To:	Jon Stansfield, Forest Supervisor
Re:  	HTNF Aerial Application of Herbicide Draft EA, FONSI and DN, issued 11-14-2024
       	  Humboldt-Toiyabe National Forest
Date:	12-25-2024
From:	  Julie Morrison   ql2julie@gmail.com	

I object to your agency’s EA and FONSI for Aerial Application of Herbicides in Humboldt-Toiyabe National Forest (HTNF).  I request that you with (1) withdraw this project, EA and this FONSI, or (2) withdraw this FONSI and prepare an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS).
Please respond with your decision by email once you have concluded review of the public scoping comments.
Three of my largest concerns are:
· no additional alternatives were identified in Alternatives to the Proposed Action
· restoration alternative dismissed in Alternatives to the Proposed action 
· zero discussion of classic biological control in Alternatives to the Proposed Action or in Issues Considered for Analysis and Environmental Consequences
While my concern for short term and long-term degradation from repeated, difficult to target aerial spraying is huge, I will minimally discuss it here as it was capably discussed by fellow scoping commentor Crystal Flaherty on Nov. 15, 2024.   I support her analysis. 
Let me state that I do understand and am very sympathetic to the US Forest Service mandate to prevent displacement of native species and prevent spread of wildfires on the Forest and wildland urban interface.  I understand that a  non-native invasive plant species (NNIPS) like cheatgrass is an invasive grass fuel that increases wildfire intensity, spread and duration, with subsequent re-spread of NNIPS by seed dispersal.
I have lived in Nevada for over 35 years and regularly recreate in the HTNF – hiking, camping, fishing both in the wildland urban interface and in the back country.

Alternatives to the Proposed Action:
“No additional alternatives…were identified…” page 18.  There is no discussion of No Action at this time.  Cheatgrass has been a bad problem for a long time and will continue to be a bad problem for a long time to come.  What’s the hurry?  Your plan would rather dump generalist herbicides that cannot be cleaned up instead of waiting until the USDA-ARS lab in Albany, CA concludes its work on the efficacy of using cheatgrass-specific biological control candidates (link to USDA-ARS Invasive Species and Pollinator Health Lab: https://www.ars.usda.gov/people-locations/person?person-id=36626).  
This ARS lab, whose work is in the Technical Advisory Group for Biological Control Agents of Weeds (TAG) review pipeline now, is discussed further in my biological control section.
When the USDA-ARS lab is satisfied with the efficacy of biological control agent – nontarget host plant specificity testing, there will be a rigorous program to review host specificity test results by federal and state agencies and indigenous tribes before biological control can begin.  This regulatory process could take 1-3 years from now upon completion of host-specificity tests:  
· Submit biological control agent host specificity test results to the TAG, a multinational expert committee that makes recommendation on program safety to USDA-APHIS
· USDA-APHIS issues a Biological Risk Assessment (BA) which is reviewed by USFWS, BLM, other state and federal agencies, and indigenous tribes
· USFWS issues letter of concurrence with BA
· USDA-APHIS incorporates feedback from USFWS into an EA.
· EA is published in the Federal Register for public comment 
· USDA-APHIS considers public comments and decides whether to issue a FONSI
· USDA-APHIS issues/denies final approval for release of biological control agent
Your agency’s proposal is leap-frogging a potentially viable, safer alternative that would be self-sustaining.  Yes, waiting and following the review process will allow cheatgrass to spread further, and the wildfire concern will still be there but waiting allows an alternative to develop that lacks the harm of aerial spraying.
I request waiting.

Alternatives to the Proposed Action – Restoration Alternative:
This plan dismisses restoration as an issue to be developed for public review in this EA.  Paragraph 2 is this section actually states, “If additional restoration efforts are determined to be necessary…”, as if restoration may not be necessary?  Is the supposition that damaged native perennial plants will effectively re-establish native communities in these sprayed areas all by themselves?  This is not realistic.  Your experience with burned areas alone would show that restoration efforts are quickly needed to forestall NNIPS from quickly encroaching.
The 2023 Scoping and Notice of Proposed Action – HTNF Invasive Plant Control Projects Using Aerial Application of Herbicide states on page 7, paragraph 3 the “…overall objective of returning a defined area to a functional vegetative community within a set amount of time…”.  
If this is the objective of aerial spraying, then a restoration plan is essential from day one, ready to go into action when the spray stops.  
This EA lacks a Restoration Alternative, borderline dismisses the need for one, and in my opinion, disqualifies this project from proceeding without an EIS that fully addresses restoration.

