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Decision and Reasons for the Decision
Background

The Big Piney Ranger District of the Bridger-Teton National Forest prepared an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) to analyze the effects of if and how domestic sheep grazing on the Corral Creek, Mule Creek, Grizzly Creek, Pickle Pass, Upper Grayback/Phosphate, North Horse, and Prospect Peak domestic sheep allotments; hereafter referred to as the Wyoming Range Allotment Complex (WRAC). This analysis evaluates the current management, proposed action, separation of domestic and bighorn sheep, and no domestic sheep grazing (no action) alternatives and other alternatives that may be proposed during this process.

The allotment complex is located in Townships 34, 35, 36 and 37 North, Ranges 114 and 115 West, Sixth Principal Meridian.  The majority of the area (65%) is located in Sublette County, with the remainder in Lincoln County.  The complex is located on three districts: Greys River, Jackson, and Big Piney.  The Big Piney Ranger District administers all the allotments except Pickle Pass, which is administered by the Greys River District. There is a total of ~67,521 acres in this allotment complex, of which ~33,107 acres are classified as being suitable for livestock grazing.  Areas capable for grazing are determined primarily by physical characteristics such as: areas producing adequate forage (200lb/ac or greater), water availability, and areas physically accessible to livestock (45% slope or less for domestic sheep). Areas not suitable include excessively steep slopes, rock outcroppings, water bodies and heavy stands of timber with little forage understory.

In the early 1990’s three allotments on the Big Piney Ranger District: Prospect Peak, North Horse Creek, and Dead Cow, became vacant of permitted livestock due to administrative actions.  At the time, numerous BTNF permittees expressed interest in obtaining grazing permits for these allotments.  Additionally, the Wyoming Game and Fish Department expressed interest in BTNF adjustments to domestic livestock grazing to potentially benefit bighorn sheep.

The Forest Service participated in the Bighorn/Domestic sheep working group composed of numerous Federal and State agencies, permittees, conservation groups and individuals to work on solutions to conflicts that might arise with bighorn and domestic sheep.  Part of these recommendations was a set of Terms of Agreement that would be taken into account.
The environmental impact statement (EIS) documents the analysis of 4 alternatives to meet this need.

Purpose and Need for Action
The purpose of this analysis is to interpret, refine and apply Forest Plan standards and guidelines in a site specific manner respecting the allotment complex. The primary decision to be made is to determine whether or not to continue to allow domestic sheep grazing on the allotment complex. 

This action applies goals and objectives outlined in the Forest Plan at a site-specific scale, and will help move selected resources within the project area toward desired conditions described in the Forest Plan (FEIS - Chapter 1 - Purpose of and Need for Action, Purpose and Need for Action, page 10).
Proposed Action
The proposed action will provide for a rotational rest system, whereby each allotment will be rested from livestock grazing a minimum of two of every seven years.

This alternative allows domestic sheep grazing on the allotment complex under a set of management practices designed to bring the rangeland conditions in line with the Forest Plan goals, objectives and standards and guidelines. The management practices of grazing once over, bedding sheep only one night per location and watering in different location each day are the primary principles of management in this alternative.  A more comprehensive list of additional management practices which are also a condition of this alternative is included in Appendix D (FEIS - Appendix D – Sheep Grazing Standards and Guidelines, pages 194-195).  Numbers of sheep and seasons of use may be adapted in order to ensure desired conditions are met and/or maintained. 

The proposed action was designed to maintain, attain, or establish measurable trends in vegetation and watershed conditions (FEIS - Chapter 1 - Purpose of and Need for Action, Purpose and Need for Action, pages 17-20).  
Decision Summary

I would like to implement Alternative 3, Separation of Domestic and Bighorn Sheep, with three modifications; however selection of that alternative is highly dependent upon a willing permittee waiving the permitted use back to the government without preference (Forest Service Manual - 2200 – Range Management, Chapter 2230, Section 2231.8).  This is one of the parts of the Bighorn sheep working group’s Terms of Agreement.  If I am unable to implement Alternative 3, I will implement Alternative 2, Proposed Action.
Decision

Based upon my review of all alternatives, the issues that were raised, and what I feel is needed to balance the resource issues with the social issues and aspects of my decision, I have decided to select two alternatives.  The alternative that is ultimately implemented will be dependent upon certain circumstances, which I will describe in more detail below.

