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WildEarth Guardians respectfully provides the following comments regarding the draft environmental impact

statement (DEIS) for the Ellis Integrated Vegetation Project. The project area covers approximately 110,000

acres of national forest, with nearly the entirety considered for treatment. With the Ellis Integrated Vegetation

Project the Forest Service would authorize commercial thinning; small diameter thinning; mechanical fuels

treatments; pile, jackpot, and landscape burning; pruning; planting of native vegetation; placement of large wood

in meadow streams; road closures and road decommissioning.

 

WildEarth Guardians (Guardians) is a nonprofit conservation organization with offices in Oregon, Washington,

and five other states. Guardians, with more than 175,000 members and supporters across the United States,

works to protect and restore the wildlife, wild places, wild rivers, and health of the American West. Guardians and

its members have specific interests in the management of the Umatilla National Forest. We believe that

thoughtful, careful management of its old and large trees is critical to improve the health of the Forest.

 

I.          The Forest Service's Analysis of the Ellis Integrated Vegetation Project Proposal Cannot Tier to the 2021

Eastside Screens Amendment.

 

The Forest Service states that the DEIS incorporates by reference, or "tiers," to the Umatilla Forest Plan (Forest

Plan) and subsequent amendments, including the January 15, 2021 Decision Notice and Finding of No

Significant Impact for the Forest Management Direction for Large Diameter Trees in Eastern Oregon and

Southeastern Washington Project (Eastside Screens Amendment or Amendment). DEIS, 2. However, the

Eastside Screens Amendment is unlawful and the DEIS cannot be tiered to it.

 

The Amendment is unlawful because the Forest Service violated both the National Environmental Policy Act

(NEPA) and its own regulations in approving it. The Forest Service failed to prepare an environmental impact

statement, as required by NEPA, for amendments to six Forest Plans[mdash]covering approximately eight million

acres of national forest[mdash]that will significantly affect the quality of the human environment. The Forest

Service also approved the amendments without providing the public an opportunity to appeal or object, which

violated its regulations concerning public participation and administrative appeals.

 

It is arbitrary and capricious for an agency to incorporate the environmental analysis of a broader-scope proposal

as part of the analysis of a more specific proposal if the analysis of the broader proposal was never properly

approved. When a broader proposal is never properly approved, the action agency by definition has failed to take

a "hard look" at the impacts of the broader proposal and neglected to supply a reasoned explanation why the

analysis of the broader proposal can tier to a narrower action.

 

Here, the Forest Service defied its public participation and appeal regulations when Undersecretary for Natural

Resources and Environment James Hubbard signed the final decision approving the Eastside Screens

Amendment on January 12, 2021. Because the Eastside Screens Amendment was never properly adopted, it is

arbitrary and capricious for the Forest Service to tier the Ellis Integrated Vegetation DEIS to the Eastside Screens

Amendment EA. Further, any proposed action as part of the Ellis Integrated Vegetation Project that implements

or relies on the illegitimate Amendment is not in compliance with the management direction of the Umatilla Forest

Plan.

 

The Forest Service also cannot tier the Ellis Integrated Vegetation DEIS to the Eastside Screens Amendment



because it was approved in the absence of an EIS, despite the fact that a change to the Umatilla Forest Plan that

permits previously prohibited cutting of large trees will have significant impacts on, inter alia, aquatic ecosystems,

wildlife habitat, climate change, and ESA-listed species.

 

The Eastside Screens were implemented to protect dwindling old growth forest on the national forests east of the

Cascade Crest in Oregon. Among the Screens was a prohibition on cutting live trees, regardless of species,

larger than 21" at diameter breast height (DBH). The Amendment replaces that prohibition with a non-mandatory

guideline to "maintain and increase old and late structure forest" and "favor fire tolerant species where

appropriate" on the six eastern Oregon forests. Decision Notice for Eastside Screens Amendment at 4. To be

more specific, the Eastside Screens Amendment permits the cutting of grand and white fir larger than 21" DBH

but smaller than 30" DBH on the Umatilla and other eastern Oregon national forests. The Forest Service states

that Alternative 5 of the Ellis Integrated Vegetation Project as proposed would implement the (illegally issued)

Eastside Screens Amendment, so the project would permit the cutting of Douglas-fir and grand and white fir up to

30" DBH in size. DEIS at 18.

