
Juniper Group Sierra Club
c/o Environmental Center
16 NW Kansas Avenue
Bend, OR 97703

7 April 2022

Doug McKay
ATTN: Leslie Taylor
Heppner Ranger Station
PO Box 7
Heppner OR, 97836

RE: Ellis Integrated Vegetation Project
https://www.fs.usda.gov/project/?project=41350

District Ranger McKay:

The Juniper Group Sierra Club, representing over 2000 members in Eastern Oregon counties, thanks 
you for the opportunity to comment on the Ellis Integrated Vegetation Project DEIS.

This project is proposed to apply various treatments to over 110,000 acres. This large landscape 
includes many different vegetation groups and ecosystems, and affects many different wildlife habitats 
and riparian areas. This is all of concern to us, as we appreciate these natural areas and like to recreate 
in this project area.

Here are some of our concerns and recommendations.

Evaluation of Alternative 1

Alternative 1, the no action alternative, has been described in some of the expert supporting documents 
as leading to the fastest recovery of the area as it continues to heal from past management activities. 
Doing more logging across this landscape as this project is proposing will reset the clock on the natural 
healing processes. We recommend this no action alternative.

Additional changes to current practices could speed this process. These changes could include:
• Reducing grazing intensity: Fewer cattle grazing on the land will help it heal faster and will 

improve riparian areas.
• Close more roads: Road closures improve water conditions and reduce wildlife disturbance 

among other things. More on roads, below.

The more that can be done to not interfere with the natural healing processes, the faster we will be able 
to enjoy a healthy forest.

Recommendation: Give serious consideration to using this alternative.
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Road and Travel Reduction

We applaud your plans to close, decommission, and convert to more seasonal roads in this project area. 
Roads are generally detrimental to the environment because of effects like these:

• Fragmentation of habitat.
• Increase water runoff.
• Degrade water quality.
• Wildlife disturbance.
• Litter and other pollution brought in by people.
• Avenues for invasive species.
• Increase wildfire risk, added ignition sources from people and vehicles.
• Some people damage vegetation, illegally harvest vegetation, illegally shoot wildlife, and create

additional roads or tracks that extend the range of negative effects of roads.
• Roads degrade or take away areas used by non-motorized recreationalists.

We encourage you to make all areas “Properly Functioning” with a road density of <2mi/mi2. (p. 58, 
DEIS) The lowest road densities provide the greatest chance for the forest to remain healthy.

Road closures must be done with physical barriers. It is well known that signage is mostly ignored (or 
shot up) my much of the public, and even physical barriers are often surmounted.

We also believe that Relevante Issue #6 is correct, that temporary roads impact soils and aquatic 
resources. In addition, temporary roads fragment habitat and are the basis for user created tracks. It is 
best not to create temporary roads, as the scars created remain for years.

Roads also increase the risk of wildfire. Roads bring in more people who are likely to set up camps 
with fires. Vehicles are also a source of wildfire ignition with hot exhaust pipes and potential for sparks
from rocks and dragged chains.

We also appreciate the DEIS comments about how closing roads reduces maintenance costs for the 
Forest Service.

Recommendation: Close more roads, and use physical barriers.

Need for Change

The DEIS specifies the need for this harvesting project is to increase the health and vigor of the forest. 
However, work such as this, called thinning or restoration or fuels reduction, is no longer seen as the 
best way to achieve forest health. (Hanson, 2021, for example)

In the DEIS the need has been specified as both “not within natural range of variability”, and also 
“historic range of variability” (HRV). This measure has many problems, including:

1. HRV is not an exact measure, it has many weaknesses. It may be used as a guide, but is not 
definitive for a specific location. See Keane 2009.

2. With climate change, HRV is a guide but needs to be used in conjunction with projections of 
future conditions. See Keane 2008.
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This application of thinning to achieve a certain basal area to match a guessed-at HRV value is a failing
stand-in for natural processes that achieve the same thing. The basal area and forest structure that are 
reached over time through natural processes is not achievable via one pass cutting as it unnaturally 
opens the canopy, and results in other changes and damages to the ecosystem.

Recommendation: Select the no action alternative.

Hazard Trees

The removal of hazard trees varies considerable between the alternatives.
• Alternative 3 states that danger trees up to 300 feet on either side of a road may be removed.
• Alternative 2, 4, and 5 specify that a danger tree is leaning toward a road and could reach the 

road if it fell.
• The definition of a danger tree in p. 193 is a hazard tree likely to fail within one and one half the

tree length of a road or developed area.