My first choice is to select Alternative 3, Separation of Domestic and Bighorn Sheep, with three modifications.  Alternative 3 would not allow domestic sheep grazing within the Upper Grayback/Phosphate, Pickle Pass, ~ 14,217 acres of Grizzly Creek and ~ 4,616 acres of the Corral Creek allotments.  The remaining ~ 1,365 acres of Corral Creek allotment would be combined with the North Horse Creek allotment and the remaining ~ 1,250 acres of Grizzly Creek would be combined with Mule Creek allotment.  This alternative would provide separation of domestic sheep from the bighorn sheep core native herd boundary. The boundary of the core native bighorn sheep area was recommended by the Wyoming statewide bighorn/domestic sheep working group (FEIS - Chapter 2 - Alternatives, Including the proposed action, Alternatives Considered in Detail, Alternative 3 – Separation of Domestic and Bighorn Sheep, page 37). 

Although this is my first choice, it is highly dependent upon one key condition or circumstance to exist before I would seriously consider implementing it.  I consider one of the more important parts of the Bighorn sheep working group’s Terms of Agreement is that the closing of allotments would only be considered on a willing permittee basis.  Livestock operations can change over time.  Numerous factors affect the decision for an operator to continue grazing on the National Forest.  One result of these factors could be the waiving of permitted use with preference from one operator to another.  Another option is that part or all of the permitted use is waived back to government without preference.  The Big Piney Ranger District has had both these situations occur.  In the second case, waiving of permitted use without preference, the District has evaluated the continuation of the permitted use on a case-by-case basis.

With that in mind, if, during the duration of this decision, the current permittee was willing to waive all of the permitted use within the WRAC back to the government without preference, I would clearly elect to implement Alternative 3 with the following modifications:

1. To address the conflicts between Domestic and Bighorn Sheep, the Upper Grayback/Phosphate, Pickle Pass, ~ 14,217 acres of Grizzly Creek and ~ 4,616 acres of the Corral Creek allotments would be closed to grazing by the Forest Supervisor.  Currently, physical separation is the preferred method of management in addressing Domestic and Bighorn sheep conflicts.  Closing these allotments will provide for that separation.

2. To address watershed objectives (ground cover) and vegetation concerns, the remaining allotments (Mule Creek, North Horse Creek and Prospect Peak) would remain vacant to grazing until the following is met: 

The ground cover objective for a proper functioning upland vegetation community   is 80% or greater and at least one of the listed key plant species is at 5 percent canopy cover.  I could allow grazing to occur if ground cover is trending toward or at the proper functioning ground cover objective for the Upland vegetation within the first grazing cycle (7 years) (Item I below).  However, since these three allotments will be vacant and in order to expedite recovery, I would not consider future grazing of these allotments until the 80% ground cover and key plant species objectives are met.

3. Until grazing resumes, only effectiveness monitoring will be done on  both the closed and vacant allotments and will be modified from implementation in Alternative 2 as follows:

Condition and trend data will be collected from each benchmark area once the allotments are vacant at a minimum of a 5-year cycle until all three allotments reach a ground cover objective of 80% or greater and 5 percent canopy cover of one of the listed key plant species.  On the closed allotments, this data will be collected on as ten year cycle.  Additional effectiveness monitoring studies may be established as determined necessary.  The final decision to establish and locate additional monitoring studies will be made by the Forest Service.  Additional monitoring by others could occur if funded by those individuals.  Study procedures and protocols will follow the Region 4, Rangeland Ecosystem Analysis and Monitoring Handbook 2209.21(2003), General Technical Report RMRS-GTR-104 (June 2003) and General Technical Report RMRS-GTR-47 (April 2000).

The following table displays benchmark areas that will be used to determine when grazing will resume, the current ground cover reading, and the next schedule reading.

	Site Number
	%Ground cover 80%=PFC* for Tall Forb

	  Site D2 – 27A

    1996

    2007

  Site D2 - 38

    2003

    2008
	69

47

	  Site D2 - 16

    2001

    2006

  Site D2 – 29A

    2003

    2008
	83

76

	  Site D2 - 26

    2001

    2007

  Site D2 – 43
    2004

    2009
	77

37


The following are the key species that will be used in determining the 5 percent canopy cover objective.  At least one key species would have 5 percent canopy cover to meet objective.

Geranium visossimumi – Sticky geranium

Liqusticum filicnum – Fernleaf liqusticum
Helianthella uniflora – Single flowered sunflower

Valeriana edulis – Tobacco root

Bromus carinatus – Mountain brome

If, during the duration of this decision, additional research is developed that modifies the key species and method in determining the 5 percent canopy cover objective, it will be incorporated in the decision.

