Blue Mountains Biodiversity Comments on the addition of Indaziflam as an approved herbicide for the Ochoco National Forest and the Crooked River Grassland
From:  Karen Coulter, Director, Blue Mountains Biodiversity Project                                                              27803 Williams Lane, Fossil, OR  97830  (541) 385-9167 voicemail
To:  USDA FS—Ochoco National Forest                                                                                                              Ella Rowan, NEPA Planner, 3160 NE 3rd Street, Prineville, OR  97754
March 21st, 2024
   This seems like a backwards process, as it seems that any new herbicide evaluated for use should we based on current science findings, with more disclosure and analysis regarding the current best available science for public consideration.  Instead, the scoping letter states that:  “Once indaziflam is added as a permitted herbicide, its use would be evaluated based upon the 2012 Record of Decision for the Invasive Plant Treatments for the Deschutes and Ochoco National Forests and Crooked River National Grassland (USDA 2012a) and effects analyses within the Final Supplemental Environmental Impact Statement for the Deschutes and Ochoco National Forests and Crooked River National Grassland (USDA 2012b).” (Scoping letter, p. 1, underlining emphasis ours)  This makes it sound like the use of indaziflam would be evaluated for use based on 2012 documentation—when indaziflam might not yet have been approved or studied in depth—rather than on relevant current science findings up to 2024.  Effects analysis should have been included in greater detail in the scoping letter or else through an EA or EIS, not avoiding the necessary analysis under NEPA as to the herbicide’s environmental effects by referring to 2012 documents.
   I read the scoping letter but was not satisfied that there was enough information about the effects of indaziflam, which herbicides would be replaced by indaziflam, any synergistic effects from mixing indaziflam and other herbicide formulas and potential effects to native plants.  I did reach out to Forest Service for answers to these questions, but these issues were not discussed in the scoping letter that the public received.  For instance, indaziflam is characterized as both a selective herbicide and a generalist herbicide as to its effects.  What does this mean in practice with the effects of application to native plants in the field?  How would native grasses and broad-leafed plants be protected?  The scoping letter did not have enough specific information to write fully informed comments.
   Information that would have better informed public comments include disclosure of Material Safety Data sheet warnings and the results of any relevant science testing with citations regarding issues such as effects to specific native plants likely to be affected  (including Sensitive plants); the effects of indaziflam persistence in soils, including with repeated applications over time on the same location; synergistic effects with other herbicide use in the same area; and citations for toxicity studies for dicot and monocot plants; mammals; birds; fish; aquatic invertebrates; and aquatic plants and algae (as listed in Table 1 re:  receptor organisms that registered high toxicity, negative effects with chronic exposure,  and “moderately toxic” or “toxic” effects.)  We do appreciate Table 1 regarding indaziflam characteristics when used as directed per the label, but this listing does not constitute detailed analysis or disclose: specific negative chronic exposure effects, the nature of “toxic” effects to aquatic plants and algae, and the nature of “low” and “moderate” toxic effects.  After all, herbicides are toxic poisons that can have long-term and significant effects, as well as cumulative effects to the ecosystem.  Thus detailed analysis as to potential effects of indaziflam to the environment and human health should be fully disclosed and considered for public comment prior to adding indaziflam (or any other new herbicide) as a permitted herbicide.
    We appreciate incorporating the use of new herbicides that are less harmful and more selective while being potentially more effective.  However, the scoping should have clarified how indaziflam is less harmful than other herbicides in use, how it is more selective for plant species and which plants it  kills, the nature of the “reduced impacts on non-target species and life stages”, and the duration of the “action” and effectiveness of indaziflam.
   It would also be helpful if any future NEPA document (regarding indaziflam being added for use) shows analysis for potential effects and project design criteria for different location scenarios where it would likely be used.  Typical situations at least should have been analyzed and made available for public comments during scoping to illustrate the potential effects, scale, and duration of  typical or foreseeable use of indaziflam.  We suggest this while knowing that site-specific analysis is required for an actual indaziflam use proposal.
Re: Scoping p. 3:
   Are other herbicides being used or considered for use in combination with indaziflam?  For instance, has the Malheur National Forest been using indaziflam in combination with other herbicides?  Have the synergistic effects of these herbicide combinations been tested?  If so, what are the synergistic effects that could increase risk to soils, native plants, water quality, mammals, birds, and other organisms?
   What species of vulnerable native plants would be killed or weakened by exposure to indaziflam?  Which Sensitive plant species could be affected?  The listing of these vulnerable native plant species can be specific to the area of use proposed:  the Ochoco National Forest and the Crooked River Grassland.  All Sensitive plant species populations need prior surveying, flagging, and buffering from indaziflam use regarding affected plants, which are apparently grasses and broad leaf plant species.  Yet potential measures that could be taken to protect native plants was not addressed in scoping.
