much forage specifically is provided in those capable acres, and we believe this is critical information for proper grazing management. Capability is not an analogue for capacity. Setting appropriate livestock stocking rates is a central factor in determining whether livestock grazing will meet or fail land-health standards and provide for functioning ecosystems and habitats. 

The Forest uses a stock-and-monitor approach whereby the prescribed percentage of utilization will not be exceeded (40-60% in this case). However, using this rule of thumb could inadvertently allow an unacceptably high level of forage use. A plant that can tolerate having 50% of its annual growth removed in a favorable year when it may attain, for example, 12” height might be weakened or killed if 50% of its annual growth is removed in a dry year when it only attains, for example, 6” in height. Data collection of forage is essential to determine whether the number of Head Months authorized can be supported at the forage utilization levels authorized under the permit. 

Remedy requested: 
The EA must address the capability of the allotment to support livestock grazing and still maintain land health. This conversion of the Flat Canyon allotment from sheep to cattle is a good opportunity to update stocking rates by getting more accurate forage production in pounds per acre. The Forest should install utilization cages and monitor them annually at the end of the growing season (using clip-and-weigh techniques inside and outside each exclosure) to derive a baseline for forage utilization. We would be happy to assist in data collection, and have done so on other Districts on the Fishlake.  

In addition, there have been recent developments in the use of remote sensing to measure forage capacity that may be used in conjunction with ground data collection. Some of these cutting edge techniques can be quite precise. Fulfilling this data need meets the direction in the 1986 Fishlake National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan to “provide forage for livestock and wildlife within range capacity to sustain local dependent livestock industry, and wildlife numbers (LRMP 1986).” It also ensures compliance with the National Environmental Policy Act’s “hard look” analysis requirement. 

ISSUE 2: LAND HEALTH ASSESSMENTS

a. Vegetation 
The FONSI/DR says that qualitative data from the five trend sites show that the allotment is in good condition (EA p. 11-12). But Table 5 indicates that all of them are Functioning At Risk (FAR), which suggests that the sites may be at a tipping point. Two of those sites show a Stable trend, which means the FAR condition is not improving. Cheatgrass infestation is cited as one of the main causes of the FAR designation. It appears to us that vegetation, and therefore soil and hydrologic function, are not optimal. Increases in exotic invasive annuals as a result of soil disturbance will reduce range quality and support more frequent wildfires. Livestock grazing is correlated with increases in cheatgrass, and we are concerned that compromised land health might reduce the ability of the allotment, particularly the Elsinore pasture that has the most grazing, to resist further degradation. 

b. Hydrology 
The EA says that there are no springs or wetlands within the allotment, but that “there is trampling, trailing, and erosion evident through some of the intermittent streams. As there is little water in the allotment, the livestock congregate in these areas when water is available” (EA page 18). Given these impacts associated with livestock and the fragility of allotment soil, we recommend that no new water sources be installed.

c. Soil Integrity

The Intermountain Adaptation Partnership, of which the Forest Service Intermountain Region is a member, has issued a document with guidance on managing resources in the face of climate change.[footnoteRef:1] The resources most likely to be impacted by climate change are water availability, soil integrity, and vegetation composition.  [1:  Halofsky, Jessica E.; Peterson, David L.; Ho, Joanne J.; Little, Natalie, J.; Joyce, Linda A., eds. 2018. Climate change vulnerability and adaptation in the Intermountain Region. Gen. Tech. Rep. RMRS-GTR-375. Fort Collins, CO: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service, Rocky Mountain Research Station. Part 1. pp. 1–197.page 8
https://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/fseprd578946.pdf] 


Healthy soils can sequester soil organic carbon. Disruption of naturally unstable soils can reduce this ability, as well as increase water runoff and soil loss. These areas would be expected to have a higher risk of soil quality loss under a warmer and drier climate with reduction in plant growth and SOC development. [footnoteRef:2] However, the amount of carbon that can be sequestered in soils and plants on public lands has not yet been well established. Protocols vary and it will be some time before scientists can provide the information land managers need to accurately assess the carbon implications of management activities. While NEPA analyses typically focus on the greenhouse gas emissions of livestock or fossil fuel use of management activities, the amount of carbon sequestered in healthy vegetation and root systems in soils may be equally if not more important to carbon reduction.  [2:  Ibid
] 


Remedy Requested:

Since cheatgrass is already present in the area, further disturbance is likely to present opportunities for expansion. This may result in increased fire frequency and habitat destruction. Given the grazing impacts associated with water developments and the known resource damage from cheatgrass infestation, existing water sources and intermittent streams should be protected. The grazing permit should stipulate that no additional water sources will be installed on the allotment. This would protect soils and vegetation from further infestation and discourage concentration of livestock, which is associated with soil compaction, bare ground, loss of vegetation, biocrust, soil erosion, and other impacts. 

We are encouraged by the Forest’s assessment on page 13 that because there are no fences on the allotment “daily herding and strategic salt placement would be necessary to keep cattle in prescribed grazing area and moved as needed to meet proper utilization standards.” We hope any future permittee will live up to this responsibility for daily attention to livestock. Keeping soils, hydrology, and vegetation healthy is also the most effective and least expensive way to keep ecosystems functioning into the future. 

ISSUE 3: MONITORING

A perennial problem on public lands management is the difficulty of assessing change in condition of resources over time or as the result of management actions. Having a baseline reference is invaluable. 

Remedy Requested: Install permanent exclosures in representative habitat types in the allotment. 

CONCLUSION

Again, we thank the Forest Service for discontinuing sheep use of the Flat Canyon allotment. However, this has always been a marginal allotment, and we are concerned that cattle grazing combined with increased climate stress might tip it into a decline.  We ask that the Forest Service adjust allotment management via the recommendations above to mitigate the effects of cattle grazing on forest resources and increase the allotment’s resistance and resilience to the environmental perturbations of climate change and increasing drought. It has the authority under FLPMA and the RMP to prioritize conservation of wildlife and watershed protection on this allotment. Both of those values fall under FLPMA’s concept of multiple use. 

Thank you for your time. We look forward to your response.

Sincerely,
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