January 6, 2014
Susan Skalski
Forest Supervisor
Stanislaus National Forest
19777 Greenley Road
Sonora, CA 95370
Sent to: comments-pacificsouthwest-stanislaus@fs.fed.us
Re:

Scoping comments for Rim Fire Recovery (43033) Project

Dear Ms. Skalski:
These comments are submitted on behalf of Sierra Forest Legacy and ten other conservation
organizations. We have reviewed the scoping notice and accompanying maps. Below we
identify a number of issues and concerns about the proposed action. We ask that you address
these in the draft environmental impact statement for the Rim Fire Recovery project.
I.

Overview

The Rim Fire was an extraordinary event that occurred over several weeks beginning in August
2013. Ultimately, the fire area encompassed over 257,000 acres of public and private land and
spanned elevations ranging from 1,900 feet to over 7,300 feet. A wide range of plant
communities and wildlife habitats were affected by the wildfire and the fire effects on these
resources were highly variable. A significant portion of the fire area had been burned and reburned within the past 30 years with substantial areas on national forest and private lands being
planted and re-planted with tree farms. The Rim Fire itself was a combination of unintentionally
lit wildfire and intentionally lit fire intended to control the approaching wildfire. Because of this
variability in the project landscape, the post-wildfire landscape presents a variety of challenges
and opportunities.
The science of post-fire management must be applied to future actions in the Rim Fire area.
Since adoption of the most recent forest plan amendment in 2004, new perspectives on salvage
logging, including harm to ecosystem function from its application and its relationship to
ecological restoration, has been discussed at length in the forest ecology and conservation
biology literature. As framed by Lindenmayer et al. (2008, p. 12-13):

The notion that salvage logging assists the ecological recovery of naturally disturbed
forests is fundamentally incorrect (Lindenmayer et al 2004). Hence justifications for
salvage logging based on contributions to ecological recovery have little merit. We know
of few circumstances where salvage logging has been demonstrated to directly contribute
to recovery of ecological processes or biodiversity.
Thus, as directed by the new planning rule, the Rim Fire project must take into account the best
available science information (BASI; 36 CFR § 219.3) in the design of the appropriate actions in
the post-fire environment. 1 It is because of the state of the science on salvage logging and the
high value that post-fire landscapes contribute to biological and ecological diversity, we have
promoted and supported the hosting of a series of technical field trips and workshops to develop
recommendations for accomplishing ecological restoration in this post-fire landscape. We
expect that as this team of scientists and technical experts develops recommendations they will
be incorporated into the environmental analysis for this and future decisions.
Ultimately, we seek the adoption of a science-based alternative for the Rim Recovery Project
that is congruent with the current knowledge regarding the ecological value of post-fire habitats
as well as the Regional Forester’s leadership intent on ecological restoration. We find that the
current proposed action is overly focused on the recovery of economic value from burned timber
with an insufficient focus on actions that are of ecological benefit. We ask that you develop a
recovery and restoration project that advances the commitment to protecting biodiversity,
sustainable ecosystems, and water quality made by Region 5 in 2011 (Region 5 Ecological
Restoration Leadership Intent, R5-MR-0482):
Ecologically healthy and resilient landscapes, rich in biodiversity, will have greater
capacity to adapt and thrive in the face of natural disturbances and large scale threats to
sustainability, especially under changing and uncertain future environmental conditions
such as those driven by climate change and increasing human use. Our goal is based on a
commitment to land and resource management that is infused by the principles of
Ecological Restoration and driven by policies and practices that are dedicated to make
land and water ecosystems more sustainable, more resilient, and healthier under current
and future conditions.
Here, ecological recovery goals embrace biological diversity, represented in the Rim Fire
landscape by early-seral habitat, legacy trees, healthy wildlife populations, and resilience to a

1

The National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) also has requirements that apply to the Rim EIS and decision: 1)
40 CFR 1500.1(b): “NEPA procedures must insure that environmental information is available to public officials
and citizens before decisions are made and before actions are taken. The information must be of high quality.
Accurate scientific analysis, expert agency comments, and public scrutiny are essential to implementing NEPA.
Most important, NEPA documents must concentrate on the issues that are truly significant to the action in question,
rather than amassing needless detail.” And 2) 40 CFR § 1502.24: “Agencies shall insure the professional integrity,
including scientific integrity, of the discussions and analyses in environmental impact statements. They shall
identify any methodologies used and shall make explicit reference by footnote to the scientific and other sources
relied upon for conclusions in the statement.”
2 http://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/stelprdb5351674.pdf
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changing climate and fire regimes. These objectives are further emphasized in the Leadership
Intent document by the commitment to:
Ensure vegetation and fire management efforts are grounded in concern for biodiversity
and ecological process both before and after disturbances like fire.
We are troubled by the Rim Fire Recovery proposed action presented in the scoping notice
because it is inconsistent with recent recommendations from scientists on the management of
post-fire landscapes, inconsistent with Region 5’s commitment to ecological restoration, and
inconsistent with conservation plans prepared by the Forest Service for species like black-backed
woodpecker.
In 2012, Sierra Forest Legacy and our conservation partners released National Forests in the
Sierra Nevada: A Conservation Strategy (Britting et al. 2012 3). This strategy addresses a variety
of forest conservation issues including the management of post-fire landscapes for ecological
benefit. The strategy provides a review of scientific literature and recommendations on forest
management. Below we summarize information from the conservation strategy and incorporate
the entire document by reference into these scoping comments. We ask that you consider the
information below and in the conservation strategy in the development of the draft EIS.
II.

Post-Fire Logging Threatens Ecological Resilience and Biodiversity

Post-fire “salvage” logging simplifies forest structure and composition, causing reduced
ecological resilience, reduced genetic variability, and impaired function (Centers for Water and
Wildland Resources 1996, DellaSala et al. 1996, Patel- Weynand 2002, Mackey et al. 2008).
When coupled with climate change and fire suppression, aggressive post-fire logging may
contribute to local extirpations of taxa associated with both early successional and old growth
forests (e.g., Loft and Smith 1999, Loreau et al. 2001, Loarie et al. 2008, Mackey et al. 2008,
Thompson et al. 2009, Swanson et al. 2010).
The proposed action presented in the scoping notice offers few constraints or limitations on
activities and allows:
•
•
•
•
•
•

The removal of trees of all sizes (i.e., no upper diameter limit);
Virtually no leave-tree requirements (e.g., an average of only four snags per acre
averaged over 10 acres);
Significant salvage operations in Riparian Conservation Areas (RCAs) and in close
proximity to streams and other special aquatic features;
Road development and entry into roadless areas;
Construction of six miles of new permanent road; and
Subjective guidelines for identifying burnt trees to cut versus green trees to leave (e.g.,
visibility of green needles from the ground).

3

http://www.sierraforestlegacy.org/Resources/Conservation/Biodiversity/SN_Conservation_Strategy_web3-1413.pdf
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These intensive forestry practices are presented in the scoping package as a necessary
management tool for aiding in forest restoration, yet no evidence or scientific information is
provided to support these claims. Although long practiced, post-fire logging is a scientifically
unsupported method of forest management. It has in fact been demonstrated to result in long
lasting and adverse impacts by increasing the fire hazard, degrading water quality, and impairing
the habitat and ecological function of the forest (Beschta et al. 2004, Karr et al. 2004, Donato et
al. 2006, Noss et al. 2006, Shatford et al. 2007, Thompson et al. 2007, Lindenmayer et al. 2008).
Snag-dependent species are also negatively impacted. In several studies, post-fire logging
reduced black-backed woodpecker (a management indicator species on the Stanislaus National
Forest) occupancy and reduced nesting frequency compared to unlogged burned forests (Saab
and Dudley 1998, Cahall and Hayes 2009, Hutto and Gallo 2006).
Wildlife species depend on habitat conditions created by high severity fire and that result in
abundant standing dead trees. Meeting desired habitat conditions for some species often requires
substantial areas with a variety of burn severities to be protected from post-fire logging (Hutto
1995, Hutto 2006, Noss et al. 2006). Where post-fire logging is conducted, all larger diameter
‘legacy’ dead trees and logs should be retained (Beschta et al. 2004). Furthermore, snag density
targets of 80-120 snags/acre may address the needs of wildlife in burned forests (Hutto 2006),
and coarse woody debris should be managed to mirror levels characteristic of the natural
disturbance regime.
The Rim Fire area, including severely burned forest, is a management opportunity that can
benefit biological diversity, especially snag dependent and shrub dependent species, over many
decades. We do not oppose the removal of burned trees that are hazards to human safety and
infrastructure; however, we do oppose post-fire logging for purely economic purposes given the
high cost to ecological integrity. The Stanislaus National Forest already provides a ready
example of the legacy of post-fire logging and industrial reforestation. The highly-modified,
ecologically simplified and monetarily costly landscape created after the 1987 Complex Fire
burned in a matter of days during the Rim Fire, leaving all of us stunned, saddened, and facing
the tall task of starting over. Today we have an opportunity to follow the intent of the new
Forest Planning Rule (best available science information; 36 CFR § 219.3) and Region 5’s new
leadership vision of restoration, utilizing contemporary science and lessons learned from the
past.
III.

Reforestation and the Value of Early-Successional Habitat

The words recovery and restoration spark so many ideas about how to manage vegetation
following fire. While we realize that the reforestation project will undergo public scoping in a
separate document from the Rim Recovery project, we are including this section in order to
begin the conversation since both projects are connected and since successful restoration takes
many years of effort and collaboration.
Early successional forested ecosystems provide high species diversity and unique food webs and
species assemblages (Swanson et al. 2011). For example, almost a quarter of breeding birds in
the Sierra Nevada nest in shrub habitat (USDA Forest Service 2007). Sierran ecosystems have
also evolved with and depend on natural disturbances to create habitat in dead and dying trees.
The pallid bat, Vaux’s swift, fisher and black bear rely on various-sized cavities in large snags
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and logs. The black-backed woodpecker is a fire specialist largely dependent on burned areas for
breeding habitat. They usually nest in dense patches of small burned conifers and depend on
large snags for foraging (Dixon and Saab 2000; Hanson and North 2008; Bond et al. 2012;
Siegel et al. 2012). Table 1 in this document lists over 40 species that occur in the Sierra Nevada
that are dependent on early-seral habitat.
Unfortunately, 120 years of fire suppression in the Sierra Nevada has produced a homogenized
forest structure (Beaty and Taylor 2008), eliminated large snags, and has significantly reduced
chaparral cover (Nagel and Taylor 2005, USDA Forest Service 2007). Dense tree plantations and
fire suppression together contribute to greatly increased probabilities of large, uncharacteristic
fires (Centers for Water and Wildland Resources 1996, DellaSala et al. 1996; Crook et al. 2013)
and their presence throughout the forest makes a return to the natural fire return interval difficult
(Sapsis and Brandow 1997, Franklin and Agee 2003, Franklin 2004, Stephens and Moghaddas
2005). There is rarely either an ecological or economic necessity to replant trees after fire, and
natural regeneration after fire is preferable from an ecological standpoint (Franklin and Agee
2003, Government Accountability Office 2005, Lindenmayer et al. 2008). Natural tree
regeneration can be abundant after fire, and post-fire logging may actually reduce regeneration as
much as 71 percent by crushing young trees and compacting soil (Shatford et al. 2007). Given
the uncertainty surrounding the effectiveness of current silvicultural treatments in providing or
protecting structural diversity (USDA Forest Service 2001a, Volume 4, p. E-48), it is critical to
not perpetuate the simplification of habitat through the post-fire removal of legacy trees and the
replanting of homogeneous tree plantations.
The Forest Service continues to struggle with the reforestation issue. A Government
Accountability Office (GAO) report commissioned by Congress confirmed that the Forest
Service in Regions 5 and 6 (California and Oregon) failed to move beyond outdated management
standards for reforestation (Government Accounting Office 2005). According to one regional
official, the Forest Service’s history of timber production permeates current thinking, and many
procedures do not reflect the current management emphasis on ecosystem health. The GAO
reported that regional culture emphasized planting – the most expensive approach – to
reforestation projects.
Climate change must also be considered during the design and analysis phases of the Rim Fire
Recovery project. While climate change may increase tree growth rates in U.S. as a result of
increasing temperatures and lengthening growing seasons, this effect may be moderated by
drought conditions (McMahon et al. 2010). Post-fire management must be informed by current
vegetation trends and predictions rather than managing to historic conditions in a changing
climate. In the Sierra Nevada, snowpack is projected to decrease by over 40 percent in fall and
nearly 70 percent in winter, reducing winter snowmelt by 54 percent compared to the late 1900s
(Morelli 2009). Forest replanting efforts should take into account this reduced wet season
projected on the west slope (Ibid). A recent review shows that while the Douglas fir/white
fir/Sierran mixed conifer and mixed chaparral/montane hardwood types have increased since
1930, blue oak, ponderosa pine, Jeffrey pine, and eastside pine have decreased significantly
(Ibid). Allowing shrubs and oaks to recover naturally after fire is not only ecologically desirable,
but possibly the most viable option in mid-elevation areas such as the Rim Fire area, where
climate and vegetation models indicate pines may be replaced by hardwoods.
SFL et al. scoping comments on the Rim Fire Recovery Project (1-6-14)
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Vegetation management in the Rim Fire should adopt true restoration goals for hardwood,
conifer, shrub, riparian and aquatic ecosystems. As a cost-saving and ecologically responsible
measure, areas regenerating naturally should be identified and protected prior to all mechanical
operations. Areas with desirable shrub and oak components should also be identified as
achieving successful regeneration and should also be protected from mechanical operations so
that ecologically desirable vegetation is not run over and destroyed during logging operations.
Lastly, using chemicals instead of fire to reduce fuels and control competing vegetation is also
highly undesirable from an ecological standpoint. This practice also simplifies habitat structure,
removes harmless native plants, can adversely affect soil biota (see for example effects of
glyphosate on earthworms in Correia and Moreira 2010), and important food and shelter for
wildlife. The Forest Service has reforested burned areas using entirely non-chemical means in
the Sierra Nevada 4 (Landram 2009). This practice is effective and should be the standard
approach in the Rim Recovery project. Chemically managed plantations should be a last resort
and rarely used.
The project that propose reforestation in post-wildfire landscapes should include the following
design measures summarized from Britting et al. (2012):
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•

Plant only large seedless landscapes that were previously a conifer forest type;
Avoid planting in poor quality planting sites such as rocky slopes, lava caps, or areas
dominated by grey pine, blue oak, or chaparral;
Avoid planting in riparian areas, fens, seeps, springs, and meadows;
Avoid planting near mature, re-sprouting or young hardwoods, elderberry, or other
desired native plants as determined by a wildlife biologist, archaeologist, hydrologist and
botanist;
Use manual removal of competing vegetation immediately around planted conifers and
avoid the use of herbicides;
Allow at least one third to one half of all seedless landscapes to transition naturally
through seral stages;
Group planted conifers in small clusters, not in rows or evenly spaced;
Use existing roads and skid trails for management purposes;
Construct temporary roads for reforestation purposes and close these roads following
their management use.