Recommendation: Use the definition on p. 193 for danger tree removal in all alternatives.

Alternative 5 Cutting Large Trees Unacceptable

We oppose the harvest of large trees, all trees greater than or equal to 21 inch DBH.

This protection from the original Eastside Screens was changed with a rushed process in January 2021. 
The original protection has proven successful over the two decades or more it was in effect, successful 
in helping to restore the health and diversity of the covered forests.

Large trees, in this case trees >=21” DBH, are important to retain in the forest for many reasons, 
including these:

• Provide wildlife habitat in the large, three-dimensional structure they create.
• Provide wildlife habitat in the dead branches and cavities that occur as a tree ages.
• Provide wildlife food in seeds, cones, and vegetation.
• Provide wildlife food by creating habitat for insects in the litter produced and in snags and in 

fallen branches and trees.
• Build soil with the buildup of litter and support for fungi.
• Build soil when fire converts some of the organic matter to minerals that shallow-rooted plants 

can utilize.
• Slow loss of moisture by providing shade and wind breaks.
• Reduce intensity of fires by retaining more moisture in the soil and litter through shade, and by 

reducing wind speed which can fan a fire.
• Large trees, of any species, are more fire resistant than small trees.
• Provides cover and security zones for wildlife.
• Provides recreational areas that are preferred by recreationalists.
• Provide sources of nutrients and moisture for small trees that helps them get started; these are 

Mother Trees. See Simard.
• Large trees in clumps provide habitat and support for each other and smaller trees. See Franklin 

2013, p. 76, and Simard.
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• Help preserve and protect riparian areas and watersheds.

Further Discussion: Fish and Wildlife Habitat

The Eastside Screens were implemented in 1994 in order to preserve the remaining large and old trees, 
and to protect ecosystem values such as wildlife and streams habitats.  Those protections were recently 
removed by the highly controversial decision that the Forest Service implemented by the 
Undersecretary of the Department of Agriculture to remove protections for trees over 21 inches on east 
side forests. Those protections were not in place long enough to restore the historical amount of large 
and old trees, and the crucial wildlife habitat they provide to recover from the past century of high-
grade logging that removed the largest and oldest trees across many of the forests in eastern Oregon. 
Large trees are the foundation of old growth and mature forests, and they have a crucial role in 
supporting biodiversity, wildlife, and clean water.  It is important to retain ALL remaining large trees 
since they are scarce on a landscape that has experienced decades of high grading timber harvest for 
large old trees.  Large, old trees are also important since they are much more tolerant of wildfires. 

Large trees are critical for supporting wildlife, water quality, and carbon storage. Large trees remain at 
a severe scarcity on the landscape and every large old tree on the forest is important to retain, especially
given climate and biodiversity loss emergencies in this time of Anthropocene extinctions. These large 
legacy trees need to be protected, not harvested. Numerous wildlife species depend on large trees and 
old forests for habitat.  These include but are not limited to the American marten, Vaux’s swifts, 
Pileated woodpeckers, Black bears, numerous bird species, and bats. 

The DEIS fails to provide evidence that increased harvest of large trees over 21 inches will benefit 
wildlife or restore ecosystem processes.  However, there is a large body of science that shows that 
increased harvest of large trees results in long-term and irreparable harm to wildlife, ecosystem 
processes, biodiversity, and water quality.  Since the Eastside Screens were implemented in the mid-
1990s, the ecological basis for the Screens has not changed since they were implemented. There 
remains a large deficit of large trees on the landscape in eastern Oregon as well as a relatively low 
abundance of the wildlife species that the Eastside Screens were designed to protect and maintain. 

This level of impact, particularly in mixed conifer forests, old growth areas and connectivity corridors 
impacts many important functions that old trees provide. These areas are especially important to 
wildlife species that live almost exclusively in complex multi-layered habitats. Large trees over 21” are
important because they support a large variety of wildlife species by providing a multi layered large 
structural habitat as well as habitat for snag dependent and old growth species. They also assist in the 
improvement of soil health.

