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Nick Mustoe
San Juan National Forest, Dolores Ranger District
29211 Highway 184
Dolores, CO 81323 


SJCA Scoping Comments on Dolores Prescribed Fire Pine Ecosystem Restoration Project
Supplemental Environmental Assessment


Dear Nick Mustoe,

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the scoping package for the Dolores Prescribed Fire Pine Ecosystem Restoration Project Supplemental Environmental Assessment Scoping Package. The San Juan Citizens Alliance is a member based non-profit conservation organization that advocates for public lands, wildlife, clean air, and pure water in the San Juan Basin. We support prescribed fire on the landscape and the restoration of natural fire regimes to promote ecological integrity and reduce the risk of catastrophic wildfire. We also acknowledge the importance of control lines to ensure prescribed fire and natural ignitions can be safely managed without undue risk to wildland firefighters and to public and private property.

SJCA laments the staffing issues and budget cuts the USFS faces as you attempt to reduce the risk of high intensity wildfires. While we generally prefer the use of handlines, particularly in ecologically sensitive areas like canyon rims, we recognize the impracticality of managing prescribed fire on this scale without bladed lines. We appreciate the Forest Service’s commitment to prioritizing existing control features where possible and limiting the impacts of bladed lines where necessary by e.g. avoiding steep slopes, disconnecting new bladed control lines from existing routes, and rehabilitating lines after prescribed fire implementation. We are also grateful for the Forest Service’s thorough engagement with the Dolores Watershed Collaborative throughout the scoping process and your commitment to continued engagement with the DWC as NEPA proceeds. Conversations in the DWC have been productive and raised several good suggestions to refine the project. 

One issue we raised in DWC meetings was how often the Forest Service intends to use the full 12’ dozer lines discussed in the scoping package. USFS staff assured us that 12’ lines would be rare (roughly 10-20% of all control lines) and focused on private property boundaries. In other circumstances the corner of the blade could be used, establishing a roughly 3-4’ line. We ask the Forest Service to consider specific criteria in the EA for when a full blade would be used, e.g. around private property boundaries, and to reduce the miles of 12’ lines to the extent possible to avoid associated impacts. 

A related concern is the impact of dozer lines to habitat along canyon rims. Canyon rims provide important edge habitat for many species, including several CPW listed avian Species of Greatest Conservation Need like black swifts, prairie falcons, and golden eagles. We ask that the Forest Service avoid and minimize impacts to canyon rims to the extent possible. A recent prescribed burn on Animas City Mountain, managed by the BLM, successfully used terrain features and trails as control lines along canyon rims, blacklining these areas just before the burn. 

USFS staff explained that there is substantial dead and down vegetation along canyon rims in the project area, and we understand that vegetation may differ from that of Animas City Mountain. We ask that the Forest Service entertain alternatives to dozer lines where possible in these sensitive habitats, prioritizing natural barriers where possible, avoiding fuel types like aspen groves that likely require no treatment, and picking up the dozer blade when not necessary. We also discussed a DWC field trip with USFS staff to look at canyon rims that may require treatment and discuss a minimalist approach. 

Forest Service staff described ongoing coordination with CPW on potential impacts to wildlife. We appreciate this early coordination and ask that it continue throughout the NEPA process and that CPW input be incorporated into the EA. We ask that USFS consider impacts to big game species from habitat fragmentation including route density guidelines, consult with CPW on impacts to raptor species from treatments to canyon rims, and consider any potential impacts to recently designated lynx critical habitat. 

The invitation to comment commits to rehabilitating control lines after burns, and USFS staff shared photos of successful rehabilitation in DWC meetings. Thank you for these efforts, and please include this commitment in the EA. Please also consider a plan for rehabilitating control lines periodically if a prescribed burn in the area becomes unnecessary or impossible due to conditions.

Thank you for the early public outreach through the scoping package, notice letter, and engagement with the DWC. We look forward to future discussions and field trips and to an EA that incorporates this rigorous stakeholder engagement. 

Sincerely,
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John Rader
Public Lands Program Manager
San Juan Citizens Alliance
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