Comment re Riparian Areas and Cattle Given Priority

A comparison of the references made to riparian areas between the Heber Wild Horse Territory Plan documents and the Heber Allotment Plan documents (cattle grazing) is absolutely astonishing. Domestic livestock (cattle) are clearly prioritized over wild horses, which, according to the 1971 Act and 36 CFR are to be considered as a natural component of the public lands and are to be managed at a minimal feasible level. The Forest Service clearly views the horses as an invasive species and considers cattle as the natural component of our public lands. It is outrageous and a clear violation of both the letter and the intent of the 1971 Act/law. Cattle are given priority over the very health of the forest.

Clearly, wild horses are to be given priority over domestic cattle: 
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Throughout the Heber Wild Horse Territory Plan documents, there is reference to damage caused by wild horses. Any perceived damage where horses are considered by biased individuals to be a contributing factor, and horses are to be removed. It’s a Queen of Hearts approach to managing our wild horses, it’s an “Off with their heads” approach. It’s no wonder, since the Forest Service has for decades had the policy of “ridding the range of wild horses”. The current Plan is just an extension of that policy. 

Since its inception, the Forest Service has catered to cattle growers. As a matter of fact, the Forest Service and cattle growers are one and the same. The individual who held the grazing permit to the Black Canyon Allotment worked for the Forest Service for 33 years. I suspect this same individual played a significant role in delineating what is known today as the Heber Wild Horse Territory and coming up with the original number of 7 horses. No wonder the Territory is so poorly delineated that it is impossible that this was the true “territorial habitat limits” of our wild horses in 1973/74. It was a scheme to get rid of our wild horses and subvert the law. See “Those Days Are Gone Forever” by Bobbie Stephens Hunt, page 71.

If you look at the Heber Allotment Plan documents (cattle grazing), cattle apparently don’t cause any damage to riparian areas, and, if anything should arise, the action is to “monitor” the situation. There is no reference at all to removing domestic cattle from our public lands.



Just a couple of excerpts from the HWHT Draft Plan (out of 30 “riparian” references):
Heber Wild Horse Territory Draft Management Plan (usda.gov)
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Just a few excerpts from the HWHT Draft EA (out of 175 “riparian” references):
Heber Wild Horse Territory Management Plan Draft Environmental Assessment (usda.gov)
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A few excerpts from the Draft EA for the Heber Allotment Plan:
Heber Allotment Environmental Assessment (usda.gov)
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Looking at the Heber Wild Horse Territory Draft Plan and associated documents, you would think the Forest Service actually cared about the riparian areas. Instead, they are simply using the riparian areas as another excuse to rid the range of wild horses. 

On June 15, 2020, I notified the Forest Service of a riparian area where the fencing was cut, leaving an opening for large ungulates to enter. It appeared the fence had been cut by a hunter who cut the fence to get to his elk laying inside the riparian area. The opening in the fence led straight to elk bones that were bleached so white they had been there for years, meaning the opening in the fence had been there for years (at least 3 or more). I told Forest Service the fence was down in other areas as well and needed to be repaired. There was also a lot of old cow dung inside the riparian area, further evidence the area had been wide open for a very long time.

Someone did come out and repair the opening cut in the fence, but they left the north and south ends of the riparian area wide open, never bothering to do the needed repairs to protect the riparian area. 
I was out at that riparian area again on April 11, 2021. The north and south ends are still wide open, with fresh elk dung and elk tracks inside the riparian area. Once again, I have notified the Forest Service of the problem. 



Photos of the riparian area taken by Betty Nixon on April 11, 2021:

Fresh elk tracks lead down to the water in the photo on the right (seen upper left):
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South fence laying down. Fresh elk tracks lead over the fence and down to the water’s edge inside the riparian area:
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South fence broken down and has been this way since at least 2018 that I know of:
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Wide open access to the riparian area from the north side:
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South end and north end both wide open and have been for years:
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Fresh elk dung inside the riparian area 4/11/2021:
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Just some examples of the old cow dung inside the riparian area; it’s throughout the area:
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Concerns Identified to Focus Effects Analysis

‘The following concerns were identified by the interdisciplinary team as appropriate for focusing the
analysis of potential impacts from the proposed action and the no-action altematives. Indicators used to
‘measure and disclose effects are listed below each concern.
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Water quality:
 Excess sediment caused by horse activity in stream channels/ S arcas
+ Chemical and biological water quality
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Management Objective

Monitoring Objective

Potential Management Actions.

Habitat Management
Maintain Range and Healtn

Limit utization by all herbivores to the
following:

35% on upland vegetation

30% on herbaceous fiparian species

50% of terminal leaders on fiparian woody
browse.

If utiization is exceeded two consecutive
years or any 2 years out of five, take
‘management action

Maintain soi condition, herbaceous
species composition and ground cover.
This applies to both uplands and fiparian
areas.

If key grazing areas are sampled for
‘ecological conditions and show the
vegetation and sl stabilty conditions are
trending downward for 3 measurement
periods, or

If resource damage is oceurting in a
sensitive area such as but not limited to
‘springs, (g8l areas, threatened and
endangered species habitat, and horses
are identiied as a contrbuting factor
conduct, take management action

Continue resource monitoring:
Monitor key areas prior to ivestock
tumout.

Monitor total herbivore use within
established key areas at the end of the
lvestock grazing season.