Other treatments such as thinning and prescribed burns in old growth areas need to be carefully 
applied. We recognize that Native Americans used burning as a method to provide diverse habitats for a
wide variety of species.  However, prescribed fires can also have impacts on some species that may be 
in low abundance because of the large scale losses of old trees from a century of timber harvest 
selecting for old trees.  Several important wildlife species include the Northern goshawk and other 
accipiter hawks, American marten, Pacific fisher, Great gray owls, Black-backed woodpeckers, Three-
toed woodpeckers, Pileated woodpeckers, Olive-sided flycatchers, and other species rely on denser 
forests, mature or old growth mixed conifer forests, and can be negatively impacted by logging.  In 
Eastern Oregon, the largest trees provide key habitats for many wildlife species. Large old trees are 
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essential for reproductive and foraging needs for most of these species.  For example, Grand fir is an 
important tree species for wildlife habitat that provides cavities for denning or nesting.  Since Grand fir 
decays more quickly, it provides essential nutrients for insects such as Carpenter ants that pileated 
woodpeckers and black bear prey upon.

The application of fuel treatments is also important and can impact important snags and downed woody
material.  Passovoy and Fule (2006) reported that the loss of large-diameter snags and down wood can 
take years to decades to recover, as indicated by wildland fire research. Pilliod et al. (2006) also 
investigated potential unintended negative effects on wildlife and habitats due to thinning and 
prescribed fire. They stated that species that are associated with large patches of high-density trees and 
more complex structure may lose habitat through fuel treatments.  For example, those wildlife and 
invertebrate species that depend on down wood, snags, dwarf mistletoe brooms, dense forests with 
abundant saplings and small poles, and closed-canopy forests for survival and reproduction are likely to
be negatively impacted by fuel treatments that alter those habitat components. 

Further Discussion: Climate Impacts
We also did not see the issue of impacts of climate change addressed since timber harvest has been 
documented as the largest source of carbon emissions in Oregon and emits far more carbon than 
wildfires.  Oregon’s oldest forests are especially good at capturing and storing carbon and continue to 
absorb carbon even after tree growth slows.  While the timber industry falsely claims that fast-growing 
young forests are better at absorbing carbon, scientific research shows that old forests store far more 
carbon. Logging older trees and replacing them with younger ones emits tremendous amounts of CO2 
and creates a “carbon debt” that takes decades or even centuries to repay.  Recent research has found 
that large trees comprise only 3% of trees, yet account for 42% of the above-ground carbon in forests in
this region (Mildrexler et al. 2020).  Large trees play an outsized role in carbon storage, and so their 
protection is critical for meeting climate goals and making meaningful strides toward combating 
climate change.  

Mildrexler et al. also reported that “In addition to comprising a substantial portion of forest carbon 
storage and accumulation, large-diameter trees fulfill a variety of unique ecological roles 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 and Laurance, 2017). In the United States 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., 
2019a). Forests with large-diameter trees often 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).”

Retaining the remaining large trees on the landscape is crucial to providing for climate adaptability, and
for protecting and restoring forest ecosystems. Climate change is the international crises of our time, 
leading to large extinctions of fish and wildlife species over the course of this century.  This 
indifference and irresponsibility of a public land management agency in combating climate change is 
classic denial.  
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Instead, this DEIS should evaluate what this project can do to counteract climate change. The most 
important aspect to combat climate change is carbon sequestration which is accomplished by retaining 
carbon in the trees, the dead and downed wood, and the soils of the forest. Recent studies have shown 
that not harvesting trees and retaining large trees is better at carbon sequestration. One study at Oregon 
State University reported that forests in the western United States should be preserved for their 
potential to mitigate climate change through carbon sequestration, as well as to enhance biodiversity 
(Buotte et al. 2019).  Not harvesting western forests in key areas is the carbon dioxide equivalent of 
halting eight years' worth of fossil fuel burning in the western lower 48, which makes public land 
stewardship a higher societal priority for altering climate change trajectory.

Hutto et al. (2016) reported on the need to develop a more ecologically informed view of severe 
wildland fire effects. The authors indicated that many plant and animal species use, and have 
occasionally evolved to depend on, severely burned forest conditions for their persistence. The 
evidence from their fire history studies indicates that a complex mosaic of severely burned conifer 
patches was common historically in the West. They also stated that the ecological integrity of forests 
born of mixed-severity fire will require land managers to accept some severe fire and maintain the 
integrity of its aftermath. Finally, they stated that public education regarding fire should be improved so
that people better understand, and support management designed to maintain ecologically appropriate 
sizes and distributions of severe fire and the complex early-seral forest conditions it creates.  

