
       

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
September 19, 2013 
 
Dean Gould 
Forest Supervisor 
Sierra National Forest 
1600 Tollhouse Road 
Clovis, CA 93611 
 
Sent via email: pacificsouthwest-sierra@fs.fed.us 
 
Re:  Feedback on Draft Sierra Forest Assessment 
 
Dear Mr. Gould: 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Draft Forest Assessment for the Sierra National Forest 
(SNF).  Many of us attended the public meetings held in Clovis in August and appreciated the openness 
to candid conversations about the Draft Forest Assessment expressed by you and other Forest Service 
staff.  We encourage you to host such meetings in the future to provide opportunities to discuss issues 
and identify solutions.  We were also pleased at the public meetings to be invited to offer our thoughts 
on information that indicates to us a need to change the forest plans and suggestions on changes that 
should be made. 
 
I. Overview 
 
The following comments are offered in the spirit of problem solving and the development of the best 
possible revised land management plan for the SNF.  We believe that integration among resource areas 
is one of the first steps to solving complex natural resource issues.  As you will see from our comments 
below, we find that the themes in each of the 15 chapters are not sufficiently integrated.  For instance, 
Chapters 1 through 5 are the basis for evaluating the ecological condition of the landscape.  Chapters 6 
through 15 largely relate to the social, cultural and economic drivers that affect the environment and that 
are important to people.  At a minimum, the assessment would benefit from an additional section that 
integrates the conditions and trends from Chapters 1 through 5.  The integration might best be achieved 
through the use of a series of tables that reflect the condition and trend by habitat type and that identify: 
 

• A definition of the attribute being evaluated  
• The indicator(s) used to evaluate trend or condition 
• The stressors or drivers affecting this element, and  
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• A clear statement of trends and conditions  
 
Some of this information is contained in Table 1.6 in WIKI Chapter 1 (line 979; July 2, 2013 snapshot) 
and could be expanded upon.  This would ensure that there is consistency among these first five 
interdependent topics.  We also believe this would provide an opportunity to clearly link at-risk species 
with the principle habitat types and habitat elements that affect their distribution.  Integration among 
these first 5 topics (chapters) also will improve our ability to identify changes in management that are 
needed to provide for ecological sustainability and to support the ecosystems services that are largely 
addressed in Chapters 6 to 15.   
 
In addition to this issue about integration, we are very concerned that the Draft Forest Assessment (dated 
August 13, 2013) does not provide the information necessary to evaluate the need to change the 
direction in the current forest plan.  The introduction to the forest assessment (p. 4) indicates that:   
 

“This document represents the assessment stage and is designed to rapidly evaluate readily 
available existing information about relevant ecological, economic, and social conditions, trends, 
and sustainability and their relationship to the current land resource management plan 
within the context of the broader landscape.” (Emphasis added.) 

 
The forest assessment presents information on trends and conditions, but rarely addresses how, 
specifically, the current forest plan affects, either positively or negatively, those trends and conditions.  
For example, the lack of fire is identified in Chapter 1 as negatively affecting ecological integrity.  
However, the forest assessment does not evaluate the ability of the forest plan to support managed fire1.  
In this example, we know that there are social constraints on the use of managed fire (e.g., air quality, 
human safety, human perceptions, etc.), but the forest assessment leaves unaddressed whether there are 
barriers in the plan to using managed fire.  For instance, prohibitions on the use of managed fire could 
be embedded in the goals, objectives, land allocations, suitability of uses, or standards in the current 
forest plan2.  For those ecological conditions exhibiting negative trends, we must be able to evaluate the 
degree to which the current forest plan contributes to or alleviates that condition.  This information will 
enable us to focus on those areas of the current forest plan that may need to be revised in order to 
reverse trends and improve conditions.      
 
Furthermore, in order to facilitate a meaningful need for change analysis and determination, the 
assessment should more strongly consider the effects of possible future scenarios for stressors and other 
relevant factors beyond control of the agency (including climate change) on target planning resources 
(e.g. necessary ecological conditions) under the current plan.  Likely future scenarios should be based on 
the best available scientific information. 
 
In addition, we are concerned that the assessment does not adequately lay the groundwork for an 
effective monitoring and adaptive management program.  According to the planning rule, the assessment 
should be used to inform the development of the monitoring program (219.5(a)(3)). The monitoring 
report must in turn be used to “inform adaptive management of the plan area” (219.12(d)(2)).  Adaptive 
management must therefore be built into the design of the assessment by using existing information to 
                                                
1 We define managed fire as any ignition, i.e., intentional, planned, human-caused, or naturally-caused, that is managed for 
ecological benefit. 
2 Below, we will address fire as an ecological process, in addition to other resource areas and what we see as barriers in the 
forest plan to reversing this negative ecological trend.   	  
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establish hypotheses for testing.  Further, the draft directives explicitly direct assessments to advance 
adaptive management.  Chapter 40 states that during the assessment phase, responsible officials should 
“gather and evaluate information to form a basis for plan decision making, and identify key 
assumptions, areas of uncertainty, and risks” (FSH 1909.12, 41).  We feel that the assessment could 
have a more robust discussion of underlying assumptions and areas of uncertainty, including a 
discussion of how monitoring could verify and reduce those areas.  
 
Throughout the forest assessment the text refers to information included in specific lines in the July 2, 
2013 SNFliving assessment instead of including the information in the forest assessment.  When we 
reference the living assessment on the Forest Service web page, it is difficult to locate the July 2, 2013 
snapshot, and the version of the wiki site that is easily accessible does not have line numbers.  We ask 
that you include all information necessary to identify a need for change and inform plan components and 
not rely on references to other documents. 
 
In the sections below, we identify additional information for specific topics that we find missing from 
the assessment, yet are critical to include.  We also provide comments on aspects of the forest plan we 
believe need to change to address adverse trends and conditions and to improve the delivery of 
ecosystems services.  Many of the changes to the forest plan that we recommend below were identified 
in National Forests in the Sierra Nevada: A Conservation Strategy (Britting et al. 2012; 
http://www.sierraforestlegacy.org/Resources/Conservation/Biodiversity/SN_Conservation_Strategy_we
b3-14-13.pdf).  In addition to recommendations on changes to the forest plan, the conservation strategy 
provides recommendations on changes in policy and practice aimed to improve the management of 
natural resources.  For convenience, we have organized these comments by the topic areas and in the 
order that they appear in the Draft Forest Assessment.   
 
II. Chapter 1: Ecological Integrity 
 
 A. Information that is missing 
 
We are very concerned about the lack of integration between ecosystems/habitat types and species (at-
risk or otherwise).  The new planning rule adopts “a complementary ecosystem and species-specific 
approach to maintaining the diversity of plant and animal communities and the persistence of native 
species in the plan area” (36 CFR 219.9).  The ecosystem aspect of the new approach is “intended to 
provide the ecological conditions to both maintain the diversity of plant and animal communities and 
support the persistence of most native species in the plan area.” (Ibid.)  In addition, if the ecosystem 
approach is not sufficient to provide for at-risk species, additional species-specific approaches are to be 
incorporated into the forest plan (Ibid.).  The combination of the ecosystem and species-specific 
approaches are intended to ensure for both ecological integrity and ecological diversity (Ibid.).    
 
Currently, the forest assessment does not provide the synthesis of ecosystem, habitat, and species 
conditions necessary to evaluate ecological integrity and ecological diversity.  To a limited extent, the 
forest assessment characterizes species at-risk (Chapter 5), but neglects to link those species (as well as 
less vulnerable species) to the ecosystems/habitat types and their condition (i.e., their structure, function, 
composition, and connectivity), and drivers/stressors that are (or should be) identified in Chapters 1-3.  
It is critical for the assessment to establish the connection between ecosystems/habitat conditions and the 
species that depend upon them so that one can: 
 

1) Evaluate the condition of the landscape; and  
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2) Use the assessment to then determine if the present and likely future condition under the 
current plan satisfies the definitions of ecological integrity and ecological diversity established 
in the planning rule.   

 
It is also critical that the connection between ecosystem/habitat conditions and species be established in 
order to evaluate the effect of the current forest plan and to form the basis for a determination of whether 
other plan components should be designed to ensure that ecosystem and species needs will be met.   
 
Furthermore, it is appropriate for the assessment to evaluate focal species, since the stated purpose of 
focal species is to make inferences and provide information about ecological integrity and ecological 
conditions.  Therefore focal species should be part of the overall strategy for identifying species at risk 
and key ecological conditions. 
 
We suggest that tables or matrices be used to organize the available information on ecosystem condition 
and to relate this information to species needs.  We examined Table 1.6 presented in WIKI Chapter 1 
(line 979, snapshot taken July 2, 2013) and suggest that this table be used to evaluate the connection 
between species needs and broad scale habitat trends.  Table 1, below, is an excerpt of Table 1.6 (WIKI 
chapter 1).    
 
By associating the habitat types in the table above with the species that are dependent on them, one can 
begin to evaluate linkages between ecosystem and habitat condition/trend and species condition/trend 
and persistence over time.   
 
In particular, the assessment should evaluate the connection between ecological conditions (current and 
expected future conditions under the current plan) and changes to species populations, as outlined in the 
draft directives (FSH 1909.12 12.55).  Furthermore, the assessment should project long-term 
conservation outcomes for at-risk species, factoring in selected scenarios for uncontrollable stressors 
(e.g. climate impacts).  For species of conservation concern, the assessment should project viability 
using the parameters found in the definition of viability in the planning regulation (i.e. will future 
distribution be sufficient for the population to be resilient and adaptable to stressors and likely future 
environments?).  The assessment should document the assumptions inherent in the relationship between 
ecological conditions and changes in population so that those can be tested through monitoring and 
adaptive management. 
 
For our examples, we evaluated the species associated with two habitat types: wet meadows and closed 
canopied, late-seral coniferous forests (Tables 2a and 2b).  We also identified several finer scale habitat 
elements that are critical to examine when assessing if habitat needs are being met for these species.  
These should be considered examples of how to associate given species with specific habitat conditions 
and should not be interpreted as exhaustive for either the species representing the habitat condition or 
the habitat attributes essential to the species.     
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Table 1.  The estimated trends in amount and condition of habitat types on the SNFfrom 2001 to 2010. 
Information excerpted from WIKI Chapter 1, Table 1.9 (snapshot taken July 2, 2013). 

 
Determining the common habitat elements (i.e. key ecosystem characteristics or necessary ecological 
conditions) required for a variety of species is one way to establish a foundation for guidance in the 
forest plan that moves away from single species management to considering a group of species and for 
evaluating the variety of species that would benefit from conservation of these habitat elements.  We 
note that the draft directive system (FSH 1909.12, Ch. 10) offers this as one approach to evaluating at-
risk species.  We ask that you develop information that clearly links the species covered in Chapter 5 to 
habitat types and attributes described in Chapters 1-3.  This information will be needed to determine if 
the unique habitat elements required by at-risk species can be generally provided for using the 
ecosystem approach or if species-specific plan components need to be developed.  

Habitat Type Proportion 
of SNF 

Estimated Trends 2001-2010  

Lakes and Riverine  1.7 No major change.  
Wet Meadow 1.4 Decreasing trend, potentially due to tree encroachment and 

climate changes resulting in less water availability. 
Sagebrush <0.1 No major change. 
Shrublands 
(Chaparral) 

9.7 No major change.  

Oak-associated 
Hardwoods and 
Hardwood/ 

15.1 Declining trend, potentially as the result of succession moving 
some stands into coniferous forest, possibly due to fire 
suppression.  

Coniferous Forest, 
early seral 

3.4 Decreasing trend most likely due to fire suppression, salvage 
logging, and natural succession shifting forests into mid-seral 
condition. 

Coniferous Forest, 
Complex Early Seral 

Unknown Decreasing due to fire suppression, salvage logging, 
reforestation (by humans), and mechanical thinning. 

Coniferous Forest, 
Mid Seral  

19.9 No substantial change. 

Coniferous Forest, 
Late Seral, Closed 
Canopy 

11.5 No substantial change.  

Coniferous Forest, 
Late Seral, Open 
Canopy 

0.2 Increasing trend, albeit less than 2,000 acres. Trend may be due 
to small scale wildfire, patchy insect and disease infestations, 
and smaller-scale timber treatments. 

Other Land Cover  37  
Total  100  
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Table 2a. Species associated with wet meadows and some essential habitat elements. 
Habitat Type Species Essential Habitat Elements 

Standing 
Water 

Willows 
and other 

shrubs 

Complex 
meadow 

edge 

Large 
trees or 
snags 

Adequate 
grass 
height  

Wet Meadow 
(some in poor 
condition, 
decreasing trend) 

Great grey owl   X X X 
Mount Pinos Sooty Grouse  X  X X 
Willow flycatcher X X    
Mount Lyell Shrew      
Yosemite toad X     
Sierra yellow-legged frog X     

 
Table 2b. Species associated with late seral, closed canopy coniferous forests and some essential habitat 

elements. 

 
We appreciate that a connectivity analysis was presented in this chapter.  We believe, however, that 
information on roadless areas was underrepresented since only the Inventoried Roadless Areas were 
used in the analysis.  We ask that you also include the Citizen Roadless Areas identified by California 
Wilderness Coalition.  A map of these areas is attached to these comments (Attachment A).  We will 
also send the GIS data that supports the map.  We also believe that this connectivity analysis should be 
extended to aquatic systems.  The analysis would also benefit from additional summary statistics using 
representative species associated with specific habitat types.  For example, we expect the connectivity 
analysis for forest carnivores (reflected in one of the four panels) to be quite different from an analysis 
that used Mount Pinos sooty grouse (associated with open, later seral forests with adjacent meadows) or 
Yosemite toad (associated with wet meadows with intervening forested areas supporting herbaceous 
cover).  Assessing connectivity for a variety of ecosystems and species is critical to evaluating 
ecological integrity. 
 
Lastly, we are very concerned about the lack of ecological condition and trend information provided for 
meadow ecosystems on the SNF.  Statements about the ecological conditions of the meadows on the 
forest are either vague, largely absent, or refer to generalized information from the bioregion as a whole.  
This omission of ecological information is especially a concern since there are several species associated 
with wet meadow ecosystems that are in decline (e.g., one state listed, two proposed for listing) and 
elsewhere the degraded quality of and threats to meadows has been highlighted.  See for example the 
Meadow Business Plan developed by National Fish and Wildlife Foundation, USDA Forest Service and 
partners in 20103.  As it stands, it appears that the SNF is not able to report on results of meadow 
monitoring collected since 2004.  The forest assessment and WIKI refer to incomplete studies or 
unpublished manuscripts as forthcoming at some unspecified time in the future.  We now identify this as 

                                                
3 http://www.nfwf.org/sierranevada/Documents/Sierra_Meadow_Restoration_business_plan.pdf	  

Habitat Type Species Essential Habitat Elements 
Large 
Live 

Trees 

Large 
Snags 

Large 
Downed 

wood 

Complex 
Understory 

Riparian 
Interface 

Coniferous Forest, Late 
Seral, Closed Canopy  
(very low amounts, 
uncertain trend) 

Marten X X X X X 
Fisher X X X X X 
California spotted owl X X X    
Flying squirrel X X X  X 
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a chronic problem since results from this meadow condition analysis were first reported in March 2013 
in the bioregional assessment and then withdrawn.  This was followed by the promise from Forest 
Service staff of a report of meadow condition in July 2013, and now it appears that delivery has been 
postponed again.  This is unacceptable given the high ecological value of meadow resources and their 
importance in maintaining ecological integrity and diversity on SNF.      
 
There is lack of consistency in graphics provided in the assessment. On p. 24-25 the text in the 
assessment and the graph for size classes distributions and canopy covers is not classified in the same 
way.  Categories in the text are 0-6”, 6-12”, 12-24”, and >24” and this classification in the graph are 0-
6”, 6-11”, 11-24”, and >24”.  The diameter categories in the graph should be classified in the same way.  
 
 B. Comments on the Conclusion Section 
 
The conclusions for this chapter should be revised to include information on species diversity and trends 
with an integration of habitat types and associated species.  The integration of this information is 
necessary to evaluate ecological integrity.  Further, additional information needs to be provided in the 
assessment to support the following claim presented in the conclusion that “This has decreased the 
overall biodiversity of song-birds, woodpeckers, small mammals, and understory plants adapted to light 
and fire.” (p. 216).  
 
 C. Changes to the Forest Plan to Improve Resource Conditions 
 
Based on our review of the SNF forest plan and our experience in its application to the management of 
resources during the past 15 years, we recommend that the forest plan be revised to more clearly and 
proactively take action to improve conditions and reverse specific trends.  In Table 3 below, we identify 
conditions reported in the forest assessment about which we are concerned, the action to take, and offer 
examples of recommended changes to the forest plan.  Additional recommendations for changes to make 
to the forest plan as well as other policy and planning actions to take are provided in the National 
Forests in the Sierra Nevada: A Conservation Strategy (Britting et al. 2012).  The web links to relevant 
sections of this document have been provided below Table 3 and full website link are also provided 
below Table 3.  

