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May 21, 2010
GCC.guidance@ceq.eop.gov
The Council on Environmental Quality

Attn:Ted Boling

722 Jackson Place, NW.,

Washington, DC 20503
Dear CEQ,

We offer the following comments on the February 18, 2010 Draft NEPA Guidance on Consideration of the Effects of Climate change and Greenhouse Gas Emissions.These comments focus on Part III.”Consideration of Current or Projected Effects of Climate Change on Proposals for Agency Action”, and specifically on the federal land management agencies.Further, our comments primarily offer responses to questions 2 and 3 asked in Part VI of the draft guidance:
“2.What should be included in specific NEPA guidance for projects applicable to the federal land management agencies?”
This is an important question because federal land management agencies (e.g., BLM and US Forest Service) often propose projects in small areas and over relatively short time periods, but such projects 1) affect and are affected by climate change; and 2) have been, are being, and will be repeated, with little variation, over large areas and long time periods under the rubric of “multiple use.” Some examples:
a. Renewing a livestock grazing permit for ten years, when the allotment has been grazed almost every year for over a hundred years, as have been adjacent allotments over a total of hundreds of thousands or millions of acres.

b. Proposing a pinyon-juniper removal project in a relatively small area after such removal has taken place in previous decades in the immediate area while similar projects (including seeding of exotic pasture grasses and fire suppression) are occurring, have occurred, and will occur over thousands of acres, to accommodate increasing numbers of elk as well as static numbers of cattle.

c. Approving a subsidence coal-mining project adjacent to current subsidence coal-mining in the same geographic area that has been mined for decades.

These individual projects may only exacerbate climate change impacts or be stressed by global climate change impacts to a nearly undetectable degree, but nevertheless occur throughout the region (e.g., coal mining) or throughout the West (e.g., livestock grazing). 
At the regional level the exacerbation of climate change effects are profound, and yet the agency generally has not issued a Programmatic Environmental Impact Statement (PEIS) examining the nature of the oft-repeated activity at the landscape or West-wide or cross-agency scale. It will be important that in the absence of a PEIS, the individual project address the cumulative effects of the project in light of similar projects throughout the region.
In order to appreciate the multiple ways climate change effects such as those listed in the CEQ Guidance document (i.e., “more frequent and intense heat waves, more severe wildfires, degraded air quality, more heavy downpours and flooding, increased drought, . . . more intense storms, harm to water resources . . . and harm to wildlife ecosystems”) may stress federal lands subjected to a particular “multiple use” or be exacerbated by a federal lands management activity, consider livestock grazing in the Intermountain and Southwest regions:
Observed and Predicted Climate Change 
In the Intermountain and Southwest Regions
· Warmer air temperatures

· Earlier snowmelt

· Reduced or extinguished  late-season flows

· Warmer water temperatures

· Longer droughts

· More intense precipitation events, floods

Some Expected Outcomes of a Changing Climate 

· Sparser vegetation on slopes

· Increased invasive species

· Increased dust on snow

· Loss of wetlands

· Decline of wildlife species dependent on water, cool temperatures, shade, cover

· Fragmentation of wildlife habitat

Livestock Exacerbation

of  Observed and Predicted Climate Change

In the Intermountain and Southwest Regions

Livestock:
· Increase bare soil through vegetation depletion and disturbance, with the soil subsequently vulnerable to 

· Increased generation of dust, which hastens snowmelt
· Increased surface erosion from water
· Reduced water retention

· Establishment and spread of invasive species

· Retarded post-fire recovery of vegetation cover
· Compact soil, which 
· Reduces water-holding capacity
· Increases surface runoff and surface erosion

· Increases exotic species vegetation

· Desiccates wetlands

· Trample and shear stream banks, leading to
· Incision and widening of creeks, which
· Reduces or extirpates deep-rooted riparian vegetation
· Narrows the band of riparian vegetation
· Isolates creeks from surrounding floodplain/valley
· Reduces connectivity with floodplains and aquifer recharge

· Increases channel erosion by high flows

· Increases sedimentation of creeks/redds, drinking water
· Warms water, leading to

· loss/stress of native cold-water fish

· increased evaporation
· Reduces amphibian habitat

· Simplifies stream systems, which

· Reduces or eliminates diversity and availability of wildlife habitat

· Speeds loss of water from the forests
· Denude and trample riparian edges of ponds and springs, which
· Reduces amphibian habitat

· Reduces or extirpates spring endemics

· Increases sedimentation of ponds

· Pollute reduced stream flows with bacteria from cattle feces

· Consume vegetation that is stressed by climate change, which
· Depletes canopy cover, leading to