Reforestation plans set tree stocking and maintenance guidelines that meet the following criteria
(Britting et al. 2012):
•
•
•
•

Consider all vegetation cover in stocking estimates (not just conifers) including grass,
shrubs, other herbaceous plants, and all non- conifer tree species;
Plant conifers only where there is an ecological basis for establishing a forested
landscape within 10-15 years;
Encourage natural regeneration and succession whenever possible;
Minimize the connectivity of fuels throughout the development of the planted stand;

4

Source: USDA Region 5 Forest Service Pesticide Use Reports (1999–2007). On file in Pacific Southwest Region
Headquarters, Vallejo, CA.
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•
•

IV.

Facilitate the application of prescribed fire throughout the development of the planted
stand;
Minimize the risk of fire spreading from the planted stand to adjacent forest stands.
Effects to Species At-Risk

The purpose and need and proposed action do not adequately take into account the benefits of the
burned landscape to species at risk and the risks to species from the proposed activities. Blackbacked woodpecker, spotted owl, great gray owl, goshawk, marten, fisher, pallid bat and fringed
Myotis bat are imperiled species facing habitat loss as a result of the proposed action. Each of
these species depends on legacy trees for downed wood and snags that are created by fire.
Burned trees are habitat that should be retained across the burn landscape at densities that
provide high quality habitat. As outlined below, some of these species need in the range of
hundreds of snags per acre following fire.
We are disturbed to find that there are no management requirements for terrestrial wildlife, but
rather various practices would be “considered” during implementation according to unknown or
undisclosed criteria. We find this wording vague and not sufficiently specific for a proposed
action or for an action that could be adopted by a decision maker. We ask that you revise the
description of the proposed action (and alternatives) to include specific requirements for wildlife.
These are necessary to meet the stated purpose and need to “provide sufficient habitat for
wildlife species dependent on post-fire environments” and “provide habitat structure for wildlife
in old forest emphasis areas” and areas important to carnivore connectivity.
The Rim Recovery scoping notice mentions an “excess” of burned trees, however burned trees
are not in excess in Sierra Nevada. In fact, hundreds of acres of unburned PACs and HRCAs on
the Stanislaus National Forest have a deficit of snags and don’t even contain four snags per acre
(see for example Lyons-South Fork project cruise data from the Mi-Wok Ranger District). This
is likely due to past insect salvage sales in the 1990s (Tom Beck, Sampson BE, Stanislaus
National Forest, 2001). The scoping notice proposes “considering” leaving an average of 4 snags
per acre, but for the reasons we note below this is insufficient snag retention for any known oldforest or burn-associated species. The application of snag retention designed for green forests, as
is contemplated in the scoping notice, has been identified by scientists studying burned forests as
entirely inadequate to meet habitat requirements in post-fire landscapes (Beschta et al. 2004,
Hutto 2006, Lindenmayer et al. 2008). In all cases, these scientists recommend that when
necessary to meet other non-ecological objectives, legacy snags and down wood in addition to
snags across all size classes should be retained. The proposed action and alternatives for this
project must include measures designed to leave adequate snags for species such as black-backed
woodpeckers and spotted owls on the order of several hundred per acre except in key areas such
as frequently used roads and campgrounds.
We urge the Forest Service to adopt the following design features as part of the proposed action
and alternatives in order to improve habitat quality, support the development of complex early
seral landscapes, and support high levels of biodiversity. As a first action, we ask that wildlife
surveys be completed according to accepted protocols prior to commencement of mechanical
operations in order to locate new activity centers for great gray owl, spotted owl and goshawk
PACs within the burn area. These surveys should also inform the effects analysis for the draft
SFL et al. scoping comments on the Rim Fire Recovery Project (1-6-14)
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EIS and subsequent management decisions. Any remaining suitable habitat considered
unoccupied before the burn should also be surveyed according to protocol in the 2014/2015
seasons in order to update occupancy records. We also recommend including in the proposed
action, the additional design measures noted in the sections below.
A.

Black-Backed Woodpecker and Other Woodpeckers

Region 5 recently completed a conservation strategy for this species (Bond et al. 2012); however
black-backed woodpecker is not mentioned in the Notice of Intent or scoping package. Areas of
dense forests that experienced high severity fire effects are a good proxy for suitable habitat for
black-backed woodpecker (BBW) habitat (Saab et al. 2009). The Center for Biological Diversity
developed a habitat suitability map for the Rim Fire area and compared this to the proposed
salvage units (Figure 1).
Figure 1. Map of Rim Fire salvage units from scoping notice dated December 2013 compared to
suitable habitat for black-backed woodpecker (BBW). Habitat for BBW was derived from mid
mature to mature pre-fire vegetation (California Wildlife Habitat Relationships 4M, 4D, 5M, 5D
and 6) of forest types Jeffrey pine, mixed-conifer, white fir, red fir, lodgepole pine that burned
with moderate to high severity effects.
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This map indicates that the proposed action proposes salvage logging of most of the suitable
BBW habitat that occurs on national forest lands. Elimination of high severity burned forest
habitat following wildfire, as is proposed in the Rim fire and the American and Aspen fires, is
likely to adversely affect BBW populations in the Sierra Nevada (Bond 2013; attached). Such an
outcome would be contrary to Forest Service direction (FSM 2670), Region 5’s leadership intent
on restoration, and the stated purpose of the Rim Recovery Project. Because of the strong
association of this species with post-fire landscapes and concerns about its status (see positive
90-day finding by USDI Fish and Wildlife Service; 78 FR 21086), the proposed action must
affirmatively address the conservation of this species in light of the proposed activities and other
salvage logging operations being proposed throughout its range in the Sierra Nevada.
We ask that you address the following information in the draft EIS. Black-backed woodpeckers
excavate nests in small dead standing trees averaging 10-21” dbh (Saab and Dudley 1998; Dixon
and Saab 2000; Bonnot et al. 2009; Bond et al. 2012; Siegel et al. 2013). Nest locations are also
associated with high snag density (Saab and Dudley 1998; Forristal 2009; Bond et al. 2012;
Siegel et al. 2013). Snag densities in a Sierra Nevada study averaged about 18 snags per 10meter radius plot, or about 570 snags/hectare (about 232/acre) (Siegel et al. 2013).
The three most significant factors in determining successful black-backed woodpecker foraging
were large snags, medium snags, and small snags (Siegel et al. 2013). A post-fire peak in blackbacked woodpecker abundance, usually observed at two to five years following fire (Saab and
Dudley 1998; Dixon and Saab 2000; Saab et al. 2007; Bonnot et al. 2009; Siegel et al. 2012),
coincides with the two to three year larval stage of the white-spotted sawyer beetle (Dixon and
Saab 2000). These birds may also play a part in regulating forest pest outbreaks following
widespread tree die-offs from severe fire (Forristal 2009).
In summary, black-backed woodpecker habitat preferences may change with the age of a burned
area, and that it is important to leave a variety of sizes and species of dense snags in order to
support black-backed populations. Generally black-backed woodpeckers are strongly associated
with burned forest habitat containing the following (references in text above):
•
•
•
•
•
•

burned conifer forest of 12 acres or greater
dense conifer snags (average of 96 ft2/acre, or 80-800 snags/acre > 9” dbh)
home range sizes from 100-200 acres with very high snag density
pre-fire canopy closure of 40-100%
variable or high burn intensity
snag habitat to be utilized up to 8 years post-fire.

Post-fire logging negatively affects black-backed woodpeckers by removing nesting substrate,
feeding substrate, and food resources, thereby reducing adult and nest survival (Saab and Dudley
1998, Morissette et al. 2002, Hutto and Gallo 2006, Saab et al. 2007, Cahall and Hayes 2009,
Hanson and North 2008, Bonnet et al. 2009, Forristal 2009, Bond et al. 2012); logging can also
create forest structural changes that either make remaining nests more vulnerable to predation, or
it can obscure suitable habitat by making moderate or low density “fresh” snags (2-4 years old)
left after logging to resemble undesirable, well-decomposed snags in a much older burn with
sparse snag cover (from Forristal 2009). Even if seemingly adequate densities of snags are left
for nesting after partial or less intensive logging, birds can still be negatively impacted by
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removing food resources (Bonnet et al. 2009), resulting in reduced occupancy and reduced
nesting frequency compared to unlogged burned forests (Saab and Dudley 1998; Cahall and
Hayes 2009; Bond et al. 2012).
If breeding black-backed woodpeckers are not protected the first three to five years post-fire, (by
habitat avoidance or with a multi-year limited operating period), then the project is likely to
directly kill BBW nestlings in felled trees and indirectly kill nestlings and fledglings by
eliminating foraging habitat that results in nestling starvation. This could create an “ecological
trap”—the effect of allowing an imperiled species to be drawn into an area where it will be
killed—which can have a disproportionately negative effect on the population.
We ask you to incorporate the following management requirements into the Rim Fire Recovery
project. These measures are inferred or taken directly from recent black-backed woodpecker
research, were presented in Britting et al. (2012; see Appendix A, section on black-backed
woodpecker) and are summarized below:
•

Retain large patches of snags in a variety of decay stages in areas of moderate and high
intensity burned conifer forest. These areas can be identified remotely by using moderate
to dense pre- fire canopy cover as a surrogate for fire intensity and suitable black-backed
woodpecker habitat (Saab et al. 2009).

•

Areas cleared of snags should not exceed 6 acres in size (Bond et al. 2012).

•

Protect important black-backed woodpecker nesting habitat from post-fire logging by
retaining patches of dense, small-size burned conifer trees (9”dbh or greater) occurring in
contiguous patches upwards of five acres. Also retain the highest densities of the largest
snags to support foraging (Bond et al. 2012; Siegel et al. 2013).

•

Retain all trees with active black-backed woodpecker nests.

•

Avoid post-fire logging in black-backed habitat for 5-8 years (Dixon and Saab 2000), if
at all. These areas will still have habitat value for a suite of other snag associated species.

•

Limit mechanical operations near or in potential habitat from May 1 to August 1 (Bond et
al. 2012).

•

Consider implementing prescribed fire in the unburned periphery of recent fire areas 5 to
6 years after fire to create additional black-backed woodpecker habitat as the habitat
suitability of the original fire area begins to wane.

•

Avoid cutting standing snags for fuelwood in recent fire areas (<8 years postfire) during
the nesting season (generally May 1 through July 31). Harvesting of a portion of the
available downed trees is an alternative that will not jeopardize black-backed woodpecker
nests (Bond et al. 2012).

•

Proceeds from any logging should stay on forest and should fund research on fireassociated species such as black backed woodpecker. The Stanislaus NF should direct
any post-fire logging revenue to contract studies on the Sierra Nevada population to
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determine habitat needs, impacts of logging, thinning, and variable-intensity fires, and
genetic isolation on black-backed woodpeckers in the Sierra Nevada. Additionally,
research should explore basic demographics of the species to understand survival and
reproduction.
The importance of post-fire landscapes to other woodpeckers has recently been examined for the
Angora fire. Manley and Tarbill (2012) documented variable responses of three woodpeckers to
landscape conditions. They found that:
The density of small snags (by DBH) was positively associated with the presence of
Black-backed Woodpecker nests. Nest presence of White-headed Woodpeckers was
positively associated with tree decay and negatively associated with tree height and
density of small trees. Hairy Woodpecker nests were negatively associated with small
trees. All woodpecker species were more likely to have nests in more highly scorched
trees, underscoring the importance of fire in creating habitat for these species.

(Ibid., p. 2) Based on their review of the literature and observations in the project areas, they
found that:

Woodpeckers play an important role in post-fire habitats by rapidly colonizing burned
areas and creating cavities that are used by many other species that rely upon them for
nesting, denning, roosting, and resting.

(Ibid.) Results from their study indicated a differential use by secondary cavity nesters
depending on the woodpecker species creating the cavity:

All three species of woodpecker supported the cavity-dependent community in the
burned area, with White-headed and Black-backed Woodpeckers exerting the strongest
influence based on the richness and diversity of secondary cavity users. While cavities
of Hairy Woodpeckers supported fewer species and were used in lower proportion
compared to the other two woodpeckers, they supported unique and complementary
species to the Black-backed Woodpecker in burned habitats. This suggests that while
White-headed and Black-backed Woodpeckers are the most important excavators
influencing colonization, the complement of all three species of woodpeckers appears to
have the greatest influence on colonization of secondary cavity users.

(Ibid., p. 23) These results indicate that managing for a diversity of woodpeckers through time
increases the variety of opportunities for secondary cavity nesters and increases species
diversity.

We strongly urge the Forest Service to develop a post-fire habitat conservation strategy focused
on sustaining a variety of woodpecker species along with other snag-associated species
(Attachment 1). A habitat conservation strategy for the Rim Fire should be prepared by leading
scientists and should include scientist’s recommendations in the proposed action as was done
with the Vegetation Resiliency Report (Crook et al. 2013). This conservation strategy should be
incorporated into development of draft EIS and alternatives.
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B.