 
Table 3.  Ecological conditions that indicate a need to change the current forest plan, including the 

practice to be changed and a sample of recommendations on how the forest plan could be changed to 
affect this practice.  The table below contains hyperlinks to the specific sections of Britting et al. (2012) 

that contain additional recommendations. 

                                                
4	  We define managed fire as any ignition, i.e., intentional, planned, human-caused, or naturally-caused, that is managed for 
ecological benefit.	  

Condition Change in 
Practice 

Examples of Changes to Forest Plan and 
Policy to Support Practice 

Lack of periodic 
fire  

Increase use of 
managed fire4 

Change objectives/strategies to emphasize use of managed 
fire of all types; set targets for the accomplishment of 
managed fire 

Allow use of managed fire in nearly all land allocations (i.e., 
change suitability of use for this practice) and allow for 
areas that are in need of mechanical treatments (due to 
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density related issues or human and safety concerns) to 
moved into a land use for managing fire upon completion 
of treatment (see North et al. 2012 for more discussion) 

Include assessment of land area that is suitable for mechanical 
treatment, managing fire, or both (<40% slope for machine 
operability, >40% slope and/or within Wilderness and 
Roadless areas) 

Revise limitations in den buffer allocation to provide greater 
latitude to use managed fire 

 
For additional recommendations see Restoring Fire as an 
Ecological Process (in Britting et al. 2012) 

Stands are 
homogeneous and 
uniform 

Increase within 
stand complexity 

Use managed fire to enhance understory species 
Limit tree planting and herbicide use to allow development of 

early seral species 
 
For additional recommendations see Structural Diversity of 
Forest and Adjacent Habitats (in Britting et al. 2012)   

Large structures 
(trees, snags, and 
downed logs) are 
missing 

Adequately recruit 
and retain large 
elements 
 
Manage insects and 
pathogens to 
produce desirable 
levels of activity, 
decay, and rot 

Limit removal of trees >20” dbh to clearly defined restoration 
purposes 

Retain larger green trees cut for restoration purposes as snags 
or downed wood 

Manage tree density to provide ecologically beneficial levels 
of density induced mortality 

Limit removal of snags to those necessary to address safety 
 
For additional recommendations see the following sections in 
Britting et al. (2012): 
 
Structural Diversity of Forest and Adjacent Habitats 
Maintain and Restore Old Forest Habitats and Associated 

Species 
Conservation of Species at Risk and Appendix A: Species 

Assessments and Conservation Measures 
Lack of complex 
early seral stages 

Manage post-fire 
wildfire 
environment to 
enhance and 
protect complex 
early-seral 
conditions 

Limit post-fire salvage to that necessary to address public 
health and safety 

Avoid road construction in post -fire environments 
Develop planting strategies only for areas that clearly indicate 

the local seed source is no longer available 
Planting strategies incorporate principles of heterogeneity and 

stand variability 
 
For additional recommendations see Structural Diversity of 

Forest and Adjacent Habitats (in Britting et al. 2012) 
Species movement 
compromised by 
human-caused 
events such as 
wildfire, climate 
change, 
development of 
roads, logging, 

Provide for 
movement and  
connectivity for a 
variety of species 
and ecosystems 

Develop a connectivity network as a land allocation 
Includes both terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems in the 

connectivity network 
Utilize data from the Citizen’s Roadless Inventory completed 

by CWC to assess connected landscapes 
Incorporate special designations into connectivity network 

(e.g., special interest areas and resource natural areas, 
wilderness areas) 
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The following are web links for sections of National Forests in the Sierra Nevada: A Conservation 
Strategy (Britting et al 2012) that are cited in the Table 3, above. 
 
Restoring Fire as an Ecological Process 
http://www.sierraforestlegacy.org/Resources/Conservation/Biodiversity/ConservationStrategy/IV_A_Re
storing%20Fire%20as%20Ecological%20Process.pdf 
 
Structural Diversity of Forest and Adjacent Habitats 
http://www.sierraforestlegacy.org/Resources/Conservation/Biodiversity/ConservationStrategy/IV_B_Str
uctural%20Diversity.pdf 
 
Maintain and Restore Old Forest Habitats and Associated Species 
http://www.sierraforestlegacy.org/Resources/Conservation/Biodiversity/ConservationStrategy/IV_C_Ma
intain%20and%20Restore%20OG%20Forest.pdf) 

 
Restore and Maintain Aquatic Ecosystems 
http://www.sierraforestlegacy.org/Resources/Conservation/Biodiversity/ConservationStrategy/IV_D_Re
store%20and%20Maintain%20Aquatic%20Ecosystems.pdf 
 
Conservation of Species at Risk  
http://www.sierraforestlegacy.org/Resources/Conservation/Biodiversity/ConservationStrategy/IV_E_Co
nservation%20Species%20at%20Risk.pdf 
 

water diversions 
and other 
development 

Evaluate representation of habitat types and determine gaps in 
representation  

Include both terrestrial and aquatic habitats in the 
connectivity network 

 
For additional recommendations see the following sections in 
Britting et al. (2013): 
 
Restore and Maintain Aquatic Ecosystems 
Conservation of Species at Risk and Appendix A: Species 

Assessments and Conservation Measures 
Species Movement and Habitat Connectivity 
Protecting Roadless Areas and Recommending New 

Wilderness Area 
Special Interest Areas and Research Natural Areas 

Drying of 
meadows  

Reduce 
disturbances that 
lead to compaction, 
channel incision, 
and stream bank 
degradation  

Prohibit grazing in wet meadows systems with incised 
channels or early drying 

Relocate trails and roads that disrupt meadow hydrology 
Rehabilitate incised channels and restore natural channel(s) 
  
For additional recommendations see Restore and Maintain 

Aquatic Ecosystems (in Britting et al. 2012) 
Loss of shrub 
cover in wet 
meadow systems 

Increase water 
availability and 
limit hedging 

Prohibit grazing of willows and other shrubs 
 
For additional recommendations see Restore and Maintain 

Aquatic Ecosystems (in Britting et al. 2012) 
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Appendix A: Species Assessments and Conservation Measures 
http://www.sierraforestlegacy.org/Resources/Conservation/Biodiversity/ConservationStrategy/Appendix
%20A%20Species%20Revised.pdf 
 
Species Movement and Habitat Connectivity 
http://www.sierraforestlegacy.org/Resources/Conservation/Biodiversity/ConservationStrategy/IV_F_Sp
ecies%20Mvmt%20and%20Habitat%20Connectivity.pdf 
 
Protecting Roadless Areas and Recommending New Wilderness Area 
http://www.sierraforestlegacy.org/Resources/Conservation/Biodiversity/ConservationStrategy/IV_I_Roa
dless%20Areas%20and%20New%20Wilderness.pdf 
 
Special Interest Areas and Research Natural Areas 
http://www.sierraforestlegacy.org/Resources/Conservation/Biodiversity/ConservationStrategy/IV_K_SI
As%20and%20RNAs.pdf 
 
III.  Chapter 2: Assessing Air, Water, and Soil Conditions  
 
 A. Information that is missing 
 
We suggest that the discussion of soils and wildfire (p. 43) be reframed to recognize that these are fire 
adapted systems and that concerns about wildfire and soil health are focused on extreme events, i.e. 
“Severe wildfire, particularly at large scales, poses a high risk of post-fire soil loss through erosion.” 
(Moghaddas et al. 2013, p. 21).  We also ask that the following statement be revised to more accurately 
reflect statements that fire is a desirable disturbance process and that the reduction of fuels loads is not 
intended to eliminate fire: “Wildfire is inevitable if fuel loads are not reduced (Collins and Skinner 
2013).”  (SNF Forest Assessment, p. 43).  Additionally, we suggest the assessment include conclusions 
from North et al. (2012) that less than 20% of the landscape is being treated, and the pace and scale is 
not adequate at reaching restorations goals. They suggest, “Treating and then moving areas out of fire 
suppression into fire maintenance is one means of changing current patterns.  A fundamental change in 
the scale and objectives of fuels treatments is needed to emphasize treating entire firesheds and restoring 
ecosystem processes.” (p. 399). It is important that the assessment clearly identify that fire is a key 
process for function of forest and woodland ecosystems and weave fire as an ecological process for 
restoration throughout the assessment.  
 
We are also extremely discouraged that information on the effects of grazing on water quality is 
presented in a manner that is highly biased.  The forest assessment presents only results of a Forest 
Service sponsored study and avoids discussion of results from contrary studies.  The forest assessment 
chooses to promote the findings of Roche et al. (2013) above all others.  This study selected as reference 
conditions thresholds that are less stringent than those established by the regulatory body responsible for 
setting standards for water quality in California.  When the more stringent standards in the Basin Plan 
are applied, the study authors acknowledge that 83% of their sites exceed the regulatory standard.  
Remarkably, a group of scientists that have no apparent professional training or expertise in public 
health matters, have declared that the lower thresholds they adopt in their study are the most appropriate 
to assess water quality impacts on humans.  Furthermore, concerns have also been expressed by this 
group’s scientific peers.  Goldman et al. (2013; Attachment B) identify a number of problems with this 
study including the inappropriate use of a low threshold to assess water quality impacts.  
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When the current standards from the Basin Plan were applied to water samples taken in a study of 
grazing and water quality completed by Myers and Whited (2012, p. 830) they determined that: 

Violations of the State water quality standard for fecal coliform concentration in forest water-
bodies were frequent after cattle arrival. For this study, reporting (i.e., five or more samples 
collected within a 30-day period) periods were only tabulated where a sampling event occurred 
on the first and/or last day of the last day of the 30-day period. This conservative method of data 
analysis documented 41 violations in 2009, 68 violation in 2010, and 52 violations in 2011 of the 
relevant water quality standard for fecal coliform bacteria contained in the Ba-sin Plan. A more 
comprehensive analysis (i.e., tabulating all possible 30-day periods by restarting the 30-day 
calendar each day) would likely produce many more violations. 

 
By their conservative estimate, they found that “Consistent results over three very different climatic 
years demonstrate that cattle grazing does result in a negative impact on water quality in the Sierra 
Nevada. High levels of indicator bacteria were regularly found after cattle presence in high elevation 
mountain areas. More than 150 individual violations of California’s regulatory water quality standard for 
bacteria were documented by sampling a very limited number of possible sites.” (Myers and Whited 
2012, p. 834).  
 
Clearly, there are numerous issues related to the Roche et al. (2013) study.  To simply report these 
results and say there is controversy about the issue leads a less informed reader to think that in the view 
of the Forest Service the results more or less stand.  A more appropriate reporting of information would 
be to include in detail the results from both studies and identify how their assumptions, results and 
conclusions differ.  We ask that you revise the text referring to studies present an objective and thorough 
accounting of the issue. 
 
The sediment yield table (Draft Forest Assessment, p. 43) uses FS Pacific Southwest Region data for 
wildfires, vegetation management, and livestock grazing representing a bioregional trend, it is not a 
trend that is specific to the Sierra National Forest. If current sedimentation rates for wildfires, vegetation 
management, and livestock grazing are unknown on the SNF it should be identified in the information 
gap section for soils on p. 50 of the SNF Assessment.  
 
The assessment should summarize Animal Unit Month trends on the SNF (increasing, decreasing, 
static), the location of grazing allotments as they relate to water: including streams, meadows and 
springs to better understand sources of sediment and water quality impairment.  The brief mention of 
streams on the 303(d) list did not include discussion on which pollutants caused the water quality 
impairment and which activities are likely responsible (p. 46).  
 
Discussion on soil sustainability (p. 48) is lacking the full account of drivers and stressors on soil.  The 
focus is on dense vegetation and high intensity fire which can be a stressor on soils and cause increases 
in sedimentation; however, there are additional stressors including grazing that can degrade ecological 
sustainability of soils. We suggest a full account of drivers and stressor on soil include discussion on 
grazing.   
 
The table representing characteristics of sustainability (p. 49) does summary grazing pressure on soils. 
We suggest additional rows be added to this table include a characteristic, condition, and trend for 
significant soil erosion, soil compaction, and water contamination of fecal coliform from livestock 
grazing.  
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 B. Changes to the Forest Plan to Improve Resource Conditions 
 
A recurring theme in this chapter is the negative consequence of fire suppression.  To address these 
concerns, we recommend a significant increase in the use of managed fire.  Please refer to our comments 
on Chapter 3 for recommendations on how to increase the use of managed fire in order to re-establish an 
appropriate fire regime and to ensure the ecological integrity of the affected ecosystems.   
 
IV. Chapter 3: Assessing System Drivers and Stressors  
 

A. Information that is missing 
 

1) Climate Change 
 
We were pleased to see that the assessment mentions climate change in multiple contexts, including as a 
threat to ecological integrity, to special habitats, to multiple at-risk species, and other resources. 
However, the discussion of climate change is, in most cases, broad, general, and speculative, and lacks 
supporting references.  Page 14 describes climate change as an “uncertainty,” which misrepresents the 
scientific consensus about the reality of climate warming; while there are indeed uncertainties associated 
with climate change impacts, these would be better discussed in the discussion of specific effects, rather 
than giving climate change an overall status as “uncertain.” There are multiple other instances in the 
document where climate change is discussed as an “uncertain” or “unknown.”  In addition, the mentions 
of climate change in the document are usually limited to lists of stressors, such as this one on p. 26: 
“[Sequoia groves] are impacted by fire exclusion, climate change, insects and disease, air pollution, and 
recreation.”  These very general references are not sufficient to give the reader a clear picture of the 
threat posed by climate change, let alone to allow consideration of how adaptation options might be 
developed and implemented. 
 
The assessment would benefit from a fuller and more science-based elaboration of climate change 
projections in the region, and their potential impact on the assessment topics.  For instance, the 
assessment states: “Schwartz et al. (2013) evaluated future climate exposure to vegetation using 
downscaled climate projections for the southern Sierra Nevada, including the Sierra and Sequoia 
National Forests.  Their results indicate a high proportion of all terrestrial ecosystems will be 
moderately, highly, or extremely vulnerable to future climate by the end of the century.” (p. 22).  A 
more detailed summary of this research is needed, including elaboration about the projections used, the 
results, and the management implications.  
 
Furthermore, the assessment would be improved considerably by the inclusion of a broader range of 
climate change impacts within each topic area.  For instance, one effect of climate change is an increase 
in the incidence of extreme precipitation events, which has already been documented and projected to 
continue to increase (USGCRP 20095).  The assessment discusses high intensity precipitation in the 
context of landslide hazard, but does not mention it in discussions of aquatic biodiversity, at-risk 
species, water quality, infrastructure, or other places where it is clearly relevant. 
 

                                                
5 Karl, T. R., J. M. Melillo and T. C. Peterson, 2009, Global Climate Change Impacts in the United 
States, National Science and Technology Council, Cambridge University Press.	  
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In short, the assessment could be much more thorough and specific about what is known and projected 
about the different ways that climate change will affect forest resources, through increased temperatures, 
changing seasonal patterns, severe precipitation events, etc., and about the full range of species, habitat, 
and human impacts that these changes will very likely have within the Sierra National Forest. 
 

2) Fire  
 
We are concerned that the system and driver section does not adequately represent the current condition 
of the landscape on the SNFand therefore the trends that are identified are misrepresented.  This 
misrepresentation of the current condition of the can suggest to readers that managed fire is not the 
appropriate tool for achieving restoration.  The appropriate characterization of fire as a driver of the 
ecosystems is important for identification of the need to change the current forest plan to allow more 
flexibility in managing fire for restoration.  
 
The analysis and map illustrating departure from a reference condition class (p. 54-55) do not appear to 
take into account how recent treatments (e.g., managed fire or mechanical treatments) have changed the 
landscape.  For instance, the area south of Shaver Lake has had a significant burn program and several 
logging projects since 2004, yet these areas are ranked among the most departed class.  In reality, this 
area is not as far from overall desired condition as the map on page 55 suggests.  We are also aware of 
treatments on the Bass Lake Ranger District that have likely changed the degree to which the current 
condition is actually departed from the reference condition class.  The analysis and map depicting 
resiliency (p. 56-57) appear to have the same problem.  The treated areas or areas affected by managed 
fire do not seem to have been included in the data set.  We ask that all mechanical treatment with 
decisions and all fire projects that have been implemented including fires that have been managed for 
resource benefit be modeled as completed in these analyses presented in the assessment. 
 
The forest assessment needs to include an analysis of the efficacy of fuels treatments, including 
prescribed fire, fires managed for resource benefit and mechanical treatments completed since the forest 
was last amended, i.e., since 2001 or 2004.  The forest assessment (p. 58 and 66) states that, “A more 
detailed assessment of current conditions in the WUI is not possible at this time because there is no 
single database of fire hazard and community protection treatment projects or conditions.”  We do not 
agree with this conclusion since data is available for projects undertaken on the Sierra National Forest.  
In the table below, we collected information presented in the “monitoring Accomplishment Report” 
completed annually 2004 through 2012. 
 
