
 
 
 
 
 
 
September 30, 2016 
 
Dr. Onnie Byers, Chair 
IUCN SSC Conservation Breeding Specialist Group 
 
Diana Craig 
Deputy Director Ecosystem Conservation 
Pacific Southwest Region 
USDA Forest Service 
 
Re:  Feedback on public meeting on California Spotted Owl held on September 22, 2016 
 
Dear Onnie and Diana: 
 
We appreciate being invited to attend the public meeting facilitated by you and hosted by the 
Forest Service. Our organizations have had long standing concerns about the viability of the 
California spotted owl and achieving its conservation has been a focus of our collective work. 
We are deeply concerned by the management direction proposed in the draft strategy documents. 
The draft strategy provides far less conservation and poses far more risk for this species 
compared to current management, and fails to provide a clear path to population stability. This is 
unacceptable given the current population decline observed in the three demographic study areas 
located on national forest lands.  
 
We intend to provide additional comments on the draft strategy documents themselves. At this 
point, we want to offer comments on the public meeting held on September 22, 2016. 
 
 Collaboration 
     
Cumulatively our organizations have many years of experience participating in collaborative 
planning processes. These efforts are marked by mutual engagement among the stakeholders in 
planning meetings, identification of issues, and problem solving. The collaborative processes we 
participate in also include direct engagement of scientists in the development of information and 
solutions. Transparency in the planning and implementation of actions is also fundamental to our 
collaborative efforts. 
 
Some of us approached the Forest Service about 2 years ago asking that they work together with 
scientists, ourselves and other stakeholders to develop a conservation strategy for California 
spotted owl. The Forest Service declined to use a collaborative process to develop the strategy. 
Instead, they chose to develop the strategy within the agency and with limited external 
engagement.  
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We take issue with claims at the public meeting that the Forest Service is now collaborating with 
us in its development of the conservation strategy. Collaboration cannot be claimed by simply 
holding a public meeting. We respectfully request that any report or action plan that refers to the 
meeting clearly state that the purpose of the meeting was to provide an opportunity for the public 
to comment on the goals and objectives of the draft strategy and was not a collaborative process.  
We also ask that it be noted that the details of the conservation strategy were not addressed at the 
meeting. 
 
 Inability to Relay Important Feedback at Meeting 
 
We were unable to discuss and convey important information to the Forest Service during the 
course of the meeting for a number of reasons. First, we found that most of the people attending 
the meeting, including the majority of the Forest Service staff in attendance, had not read the 
draft strategy materials including the appendices. We were prepared to discuss the details in the 
draft strategy documents, yet most people were not. This knowledge gap created a significant 
barrier to discussion of the Forest Service’s proposal. A further barrier to discussion was that we 
were given direction not to focus on the details of the strategy. This resulted in some participants 
shutting down conversation that drew from the details of the draft strategy because we were “not 
supposed to be discussing the details.” In our view, the strategy is about the details since they 
have a greatest bearing on habitat and species conservation and protection.  We emphasized the 
importance of the details at the meeting by asking that the Forest Service provide a comparison 
of their draft strategy to the current direction for spotted owl, yet the Forest Service declined to 
provide such a comparison. Second, the groups did not have a sufficient amount of time to 
discuss and develop feedback on the goals, objectives and conservation measures. In some cases, 
a breakout group had enough time to consider only one of three goals in some depth, but was not 
able to evaluate the other goals. In other cases, the three goals were covered by the group, but 
only superficially. Third, the breakout groups were self-facilitated. This meant in some cases that 
issues or concerns that were not held by the majority of those in the group or not held by the 
dominant voice in the group were pushed aside and not recorded. This lack of facilitation in the 
break-out groups impeded the collection of information.  
 
The result of all the conditions noted above was that important information about the draft 
strategy documents was not discussed or recorded at the meeting.    
 
 Lack of Clarity Regarding Public Involvement and Next Steps 
 
The next steps in the development of the conservation strategy are not clear. At this point, we 
believe that Onnie Byers is creating a report of the public meeting and the Forest Service will be 
creating an “action plan” to document the process they propose to complete the strategy. 
Additional comment was invited by the Forest Service with submission encouraged before the 
end of October 2016, but it was not stated to whom any comments should be addressed. There 
was also another public comment opportunity alluded to that may take place during the peer 
review process when the next draft or a final strategy has been produced. These public comment 
opportunities should be clearly stated and posted on the website about the conservation strategy 
so that all interested parties can be informed about the process. To be timely, this information 
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should be posted as soon as possible to give people sufficient time to provide feedback for a 
comment deadline that may be as soon as the end of October. 
 
 Engagement of Scientists and Other Agencies in the Development of the Strategy 
 
We believe that owl scientists should have a lead role in developing a conservation strategy for 
California spotted owl and that a strategy that lacks this will be deficient. The original project 
initiation letter identified several scientists as part of the strategy development team, including 
owl scientists. This was revised somewhat in the December 2015 letter. Now it appears that no 
owl scientists are part of the team developing the conservation strategy. We ask that you revise 
the project initiation letter to clarify this.  
 
We also understand from the public meeting that the Forest Service has engaged the California 
Department of Fish and Wildlife and the US Fish and Wildlife Service in the development of the 
strategy. Are staff from these agencies now on the “strategy team” that was previously made up 
of only Forest Service staff?  We ask that the project initiation letter be updated to reflect the 
inclusion of other agencies on the “strategy team” if those agencies are part of the team. 
 
 Conclusion 
 
We remain committed to supporting the development of a strategy for California spotted owl that 
provides for conservation and reverses declining population trends. Our ability to effectively 
engage in a public process depends on clear statements of purpose and intent from the agency 
initiating the process. The purpose and intent of the meeting on September 22 was not clear prior 
to the meeting and many questions remain following the meeting. In addition, the structure of the 
meeting constrained our ability to provide meaningful comments on many of the most important 
aspects of the draft documents. We ask that you include the concerns stated above in your report 
of the meeting and that you make this report available to the public. We also ask that you use the 
strategy website to provide additional information about the process going forward, including a 
straightforward comparison of the current direction to the draft strategy, and to announce any 
opportunities for public comment. 
 
Sincerely,  
 

 
Susan Britting, Ph.D. 
Executive Director 
Sierra Forest Legacy 
 

 
Ben Solvesky 
Wildlife Ecologist 
Sierra Forest Legacy 
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Pamela Flick 
California Representative 
Defenders of Wildlife 
 

 
John Buckley 
Executive Director 
Central Sierra Environmental Resources Center 
 
 
Dyane Osorio 
Director 
Mother Lode Chapter  
Sierra Club 
 
 
Reuben Childress 
Watershed Conservation Associate 
Foothill Conservancy 
 