Old Forest-Associated Species

The Rim Recovery scoping letter states that post-fire logging across tens of thousands of acres is
the first step to landscape recovery after fire. Based on our review of the scientific literature and
consultation with scientists, we find that there is no support for this statement. Consistently, the
literature indicates that potential resource damage far outweighs any speculation about benefits
of salvage logging. In testimony before the House Subcommittee on Resources (November 10,
2005), eminent forest ecologist and University of Washington Professor Jerry Franklin noted that
logging dead trees often has greater negative impacts than logging of live trees. He concluded
that “timber salvage is most appropriately viewed as a ‘tax’ on ecological recovery.” A full
discussion of the issues is well articulated in the recent book Salvage Logging and Its Ecological
Consequences (Lindenmayer et al. 2008). The authors conclude, "Salvage logging and other
post-disturbance practices can have profound negative impacts on ecological processes and
biodiversity." Please provide the scientific basis for the claim that salvage logging “is the first
step in the process of long-term forest recovery.”
Because the Sierra Nevada is an ecosystem that evolved with fire, most plants and wildlife are
adapted to wildfire and depend on a cycle of fire to maintain some habitat components from
increased soil moisture availability to snags and downed logs. Many wildlife species evolved
with and benefit from fire in the Sierra Nevada, including old-forest associated species. Early
successional stages support plant diversity and productivity, which also supports prey (mostly
rodents and small birds) for old forest species. Many of these species are known to forage in
burned areas and productive grasslands, chaparral and meadows and riparian areas following
fire. Heavily logged areas and tree plantations lack critical shrub and herbaceous plant species,
multi-layered tree structure, downed wood and snags, and the fire regime that support old-forest
wildlife assemblages.
Lastly, we seek alternatives to the proposed action that ensure adequate habitat is retained for
wildlife across all burn severities; and alternatives that produce a net reduction of permanent
roads, particularly in sensitive forest carnivore movement and PAC areas. This includes
alternatives that protect sensitive forest, meadow and riparian areas against off-road vehicle
trespass and degradation; activities that can be exacerbated by increased access due to temporary
roads and newly constructed roads.
1)

Forest Carnivores: Marten and Fisher

The pine marten is a good example of an old forest associated species that is likely to use habitat
created by the Rim fire. Marten are known to utilize a wider range of habitats than old forests,
particularly riparian areas and meadow edges (Spencer et al. 1983). Shrub cover is also an
important habitat component. Hargis and McCullough (1984), in their study in Yosemite
National Park, found that marten strongly selected for low overhead cover. Slauson et al. (2006,
p. 465), in their study in northwestern California, found that “dense shrub cover was the most
consistent habitat element at sites selected by martens.” Slauson and Zielinski (2007) reported a
strong marten preference for dense (greater than 80 percent) shrub cover in the same study area.
Contrary to the notion that snags must be cut down in order to allow old forests to grow, dead
trees and shrubs are important habitat components for old-forest associated species like marten.
SFL et al. scoping comments on the Rim Fire Recovery Project (1-6-14)
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Unfortunately, we already know that the pine marten loses when it comes to salvage logging on
Forest Service lands. In 1988 and 1990, two salvage logging projects contributed to the
extirpation of marten from the Sagehen Experimental Forest in the Lake Tahoe area (Moriarty et
al. 2011). The loss of cavities and other resting and denning features, the distance between
features, as well as the size and spatial arrangement of patches resulting from the vegetation
treatments since the 1980s (Sagehen Project, vegetation report, p. 122) have had lasting negative
impact on marten habitat and occurrence. Because the forest plan (USDA Forest Service 2004, p.
53, Standards 27-28) requires the Forest Service to assess impacts from fragmentation and
impediments to movement for old forest associated species, we ask that estimates of patch size,
distance between patches, retention records of key structures (logs, snags, high stumps) based
upon marking records and design layout be used to better inform the characterization of
fragmentation risk in the short and long term.
Fishers also depend on habitat elements created by fire. Trees with cavities and the presence of
suitable denning and resting structures appear to be key resources at the microsite scale (Purcell
et al. 2009). Fully functioning ecological processes of decay and disease are required to develop
the den and rest structures and microsite characteristics over time. In the southern Sierra Nevada,
fishers also prefer areas with black oak, which are used for resting and denning (USDA Forest
Service 2006a). As the fire area recovers, important elements of fisher dispersal, foraging and
breeding habitat such as snags, understory shrub cover, black oak, and downed wood must be
maintained on the landscape. Removal of burned legacy trees would diminish the value of
habitat for the fisher.
Recent studies also have begun to evaluate the causes of mortality for fishers in the southern
Sierra Nevada. Mortality from predation has been identified as a leading cause of death in the
SNAMP (Sweitzer 2011) and Kings River study (Thompson et al. 2011). Road related losses are
also significant in areas, such as the SNAMP study, affected by major highways (Sweitzer 2011).
Movement corridors for forest carnivores should be mapped and protected prior to mechanical
operations. Road density should also be kept to a minimum in fisher movement and future
breeding habitat. The building of new roads in a previously unroaded areas will also diminish the
habitat value for fisher for decades to come.
2)

Forest Raptors: California Spotted Owl and Northern Goshawk

In 2006, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service assumed that fires generally have a negative impact
on California spotted owl habitat and considered risk from catastrophic fire to be a far greater
concern than any other threat (USDI Fish and Wildlife Service 2006). This assumption was
based on anecdotal evidence of resident birds in the Sierra Nevada that abandoned severely
burned landscapes; however these same territories were also salvage logged, so it is not possible
to determine the specific cause for post-fire movements (Keane 2010). More recent research
shows it is far more likely that post-fire logging is the paramount threat to spotted owls in the
Sierra Nevada rather than fire. Spotted owls evolved with fire and when one considers average
historic fire return intervals across the species range, there is no way to conclude that California
spotted owls could have persisted without living in burned forests. Biologists have repeatedly
documented that spotted owls use burned landscapes (including high-severity burns). Snag
perches used by spotted owls during foraging, and prey habitat itself abounds after fire, even in
high severity burns. These studies have broadened the definition of spotted owl habitat in the
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Sierra Nevada. Owl scientist Monica Bond reviewed recently research on spotted owl use of
burned forests (Bond 2013, Attachment 2). We include below helpful excerpts from this review
and ask that you update for the analysis in the draft EIS the definitions of habitat used by
California spotted owls:
…peer-reviewed published studies in the Sierra Nevada have indicated that most severe
fire within spotted owl core areas (e.g., 200-ha surrounding nests and roosts) does not
reduce site-occupancy (Lee et al. 2012), and burned survey areas did not have lower
occupancy rates of owl sites than unburned (Roberts et al. 2011). Further, the probability
of use of severely burned forests by foraging California Spotted Owls when these stands
occur near nests and core areas was greater than unburned forests for a sample of owls in
the southern Sierra Nevada (Bond et al. 2009). Finally, post-fire salvage-logged stands
appear to be unsuitable habitat for spotted owls (Lee et al. 2012).
Bond et al. (2009) found California Spotted Owls inhabiting a burned landscape four years
post-fire (McNally Fire) had a significantly greater probability of using a burned site for
foraging than an unburned site within 1.5 km of the nest or core-roost area. Furthermore,
the greatest selection probability was for high-severity burned sites closest to the
nest/core… salvage logged stands were essentially non-habitat for the sample of foraging
owls in the McNally Fire. Moreover, owl home ranges in mixed-severity forests in the
McNally fire area were similar to those in unburned mature/old forests (the ones in the fire
area were actually somewhat smaller, indicating high territory fitness, but there was no
statistically significant difference), and the owls had an abundant diet of small mammals
in the post-fire habitat (Bond et al. 2013).
Lee et al. (2012, on p. 798) included spotted owl sites with well over 50% high-severity
fire, the majority of which remained occupied post-fire (until and unless they were salvage
logged). Previous studies also found that sites with a relatively high degree of highseverity burn around core areas can be occupied and reproductive (Bond et al. 2002,
Jenness et al. 2004). However, territories that are salvage logged following fire, within an
1128-meter radius around the territory center, strongly tend to lose occupancy (Lee et al.
2012).
(Bond 2013).
We know from recent research that spotted owls have utilized forest habitat for foraging and
nesting with fire effects ranging from low to high severity (Bond et al. 2009, Lee et al. 2012).
Post-fire logging in the Rim Recovery project is a major concern because a significant number of
PACs and home range core areas (HRCAs) contain salvage logging units. For example, the
proposed action would harvest over 4,200 acres within PACs.
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Table 1. Estimated area within PACs to be salvage logged according to the proposed action
issued in December 2013.
Area in
Salvage
Units (acres)
170
2,059
2,018
Total
4,247

Management
Action for PAC
Keep As Is 5
Retire
Remap

We are concerned with the Forest Service’s tendency to redraw PACs to exclude high-severity
burned forests. A commonly applied approach is to re-draw the PACs to exclude salvage-logging
areas. This is followed by the declaration that the salvage logging will not occur in the PAC and
thus the effect on the PAC is insignificant. From our review of the data supplied to us by forest
staff, it appears that of the 46 PACs within the Rim Fire boundary, there are plans to “remap” 9
PACs and “retire” 10 PACs. As best we can tell from the data, this will amount to about 4,000
acres of areas within PACs being salvaged logged. However, as demonstrated by the recent
research described above, areas with high severity effects, along with other types of fire effects,
are utilized by owls for foraging and nesting and must be considered to be suitable habitat. We
ask that you avoid re-drawing PACs to exclude high severity burns and that you do not “retire”
PACs unless there is information to indicate that the nest stand no longer provides nest
opportunities or that there are no suitable nest stands available in the PAC. This point is
particularly relevant in the Groveland Ranger District landscape, where PACs are odd-shaped
and include all remaining mature forest left from previous fires and post-fire logging. Protected
activity centers containing legacy trees, even if severely burned, need to be retained on the
landscape because comparable “replacement acres” with similar large trees or snags are not
available in most cases.
In addition to this activity in PACs, salvage logging is proposed in approximately 8,500 acres of
HRCA that are outside of the PAC. The figure below (Figure 2) illustrates the proximity of
salvage units to PACs and HRCAs in the northern portion of the project area. 6

5

We note our analysis indicated that approximately 170 acres was proposed for harvest in PACs. We are uncertain
if this is simply a mapping or analysis error. Please verify whether or not harvest will occur within spotted owl
PACs that you intend to “keep as is.”
6 We provide Figure 2 as an example only. There are PACs/HRCAs in the southern portion of the project area that
exhibit similar spatial relationships to salvage units.
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Figure 2. Protected activity centers (PACs) and home range core areas (HRCAs) in the northern
portion of the Rim Fire area showing location of salvage logging units proposed in the scoping
notice dated December 2013. Two PACs re proposed for remapping and two PACs are proposed
to be retired in this view.

A

B

In several cases, it is clear that not only is the PAC proposed for harvest, but a significant amount
of the HRCA surrounding the PAC is to be salvage logged. This is well illustrated for the PAC
circled in red and label “A” above. Despite significant salvage logging in the PAC and HRCA
and close proximity of adjacent PACs/HRCAs, this PAC is proposed for remapping. A slightly
different, but also of significant concern is one illustrated by the red circle labeled “B.” This
PAC is proposed to be “keep as is” and the PAC would not be redrawn. However, salvage
logging is proposed right up to the boundary of this PAC on nearly all sides. Furthermore, we
are aware from information presented at the technical workshop that the northern area of the
region depicted in Figure 2 had some of the highest pre-fire concentrations of large tree stands
(CWHR 5) compared to elsewhere in the project area. We also note that significant portions of
this area where a part of a back-burn operation and that the fire effects are a finer grained mosaic
of severity types. We ask that you avoid salvage logging in habitat areas such as these.
In addition to the proposed units, roadside salvage is proposed that will further reduce the levels
of snags and large wood that contribute to habitat quality. These are habitat areas intended to
provide foraging and roosting for spotted owls. Many of these PACs occur along creeks and
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waterways; logging in these sensitive areas poses an even greater environmental impact and is
inconsistent Forest Service direction for sensitive species (FSM 2670) and the restoration goals
of the project. Alternatives to the proposed action should seek to leave undisturbed mixed and
high severity burned forest especially in spotted owl PACs and HRCAs.
We are aware that breeding spotted owls were discovered by hikers in the unlogged portion of
the Kibbie Fire in the year following this fire. The status, breeding history, habitat condition (i.e.,
was this area also burned by high severity fire?) of this territory should be included in the
analysis of effects of the salvage logging proposed in the Rim Fire and may provide information
useful in developing mitigation measures or alternatives that avoid impacts on spotted owls. We
are also aware of recent monitoring data regarding spotted owl behavior in unsalvaged areas with
significant amounts of high severity fire effects one year following the Chips Fire on the Plumas
National Forest (John Keane, personal communication). Please contact John Keane to discuss the
results of his study and their applicability to owl responses that may be experienced in the Rim
Fire area.
We ask that you include these design measures in one or more alternatives:
•

Avoid salvage logging within 1.5 km of spotted owl nests or core roost sites until effects
of salvage are more fully understood (Bond et al. 2009, p. 1123).

•

Retain felled green or hazard trees as down wood when existing levels of down wood are
below desired levels for the various size or decay classes.

•

Implement mitigation measures when feasible to reduce the risk of losing large live and
large dead trees when prescribed burning [or jackpot burning] (Hood 2010).

•

Fall and remove hazard trees within tree falling distance along maintenance level 3, 4,
and 5 roads and within or adjacent to administrative sites. The need for falling trees on
level 1-2 roads is generally not appropriate based upon low probably of harm. Retain
large felled trees where needed to meet down woody material standards.

•

Road closure on maintenance level 1 and 2 roads must be considered as an alternative to
hazard tree removal in areas where the snags are below desired levels to support post-fire
associated wildlife (upwards of 150 snags/acre).