As can be noted from the information above, data was not reported for the years 2004 to 2007 for the 
SNF.  During the period 2008 to 2012, about 61,000 acres were treated and 49 percent were in the 
wildland urban interface (WUI).  The forest plan was amended in 2004 to specifically direct the strategic 
placement of fuel treatments in order to modify fire behavior and reduce the risk of undesirable effects 
from wildfire.  The forest assessment needs to evaluate fuel treatments to determine if they are achieving 
this purpose.  Such an analysis can only be completed if the data being used incorporates the area that 
has been treated. 
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Table 4.  Acres of fuel treatment on the SNFcompared to national forests within the scope of the Sierra 
Nevada forest Plan Amendment.  Data complied from annual reports 

(http://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/r5/landmanagement/planning/?cid=STELPRDB5349922). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The statement on p. 56 should be rewritten to account for fire suppression (revisions provided in bold, 
underline and strikeout): 

 
Total area burned annually is far below historic levels (Stephens et al. 2007, North et al. 2012). Fire 
suppression, coupled with historical logging and reforestation, has resulted in denser, more uniform 
forests and shrubfields (SNEP 1996, Collins and Skinner 2013).  These management conditions in turn 
have resulted to more uniform, high severity fires (van Wagtendonk and Fites-Kaufman 2006, Miller et 
al. 2009, Collins and Stephens 2010, Miller and Safford 2012). 
 

The statement on p. 50 should be rewritten because it assumes that fire is no longer a part of our system 
and this is incorrect (revisions provided in bold, underline and strikeout).  
 

For example, fire used to and can plays an important role by keeping understory plants at lower levels 
and thinning understory trees. It used to and can creates variation in habitat, which is important for 
biodiversity. In these ways, it is a “driver” of ecosystem condition. Fire is also considered a stressor 
when it is large, uniform, of high severity and outside the natural range of variation.  
 

The following statement from p. 56 is missing a word at the end of the sentence (revision in bold and 
underlined). 
 

For forests, a high level of tree mortality would likely occur. 
 

The statement on p. 59 has a grammatical error and a change in the citation.  
 

The combination of accumulated vegetation and fuels in the wildlands with increased population is 
contributes to increasing threats to communities, as well as increased fire management costs throughout 
the western United States (California Forest and Range Assessment 2010, Toman et al. 2012, Cohesive 
Strategy 2013, Ecological Restoration Institute Initiative 2013). 
 

Year Sierra NF SN Bioregion 
Fuel 

Treatments 
WUI 

(acres) 
Proportion 

WUI 
Treated 

Fuel 
Treatments 

WUI 
(acres) 

Proportion 
WUI 

Treated 

2004 ND ND ND 169,190 84,595 50% 
2005 ND ND ND 67,014 32,167 48% 
2006 ND ND ND 53,468 28,338 53% 
2007 ND 1,241 ND 99,942 24,124 24% 
2008 16,950 7,458 44% 119,584 38,267 32% 
2009 13,787 4,274 31% 131,203 53,093 40% 
2010 9,645 4,514 47% 106,426 35,211 33% 
2011 6,691 4,951 74% 98,151 40,183 45% 
2012 13,861 8,455 61% 69,274 30,565 44% 

2007 to 2012 ND 30,893 ND 624,580 221,443 35% 
2008 to 2012 60,934 29,652 49% 524,638 197,319 38% 
All Years ND ND ND 914,252 366,543 40% 
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The last sentence explaining the treatment area graph on (p. 61-62) is unclear. Please review this and clarify 
how many acres were biomass, thinning, thinning by prescribed fire, prescribed fire, managed wildfire for 
resource benefit, or wildfire. 
 
The forest assessment (p. 61-62) compares the potential need for restoration to the area treated since 
2001.  We believe that there are several ways that this analysis underestimates the area treated.  First, the 
text on page 61 indicates, “The size of the area treated since 2001 is slightly less than 40,000 acres,” and 
the graph on page 62 indicates that “all treatments (since 2001)” total about 28,000 acres.  These values 
are significantly less than the total of 60,934 acres reported in the forest monitoring report for the period 
2008 to 2012 and noted in Table 2, above.  The values reported in the forest monitoring reports should 
be included in the forest assessment and the differences in the area treated should be explained.  
Additionally, the white paper by Silvas-Bellanca (2011)6 summarized the FACTs database for the 
SNFfrom 2000-2008 for prescribed fire and fires managed for resource benefit.  Reported 
accomplishments on the SNFare 7,651.5 acres for prescribed fire and 14,312.25 acres for fires managed 
for resource benefit, sum of 21,963.75 acres of treated land on the forest. Clearly, with an additional 5 
years of accomplishments reports from fire alone would show an increase in acres treated. The numbers 
reported in the forest assessment do not seem to take this into account.  Second, we believe this analysis 
underestimates the areas available for restoration and appears to be biased towards reporting areas 
suitable for mechanical treatment since this analysis appears to be based on the assumption that areas 
with slopes greater than 40% slope would not be treated.  Such areas are in significant need of 
management (see for example locations of recent wildfire ignitions from the American, Aspen and Rim 
fires in steep canyons), yet the ability to treat these areas mechanically is limited by the forest type (e.g., 
hardwood) or the ability to access steep areas with mechanical equipment.  Managed fire, e.g., use of 
fire and prescribed burning to achieve ecological benefits should be considered in such areas and 
displayed in this graph as potential treatment areas. 
 
Furthermore, it should be made clear that managed fire may be the only feasible treatment option in 
some areas due to vegetative conditions or geography.  Additionally, we would like further clarity on the 
suitable land designations for the graph.  Mainly information on how the graph was complied and how 
the designations are broken down and we would like to know if the areas that would be deemed 
“inoperable” from mechanical means (due to topographic constraints for machine operability) were 
included in these area.  Futhermore, the graph on page 63 is an incomplete picture of the work being 
done at the Regional Office and PSW.  This effort (Acres Available for Fire and Mechanical Treatment) 
highlights several metrics including (1000 feet from a road, 40 percent slopes, roadless designation, and 
wilderness) that constrain or lower the likelihood for mechanical treatment options.  These reasonable 
designations define a decision space for land managers to develop a more robust fire program to address 
fuels and gain ecological benefit from an expanded managed fire program.  Given factors mentioned in 
the Bioregional Assessment and Draft Forest Assessment such as, climate change, increased high 
severity fire, expanded fire seasons, and the impacts of fire suppression the Draft Forest Assessment 
should use the information currently crafted and displayed by the Regional working group (Phil 
Bowden, Don Yasuda, Jay Miller) developing this issues with Malcolm North at PSW.  This information 
will help explain the current condition and trends of the SNFin terms of acres likely available for 
mechanical treatments and acres likely available for managed fire.   
 
The discussion on reasons for limited restoration (SNF Forest Assessment, p. 63) is incomplete and only 
                                                
6http://www.sierraforestlegacy.org/Resources/Conservation/FireForestEcology/FireScienceResearch/FuelsManagement/FM-
SFLFireWhitePaper2011.pdf 
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outlines few factors that influence the backlog of acres across the SNFneeding restoration treatments.  
From our work to understand the barriers in restoration, particularly restoration of fire regimes in the 
Sierra Nevada, we have found that lack of qualified staff, and particularly lack of adequate staff during 
burning season to allow for project implementation, should be included and assessed in this section.  The 
barriers in restoration warrant an in-depth discussion in the forest assessment because this will influence 
and inform the need for change within the existing forest plan.  
 

3) Insects and pathogens 
 
There is no bioregional or SNF specific data presented to support claims in the forest assessment that 
insects and pathogens are a stressor on this landscape.  As stated in Chapter 1 (p. 26): 
 

“Snags are especially variable in distribution with some patches containing large numbers from 
recent wildfires or where insects or disease killed groups of trees and other areas containing 
few dead trees.”  (Emphasis added.) 

 
In this context, the work of insects and pathogens to create snags and trees with wildlife features are 
ecologically beneficial.  For example, the platforms created by mistletoe brooms are important nesting 
and resting sites for some animals, and patches of snags resulting from density induced mortality 
provide sites for beetle infestation that provide prey to foraging woodpeckers and other wildlife.  
Especially in the face of limited fire (managed or wildfire) that could create snags and density induced 
mortality; insects and pathogens have become an important driver or process that create snags.  
Presently, the levels of large snags are lower than historic conditions (SNF Forest Assessment, p. 26); 
density induced mortality and the effects of insects and pathogens are processes that can support the 
generation of such snags.  The standard silvicultural paradigm that limits the loss of fiber to insects and 
pathogens needs to be revised to address the benefits that such processes provide to creating and 
supporting beneficial habitat elements in forested stands.   
 
In the new paradigm of ecological restoration promoted by Region 5, it is now critical to develop 
estimates of beneficial disease and insect levels that acknowledge the benefit of episodic events in the 
creation of wildlife food sources and habitat structures.  Given the characterization of beneficial levels 
of these agents, one can evaluate the environmental settings that may produce undesirable levels and 
develop measures to limit these agents 
 
With this in mind, we ask that you provide data to support the following claim in the forest assessment 
(p. 65): 
 
 
 
 
 
 
We also ask that you address the following information presented in the forest assessment and elsewhere 
that is contrary to this finding: 
 

Hardwoods (Merriman 2013, draft natural range of variability report): This report indicates that 
there is no information on which to base an estimate of the natural variation for insects and 
disease in hardwoods (p. 24).  Furthermore, introduced insects and disease (i.e., sudden oak 

Characteristic  Condition  Trend  
Area affected by insects and 
pathogens beyond natural 
range  

Mostly outside of natural range. 
Dense forests and climate 
change increase susceptibility 
to large outbreaks.  

Continued. Restoration far 
below rates needed to restore. 
Climate change will make 
worse  
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death and gold spotted oak borer) are the only species noted as being outside the NRV since they 
are introduced species (p. 28). 
 
Yellow pine and mixed-conifer (Safford 2013, draft natural range of variability report):  Table 11 
(p. 120) indicates that it is unknown whether insects and pathogens are outside the natural range 
of variability. 
 
Red fir (Meyers 2013, draft natural range of variability report):  Table 12 (p. 54) indicated that 
red fir was “Generally within NRV.”   
 
Subalpine zone and white bark pine (SNF Forest Assessment, p. 81): “Current information 
suggests that white pine blister rust disease is not a prevalent risk on the Sierra NF to the degree 
it is in other parts of the Sierra Nevada (Maloney 2011).  Similarly, a small amount of mortality 
from mountain pine beetle has been observed in the Sierra NF, but not at significant levels 
(Maloney 2011).” 

 
Increasingly, “forest health” and the threat of insects and pathogens are used as reasons to conduct 
extensive mechanical treatment and to assert, as was done in the forest assessment, that the current space 
and scale of restoration treatments is insufficient to manage the “threat.”  We ask that the forest 
assessment provide data to support any claims made about the threat of insects and pathogens that are 
specific to the SNF with a particular attention to the scale and extent of the concern.  We also ask that 
the beneficial actions of density-induced mortality, insects and pathogens be recognized and integrated 
into any evaluation of “threat.”  
   
 B. Comments on the Conclusion Section 
 
The conclusions of Drivers and Stressor in the assessment is missing key conclusions about the need for 
more fire to achieve the pace and scale of restoration that is needed on the SNFand the Bioregion.  More 
discussion and integration on the need for more fire as a key “driver” of the system needs to be 
presented in Chapter 3 as well as woven through Chapters 1 and 2.  
 
 C. Changes to the Forest Plan to Improve Resource Conditions 
 
A summary of the changes that need to occur to the forest plan is summarized below.  Full discussion on 
improving forest plan can be reviewed in National Forests in the Sierra Nevada: A Conservation 
Strategy (Britting et al. 2012), Restoring Fire as an Ecological Process 
http://www.sierraforestlegacy.org/Resources/Conservation/Biodiversity/ConservationStrategy/IV_A_Re
storing%20Fire%20as%20Ecological%20Process.pdf 
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Table 5. Examples of changes needed in forest plan and policy to support the use of increased fire 

management. 

 
V. Chapter 4: Carbon 
 

A. Information that is missing 
 
The word “carbon” does not occur in the 2004 Sierra Nevada Forest Plan Amendment Appeal Decision. 
It is reassuring that the element that makes up about 50 percent by weight of the organic material in the 
Sierra Nevada receives an entire chapter Draft Forest Assessment, and because of carbon’s importance 
in the matter of climate change. 
 
One form of carbon not considered in adequate detail is charcoal, which is, very generally, made up of 
about 80 percent pure carbon.  Charcoal is important partly because it is one product of fire-adapted 
ecosystems.  With each successive fire, charcoal is laid down on the soil as a result of incomplete 
burning of woody biomass.  Great quantities of charcoal are also present in snags and down wood that 
remain after fires and even in trees that survive fire but are scarred by it.  More than 100 years of fire 
suppression and management activities (salvage logging following fires and grazing) have greatly 
reduced the production of charcoal in Sierra Nevada forests and meadows.  Charcoal does not oxidize as 
readily as non-charcoal forms of carbon, but it still reacts with oxygen and other elements to form 
various compounds and is thus gradually removed in its pure form from the ecosystem.  So it behooves 

                                                
7	  We define managed fire as any ignition, i.e., intentional, planned, human-caused, or naturally-caused, that is managed for 
ecological benefit.	  

Condition Change in 
Practice 

Examples of Changes to Forest Plan and 
Policy to Support Practice 

Lack of periodic 
fire  

Increase use of 
managed fire7 

Change objectives/strategies to emphasize use of managed 
fire of all types; set targets for the accomplishment of 
managed fire 

Allow use of managed fire in nearly all land allocations (i.e., 
change suitability of use for this practice) and allow for 
areas that are in need of mechanical treatments (due to 
density related issues or human and safety concerns) to 
moved into a land use for managing fire upon completion 
of treatment (see North et al. 2012 for more discussion) 

Include assessment of land area that is suitable for mechanical 
treatment, managing fire, or both (<40% slope for machine 
operability, >40% slope and/or within Wilderness and 
Roadless areas) 

Revise limitations in den buffer allocation to provide greater 
latitude to use managed fire 

Limit post-fire salvage to that necessary to address public 
health and safety 

 
For additional recommendations see Structural Diversity of 
Forest and Adjacent Habitats and Restoring Fire as an 
Ecological Process (in Britting et al. 2012) 
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us to study the effects of reduced production of charcoal in fire-adapted ecosystems, like the forests and 
chaparral of the Sierra Nevada.   
 
The Draft Forest Assessment considers carbon as a means of carbon sequestration, but does not consider 
other potential contributions carbon as charcoal might make to Sierra Nevada ecosystems.  As an 
example, the contributions of charcoal to forest nutrient cycles (Lehmann and Joseph 2012 and Pingree 
et al. 2012).  
 
VI.  Chapter 5: At-Risk Species 
 
 A. Information that is missing 
 
As noted in our comments on Chapter 1: Ecological Integrity, we ask that the linkage between 
ecosystems, and their conditions, evaluated in Chapter 1 be clearly linked to the necessary habitat 
components for the at-risk species included in Chapter 5.  This information is fundamental to the 
determination that the ecosystem approach is sufficient to meet the needs of at-risk species and to 
support the design of species-specific plan components, where needed.    
 
This chapter should also provide information on species trends that relate to both the plan area and 
regional status.  In fact, the draft directives state that when evaluating the status of at-risk species: 
“Conduct the evaluation at the scale of biological populations.  If the appropriate scale for the evaluation 
extends outside the plan area, consider effects of other land ownerships and actions outside of NFS 
lands” (FSH 1919.12, 12.55). We are aware that there has been a substantial amount of monitoring for 
at-risk species at the forest and regional level, but find that those results are not presented in either the 
forest assessment, the forest WIKI chapter or in the bioregional assessment.  As we noted in our 
comments on the bioregional assessment, this omission of information is particularly troubling since 
many of the resource conflicts over the past years have been focused on the tension between providing 
sufficient habitat for species at-risk versus the pursuit of other management objectives (e.g., logging, 
grazing, fuels management).  It is not possible to resolve resource conflicts if the information is not 
provided in the assessment.   
 
We are also troubled by the statement in Chapter 5 (p.51), “The full suite of readily available 
information relevant to at-risk species will be considered when developing and evaluating plan 
components throughout plan revision.”  Assessments must consider all relevant information that is 
publicly available at the time the assessment is prepared.  The forest assessment is the time to complete 
the evaluation and summarize all the available data.  The purpose is to disclose the condition and trend 
now as the foundation for evaluating the existing forest plan.  We ask that the final SNF assessment be 
revised to provide all the information needed to evaluate the existing plan and revise the future plan, if 
needed.  We have developed species accounts for a number of the potential species.  We recommend 
that information from those accounts be included in the forest assessment:  Appendix A: Species 
Assessments and Conservation Measures (Britting et al. 2012) 
(http://www.sierraforestlegacy.org/Resources/Conservation/Biodiversity/ConservationStrategy/Appendi
x%20A%20Species%20Revised.pdf). 
 