 

NEPA requires federal agencies to prepare, consider, and approve an adequate Environmental Impact

Statement (EIS) for "any major federal action significantly affecting the quality of the human environment." 42

U.S.C. [sect] 4332(2)(c); 40 C.F.R. [sect] 1501.4(a)(1). To make a supportable determination of non-significance,

NEPA documents must consider the direct, indirect, and cumulative environmental impacts of a proposed action.

40 C.F.R. [sect] 1508.8. The agency must take a "hard look" at the consequences of the proposed action and

provide a "convincing statement of reasons to explain why a project's impacts are insignificant." Envtl. Prot. Info.

Ctr. v. United States Forest Serv., 451 F.3d 1005, 1009 (9th Cir. 2006) (alteration in original) (quoting Nat'l Parks

&amp; Conservation Ass'n v. Babbitt, 241 F.3d 722, 730 (9th Cir. 2001)). The information considered must be of

high quality. 40

 

C.F.R. [sect] 1500.1(b). Scientific analysis, expert agency comments, and public scrutiny are essential to

implementing NEPA. Id. In determining whether an action is "significant" under NEPA, agencies must evaluate

the project's significance by analyzing the "context" and "intensity" of the action. 40 C.F.R.

 

1508.27. The context of an action includes "society as whole (human, national), the affected region, the affected

interests, and the locality." Id. at [sect] 1508.27(a). Both short-term and long term impacts are important. The

regulations also list ten, non-exclusive intensity factors that the agency should consider. Id. at [sect] 1508.27(b).

These factors include: the degree to which the effects on the environment are highly controversial, highly

uncertain, or involve unique and unknown risks; the degree of impact on threatened and endangered species or

its critical habitat; and whether the action is related to other actions with individually insignificant but cumulative

significant impacts. Id.

 

Among the significant impacts of cutting large Douglas-fir and grand and white fir up to 30" DBH in size as an

element of Alternative 5 of the Ellis Integrated Vegetation project are the negative effects on carbon values, snag

habitat and aquatic habitats. The Forest Service failed to consider and disclose these effects in the Amendment

EA and it has likewise failed to do so in the Ellis Integrated Vegetation DEIS. Large diameter trees are key to the

ability of forests to accumulate substantial amounts of carbon needed to mitigate climate change and to maintain

ecological integrity in the face of a changing climate. Logging large diameter trees removes natural climate

solutions and deprives the ecosystem of much needed large snags and dead wood that provide habitat for a wide

array of wildlife species. Large diameter trees are also integral to a variety of crucial aquatic and riparian

ecosystem functions and processes. They play central roles in these ecosystems, such as helping to store

sediments and nutrients; shape channel morphology and instream habitats and conditions necessary for fish and

other aquatic organisms; support groundwater flows, hyporheic flows and groundwater storage. Because the

impacts on carbon values and snag and aquatic habitats will be significant but weren't adequately considered in

the Amendment EA, tiering the EA to the Ellis Integrated Vegetation DEIS is not rational.

 



Rather than tier to the Amendment EA, the Forest Service could evaluate those impacts independently in the

DEIS and approve an amendment to the Umatilla Forest Plan. It has not pursued this option either, so neither the

Amendment EA nor the DEIS adequately analyze impacts on carbon values, snag habitats and aquatic habitats.

