Pike-San Isabel National Forests & Cimarron - Comanche National Grasslands 
Supervisor’s Office, c/o The Grasslands Plan Revision Team
2840 Kachina Drive
Pueblo, CO 81008

Via e-mail:  SM.FS.CCNGRevision@usda.gov

September 24, 2025

Dear Forest Service,

The following are my comments on the revision of the management plan for the Comanche and Cimarron National Grasslands (CCNG or the Grasslands), and the Draft Assessment.

GENERAL COMMENTS
Since the CCNG are part of the small acreage of the once-vast shortgrass prairie ecosystem and intact sandsage prairie ecosystes in public ownership and not completely developed for human uses, the Forest Service has a responsibility to conserve as much of the natural ecological values as possible, and to enhance these values where possible. The overall goal should be to maintain or achieve high ecological integrity, as defined at p. 20 of the Assessment. 


RETAIN AREAS WHERE NATURAL VALUES PREDOMINATE
Areas mostly showing natural values (vegetation structure, composition, and function, etc.) must be retained in that state. Even areas as small as 50 acres or so are worth managing to retain their natural ecological values. 

The Forest Service should explore opportunities to increase areas with natural values by closing roads. Granted, this is difficult on the nearly flat, treeless landscape, but efforts can still be made.

The Forest Service should continue the search for suitable sites for one or more research natural areas (RNAs), locations that are good examples of the natural short grass or sandsage prairie ecosystems. Efforts should be made to restore the one existing RNA on the Grasslands, Campo. See Assessment at 132-133.

All five potential designated areas should be managed to retain their stated values. See Assessment at 135-136. 


REDUCE LIVESTOCK GRAZING
To accomplish the goal of maximizing natural ecology, grazing by livestock will have to be reduced. Grazing by numerous large animals that did not evolve with the local ecosystems causes immense damage by trampling and over-consuming native vegetation, displacing native herbivores, fouling water bodies, among other impacts.

A reduction in grazing is needed because of increasing drought. The Assessment notes that 

cyclical drought conditions have become very common over the last 25 years, with dry conditions persisting in between periods of major drought…

Id. at 80; citation omitted.

The Forest Service should close all vacant grazing allotments. It should also require permittees to limit forage utilization to no more than 30 percent. Season-long grazing must not be allowed; animals must be rotated through pastures each grazing season. Stocking must be reduced as necessary to allow recovery of vegetation communities and riparian areas.


MAINTAIN AND RESTORE NATIVE SPECIES HABITAT 

Many wildlife species have habitat on the Grasslands. I discuss a few here that are of special importance.

Lesser prairie chicken (LPC) (Tympanuchus pallidicinctus). This species is listed under the Endangered Species Act as threatened for the population that inhabits the Grasslands. Populations have been on “a steady decline” since 1990, with only one lek on the CCNG. Assessment at 60, 66.

Grazing is allowed in the Lesser Prairie Chicken Habitat Zoological Area. Assessment at 133. This use should be terminated because any land grazed will almost certainly damage or destroy the plant communities and structures needed by LPC.

Similarly, no surface occupancy for oil and gas operations can be allowed because such use necessarily destroys chicken habitat.


Prairie dog (Cynomys ludovicianus). As the Assessment notes at p. 18, this is a keystone species because it aerates soils, maintains or creates habitat for other native species, and is prey for a few species. The revised plan must ensure that habitat is maintained for well-distributed viable populations of this species. Leks, existing, former, or potential, must be managed to retain the features that make them potentially or actually useful as leks. Public use on and near them may have to be limited during strutting season.


Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep (Ovis canadensis canadensis). This species exists in Picket Wire Canyon, said to be the largest herd in Colorado. Assessment at 30. Bighorn sheep easily suffer from loss of habitat and transmission of disease from domestic sheep. They are also easily disturbed by humans. Areas where this herd exists must be protected from these adverse impacts. 


Species of Conservation Concern (SCC). The CCNG must be managed to conserve or achieve viable populations of all SCC. Managing ecosystems may not be sufficient to accomplish this; if so, species-specific plan components will be necessary. See 36 CFR 219.9.


PROTECT RIPARIAN AREAS. Though only about 2.8 percent of the Grasslands is riparian/wetland (Assessment at 33), these areas undoubtably have very high ecological importance, especially in the relatively dry ecosystems that comprise the Grasslands. These areas must receive maximum protection in the revised plan. Livestock should be kept away from these areas at all times except when necessary for movement between pastures under the applicable allotment management plan.