Lastly, as we noted earlier in these comments, there is no information provided to evaluate how the 
existing forest plan has influenced the current conditions.  Nor does the assessment contain clear 
projections of future viability and other conservation standards for at-risk species under the current plan 
components.  For the reasons mentioned above, this information is critical to the evaluation of the need 
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to change the forest plan.  We also found that there was little mention of monitoring results completed 
on species affected by the forest plans.  We are aware that a significant investment has been made in 
monitoring species and expect those results should be relevant to this assessment.     
 
We also have the following specific comments on the species accounts and characterizations: 
 
 Yosemite toad 
 
p. 73: The information on status presented here is for the range.  The status on the SNF should also be 
provided, e.g., change in numbers of occupied meadows and changes in occurrence numbers, and 
numbers of individuals per occurrence.  
 
p. 74: Additional risk factors to include for Yosemite toad are small population size and drying of 
meadow habitats due to effects of associated roads and trails.  
 
 Fisher 
 
p. 78: Naney et al. (2012) identified high severity wildfire as a threat to fisher.  However, it remains to 
be addressed how the fisher population on the Kern Plateau has managed to sustain its population in 
areas that were affected by the McNally Fire – consisting of 38% moderate and 28% high severity fire 
effects.  A closer examination of fisher in this area is warranted and may well provide insights on how 
fishers use burned landscapes (severely or otherwise).   
 
p. 78: Small populations, as noted by Naney et al. (2012) should be added as a risk factor.  This factor 
was considered the most important in that review and explains to a large degree why evaluations of cost-
benefit of treatment to reduce fire risk must be carefully consider, i.e., the risk of a fire occurring has a 
low probability, but the likelihood of reducing habitat quality with fuels treatment is fairly certain.  This 
trade-off can become an acute problem with a small population.  Such a cost-benefit analysis was the 
basis of the work undertaken by Spencer et al. (2008).   
 
p. 78:  Add increased predation (Bobcats and other species) as a significant threat to fishers (Thompson-
KRP Fisher Research, SNAMP Fisher Research, Fisher Working Group).    
 
 Northern Goshawk 
 
p. 84: Salvage logging (fire, insect or other types) should be included as a risk factor. 
 
 Mount Pinos Sooty Grouse 
 
P. 84:  Logging (green tree and salvage) should be included as a risk factor. 
 
 Great Gray Owl 
 
P. 84: Complex forest-meadow edges should be included as a key ecological factor, and identification of 
habitat loss due to timber harvest as a key risk to species. 
 
 Summary of Key Ecological Conditions 
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p. 85:  The statement about trends and livestock grazing should be revised to state: 
 

Despite the decrease in the number of livestock grazing since the 1960s, drying remains an 
issue with some meadows.  

 
 B. Comments on the Conclusion Section 
 
This section mentions the association of some at-risk species with “a few key ecosystems such as: 
mature forests; aquatic, riparian and meadow systems; and gabbro or serpentine soils” and notes that 
“some key ecosystem components such as: snags, down logs, riparian vegetation, and shrub fields are 
important for several at-risk species.”  This is the type of information that needs to be developed more 
fully in Chapter 5 and linked to the evaluation of the trends and conditions of these habitat types and 
elements in Chapter 1, 2 and 3.  In fact, the draft directives clearly state that ecological integrity 
assessments consider the geographic range, habitats and necessary ecological conditions for at-risk 
species when determining target ecosystems and key ecosystem characteristics (FSH 1909.12, 12.12, 
12.13, 12.14).  
 
 C. Changes to the Forest Plan to Improve Resource Conditions 
 
We evaluated the status of a variety of species, including the risks posed by the existing forest plan.  
This information is contained in National Forest in the Sierra Nevada: A Conservation Strategy, 
Appendix A: Species Assessments and Conservation Measures (Britting et al. 2012) 
(http://www.sierraforestlegacy.org/Resources/Conservation/Biodiversity/ConservationStrategy/Appendi
x%20A%20Species%20Revised.pdf).  We found that for a number of at-risk species on the SNF, the 
existing forest plan did not adequately provided for species needs.  The complete recommendations on 
aspects of the forest plan that we believe should be changed is noted in Appendix A; however, in the 
table below, we provide examples for some of the species that occur on the SNF. 
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Table 6.  At-risk species for which changes to the current forest plan should be made.  This table 
includes examples of recommended changes to the forest plan to improve conservation outcomes for 
these species.  These examples and additional recommendations are located in Appendix A: Species 

Assessments and Conservation Measures (Britting et al. 2012) 
(http://www.sierraforestlegacy.org/Resources/Conservation/Biodiversity/ConservationStrategy/Appendi

x%20A%20Species%20Revised.pdf). 
 

Condition Objective Examples of Changes to Forest Plan and 
Policy to Support Practice 

California spotted owl: 
declining population 

Reduce likelihood 
of nest 
abandonment  

Provide guidelines to protect owl habitat with high 
canopy and large diameter trees (CWHR 5D) 

Limit amount of vegetation management within 
Protected Activity Centers. 

Establish as a priority the conservation of owl habitat 
outside of areas close to communities.   

Fisher: small 
population 

Limit habitat 
degradation  

Define objectives for use fire in constrained travel 
corridors to achieve low severity fire effects and to 
avoid stand-replacing effects. 

Reestablish and enhance patches of lush layered ground 
vegetation, snags, and fallen logs to provide 
conditions for abundant prey. 

Adopt marking guidelines to achieve retention of 
structures important for resting, denning, and hiding 
cover from predators.   

Marten: low 
population numbers 

Retain and recruit 
large structures for 
denning and resting 

Retain all available den and rest structures, including 
large snags, downed logs in decay classes 1 and 2, 
large standing boles, cavities in large trees, within the 
elevational range for marten and outside the 
Community Zone (0.25 mile buffer around 
communities and infrastructure).   

Adopt marking prescriptions that clearly retain important 
habitat structure for marten per corresponding 
objective above. 

Avoid post-disturbance logging in marten habitat. 
Yosemite toad: low 
population numbers 

Reduce likelihood 
of loss for all life 
stages 

Design activities in uplands areas that may support 
Yosemite toad to avoid disrupting habitat and killing 
toads during times when Yosemite toads are most 
likely to be migrating. 

Eliminate livestock grazing in the entire meadow system 
for meadows occupied by the Yosemite toad. 

Delineate a Yosemite toad land allocation that includes 
all occupied meadows, logical connecting habitat 
among meadow, and include habitat that may not be 
consistently occupied. Use suitability models to 
support the delineation.  

Willow flycatcher: 
declining population 

Reduce predation 
pressure 

Keep new developments that attract cowbirds and other 
nest predators, such as pack stations and 
campgrounds, away from riparian areas to minimize 
the impacts of the cowbirds on willow flycatchers.  

Maintain standing water in meadow systems to limit 
ability of predators to access nests established in 
willow thickets. 
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Black-backed 
woodpecker: Small 
populations with 
episodic increases 

Provide for 
episodic elements 
at the right pace 
and scale 

Protect important black-backed woodpecker habitat from 
post-fire logging by retaining patches of dense, burned 
conifer trees (9”dbh or greater) occurring in 
contiguous patches of 5 acres or greater. Also retain 
the highest densities of the largest trees to support 
foraging, except where human life and property are at 
risk.  

Use prescribed fire, especially with mixed-severity 
effects, to create black-backed woodpecker habitat 
that is well distributed across the landscape, especially 
in areas that have not experienced wildfire recently. 

Retain snags and dense patches of conifers in green 
forests during forest thinning to allow tree mortality 
and support black-backed woodpecker population 
persistence between wildfire events. 

Great gray owl: low 
population numbers 

Limit habitat 
degradation 

Exclude meadows associated with great gray owl PACs 
from grazing allotments and fence if necessary to 
exclude cattle. If grazing must occur, maintain stubble 
heights at a minimum of 12,” measured at the end of 
the grazing season, and avoid grazing in the meadow 
prior to September.  

Maintain 70-100 percent canopy closure in the forested 
areas of the nest sites. 

 
VII. Chapter 6: Assessing Social, Cultural and Economic Conditions 
 

A. Information that is missing  

Page 90 states,  “In addition, procedures to ensure appropriate regulatory oversight, provided by the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service and NOAA Fisheries, are factored into project level planning when federally 
listed species could be affected.  This can impact the rate and pace for designing and implementing 
projects aimed at ecological restoration.”  This view suggests that ecological restoration and project 
level planning does not include maintenance and restoration of biodiversity.  This thinking needs to 
change throughout this chapter and elsewhere.  Regulatory oversight exists to insure that biodiversity 
remains a key factor in the restoration vision that includes more than vegetation.  The draft Forest 
Assessment needs to include information on the social, economic and ecological desire to insure 
biodiversity is maintained at high levels on the Sierra National Forest.  This is why society created the 
US Fish and Wildlife Service, CA Dept. Fish and Wildlife and NOAA Fisheries. 
 
Page 102 states, “For example, in 1990 nearly 850,000 acres were irrigated by the Friant diversions 
accounting for almost $2 billion in revenue (Bureau of Reclamation 2013).  Conversely, recent 
environmental restrictions and drought have caused water shortages that have cost the San Joaquin 
Valley 6,000 jobs and $170 million in employee compensation (Michael 2009).”  This view suggests 
that the water allocations from Friant diversions historically were socially and ecologically appropriate 
or sustainable.  They were not.  Those water diversions de-watered the San Joaquin River to the extent 
that it destroyed the significant salmon fishery that existed there prior to dam construction.  The draft 
Forest Assessment needs to present and evaluate the social, economic and ecological impacts of the 
destruction of that fishery community to the local and regional economy, to Native Americans who 
utilized that resource and to the sport fishing community.  Also important is the significant ecological 
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services related to salmon movement through the aquatic system and their upstream benefits to the 
ecosystem that have been lost. 
 
Page 101 states,  “Currently, the Sierra NF provides timber for three remaining sawmills: Sierra Forest 
Products in Terra Bella, California, and Sierra Pacific Industries in Chinese Camp, California and 
Standard, California.  The Terra Bella mill is the last remaining mill south of Yosemite in California.”  
There needs to be an added discussion on how competition from outside the SNFAssessment Area can 
impact the Sierra Forest Products mill in Terra Bella. Competition can be an asset and threat; both 
should be discussed and evaluated.  The working relationship the Dinkey Collaborative has with the 
local mill owners, who are actively involved in the Dinkey Collaborative work, is threatened by 
sawmills to the North that are outside the Sierra NF Assessment Area.  Also missing is a discussion of 
the small contractor in Auberry who has bid successfully on the KREW and East Fork projects in the 
Sierra NF Assessment Area.  
 
 Forest Service Spending (p. 103)  
 
Information needs to added regarding the additional revenue from (and due to the existence of) the 
Dinkey Collaborative, both the matching funds and contributions from partner groups in the 
Collaborative and increased funding from Regional and National funding shifts that support the Dinkey 
Collaborative’s work.  
 
VIII. Chapter 8: Multiple Uses – Range 
 

A. Information that’s missing 
 
As stated in the Ecological Integrity section of this letter (p. 6), we are deeply concerned with the lack of 
assessment of the trends and conditions of meadows and the data presented from Roche et al. 2012 on the 
assumptions for impacts from grazing on soils in Chapter 2 of the forest assessment as discussed above (p. 11). 
Further, the lack of integration between Chapters 1, 2 and 8 for assessment on condition of meadows on the 
SNFis underdeveloped.  
 
We are unclear on the purpose of the graphs in the meadow section of the assessment (p. 127-129). Both the 
wetland index and frequency distribution graphs are not discussed in detail in the assessment. The assessment 
needs to address the following questions to fully develop this section.  

1) What is the wetland index graph (p. 127) telling us about the condition and trends of the 
meadows? 

2) Are the 60 plots referenced in the assessment the same for both the wetland index graph and 
frequency distribution graph?  

3) How does the wetland rating and distribution graphs correspond to the functionality of the 
meadows?  

 
B. Comment on the conclusion section  

 
We are concerned that meadow trends and conditions are not adequately summarized in this section and at the 
lack of integration on effects of grazing on meadows from Chapter 1 and 2.  The assessment on meadows 
referred to in the conclusion should be evaluated when available and integrated in Chapters 1 and 2.  
 

C. Changes to the Forest Plan to Improve Resource Conditions 
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A summary of the changes that need to occur to the forest plan is summarized below.  We incorporate 
by reference some discussion on improving forest plans in National Forests in the Sierra Nevada: A 
Conservation Strategy (Britting et al. 2012), Restore and Maintain Aquatic Ecosystems 
http://www.sierraforestlegacy.org/Resources/Conservation/Biodiversity/ConservationStrategy/IV_D_Re
store%20and%20Maintain%20Aquatic%20Ecosystems.pdf. 
 

Table 7.  Meadow conditions for which changes to the current forest plan should be made.  This table 
includes examples of recommended changes to the forest plan to improve meadow conservation.  These 

examples and additional recommendations are located in Appendix A: Species Assessments and 
Conservation Measures (Britting et al. 2012).  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Condition Change in 
Practice 

Examples of Changes to Forest Plan and 
Policy to Support Practice 

Overgrazing in 
meadows  

Reduction in 
impacts of grazing 
on meadows 

Suspend grazing in RCAs that contain perennial saturated 
meadows with non-cohesive soils that only contain shrubs, 
grasses, and forbs. Prevent grazing in seeps, springs, fens, 
and other unique wetted areas 

Permit grazing only where livestock can be prevented through 
fencing or other means, from entering riparian and wet 
meadow areas that are off limits to grazing 

Development of ecological objectives for allotment 
management and landscape analysis, until such standards 
limit grazing and packstock we suggest the following:  

• 40% utilization for upland areas in good 
condition 

• 20% utilization for upland areas in poor condition 
• 5” stubble height for meadows and riparian in 

good condition 
• 7” stubble height for meadows and riparian in 

poor condition 
• 5% max annual utilization on new growth  
• 15% max annual utilization on new growth for 

highly palatable upland browse species 
• 5% limit on alteration of streambank 

Establishment of six water quality monitoring stations for E. 
Coli and other pathogens  
Restrict grazing in monitored areas where E. Coli or other 
pathogens persist 2 years of mitigation failure and where risk 
to public is present. 
 
For additional recommendations see Restore and Maintain 
Aquatic Ecosystems (in Britting et al. 2012) 
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VIV. Chapter 9: Recreation Settings, Opportunities and Access, and Scenic Character  
 
 A.  Information that’s missing 
 
We commend the SNFfor a relatively thorough discussion of the current condition and trends related to 
recreation and scenic character.  We offer a handful of comments below for your consideration as you 
finalize the Assessment. 
 

Developed Recreation 
 
In the Draft Assessment the Forest Service refers to the Recreation Facilities Analysis in the context of 
defining a recreational niche for the Sierra National Forest.  The Forest Service does not provide 
additional information on the findings in the Recreation Facilities Analysis, or, more generally, on the 
condition and sustainability of the developed facilities.  We recommend you add this information into 
the final assessment. 
 

Dispersed Recreation 
 
The description of dispersed recreation would be enhanced with a description of the condition of the 
dispersed recreational facilities and the management problems associated with dispersed recreation.  For 
instance, is dispersed recreation currently affecting the management objectives of niche areas or ROS 
areas? 
 

Special Uses 
 
It would be helpful if the Forest Service could add additional information to this section. Specifically, 
are there management problems with the special use permitting system that need to be addressed?  Is the 
need for special use permits, or particular types of special use permits, greater than supply or vise versa?  
Can the Forest Service meet the administrative burden, including monitoring permit conditions, 
adequately? 
 

Opportunities for cross-boundary recreational connections 
 
Include additional discussion of cross-boundary recreational opportunities.  For instance, are there 
proximal trail systems or regional trail corridors on nearby state or municipal public lands? Are there 
opportunities and does it make sense to enhance these types of opportunities to enable people in nearby 
communities to recreation in a more seamless way?  Similarly, is there a need for enhancing 
partnerships with community organizations, schools, etc. to build a stewardship and land ethic, and to 
enhance cross-jurisdictional opportunities? 
 

 
 
Recreational Access 

 
The condition, extent, adequacy, etc. of trail system is not adequately discussed.  This needs to be 
remedied given the importance of the trail system to the overall recreational experience.  This is 
especially critical as it relates to the motorized trail system that has the potential to impact forest 
resources and other users’ experiences.  
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 Public transit 
 
One approach to maintaining scenic character and recreational settings and creating quality recreational 
experiences is to facilitate public transit opportunities to and within national forests.  A few forests have 
established such opportunities – for example, the White River National Forest in the popular Maroon 
Bells area.  Is there an opportunity to create or enhance public transit to reduce car traffic and improve 
recreational settings and resource conditions?  Is there a way to integrate municipal transit with Forest 
Service recreational services (e.g., have buses stop at trailheads)?  As forest visitation continues to grow, 
public transit will become a more viable option. The Draft Forest Assessment acknowledges that the 
public has expressed a desire to see public transit (p. 158).  The assessment should explore whether this 
option makes sense for the SNFover the duration of the revised forest plan, and what would be required 
to set the ball in motion.  
 