•

Avoid the removal or damage to hardwoods that occur within conifer forest types.
Exceptions may be allowed to address public safety.

•

Restore oak, riparian, and other hardwoods such as aspen and incorporate mitigation for
other stressors identified in the project area, such as grazing impacts on re-established
clones or seedlings, poor road placement impacting hydrology and other environmental
conditions, off- highway vehicle activities, etc. See Shepard et al. (2006) for aspen
management.
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•

Design alternatives to reduce potential soil erosion and the loss of soil productivity
caused by loss of vegetation and ground cover. Examples are beneficial activities that
would: a) provide for adequate soil cover in the short term; b) allow native early seral
vegetation to occur in burned areas; c) reduce potential impacts of fire on water quality;
d) improve site resilience to repeated fire and drought.

While it is still unknown how goshawks use burned areas, Squires and Reynolds (1997)
document goshawk breeding for several seasons following the die-off of trees affected by beetles
near nest stands. This suggests some burned areas still provide old forest structure and an
ephemeral pulse of resources goshawks can capitalize on for a few years. The Rim Recovery
project should include goshawk surveys in mixed severity fire areas or the edges of high severity
each year prior to mechanical operations to locate and protect breeding territories.
C.

Meadow Associated Species: Great Gray Owl and Willow Flycatcher

Fire can renew spring, seep, riparian and meadow habitats, thereby expanding the region’s
capacity to support a wide variety of wildlife species. The Rim Recovery project goal to “retain
burned forest across the landscape to provide sufficient habitat for wildlife species dependent on
post-fire environments” promises to aid in this capacity.
The Audubon Society identified meadow complexes in Tuolumne County, and some in the Rim
Fire perimeter, as an Important Bird Area (National Audubon Society 2013). In making the
designation, they found that the Sierra Nevada contains some of its most critical bird habitat in
its meadows providing for great gray owl, black-backed woodpecker, sooty (a.k.a. blue) grouse,
and goshawk, among other species (Ibid.). Mismanaged grazing on USFS land is biggest threat
to this important bird area, followed by recreation and logging:
Threats to each depend on ownership, although summer grazing (USFS/private lands)
may be the most damaging threat to the greatest number of meadow-dependent bird
species by severely-reducing or eliminating willow thickets needed for nesting and
foraging. The weight of cattle also alters the delicate hydrology of these meadows, and
encourages streams to incise into gullies, thus desiccating the meadow…. Logging
continues to have local impacts, especially where it has removed large nesting trees,
including dead or diseased individuals.
(Ibid.) Willow flycatchers also breed in montane wetland shrub habitat along riparian areas or in
meadows. They require dense, tall willows (five to six feet) with standing water through midJune for successful nesting (Green et al. 2003, Vormwald et al. 2011). Breeding populations of
willow flycatchers in the Sierra Nevada are so small and vulnerable that any disturbance could
be significant, including meadow desiccation, nest predation, nest parasitism, and grazing. They
are thought to be extirpated from the Stanislaus National Forest and Yosemite (Siegel et al.
2008). The Rim Fire with its promise of making more water available for streams and meadows
and increased revenue for restoration of hydrologic function of these features, represents an
unprecedented opportunity to restore meadows with the recovery of willow flycatcher in mind.
Alternatives to the proposed action should include restoration and protection of meadows and
streams on the Stanislaus National Forest. Funds from the Rim Recovery project should be
directed toward scientific monitoring of grazing, roads and logging impacts on hydrology.
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There are approximately seven known great gray owl breeding territories (PACs) in the Rim Fire
perimeter. The Groveland Ranger District is the heart of what Hull et al. (2010) describes as a
genetically unique sub-species of great gray owl consisting of only 100-200 individuals in
California (Winter 1980, Hull et al. 2010, Keane 2010). Adult owl mortality is alarmingly high
for such a small population due to disease and vehicle collisions (Maurer 2005, Stermer 2010, J.
Keane, personal communication). Seven out of twelve birds with radio telemetry units died in a
CDFG study between 2005-2007 (a 58 percent mortality rate). Autopsies found lesions on the
heart or throat, possibly from trichomoniasis (Stermer 2010). Great grays are also thought to be
extremely vulnerable to West Nile virus (J. Keane, personal communication). We now stand at a
critical point in this sub-species history and can make management choices that harm (by
removing breeding habitat, by causing vehicle mortality in the absence of new surveys and LOPs
for heavy vehicle traffic) or help recover this species from such an imperiled status.
Like so many wildlife species, great gray owls benefit from wildfire. Burned forest provides
early-seral ‘meadow surrogate’ habitat with increased rodent densities that support increased owl
productivity. Many new great gray owl territories have been established on the Groveland
Ranger District within 5-10 years following a large fire (T. Beck, personal communication,
Stanislaus National Forest). And new territories may require up to several hundred acres of the
highest quality nesting habitat (Beck and Craig 1991). The owl does not make nests and instead
needs to use broken top snags and old raptor nests (Ibid.). It also depends on productive
meadows to feed it’s young. Alternatives to the Rim Recovery EIS should include surveys and
establishment of larger PACs for great grays prior to mechanical operations. Alternatives in the
EIS should also include the following design features for great gray owls that stand to recover
from ecologically managed post-fire habitat:
•

Burned areas and meadows should be protected from grazing and vehicle degradation.
Meadows should be excluded from cows and/or monitored by USFS staff throughout the
use season.

•

Maintain mixed and high-severity burn areas for this owl to breed and forage in. Tree
plantations should not encroach within 200 feet (approximate shading distance) of areas
supporting meadow or riparian plants, even if these areas were not previously known as
seeps or meadows.

•

Great gray owls are diurnal and adults are particularly vulnerable to fatality from vehicle
collisions (Maurer 2005). Approximately twenty-six great gray owls have been
reportedly hit by vehicles in the greater Yosemite area between 1955-2005, including at
least twelve in Yosemite since 1985 (Ibid.). Limited operating periods on roads in or near
PACs that will get heavy truck traffic during hauling are essential for this species because
logging trucks have been known to kill fledgling great gray owls. For example, a
fledgling was injured and later died after being hit by a logging truck hauling burnt logs
from the Ruby Fire (D. Horak personal communication, Stanislaus National Forest).
Here, no LOPs were in place because owl surveys were not conducted to locate new great
gray breeding territories.
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V.

•

Retain all possible nest trees including all snags in PACs. If snags must be cut for safety,
leave logs on site. Consider topping snags with sound base at least 15 feet high.

•

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 (USDA Forest Service 2001).
Avoid grazing in the meadow prior to September.

•

Maintain or enhance the condition of the streams associated with meadows in PACs. Set
a high priority on the repair of gullies, head cuts, soil compaction, stream bank instability,
and avoid grazing on riparian vegetation.

•

Enhance meadow and riparian vegetation to support prey species in meadow such as
voles. Control conifer encroachment into meadows. Conifers in the meadow provide
perches for foraging, but can also shade and dry the meadow. Periodic thinning may be
beneficial, but consider retaining tall stumps or girdling trees to retain perch values for
areas where meadow is more than approximately 200’ wide (Beck and Winter 2000).

•

Sensitive aquatic features such as meadows, fens, bogs, seeps, etc. should be mapped and
protected at first opportunity in the 2014 field season and fenced to avoid cattle damage.

•

Do not allow cattle within burned landscapes until: a) Allotment management plans are
re-written to address the changed environment and include protection measures for
fragile soils, riparian, spring and meadow vegetation, and rare plants; b) Post-fire field
assessments for range readiness shall include a determination that the landscape can
support livestock without suffering resource damage; c) There are sufficient staff and
resources to continue monitoring and enforcement to avoid resource damage.

•

Noxious weed assessments, including prevention and eradication measures, are included
in every post-fire action including, hazard tree abatement, reforestation plans,
modification of allotment management plans, and special use permit approval.
Salvage Logging in Riparian Conservation Areas (RCAs)

The proposed action allows extensive salvage logging in Riparian Conservation Areas without
establishing how such activities will benefit riparian function or meet the riparian conservation
objectives in the forest plan (USDA Forest Service 2004).
Beschta et al. (2004) discuss at length the potential adverse impacts from salvage logging in
sensitive riparian and near-stream areas and recommend that:
Salvage logging generally should be prohibited on sensitive sites, however, including
riparian areas, moderately or severely burned areas, fragile soils, steep slopes, roadless
areas, watersheds where sedimentation is already a problem, where significant impacts to
early successional vegetation may occur, and sites where accelerated surface erosion or
accelerated mass soil erosion are likely to occur.
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Additional review of the response of riparian areas and sensitive watersheds lead Lindenmayer
and Noss (2006) to recommend establishment of riparian buffers designed to protect these
features. Lindenmayer and Noss also recommend significant retention (upwards to 50% of the
standing biomass distributed across all size classes), in cases where salvage logging in
undertaken. Based on the acute concern expressed in the literature about the effects of salvage
logging on aquatic resources, the proposed action must provide far more detail and criteria on
which to base a decision to salvage log in these sensitive areas.
We ask that you review the literature on salvage logging within riparian buffers and in close
proximity to streams and describe in detail the ecological benefits expected from any proposals
to salvage log within riparian buffers. Furthermore, any claims made about concerns related to
“excessive” fuels in riparian areas must consider that the proposed action does not require the
removal of non-merchantable material, i.e., material < about 16” dbh. This smaller diameter
material is today’s ladder fuels and the surface fuel likely to accumulate as the trees drop in the
coming 10-15 years. Considerations about fuel loading must also take into account the mesic
environment of these drainage areas and their resistance to burning under all but the most
extreme conditions.
VI.

Fuel Management and Salvage Logging

The scoping notice (pp. 1-2) indicates that a fire and fuels strategy was developed by a team of
experts; however, the proposed action does not address how the actions proposed would advance
or be consistent with the fuels strategy. We are aware of a strategy map with specific locations
identified on the map of management features and areas and recommendations about actions to
take in these areas. It is not clear from the scoping notice how this information was used to
inform the selection of areas for salvage logging or if there is any relationship at all between
those recommendations and the current proposal. The draft EIS should fully address how these
recommendations were incorporated into the proposed action and alternatives.
The scoping notice (p. 4) also identifies several needs for the project related to the management
of fuels including:
•
•
•

Reduce the existing fuel load from standing dead trees. Key areas identified may be less
economical, but critical for creating greater fire resiliency of future forests.
Remove excess fuels because tree mortality exceeds the needs for snag and log
recruitment on these lands. The excess trees would result in high fuel loading that would
increase the potential of destroying the recovering forest before it could mature.
Protect soils from future fires which would be of very high intensity if the dead material
is not removed.

These “need” statements stem from the belief that burned trees will be the source of high fuel
loads to the extent that reburning in such environments would lead to soil damage and “destroy”
the recovering forest. We do not find any information in the scientific literature to support these
claims. Several studies on the effects of reburn on areas within the Biscuit Fire (2002, Cascades
Region) indicated that salvage logging significantly increased both fine and coarse downed
woody fuel loads (Donato et al. 2006) and areas that were salvaged and replanted burned at high
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severity compared to unlogged areas (Thompson et al. 2007). McGinnis et al. (2010) examined
fuels and modeled fire effects for four fires that occurred in the Sierra Nevada since 1987. The
Stanislaus Complex fire (1987) was among the fires examined. This study found that under two
modeled fire weather conditions (“low danger early season” and “extreme”) tree mortality was
the same in all “treatments”—salvage logged, salvaged logged and herbicide, and unlogged. In
addition, surface fire behavior (rate of spread and flame length) was not different between
salvage logged and unlogged treatments. The examined landscapes ranged from 4 to 21 years
post-fire and indicate that salvage logging did not substantially change fire effects in these
stands. Please provide the relevant research and analysis to support the claims in the scoping
notice that salvage logging will reduce fire effects.
Even if one could establish that salvage logging would in some fashion alter future fire effects,
we find the focus on removal of “commercial” sized trees (>16” dbh initially and expected to
increase in size during the 5 years harvest period) to be inconsistent with general fuels
management guidelines which focus on the removal of surface fuels and small diameter,
generally less than 16” dbh (North et al. 2009), ladder fuels. It is not clear from the scoping
notice what the fuel objectives would be for any of the treated areas. Please describe in detail
how retaining small diameter standing fuels will address the concerns about “high fuel loads”
expressed in the “need” statements in the scoping package (p. 4).
VII.

Existing and Potential Wild & Scenic Rivers Within The Rim Fire Recovery Project
Area

The Rim Fire burned much of the Tuolumne River watershed, including segments of the
Tuolumne Wild & Scenic River. It also burned within and adjacent to segments of the Clavey
River recommended by the Forest Service for Wild & Scenic River protection. These existing
and potential Wild & Scenic Rivers could be affected by the Rim Fire Recovery Project (Project)
and the impacts of the Project on these streams should be fully addressed in the Project EIS.
A.

National Wild & Scenic Rivers Act Requirements

The National Wild & Scenic Rivers Act requires components of the system to be designated and
administered by the Forest Service as wild, scenic or recreational rivers (16 USC Sec. 1273). In
addition and perhaps more importantly, the Act requires rivers in the system to be administered
in a manner as to protect and enhance the values that caused the river to be included in the
system, with primary emphasis on protecting its esthetic, scenic, historic, archeological, and
scientific features (16 USC Sec. 1281). The Act also requires the Secretary of Agriculture to take
action in respect to management policies and plans to protect designated rivers, with particular
attention to timber harvesting, road construction, and other activities that may be contrary to the
purposes of the Act and to coordinate with the Environmental Protection Agency and with
appropriate state water pollution control agencies to eliminate or diminish water pollution (16
USC Sec. 1283).
The Forest Service Manual (FSM) reiterates the statute’s requirements to maintain and enhance
free flowing characteristics, protect and enhance outstanding value, and to specifically protect
aesthetic, scenic, historic, archaeological and scientific features (FSM 2354.72). The FSM also
directs the Forest Service to manage wild and scenic river ecosystems to achieve management
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goals and objectives set forth in the comprehensive management plan for each river through
natural processes and use of techniques that mimic those processes (FSM 2354.73).
The specific requirements of the National Wild & Scenic Rivers statutes and the FSM should be
fully addressed in the Project EIS.
B.

