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P.O. Box 8320 [bull] Denver, CO [bull] 80201-8320

November 26, 2021

Grand Mesa, Uncompahgre, and Gunnison National Forests Chad Stewart

Forest Supervisor

2250 South Main Street Delta, CO 81416

RE: Grand Mesa, Uncompahgre, and Gunnison National Forests Draft Revised Land Management Plan

Dear Mr. Stewart:

On behalf of Rocky Mountain Bighorn Society (RMBS), please accept this comment letter on the Draft
Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS) and Draft Revised Land Management Plan (DRLMP) for the Grand
Mesa, Uncompahgre, and Gunnison National Forests (GMUG). The RMBS is a non-profit bighorn sheep
conservation organization based in Colorado for the last 46 years, with a mission to promote the science-based
management of bighorn sheep, educate the public about their life and habitat, and assure the sportsman's rights
in proper opportunities.



Please note that the RMBS has signed the Sporting Groups Recommendations letter submitted on November 23,
2021 (attached) and supports those recommendations to strengthen conservation in the final Revised Land
Management Plan.

Species of Conservation Concern

Of primary concern for RMBS is the GMUG failure to list Rocky Mountain and desert bighorn sheep (BHS) as
Species of Conservation Concern (SCC) in the DRLMP, after BHS were included on the preliminary list of
species to be considered in the draft Assessment 5 for identifying at-risk species in 2017. For a species to be
considered for SCC listing they must be known to occur in the plan area and the best available scientific
information must indicate substantial concern about the species' capability to persist over the long term in the
plan area (36 CFR 219.9). During the planning process, the Regional Forester and Forest Supervisor must first
identify candidate species of conservation concern, and then determine whether the best available science
indicates grounds for "substantial concern" about the persistence of each candidate species in the planning area.

Chapter 10, section 12.52d of the Forest Service Handbook (Handbook) provides guidance on identifying
potential SCC. For species native to and known to occur in the planning area, 12.52d.2 indicates two categories
of species that must be considered as species of conservation concern: (a) those with status rank of G/T1 or
G/T2 on the NatureServe ranking system; and (b) those that were delisted from the federal list of threatened or
endangered species within the past five years, or are otherwise still monitored by the U.S. Fish &amp; Wildlife
Service.

Section 12.52d.3 of the Handbook identifies six other categories of species that should be considered as
potential SCCs as follows (FSH 1909.12.52d.3.a-f):

a. Species with status ranks of G/T3 or S1 or S2 on the NatureServe ranking system.

b. Species listed as threatened or endangered by relevant States, federally recognized Tribes, or Alaska Native
Corporations.

c. Species identified by Federal, State, federally recognized Tribes, or Alaska Native Corporations as a high
priority for conservation.

d. Species identified as species of conservation concern in adjoining National Forest System plan areas
(including plan areas across regional boundaries).

e. Species that have been petitioned for Federal listing and for which a positive "90-day finding" has been made.



f. Species for which the best available scientific information indicates there is local conservation concern about
the species' capability to persist over the long-term in the plan area due to:

(1) Significant threats, caused by stressors on and off the plan area, to populations or the ecological conditions
they depend upon (habitat). These threats include climate change.

(2) Declining trends in populations or habitat in the plan area.

(3) Restricted ranges (with corresponding narrow endemics, disjunct populations, or species at the edge of their
range).

(4) Low population numbers or restricted ecological conditions (habitat) within the plan area.

Appendix 9 of the DRLMP misapplies Handbook guidance related to determining "substantial concern” by relying
upon the two "must consider" categories under 12.52d.2.a, or requiring a species to meet all four subcategories
under 12.52d.3.f. However, both 12.52d.2 and 12.52d.3.f of these subsections discuss which species to consider,
not whether the species meet the requirement for substantial concern. Furthermore, there is nothing in the
Handbook to indicate that all of the factors, either in 3.f or 12.52d, must be satisfied for a species to be
considered an SCC.

The GMUG contends that BHS do not meet criteria (3) under 12.52d.3.f, (restricted ranges), which includes
"disjunct populations." However, the Terrestrial Species Overviews prepared for this RLMP (March 2018) state:
"In pre-settlement times, it is likely that most of Colorado's bighorn populations existed as large metapopulations
that interacted over large areas and maintained high genetic diversity. Currently, large-scale movements and
herd interactions have been greatly restricted because most extant populations occur as small, isolated herds
separated by landscape habitat fragmentation factors such as roads, towns, urban home-sites, and other human
developments on private lands in the broader landscape.”

Clearly GMUG staff have already identified the concern about small populations and lack of connectivity on the
Forest, so it's not clear how they arrived at the conclusion that BHS do not meet the criteria for restricted range or
disjunct populations.