 

1.      The Project's Cutting of Large Douglas-fir, White Fir and Grand Fir Will Have Significant Effects on Carbon

Values

 

The accumulation of carbon in forest ecosystems is crucial for mitigating ongoing climatic change, with large-

diameter trees storing disproportionally massive amounts of carbon in forests worldwide. Globally, forests

removed the equivalent of about 30 percent of fossil fuel emissions annually from 2009 to 2018 and while boreal

and tropical forests have received a great deal of attention, 44 percent of the carbon removed by forests from

2009 to 2018 is attributed to temperate forests such as the Umatilla (Friedlingstein et al., 20197). Temperate

forests of the U.S. consistently offset about 14 percent of the Nation's CO2 emissions and are the largest

category of land sinks in the country (EPA, 2020). Forest ecosystems in the U.S. have the potential to continue

rapid atmospheric CO2 removal rates in addition to the massive carbon stores they currently hold (Moomaw et

al., 2019). Forest carbon accumulation is a central component of a natural climate solutions framework that is

receiving substantial attention in the science community and in President Biden's Executive Order 13990.

(Griscom et al., 2017; Fargione et al., 2018; Cook-Patton et al., 2020).

 

Large-diameter trees have an outsized role in the ability of forests to accumulate the substantial amounts of

carbon needed to mitigate climate change (Luyssaert et al., 2008; Lutz et al., 2018; Stephenson et al., 2014).

Large-diameter trees comprise about half of the mature forest biomass worldwide and on average, 50 percent of

the live tree biomass carbon in all types of forests globally is contained in the largest 1 percent of trees (Lutz et

al., 2018). However, the value for the U.S. is lower (~30 percent) in the largest 1 percent of trees due to

widespread historical logging of large trees (Lutz et al., 2018; Pan et al., 2011). The relationship between large-

diameter trees and overall biomass suggests that forests cannot accumulate aboveground carbon to their

ecological potential without large trees (Lutz et al., 2018). Recognition of the importance of large-diameter trees

in the global forest carbon cycle has led to management recommendations to conserve existing large- diameter

trees and those that will soon reach large diameters (Lutz et al., 2018; Lindenmayer et al., 2014).

 

In any forest, the largest trees relative to the rest of the stand contribute disproportionately to ecological function

such as increasing drought-tolerance, reducing flooding from intense precipitation events, altering fire behavior,

redistributing soil water, and acting as focal centers of mycorrhizal communication and resource sharing

networks (Bull et al., 1997; Brooks et al., 2002; Brown et al., 2004; Luyssaert et al., 2008; Beiler et al., 2015;

Lindenmayer et al., 2017). In the U.S. Pacific Northwest ("PNW"), carbon dense old growth forests buffer against

increasing temperatures by creating microclimates that shelter understory species from rising temperatures (Frey

et al., 2016; Davis et al., 2019). Forests with large-diameter trees tend to have high tree species richness, and a

high proportion of critical habitat for endangered vertebrate species, indicating a strong potential to support

biodiversity into the future and promote ecosystem resilience to climate change (Lindenmayer et al., 2014; Buotte

et al., 2020).

 

Harvest practices can substantially alter carbon storage and accumulation (Kauppi et al., 2015; Masek et al.,

2011; Turner et al., 2011; Krankina et al., 2012; Law et al., 2018). There is a negative relationship between

harvest intensity and forest carbon stocks whereby as harvest intensity increases, forest carbon stocks decrease

while emissions increase (Hudiburg et al., 2009; Mitchell et al., 2009; Simard et al., 2020). It can take centuries to

re- accumulate forest carbon stocks reduced by harvest (Birdsey et al., 2006; McKinley et al., 2011), and climate

mitigation targets need to be met in the next few decades.

 

Carbon storage is an important management objective for National Forest Lands in the U.S. (Depro et al. 2008;

Dilling et al., 2013; Dugan et al., 2017; Birdsey et al., 2019). Western U.S. forests, including the Umatilla National

Forest, show considerable potential to accumulate additional carbon over the coming century, especially forests



within the PNW that are projected to have relatively low to moderate vulnerability to future drought and fire

(Buotte et al., 2020). This reinforces the importance of protecting large trees on the Umatilla National Forest to

help abate our current trajectory toward massive global change (Fargione et al., 2018; Buotte et al., 2020).