Project Activities Outside Of The Existing Tuolumne Wild & Scenic River
Corridor Could Impact River Values And Water Quality

The Tuolumne Wild & Scenic River was designated by Congress in 1984. The specific
outstandingly remarkable values of the Tuolumne River include scenery, recreation (including
whitewater boating), geological, wildlife, fisheries, historical/cultural, and
scientific/educational. 7
Currently, the Project is proposing only roadside hazard tree removal along the Lumsden Road
within the designated corridor of the Tuolumne Wild & Scenic River. However, simply avoiding
large scale salvage logging within the river corridor does not necessarily guarantee protection of
the Tuolumne Wild & Scenic River’s specific outstandingly remarkable values. The cumulative
impacts of salvage logging and road construction outside of the river corridor could adversely
impact the river’s outstanding scenery, recreation, wildlife, fishery, and other values. Project
activities outside the river corridor could also significantly impact and diminish water quality.
Best Management Practices do not guarantee protection of outstandingly remarkable river values
or water quality, particularly with the massive landscape level treatments proposed in the Project.
The Forest Service has an unambiguous duty to protect and enhance these values, as well as to
protect the river’s water quality. The Project EIS must assess and address the potential impacts of
its proposed activities on the Tuolumne’s outstandingly remarkable values and water quality
even though Project activities are all currently located outside of the river corridor.
Specific management goals and objectives for the Tuolumne were outlined in the 1987
Tuolumne Wild And Scenic River Management Plan (USDA Forest Service, Stanislaus National
Forest Service). Just a few of the goals and objectives in this plan pertinent to the FSM 2354.73
mandate include providing habitat for management indicator wildlife species, protecting and
enhancing fishery values, managing vegetation to protect and enhance river values with a special
emphasis on protecting streamside vegetation, and maintaining or improving existing water
quality. The Project EIS should assess and address how proposed activities will meet these goals
and objectives.
The Project appears to be primarily focused on salvage logging and road construction and
reconstruction needed to implement the logging. There is no mention of recovery activities
needed for recreation or other river values. One of the Tuolumne Wild & Scenic River’s
outstandingly remarkable values is recreation, particularly whitewater recreation. Repair and
reconstruction of the Lumsden Road, currently underway, will certainly benefit recreational
access for whitewater boaters, hikers, and campers, but only if the current year-long forest
closure is lifted to allow recreational visitors to use the Lumsden Road and the riverside
7 Tuolumne Wild & Scenic River Study, USDA/USDI, 1979.
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facilities it serves. Also, several of the riverside recreational facilities were damaged in the fire,
including campgrounds and trailheads. There is no mention in the Project notice or scoping
package of repairing these facilities.
Regardless of whether this issue is addressed in this specific Project, the Forest Service should
implement recovery of these recreational facilities and lift the closure for this specific area by
late spring 2014 in order to maintain and enhance the river’s outstanding recreational values and
avoid adverse impacts on the tourism-based economy of Groveland and other local communities.
The FSM has a number of provisions for Wild & Scenic River resource protection and
management that are applicable to the Tuolumne River and should be addressed in the Project
EIS. These include maintaining or enhancing existing water quality, undertaking watershed
improvements where deteriorated soil or hydrological conditions create a threat to river values,
requiring rehabilitation and stabilization projects to retain a natural appearance and have no
substantial effect on the river and its environment, and approving only those watershed projects
that protect and enhance the values that caused the river to be designated and that do not
substantially interfere with public use and enjoyment of these values (FSM 2354.42c). Because
Project activities within the watershed have the potential to cumulatively impact the Tuolumne
Wild & Scenic River, these specific requirements should be addressed in the Project EIS.
C.

Project Activities Within And Outside The Recommended Clavey Wild &
Scenic River Corridor Could Impact River Values And Water Quality

The Clavey River was recommended by the Forest Service for Wild & Scenic River protection in
1996. Its specific outstandingly remarkable values include scenery, recreation, fish, wildlife,
historical/cultural, ecological. 8 The Project proposes extensive salvage logging by helicopter as
well as tractor logging within and adjacent to a segment of the Clavey River downstream of
Road 3N01 recommended for Scenic classification. The Project also proposes extensive road
reconstruction and new road construction within and adjacent to this Scenic segment of the
Clavey. The Scenic segment’s specific outstandingly remarkable values include ecological, fish,
and wildlife, including old growth forests that support Pacific fisher, spotted owl and other old
growth dependent wildlife species.
Forest Service regulations require the protection of the values that provide the basis for a river’s
suitability for inclusion in the system (36 CFR 219.10). Site-specific project activities are
allowed within suitable (recommended) rivers consistent with the protection of the river’s free
flowing character and outstandingly remarkable values (FSH 1909.12, Section 82.52). New
roads and a range of vegetation management (including helicopter and tractor logging) are
permitted in Scenic segments as long as these practices protect and restore river values (FSH
1909.12, section 82.53).
There is no mention in the Project notice or scoping package of the need to protect the Clavey
River’s free flowing character and outstandingly remarkable values. Although we appreciate the
Project’s commitment to avoid activities in Wild segments of existing and recommended Wild &
Scenic Rivers, the Project is required to assess and ensure that proposed activities protect the
8 Clavey River Information (fact sheet), USDA Forest Service, Stanislaus National Forest, September 1996.
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Clavey River’s free flowing character and outstandingly remarkable values, even in its Scenic
segment. At a minimum, any vegetation management within and adjacent to the Scenic segment
of the Clavey should protect and enhance (including restore) the river’s outstanding old growth
habitat and old growth dependent species and avoid any salvage logging that may be conducted
primarily for economic purposes.
The proposal to reconstruct and build new roads within and adjacent to the Clavey River Scenic
segment is particularly troubling since the Clavey watershed possesses the second highest score
for biotic integrity in the Sierra Nevada, in part due to its relatively unroaded and pristine
character. 9 Road construction and reconstruction, as well as logging proposed by the Project has
the potential to cumulatively and adversely impact the outstanding values of the Clavey River
and its biotic integrity. These issues should be fully assessed and addressed in the Project EIS.
We recommend that at the minimum, proposed road construction and reconstruction within and
adjacent to the Clavey Scenic segment be eliminated from the Project.
The FSM also has some requirements applicable to the Recommended Clavey Wild & Scenic
River. In addition to the provisions already cited for the Tuolumne River (see above), these
include harvesting timber in a manner that satisfies river management objectives (FSM
2354.42d) and establishing transportation criteria to protect river values (FSM 2354.42g). These
requirements should be addressed in the Project EIS.
VIII. Additional Issues
A.

Salvage Logging by Cable and Helicopter

The proposed action contemplates conducting salvage logging using cable and helicopter
operations on approximately 4,474 acres on areas too steep to support tractor operations. We see
no ecological benefit to salvage logging steep ground to extract economic value. We expect that
such operations would be costly and drive the removal of larger legacy structures to pay for the
activity. We ask that you evaluate the specific ecological costs, such as soil erosion, impacts to
water quality, increased fuel loads, removal of ecologically critical large trees, of harvesting
steep areas using cable or helicopter logging and provide the scientific basis for harvesting such
areas to advance ecological restoration.
B.

Construction of New Permanent Roads

The proposed action includes the construction of 6 miles of new permanent roads and the
creation of 22 miles of temporary roads. Based on our review of the project map, more than half
of the new road construction is planned in the northern portion of the project area to access units
in a roadless area or in the southeastern portion of the project to extend permanent roads to the
national park boundary. We do not support the construction of new roads (permanent or
temporary) to access burned timber because of the ecological harm of increased road density and
the access that can result. This is especially the case in areas that create access in to larger areas
that are presently unroaded.

9 Sierra Nevada Ecosystem Project Report, Volume II, Chapter 34, Biotic Integrity of Watersheds, UC Davis 1996.
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We ask that you revise the proposed action to eliminate road construction (permanent or
temporary) and include road closure and decommissioning for the roads now proposed for
reconstruction in units A03 and A08A and along the road running parallel (2N31 on the north
side) of Twentyfive Creek in sections 7 and 12. We believe there are other opportunities for road
closure in this already highly roaded landscape and ask that alternatives be developed to reduce
road density.
C.

Spread of Annosus Root Fungus

The spread of annosus root disease as a result of mechanical damage to stumps and residual trees
is of increasing concern to us. The spread of annosus occurs through cuts or damage to trees
bolls and roots. Annosus is a native fungus, but its distribution and spread is enhanced by
mechanical activities. Increasingly, we see in forest stands proposed for logging by the Forest
Service that annosus root infection is cited as cause for needing to clearcut areas, stump removal
and replanting with tree species that are more resistant to infection. Generally, the reason cited
for the spread of such infections is past salvage logging (i.e., insect, disease or post-fire).
The proposed action includes the application of a borate-based fungicide to limit the spread of
annosus root disease. The application of this fungicide is proposed within 10 feet of surface
water. Such fungicides control the entry of fungus under some, but not all circumstances
(California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection 2004) including:
Several factors could render field use of Sporax® less effective. Application of Sporax®
to a stump surface during heavy rain could wash off the chemical before it has had time
to penetrate and impart fungal toxicity to the stump. Untreated wounds on the stump
below the treated area are still possible infection courts as are roots below the soil
surface. Sporax® use is more effective in younger stands than in older stands, because
trees of younger stands are less likely to have H. annosum already on their roots.
Furthermore, the fungicide needs to be applied within hours of cutting the tree; however, its use
will neither eradicate existing infections nor prevent infection on wounds that exist on residual
trees or below the treated cut surface of the stump. Because the proposed salvage operations are
so vast (over 27,000 acres), there is a high potential to for the application of the fungicide to be
untimely due to the logistical challenges of application and monitoring and for a significant
amount of wounding on residual trees and below the cut stump. Thus, the post fire salvage
logging that is proposed has the potential to cause the spread of annosus root disease especially
in stands within, adjacent or near to areas that presently have some level of infection since spores
can spread over long distances (Ibid.) and in settings where the fungicide is not properly applied.
The risk of contributing to the spread of annosus root disease is very serious. We ask that the
presently known or expected source areas for annosus infection be identified on a map and that
salvage operations be avoided in these areas and at a distance from these areas over which spores
are likely to travel. This would eliminate the spread of disease due to the misapplication of
fungicide and infection of wounds on residual trees or from wounds below the cut surface. This
approach would also result in the more limited application of the fungicide for which the acute
and chronic effects of on aquatic resources and soil flora and fauna are not well known or studied
(USDA Forest Service 2006b).
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IX.

Conclusion

We are deeply concerned that in the race to salvage log the Rim Fire to recover economic value
there is insufficient focus on the long term restoration of the landscape. We know from direct
experience from the Stanislaus Complex Fire (1987) that the cycle of salvage logging-plantingherbicide does not result in a resilient landscape. It is clear from the managed fire approach used
by the neighboring Yosemite National Park that other management paradigms can result in a
resilient forest composed of a variety of seral sages and high levels of biodiversity. It is critical
to establish now a management paradigm for the Rim Fire landscape that extends into the
coming 50-100 years. The actions taken in the next 1 to 2 years will feed directly into future
outcomes; missteps today will have long and far reaching effects.
We are committed to working with the Forest Service, scientists, and others to identify
management actions for the Rim Fire landscape that restore natural disturbance cycles and
processes and provide for ecological integrity and biodiversity. If you have questions about
these comments, please contact Sue Britting (britting@earthlink.net; 530-295-8210).
Sincerely,

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

Craig Thomas
Conservation Director
Sierra Forest Legacy
Garden Valley, CA

Steve Evans
Wild & Scenic River Consultant
Friends of the River
Sacramento, CA

Pamela Flick
California Representative
Defenders of Wildlife
Sacramento, CA

Stan VanVelsor, Ph.D.
Regional Conservation Representative
The Wilderness Society
San Francisco, CA
Don Rivenes
Consevation Director
Sierra Foothills Audubon Society
Nevada City, CA

Jerry Bloom
Science Director
Forest Issues Group
Grass valley, CA
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Michael J. Connor, Ph.D.
California Director
Western Watersheds Project
Reseda, CA
Greg Haller
Conservation Director
Pacific Rivers Council
Portland, OR

Greg Suba
Conservation Director
California Native Plant Society
Sacramento, CA

Charles Ashley
Sierra Club

Terry Davis
Director
Mother Lode Chapter Sierra Club
Sacramento, CA

Ryan Henson
Senior Policy Director
California Wilderness Coalition
Anderson, CA

Alan Carlton
Sierra Nevada Team Leader, Sierra Club
San Francisco, CA
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Attachment 1: Species associated with early seral and other habitats
Table 1. Terrestrial special status species associated with early-seral habitats, hardwood, snags,
burned areas, and in the Sierra Nevada. FSSS: Forest Service Sensitive Species; BCC: USDI
Fish and Wildlife Service Bird of Conservation Concern; SAR: Forest Service Species at Risk
(L=low vulnerability, M=moderate, H= high); CSSC: California State Species of Special
Concern; MIS: Forest Service Management Indicator Species; TES: Federally Threatened or
Endangered Species; A: Audubon California Watch List species; GS: Natural Heritage Network
conservation status ranking; WL: California Department of Fish and Game Watch List Species.
Taken from Britting et al. (2012, p. IV.B-10). Summarized from Britting et al. (2012).
Species

Status

Flammulated Owl

BCC

Swainson’s Hawk

FSSS

Greater Sandhill Crane
Black-backed Woodpecker
Lewis’ Woodpecker
Nutall’s Woodpecker
Hairy Woodpecker

FSSS
MIS
BCC

Early Seral

Hardwoods

X (OF pine
with shrubs)
X (montane
meadow
migratory
stopovers)
X (meadows)