Finally, by using this restricted criteria the Forest Service has failed to consider species that may qualify for SCC
listing under 12.52d.3.a-e. Bighorn sheep qualify for consideration under 12.52d.3.c (list as a Species of Greatest
Conservation Need in the Colorado State Wildlife Action Plan) and under 12.52d.3.d (listed as SCC in the Rio
Grande National Forest [RGNF] Revised Land Management Plan approved in 2020). Importantly, the GMUG and
RGNF share some populations of bighorn sheep across their administrative boundaries. Failing to list BHS as
SCC on the GMUG will relegate these populations to inconsistent Forest Service management across their
range. The determination of species to be included as SCC is the only decision elevated to the Regional Forester



under the 2012 Planning Rule. The preamble of the Rule states:

"The Department concludes the management emphasis on species of conservation concern is more focused
than the viability provisions under the 1982 rule, which included all vertebrate species whether there was concern
about their persistence in the plan area or not. Since these species may be wide ranging or may occur on
multiple units, the regional forester, in coordination with the responsible official, will identify species of
conservation concern. Requiring that the regional forester identify species of conservation concern will increase
consistency across units and build efficiency into the Agency's collective efforts to maintain the diversity of plant
and animal communities."

The decision to exclude BHS from the SCC list on the GMUG, when the species face similar challenges as on
the neighboring RGNF and are listed as SCC, is clearly inconsistent with the intent of SCC authority being
elevated to the Regional Forester in the 2012 Planning Rule.

The Handbook provides guidance for the Regional Forester in considering and selecting SCC species (Chapter
20, Section 21.22a). This guidance indicates that the Regional Forester has the authority and the responsibility to
leverage expertise of the public and local, State, Tribal, and other Federal natural resource agencies, for
identifying species of conservation concern; and engage the public and invite public input when identifying
species of conservation concern, as part of the public participation strategy. Colorado Parks and Wildlife (CPW)
has provided the GMUG with multiple letters and a substantial amount of data supporting the need to include
BHS on the SCC list, despite the inappropriately restricted criteria used by the GMUG in determining their draft
list (see CPW letters dated June 28, 2021 and November 22, 2021, attached). It is difficult to understand how the
GMUG has made the apparently arbitrary decision to exclude BHS from the SCC list when CPW, the agency
responsible for management and monitoring of BHS herds across the GMUG, have indicated a strong concern
about the capability of BHS to persist over the long term due to current and proposed management both on the
GMUG and adjacent federal and private lands.

Bighorn sheep were listed as a Sensitive Species in USFS R2 in 2007 following publication of a regional bighorn
sheep species conservation assessment in support of the Forest Service Region 2 Species Conservation Project
(Beecham et al. 2007). This assessment determined that several BHS herds on the GMUG and adjacent
management units are at risk of extirpation from disease-related die-offs and/or chronically poor production, small
population size, and total or near complete isolation from other bighorn populations. The most recent update to
the R2 Sensitive Species list (December 18, 2018) maintains the listing for both Rocky Mountain and desert
bighorn sheep.

We have heard some Forest Service staff express concern that BHS cannot be listed as SCC because they are
hunted, and therefore do not meet the definition of substantial concern. However, the Revised Draft Forest
Assessment for identifying at-risk species (March 2018) specifically addresses this issue and concludes:

"Legal hunting is not a risk factor for species on the GMUG, although Species of Interest and some potential SCC
species may be legally hunted. Hunting is regulated by Colorado Parks and Wildlife (CPW). One goal of that is to
maintain stable populations of game species. As such, legal hunting is unlikely to create risk for continued
persistence of these species in the plan area. Hunting permits are issued by CPW, an agency of the Colorado
State government, but the final SCC designation is made by the USFS, an agency of the federal government.
This makes it possible for some potential SCC species to be legally hunted - the fact that CPW allows hunting of



a given species does not disqualify that species for inclusion as SCC." (Pg. 47)

The purpose of the 2012 Planning Rule, in part, is "[hellip]to ensure that plans provide for the sustainability of
ecosystems and resources; [and] meet the need for forest restoration and conservation, watershed protection,
and species diversity and conservation[hellip]." According to the Handbook (1909.12), ecological conditions
include habitat and other influences on species and the environment such as human uses, for example, grazing.
Stressors are factors that may directly or indirectly degrade or impair ecosystem composition, structure or
ecological process in a manner that may impair its ecological integrity. It has been well established in the
scientific literature that bacteria transmitted from domestic sheep results in pneumonia-related all age die-offs
within bighorn populations, threatening the viability of those populations. Herds affected by these epizootics often
remain suppressed for decades following a die-off due to low lamb recruitment.

These events are not uncommon. The ongoing presence of domestic sheep on and adjacent to bighorn sheep
habitat on the GMUG is a stressor that impairs NFS lands from providing the ecological conditions bighorn sheep
require. Coarse filter habitat plan components will not provide sufficient conditions required by the Planning Rule
for bighorn sheep persistence. Based on strong scientific evidence, the RMBS believes there is substantial
concern for the persistence of bighorn sheep over the long term on the GMUG.