   Which herbicides incorporate prodiamine, oxadiazon, and pendimethalin as active ingredients considered carcinogens?  (See the long quote on Scoping p. 3)  How carcinogenic is indaziflam, when it is characterized as “lower carcinogenic potential”?  What would be the effects of “lower” carcinogenic properties?
   Which specific invasive plants on the Ochoco NF and the Crooked River Grassland would likely be controlled through the use of indaziflam?  Would these only include cheatgrass, medusahead rye, and ventenata grass?  What are the “other targeted species” (See #2 on Scoping p. 3.)  Are there other herbicides other than Imazapic that would potentially be used with indaziflam on the same sites?  Are there any research findings as to the cumulative effects of using both imazapic and indaziflam on the same sites—e.g. regarding soil and native plant impacts?
   What constitutes “appropriate risk analysis and NEPA/ESA procedures” for additional herbicides and herbicide mixtures that “may be added in the future at either the Forest Plan or project level”? (See Scoping p 3, 2nd to last quote.)
   We strongly oppose the use of Picloram and Triclopyr and the “Roundup” formula of glyphosate.  We recommend using Aminopyralid as the default herbicide when the use of a decision tree demonstrates the need to use herbicide.  It should not be assumed that herbicides should be the first choice in invasive plant management; other management options should be considered, such as manual and mechanical methods and restoration planting of native plants to out-compete the invasive species.  Hopefully indaziflam would be a default herbicide of less toxicity than other, more toxic herbicides for entrenched invasive grasses.
   Please read the Malheur Invasive Plant Management plan in full to see how it was designed to be effective while reducing overall herbicide use.  We encourage other Forest staff to use the Malheur management plan as a model for reducing overall herbicide use and using less toxic herbicides while excluding the most toxic and least selective herbicides from being used, such as Triclopyr and Picloram.
Re: Scoping letter, p. 4:
   We are not convinced that the proposed amendment does not “need to be informed by a stand-alone assessment,”  and should at least not use a Categorical Exclusion, but instead a concise EA with more effects analysis.
   For instance, there is no analysis justifying this statement:  “This amendment would not negatively affect the sustainability and diversity requirements…of the 2012 planning rule.”  It’s a bit vague to mention minimizing risk “to some non-target plants” without clarifying which non-target plants may be killed or have germination significantly suppressed by the use of indaziflam.
   The following claim is also unsupported by any analysis in the scoping letter:  “The option to use indaziflam along with, or in lieu of, other herbicides would not pose additional risks to ecological integrity.”  Suppressed germination of native plants from indaziflam use could well be an “additional risk to ecological integrity.”  Long-term suppression of native plant germination could create more barren soil in which more invasive plants could be introduced and spread.  Native plants are integral to ecological integrity.  Ecological integrity also includes soil fertility, which could be affected by long-term persistence of herbicides in soils.  Ecological integrity is broadly encompassing and needs to be considered in detailed analysis.
   The following claim in the third paragraph under “2012 Planning Rule Consistency” also needs to be supported by detailed analysis:  “Use of this indaziflam would not influence these findings.”  This sweeping generalization is especially of concern since this herbicide could be especially toxic to fish, other aquatic species, water quality, soil fertility, and potentially, to untested amphibians and reptiles.
   The analysis should be explicit as to which herbicides might be replaced by indaziflam, if any. If some are potentially replaced by indaziflam, there should be analysis comparing the effects of each herbicide.  Further, the potential synergistic and cumulative effects of herbicide combinations with indaziflam through either mixing or application on the same site should be considered in detailed analysis.
   We are not sure why a Categorical Exclusion is being used for this amendment, if not to rush the public process.  Yet the future use of this herbicide could be widespread on a landscape scale and there are toxicity issues involved for multiple receptors.  We want to know what the size of buffers would be to protect waterways, riparian areas, water sources, fish and aquatic species, and vulnerable native plant species that could be killed or otherwise harmed, such as by failure to germinate.  
   An Environmental Assessment for the addition of indaziflam as an approved herbicide should disclose the Project Design Criteria that would be used for typical scenarios to protect life sources (“resources”) such as native plants, water quality, soil fertility, aquatic organisms, and humans, including native plant gatherers and workers.
   More complete analysis should also address potential cumulative effects.  For instance, analysis is needed for the use of multiple herbicides on the same sites, including indaziflam, which is persistent in soils and could affect both soils and native plants.
   We support this amendment being subject to objection procedures. 
   I appreciate the timeliness of Forest Service staff sending me requested information on indaziflam and answering my questions regarding its planned use and its persistence in soils and how that could affect native plants.  Please keep me fully informed as to all developments with this new herbicide addition, and as to herbicide use on the Ochoco National Forest and the Crooked River Grassland in general.  Please be aware that I do not have regular or easy access to the internet for seven months of the year, so please send me information by mail to my Fossil address and/or leave me voicemail messages at (541) 385-9167.
   For Biodiversity,
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