X (oak)

Burned Areas

X
X (oak)
X

MIS

Williamson’s Sapsucker
Red-breasted Sapsucker

Snags

X
X
X
X (OF, closed
canopy
conifer)
X

X (hardwoods,
willow in
montane
meadows)

White-headed Woodpecker

X (open
canopy
conifer)

Calliope Hummingbird

A

Vaux’s Swift
Wrentit
California Thrasher

CSSC
A
A

Nashville Warbler

MIS

Brown Creeper
Mountain Chickadee
Fox Sparrow

MIS
WL
MIS

X (meadows,
riparian, or
montane
chaparral)
X
X (chaparral)
X (SN foothills
chaparral)
X (montane
meadow)

X (oaks with
shrubby
understory)
X
X

X (dense
chaparral, or
riparian
thickets)
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Table 1. Terrestrial special status species associated with early-seral habitats, hardwood, snags,
burned areas, and in the Sierra Nevada. FSSS: Forest Service Sensitive Species; BCC: USDI
Fish and Wildlife Service Bird of Conservation Concern; SAR: Forest Service Species at Risk
(L=low vulnerability, M=moderate, H= high); CSSC: California State Species of Special
Concern; MIS: Forest Service Management Indicator Species; TES: Federally Threatened or
Endangered Species; A: Audubon California Watch List species; GS: Natural Heritage Network
conservation status ranking; WL: California Department of Fish and Game Watch List Species.
Taken from Britting et al. (2012, p. IV.B-10). Summarized from Britting et al. (2012).
Species

Status

Brewer’s Sparrow

CSSC

Sage Sparrow

CSSC

Black-chinned Sparrow

CSSC

Lawrence’s Goldfinch

A

Olive-sided Flycatcher

CSSC/ SARM

Western Wood-Pewee
Mountain Bluebird
American Robin
Lazuli Bunting
Chipping Sparrow
Cassin’s Finch
Mountain Quail
Sierra Nevada Mountain
Beaver
Dusky-footed Woodrat
Sierra Snowshoe Hare

Black-tailed Jackrabbit
White-tailed Jackrabbit
Yosemite Pika

Early Seral

Hardwoods

Burned Areas

X (east-side
shrublands)
X (low dense
shrubs, esp.
eastside)
X (shublands
on eastside)
X (oaks
bordering dry
chaparral)
X
X
X
X
X
X
X

A/ SAR-L
CSSC
MIS
CSSC / SARH

CSSC / SARH
CSSC / SARH
GS= T3
vulnerable

Snags

X
X
X
X
X
X
X

X
X
X (montane
riparian or
shrub
understory in
forests)
X
X (eastside
SN)
X (montane
meadow,
chaparral,
grassland,
riparian)
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Attachment 1: Species associated with early seral and other habitats

Table 1. Terrestrial special status species associated with early-seral habitats, hardwood, snags,
burned areas, and in the Sierra Nevada. FSSS: Forest Service Sensitive Species; BCC: USDI
Fish and Wildlife Service Bird of Conservation Concern; SAR: Forest Service Species at Risk
(L=low vulnerability, M=moderate, H= high); CSSC: California State Species of Special
Concern; MIS: Forest Service Management Indicator Species; TES: Federally Threatened or
Endangered Species; A: Audubon California Watch List species; GS: Natural Heritage Network
conservation status ranking; WL: California Department of Fish and Game Watch List Species.
Taken from Britting et al. (2012, p. IV.B-10). Summarized from Britting et al. (2012).
Species

Status

Early Seral

Gray-headed Pika

GS= T3
vulnerable

Badger

CSSC

Pallid bat

FSSS

Long-eared Myotis

CSSC / SARM

Long-legged Myotis

X (montane
meadow,
chaparral,
grassland,
riparian)
X (generalist,
shrub and
grassland)
X (forages in
open grassy
areas)
X (forages
along forest
edges)
X

CSSC / SARM
CSSC / SARM
CSSC / SARM
CSSC / SARX (roosts in
M
conifer foliage,
eats mostly
moths, forages
along forest
edges)
FSSS
X (forages in
open
grassland,
meadow, open
forest)
CSSC / SARM

Fringed Myotis
Silver-haired bat
Horay Bat

Western Red Bat

Spotted Bat

Hardwoods

Burned Areas

Snags

X

X

X
X
X
Hibernacula?

X (roosts in
hardwood
foliage)
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Table 1. Terrestrial special status species associated with early-seral habitats, hardwood, snags,
burned areas, and in the Sierra Nevada. FSSS: Forest Service Sensitive Species; BCC: USDI
Fish and Wildlife Service Bird of Conservation Concern; SAR: Forest Service Species at Risk
(L=low vulnerability, M=moderate, H= high); CSSC: California State Species of Special
Concern; MIS: Forest Service Management Indicator Species; TES: Federally Threatened or
Endangered Species; A: Audubon California Watch List species; GS: Natural Heritage Network
conservation status ranking; WL: California Department of Fish and Game Watch List Species.
Taken from Britting et al. (2012, p. IV.B-10). Summarized from Britting et al. (2012).
Species
Western Mastiff Bat

Status

Early Seral

CSSC / SARM

X (known to
forage over
meadows)

Hardwoods

Burned Areas

X (roosts
primarily in
caves and
cliffs,
occasionally
buildings)
X (roosts
primarily in
caves,
occasionally
snags and
buildings)

Townsend’s Big-eared Bat FSSS

Relictual Slender
Salamander*

FSSS

Snags

X southern SN
in oak/pine or
Sierra mixedconifer
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9 December 2013
Ray Porter, District Ranger
High Sierra Ranger District, Sierra National Forest
RE: Aspen Project
Dear Mr. Porter,
Thank you very much for the opportunity to submit scoping comments on the Aspen post-fire
project on the Sierra National Forest. I am a wildlife biologist and principal scientist with the
Wild Nature Institute, a non-profit scientific research and advocacy organization whose mission
is to study imperiled species and protect habitat. I have conducted and published numerous
studies examining occupancy rates, habitat selection, space use, and diet of California Spotted
Owls in post-fire landscapes of the Sierra Nevada. I have also conducted field research of the
habitat needs and foraging ecology of the Black-backed Woodpecker in the Lassen National
Forest (in the Sugarloaf and Peterson fire areas), and I am the principal author of the
Conservation Strategy for the Black-backed Woodpecker in California, Bond et al. (2012), which
the U.S. Forest Service commissioned, funded, and co-authored. I am submitting these
comments on behalf of the Center for Biological Diversity and John Muir Project.
As is typical of fires in the Sierra Nevada management region, the 2013 Aspen Fire burned in a
mosaic of severities, creating a complex mixture of habitats including Complex Early Seral
Forest – a critical habitat type for myriad species of plants and animals. In a paper about this
forest type in the Sierra Nevada, my colleagues and I defined CESFs as such:
Complex early seral forests occupy sites that occur in time and space between a standreplacement disturbance and re-establishment of a closed-forest canopy. Today's young
forests, if resulting from purposeful regeneration harvest or from fire salvage harvest,
lack some of the features and characteristics of unmanaged forests. CESFs are rich in
post-disturbance legacies (e.g., large live and dead trees, downed logs), and post-fire
vegetation (e.g., native fire-following shrubs, flowers, natural conifer regeneration), that
provide important habitat for countless species and differ from those created by logging
(e.g., salvage or pre-fire thinning) that are deficient in biological legacies and many other
key ecological attributes. Thus, to distinguish early seral forests from logged early seral,
the term “complex” is used in association with early seral produced by natural
disturbances.

Thus, high and moderately burned stands remain forest, but in a different seral stage from green
forest. However, this natural and important stage in the life of a forest has been largely ignored
(Swanson et al. 2011). Complex Early Seral Forest habitat provides critical foraging and
breeding elements for many native Sierra Nevada species. In particular, this Complex Early
Seral Forest is highly suitable habitat for Black-backed Woodpeckers, a species strongly
associated with recently severely burned forest. Moreover, Complex Early Seral Forest can
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provide foraging habitat for Spotted Owls and Northern Goshawks, which are species typically
associated with late-seral forests.
The USDA Forest Service, Sierra National Forest, proposes to remove, through post-fire logging,
a large proportion of the best Black-backed Woodpecker habitat in the Aspen Fire area on the
Sierra National Forest (scoping notice and maps). These treatments occur in Complex Early
Seral Forest habitat.
The Project will eliminate burned foraging and nesting habitat for Black-backed Woodpeckers.
It is my opinion that this project together with other salvage-logging projects near the Aspen Fire
(e.g., Rim fire) and throughout the Sierra Nevada, will further precipitate the need for listing the
California/Oregon population of the Black-backed Woodpecker as a threatened species under the
federal Endangered Species Act. There is evidence not only that the Oregon/California
population is genetically distinct from the Northern Rockies and South Dakota Black Hills
populations, but also that there may be genetic distinctions between the eastern Oregon Cascades
population and the California population (Siegel et al. 2013). I urge the Forest Service to
withdraw the current proposal to prepare and Environmental Assessment, and instead require an
Environmental Impact Statement that fully analyzes the impacts and cumulative effects of
current post-fire logging on this species.
Purpose and Need for the Project are Flawed
The project’s purpose and need are to recover economic value from the burned timber, to remove
trees that may potentially fall into the road, and to ‘reforest’ the burned areas. The presumed
need for the reforestation component is misguided. In fact, high-intensity burned forest is not
“deforested” – rather, the forest is in a different seral condition, called Complex Early Seral
Forest, and this condition provides a critical habitat element for many native species in the Sierra
Nevada: standing dead trees.
The scoping notice posits that no-action does not meet the need to maintain the forests in a
forested condition. In fact, removing the standing snags would actually eliminate the current
forested condition.
Severely burned areas are still forests, they are simply those that have converted to Complex
Early Seral Forests comprised of standing dead trees. Those standing dead trees are a major
habitat element for species that thrive in severely burned forests. In a peer-reviewed publication
in Conservation Biology (Hutto 2006), ornithologist Dr. Richard Hutto explained that:
Everything from the system of fire-regime classification, to a preoccupation with the
destructive aspects of fire, to the misapplication of snag-management guidelines, have led
us to ignore the obvious: we need to retain the very elements that give rise to much of the
biological uniqueness of a burned forest—the standing dead trees.
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These standing dead trees are extremely important habitat for fire-following, wood-boring
insects (e.g., Siegel et al. 2013 from a study on the Lassen National Forest – and my personal
observation during the study, during which we quantified wood-boring beetle abundance on
burned trees), as well as the wildlife species that forage upon those insects. Moreover, the dead
trees provide substrates for a host of cavity-nesting vertebrates (Hutto 2006, Saab et al. 2007,
personal observation during extensive field research in burned forests in Lassen National Forest
and Sequoia National Forest). Native bark beetles that attack fire-weakened trees continue the
important snag-creation process in the forests surrounding the fire area – especially critical for
snag-dependent species as time since fire increases (e.g., Black-backed Woodpeckers, Dudley
and Saab 2007). The assumption that fire-killed and fire-injured trees need to be removed to
make way for the replanting of live trees is a deeply flawed assumption, as such action would
significantly harm snag-dependent species.
The Forest Service has recognized that intensively burned forests are important habitats.
However, merely mentioning that severely burned forests provides some wildlife habitat does
not constitute a full recognition of this habitat as a critical, natural, and relatively rare type that is
as important for biological diversity as is old-growth/late-seral forests, nor does it qualify as a
comprehensive analysis of impacts on snag-forest-dependent species such as the Black-backed
Woodpecker. In fact, unlogged severely burned forest habitat is far rarer on the current
landscape than is late-seral forest habitat. Indeed, they are both critical habitat types that deserve
to be protected wherever they occur. Research in areas relatively free of human manipulation
other than fire suppression has indicated the policy of fire suppression successfully reduced the
extent and frequency of fire in a variety of forest types in the Klamath, Cascade, and Sierra
Nevada mountains compared to the pre-suppression era [i.e., before 1900] (Mixed Conifer,
Lassen NF, S. Cascades: Beaty and Taylor 2001; Mixed Conifer, Lake Tahoe Basin, Sierra
Nevada: Beaty and Taylor 2008; Low- to high-elevation forests, Thousand Lakes Wilderness, S.
Cascades: Bekker and Taylor 2000; Ponderosa Pine-Mixed Conifer, SE Klamath: Fry and
Stephens 2006; Sequoia-Mixed Conifer, Kings Canyon NP and Sequoia NF, Sierra Nevada:
Kilgore and Taylor 1979; Mixed Conifer, Yosemite NP, Sierra Nevada: Scholl and Taylor 2010;
Red Fir, S. Cascades: Taylor 1993). Therefore high-severity fire is natural and ecologically
important in the fire area and throughout the Sierra Nevada.
Some land managers believe that the potential for high-severity fire and larger fires is currently
greater than in pre-settlement times. However, recent evidence for this assertion in the scientific
literature is equivocal for California forests. For example, using Mean Fire Return Intervals and
High Fire Return Intervals, approximately 276,134–690,334 ha of mixed-conifer forests burned
annually prior to European settlement in California compared with just 23,000 ha of all forest
types burning annually between 1950 and 1999 (Stephens et al. 2007). Odion and Hanson
(2006) noted that some of the largest high-severity patches within the three biggest fires that
burned in the Sierra Nevada from 1999–2006 were comparable in size to those that burned
during the pre-suppression period. Beaty and Taylor (2001) found that while most fire sizes
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during the pre-suppression era were typically small (mean = 106 ha) in a mixed-conifer forest,
during certain dry years widespread fires burned across entire watersheds. Moreover, presuppression fires sometimes comprised >50% high-severity (Bekker and Taylor 2000). These
studies indicate large, high-severity burns actually are an intrinsic part of California’s mixedconifer fire regime. Whether or not fire sizes are larger now as compared with earlier in the
suppression era (i.e., 1980s), an overall fire deficit compared with pre-suppression times
continues to exist in California (Stephens et al. 2007).
Another misguided need for the Project is to promote quicker recovery of the severely burned
stands. In his 2006 publication, Dr. Hutto went on to state:
Existing science-based data suggest that there is little or no biological or ecological
justification for salvage logging. McIver and Starr (2000) note that because of this, the
justification for salvage logging has begun to shift toward arguments related to
rehabilitation or restoration, but those sorts of justifications also reflect a lack of
appreciation that severe fires are themselves restorative events and that rehabilitation
occurs naturally as part of plant succession (Lindenmayer et al. 2004).[Emphasis added].