X. Chapter 11: Infrastructure  
 
 A.  Information that’s missing 
 
The transportation/access system is a major determinant of where people go and the condition of forest 
resources.  The transportation system viewed in the cumulative is one of the most significant stressors to 
the forest.  It also provides significant benefit by providing access to recreational, commercial, and 
management activities.  For all these reasons, it deserves a more robust discussion in the assessment 
designed to inform the development of plan components that will meet regulatory requirements set forth 
in the planning rule.  These include ensuring a sustainable access system (36 CFR 219.10(b)(1)(i)), and 
restoring or maintaining ecological integrity of terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems and watersheds, water 
quality, air quality, and water resources (36 CFR 219.8(a)(1)).   
 
The Draft Forest Assessment lacks important information related to motorized route density, road-
induced hydrologic impacts, and wildlife impacts from roads (Forest Assessment, p. 196).  The planning 
rule requires that plan components provide for sustainable access ((36 CFR 219.10(b)(1)(i)).  The Draft 
Forest Assessment contains very little information on the ecological impacts of the SNFroad system 
(one paragraph on p. 169 related to BMPs, and a few paragraphs in Chapter 2).  It is well accepted that 
roads can adversely affect aquatic resources, wildlife, and wildlife habitat, especially if the roads are not 
well sited or maintained (Gucinski et al. 2000).  Given the regulatory requirements for sustainable 
access and ecological integrity, we do not think that the draft assessment provides nearly enough 
information to identify a need for change or inform plan components adequately.   
 
The Draft Forest Assessment lacks an estimate of the number of miles of illegal roads and trails, which, 
when added to the total mileage of authorized roads and trails, will give better estimate of actual road 
densities and the true nature of sediment loading from roads generally.  
 
 Aquatic Resources and Roads 
 
The only information provided in the forest assessment related to the impacts of roads on water 
resources is in Chapter 2 (p. 44-45) where the Forest Service explains that roads interfere with aquatic 
connectivity, and are a reason watersheds scored poorly in the 2010 Watershed Condition Framework 
assessment. 
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“The forest completed a Watershed Condition Assessment (USDA Forest Service 2010). 
Twenty-five watersheds were properly functioning or good (43 percent of forest drainage), 33 
watersheds were functional at risk (52 percent of forest drainage), and seven watersheds were 
defined as having impaired function (5 percent of forest drainage). Habitat fragmentation, flow 
alteration, exotic species, road density, and road proximity to water were the most common 
stressors affecting watersheds that were in less than good condition.” (Draft Forest Assessment, 
p. 44) 
 
“Alteration of flow paths from roads can affect meadow and wetland function, with the effects 
extending far beyond the area of the road itself (Hunsaker et al. 2013). A local study in the Kings 
River Experimental Watershed found that 13 percent of the road length in the study area allowed 
streams that they crossed to be connected on either side of the road. The Sierra NF works at the 
project scale to identify and reduce instances of roads blocking stream connectivity, but general 
principles for upgrading or decommissioning roads has been developed (Hunsaker et al. 2013).” 
(Draft Forest Assessment, p. 45) 

 
The Draft Forest Assessment does not provide any other information on the impacts of the SNFroad 
system on water resources. 
 
The SNFRoads Assessment (2005) provides considerably more information on aquatic impacts from the 
open roads network, and provides a lengthy description of how the roads system impacts water (Chapter 
4, Analysis of the Issues).  The section on water quality begins by saying: 
 

“The road network is one of the greatest sources of watershed impacts on the Sierra, due to 
sedimentation and alteration of natural hydrology.  Chronic stream sedimentation occurs from 
erosion of road surfaces, cuts and fills.  By far the greatest impacts come from the portions of the 
road network that are hydrologically connected, that is those that due to location or road drainage 
characteristics provide a direct pathway for runoff to reach streams.  Roads that drain runoff onto 
hillsides where it infiltrates without reaching streams are a much lesser concern.  Hydrologically 
Connected Segments (HCS) are generally those that are insloped, have stream crossings and/or 
are located near streams and do not have drainage features that divert runoff onto hillsides.  
Unsurfaced roads contribute much more sediment than surfaced roads.” (Emphasis added, 
Chapter 4, p.1) 
 

The following page (p. 2) continues, “While the effects of roads on the hydrology of an area depend 
largely on local factors, road density is an indicator of the road system’s relative potential for modifying 
surface and subsurface hydrology; the higher the road density, the greater the risk of the road system 
affecting the hydrology.”  (Chapter 4, p. 2). 
 
Because road density is a recognized surrogate for road-induced aquatic risk, it is important that the 
forest assessment describe road densities across the National Forest and provide a sense of why densities 
are high.  For instance, it would be helpful to describe the maintenance levels and primary uses of roads 
in areas with high densities, and to describe the spatial relationship of areas with high road densities to 
erodible soils and steep topography.  When reporting road densities, we strongly urge that the 
assessment report motorized route density instead of open road density (as reported in the SNFRoads 
Assessment 2005) or even system road density.  Motorized route density (system roads and motorized 
trails) is a better metric of the ecological impact of the transportation system, since motorized trails are 
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often indistinguishable from maintenance level 2 roads and bring the same types of 
drainage/connectivity concerns.    
 
Also, given that significant impacts result from the portions of the road network that are hydrologically 
connected, it is important that the Assessment provide information related to the hydrologic connectivity 
of the Sierra National Forest’s road system.  If inventory data is not available, the Forest Service should 
provide information on the location and miles of road segments within a specified distance of a stream 
and the number and location of road/stream crossings both (easily calculated using a GIS). 
 
Lastly, the Assessment should state which stream segments are violating water quality standards for 
sediment as this is necessary information to inform the plan revision. 
 
 Wildlife and Habitat Impacts and Roads 
 
The Draft Assessment provides virtually no information on the impacts of roads on wildlife and habitat.  
The only mention of road impacts to wildlife was in Chapter 5; roads are listed as a key risk factor 
generally for amphibians, reptiles, and fish (p. 83), and specifically for the Sierra Marten, Mt. Lyell 
Shrew, and willow flycatcher (p. 84-85); and road-related mortality is mentioned in terms of the fisher 
(p. 79).  Fragmentation is listed as a key risk factor for the Sierra Marten, northern goshawk, and the 
California Spotted Owl, as well as the fisher (p. 86 and 79). 
 
In contrast, The SNFRoads Assessment (2005) provides considerably more information on wildlife 
impacts from roads, especially recognizing the high road densities across the forest as a problem: 
 

“The potential is high for the existing road density to negatively impact wildlife in general, 
species at risk, and special habitats.” (USDA Forest Service 2000, USDA Forest Service 2001).   
Habitat loss has broader effects than just the conversion of a small area of land to road surfaces.  
Roads fragment habitat by changing landscape structure and by directly and indirectly affecting 
species.  Habitat effects of roads on the landscape include dissecting vegetation patches, 
increasing the edge-affected area, decreasing interior area, and increasing the uniformity of patch 
characteristics such as shape and size (Reed et al 1996).  Whenever forest roads are built, 
changes in habitat and modified animal behavior will lead to changes in wildlife populations 
(Lyon 1983).  Road-associated factors that have a direct negative effect on habitat are: snag 
reduction, down log reduction, direct habitat loss, loss to fire (human caused), over-trapping, 
poaching, collecting, harassing or disturbing wildlife at specific use sites, collisions, barrier to 
wildlife movement, displacement or avoidance, chronic negative interactions with people, [and] 
fragmentation of habitat. 
 
The magnitude of these effects depends on the following variables:  road density, intensity of 
road use, road location, habitat types traversed, [and] population status in surrounding area. 

Average road density is high from a wildlife perspective.  In general, wildlife abundance and 
distribution is negatively correlated with road density and most wildlife biologists would 
consider the average open road density of 3.0 miles per square mile in the SNFto be very high…. 
Open road density is of particular concern in the following habitat areas:  
 

Average road density in Designated Forest Carnivore Territories across the Forest is 2.3 miles 
per square mile.  Recommended road densities in high and moderate suitable habitat are less 
than 0.5 miles/mi2 and less than 2 miles/mi2, respectively (USDA Forest Service 1992).  
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Average road density in Critical Aquatic Refuges is best described as high: 2.5 miles of road 
per square mile.” (Emphasis added, Chapter 4, p. 5-6) 

 
The Roads Assessment also discusses the potential damage to ecosystems from road-induced exotic 
invasion: 

 
“[R]oadside habitats can be invaded by a suite of exotic (non-native) plant species, which may be 
dispersed by “natural” agents such as wind and water as well as by vehicles and other agents 
related to human activity.  Roads may be the first point of entry for exotic species into a new 
landscape, and the road can serve as a corridor along which the plants move farther into the 
landscape (Greenberg et al 1997, Lonsdale and Lane 1994).  Some exotic plants may then be 
able to move away from the roadside into adjacent patches of suitable habitat.  Invasion by 
exotic plants may have significant biological and ecological effects if the species are able to 
disrupt the structure or function of an ecosystem. (Chapter 4, p. 7) 

 
Given that road densities on the SNFexceed accepted thresholds for wildlife, it is important that the 
forest assessment identify road densities across the forest, and relate the high densities spatially to the 
habitat of at-risk species, forest carnivore territories, critical aquatic refuges, and rare and/or important 
communities where exotic invasion or trampling would be particularly harmful.  
 Travel Analysis  
 
Include a placeholder for Travel Analysis information.  The Forest Service has committed to completing 
a travel analysis report by 2015, well before the SNFplan revision will be complete.  The travel analysis 
report will identify unneeded roads recommended for decommissioning or conversion to another use, 
and document the relative risks and benefits of the road segments on the forest.  This information is 
necessary to craft plan components that will ensure sustainable access, as required.  The assessment 
should establish a placeholder for this information.  When the travel analysis report is completed, it 
should be appended to the assessment and the information incorporated, if timing allows.   
 
 Air Quality and Roads 
 
Include information on air quality related to dust emissions from roads.  The Draft Forest Assessment 
explains that the SNFincludes areas that the state of California identifies as not in attainment for PM 2.5 
and PM 10.  The Roads Analysis (2005) provides more detail, stating that: 
 

“The Sierra NF is in the San Joaquin Valley air basin.  This basin has one of the worst stagnant 
air quality problems in the United States.  Dust from unpaved roads is one of the controlled 
generators of PM 10 fugitive dust.  Currently, the San Joaquin Valley Unified Air Pollution 
Control District does not require any extra dust abatement measures above 3000’.  However, the 
Forest should monitor the 175 miles of NFSR below 3000’ to insure the Air District’s fugitive 
dust rules are followed.” (Chapter 4, p.15) 

 
It is important that the Assessment discuss the fact that fugitive dust from dirt roads contributes to 
particulate matter pollution, reflect the current requirements for particulate matter in areas within and 
affected the Sierra National Forest, and identify whether and to what degree dust emissions from the 
SNFroad system are contributing to air quality problems and non-compliance.   
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Please describe if Best Management Practices (BMP) compliance varies with maintenance level, 
geographic, geologic, or topographic location, and any recommendations offered in the referenced BMP 
Program Evaluation Report (Draft Forest Assessment, p. 169). 
 
 Trends Related to Roads (p. 169) 
 
In addition to the trend information already provided, we recommend you also provide trend data related 
to the following:  
 

• Distribution of maintenance levels over time.  Are a higher proportion of roads in maintenance 
level 1 and 2 categories than in previous years? If so, why? 

 
• The number and types of roads receiving adequate maintenance over time.  Are certain 

maintenance classes of roads receiving more maintenance attention than others?  Do certain 
maintenance classes of roads have effective BMPs over others? 

 
• Road-related aquatic impacts over time.  Are more or less stream segments impaired for road-

related sediment than 5, 10, or 20 years ago?  Is road failure and accelerated erosion anticipated 
to become more prevalent in the future, because of climate change, inadequate maintenance or 
some other reason? 
 

• Storm related road failures over time.  Is the SNFexperiencing relatively more or less road 
failures in recent years?  What is the cost of addressing these failures over time? 
 

• Road use over time.  Is the volume of traffic changing over time?  Is the type of use 
(recreational, commercial) changing over time?  How does the volume and type of use break 
down by maintenance class? 

 
Existing Condition, Location, and Trends Related to Trails (p. 169-171) 

 
The Draft Forest Assessment provides practically no information on the trail system, even though the 
SNFis a popular recreational forest with over a million visitors annually.  In terms of existing conditions, 
the assessment should describe where and how the trails are generally distributed throughout the forest 
and the types of recreational experiences they provide.  As with roads, the assessment should describe 
how well the trails are maintained (by maintenance class, geography, and opportunity/experience 
offered), and describe the volume and characteristics of use.  In terms of trends, the comments provided 
above related to roads applies to trails as well. 
 

Sustainability of the Infrastructure Including Fiscal Capability to Maintain Existing 
Infrastructure and the Current Backlog of Infrastructure Maintenance (Draft Forest 
Assessment, p. 174) 

  
We commend the SNFfor including basic fiscal information related to the road system.  However, 
beyond stating the dire situation that the forest can only afford 25% of its road system, the assessment 
offers no further insight into the fiscal sustainability of the road system, trail system, or any other aspect 
of infrastructure discussed in the chapter.  
 



 32 

In addition, the assessment provides no information on the following items, which is important to 
designing plan components that will lead to a sustainable transportation system:  
 

• Non-Forest Service revenue streams that contribute to the maintenance and management of the 
road and trail system (e.g., county road maintenance agreements, maintenance of roads under 
special use authority),  

• Targeted Forest Service funds, such as the Legacy Roads and Trails Remediation Fund designed 
to fund the decommissioning of unneeded roads and the storm-proofing of needed ones, or  

• The long-term ecological and fiscal costs of maintaining various types of roads (especially 
considering the influence of climate change) as well as decommissioning roads (see Lloyd et al. 
2013).  

 
Lastly, the assessment does not discuss the impacts (current and projected) of climate change on Forest 
Service infrastructure.  We know that climate change is changing hydrographs characterized by more 
extreme flow events.  Is the infrastructure capable of adjusting to shifting hydrographs?  Or will it need 
a major overhaul?  If the infrastructure is not upgraded to meet peak flows under climate change 
conditions, will the road system be ecologically and/or fiscally sustainable? 
 
 Information gaps 
 
We have provided a number of recommendations for additional information needed to address the 
condition of forest infrastructure and the trends observed since the previous forest plan revisions.  Where 
the Forest Service cannot identify the requested additional data, it should make sure to list the missing 
data in the section on information gaps.  
 
XI. Chapter 15: Designated Areas 
 

A. Information that is missing 
 

1) Roadless Areas 
 
Over the decades the SNF has been laced with roads to support mining, logging, early settlement, 
modern urbanization, energy development, and even recreation. Despite this, a great deal of wild 
country remains. 
 
The forest assessment does a poor job of addressing inventoried roadless areas (IRAs) and fails to 
acknowledge the existence of other wilderness-quality lands in the SNF.  The IRAs are not included on 
the SNFDesignated Areas map on page 196. Additionally, there are no wilderness eligible areas 
included in the “Potential Designated Areas that May be Considered” section on page 194.   
 
It is critically important that the Sierra Forest Assessment include information about all of the 
wilderness-quality lands in the SNF, both IRAs and other areas, because according to the USFS 
planning regulations §219.7(c)(2)(v), the agency is required to “Identify and evaluate lands that may be 
suitable for inclusion in the National Wilderness Preservation System and determine whether to 
recommend any such lands for wilderness designation.” The Forest Service Manual (FSM) 1923.03 and 
Forest Service Handbook (FSH) 1909.12, chapter 70, offer more detail regarding the areas that must be 
evaluated: 
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3a. Newly identified roadless, undeveloped areas and areas (1) previously identified in the Forest 
Service Roadless Area Conservation Final Environmental Impact Statement (Volume 2, 
November 2000), (2) in a unit plan, or (3) in a land management plan, which remain roadless and 
undeveloped and have not yet been designated as wilderness or for nonwilderness uses by law. 
b. Areas contiguous to existing wilderness, primitive areas, or administratively proposed 
wildernesses, regardless of agency jurisdiction for the wilderness or proposed wilderness. 
c. Areas that are contiguous to roadless and undeveloped areas in other Federal ownership that 
have identified wilderness potential. 
d. Areas designated by Congress for wilderness study, administrative proposals pending before 
Congress, and other legislative proposals pending which have been endorsed by the President. 

 
For each area subject to evaluation under paragraph 3 of FSM 1923, the determination of the significant 
resource issues shall be developed with public participation and, at a minimum, consider: 
 

1. The values of the area as wilderness. 
2. The values foregone and effects on management of adjacent lands as a consequence of 
wilderness designation. 
3. Feasibility of management (FSH 1909.12, sec. 72.1) as wilderness, in respect to size, 
nonconforming use, land ownership patterns, and existing contractual agreements or statutory 
rights. 
4. Proximity to other designated wilderness and relative contribution to the National Wilderness 
Preservation System. 
5. The anticipated long-term changes in plant and animal species diversity, including the 
diversity of natural plant and animal communities of the plan area and the effects of such 
changes on the values for which wilderness areas were created.   