Gedalof et al. (2005) commented that “fuels treatments alone may not be effective at reducing area 
burned under extreme climatic conditions and furthermore that anthropogenic climate change may have
important implications for forest management.” Essentially, perceived complications with future 
changes in fire behavior cannot be solved by increasing efforts to treat this particular climate change 
indicator [wildfires] by installing widespread fuel treatments that do nothing to stop the warming trend 
and do little to reduce the extent or severity of weather-driven fires. Therefore, vegetation treatments 
intended to reduce wildfires will ultimately fail because a warming climate and wind events are the 
major drivers of large wildfires.  

Buotte et al. (2019) indicated that the greater frequency and intensity of extreme events such as 
wildfires have adversely affected terrestrial ecosystems, and although climate change impacts forests in
many regions, other regions are expected to have low vulnerability to fires, insects and drought in the 
future.  The authors report that preserving temperate forests in the western United States that have 
medium to high potential carbon sequestration and low future climate vulnerability could account for 
about a third of the global mitigation potential previously identified for temperate and boreal forests.  
Since atmospheric CO2 has increased 40% since the dawn of the Industrial Age, the global average 
atmospheric CO2 concentration on Jan 1, 2019, was 410 parts per million, higher than at any time in at 
least 800,000 years (and even higher since the study was published).  Ultimately, smart public lands 
management is an opportunity to mitigate the effects of climate-induced ecosystem changes to 
biodiversity and watersheds.  This includes managing to store carbon in large trees.

Further Discussion: Wildfires
Like prescribed low intensity fires, not all medium and high intensity fires are “bad”.  There are 
benefits of high-intensity wildfire because they can create large patches, that are biodiverse, 
ecologically important, and spatially rare and unique habitats.  These areas with wildfires create areas 
that often have higher species richness and diversity than unburned old forest.  Many wildlife species 
use this forest habitat type and old forest species select it for foraging.  Some of the more rare and 
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imperiled species, such as the Black-backed Woodpecker and Buff-breasted Flycatcher, depend on 
forests that have been burned by wildfires.  Other benefits from wildfires are examples of Ponderosa 
pine and Douglas-fir forests in Idaho at 5-10 years post-fire where aquatic insects emerging from 
streams were two and a half times greater in high-intensity fire areas than in unburned mature/old 
forest, while bats were nearly 5 times more abundant in riparian areas with high-intensity fire than in 
unburned mature/old forest (Malison and Baxter 2010). 

Similarly, Raphael et al. (1987) reported that snags in post burned forests supported greater bird species
richness and abundance, including woodpeckers and flycatchers, compared to unburned old forest for 
at least 25 years after high-intensity fires. Schieck and Song (2006) also reported that bird species 
richness increased for up to 30 years after high-intensity fires, while Haney et al. (2008) reported that 
by 30 years after high-intensity fire, bird species richness increased 56% compared to pre-fire mature 
unburned forest. Old growth forest species like the Pacific Fisher benefit from such post-fire habitat for
foraging (Hanson 2015). The author stated that fishers used unlogged higher-intensity fire areas at 
levels comparable to use of unburned dense, mature/old forest.

Large Trees Recommendation

Retain all trees >=21” DBH in the project area. The USFS needs to incorporate a holistic ecosystems 
plan that prioritizes protecting old and mature forests, wildlife habitat and connectivity, roadless areas, 
and water quality.  The USFS needs to discard the simple focus on misguided silvicultural prescriptions
that emphasize a single stratum sparse overstory of Ponderosa pine which disregards impacts on a host 
of wildlife species.

Conclusion

We encourage the Forest Service to consider the concerns we have described above. If an action 
alternative must be selected, and as alternative 3 appears least disruptive of the natural forest 
ecosystem, we encourage the Forest Service to adopt this alternative. This also appears to be the 
alternative that would be least costly, close the most expensive to maintain roads, and provide the most 
jobs in non-mechanical thinning.

Sincerely,
/s/ Mathieu Federspiel
Executive Committee
Juniper Group Sierra Club
Bend, OR
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Appendix 1: Map of Management Areas

As taken from the DEIS. Included here for reference.
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