 

Current research reveals the large carbon stocks associated with large-diameter trees in "eastside forests," and

the potential for significant losses in aboveground carbon stocks ("AGC") with large tree logging (Mildrexler et al.,

2020). These findings document the important role of large trees in storing carbon in eastside forest ecosystems,

and are consistent with previous findings on the disproportionately important role of large trees in the forest

carbon cycle (Hudiburg et al., 2009; Stephenson et al., 2014; Lutz et al., 2012; Lutz et al., 2018). The rapid

increase in carbon storage with increasing tree diameter emphasizes the importance of preserving mature and

old large trees to keep this carbon stored in the forest ecosystem where it remains for centuries (Law et al., 2018;

Lutz et al., 2018). Harvest of large-diameter trees[mdash]even focused on a specific species

 

(e.g. grand and white fir)[mdash]can remove a significant fraction of tree AGC from these ecosystems. While the

21-inch Screen standard was initially conceived to protect remaining late successional and old-growth forest and

the native species that depend on these unique ecosystems for survival (Henjum et al., 1994), carbon storage

associated with the 21-inch standard on the Umatilla National Forest has been a significant co-benefit of this

protective measure (Mildrexler et al., 2020). Logging large Douglas-fir, white fir and grand fir trees under the Ellis

Integrated Vegetation proposal would lose these carbon stores, and release large amounts of carbon to the

atmosphere. The amount of carbon that remains stored in wood products is insufficient to offset the loss of

carbon stored in the forest. Life cycle assessment shows that 65 percent of the wood harvested in Oregon over

the past 115 years has been emitted to the atmosphere, 16 percent is in landfills and only 18 percent remains in

wood products (Hudiburg et al., 2019). Harvesting the large trees will increase, not decrease, emissions and end

centuries of long-term carbon storage in the forests.

 

Trees over 30 inches DBH in size are rare on the Umatilla and their rarity highlights the relative importance of the

sub-30 inch DBH large trees, and the value in allowing these trees to continue growing and replenish the stock of

trees over 30 inches DBH that are rare (Mildrexler et al., 2020). This strategy is the most rapid means for

accumulating additional quantities of carbon in forests and out of the atmosphere (Moomaw et al., 2019).

Ecological restoration that gives protection to large and old trees, reduces surface and ladder fuels, and

understory thinning treatments where appropriate with reintroduction of low- intensity fire at intervals (Allen et al.,

2002; Brown et al., 2004; Agee and Skinner, 2005; Noss et al., 2006) can achieve the benefits of carbon storage

and accumulation in the larger, most fire-resistant trees and reduction of fuel loads and stem density in the

smaller diameter trees.

 

The recent history of high-grade logging on the Umatilla National Forest targeted large and old trees (Henjum,

1994; Rainville et al., 2008). Historical abundances of large trees on the Umatilla National Forest landscape were

much greater than today (Kauppi et al., 2015; Hagmann et al., 2013; Wales et al., 2007), and thus would have

represented a larger fraction of aboveground biomass than currently found on these forests. While large tree

composition may have shifted today relative to European settlement times, these large trees nonetheless

continue to perform important functional attributes related to water and climate such as carbon storage, hydraulic

redistribution, shielding the understory from direct solar radiation, and providing wildlife habitat. These functional

attributes of large trees, irrespective of species, characterize ecosystems through thousands to millions of years

(Barnosky et al., 2017), and cannot be quickly replaced.

 

Preserving carbon stores in large trees also supports important components of biodiversity and is associated with

increased water availability (McKinley et al., 2011; Perry and Jones, 2016; Berner et al., 2017; Law et al., 2018;

Buotte et al., 2020). Large-diameter snags account for a relatively high proportion of total snag biomass in

temperate forests (Lutz et al., 2012). Large hollow trees, both alive and dead, are the most valuable for denning,

shelter, roosting, and hunting by a wide range of animals (Bull et al., 2000; Rose et al., 2001). In the Interior

Columbia River Basin, grand fir and western larch form the best hollow trees for wildlife uses (Rose et al., 2001).



Downed hollow logs serve as important hiding, denning, and foraging habitat on the forest floor (Bull et al., 1997;

Bull et al., 2000). Large decaying wood influences basic ecosystem processes such as soil development and

productivity, nutrient immobilization and mineralization, and nitrogen fixation (Harmon et al., 1986).