Permitted livestock grazing on all three allotments will not resume until the readings on all of the monitoring study sites reach the objectives stated in number 3.  The need to reach the watershed objective on all three allotments before grazing can resume is due to the fact that all three allotments would be needed to graze two bands of sheep (maximum 1,300 sheep per band). 
With the increased risk of catastrophic wildfire and the increased use of prescribed fire as a management tool to reduce the risk of catastrophic wildfire on the National Forests, there is potential that other sheep permittees will have to rest burned over sections of their grazing allotments.  Instead of having to shorten their permitted season of use or send these permittees back to their home ranches with their sheep while the burned portions of the permitted areas of their allotments are required to rest (typically 3 years), it would be desirable to have alternate locations (or forage reserves (Forest Service Handbook 2209.13 – Grazing Permit Administration Handbook, Chapter 10 – Permits with Term Status, Section 13.3)) for their permitted livestock on the Forest.  With this in mind, as part of implementing Alternative 3, I have decided that the Mule Creek, North Horse Creek, and Prospect Peak allotments will be used as a forage reserve for any future grazing due to catastrophic wildlife or prescribed fire on a permittee’s allotment.  Grazing will only occur 3 years out of every ten, with no more than 3 consecutive years and no more than two bands of sheep would be authorized to graze under a rest rotation system.  When grazing is authorized, all objectives and procedures outlined in Alternative 2 would also apply.  When a decision is made to resume grazing, interested parties would be contacted.  During Implementation Monitoring (this is the short-term or annual monitoring) interested parties could make arrangements with the ranger district to participate in the monitoring using the signed Annual Operating Instructions (AOI).
Given that my first choice is dependent upon the current permittee’s willingness to waive all of the permitted use within the WRAC back to the government without preference, I have also selected a second choice which would be implemented if the current permittee did not want to waive their permitted use back to the government.  My second choice is to select Alternative 2, which continues to allow domestic sheep grazing on the WRAC, an area of approximately 67,500 acres through the following changes.  Alternative 2 will provide for a rotational rest system, whereby each allotment will be rested from livestock grazing a minimum of two of every seven years (FEIS - Chapter 2 - Alternatives, Including the proposed action, Alternatives Considered in Detail, Alternative 2 - Proposed Action, pages 30 - 36).

The current Allotment Management Plan (AMP), which describes how domestic livestock grazing, at proper use, would be conducted in accordance with 36 CFR 221.1(b) (2), would be revised to include the following: 

I. Livestock vegetation utilization limits based on what research indicates is needed to maintain or improve rangeland and watershed conditions will be incorporated. 

	Vegetation Communities
	Utilization limits

	
	

	Upland vegetation communities with ground cover of less than 60 percent.
	Only incidental grazing utilization would be allowed up to 5% or less. These areas are essentially closed to grazing and the 5% utilization is only to facilitate trailing of livestock through these areas.

	
	

	Upland vegetation communities with ground cover of 60 to 79 percent.
	Up to 30% utilization of current year’s growth.

	
	

	Upland vegetation communities with a current ground cover of 80% or greater and with an upward or stable trend.
	Up to 40% of current year’s growth.



	
	

	Riparian communities with moderate to high similarities to desired vegetation (Late seral to PNC).
	4 inches or greater of stubble height of riparian plant species will be left at the end of the grazing season. 

	
	

	Riparian communities with low similarities to the desired vegetation (Early seral to Mid seral).
	6 inches or greater of stubble height of riparian plant species will be left at the end of the grazing season.

	
	

	Shrub communities.
	Shrub use is limited to 25% of current year’s growth.

	
	


These specific utilization limits will be applied to each allotment based on the current ground cover found on the monitoring bench mark areas. Critical areas of 10 acres or more found within the allotments will be mapped and site specific utilization limits will be assigned. Implementation of site specific utilization will be applied through the AOI.

II. Adaptive management practices will be used in the implementation process.  Adaptive Management refers to the concept of allowing decisions, which are focused on desired outcomes, to be made with the best information available and to be adjusted during implementation to achieve desired conditions.  Decision-making is expected to proceed using the best information available, continuing with the decision being made.  Monitoring and evaluation is to be used to assess the effects of those decisions and to identify new information that may become available.  Decisions are then adapted, as needed, to respond to new information.