 
Furthermore, as is stated at FSH 1909.12 Chapter 72, the USFS must consider the capability, availability 
and suitability of each area considered for wilderness designation.  
 
Under the USFS’ planning regulations, local forest managers have the discretion to evaluate all roadless 
areas, not just IRAs. We request that the SNF use this discretion as part of the LRMP revision process 
for three reasons: 
 

• The Roadless Area Review and Evaluation (RARE) survey from 1979 is outdated; 
• Roadless areas provide critical social and ecological benefits; and 
• The SNF includes newly identified undeveloped areas as per the FSM 1923.03 and FSH 

1909.12, chapter 70.  
 
We will now discuss each of these issues in detail. 
 
 
 
 RARE is outdated and inaccurate 
 
The RARE survey from 1979 that produced the current system of IRAs is outdated for a variety of 
reasons, including: 
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• The many miles of road decommissioning that has occurred since that time; 
• Vehicle route designation efforts, especially the ongoing Motorized Travel Management process;  
• The acquisition of land that was private during the RARE surveys; and 
• The recent surveys of wilderness-eligible areas (WEA) conducted by non-governmental 

organizations such as the California Wilderness Coalition (CWC). 
 
Regarding the last bullet point, from 1998-2001 the CWC conducted a “Citizens Wilderness Inventory” 
(CWI) to arrive at a more accurate reckoning of roadless areas in the Golden State. The CWI identified 
7.4 million acres of land in over 300 separate areas that still qualify for wilderness designation on 
federal lands in California.  This total included 5,254,228 acres of National Forest System land, which is 
16 percent more than the 4,417,000 acres of RARE IRAs that existed at the time of the 2001 Forest 
Service Roadless Area Conservation Final Environmental Impact Statement (RAC FEIS).  The SNF was 
resurveyed by the CWC from 2010-2012 and 146,706 IRA acres and 62,392 WEA acres were identified.  
These areas will be described later. 
 
 Roadless areas provide critical ecological and social benefits 
 
It is critically important that the SNF accurately map all roadless areas during the LRMP development 
process because of the many important social and ecological benefits these areas provide. Chapter 3 of 
the RAC FEIS (p. 3-7) offer an excellent summary of these values:  
 

• Clean water for domestic, agricultural, and industrial uses, that helps to maintain abundant and 
healthy fish and wildlife populations, and that provides the basis for many forms of outdoor 
recreation; 

• Undisturbed or less disturbed habitat that conserves native biodiversity by providing areas where 
nonnative invasive species are rare, uncommon, or absent; 

• Habitat for threatened, endangered, proposed, candidate, and sensitive species and for those 
species dependent on large, undisturbed areas of land; 

• Opportunities for people to enjoy high-quality non-motorized recreation activities, including 
hiking, camping, mountain biking, picnicking, wildlife viewing, hunting, fishing, cross-country 
skiing, swimming and whitewater boating; 

• “Reference landscapes” that can provide comparison areas for scientists seeking to evaluate and 
monitor the differences between natural settings and more intensely managed areas; 

• High quality scenery that contributes directly to local tourism and to real estate values in 
neighboring communities; and  

• Many important Native American cultural sites and valuable historical resources. 
 
In addition, even a cursory glance at maps of national forests in California reveals that the remaining 
roadless areas tend to be much lower in elevation than many of the areas that are currently designated as 
wilderness. This is important because the diversity of flora and fauna generally increases as elevations 
decrease (Ross and Cooperrider 1994).  
 
Areas are eligible for wilderness designation if, as is stated in the Wilderness Act of 1964, they: 
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• “...generally [appear] to have been affected primarily by the forces of nature, with the imprint of 
man's work substantially unnoticeable” (emphasis added—as these three qualifiers clearly 
illustrate, Congress did not intend for only pristine areas to be designated as wilderness); 

• “...[have] outstanding opportunities for solitude or a primitive and unconfined type of recreation” 
(emphasis added—all too often federal agencies mistake the “or” for an “and,” also, please note 
that in the context of the Wilderness Act “unconfined” simply means outdoor); 

• “...[have] at least five thousand acres of land or is of sufficient size as to make practicable its 
preservation and use in an unimpaired condition”; and 

• “...may also contain ecological, geological, or other features of scientific, educational, scenic, or 
historical value.” 

 
 The SNF includes newly identified undeveloped areas as per the FSM 1923.03 and  FSH 
1909.12, chapter 70. 
 
As a result of both the CWC’s 1998-2001 and 2010-2012 surveys in the SNF, we believe that the 
following roadless areas meet the definition of “wilderness” as established by Congress. 
 

Table 8. Comparison of wilderness-eligible acres in identified by USFS (1979) and additional acres 
identified as wilderness-eligible acres from California Wilderness Coalition surveys (1998-2001 and 

2010-2012). 
Roadless Area Name IRA acres 

(USFS) 
WEA acres 

(CWC) 
Total Eligible 

Acres 
Catshead Mountain WEA 0 10,456 10,456 
Devils Gulch IRA & Ferguson 
Ridge IRA* & adjacent WEA 

36,634 14,797 51,431 

Dinkey Lakes IRA & adjacent WEA 33,077 5,619 38,696 
Graham Mountain WEA 0 5,116 5,116 
Kaiser Wilderness Additions WEA 0 5,075 5,075 
Kings River IRA** 24,026 0 24,026 
Monarch IRA 638 0 638 
Mount Raymond IRA & adjacent 
WEA 

7,955 2,293 10,248 

Rancheria IRA 4,316 0 4,316 
San Joaquin IRA 22,465 2,153 24,618 
San Joaquin River WEA 0 8,158 8,158 
Shuteye IRA & adjacent WEA 7,313 4,728 12,041 
Sycamore Springs IRA & adjacent 
WEA 

10,015 3,997 14,012 

Woodchuck IRA 267 0 267 
TOTALS 146,706 62,392 209,098 

* As a result of road closures, Devils Gulch IRA and Ferguson Ridge IRA are now a single roadless area. 
** Kings River IRA is not discussed in this table because management direction has already been provided by Congress.   
 
The CWC’s survey methods included the preliminary identification of potential roadless areas using 
USFS maps (both hardcopy and GIS) and high-resolution aerial photographs, and verified in the field.  
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In its aerial photograph analysis and other research and field surveys, CWC sought to exclude the 
following from the WEAs shown on the maps below: 
 

• All legally-open roads and motorized trails 
• Areas that were excessively marred by illegal vehicle use 
• Heavily-logged areas 
• Obvious plantations  
• Heavily-developed private land 
• Campgrounds 
• Reservoirs (not including a few small stock ponds) 
• Areas covered by extensive type-conversions 
• Maintained fuelbreaks sometimes described as "shaded fuelbreaks" or defensible fuel profile 

zones (this does not include mere bulldozer lines constructed during fires) 
• Helispots 
• Drafting sources 
• Communication sites 
• Heavily mined areas 
• Utility corridors 

 
Despite this, please note that some of the wilderness-eligible areas we surveyed include: 
 

• A small amount of forest that may have been logged.  Our intention was to exclude all heavily 
logged areas and obvious plantations, but it is quite possible that a few areas were overlooked.  
In our experience, USFS records of the locations, extent and condition of plantations are often 
incomplete.  Regardless, please note that the NWPS includes many areas that were either 
partially or completely logged, so the Wilderness Act does not require that an area be unlogged 
for it to be designated as wilderness. 

• Minor historic mining disturbances.  Major disturbances were excluded.  Please note that old 
mines and other signs of mineral development exist throughout the NWPS, so we left some 
minor disturbances inside of our wilderness-eligible areas. 

• Roads and motorized trails that are no longer legally open to the public.  For the most part these 
routes are recovering because they are rarely or never used.  However, some of them continue to 
experience a certain degree of unauthorized use. 

• Developments associated with grazing allotments.  These features exist throughout the NWPS, 
so they were not excluded. 

• Bulldozer lines constructed during fires.  Since bulldozers are allowed in designated wilderness 
during fires and because there are ridges scarred by these machines throughout the NWPS, we 
did not exclude all of these lines. 

 
For an in depth description of wilderness-eligible areas and their values please refer to attachment C.   
 

2) Research Natural Areas (RNAs) 
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Please describe the process by which RNAs are selected and established, including the specific metrics 
used to determine whether a habitat/vegetation type/special feature/process/genetic array is adequately 
represented. For example, how does the agency assess whether there is adequate representation, 
adequate acreage, and adequate distribution to accomplish each of these objectives: 
 

• to maintain a wide spectrum of high-quality areas that represent the major forms of ecological 
diversity on USFS-administered lands for research and education, and for the maintenance of 
biological diversity; 

• to preserve and maintain genetic diversity (including in relation to threatened, endangered, and 
sensitive species); 

• to protect against human-caused environmental disruptions; 
• to serve as reference areas for the study of natural ecological processes (including in relation to 

disturbance); 
• to provide on-site and extension educational activities; 
• to serve as baseline areas for measuring long-term ecological changes; 
• to serve as control areas for comparing results related to manipulative research; and 
• to monitor the impacts of resource management techniques and practices (FSM 4063.02). 

 
After describing the specific methods used to determine adequacy of size and representation, consider 
conducting an assessment that describes the conditions and trends on the Sierra NF with respect to the 
adequacy of representation, distribution, and size of RNAs to accomplish each of these objectives. 
 
Please explain how or whether RNAs fit into a larger network of protected lands or corridors.  
 
Please assess the need for and adequacy of connectivity among all RNAs and among RNAs of the same 
vegetation type.   
 
Please assess the distribution and size of RNAs with respect to features such as latitude, altitude, and 
soil type—especially important in light of the risk of vegetation type changing with a changing climate.   

3) Wild and Scenic 
 

The 2012 Forest Planning Rule (Rule) (Sec. 219.6[b][15]) requires an assessment in preparation of a 
Forest Plan Revision to identify and evaluate existing information for existing designated areas, 
including wilderness and wild and scenic rivers and the potential need and opportunity for additional 
designated areas. The Rule (219.7[2][vi]) also directs the responsible official in the plan revision to 
identify the eligibility of rivers for inclusion in the National Wild and Scenic Rivers System, unless a 
systematic inventory has been previously completed and documented and there are no changed 
circumstances that warrant additional review. 
 
This specific direction in the Rule is further defined in the Forest Service Handbook (FSH), which 
requires the land management process to include “a comprehensive evaluation of the (wild and scenic) 
potential for rivers in the plan area…” The FSH further directs the land management planning team to 
“develop and conduct a process to determine which rivers meet the eligibility criteria” unless “a 
systematic inventory of eligible rivers has been completed…” (FSH 1909.12, Chapter 80, Version—
02/14/2013, sec. 82.22 and 83.1).  
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The SNFDraft Assessment recognizes this direction by stating that the “Assessment identifies and 
evaluates existing information relevant to the plan area for…(among 15 topics)…Designated areas, 
including wilderness and wild and scenic rivers, and potential for designated areas” (Draft Forest 
Assessment p. 4-5). Further, the Draft Forest Assessment states “an inventory of the eligibility of rivers 
for inclusion in the Wild and Scenic River System is required” but “not during the assessment.” (Draft 
Forest Assessment p. 197).  The Sierra NF Living Assessment Chapter 15, lines 243-273 is cited for 
more detailed information on wild and scenic rivers.  
 
Citing the existing version of the Living Assessment is problematic because the Living Assessment fails 
to adequately address existing and potential wild and scenic rivers as required by the Rule and FSH.  
Moreover, the Living Assessment has numerous inaccuracies, some of which are perpetuated in the 
Draft Forest Assessment (see for comments concerning the Living Assessment submitted by Friends of 
the River/California Wilderness Coalition dated July 1, 2013).  
 
 Systematic Inventory of Potential Wild & Scenic Rivers 
 
The Draft Forest Assessment is accurate in stating that an inventory of rivers eligible for wild and scenic 
protection is not required in the assessment.  However, both the Living Assessment and Draft Forest 
Assessment fail to adequately document and evaluate previous wild and scenic river studies on the 
Sierra National Forest. Although the 1991 SNFPlan evaluated rivers identified in the Nationwide Rivers 
Inventory (NRI) for their Wild and Scenic potential, the plan did not include a systematic inventory of 
all potential rivers and streams on the Forest. The 1982 version of the NRI available when the Sierra 
Forest Plan was conducted cannot be considered a systematic or comprehensive inventory because it 
only considered river segments 25 or miles in length. 
 
In response to a great number of public comments, including specific comments filed by Friends of the 
River, Regional Forester Ronald E. Stewart recognized this failing and directed the Forest to “conduct a 
comprehensive assessment of non-National (sic) Rivers Inventory (NRI) rivers within the next three 
years to determine what rivers might be eligible for wild and scenic rivers designation.”  (Sierra Forest 
Plan Record of Decision (ROD), p. 4, dated 9/24/92).  In this context, the terms “systematic inventory,” 
“comprehensive evaluation,” and “comprehensive assessment” are fundamentally the same. 
 
Except for NRI rivers considered the 1991 Forest Plan, no systematic inventory, comprehensive 
evaluation, or comprehensive assessment of other potential rivers and streams on the SNFhas been 
conducted.  The commitment made in the 1992 ROD and the direction provided in the Rule and FSH 
clearly require the SNFto complete a systematic and comprehensive inventory, evaluation, and 
assessment of potential wild and scenic rivers in the Forest Plan Revision.  
 
The Draft Forest Assessment should document the fact that no systematic inventory of potential wild 
and scenic rivers has been completed on the SNFand that a systematic inventory will be completed in 
the Forest Plan Revision.  The systematic inventory should be conducted using public input, up to date 
resource information, and the expertise of the Forest’s resource professionals.  The suitability of all 
eligible rivers and streams should be determined in the Forest Plan Revision (as recommended in the 
FSH – see Kings River section below) in order to take advantage of the joint Environmental Impact 
Statement (EIS) that will encompass all three Forest Plans (Sierra, Sequoia, and Inyo) in the southern 
and eastern Sierra.  
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 Main Stem Kings River 
 
In the 1991 Kings River Special Management Area (KRSMA) Plan a segment of river from the main 
stem Kings River (from elevation 1,595 feet to Pine Flat Reservoir) was identified as eligible for 
potential wild and scenic river protection.  This eligibility determination should be documented in the 
Draft Forest Assessment. 
 
This segment of the Kings River forms the boundary between the Sierra and Sequoia National Forests.  
It was not originally evaluated for eligibility in either the 1991 Sierra Forest Plan or the 1988 Sequoia 
Forest Plan even though it was inventoried in the 1982 NRI, perhaps because it was not included in the 
legislation that established the Kings Wild & Scenic River in 1987.  In response to an appeal of the 
Sequoia Plan, the Regional Forester directed the Forest Service to determine the eligibility of this 
segment in the KRSMA Plan.  Appendix B of the 1991 KRSMA draft Plan identified this segment as 
free flowing and possessing outstandingly remarkable scenic, recreation, cultural/historical, 
science/educational, wildlife/fishery, and geological values.  Maps in both the draft and final plans 
clearly identified the segment as eligible. 
 
The concurrent revision of both the Sierra and Sequoia Forest Plans using a single EIS provides an 
opportunity to complete the suitability study for this segment of the Kings River and allows for a 
recommendation to Congress for its protection. According to the FSH, “The appropriate timing of a 
suitability evaluation may vary. The preferred approach is to proceed with determining suitability in the 
land management planning process.” (FSH 1909.12, Chapter 80, Version—02/14/2013, p. 25).  
 
The Draft Forest Assessment should document the eligibility of this segment of the Kings River and 
note the opportunity to complete a suitability study for the eligible segment in the Forest Plan Revision. 
 
 Dinkey Creek 
 
Dinkey Creek was not identified in the NRI, and therefore was not evaluated as a potential wild and 
scenic river in the 1991 Forest Plan.  In 1990, the Dinkey Alliance and Friends of the River produced its 
own assessment of the eligibility of Dinkey Creek.  The Alliance determined that Dinkey Creek (from 
its source to its confluence with the North Fork Kings River) is free flowing and possesses outstandingly 
remarkable scenic, recreational, cultural/historical, geological, botanical, fisheries, and wildlife values.  
An evaluation of Dinkey Creek conducted today would undoubtedly further validate the remarkable 
nature of these values and perhaps identify new ones.  
 
Although the drat Forest Assessment correctly notes (p. 201-202) that the Dinkey Alliance and Friends 
of the River submitted their own assessment of the eligibility of Dinkey Creek, there is no mention of 
whether its eligibility and suitability will be determined in the Forest Plan Revision, as required by the 
Rule and FSH.  
 