On page 33, Table 8 is confusing. The four ecosystems listed all have moderate “ecological integrity rating” but the “integrity rating” column rates these ecosystems from “moderate to low” to “high”. The agency needs to explain what criteria were used to determine the integrity rating and why the integrity rating differs from the ecological integrity rating.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Similarly, Table 3 on p. 23 has these two rating categories for the terrestrial ecosystems found on the CCNG that provide different ratings for each ecosystem.] 



RESTORE FIRE WHERE POSSIBLE. The Assessment notes that fire was fairly frequent historically on the Grasslands. Id. at 15, 75. It also states that, for the shortgrass prairie ecosystem:

Historical fire regimes played a critical role in maintaining the balance of the juniper inclusion areas with the surrounding herbaceous species. Fires opened stands, increased diversity and productivity in understory species, and created a mosaic of stands of different sizes and ages across the landscape.

Id. at 25.

Prescribed fire should be applied as needed to approximate the natural fire regime. This will be limited by the need to protect private property and infrastructure. Also, it is not good to burn areas significantly infested with cheatgrass (Bromus tectorum), as the coverage of that non-native, invasive species will increase after any fire. The Forest Service should explore opportunities to do burning with adjacent private landowners.


FIGHT INVASIVE SPECIES 
It is important to reduce the coverage of non-native species on the Grasslands to the extent possible. This will be difficult, given the existing acreages of Russian thistle, which “has a significant negative impact on native species”. Assessment at 25. 

Herbicide use should be minimized, as the effects of such use cannot be limited to one target species. In other words, plants desired to be retained would be killed with broad scale application of chemicals. Fire, pulling, and mowing can be effective against some weeds.


OIL AND GAS LEASING
Oil and gas exploration and production are very intensive uses that cause strongly adverse impacts to surface and subsurface resources. It appears from the description in the Assessment (p. 99) that leasable mineral activity is winding down on the Carrizo unit of the Comanche NG. The Timpas unit is said to have low potential for leasable minerals. Ibid. 

A new, updated leasing availability analysis and reasonably foreseeable development scenario may be needed in light of the current situation regarding possible oil and gas activity. See 36 CFR 228.102(c)(3) and (4).

The decreased activity provides a golden opportunity to make most of the Comanche NG unavailable for leasing in the revised plan. The Forest Service has the authority to do this under 36 CFR 228.102(c)(1)(iii). Such a plan provision would decease the impacts from any future oil-gas leasing.

The oil-gas situation on the Grasslands is complex, with split estate lands, including some private ownership of mineral rights. The draft plan should explain this situation with text, tables and maps showing the various leases and ownership of lands leased. 

The revised plan should not allow surface occupancy for oil and gas operations on any lands where natural ecological values predominate.


MANAGE RECREATION USE TO REDDUCE IMPACTS.
The Assessment states that the CCNG “do not allow for motorized cross-country travel”. Id. at 118. However, the recreation opportunity spectrum is 76 percent roaded natural, and another 21 percent is semi-primitive motorized. Id. at 117. This should be changed. Most of the Grasslands should be semi-primitive non-motorized to reduce any off-route travel. In any case, motorized use off of designated routes should be strictly prohibited.

We note that the top five reasons people visit the CCNG involve activities that do not require motorized use, other than maybe for access. See Assessment at 123. There are many places to drive a motor vehicle on the Grasslands, but there must be some areas, especially trails, where motorized use is prohibited.

The Assessment notes that popular recreation areas on the CCNG, Picketwire, Sand, and Picture  Canyons, have high levels on non-native species infestation. Id. at 31. This points out the need to educate users about weed spread, or, where necessary, to close areas while weeds are being treated.


CONCLUSION
The Forest Service must fully exercise its responsibility to maintain the remnants of the ponce-vast short-grass prairie ecosystem and also intact areas of the sandsage prairie ecosystem. Existing areas retaining natural ecological values must be retained, and if possible, enhanced as necessary to achieve full ecological integrity. 

Please inform me when there is additional information regarding the proposed plan revision, including, but not limited to, opportunities for public comment.

Respectfully,


Rocky Smith
1030 North Pearl St. #9
Denver, CO 80203
303 839-5900
2rockwsmith@gmail.com
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