Specifically, while five bands would be allowed to graze initially on the allotment complex, adaptive management would provide for potential adjustments in management and/or stocking rates based on resource condition and trend with respect to desired conditions.  The proposed action will use an adaptive management strategy that allows for flexibility during implementation of the action to respond to changing conditions and unexpected results. This strategy follows: 

III. The nested frequency long term trend study benchmarks on each allotment will be re-read on the last year of the first grazing cycle. These benchmark studies for each allotment will be used to determine if the objectives are being met.  The objective is for ground cover to be meeting or trending toward the respective desired conditions by vegetation cover type within the first grazing cycle (7 years). Based on the results, the following management actions will occur:

· For each allotment not meeting this objective, one band of sheep will be reduced. 

· If any allotments are not authorized to be grazed, they will remain ungrazed until the desired ground cover objectives are met. 

· Once the objectives are met livestock grazing can be reinstated under the proposed management guidelines in this alternative.

The AMP would incorporate practices that exemplify good range management. The emphasis of this alternative is to update management efforts to improve resource conditions.  Revised utilization standards and the updated AMP may affect livestock operation costs.  However, under this proposal, there is no initial reduction of head months or current permitted numbers and seasons of use.

Other Alternatives Considered

In addition to the two alternatives considered above, I considered 2 other alternatives, which are discussed below.  Alternative 2 was the environmentally preferred alternative.  A more detailed comparison of these alternatives can be found in the FEIS - Chapter 2 - Alternatives, Including the proposed action, Comparison of Alternatives, page 46. 

Alternative 1 - Current Management

Under Alternative 1 the current management plan would continue to guide management of the project area (FEIS - Chapter 2 - Alternatives, Including the proposed action, Alternatives Considered in Detail, Alternative 1 – Current Management, pages 28-29). No objectives in the Proposed Action would be implemented to accomplish project goals.  Active allotment boundaries were modified to incorporate areas within previously vacant allotments (Prospect Peak, North Horse Creek, and Dead Cow) into the complex to facilitate grazing management. Administrative authority and process for respective modifications was followed as outlined in Forest Service Handbook (FSH) Interim Directive 2209.13-2002-4, Section 96.
Current management provides for a seven allotment rest rotation grazing system, where five bands of sheep will be grazed on five allotments each year and two allotments will be rested. Each year the rest allotments will be rotated. The management practices of grazing once over, bedding sheep only one night per location and watering in different location each day are the primary principles of management in this alternative. A more comprehensive list of additional management practices which are also a condition of this alternative, are included in Appendix D of the FEIS.  

Vegetative utilization limits were set at the Forest Plan maximums for all herbivore grazing.  These limits are 60 percent on areas in satisfactory condition and 50 percent on areas in unsatisfactory condition for uplands and the limits are 65 percent on riparian areas in satisfactory condition and 55 percent on riparian areas in unsatisfactory condition. Satisfactory condition is defined as meeting forest plan goals and objectives and standards and guides. For rangeland the forest plan objectives are further defined as a rangeland condition of fair or better based on the old range analysis protocols in FSH 2209.21 (81). 

Follow up studies consist of one long term trend study (Nested Frequency) on each allotment and yearly inspections of range readiness and periodic examination conducted throughout the grazing season. Study procedures follow the Region 4 Rangeland Ecosystem Analysis and Monitoring Handbook 2209.21(2003).

Each year prior to grazing, a set of annual operating instructions would be documented in the AOI based on the requirements of the AMP and grazing permit will be prepared with the permittee.  These instructions outline the how, when, where and what will be expected of the permittee and herders when domestic sheep graze in the allotment complex. A copy of the specific livestock management practices are in Appendix D of the FEIS and are a condition of this alternative. 

Alternative 4 – No Action - No Domestic Sheep Grazing

No domestic sheep would be allowed to graze on the allotment complex (FEIS - Chapter 2 - Alternatives, Including the proposed action, Alternatives Considered in Detail, Alternative 4 – No Action - No Domestic Sheep Grazing, page 39).  The Forest Service is required in 40 CFR 1502.14(d) and Forest Service Handbook 1909.15, 23.1 to consider the No Livestock Grazing alternative in detail and to use it as a "baseline" for comparing the effects of the other alternatives.

Public Involvement

The Notice of Intent (NOI) to prepare an EIS was published in the Federal Register on April 9th, 2003. The NOI asked for public comment on the proposal from April 9th, 2003 to May 12th, 2003.  Draft Environmental Impact Statement was issue in October of 2003.

In addition, as part of the public involvement process, the agency used comments submitted during the request for comments during the scoping period in 1999, comments on the Environmental Assessment released in December of 2002, field trips, comments from the NOI as well as the scoping period in April 2003. 