The Draft Forest Assessment should commit to determining the eligibility and suitability of Dinkey 
Creek as part of its systematic inventory of all potential wild and scenic rivers in the Forest Plan 
Revision.  An eligibility determination of Dinkey Creek should include up to date resource information 
about outstandingly remarkable values, including the fact that Dinkey Creek flows through essential 
habitat for the Pacific fisher.  In addition, lower Dinkey Creek has become a world-class destination for 
expert whitewater kayakers. 
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 San Joaquin River 
 
The Draft Forest Assessment states that the San Joaquin River “is an inventoried river being considered 
for designation.”  The Draft Forest Assessment further cites the Living Assessment Chapter 15, lines 
605-647 for more detailed information. (p. 200).  Unfortunately, both the Draft Forest Assessment and 
Living Assessment incorrectly characterize the actual status of the eligible segments of the San Joaquin 
River, including the main stem, North Fork, Middle Fork, and South Fork. 
 
The Forest Service recommended federal Wild & Scenic River protection for segments of the main stem 
San Joaquin River, North Fork, Middle Fork, and South Fork in the 1991 SNFPlan.  This decision is 
clearly reflected in the 1992 ROD, which recommended wild and scenic river designation “for all 
segments of the San Joaquin on the National Rivers Inventory (NRI) except for two miles of river above 
high water level of Mammoth Pool Reservoir.” (ROD p. 3).  
 
These river segments are not “still being considered for designation” as asserted by the Draft Forest 
Assessment and Living Assessment.  The Forest Service may consider and decide to reverse its current 
recommendation for these segments in the upcoming plan revision if warranted by changed 
circumstance, but the 1991-1992 recommendations remain in place. 
 
The Forest Service is not required to reconsider previously recommended rivers. The FSH clearly states 
that previously recommended rivers “need not be re-evaluated unless applicable changed circumstances 
warrant consideration by the responsible official.” (Proposed FSH 1909.12, Chapter 80, Sec. 81.21, p. 6, 
Version—02/14/2013). 
 
The Draft Forest Assessment should be revised to reflect the true status of these segments of the San 
Joaquin as recommended Wild & Scenic Rivers.  If the Sierra Forest Supervisor believes that the 
recommended segments of the San Joaquin River require re-evaluation, than the applicable changed 
circumstances warranting this re-evaluation should be documented in the Draft Forest Assessment. 
 
We believe that changed circumstances since the 1991 Plan do warrant reconsideration of one river 
segment not originally studied, one segment not recommended, and other river segments recommended 
in the 1991 Plan.  
 
The lower segment of the South Fork San Joaquin River downstream of Florence Reservoir to its 
confluence with the main stem was not studied in the 1991 Plan, probably because it was not included in 
the 1981 NRI.  Why it was not included in the NRI is ambiguous, although the National Park Service 
may have concluded that the lower segment of the South Fork was not free flowing due to significant 
hydropower diversions from Florence Reservoir.  Since then, flows in the lower South Fork have 
improved due to the relicensing of SCE’s Big Creek Hydroelectric Project.  We believe that flows in the 
lower South Fork are now sufficient to maintain this river segment’s outstandingly remarkable scenic, 
recreational, geological, and historical/cultural values.  The Draft Forest Assessment should recognize 
this changed circumstance and commit to reassessing the lower South Fork in the Forest Plan Revision 
as part of its systematic evaluation of potential wild and scenic rivers. 
 
Another changed circumstance involves the two-mile segment of the main stem San Joaquin not 
recommended in the 1991 plan to allow for possible expansion of the Mammoth Pool Reservoir.  This 
speculative reservoir expansion has not occurred and is not currently being studied.  The Bureau of 
Reclamation and other CALFED agencies discarded Mammoth Pool expansion as a non-viable 
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alternative in the early stages of the Upper San Joaquin River Basin Storage Investigation.  More than 20 
years is sufficient time to determine the physical and economic feasibility of expanding the reservoir.  
Water interests should not be allowed to “bank” this potential dam proposal in perpetuity.  The Draft 
Forest Assessment should note the opportunity to reconsider the suitability of this two-mile segment in 
the Forest Plan Revision. 
 
For the San Joaquin River segments recommended in the 1991 Plan, the Forest Plan Revision should 
consider whether new resource information merits recognition of new and additional outstandingly 
remarkable values for some of the recommended segments.  This should be addressed in the Draft Forest 
Assessment. 
 Comprehensive River Management Plans 
 
The Draft Forest Assessment accurately reports on segments of the Merced River and Kings River that 
were designated as Wild and Scenic Rivers by Congress in 1987 (p. 197-200).  The Draft Forest 
Assessment cites the Living Assessment for more detailed information.  The Living Assessment notes 
that these designated rivers are managed according to Wild & Scenic River management plans 
completed in 1991. But nothing more is said about how the Forest Plan Revision may address these 
designated rivers. 
 
The Forest Plan Revision provides an important and necessary opportunity to update Wild and Scenic 
River plans, now known as Comprehensive River Management Plans (CRMP).  The updated Forest Plan 
should include new and relevant resource information, including changes in visitor use, listings of 
threatened and endangered species, changes in water quality, new resource information, revised 
management standards, etc.  Considering whether new resource information merits the recognition of 
new additional outstandingly remarkable values is a particularly important component of the updated 
plans.  The plans should also comply with interagency guidance on the development of CRMPs and 
recent legal decisions requiring consideration of visitor carrying capacity of designated rivers.  
 
The Draft Forest Assessment should address whether the CRMP updates should be included in the 
Forest Plan Revision or alternatively, whether the Revision should simply establish a schedule for 
CRMP updates at a later date.  Updating the CRMPs in the Forest Plan Revision using the joint EIS for 
all three Forest Plan revisions would of course save the agency the expense of updating the plans later in 
a separate NEPA processes.  
 

B. Changes to the Forest Plan to Improve Resource Conditions 
 

1) Roadless Areas 
  
The direction for roadless areas in the current SNF LRMP must change because: 
 

• It is based on a roadless inventory that is 34 years old; 
• It does not consider all of the SNF’s roadless lands;  
• It is inconsistent with the RACR when it comes to the management of IRAs; and  
• New scientific information about the ecological and social importance of roadless areas has been 

uncovered since the LRMP was approved (this information has been described in the RACR). 
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To meet the intent of 36 CFR 219, section 219.17 and to fully address the management of roadless areas, 
the planning teams on the Sierra Nevada forests should complete the following four objectives: 
 

• Conduct an inventory of all wilderness-eligible land during the LRMP development process, 
including roadless areas that are not IRAs; 

• Provide a full description of every roadless area's wilderness qualities and social and ecological 
values; 

• Provide full and fair evaluations of every roadless area’s wilderness qualities and, if found 
deserving, recommend them for wilderness designation in the LRMPs. Include an explanation as 
to why the USFS will or will not recommend to higher authorities that the areas be designated as 
wilderness in whole or in part; and 

• Thoroughly examine the impacts of placing all or portions of an IRA or other roadless area under 
a non-wilderness prescription. 

 
We will now explain these objectives in more detail. 
 
Objective 1: Conduct an inventory of all wilderness-eligible land during the LRMP development 
process, including roadless areas that are not IRAs. 
 
It would be impossible to fully understand the ecological and social benefits of roadless areas and the 
impacts of allocating them to non-wilderness zones without a comprehensive survey of what is and is 
not roadless.  
 
It is therefore essential that planners on each forest accurately map all roadless areas, including those 
that are brought to their attention by the public, during the LRMP development process. Planners should 
look for new roadless areas or extensions of known roadless areas that have been created as a result of: 
 

• Road decommissioning; 
• The recent Motorized Travel Management process and other route designation efforts; 
• Land acquisitions; and  
• Wilderness designations. 

 
An area should be identified as roadless if it is free of “classified roads” as defined in the RACR at 36 
CFR Part 294.11(1), or identified for closure or decommissioning as part of the Travel Analysis Process. 
 
Objective 2: Provide a full description of every roadless area’s wilderness qualities and social and 
ecological values. 
 
Planners on each forest should fully describe the wilderness qualities and social and ecological values 
possessed by every roadless area. The list of at least some of these qualities and values are listed at 36 
CFR 219, section 219.17, in the RACR FEIS and in the April 14, 2009 letter from 127 scientists to 
President Barack Obama in support of the RACR. In addition, forest planners should include wilderness 
qualities and social and ecological values brought to their attention by members of the public. 
 
Objective 3: Assess all roadless areas for their wilderness potential and, if found deserving, recommend 
them for wilderness designation. 
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A roadless area should be found eligible for wilderness designation and forest planners should consider 
recommending it as wilderness if, as is stated in the Wilderness Act of 1964, it: 
 

• “...generally appears to have been affected primarily by the forces of nature, with the imprint of 
man's work substantially unnoticeable” (emphasis added—as these qualifiers clearly illustrate, 
Congress did not intend for only pristine areas to be designated as wilderness); 

• “...[has] outstanding opportunities for solitude or a primitive and unconfined type of recreation” 
(emphasis added—some have mistaken the “or” for an “and.” Also, note that in the context of 
the Wilderness Act “unconfined” simply means outdoor); 

• “...[has] at least five thousand acres of land or is of sufficient size as to make practicable its 
preservation and use in an unimpaired condition”; and 

• “...may also contain ecological, geological, or other features of scientific, educational, scenic, or 
historical value.” 

 
Forest planners should provide a full and fair evaluation of every roadless area’s wilderness qualities, 
followed by an explanation of why the USFS will or will not recommend that the areas be designated as 
wilderness in whole or in part.  
 
We emphasize the word “fair” because it has been rather common for forest planners to use external 
“sights and sounds” criteria, rather than an area’s undeveloped character, to decide whether or not 
roadless areas should be recommended for wilderness designation. In so doing, the USFS acts contrarily 
to long-standing direction from Congress to avoid using sights, sounds and other external influences to 
judge an area’s wilderness quality.  
 
For example, during subcommittee hearings for the 1978 Endangered American Wilderness Act 
Congress found that: 
 

. . . many areas, including the Lone Peak [outside Salt Lake City] …, received lower wilderness 
quality ratings because the Forest Service implemented a “sights and sounds” doctrine which 
subtracted points in areas where the sights and sounds of nearby cities (often many miles away) 
could be perceived from anywhere within the area. This eliminated many areas near population 
centers and has denied a potential nearby high quality wilderness experience to many metropolitan 
residents, and is inconsistent with Congress’ goal of creating parks and locating wilderness areas in 
close proximity to population centers. The committee is therefore in emphatic support of the 
Administration’s decision to immediately discontinue this “sights and sounds” doctrine. House 
Report 95-540, 95th Congress, July 27, 1977, page 5. 

 
During Senate hearings on the Endangered American Wilderness Act, Dr. M. Rupert Cutler, the 
Assistant Secretary of Agriculture, assured Senator Pete Domenici (R-NM) that “…there is no reference 
in the Wilderness Act to criteria for wilderness that includes such things as the sights, sounds, and 
smells of civilization which is a set of criteria which has been misapplied to wilderness areas” 
(Subcommittee on Parks and Recreation of the Committee on Energy and Natural Resources, United 
States Senate on S. 1180, September 19 & 20, 1977, Publication No. 95-88, Committee on Energy and 
Natural Resources, page 41). 
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Despite this, even as recently as 2005 forest planners developing LRMPs for the Angeles, Cleveland, 
Los Padres and San Bernardino National Forests failed to recommend roadless areas for wilderness 
designation at least in part because of audible highway noises, the passage of aircraft overhead, and the 
fact that powerlines, communities or other developments outside of a roadless area can be seen or heard 
inside of them.  
 
It is important to note that Congress has ignored such factors innumerable times when designating 
wilderness. Indeed, many of the jewels of the National Wilderness Preservation System provide views of 
settled areas and the sounds of roads, aircraft, etc. 
 
Areas that are recommended for wilderness designation should be managed in a manner that is 
consistent with the Wilderness Act until such time as Congress decides whether or not to act on the 
recommendation. 
 
Objective 4: Thoroughly examine the impacts of placing all or portions of an IRA or other roadless area 
under a non-wilderness management prescription. 
 
For those roadless areas or portions of roadless areas that are not recommended as wilderness, forest 
planners should include a thorough examination of the impacts of placing all or part of a roadless area 
under a non-wilderness management prescription. 
 
The RACR FEIS offers a detailed description of some of the issues that should be studied, described and 
discussed for each alternative in an LRMP (see page 3-21 to 3-242). These issues include: 
 

• The projected amount and impact of road construction in roadless areas; 
• The costs associated with maintaining new roads in roadless areas; 
• The risks of reducing water quality in roadless areas; 
• Impacts to air resources from roadless areas; 
• Economic impacts; 
• Consequences of and for fire and fuels management in roadless areas; 
• Impacts of insects and disease in roadless areas; 
• Impacts to the size of roadless areas (as the RAC FEIS states at 3-136, “There is a positive 

relationship between size of an area protected from human disturbance and maintenance of 
biodiversity”); 

• Impacts to roadless areas on development at various elevation distributions;  
• Impacts to terrestrial animal habitat, including fragmentation and connectivity, edge effects, 

habitat suitability and effectiveness, early successional habitat, game species and late-
successional habitat; 

• Impacts to aquatic animal habitat and species in roadless areas, including fragmentation and 
connectivity, water hydrology and stream channel morphology, habitat complexity, water 
quality, pools, riparian vegetation, introduction of nonnative species and diseases and over-
harvest and illegal introduction; 

• Impacts to terrestrial and aquatic plant species in roadless areas, including impacts from non-
native invasives, habitat fragmentation and effects of temporary roads; 
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• Impacts to threatened, endangered, proposed and sensitive species in roadless areas; 
• Impacts to research, monitoring and reference landscapes in roadless areas; 
• Consequences from non-mechanized, mechanized and motorized recreation in roadless areas; 
• Impacts to scenic quality; 
• Consequences to heritage resources; and 
• Impacts from roadless area development on existing wilderness and the possibility of future 

wilderness designation. 
 
Lastly, if all or part of a roadless area is allocated to a non-wilderness prescription, LRMPs should 
discuss what mitigation, if any, the USFS proposes for the loss of wilderness characteristics and the 
effects on plant and animal communities. 
 
XI.  Conclusion 
 
We are encouraged by the transparency and willingness of the Forest Service to collaborate on creating a 
robust and science-based forest plan to adequately address the deficiencies in the current forest plans 
and to identify the trends and conditions of the 15 topical areas and identify the change needing to occur 
to effectively manage the SNFin the future. 
 
These comments are submitted on behalf of our coalition of partners.  If there are any questions please 
use Susan Britting as the main point of contact.  Thank you for the opportunity to comment.  
 
Sincerely,     

 
Susan Britting, Ph.D. 
Executive Director 
Sierra Forest Legacy 
PO Box 377 
Coloma, CA  95613                 

 
 
 

Craig Thomas 
Conservation Director  
Sierra Forest Legacy 
PO Box 244 
Garden Valley, CA  95633 
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Fire Policy Coordinator 
Sierra Forest Legacy 
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Weimar, CA 95736 
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The Wilderness Society 
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Pamela Flick 
California Representative 
Defenders of Wildlife 
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P.O. Box 2364 
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Attachment A:  Citizen’s Roadless Inventory for the Sierra National Forest.   
 
Cats Head Mountain WEA 
Size: ~10,456 acres in two units (0 IRA acres identified by the USFS during RARE and ~10,456 wilderness-
eligible acres identified by conservationists) 
Social and ecological values: This WEA was identified by staff and volunteers of the California Wilderness 
Coalition in 2001.  The area consists of two units, one on the northern shore of Pine Flat Reservoir, west of Big 
Creek, and the second is east of Big Creek.  The WEA is something that is quite rare in the Sierra Nevada: a 
low-elevation roadless area on public land.  Most federal wild places are at mid to high-elevations because of 
the homesteading, logging, mining, and other development activities that removed low-elevation lands from the 
public domain.  The WEA ranges in elevation from 3,460 feet atop Cats Head Mountain to 1,124 feet near 
Sycamore Creek.  The area’s rugged slopes are covered with oak woodlands, grasslands and chaparral, with 
small groves of cedar and ponderosa pine in shaded pockets.  Given its low-elevation and plentiful forage, the 
area is important winter deer habitat.  Deep Creek dominates the central portion of the area, and despite its 
seasonal nature, pools of water can be found in the canyon year-round.  According to the California Department 
of Fish and Wildlife's (CDFW) Natural Diversity Database (NDD), the following species of interest have been 
either been recorded or have suitable habitat in the region: bald eagle, California condor, California spotted owl, 
Cooper's hawk, Farnsworth's jewel-flower, Pacific fisher, Fresno ceanothus, great gray owl, northern goshawk, 
osprey, prairie falcon, sharp-shinned hawk, streambank spring beauty, thread-leaved beakseed, western mastiff 
bat and western pond turtle.  The WEA contains the popular Deep Creek Trail and Bobs Flat Trail.  Unlike 
many of the SNF’s trails, these routes remain open when other trails are covered in snow.   
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Dinkey Lakes IRA and adjacent WEA 
Size: ~36,545 acres (~33,077 IRA acres identified by the USFS during RARE and ~3,468 additional 
wilderness-eligible acres identified by conservationists)  
Social and ecological values: The area contains dozens of lakes and meadows situated in glacier-carved bowls.  
Between these flow cold, gushing streams surrounded by forests of hardwoods and old-growth conifers.  The 
roadless area serves as a habitat connection between the John Muir and Kaiser wilderness areas.  Dinkey Creek 
is a v-shaped, deep whitewater stream with waterfalls and is a major tributary of the North Fork Kings River.  
Dinkey Dome and Marble Point and are both large, impressive edifices that rise above Dinkey Creek and one of 
its tributaries.  According to the CDFW's NDD, the following species of interest have been either recorded or 
have suitable habitat in the region: American marten, American peregrine falcon, bald eagle, California condor, 
California spotted owl, California wolverine, Cooper's hawk, Pacific fisher, Fresno County bird's-beak, great 
gray owl, gregarious slender salamander, Lahontan cutthroat trout, marsh claytonia, northern goshawk, osprey, 
Sierra Madre yellow-legged frog, Sierra Nevada red fox, three-ranked hump moss, Volcano Creek golden trout, 
western pond turtle, White-headed woodpecker, willow flycatcher and Yosemite toad.  Trails in the area access 
Hatch Lake, Mystery Lake, Rockhouse Meadow, Weldons Camp, Big Creek, Beryl Lake, Tocher Lake and 
other features. 
 