Alternatives to the Proposed Action and Issues Considered for Analysis and Environmental Consequences – Biological Control Alternatives:

In my Scoping comments submitted in July 2023, I asked that your agency address biological controls (host-specific herbivorous insect and/or pathogen) as an alternative to aerial spraying in HTNF.
Your agency did not do so.  Biological controls are an established NNIPS management practice within USDA and US Department of Interior with an excellent record, in modern times, of success. They are the only alternative that would be self-sustaining following release, and free of cost following research and development by USDA-ARS. 
One of my resources, my son Dr. Colin Morrison, Invasive Research Species Laboratory at the University of Texas at Austin advised me on the  issues with and solutions for controlling cheatgrass.  I summarize his remarks as follows:
	  ______________________________________________________________________
Dr. Morrison has serious concerns with the proposal to apply aerial herbicide to control cheatgrass in the Great Basin. He has a PhD in Ecology and Evolution and his background is in plant-insect-natural enemy ecology and chemical ecology. Specifically, he works on the ecology and management of non-native grasses that have invaded North America.He grew up in the Great Basin and is familiar with issues related to cheatgrass invasion. 
What is the plan if the herbicide does kill off cheatgrass from large HTNF areas? What if the herbicide has a stronger effect on native plants than cheatgrass? There is a large seed bank of cheatgrass in Great Basin soils (Smith et al. 2008) – will the 13 different herbicides affect cheatgrass seeds in the soil seedbank? What happens if herbicide cocktails cause native perennial plants to die and the cheatgrass seeds establish in the newly opened space? There is minimal discussion of these important factors for in the EA. Without consideration of these issues, and a restoration plan for managing the land after herbicide application, it is his opinion that this proposed management plan will facilitate further establishment of highly competitive cheatgrass in the HTNF, which will reinforce alternative successional trajectories underway in the Great Basin. 
There are many areas in HTNF jurisdiction (and USFS land in general) that cannot receive aerial herbicide application for the logistical, environmental, or political reasons described in the application. Cheatgrass will persist in those areas, and act as a source of seeds into areas where herbicide application may cause diebacks. So, why waste the time and resources in an unsustainable action plan? The inability of herbicide to reach many areas (including private lands and riparian areas), its untargeted application to all plants, and the transfer of these chemicals to insects, animals, and aquifers, all indicate that this program will have negative impacts on non-target organisms. 
Classic biological control with host specialist herbivorous arthropods is a highly targeted weed technique to manage an invasive weed, and thus allows a native plant community to re-establish in the invaded land and provide important ecosystem services (Zachariades et al., 2017; Schwarzländer et al., 2018). This approach has been successfully applied to invasive grasses in North America (Gooolsby et al., 2020) and is gaining support internationally (Sutton et al., 2019). 
The research group at USDA-ARS unit in Albany, California is currently conducting host-specificity tests with specialized arthropod herbivores of cheatgrass from its native Eurasian range currently (e.g. Rector et al. 2021). He recommends that HTNF leadership consults with USDA-ARS to discuss their shared objectives and create a cooperation plan. 
The initial capital investment towards identifying, studying, rearing, and conducting rigorous nontarget host specificity with insect weed biological control agents is low with huge cost to benefit ratios, compared to long-term chemical or mechanical management (Schwarzländer et al., 2018; Day and Witt, 2019). These initial costs diminish tremendously after biological control agents are released because the insect populations will sustain themselves on the target weed and their numbers will fluctuate as weed density decreases. And more importantly, these insect biological control agents will not affect the health of any native plants and animals, or natural features such as soil and water, because of their high host specificity. Therefore, he contends that the resources for aerial application of cheatgrass herbicide would be more effective long-term if they are invested in cheatgrass biological control research in collaboration with federal agencies that are already pursuing this highly promising management strategy.
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 ___________________________________________________________________________________________

For your further study on federal NNIPS management programs that employ biological controls,  consider:
BLM Montana has regional partnerships on biological controls.  Refer to Joey Milan, Biological Control Specialist
Idaho State Department of Agriculture – BLM – University of Idaho Biological Control Program.  Their site lists 15 NNIPS in Idaho for which biological control agent releases are approved (iBiocontrol)
USDA/USFS/ARS are collaborating in use of flea beetles as a biocontrol for leafy spurge in Idaho.  Refer to your agency’s Science Findings Issue 146, Sept 2012.
Two universities actively  working on biocontrol agents are Montana State University for cheatgrass and University of Texas, Austin for guinea grass and buffelgrass.

This concludes my scoping remarks.  Again, please either (1) withdraw this project, EA and this FONSI, or (2) withdraw this FONSI and prepare an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS).
I am happy to provide my address and phone number via private communication, not public  forum.  I will also provide my signature upon your request as summarized in your instructions, Commenting on this Project.

Sincerely,

Julie Morrison


