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Dear Forest and BLM, 

Here are comments of Western Watersheds Project on the Seven Mile 

Hazardous Fuels Reduction Project Phase II – and now on the Savory Prescribed Fire Project component of this large-scale disturbance. This project is part of a 70,000 acre federal undertaking, and you are wrongfully segmenting necessary up-front NEPA analysis. 

We are deeply concerned about the effects of this project on a broad 

range of native wildlife and important values of the public lands. We 

are deeply disappointed that BLM and the Forest has failed to prepare the necessary 

EIS.

Agencies are trying to incrementally conduct deforestation actions – now you are attaching some patches of the very large Sagestep project to this. A ful range of alternatives – including just doing the SageStep actions – must be fully assessed. We are also dismayed that the full footprint of the 12 million dollar Sagestep program, and other related tree and sagebrush-killing research, has never been assessed in any NEPA document.

This project may result in extensive spread and infestation of 

cheatgrass and other exotic species, or habitat loss for pinyon jay, ferruginous hawk, and other species of growing  conservation concern. Agencies have failed to conduct the necessary systematic and site-specific surveys to understand such risks and outcomes.

A large part of the reason that agencies persist in promoting large-scale disturbance at Seven Mile is that hundreds of thousands of federal tax dollars have been sunk into collecting ancillary and incomplete info here – while essential analyses – such as systematic site-specific baseline surveys for native plant and animal species here – have not been conducted, nor have necessary risk assessments, nor have necessary analyses of grazing effects been presented. For a period of 4 or 5 years, ever since the antelope and Monitor ranges were targeted for massive manipulation, the forest and BLM have steadfastly refused to undertake the necessary integrated analysis at the level of an EIS.   

These lands provide important pine nut and other forest products 

resources that you will alter or destroy in this action.  Nowhere has the Forest or BLM 

weighed the relative value of careful and selective alternative 

treatments of marked individual trees and other reasonable forestry 

actions ​ in contrast to large-scale and indiscriminate fire and 

deforestation.

Please systematically collect adequate baseline data on the current 

health of these lands and waters, and  the role of livestock as a 

causal agent in: any hazardous fuels, understory depletion, 

desertification, rangeland health, woody species “invasion” and other 

problems that may exist on these lands.

Pleaset present detailed information and analysis of past vegetation 

treatments and manipulations conducted by this office. WWP has 

observed severely degraded past vegetation treatments, and large-

scale problems with hazardous fuels treatments conducted by Nevada 

BLM. See Fite WWP letters of December 2005 regarding Blue 

Mass/Antelope Range and Cheery Creek-McGill area, incorporated here 

by reference. These same conditions exist in many areas across the 

BMFO and other Nevada lands, including those of the Forest. Cheatgrass is thriving at elevations 

above 8000 ft. This is often a direct consequence of mis-management 

of livestock, including following fires.

We are concerned that necessary analysis and monitoring on livestock effects, mining effects, and other necessary information on the ecological 

condition of the land, which is critical to understanding the impacts 

of the large-scale disturbance to be imposed in this “hazardous fuels” action/treatments to soils, waters, watersheds, special status 

species, important wildlife species, cultural sites, recreational and 

aesthetic values, etc. have not been provided.

We are dismayed to see  - after hundreds of thousands of dollars have been spent to date – that the public is presented with a completely uninformative map that fails to provide ANY essential data on specific vegetation communities, age structure, soils, Oil and Gas or other energy or mining potential, any other information essential to understand the effects of this action.

We are not even informed of the names of the grazing allotments in this area, and necessary monitoring data or any NEPA analysis that may have occurred here in relation to Forest and BLM grazing. Please provide a complete record and detailed monitoring necessary 

to understand short, mid and long-term impacts of all past vegetation 

manipulations/treatments, wildfires, claimed “hazardous fuels” 

treatments, etc. in this region. Date: 1960 to present. Then,  

assess the current ecological condition and rangeland health of these 

sites. Please also provide maps of all livestock facilities and 

salting sites for this allotment and its neighbors on both Forest and BLM land, and a systematic 

baseline survey for invasive species, including in the understory of 

plant communities. Note; We are referring to “invasive species”, not merely 

noxious weeds. It is the invasive species that are causing the most 

serious hazardous fuels problems in the Great Basin, and the radical 

disturbance that may be caused by treatments opens the door to 

catastrophic weed invasions.