· Increased exposure of the soil to the sun

· Reduced cover for wildlife
· Reduces root biomass 
· Reduces  vegetation recovery after disturbance

· Increases less palatable and exotic species of vegetation
· Dries vegetation, wet meadows

· Consume or prevent production of flowers, which
· Depletes hummingbird, solitary bee, bumblebee, and butterfly populations

· Reduces or locally extirpates plant species dependent on pollinators for reproduction

· Reduces reproduction or restoration of native vegetation 

· Selectively graze native graminoid, forb  species, which
· Favors establishment and maintenance of unpalatable, invasive species
· Shrinks distributions and densities of native plants
· Can lead to extirpation of palatable native plants
· Facilitate woody invasion of grasslands by removing competing grasses, forbs
· Facilitate invasion of exotic, invasive species, including cheatgrass, by

· Disturbing soil
· Selectively grazing native species

· Retard/prevent restoration of  natural fire intervals by
· Removing fine fuels needed for frequent, low-intensity fire in forests
· Increasing density of invasive trees by grazing grass and forb competition with tree seedlings
· Increasing the spread of cheatgrass in shrub systems, thus shortening the fire cycle in sagebrush, mountain mahogany, bitterbrush, and other shrubs needed by wildlife 
· Browse sprouts of deep-rooted riparian species (e.g., cottonwood, aspen, willow), which
· Reduces or eliminates recruitment of sprouts into mature overstory, eventually extirpating these species locally
· Decreases complexity and extent of riparian plant communities 
· Competes with and/or extirpates beaver from creeks, streams, or watersheds (see removal of beaver dams, below)
· Browse sprouts of upland aspen, which 

· Reduces or eliminates recruitment of aspen sprouts into mature overstory

· Shrinks or exterminates ancient clones of aspen, which are

· Second only to riparian areas for harboring biodiversity in the West

· Fire breaks
· Thins aspen overstory which

· Desiccates/extirpates aspen understory shrubs, forbs, and grasses

· Facilitates invasion of aspen by sagebrush
· Favor, through selective grazing, the spread of monoculture-forming, exotic, rhizomatous grasses such as Kentucky bluegrass, smooth brome, intermediate wheatgrass, which 

· Reduces deep-rooted riparian vegetation

· Reduces native grass and forb diversity
· Reduces diversity of wildlife habitat
· Consume food and/or cover of sensitive and/or keystone wildlife species e.g.,
· Greater and Gunnison’s sage grouse

· Beaver

· Sharp-tailed grouse

· Sonoran desert tortoise
· Small herbivores that can control/retard woody invasion, such as voles, jackrabbits

· Small mammal prey for raptors such as northern goshawk, Mexican spotted owl
· Cumulatively graze and browse with increasing numbers of elk, resulting in
· Excessive browsing of aspen, cottonwood, willow sprouts, preventing recruitment of sprouts to overstory
· Increasing pressure on declining native grasses, forbs, and shrubs (e.g., riparian berry shrubs)
· Foster Forest Service and state game agency activities that exacerbate climate change impacts, including
· Piping water to livestock watering facilities (e.g., troughs), which
· Diverts water from creeks, wetlands, and the landscape

·  Creates “Sacrifice zones” of bare soil near troughs, which 

· Facilitates establishment and spread of exotic, invasive species
· Eliminates springs and associated spring-dependent species

· Artificially supports large ungulate grazing of vegetation in stressed sites that otherwise would not support such grazing
· Removing beaver and their dams, which 
· Reduces water-holding capacity of watersheds
· Speeds spring run-off

· Increases sediment production
· Reduces or prevents healing of incised streams

· Entrenches creeks, preventing high flows from recharging aquifers

· Reduces width of riparian plant communities
· Reduces sub-irrigation of floodplains by the presence of dams
· Shrinks or eliminates wetlands
· Reduces habitat for amphibians and native fish
· Seeding exotic forage species which eliminate/reduce native diversity

· Removing sagebrush, which 
· Removes habitat for threatened, endangered or sensitive species, e.g.,

· Prairie dog

· Sage grouse

· Sagebrush-associated birds, including black-throated and grasshopper sparrows

· Pygmy rabbit
· Creating a major obstacle to Mexican and Gray wolf recovery 
If a federal land management agency in the Southwest or Intermountain Regions has not examined, at a landscape or regional scale, the multiple ways that livestock grazing exacerbates current and predicted effects of climate change in the Region, the entire burden of such an examination and assessment must necessarily fall on the NEPA document for a full range of alternatives for the single project/allotment. To do otherwise would be to deny the clearly cumulative nature of similar federal lands livestock grazing occurring in both the BLM and Forest Service lands throughout most of the West.
No claim can be made that it is not “feasible” to examine the cumulative exacerbation of climate effects of federal lands livestock grazing across the entire West in a NEPA document for a given allotment, because the grazing practices are so similar across the federal land management agencies throughout the West. 