Using the comments from individuals, organizations, tribal governments, and federal, state, and local agencies interested in or affected by this project, the interdisciplinary team developed a list of issues to address. 

Issues

The Forest Service separated the issues into two groups: significant and non-significant. Significant issues were defined as those directly or indirectly caused by implementing the proposed action.  Non-significant issues were identified as those: 1) outside the scope of the proposed action; 2) already decided by law, regulation, Forest Plan, or other higher level decision; 3) irrelevant to the decision to be made; or 4) conjectural and not supported by scientific or factual evidence.  The Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) NEPA regulations explain this delineation in Sec. 1501.7, “…identify and eliminate from detailed study the issues which are not significant or which have been covered by prior environmental review (Sec. 1506.3)…”
Non-significant issues are: opinions on the conditions of the allotment complex, actions that should be taken within the administrative process, effects of grazing on roadless areas, and delay decision until the revision of the Forest Plan.

Below are the significant issues that were identified during scoping.  Following each issue are indicators that will be used to measure whether that issue was remedied by implementing the selected alternative with mitigation measures. 

Wildlife Habitats and Vegetative Diversity

Concerns ranged from effects on wildlife species such as elk, deer and bighorn sheep, and their habitats, to effects on small mammals, birds, and other management indicator species (MIS).  Also of concern are the effects to threatened and endangered species including grizzly bears and wolves.  Vegetative diversity, suitable to maintain plant and wildlife habitats, is of concern.  

Indicators:

Proper functioning condition for upland vegetation communities, as defined for this assessment, is based upon the criteria that ground cover is 80 % or greater through a majority of the grazed allotments in 20 years.

Fisheries 

One concern raised is how domestic sheep grazing in this area may be impacting the Snake River cutthroat trout and Colorado River cutthroat trout.  

Indicators:

Proper functioning condition for upland vegetation communities, as defined for this assessment, is based upon the criteria that ground cover is 80 % or greater through a majority of the grazed allotments in 20 years.

Vegetation

Concerns included the effects of domestic sheep grazing on the rangeland vegetation conditions, vegetative biodiversity, and proper functioning watershed condition and stream bank stability.

Indicators:

      Riparian objectives: Eighty Five percent or greater of the stream bank vegetation should be maintained to an ecological status rating of late seral or higher.

      Stream bank stability rating of 7 or greater high stability meets the 90% natural bank stability.

      Upland Vegetation Objective: Upland vegetation is trending toward or at the objective of 75 percent vegetative similarity to the desired vegetation. See Chapter 3 vegetative section of the FEIS for more details.

     Watershed objective: The ground cover is trending toward or at the proper functioning ground cover objectives by plant community within the first grazing cycle (7 years) for altenative 1, 2 and 4 and 6 years for altenative 3.  See Chapter 3 vegetative section of the FEIS for ground cover objectives by plant community.

Best Management Practices met (refer to: Wyoming Department of Environmental Quality, Grazing Best Management Practices, Wyoming Non-point Source Management Plan, and (March. 1997). The best management practices that are applicable to this action are built into the alternatives. 

Watershed and Soils

Concerns are the effects of domestic sheep grazing on soil productivity and/or hydrologic function.  Livestock grazing activities may cause soil compaction, directly affecting water and air infiltration with potential to accelerate surface water runoff and cause localized sheet and rill erosion.

Indicators
:

Region 4 Soil Quality Standards (FSH 2509.18 – R4 Supplement 2003)

Percent Ground Cover 

Gully Perpetuity

State Water Quality Standards

Rationale for the Decision

This decision was neither easy nor obvious, and not without effects to the range permitted and other users.  The action involves social as well as resource issues.  I must weigh and balance traditional grazing use against natural resource needs and the changing values and expectations of society.  I must also consider values of local residents, including livestock permittees, along with the interests and concerns of a broader element of society. 

The rationale for my two-tiered approach in selecting a modified Alternative 3 as my first choice and Alternative 2 as my second choice is that the implementation of these two alternatives in this fashion best meets the Purpose and Need (FEIS - Chapter 1 - Purpose of and Need for Action, Purpose and Need for Action, page 10), response to the four issues (FEIS - Chapter 1 - Purpose of and Need for Action, Issues, pages 22-23) and moves the area towards the desired future condition.  I believe it best meets the resource objectives identified in the Bridger-Teton National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan (FLRMP), the WRAC FEIS and the resource needs within the WRAC project area.  It restores and maintains the aquatic, terrestrial, and hydrologic resources while providing for long-term sustainable livestock grazing. 
In making my decision, I relied upon an interdisciplinary team to analyze all the alternatives, as documented in the WRAC FEIS.