 
 
Ferguson Ridge and Devils Gulch IRAs and adjacent WEA  
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Size: ~51,431 acres (~36,634 IRA acres identified by the USFS during RARE and ~14,797 additional 
wilderness-eligible acres identified by conservationists)  
Social and ecological values: The roadless area is composed of steep slopes rising up from the banks of the 
Wild and Scenic South Fork Merced River from 1,398 feet to 6,989 feet.  The area borders Yosemite National 
Park on the east.  The roadless area is both a rare and extremely valuable priority for conservation because it is 
one of the lowest-elevation wild places in the southern Sierra where most protected landscapes are sub-alpine or 
alpine and most low to mid-elevation areas have been mined, logged, developed or roaded.  The Bishop Creek 
drainage in the roadless area contains a particularly fine stand of old-growth ponderosa pine forest.  According 
to the CDFW's NDD, the following species of interest have either been recorded or have suitable habitat in the 
region: Bacigalupi's yampah, black swift, California spotted owl, coast horned lizard, Congdon's woolly 
sunflower, cut-leaved monkeyflower, Pacific fisher, flammulated owl, Fresno ceanothus, fringed myotis, great 
gray owl, Hall's daisy, hoary bat, Jepson's dodder, long-legged myotis, mountain lady's-slipper, pallid bat, short-
bracted bird's-beak, Sierra bolandra, Sierra clarkia, Sierra Madre yellow-legged frog, Sierra pygmy grasshopper, 
Sierra starwort, silver-haired bat, small bur-reed, spotted bat, thread-leaved beakseed, Tompkins' sedge, Vaux's 
swift, western mastiff bat, western pond turtle and Yuma myotis.  The South Fork Trail follows the river and is 
very popular for its spectacular spring wildflower displays.  The Merced is also popular among rafters, kayakers 
and swimmers.   
 

 
 
Graham Mountain WEA 
Size: ~5,116 acres (0 IRA acres identified by the USFS during RARE and ~5,116 wilderness-eligible acres 
identified by conservationists) 
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Social and ecological values: The WEA begins a quarter-mile north of Bass Lake.  It consists of the south-face 
of Graham Mountain and it is drained by Salter and Pines creeks.  The area is characterized by wet meadows, 
chaparral, exposed granite outcrops, old-growth forests, oak thickets and chaparral.  According to the CDFW's 
NDD, the following species of interest have  either been recorded or have suitable habitat in the region: bald 
eagle, California spotted owl, Pacific fisher, northern goshawk, osprey, sharp-shinned hawk, short-bracted 
bird's-beak, Sierra Nevada red fox, western pond turtle and Yosemite evening-primrose.  While it has no official 
trails at this time, it could provide non-motorized recreation opportunities in the future for the communities and 
campgrounds around Bass Lake.   
 

 
 

 
 
Kaiser Wilderness Additions WEA 
Size: ~5,075 acres (0 IRA acres identified by the USFS during RARE and ~5,075 wilderness-eligible acres 
identified by conservationists) 



 

 54 

Social and ecological values: The roadless area is composed of north-facing slopes that are covered with rich 
meadows, rushing streams and beautiful, classic Sierra old-growth mixed conifer forest.  According to the 
CDFW's NDD, the following species of interest have  either been recorded or have suitable habitat in the 
region: American marten, American peregrine falcon, bald eagle, California condor, California spotted owl, 
California wolverine, common loon, cut-leaved monkeyflower, Pacific fisher, foothill yellow-legged frog, 
Fresno ceanothus, Fresno County bird's-beak, golden eagle, great gray owl, Mono Hot Springs evening-
primrose, northern goshawk, northern goshawk, osprey, Rawson's flaming trumpet, sharp-shinned hawk, short-
leaved hulsea, Sierra Nevada red fox, small-flowered monkeyflower, three-ranked hump moss, western pond 
turtle, willow flycatcher, Yosemite evening-primrose and Yosemite toad.  Trails pass through the area and 
access the existing wilderness, including such designations as Coursegrass Meadow, Home Camp Creek, Kaiser 
Creek and Upper and Lower Twin Lakes.   
 

 
 
Mount Raymond IRA and adjacent Wilderness-Eligible Areas 
Size: ~10,248 acres (7,955 IRA acres identified by the USFS during RARE and ~2,293 wilderness-eligible 
acres identified by conservationists) 
Social and ecological values: This roadless area borders the Wild and Scenic South Fork Merced River and 
Yosemite National Park on the north.  It contains several large lakes and meadows and rich old-growth forests 
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of pine and fir.  Six trails cross through the area and access Chiquito Lake, South Fork Merced River, Iron 
Creek, Dutchman Lake and other destinations both in the roadless area and Yosemite National Park.  According 
to the CDFW's NDD, the following species of interest have  either been recorded or have suitable habitat in the 
region: alkali ivesia, American pine marten, bald eagle, California spotted owl, Pacific fisher, fringed myotis, 
great gray owl, hoary bat, long-eared myotis, long-legged myotis, mud sedge, northern goshawk, pallid bat, 
Sierra Madre yellow-legged frog, silver-haired bat, spotted bat, three-ranked hump moss, western mastiff bat, 
western red bat, Yosemite toad and Yuma myotis. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
San Joaquin IRA and adjacent wilderness-eligible areas 
Size: ~23,618 acres (~22,465 IRA acres identified by the USFS during RARE and ~2,153 additional 
wilderness-eligible acres identified by conservationists) 
Social and ecological values: This area is in three units: (1) The northern and western face of Cattle Mountain; 
(2) Roadless lands between the Ansel Adams Wilderness and Soldier Meadow, Granite Creek Campground, 
Strawberry Mine, McCreary Turnoff and Beasore Road; and (3) Roadless lands north of the Kaiser Pass Road.  
All three units are adjacent to the Ansel Adams Wilderness.  Ancient forests and meadows characterize this 
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classic Sierra mid-elevation wild land.  Large granite boulders and domes dapple the area, and deep, cold creeks 
flow from here into the San Joaquin River.  According to the CDFW's NDD, the following species of interest 
have  either been recorded or have suitable habitat in the region: American pine marten, American peregrine 
falcon, bald eagle, California condor, California spotted owl, California wolverine, Congdon's sedge, Pacific 
fisher, Fresno County bird's-beak, great gray owl, northern goshawk, osprey, sharp-shinned hawk, short-leaved 
hulsea, Sierra Madre yellow-legged frog, Sierra Nevada red fox, three-ranked hump moss, willow flycatcher, 
Yosemite ivesia and Yosemite toad.  The roadless lands serve as a portal for the Ansel Adams Wilderness.  
Trails pass through the area to access the San Joaquin River, Cattle Mountain, Portuguese Flat, Cora Lakes, 
Jackass Lakes, Norris Lake, Timber Creek and Lillian Lake.   
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San Joaquin River Wilderness-Eligible Area 
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Size: ~8,158 acres (0 IRA acres identified by the USFS during RARE and ~8,158 wilderness-eligible acres 
identified by conservationists) 
Social and ecological values: The San Joaquin River flows for 7 miles through a deep gorge in the heart of this 
WEA between Mammoth Pool and Dam Six.  The area is characterized by plunging slopes, exposed granite 
formations, roaring side-streams, oak forest, patches of old-growth conifer forest and chaparral.  According to 
the CDFW's NDD, the following species of interest have  either been recorded or have suitable habitat in the 
region: American pine marten, American peregrine falcon, bald eagle, California condor, California spotted 
owl, California wolverine, common loon, cut-leaved monkeyflower, Pacific fisher, foothill yellow-legged frog, 
Fresno ceanothus, Fresno County bird's-beak, golden eagle, great gray owl, Mono Hot Springs evening-
primrose, northern goshawk, osprey, Rawson's flaming trumpet, sharp-shinned hawk, short-leaved hulsea, 
Sierra Nevada red fox, small-flowered monkeyflower, three-ranked hump moss, western pond turtle, willow 
flycatcher, Yosemite evening-primrose and Yosemite toad.  The French Trail passes through much of the area 
from north to south on the steep western side of the San Joaquin River.  The path is known for its wonderful 
spring wildflower displays.   

 

 
Shuteye IRA and adjacent wilderness-eligible area  
Size: ~12,041 acres (~7,313 IRA acres identified by the USFS during RARE and ~4,728 additional wilderness-
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eligible acres identified by conservationists)  
Social and ecological values: This extremely scenic and ecologically-diverse area is characterized by jumbled 
domes and shell-like rock formations with meadows, chaparral, old-growth forests and streams situated between 
them.  According to the CDFW's NDD, the following species of interest have  either been recorded or have 
suitable habitat in the region: American pine marten, bald eagle, California spotted owl, cascades frog, Pacific 
fisher, Fresno ceanothus, golden eagle, great gray owl, northern goshawk, osprey, Rawson's flaming trumpet, 
sharp-shinned hawk, short-leaved hulsea, Sierra Madre yellow-legged frog, Sierra Nevada red fox, three-ranked 
hump moss, western pond turtle and Yosemite toad.  Two trails cross the area from east to west. 
 

 

 

Sycamore Springs IRA and adjacent Wilderness-Eligible Area 
Size: ~14,012 acres (~10,015 IRA acres identified by the USFS during RARE and ~3,997 additional 
wilderness-eligible acres identified by conservationists) 
Social and ecological values: Dinkey Creek flows through this roadless area just two miles before the stream 
joins the North Fork Kings River.  Numerous waterfalls exist on Dinkey and its tributaries in the area, followed 
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by eroded, deep plunge-pools.  The wild place includes some of the finest ancient forest on the western slope of 
the southern Sierra Nevada.  Black Rock, Patterson Bluffs and Indian Rock are highly scenic granite features 
that rise from its chaparral, oak groves and ancient forests.  According to the CDFW's NDD, the following 
species of interest have been either been recorded or have suitable habitat in the region: American pine marten, 
American peregrine falcon, aquatic felt lichen, bald eagle, California condor, California spotted owl, cascades 
frog, Cooper's hawk, Pacific fisher, Fresno ceanothus, Fresno County bird's-beak, golden eagle, great gray owl, 
Howell's tauschia, Kings River slender salamander, Lahontan cutthroat trout, northern goshawk, prairie falcon, 
sharp-shinned hawk, Sierra Nevada red fox, streambank spring beauty, thread-leaved beakseed, three-ranked 
hump moss, western pond turtle, willow flycatcher and Yosemite toad.   
 

 
 
 

 

Woodchuck IRA, Dinkey Lakes IRA (portion adjacent to the John Muir Wilderness) and Rancheria IRA 
and adjacent wilderness-eligible areas  

Size: ~8,855 acres (~6,704 IRA acres identified by the USFS during RARE and ~2,151 additional wilderness-
eligible acres identified by conservationists) 
Social and ecological values: These small roadless areas are adjacent to the John Muir Wilderness and are thus 
part of a vast network of wild lands that extends unbroken for hundreds of square miles.  All three roadless 
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areas are covered with meadows, streams and very rich old-growth forests that provide clean water and 
important habitat links to the wilderness and lands beyond.  According to the CDFW's NDD, the following 
species of interest have  either been recorded or have suitable habitat in the region: American pine marten, 
American peregrine falcon, aquatic felt lichen, bald eagle, California condor, California spotted owl, California 
wolverine, cascades frog, Cooper's hawk, Pacific fisher, Fresno ceanothus, Fresno County bird's-beak, golden 
eagle, great gray owl, Howell's tauschia, Kings River slender salamander, Lahontan cutthroat trout, northern 
goshawk, osprey, prairie falcon, sharp-shinned hawk, Sierra Madre yellow-legged frog, Sierra Nevada red fox, 
streambank spring beauty, thread-leaved beakseed, three-ranked hump moss, Tulare County bleeding heart, 
western pond turtle, willow flycatcher and Yosemite toad.  Trails to the Rancheria Creek drainage, Corbett Lake 
and Statham Meadow pass through the roadless areas. 
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Attachment B:  Letter from Charles Goldman to UC Davis regarding press for Roche et al. (2013) with 
cover letter from Robert Derlet to Randy Moore. 
 

	  
	  
	  
	  
July 21, 2013 
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UC Davis News Office 
Strategic Communications 
Mrak Hall 
UC Davis 
 
 
Dear Ms. Kerlin, 
 
We are writing to address the errors written in the UC Davis News release of June 27, 2013  
describing the study by Roche et el entitled “Water quality conditions associated with cattle  
grazing and recreation on National Forests Lands.” 
 
We disagree that the study shows clean water is compatible with high elevation watershed  
summer cattle grazing. The data within the report by Roche as well as other peer-reviewed  
studies demonstrate the dangers of cattle grazing in upland Sierra Nevada watersheds. 
 
We urge you to reexamine the data in the manuscript and point out some of the results that  
support our conclusions: 
 
1. The conclusion on “compatible usage” of grazing in watersheds is based on Federal EPA  
guidelines, and not some of the stricter California state rules for recreational waters. In  
section 2 of the discussion of the article the authors write, “This analysis, based on the best  
available science and USEPA guidance, clearly contrasts with the FC FIB-based interpretations  
currently in use by several regional regulatory programs, which suggest that as many as 83%  
of all sites in our study present potential human health risks.”  
 
We hope that UC supports overall stricter California standards for public health, including air  
as well as water safety. According to the authors, using more rigorous California standards,  
83% of sites flunked the test for “safe water.” 
 
2. Data in the study included June and July water collections. Table S1 shows cattle were not  
present until late July or August 2011 in some tracts. Overall means and medians may have  
been affected by including water collections when cattle were not yet released for summer  
grazing and dilution effects from a heavy snow pack runoff in 2011.  We call your attention to  
the data included in the month by month figures. 
 
3. Two studies by the Central Sierra Environmental Resources Center published in peer  
reviewed journals showed a dramatic change in water pollution when comparing water before  
and after release of cattle onto summer grazing tracts (Myers and Whited 2012, and Myers and  
Kane 2011). 
 
4. In contrast to the public news release, the study did show hot spots of high fecal indicator  
bacteria. Table 2S shows peak fecal coliform greater than 500 CFU/100ml in 10 of the 12  
allotments. Three allotments exceeded 1,000:  #6: 1,134, #7: 2,220, and #12: 3,460  
CFU/100ml. 
 
 
5. The authors point out in two sections of the manuscript, “ FIC were significantly greater in  
areas where cattle were actively observed at sampling.”  FC were found to increase from 56 to  
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205 and E coli from 24 to 115 CFU/100ml when cattle were present. 
 
The Sierra Nevada provides over 50% of California’s surface fresh water. Since year 2000, over  
a dozen peer reviewed articles have been published describing threats to the high elevation  
Sierra Nevada watershed. We would look forward to sitting down with you and discussing the  
importance of these articles. 
 
In closing, we note that one reason that all of this matters is that the press release that was  
recently distributed ended up being highly publicized in newspapers and other news sources  
throughout California. Many recreational visitors who read those newspapers or online news  
reports may now strongly believe that they do not need to be cautious or fearful of drinking  
from forest streams where livestock grazing is taking place. The article assured that there is  
no evidence that livestock grazing is creating hotspots of human health risk. Yet as our points  
above clarify, in reality the study actually found that 83% of sites studied had excessive levels  
of fecal coliform. Given that cattle were not even present at some sites, the overall results  
clearly show that at the vast majority of sites with livestock present, water quality failed to  
meet the minimum health standards. 
 
Accordingly, the press release incorrectly misled readers, especially with a headline that  
described cattle grazing as being compatible with clean water. We invite your feedback as to  
how, if possible, there may be a way to help to correct that misinformation. 
 
 
Kind regards, 
 
UC Davis Professors: 
Charles R. Goldman 
Robert W. Derlet 
John R. Richards 

 