 

The importance of forest carbon storage is now greatly amplified by a warming climate that must urgently be

addressed with reductions in greenhouse gases and natural climate solutions (IPCC, 2018; Ripple et al., 2020).

Rather than holding ecosystems to an idealized conception of the past using historical conditions as

management targets, a good understanding of the environmental co-benefits associated with large tree

protection is needed to inform management strategies that contribute toward solving humanity's most pressing

Earth system challenges (Millar et al. 2007; Rockstrom et al., 2009; Barnosky et al., 2017; Ripple et al., 2020).

 

Replacing large diameter trees with seedlings within the Ellis Integrated Vegetation Project proposal area will

create a major carbon loss to the atmosphere during harvest (Harris et al., 2016) and not achieve storage of

comparable atmospheric carbon for the indefinite future. Continuing to protect large trees in the Ellis Integrated

Vegetation proposal area provides the greatest benefit for carbon, habitat, and biodiversity.

 

While the effects of climate change were touted throughout the Amendment EA as a reason to log large trees, it

failed to analyze the effects of cutting large Douglas-fir, white fir, and grand fir on carbon values including climate

mitigation and adaptation and carbon stocks. As outlined above, the impacts of the Ellis Integrated Vegetation

project on these values is significant and must be analyzed. A robust analysis of the impacts of the Ellis

Integrated Vegetation Project's logging large white and grand fir on carbon values would show that it will likely

make the climate issue worse.

 

2.      Cutting Douglas-fir, White Fir, and Grand Fir up to 30" DBH Will Have Significant Effects on Snag Habitat

 

Logging large trees will deprive the Umatilla's old growth ecosystems of much needed large snags and the

critically important role played by snags and dead wood recognized in the 1994 Everett Report (p 23):

 

[In][hellip] presettlement forest fires ... [t]rees were killed but not removed by fire and a considerable biomass of

dead wood was left standing. Before being incorporated into the soil, these dead trees functioned first as dead

shade-moderating site conditions for the establishment of new conifer seedlings, shrubs, and herbs; snags-

providing food, roosts, and homes for various birds and small mammals; and down logs- again providing food

and shelter, and substrate for arthropods, plants, soil bacteria and fungi, and moisture retention.

 

Dead trees and down logs play important roles in ecosystems. An important goal of research will be to determine

the amount of dead wood that is needed to conserve biological diversity and long-term productivity. An important

goal of ecosystem management will be to match management actions to the disturbance ecologies of

ecosystems. [hellip] [Y]ield expectations for harvested acres should be scaled to accommodate

 

the dead wood needs of ecosystems.

 

[hellip] Large amounts of standing and down dead wood should be left after harvest.

 

[hellip] Under ecosystem management, planned thinning can leave behind important dead and down wood in all

of its needed forms.

 

Significant progress has been made to improve the identification of the appropriate amount of snags and dead

wood that should be maintained over time in eastside forests

 

such as the Umatilla, but the Amendment eliminated any clear requirement to meet the quantifiable needs of

snag-associated wildlife when designing timber sales. In addition, there is no valid ecological rationale for the



Ellis Integrated Vegetation Project's plan to remove Douglas-fir, grand fir, and white fir trees 21-30 inches DBH,

given that large shade-tolerant trees provide disproportionate ecological value in terms of cavity habitat.

Ponderosa pine are not as cavity prone.

 

The Ellis Integrated Vegetation Project would shift conifer species composition away from shade-tolerant species

like grand fir and white fir and as a result would have significant effects on habitat for species like pileated

woodpecker. This point was made in the Franklin/Johnson/Seager Open Review:

 

"[hellip] the EA addresses habitat under LOS for late-closed and late- open associated wildlife species. This fails

to account for conifers species composition, and more importantly, the

 

stand specifics of each conifer species (e.g., DBH, spatial placement) for wildlife habitat requirements. Since

different alternatives allow the harvest of different tree species, sizes, and ages, it does not hold that post-

treatment stands classified as late-open or late-closed will inherently contain the habitat needed [hellip] [L]ate-

closed forests without proper conifer species composition providing rapid decay (e.g., grand fir or white fir) will

not provide appropriate pileated woodpecker habitat."