In other words, the fire itself restored important habitat for snag-dependent organisms. The
standing dead trees created by severe fire in the fire area provide a unique and necessary habitat
for numerous fire-associated species, and therefore the removal of those trees by salvage logging
would eliminate the capability of the burned stands to support those species (Bond et al. 2012,
Siegel et al. 2012, 2013). In fact, published scientific studies have concluded that post-fire
logging and replanting are not necessary for regeneration of green forests, due to natural post-fire
regeneration in severely burned stands (Donato et al. 2006, 2009). Moreover, rapid regeneration
of green forests after a fire is not a laudable goal given the critical ecological value of severely
burned forest stands (Hutto 2008, Donato et al. 2012). Most avian ground and shrub nesters and
secondary cavity nesters begin to colonize severe burns only several years post-fire (Siegel and
Wilkerson 2005, Burnett et al. 2010). In the Manter Fire in the southern Sierra Nevada, Siegel
and Wilkerson (2005) found that early post-fire stands (including severely burned forest) were
preferred for 6 species of birds, and chaparral habitats that burned in 1950 were preferred by 9
species, underscoring the importance of the many natural post-fire successional stages.
As is typical of forest fires, the fire burned in a mosaic of fire severities. The Forest Service
proposes to salvage log only the fire-killed and fire injured trees and mostly in severely burned
stands. However, only fire that burns severely creates significant enough ecological change to
support a unique composition of species – not the mild understory fires. Many species of
vertebrates, invertebrates, and plants have evolved to take advantage of severely burned forest
habitat (Hutto 2006, 2008). Using birds as an example, the following studies have documented
the ecological value of severely burned forests for a number of species in different regions of the
western U.S.:

Attachment 2: Bond (2013) review of literature pertaining to burned forests, spotted owl, and black-backed woodpecker

44



Raphael et al. (1987) monitored breeding birds in three periods after the 1960 Donner
Fire in the Eastern Sierra Nevada, allowing for long-term effects of severe fire to be
examined (fire severity was not specifically quantified but it was noted that the burned
plot contained high-severity burn). The authors found that total density of birds was
nearly the same on the burned and unburned plots but species richness increased on the
burned plot. Thirty-eight species bred on the burned plot while 32 bred on the unburned
plot (25 bred on both plots). More breeding species were unique to the burned plot (13)
than to the unburned plot (7).



Smucker et al. (2005) examined effects of fire of different severities and ages on
songbirds in point-count transects that had been set up 5 years prior as a part of the
Northern Region Landbird Monitoring Program in forests in Montana. The authors
found that of the 40 species with adequate sample size to include in statistical analyses, 4
increased significantly in relative abundance after fire and 5 decreased significantly after
fire, independent of fire severity. However, placing point count stations into categories
that correspond with whether they burned at low, moderate, or high severity, the authors
discovered significant changes in relative abundance from before to after fire at one or
more severities for an additional 9 species. The data revealed that 12 species were
significantly more abundant and 7 species were significantly less abundant after fire at
one or more severities. An additional 4 species (including Black-backed Woodpecker,
House Wren, Western Wood Pewee, and Three-toed Woodpecker) were detected more
frequently after fire, although sample sizes were too small to include in the statistical
analysis. Thus, a total of 16 species responded positively to at least one level of fire
severity, underscoring the importance of accounting for fire severity. With respect to
time since fire, for both increasers and decreasers the magnitude of change in relative
abundance between the first two years after fire was greater at points that burned at high
or moderate severity than at points that were unburned or burned at low intensity. This
suggests that high and moderate severity fire (in contrast to low-severity fire) creates a
unique and important habitat type for many bird species.



Kotliar et al. (2007) published a similar study comparing bird densities before and after
fire and in varying burn severities in New Mexico. Western Bluebirds were uncommon
in all but the highest burn-severity level and Hairy Woodpeckers and House Wrens
increased with increasing burn severity. The authors were able to analyze pre- and postfire density patterns for 15 species, and 4 of the species showed significant burn-severity
effects. Mourning Doves had higher densities across all burn severities, American
Robins increased significantly after fire in high-severity patches and in comparison with
pre-fire densities, and post-fire densities of Broad-tailed Hummingbirds and Western
Bluebirds increased with increasing burn severity and were significantly greater in highseverity patches compared to unburned. Furthermore, the pre- and post-fire community
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was similar in all except high-severity areas. Like results from Smucker et al. (2005) in
Montana, this means that forests after high-severity fire support a unique community of
bird species.
Numerous studies on post-high-severity fire salvage logging have documented adverse effects on
the Black-backed Woodpecker and other cavity-nesting bird species (e.g., Saab and Dudley
1998, Hutto and Gallo 2006, Hutto 2006, Hanson and North 2008, Cahall and Hayes 2009, Saab
et al. 2007, 2009, 2011). Saab and Dudley (1998) followed 17 Black-backed Woodpecker nests
from 1994 to 1996 in forests of western Idaho that burned in 1992 and 1994. Nest densities were
more than quadrupled in unlogged stands versus both “standard salvage” and “wildlife salvage”
treatments, despite significant snag retention in the treatments. Additional nest monitoring was
conducted over subsequent years in the same study site. Saab et al. (2007) reported that nest
densities were more than 5 times lower in partially logged burns. Hutto and Gallo (2006)
examined nest densities of Black-backed Woodpecker in burned mixed-conifer forest in
Montana and documented 10 nests per 148 ha in unlogged burned stands and 0 nests per 275 ha
in salvage-logged stands. In the eastern Oregon Cascades, Cahall and Hayes (2009) found that
partial salvage logging did not mitigate adverse effects to Black-backed Woodpeckers. In the
Sierra Nevada, Black-backed Woodpeckers preferentially foraged in severely burned stands with
larger snags and higher snag densities (Hanson and North 2008).
The Project Will Degrade Black-backed Woodpecker Habitat and Threaten Black-backed
Woodpecker Populations, and the Analysis Fails to Incorporate the Best Available Science
The Project, according to the scoping notice and maps, would eliminate a large proportion of
potential burned Black-backed Woodpecker habitat in the fire area, as discussed above. It is
important to note that this is potential habitat, as these woodpeckers do not always occur within
all parts of a fire area, and the impact of the proposed project on these woodpeckers may be
greater than just the simple number of acres receiving treatment if the areas slated for logging
occur where woodpeckers occur at higher densities. In fact, scientific experts have noted that the
high-quality Black-backed Woodpecker habitat – stands with high basal area of larger snags but
also with high densities of smaller trees – are often the very same stands targeted for post-fire
salvage logging (see, e.g., Dr. Rodney Siegel’s comments on the California Department of Fish
and Game’s status review of the petition to list the Black-backed Woodpecker under the
California Endangered Species Act).
In 2012, The Institute for Bird Populations and California Partners in Flight, commissioned by
the U.S. Forest Service, published a Conservation Strategy for the Black-backed Woodpecker in
California. Among the management recommendations were the following:
Recommendation 1.1. Where post-fire snag removal is to occur, patches retained to support
Black-backed Woodpeckers should incorporate areas with the highest densities of the largest
snags to provide foraging opportunities…as well as high density patches of medium- and small-
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diameter snags … in the interior of the fire area to support higher nesting success in the early
postfire years ….
Recommendation 1.2. Within burned forest, focus on retaining large patches of predominately
prey-rich trees as evidenced by wood-boring beetle holes on trunks, or by using another
appropriate index (see Recommendation 6.2). Where snag removal is proposed to meet other
objectives, Black-backed Woodpeckers would likely benefit from targeting areas with relatively
prey-poor snags, and retaining patches of snags that are relatively prey-rich. Because insect
colonization varies among sites, identification of prey-poor and prey-rich areas is best informed
by site-specific information on prey distribution …. Where such data are not available, managers
should focus on retaining as many snags as possible within the larger size classes available. Note
that Black-backed Woodpeckers regularly forage on partially or completely charred snags –
charred bark does not imply that the snag has been burned too severely to serve as foraging
substrate.
Recommendation 1.3. If post-fire management is intended to be compatible with Black-backed
Woodpecker conservation, area of post-fire clear-cut patches (where all the snags in an area are
removed) should not exceed 2.5 ha [6.18 acres]…
Recommendation 1.5. Avoid harvesting fire-killed forest stands during the nesting season
(generally May 1 through July 31). This management recommendation will protect dozens of
other nesting bird species associated with burned forests in addition to the Black-backed
Woodpecker. After about 8 years postfire, such stands are unlikely to contain many nesting
Black-backed Woodpeckers, but many other bird species will nevertheless still be nesting in
snags during this period.
The Project makes no effort to retain prey-rich trees, to ensure cut patches not exceed 2.5 ha, and
to refrain from any post-fire salvage logging (including danger tree removal) from May 1
through July 31 anywhere in the project area in 2014 or 2015. The failure to follow the Blackbacked Woodpecker Conservation Strategy with regard to logging in nesting season is of
particular concern because it creates an ecological trap scenario (post-fire habitat attracts
breeding Black-backed Woodpeckers, whose chicks could be subject to mortality from post-fire
logging in nesting season). This effect compounds adverse impacts of post-fire logging on
already imperiled Black-backed Woodpecker populations. Post-fire logging of occupied nest
sites during nesting season results in the direct killing of chicks that have not yet fledged (chicks
that are not mature enough yet to fly away). This is a serious adverse impact that would
unnecessarily create significant risks for the viability of Black-backed Woodpecker populations
in the Sierra Nevada.
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The Forest Service commissioned me other Black-backed Woodpecker experts to write the
Conservation Strategy for Black-backed Woodpecker populations in California. This Strategy
includes a set of recommended conservation measures to avoid a serious risk to the viability of
Black-backed Woodpecker populations. The scoping notice not only does not incorporate our
conservation recommendations, but also does not analyze the adverse impacts, and cumulative
effects, to Black-backed Woodpecker populations that will result from the failure to follow the
conservation recommendations—nor can these effects be effectively analyzed in a mere EA.
There is simply no sound basis for a Finding of No Significant Impact by the Forest Service here.
First of all, there is no assessment of the varying quality of habitat in terms of prey richness or
snag densities – all burned forest is not created equally in the eyes of the Black-backed
Woodpecker. Second, what is the scientific basis for suggesting that removing this proportion of
all potentially suitable woodpecker habitat in the fire area on the national forest will not seriously
threaten Black-backed Woodpecker populations, especially in combination with large
proportions to be removed in the post-fire logging projects on the adjacent national forests?
These salvage-logging projects together will remove a substantial proportion of the existing
Black-backed Woodpecker habitat, and likely higher proportions of the high-quality habitat used
for nesting. There appears to be no intention to analyze, in an EIS, the cumulative effects of the
post-fire logging projects on the adjacent national forests. This falls far short of a meaningful
analysis of adverse impacts or cumulative effects.
Third, as discussed above, new scientific evidence suggests that there may be a genetic
distinction between the eastern Oregon Cascades population of the Black-backed Woodpecker
and the California population (Siegel et al. 2013). While the degree of this distinction is still
being analyzed, this new information indicates that the combination of the current post-fire
logging projects presents potentially serious unknown and uncertain risks by severely reducing
and fragmenting suitable habitat in a population that may be even smaller and more isolated than
previously assumed. The fact that there may be a genetic distinction between Oregon and
California (Siegel et al. 2013) indicates that the discontinuities and gaps in habitat between the
two populations are already significant.
Moreover, the Forest Service’s current basis for dismissing impacts to Black-backed
Woodpeckers from post-fire logging is both misleading and inaccurate. First, the Forest Service
relies upon an unauthored 4-page Forest Service document, dated June 13, 2013, for the
proposition that only 5.3% (all fire severities) to 8.9% (of moderate/high-severity fire) of Blackbacked Woodpecker habitat has been logged in fire areas since 2005. This USFS report
describes the forest types/structures (using CWHR) and fire severity categories used for this
analysis, and mentions that the Forest Service’s FACTS database (which records acres of postfire logging) was used. Based on this approach, this Forest Service document reports that a total
of 784,432 acres of fire (all severities) occurred on Forest Service lands from 2005–2012 in the

Attachment 2: Bond (2013) review of literature pertaining to burned forests, spotted owl, and black-backed woodpecker