There is a particular problem with ongoing federal land uses that occur over large regions: An example is current livestock grazing on an allotment (i.e., current exacerbation of climate change impacts).As this livestock grazing is considered “No Action” for purposes of an EA or EIS, any slight improvements in management of the livestock  may be touted by the Agency as being of “no significant [adverse] impact” because it is an “improvement”; it is a “reduction of impacts.”  
The CEQ guidance should note that for purposes of assessing climate change implications of a project, “No Action” will be an insufficient comparator to a modified action if the “No Action” alternative itself is a climate-exacerbating, non-mandatory activity, as are most “multiple uses” in any given location or project decision.

Thus, in response to the Draft Guidance question, “What should be included in specific NEPA guidance for projects applicable to the federal land management agencies?” we would offer two suggestions:

(1) To the degree a particular use or treatment of federal lands is repeated over an entire Forest, Region, or the West, the guidance should state that the cumulative impacts boundary is the boundary within which the land management activity is repeated in essentially similar manner within a broadly climatically-similar region.Any lesser approach would be analagous to a doctor assessing the risk and treatment needs of a square inch of  a burn on a person who has been burned on 65% of their body.
If such guidance is offered, the land management agencies will quickly find that the key to their NEPA analysis of  a project’s effect on climate change will be an in-depth, NEPA analysis of the project’s activity and agency policies for that activity throughout their and their sister agencies’ lands.

(2) To the degree a permitted climate-exacerbating activity is being considered “No Action”, the withdrawal of that permitted activity from the analysis area should also be considered among other alternatives that may modify the activity more significantly than the proposed alternative.  It is only against the consideration of the absence of the non-mandatory, permitted “multiple use” in the project area that the effect of continuing that activity at all in light of climate change should be assessed. 
Such guidance would encourage land management agencies to rethink the geographic amplitude of that particular “multiple use”. Multiple use policy has never required a given use to be permitted as widely or across as many ecosystems as many multiple uses re currently permitted (e.g., motorized use, ORV use, livestock grazing, coal mining).
The discussion of “timeframes,” (as in, “climate change effects should be considered…within the project’s timeframe”) can become problematic if a “project” is merely the reissuance of a permit to continue, e.g., for ten years, an activity that has been occurring for decades, and (unless policy changes) is likely to continue for decades more. Repeated renewal of a livestock grazing permit, repeated thinning of juniper, and extension of a ten-year lease of a particular infrastructure that requires fire suppression for protection are examples of “projects” whose effective timelines (and therefore effective impacts) are much longer than the “project.”  Guidance should require that the agency examine the impacts of a particular project in light of its continuous permission, historical, present, and future; not its technical timeframe of, e.g., ten years. The climate change implications neither start nor stop within the timeline of a particular permit.
“3. What should be included in specific NEPA guidance for land management planning applicable to the federal land management agencies?”
1. Land management plans need to clearly separate impacts of:
a. climate change on the proposed plan alternatives (e.g., Drought? Heat? Intense storm events?); from
b. impacts of plan alternatives on climate change impacts (e.g., Dust generation? Water diversion? Water consumption? Habitat fragmentation?) 
2. As noted above with projects, those plans involving land management uses (e.g., coal mining, ORV uses, livestock grazing, juniper removal, WUI treatments, bombing practice) that are repeated across a region will need to assess the cumulative impacts of the similar uses across the entire region in each plan, unless a regional assessment has been made of the interactions with climate change to which the plans may tier. This is because, particularly in the West, many federal land management activities are repeated with little variation across millions of acres of federal land (as well as intervening private lands).
3. As nearly every land management plan involves multiple uses, guidance should encourage efforts to estimate the comparative contribution to climate change exacerbation, mitigation, or adaptation of each use relative to other multiple uses. In other words, simply stating that all activities contribute to climate change or exacerbate climate change impacts is not sufficient. It is important to acknowledge and communicate relative impacts or relative mitigation or adaptation benefits in order to rethink planning priorities of  multiple land uses  in light of climate change.
A note on a small typo:  In the sentence starting “When assessing the effects of climate change on a proposed action, an agency typically start…” should say “…typically starts…”

We congratulate you for developing guidance on consideration of the effects of climate change, and much of the guidance appears wise and certainly within longstanding guidance, e.g., on cumulative impacts.  

Thank you for consideration of these comments.
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Mary O’Brien

Utah Forest Program Manager

Grand Canyon Trust

maryobrien10@gmail.com