Agencies often justify such proposals on claims of juniper or 

pinyon ‘invasions”, but these claims are based on flawed 

interpretations of soil survey data that only reflected vegetation 

present on such sites at the time of the surveys, and not the 

historic, or climax, vegetation appropriate to the site. The Fores has failed to provide the public with necessary information to support any claims of invasion. In fact, cultural inventories revealed charcoal sites in the Seven Mile area, pointing to a history of de-forestation, and thus current recolonization, of sites by pinyon and juniper.

We ask that you assess a full range of alternative actions in an EIS - including selective cutting of marked trees. This proposal seeks to greatly and unselectively deforest steep 

slopes and other areas not essential to sage grouse.

This project definitely requires preparation of an EIS, as 

significant forest wild land values are at stake, and irreversible losses of species habitats and resources 

may occur. Plus, large-scale changes may occur here, with mining, oil 

and gas, geothermal and other exploration and development proposals burgeoning across battle Mountain BLM and HT Forest lands (witness the Forest’s own Quinn Oil and Gas EIS). Killing woody vegetation facilitates such Oil and Gas and mining exploration actions, and we believe it such proposals may be linked to agency actions here.

Is this project linked to any biomass use or development in the 

future?

Fire is indiscriminant and non-selective ​ and carries with it great 

risks. Mistakes, with cheatgrass or weed invasion following, are 

irreversible. Burning produces a desertified, hotter and drier site – especially in lands radically altered by domestic livestock use.

We urge agencies to take MUCH GREATER CARE, and develop a range of alternatives that preserve forested vegetation, rather than advance global warming and desertification processes. 

In many instances, it appears that agencies are willing to burn even if cheatgrass will come to permanently dominate the post-fire 

landscape ​ in the belief that more livestock forage will be produced.

Please describe how it was determined which lands were/are 

historic and current habitat for wildlife species here ​ such as sage 

grouse here.

Please provide full and systematic biological survey information for all important 

and special status species ​ ranging from flammulated owl to pinyon 

jay to pygmy rabbit.

How much would this project cost, and what is the source of all funds 

to be used?  How much has the whole Seven Mile Project cost to date, and how much more would it cost to complete? What is the economic value of the pine nuts, recreational activity, and other uses that will be significantly affected by this large-scale proposal?    

Data and analyses for wildlife habitats and the degree of existing 

habitat fragmentation for must be fully presented. Where are all roads, old disturbance areas, salt licks, water haul sites, fences, pipelines, mining or other exploration sites, etc? If this site is little-fragmented, how will drastically increasing fragmentation – through all stages of the Seven Mile proposal including this action  - affect species and habitat connectivity?

Before conducting hazardous fuels treatments that lead to 

Cheatgrass, other exotic species, desertification and desiccation, please demonstrate to the public that agencies can control cheatgrass in post-fire/post-disturbance treatment environments –especially with continued livestock grazing.  A full 

range of alternatives including reducing cheatgrass or other weeds as hazardous 

fuels must be considered.

How is this related to other agency actions?   What development 

proposals may be underway in or near this area? What mining, oil and 

gas, exploration or development? Is there energy or power 

infrastructure or development slated to occur here?

What is the current condition of the aquifer underlying these lands 

that may be deforested? How will this project reduce available 

surface or aquifer waters? What other actions may be reducing water 

levels? 

Please must present scientific information and analysis necessary to 

understand the role of livestock in causing fuels problems ​ 

including the role of ongoing livestock grazing across these lands. See Belsky 1996, Belsy and Uselman 1999. 

It is a false premise to propose that imposing fire 

and other treatments to bring about “historical” ranges of fire 

occurrence would achieve a the “desired” future 

condition. This is not based on the facts that cattle and sheep 

grazing in these lands over the past 150 years have created an 

UNNATURAL environmental setting ​ often with massive topsoil loss, 

lowered site potential, depletion of large-sized native grasses, 

desertification, degradation or loss of microbiotic crusts, and great 

vulnerability of these lands to weed invasion following disturbance. 

BLM and the Forest at Seven Mile in the past has not used current ecological science in deriving fuels models (where is all the fuels data, stand characteristics, etc. – this MUST be presented in an EIS?), desired conditions, and predicted outcomes of treatments? 

We hope that agencies will conduct necessary baseline studies to determine if, 

indeed, the lands claimed to be in need of treatment, may be 

providing important habitats for native wildlife already, and may 

indeed be inhabited by the natural vegetation community for the site. 