 

3.      Cutting Douglas-fir, Grand Fir, and White Fir up to 30" DBH Will Have Significant Effects on Aquatic Habitat

 

Aquatic and riparian ecosystems are especially vulnerable to negative impacts from the loss of large trees (and

the loss of recruitment for large tree structure), both from logging within riparian habitat conservation areas

(RHCAs) and from upslope logging. Because the Forest Service incorporated the Amendment EA into the Ellis

Integrated Vegetation DEIS, it has failed to adequately disclose or analyze the significant effects that increased

logging of large trees would have on these ecosystems.

 

The Inland Native Fish Strategy ("INFISH") and Pacific Anadromous Fish Strategy ("PACFISH") are management

directions related to aquatic resources that have been incorporated into the Umatilla Forest Plan. PACFISH and

INFISH do not limit the size of trees harvested within the areas that they apply to RHCAs. The Amendment EA

stated that "[s]ince no changes will be made to these aquatic conservation strategies, a No Effect determination

applies to all Threatened and Endangered, R6 Sensitive and MIS fish species...in the analysis area." Amendment

EA at 69. Essentially, the EA claimed that because there were not proposed changes to INFISH or PACFISH

there will be no effects.

 

This reasoning was arbitrary and capricious and can't be incorporated into the Ellis Integrated Vegetation DEIS.

Douglas-fir, white fir and grand fir trees up to 30" DBH can be cut in RHCAs as long as Resource Management

Objectives ("RMOs") logging does not retard attainment of RMOs and those objectives are met. This is not good

for the health of RHCAs. Logging within RHCAs along streams that are not meeting multiple RMOs has taken

place on the Umatilla National Forest. The failure to meet RMOs in streams with commercial logging proposed

within their RHCAs is documented in the USFS NEPA analyses for numerous sales. Some of these sales include

commercial logging within RHCAs along streams that regularly exceed stream temperature standards for RMOs

and state water quality standards.

 

In areas where there is ample evidence of historic Douglas-fir/white fir/grand fir dominance, silvicultural

prescriptions regarding large trees in mixed-conifer forests within RHCAs and in upslope areas often seek to shift

species composition towards early seral species and lessen the amount of mature grand/white fir in stands. The

proposed action explicitly permits logging of Douglas-fir, white fir, and grand fir greater than 21 inches DBH. As a

result, increased logging of larger grand and white fir within RHCAs is expected under the Ellis Integrated

Vegetation project.

 

Riparian forests, aquatic habitats, fish, and water quality will be significantly affected by this proposal as a result

of increased logging of large trees in the uplands and within RHCAs. The Amendment EA ignored key issues



such as decreased recruitment of large woody debris; likely increases in stream temperature and excess fine

sediments; alteration of watershed hydrology due to the increased loss of large trees; and other likely negative

effects to aquatic systems. As such, the Ellis Integrated Vegetation DEIS cannot rely on the Amendment EA for

incorporation.

 

Large trees are integral to a variety of crucial aquatic and riparian ecosystem functions and processes on the

Umatilla National Forest. They play central roles in these ecosystems, such as helping to store sediments and

nutrients; shape channel morphology and instream habitats and conditions necessary for fish and other aquatic

organisms; support groundwater flows, hyporheic flows and groundwater storage, and so provide cold water

flows into streams; and provide key habitat for numerous species. (Bisson et al., 1987; Frissell et al., 2014; Hicks

et al. 1991; Ralph et al.1994; Bilby and Bisson 1998; Spies et al. 2013; Pollock and Beechie 2014). Should the

Ellis Integrated Vegetation Project be implemented, the loss of large trees due to logging, and the loss of future

recruitment of large trees, would likely have significant effects on the ecosystems.

 

Conclusion

 

We appreciate the Forest Service's time and attention considering these substantive comments and urge the

agency to forego the Ellis Integrated Vegetation Project until it can ensure that all alternatives comply with the

original Eastside Screen prohibiting the cutting of any live tree greater than 21" DBH regardless of species.