In conclusion, we request that the Regional Forester reconsider the exclusion of Rocky Mountain and desert
bighorn sheep from the SCC list in the DRLMP. Both CPW and the U.S. Forest Service have indicated a concern
about the persistence of BHS on the GMUG.

Bighorn Sheep/Domestic Sheep Risk Assessment

In the RMBS comment letter to the GMUG dated January 29, 2018, we requested that the GMUG complete a
suitability analysis for domestic sheep allotments specific to the threat to bighorn sheep, using the best available
science.

In 2018, GMUG staff indicated that the Forest was in the process of developing a forest-wide BHS risk
assessment to inform development of the Revised Land Management Plan. In 2019, staff indicated that the draft
assessment would be ready by the end of the calendar year for public review.

Assessment 5 for identifying at-risk species (March 2018) indicates that "a Forest-wide risk assessment is
needed to inform management direction in the new forest plan” in areas where domestic sheep grazing
allotments overlap spatially and temporally with wild sheep ranges (Pg. 63).

The Terrestrial Species Overviews (March 2018) indicate "Further evaluation of the potential risk for disease
transmission between domestic sheep and desert bighorn sheep on the GMUG will be conducted for the Forest
Plan Revision" (Pg. 64). On page 155 the Overviews say, "Further evaluation of the potential risk for disease
transmission between domestic sheep and Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep herds on the GMUG will be
conducted for the Forest Plan Revision."



We were quite perplexed when the DEIS and DRLMP were made available for public review and no risk
assessment had been completed. Further, staff indicated when asked that there are no plans to complete the risk
assessment prior to finalizing the RLMP. The completion of a risk assessment will help inform development of
plan components that reduce the risk of pathogen transmission between domestic sheep and BHS. We request
that the GMUG complete the risk assessment and use it for consideration of the recommended plan components
below.

Plan Components

In addition to listing BHS as SCC, the RMBS recommends the following changes and additions to draft plan
components.

The RMBS supports all of the changes and additions to species plan components (Desired Conditions,
Standards, Guidelines) requested by CPW on pages 7-10 and 17 of their comment letter dated November 22,
2021 (attached). We also support their proposed changes to Range plan components (Desired Conditions,
Objectives, Standards, Guidelines) on page 25 of the same letter.

The RMBS would like to reiterate the concern expressed by CPW regarding the proposed prioritization of Tier 1
bighorn sheep herds and Tier 2 BHS herds where they interact or have the potential to interact with Tier 1 herds
in the management approach for FW-STND-SPEC-13. All bighorn sheep herds on the GMUG are at risk of
contacting domestic sheep and contracting the pathogens that may lead to respiratory disease and all-age die-
offs. As noted in the Terrestrial Species Overviews (March 2018), the ecological conditions for recovery,
conservation, and viability of bighorn sheep herds on the Forest include re-establishment of a meta-population
structure where genetic interchange can occur between herds at a landscape scale. Therefore, the GMUG
should prioritize all bighorn sheep populations on the forest to reduce the chance of respiratory disease
spreading from lower priority herds to higher priority herds via the connected meta-population structure. Clearly,
that is the purpose of listing BHS as SCC.

Change FW-GDL-SPEC-14 to a Standard: To maintain long-term population viability for bighorn sheep, the
Forest Service shall exclude pack goat use from occupied bighorn sheep range. Alternatively, the Forest Service
may develop a pack goat permitting system within occupied bighorn sheep range, with required health
certification of pack goats for issuance of a permit.

Add FW-OBJ-RNG-XX: The Forest Service will prioritize fully processing grazing permits with known or
suspected elevated risk of contact between bighorn sheep and domestic sheep.



Add FW-STND-RNG-XX: The Forest Service will close domestic sheep allotments that pose an elevated risk of
contact with bighorn sheep herds as opportunities arise from permit waivers.

Alternatively, the Forest Service may analyze the allotments for conversion to another kind of livestock.

There are several references in the DRLMP to FW-DC-ECO-06, which should actually be to FW- DC-ECO-05.

Summary

Based on the concern for long term persistence of Rocky Mountain and desert bighorn sheep on the GMUG
expressed by CPW, in the DRLMP supporting documents, and the public at large, the RMBS believes the Forest
Service must include both species on the SCC list in the final RLMP. Additionally, we request that the GMUG
complete the forest-wide bighorn sheep risk assessment undertaken at the beginning of the plan revision process
to help inform development of plan components, management priorities, and strategies for reducing the risk of
contact between wild and domestic sheep. Finally, we ask that the GMUG incorporate our proposed changes and
additions to plan components into the final RLMP.

The RMBS appreciates the opportunity to strengthen the DRLMP by providing the GMUG with the proposed
changes above, and we look forward to continue our participation moving forward.

Sincerely,

Terry E. Meyers Executive Director