Locating any additional key areas that
‘may be necessary and monitoring total
herbivore use within those areas.
Monitor utiization on herbaceous and
woody species.

Verify or establish baseline data within 3
years. Determine trend by colecting data
every 5to 10 years.

Monitor more frequently if there is a
significant disturbance (fire or drought)
‘Conduct soil condition monitoring in key
areas every 5 years or as needed.
‘Conduct species composition and ground
cover monitoring

Change patterns of horse use through:

« Increase fence permeabiliy by widening existing gates or
installing additional gates. Monitor that gates are open when
livestock are not present.

« Develop additional water sources.

« Fence sensilive areas where identified necessary through
‘monitoring

Reduce horse population:

« Gather and remove excess horses as needed.

« Slow herd population growth through immunocontraceplives
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Alternative 1 - No Action

Direct and Indirect Effects

‘The continuation of no management—the no-action alternative—will have negative direct and indirect
effects on watershed resource indicators (water quality, water quantity, Fijiiij and soil resources).
Studies in other wild horse territories across the Western United States have shown that unmanaged wild
horses contribute to streambank alteration and ripatian degradation (Kaweck et al. 2018). Table 7
summarizes potential direct and indirect effects from the no-action altemative.
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RipaMian Areas
Alternative 1 would allow the fastest possible recovery of riparian areas to desired conditions.
Riparian corridors would not be impacted by livestock related herbivory or hoof-related impacts.




image9.png
Riparian Areas

Although the current condition of most of the fiparian areas was improving, they were not at desired
conditions currently, being in a condition somewhat less than PFC. Because grazing is allowed in
riparian areas and during the growing season, it is expected that fiparian recovery would be slower
than the no grazing alternative. Few of the riparian areas of concern are separately fenced off from the
rest of the pasture. Although, the proposed action would allow grazing on a deferred rotational pattern
throughout the year, the bottomlands would only get complete rest from livestock use during entire
‘growing season in pastures 1 to 2 out of every 13 years. As long-term drought conditions persist,
surface water resources are anticipated to decrease. Thus, areas with fiparian vegetation are likely to
See more grazing stress. Monitoring of riparian species would be a critical component of the proposed
action. Research has shown that light to moderate use maintains overall plant health (Thorne et al
2005). Riparian areas have a greater chance for substantial improvement if browsing is monitored on
riparian herbaceous and woody species. The actual improvement that occurs in riparian areas during
or at the end of this plan would primarily depend on:
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Table 13. Summary of Effects on Watershed Condition Indicator Scores.

‘Action Effoct on Indicators
Past Actviies and events | watershed condition indicalor ratings originally developed n 2011 (Table 10)
(pror o 2010) Allwatersheds scored as Properly Funcloning Condition or Functional a Risk

Past Activities (2011~
2014)

‘maintenance or improvement of indicalors: water qualty, water quaniity, sols,
fire regime and wildfire, forest cover, rangeland vegetation, and forest health

Reasonably Foreseeable | maintenance of improvement of indicalors: waler quality, water quaniity, sois,
(2015 and beyond) fire regime and wildfire, forest cover, rangeland vegetation, and forest health
‘Heber Allotment Proposed ‘Alternative 1 No. ‘Alternative 2 Proposed Action
‘Action (2015 and beyond) Action
Grazing | Water quallty, fiparian | Water qualty, gpaian vegetation
Permit | vegetation, sois and | indicators, soil, and rangeland
Renewal | rangeland vegelation | vegetation indicators maintained with
indicators improve. effeciive adaptive management
strategy
Fuelsand | No benefitto water | Maintenance or improvement of water
Vegetation | quality and qualty, | qualty and qualty, iparian/wetiand
Treatments vegetation,

fire regime and widfire
indicators.

. solls, rangeland vegetation,
fire regime and widfir indicalors.
Roads and trails maintained with
BMPs.
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The effect of this project on Mexican spotted owl criical habitat considers the following information:
1. Proposed grazing on the Heber Allotment is not expected to alter any MSO habitat’s
susceptibility to fire due to the conservative grazing level.

habitat has persisted under current grazing pressure. Proposed grazing pressure in
AR habitats should allow for maintenance of structural complexity through the
recruitment of new woody vegetation.
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§ 4710.5 Closure to livestock grazing.

(a) If necessary to provide habitat for wild horses or
burros, to implement herd management actions, or to
protect wild horses or burros, to implement herd
management actions, or to protect wild horses or burros
from disease, harassment or injury, the authorized
officer may close appropriate areas of the public lands to
grazing use by all or a particular kind of livestock.
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Riparian Habitat
Riparian habitats are in or are trending toward proper functioning condition. Where potential exists,
deeply rooted plants such as sedges occupy stream banks stabilizing those banks. Where potential exists,
AR woody plants are established and maintained in a healthy condition, with a mix of age classes
present. Springs have ripatian species present and the vegetation is in satisfactory condition.
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Population Control

Determination of Excess Horses

Determining what is an “excess horse” on the Heber Wild Horse Territory and immediate surrounding
forest, utilizes a variety of scientific indicators including range analysis (herbaccous specics composition
and water availability); soil information (ground cover); forage production-utilization studies (forage
availability and utilization on herbaceous and woody plants); horse population numbers (number of adult
‘horses and foals, reproductive rates, location or use of the territory and water availability); and resource
damage in sensitive areas such as springs, fipiidi arcas, threatencd and endangered species habitat, as
‘well as if horses are identified as a contributing factor.