I have organized my rationale for the decision on how the selected alternative meets the purpose and need and the issues.
Purpose and Need

The purpose of the analysis is to interpret, refine and apply Forest Plan standards and guidelines in a site specific manner on allotment complex.  This was done through the analysis presented in the WRAC FEIS and summarized in the FEIS, Chapter 2, Table 2.1, pages 40 -44.  

The rationale that I used to determine if the selected alternative is meeting the Forest Plan standards and guidelines is based in part on the fact that the Interdisciplinary team developed livestock vegetation utilization limits based on what research indicates is needed to maintain or improve rangeland and watershed conditions.  In addition, the implementation of the adaptive management strategy will allow changes in livestock operations to meet the utilization limits.  The implementation of these vegetation utilization limits and adaptive strategy will result in the following:

A. Provide for an increase in ground cover, improving soil productivity and reducing erosion

B. Result in better distribution and more even use of forage plants

C. Reduce the frequency of individual plant exposure to trampling and grazing which is beneficial to preferred plant species

D. Aids in the recruitment and persistence of desired forage species.

E. Overall watershed conditions are expected to improve over time as ground cover on the upland plant community approaches the desired condition of 80 percent across the allotment complex.  

F. In the three southern allotments where there are Colorado River cutthroat trout (CRC), ground cover is either in an upward trend or stable, the ecological status of the riparian vegetation is above 85 % in late seral and the stream bank stability rating of 7 (high stability) on 90% of the streambanks is being met.

G. Critical areas of 10 acres or more found within the allotments will be mapped and site specific utilization limits will be assigned.

H. The nested frequency long term trend study benchmarks on each allotment will be re-read on the last year of the first grazing cycle. These benchmark studies for each allotment will be used to determine if the objectives are being met.  The objective is for ground cover to be meeting or trending toward the respective desired conditions by vegetation cover type within the first grazing cycle (7 years). Based on the results, the following management actions will occur:

· For each allotment not meeting this objective, one band of sheep will be reduced. 

· If any allotments are not authorized to be grazed, they will remain ungrazed until the desired ground cover objectives are met. 

· Once the objectives are met livestock grazing can be reinstated under the proposed management guidelines in this alternative.

Response to Issues

Wildlife Habitats and Vegetative Diversity

Concerns ranged from effects on wildlife species such as elk, deer and bighorn sheep, and their habitats, to effects on small mammals, birds, and other management indicator species (MIS).  Also of concern are the effects to threatened and endangered species including grizzly bears and wolves.  Vegetative diversity, suitable to maintain plant and wildlife habitats, is of concern.  

My decision addresses these concerns by providing an increase to the quality and quantity of vegetation throughout the analysis area.  Implementation of the vegetation utilization upper limits will increase the quality and quantity of forage for wildlife.  While disease transmission could potentially affect bighorn sheep population numbers, there has not been any documentation indicating that domestic sheep within the Jackson Herd area have affected bighorn sheep.  A small percentage of the Jackson Herd occupies the allotment complex.  The amount of  rest from grazing each allotment will receive will increase two-fold compared to the past 15 years which will improve vegetative vigor.  This rest will also reduce the potential for contact with bighorn sheep.  

Fisheries 

One concern raised is how domestic sheep grazing in this area may be impacting the Snake River cutthroat trout and Colorado River cutthroat trout.  

My decision addresses these concerns with the improvement in ground cover to proper functioning condition which will reduce surface erosion forces.  This reduction in surface erosion will reduce sedimentation to streams in the allotment complex.   In the three southern allotments where there are CRC, ground cover is either in an upward trend or stable, the ecological status of the riparian vegetation is above 85 % in late seral and the stream bank stability rating of 7 ( high stability) on 90% of the streambanks is being met.  Implementation of Alternative 2 will impact CRC individuals and habitat but will not reduce the viability of CRC populations in the Upper Green River.  Implementation of this alternative will not impact Snake River cutthroat trout (SRC) individuals and habitat and will not reduce the viability of SRC populations in the Upper Snake River Watershed.
Vegetation

Concerns included the effects of domestic sheep grazing on the rangeland vegetation conditions, vegetative biodiversity, and proper functioning watershed condition and stream bank stability.