48

forest types/structures relevant to Black-backed Woodpeckers, and concludes, based upon the
FACTS database, that only 5.3% of the post-fire habitat was logged. The document also reports
that 428,546 acres of moderate/high-severity fire occurred within these forest types/structures
from 2005–2012 on Forest Service lands, and that only 8.9% of this was logged. However, this
unauthored Forest Service report bases these figures on errors in the tabulation of acreage in the
FACTS database. The FACTS database shows the acreage of all post-fire activities, including
where several different activities (e.g., salvage logging, piling/burning of fuels, logging road skid
trails, artificial reforestation, etc.) occur on the same acreage. As such, unless multiple actions
on the same acreage are eliminated from the analysis, the result is a dramatic overstatement of
the overall acreage burned, which results in a dramatic understatement of the proportion of
Black-backed Woodpecker habitat that has been salvage logged. Using the very same criteria
used by the Forest Service’s unauthored document with regard to forest type/structure and fire
years, and using the comprehensive Fire and Resource Assessment Program (FRAP) database,
which includes the total acreage of all fires on all lands in each year in California
(http://www.frap.fire.ca.gov/), only 274,497 acres burned (all severities) on Forest Service lands
in the selected forest types/structures from 2005–2012, not 784,432 acres, and only 140,370
acres of moderate/high-severity fire occurred in these years in the selected forest
types/structures, not the 428,546 acres reported by the Forest Service document. Thus, because
of this basic error, the Forest Service document seriously underestimated the proportion of
moderate/high-severity fire areas that are salvage logged, and improperly minimized adverse
impacts, and cumulative effects, to Black-backed Woodpeckers.
Second, the Forest Service has noted that Black-backed Woodpeckers are occasionally found in
unburned forests—once again improperly minimizing adverse impacts of salvage logging the
primary, essential habitat for this species: post-fire habitat. The Forest Service has not
sufficiently acknowledged our findings in Siegel et al. (2013)—specifically, that the Blackbacked Woodpeckers had much larger home ranges in unburned forests than in burned forests,
indicating the birds had to travel farther and expend more energy to forage for food. Rota (2013),
in a radiotelemetry study of Black-backed Woodpeckers in the Black Hills, found that: a) home
ranges were much larger in low-severity prescribed burn areas, and in unburned areas with high
tree mortality from beetles, than in mixed-severity wildland fire areas; b) predation of Blackbacked Woodpeckers by raptors was much higher in low-severity and unburned areas (where
Black-backeds have no camouflage advantage); and c) low-severity and unburned forest areas
had steeply declining populations, while only areas of recent higher-severity fire occurring in
dense, mature/old forest had stable or increasing populations.
Finally, the Forest Service has improperly relied upon the California Department of Fish and
Wildlife’s (DFW's) recommendation regarding the petition to list the Black-backed Woodpecker
under the California ESA, despite numerous inaccuracies and significant omissions in the DFW
report (see, e.g., June 12, 2013 response by JMP and CBD).
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Based on the foregoing, there is no sound basis for any finding of no significant impact.
Conclusion with Regard to Black-backed Woodpeckers
The Black-backed Woodpecker is under intensive scrutiny, and scientists and conservationists
have expressed grave concerns about the future of these birds. The Oregon/California population
of the Black-backed Woodpecker is being considered for listing under the federal ESA. The
onus is on the Forest Service to demonstrate that this logging project will not reduce important
habitat and adversely affect the local and regional populations of these species to the point where
listing becomes necessary.
Science-based recommendations for management of Black-backed Woodpecker habitat (Bond et
al. 2012) were not incorporated into design of the Project. This lack of regard for the needs of
wildlife when planning where and when to conduct salvage logging will result in adverse shortterm and long-term effects on the many species of wildlife that are associated with the fire-killed
trees within severely burned stands of the fire. There has been a large body of scientific
literature produced over the past decade on the impacts of fire and insects on native wildlife
species and habitats, as well as on fire-risk reduction and post-fire salvage logging that directly
refutes the need for post-fire salvage logging. Disturbances such as high-severity fire and insect
outbreaks are natural and important elements of healthy forests in the western U.S. and Canada
and post-fire salvage logging adversely impacts soils, vegetation, and wildlife of the Complex
Early Seral Forest. Therefore, I recommend against conducting salvage-logging and
reforestation of this important snag-forest habitat.

The Project Fails to Adequately Analyze Effects to California Spotted Owls, Northern
Goshawks and Bats

California Spotted Owls -The scoping notice follows the management direction from the SNFPA (2004). Unfortunately,
even 10 years ago the 2004 SNFPA did a poor job of incorporating the latest science on the use
of burned habitat by, and the effects of fire on Spotted Owls and other native species in the
Sierra Nevada. The EIS for the 2004 SNFPA contained many flaws on the issue of owls and fire
that have not been addressed by the Forest Service in the interval. Both the earlier 2001 and
amended 2004 SNFPA inappropriately blamed stand-replacement wildfires as a major risk to
spotted owl populations, despite the lack of published data, the agency’s own numbers showing
most PACs continued to be occupied by owls post-fire, and the fact that a very large proportion
of burned habitat was routinely salvage logged. Since that time, peer-reviewed published studies
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in the Sierra Nevada have indicated that most severe fire within Spotted Owl core areas (e.g.,
200-ha surrounding nests and roosts) does not reduce site-occupancy (Lee et al. 2012), and
burned survey areas did not have lower occupancy rates of owl sites than unburned (Roberts et
al. 2011). Further, the probability of use of severely burned forests by foraging California
Spotted Owls when these stands occur near nests and core areas was greater than unburned
forests for a sample of owls in the southern Sierra Nevada (Bond et al. 2009). Finally, post-fire
salvage-logged stands appear to be unsuitable habitat for Spotted Owls (Lee et al. 2012, Clark et
al. in press for Northern Spotted Owls).
The Forest Service currently uses definitions of suitable habitat that are nearly two decades old
and based on suitability definitions in forests not affected by fire. Thus, the current approach to
analyzing the effects of the Project on Spotted Owl habitat is fundamentally flawed from the start
because the analysis is premised on PACs that will be re-drawn after fire to exclude areas slated
for salvage logging.
Also, the Forest Service does not currently properly characterize the current science on Spotted
Owls and fire. Clark (2007) found that habitat designated as nesting/roosting/foraging habitat
pre-fire that then burned at moderate and high severity was selected over early seral forests by
Northern Spotted Owls for foraging, and these forests were used in equal proportion to their
availability. The rare use of salvage-logged stands by Clark’s sample of owls was concentrated
in areas where there were patches of wildlife leave trees, riparian buffers, or stands of thinned
trees – not areas which were clear-cut. Bond et al. (2009) found California Spotted Owls
inhabiting a burned landscape four years post-fire (McNally Fire) had a significantly greater
probability of using a burned site for foraging than an unburned site within 1.5 km of the nest or
core-roost area. Furthermore, the greatest selection probability was for high-severity burned
sites closest to the nest/core. As opposed to Clark’s study area, the habitat available to this
sample of owls experienced very little post-fire salvage logging, confirming that owls are able
and willing to use unlogged severely burned forests for foraging. Bond et al. (2009) actually
mapped salvage logged areas, which were a very small proportion of the landscape, but owls
were detected in those areas only 3 times out of 301 foraging locations (unpublished data),
similar to the very few locations in salvage-logged areas reported by Clark. Thus, salvage
logged stands were essentially non-habitat for the sample of foraging owls in the McNally Fire
as well as the fires in Clark’s study area. Moreover, owl home ranges in mixed-severity forests
in the McNally fire area were similar to those in unburned mature/old forests (the ones in the fire
area were actually somewhat smaller, indicating high territory fitness, but there was no
statistically significant difference), and the owls had an abundant diet of small mammals in the
post-fire habitat (Bond et al. 2013).
Another recent paper discussing the landscape-scale effects of fire on California Spotted Owls in
the Sierra Nevada is Lee et al. (2012). In Lee et al. (2012) my colleagues and I used modern
occupancy modeling techniques and 11 years of Forest Service survey data from 41 burned and
145 unburned California Spotted Owl breeding sites throughout the Sierra Nevada, including
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before- and after-fire survey data for the burned sites (which included all 6 fires during that time
period for which Spotted Owl survey data were available). Fires that occurred from 2000 to
2007 had no significant effect on local colonization and extinction rates for these sites. In other
words, there were no differences in occupancy rates between burned and unburned sites, after
accounting for detectability. Lee et al. (2012) reported the average amount of suitable habitat
and the average burn severity of the sites (32 percent high-severity, on average, of all forested
habitat, conifer and hardwood). This 32 percent figure from Lee et al. was an average—not an
absolute threshold above which fire would render a site unoccupied, and Lee et al. (2012, on p.
798) included Spotted Owl sites with well over 50% high-severity fire, the majority of which
remained occupied post-fire (until and unless they were salvage logged). Previous studies also
found that sites with a relatively high degree of high-severity burn around core areas can be
occupied and reproductive (Bond et al. 2002, Jenness et al. 2004). However, territories that are
salvage logged following fire, within a 1128-meter radius around the territory center, strongly
tend to lose occupancy (Lee et al. 2012), which is a major concern in this fire area, given planned
logging within multiple spotted owl territories.
In Bond et al. (2009), we observed foragingsite selection for all burned sites within
approximately 1.5 km of the center of the
foraging range (nest trees or core roost
sites). See Figure at left. Because of this
result, we recommended not conducting
salvage-logging within 1.5 km of nests or
core roost sites until effects of salvage are
more fully understood (Bond et al. 2009;
page 1,123). The scoping notice appears to
ignore this important recommendation. It
appears that PACs are being realigned after
the fire to exclude the high/moderately
burned stands and salvage logging is then
slated to occur in those excluded stands.
This creates a context for an erroneous conclusion by the Forest Service that because the project
does not conduct area salvage or reforestation logging within the re-drawn PAC, then the project
does not result in a trend towards listing or loss of viability. This circular approach (i.e. redrawing a PAC to exclude the areas to be salvage logged and then stating the salvage logging
will not occur in the PAC thus the effect on the PAC is insignificant) completely fails to
acknowledge and incorporate the finding that owls select high/moderate burned sites within 1.5
km of core areas for foraging – which is particularly important given that owls were detected in
the area after the fire.
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A clear finding from Bond et al. (2009) is that forests burned at all severities, including at highseverity, and that forests which are not salvage logged (the habitat type known as ‘Complex
Early Seral Forests’), constitute potential suitable foraging habitat for resident California Spotted
Owls in the Sierra Nevada. The elimination of the trees used for perching by foraging owls in
the Project would potentially reduce foraging habitat. Yet it does not appear that this habitat
type will be analyzed as potentially ‘suitable’ for California Spotted Owls in the EA, rendering
the Forest Service’s analysis flawed.
Overall, the scoping notice fails to incorporate the best available science on fire and Spotted
Owls, and the proposed project fails to include recommendations from scientific experts to
minimize harm from post-fire salvage logging on this important Management Indicator Species.
Because of this, there is no credible basis for a finding of no significant impact.

Northern Goshawk – The current Forest Service approach for the Northern Goshawk uses
habitat suitability definitions for unburned forests and fails to discuss any studies of goshawk use
of burned forests. In fact, Northern Goshawks have been documented using burned areas during
larger-scale bird surveys in burned and unburned forests. Bock and Lynch (1970) reported
Northern Goshawks occurring in 5–7 year-old burned mixed-conifer forests (mostly highseverity, according to the description and photographic evidence in Bock and Lynch 1970) in the
north-central Sierra Nevada during surveys for breeding birds. Goshawks were not found on the
unburned plot (Bock and Lynch 1970; Table 1, page 184). More recently, Kennedy and Fontaine
(2009) summarized results from fire and fire surrogate studies in ponderosa pine forests of the
southern Rocky Mountain and plateau and sky-island regions of Arizona and New Mexico, and
reported that Northern Goshawks responded positively to high-intensity fires 4–9 years postfire,
and did not respond to the conditions created by moderate or low-intensity fire. The authors
surmised that the fire-created large-diameter snags that could be used by goshawks for nesting,
and that several species of woodpecker eaten by goshawks increase in high-intensity fire. It was
not known why goshawks did not increase in low- and moderate-intensity burned sites because
other important prey species increased in these burns.
There is no supporting evidence for the assumption that mixed-severity fire is harmful to
Goshawks. While the fire may have reduced nesting habitat, it also may have increased foraging
habitat. Indeed, although published scientific research on goshawks in burned forests is sparse,
the available evidence suggests that goshawks may respond to moderate- and high-severity in a
similar manner to Spotted Owls, which is to nest and roost in unburned or lightly burned stands
and forage in more heavily burned stands.
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Fringe-tailed Myotis and Pallid Bats – The importance of Complex Early Seral Forests has also
been demonstrated for bats, including the pallid bat (Antrozous pallidus) and the fringe-tailed
myotis (Myotis thysanodes) in the Sierra Nevada. In an important study recently published,
Buchalski et al. (2013) recorded significantly more passes per night for bats (as an index of
activity) in very large patches of high-severity burned forest one year post-fire in the McNally
Fire in the Sequoia National Forest. This was the first study to document response of bats to
fires of different severities in the Sierra Nevada. The figures below (from Figure 2 of Buchalski
et al. 2013) show bat activity relative to unburned riparian control stands for the fringe-tailed
myotis (A) and the pallid bat (D).

The authors concluded on p. 4:
“Our results suggest response of bats to wildfire in the southern Sierra Nevada in
California varies among species, but that most phonic groups show higher activity in
areas burned with moderate- to high-severity.” Emphasis added.

Studies in other regions have reported similar increased use of highseverity burned forests by bats. Malison and Baxter (2010) compared
various food web components in unburned watersheds with those that had
experienced low- and high-intensity fire. The researchers measured localscale responses across three trophic levels: biomass of periphyton
(attached stream algae), benthic insects and emergence of adult aquatic
insects, and occurrence of spiders and bats. The study was conducted 5
years post-fire in Douglas-fir and ponderosa pine forests in the Frank
Church River of No Return Wilderness in central Idaho. High-severity
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burned sites had almost five times the biomass of zoobenthic insects than low-intensity burned
sites. High-severity sites also had highest number of emerging adult aquatic insects, more than 3
times more than low-severity burned and 2 times more than unburned. The frequency of bat
echolocation calls was significantly greater in high-severity burned sites than in unburned sites.
These stark results of the benefits of high-severity fire are shown in graphical format in the
Figure to the right from Malison and Baxter (2010), which shows food web components in 3 fire
classes within 16 streams, (a) periphyton chlorophyll a; (b) biomass of benthic insects; (c)
emergence flux; (d) no. of tetragnathid spiders; (e) no. of bat echolocation calls.
The bats’ increased use of severely burned forests over unburned forests in the Sequoia National
Forest suggests that wildfire does not reduce suitability for these bats, but actually enhances it,
and proposed post-fire salvage logging would remove or severely reduce most of the habitat
features created by high-severity fire which are potentially important to bats (e.g., snags for
roosting, and flowering shrubs, which are important for flying insect prey).

Thank you again for the opportunity to provide these comments for this project.

Sincerely,

Monica L. Bond
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