January 13, 2004

Chris Mayer

Ely Field Office

Bureau of Land Management

HC 33 Box 33500

Ely, NV  89301-9408

Dear Chris, 

Here are comments of Western Watersheds Project on the McClure Water Pipeline Extension, and the Cottonwood (Kirkeby) Water Pipeline Extension.

First, we are deeply disturbed at ELY BLM’s failure to conduct current rangeland health/Standards and Guides assessments on the allotments where you are proposing these major new pipelines.

Your cover letter refers to a programmatic EA from 1986. Please provide us with a copy of this. We believe that you can not use an EA from 1986 as a “programmatic” document as the basis of current decisions.

As Ely BLM steadfastly refuses to provide any current Standards and Guides/Rangeland Health assessments on its lands – using the excuse that an RMP is underway – all EAs for projects like these that we have been reviewing are done in a vacuum –lacking current scientific assessment of rangeland health and ecological conditions. The direct, indirect and cumulative impacts of livestock grazing on soils, erosion, microbiotic crusts, watersheds, perennial and intermittent riparian areas, wildlife and aquatic species habitats, special status plant and animal species habitats and populations, native vegetation, susceptibility to weed invasion, recreational and cultural uses of the affected lands are never scientifically assessed. Thus, you have no valid analysis of impacts of the major new projects that you are proposing.       

We can find no evidence that you have conducted current site-specific surveys for special status species and important wildlife species. It is essential that these be conducted prior to any assessment of impacts.

BLM has failed to provide critical information on land health and condition, monitoring, livestock use levels, and other information critical to understanding the environmental setting and impacts of the proposals. BLM is sidestepping conducting the detailed analysis of livestock impacts and land health that is necessary here. 

BLM has also ailed to provide any information on the levels of livestock use it will allow – what are the utilization limits here? Is this a term and condition of the permit? Are there browse/nipping standards to protect woody vegetation? How do you monitor and measure trampling impacts?   

McClure EA/Pipeline 

The map associated with the EA does not show sufficient detail – what vegetation is present, what is the condition of these lands, where are weeds already present, etc.   

BLM last looked at the environmental conditions on the Duckwater allotment in 1994. You have no current rangeland health assessment, or other information that will allow you to understand the impacts of the proposal. 

You claim that the purpose/need is to improve range and watershed condition, yet you fail to take action to alter livestock grazing practices. As livestock are the cause of the “problem”, merely building a pipeline to sites where the permitttee may have already been hauling water will not address those concerns. All that it does is to further subsidize the permittee, and allow him/them to work less.    

What kind of “return on investment” are you expecting here? The taxpayers will get no return o any kind, as the livestock grazing here is subsidized at a rate of at least 5-6 times that ever received in grazing fees.

We are very concerned that you describe several meetings with the Duckwater Tribe to discuss a long-term cattle management plan, yet you have not involved the public. It appears you are making promises and commitments, based on NO new info on ecological conditions, and to the exclusion o the public.

You also claim that you are making these lands economically available for livestock grazing. What is the stocking rate? What has average actual use been? How large is the allotment? Please provide current monitoring data, a current stocking rate, capability/suitability, carrying capacity, productivity, or other study that can be used to determine an appropriate number of livestock per acre here, and thus form a basis or your claims.

You are extending an existing pipeline. What are the water flows at McClure Spring? Have you tracked them over time? How much of the total flow of the spring will be left at the site? How will you ensure against depletion? When was the environmental analysis done for the original pipeline?

We are very concerned about the proposal to allow the permittee to construct the pipeline. It has been our experience that BLM-hired and bonded contractors do far less environmental damage than permittees in constructing pipelines. Also, this may allow the permittee to get a new boothold on public lands (under BLM’s proposed grazing reg changes). Under any action alternative here, the BLM must construct the pipeline, and not allow the permittee to do so.      

Much in the EA is uncertain, unspecific, and up in the air  - you can not base a legitimate analysis on statements like EA at 4 “it is not expected that pipeline will be constructed” during nesting season. Require that it absolutely will not.

We are alarmed that BLM appears willing to allow the pipeline route to develop into a new road, permanently scarring and marring wild lands. EA at 4 – you allow the permittee to repeatedly drive it.

You have failed to analyze a suitable range of alternatives, such as lessening livestock impacts throughout the allotment, so that there is no “need” for this major new construction project. You claim that the water “needs” to be provided to this area. What is the basis for this “need”? What data do you have?

We are very concerned (EA at 7) that you have not even inventoried the entire pipeline route for cultural sites.  

You claim that the project will greatly improve the range – yet you provide no current data on forage production, ground cover, vigor, species composition, diversity, and range condition or trend in the area where the project will be located. Plus, you failed to provide any new or lessened standards of livestock use that are necessary to protect the lands affected by this project.    

Cottonwood Pipeline, EA

EA at 3 lists issues: “rangeland health and watershed condition”. Thus, it appears that significant livestock degradation exists, yet you are not conducting a S&G assessment, and have failed to take any other actions, or analyze any reasonable courses of action – such as cuts in livestock numbers, to improve rangeland health and watershed condition. Where, exactly, are there problems with land health and condition?  What data have you collected? Please provide this, and incorporate it into a much-expanded analysis of alternatives and actions here.

What other possible connected or linked actions have occurred, or are planned to occur, here? Why is there a need or these projects now? Is winter grazing new? Have other areas closer to existing water become so depleted that forage is no longer available there? If so, how long will it take for those areas to recover? How quickly will livestock degrade the lands within 2-3 miles of the new troughs?  

Why are you proposing 3 troughs? This will result in extensive degradation of soils, native vegetation, and wildlife habitats over a very large land area.

We are very concerned about the proposal to allow the permittee to construct the pipeline. It has been our experience that BLM-hired and bonded contractors do far less environmental damage than permittees in constructing pipelines. Also, this may allow the permittee to get a new boothold on public lands (under BLM’s proposed grazing reg changes). Under any action alternative here, the BLM must construct the pipeline. This should be constructed  by BLM.   

EA at 6 states that the water source is within the Fortification Range WSA. You have failed to provide any information on water flows, changes in water flows over time, harms to riparian habitats in the WSA by increasing water removed from the spring. Plus, increasing demands on waters will likely lead to new destructive “repair” within the WSA. These impacts, and the effects of maintenance over time, are not covered in this EA?   

EA at 8: BLM claims “increased forage production” as a result of the pipeline. What are you talking about here? Is this an irrigation system?

Your analysis of impacts on soils falsely focuses on impacts only within ½ acre around a trough. In reality, concentrations of livestock will significantly alter soils, destroy microbiotic crusts, for large areas surrounding the water facilities.  

This action extends livestock use in previously less disturbed areas – yet you provide no information of any kind on the current ecological condition, carrying capacity, stocking rate, productivity, or other important factors necessary to understand the impacts of your action.

Your analysis of weed impacts falsely focuses only on the pipeline route – which will become a road. You must also examine the impacts of the new livestock use patterns, trailing, degradation of vegetation and weed spread that will occur throughout the areas within 2-3 miles of the new water sources. 

Please keep us fully informed of all steps of this proposal. 

Please also provide us with the assessments and any NEPA documents that form the current basis for livestock management here.

Sincerely, 

Katie Fite

Biodiversty Director 

Western Watersheds Project

PO Box 2863

Boise, ID   83701

208-429-1679
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