My decision addresses these concerns through implementation of utilization limits which will provide a more rapid improvement of the rangeland conditions and trends. In addition, the adaptive management trigger to defer livestock grazing if ground cover trends are not achieved in the first grazing cycle (7 years) will insure resource objectives will be met. The riparian vegetation and streambank stability objectives have been met on all of the allotments. The riparian vegetation and streambank conditions would be maintained or continue to improve under this alternative.

Watershed and Soils

Concerns are the effects of domestic sheep grazing on soil productivity and/or hydrologic function.  Livestock grazing activities may cause soil compaction, directly affecting water and air infiltration with potential to accelerate surface water runoff and cause localized sheet and rill erosion.

My decision addresses these concerns through improvement of soil quality by providing opportunities for incorporating monitoring techniques and adaptive management into allotment management plans.  Soil productivity would improve due to the better distribution of livestock which enhances the sustainability of plant communities and increases in ground cover over time.  Overall soil quality would also improve over time.  There would be a moderate potential to improve water quality by providing additional foraging areas and allowing more rest to occur in the project area.  Better distribution of livestock would improve the sustainability of plant communities and improvement of ground cover over time.  Surface erosion would decrease along with excessive sedimentation as ground cover objectives are met.  Sedimentation rates are expected to decrease with increases in ground cover.  Critical areas of 10 acres or more found within the allotments will be mapped and site specific utilization limits will be assigned.

Monitoring and Evaluation

Implementation Monitoring – this is the short-term or annual monitoring used to determine if the goals, objectives, standard and management practices are implemented as detailed in the Record of Decision document and/or Biological Opinion, Forest Plan and grazing permit (FEIS - Chapter 2 - Alternatives, Including the proposed action, Alternatives Considered in Detail, Implementation Monitoring, pages 37-38). Specific implementation monitoring will include:

Range Readiness inspections. Range readiness criteria is 6” to 8” of leave growth on Brome and Wheat grasses, and soil moisture content as dried to a point that sheep hoof action will not cause soils surface damage.

Vegetative utilization monitoring on each bench mark area as the minimum and any other areas determined necessary to insure the utilization objectives are being followed and met.

Periodic examinations to insure all management and herding practices are being followed as outlined in the AOI. Each year prior to grazing, a set of operating instructions will be prepared with the permittee.  These instructions outline the how, when, where and what will be expected of the permittee and his herders when his livestock graze on National Forest System lands. A list of the standard management and herding practices for domestic sheep grazing are in Appendix D of the FEIS and are a condition of this alternative.

Effectiveness Monitoring – This is the long-term monitoring that occurs over an extended period of time. It is used to determine if the management practices being applied are effective in meeting the riparian, upland vegetation and ground cover objectives stated above (FEIS - Chapter 2 - Alternatives, Including the proposed action, Alternatives Considered in Detail, Effectiveness Monitoring, page 38). Specific effectiveness monitoring will include:

At least one long term trend study (Nested Frequency) on each allotment as required in the Forest Plan (page 331) and as recommended in the Region 4 Rangeland Ecosystem Analysis and Monitoring Handbook 2209.21 (2003). Condition and trend data will be collected from each benchmark area twice during the first grazing cycle (7 years) and then every five years on the bench marks within allotments that have not reached the proper functioning ground cover objectives and every ten years on the bench marks on the allotments that have met the proper functioning ground cover objective. Additional effectiveness monitoring studies may be established on critical area as determined necessary. 

Study procedures and protocols will follow the Region 4, Rangeland Ecosystem Analysis and Monitoring Handbook 2209.21(2003), General Technical Report RMRS-GTR-104 (June 2003) and General Technical Report RMRS-GTR-47 (April 2000)

The proposed action will use an adaptive management strategy that allows for flexibility during implementation of the action to respond to changing conditions and unexpected results. This strategy follows: 

The nested frequency long term trend study benchmarks on each allotment will be re-read on the last year of the first grazing cycle. These benchmark studies for each allotment will be used to determine if the objectives are being met.  The objective is for ground cover to be meeting or trending toward the respective desired conditions by vegetation cover type within the first grazing cycle (7 years). For each allotment not meeting this objective, one band of sheep will be reduced. If any allotments are not authorized to be grazed, they will remain ungrazed until the desired ground cover objectives are met. Once the objectives are met livestock grazing can be reinstated under the proposed management guidelines in this alternative.

Monitoring Plan Summary.

	Resource
	Item
	Priority
	Timing
	Personnel
	Type

	Range
	Upland/Riparian utilization monitoring
	High
	At least once annually while livestock are in a particular unit.
	Rangeland Specialist/ Technician
	Implementation

	Range
	Upland condition and trend studies
	High
	Condition and trend data will be collected from each nested frequency benchmark area twice during the first grazing cycle (7 years) and then every five years on the bench marks within allotments that have not reached the proper functioning ground cover objectives and every ten years on the bench marks on the allotments that have met the proper functioning ground cover objective.
	Rangeland Specialist/

Technician
	Effectiveness

	Range
	Riparian condition and trend studies
	High
	Riparian condition and trend data will be collected every five years on allotments not  meeting the riparian objectives and every 10 years on allotments meeting the riparian objectives
	Rangeland Specialist/ Technician
	Effectiveness

	Soil 
	Soil Quality Parameters
	High
	Depends upon condition and recovery of identified erosion sites.
	Soil Scientist
	Effectiveness


Findings Required by Other Laws and Regulations

The Forest Plan was approved in 1990.  It provides broad-scale management policy and long-term direction and guidance for managing the BTNF.  It contains management emphases and actions needed to move toward the desired future state of the Forest. The goals and objectives are described on pages 112-121 of the Forest Plan.  Each Forest Plan goal is supported by a set of objectives. Although all the goals in the Forest Plan are attainable at the Forest-wide scale, all objectives across goals may not necessarily be met within any given area of the Forest. Consequently, some objectives may not be met on all areas of the BTNF. 

This decision to implement Alternative 2 or 3 which would revise the Allotment Management Plan for sheep grazing in the WRAC project and was designed in conformance with Forest Plan standards and incorporates appropriate Forest Plan guidelines for sheep grazing.
The selected alternatives meets requirements under the Federal Land Policy Management Act, Public Law 109-19, National Historic Preservation Act, Endangered Species Act and Forest Service Sensitive Species, Clean Water Act, Clean Air Act of 1977, Executive Order on Floodplain Management, Executive Order on Protection of Wetlands, Executive Order on Invasive Species, Executive Order on Migratory Birds and Environmental Justice. (FEIS - Chapter 3. Affected Environment and Environmental Consequences, Other Required Disclosures, pages 114-116)
A Biological Assessment with findings was submitted to the United States Fish and Wildlife Service on April 29, 2004 which started the consultation process.  When concurrence is received, the Record of Decision will be amended if any changes are made to the Forest Service findings.
Implementation Date

If no appeals are filed within the 45-day time period, implementation of the decision may occur on, but not before, 5 business days from the close of the appeal filing period.  When appeals are filed, implementation may occur on, but not before, the 15th business day following the date of the last appeal disposition.

Administrative Review or Appeal Opportunities

This decision is subject to appeal pursuant to 36 CFR 215.11.  Only those entities that provided substantive comments on the proposed action during the notice and comment period are eligible for appeal.  An appeal, including attachments, must be filed with the Appeal Deciding Officer, within 45 days following the date of publication of this legal notice in the Casper Star Tribune.  Publication of the legal notice in the newspaper of record (Casper Star Tribune) is the exclusive means for calculating the time to file an appeal (36 CFR 215.7).  Those wishing to appeal should not rely upon dates or timeframe information provided by any other source.  Appeals must meet the content requirements of 36 CFR 215.14.  Appeals may be filed by regular mail, facsimile, e-mail (Microsoft Word (.doc) or rich text format (.rtf)), hand delivery, express delivery, or messenger service.  Appeals must be submitted to:

Appeal Deciding Officer

C/O Planning, Appeals and Litigation

324 25th Street

Ogden, UT  84401

Facsimile: (801) 625-5277

Electronic mail: appeals-intermtn-regional-office@fs.fed.us
Office Hours: Monday through Friday 8:00 a.m. through 4:30 pm.

Contact Person

For additional information concerning this decision or the Forest Service appeal process, contact Stephan Harmon, Big Piney Ranger District, 315 South Front Street, Box 218, Big Piney, WY 83113 (307) 276-3375.

__________________________________________                             _____________________

GREGORY W. CLARK                                                                                            DATE

District Forest Ranger

Big Piney Ranger District

__________________________________________                             _____________________

NANCY HALL                                                                                                         DATE

District Forest Ranger

Jackson and Black Rock Ranger Districts

__________________________________________                             _____________________

CHARLENE BUCHA GENTRY                                                                              DATE

District Forest Ranger

Greys River Ranger District











































� See detailed description under the Watershed and Soils writeup.
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