Following that, development of a reasonable range of alternatives 

should occur, focused on selective mechanical removal of younger 

trees, or treating really hazardous fuels like cheatgrass.

Please consider the full range and value of forestry products found 

on these lands, and act to conserve these values. What is the 

economic value of the trees, pine nuts, firewood, etc. found on this 

site? How does this compare to the livestock forage value? Have you 

developed a forestry management plan for this area? Please provide this. 

Please conduct systematic baseline surveys for old growth and 

mature pinyon and juniper trees here, and under any treatment 

scenario, act to conserve these resources.  Please provide detailed 

mapping and age stand characterization - and this includes JUNIPER 

and MOUNTAIN MAHOGANY and various species of sagebrush.

Please update the livestock grazing and vegetation allocation

components of all affected grazing allotments in conjunction with 

this process. The livestock grazing and vegetation portions of all 

these Land Use Plans are woefully outdated. They allow extremely high 

utilization rates on both upland and riparian sites. They lack 

quantified trampling standards. Most of the old plans view threatened 

native juniper or sagebrush vegetation communities as “brush”, 

primarily suitable for burning, spraying and discing up. These plans 

fail to consider current science, such as stubble height standards 

necessary for riparian protection, utilization levels necessary for 

successful sage grouse nesting, or grazing systems that protect 

microbiotic crusts necessary for soil health and to keep cheatgrass 

and other weeds that cause extreme fuels problem from invading. As a 

result, we believe it is not possible for BLM to tier to, or rely on, 

these grazing documents for Seven Mile activities –and to our knowledge, the Forest has NEVER conducted an essential  site-specific NEPA analysis of graznig effects on its lands. Is that the case?

BLM and the Forest in Nevada are contemplating large-

scale alteration of landscapes across millions of acres of public lands, largely based on questionable 

assumptions derived from flawed range science perspectives, and soil 

inventories that were flawed in their examination of forested vs. non-

forested sites.  

Please provide data on the current suitability, capability, carrying 

capacity and productivity of these lands for livestock. This is 

essential to understand the current status, and causes, of any 

understory deficiencies or rangeland health problems. How will this action affect these characteristics?

What it the current condition of watersheds in this area – we again are outraged at the BLANK map. 

For not only the Project Area shown on poor map– but for the whole Seven Mile Area - what are the allotments? Does the same permittee graze all lands? Please 

provide all actual use and livestock utilization, stubble height or 

other monitoring data for the allotment for the period from 1980 to 

the present.

Who is the grazing permittee? 

The understory deficiencies referred to in earlier Seven Mile Scoping notice must be 

thoroughly examined in relation to livestock grazing impacts. Understory deficiencies increase risk of weed domination post-treatment – especially with fire.

Roading, associated weeds especially cheatgrass or mustard, and 

livestock facility roads in particular, are major contributors to 

fires. Where are all roads, and what roads can be closed and restored 

as part of this process? How might this project increase or be 

related to OHV use here? The Forest Plan as well as the out-dated Battle Mountain BLM plan allow essentially No controls on crosscountry travel – elevating the risk of resource and habitat damage post-fire or other treatment.

What is the location and what is the current condition of all riparian and mesic areas 

(springs, streams, intermittent and ephemeral drainages) on the 

project area and surrounding lands? How will any treatment affect 

them? Would there be differing effects with different treatments? 

Please provide a detailed scientific analysis of “historic” 

conditions, and ‘historic impacts” and the legacy of “historic” 

impacts here. How has this altered site potential? Where has the site been deforested in the past for charcoal or other wood product production? Where are old charcoal kiln or other sites located?

Please provide detailed mapping of all areas that were deforested 

during past woodcutting for mining activities. Where is charcoal, old 

downed wood, or other evidence of these activities present? How have 

you systematically examined the landscape to look for this?

BLM’s Fire Amendment EA, as well as old Land Use Plans, do not 

adequately address the impacts of livestock (pre or post treatment) 

and do not provide for protections necessary to slow down or halt 

weed invasions and alterations of the fire cycle. The current 

scientific literature overwhelmingly shows that livestock grazing is 

a primary cause of problems affecting native vegetation, including 

altered fire frequencies and altered fuel situations. See Attachment 

1, an extensive annotated bibliography provided with these comments, 

which we ask you to carefully review in relation to the whole range 

of our comments. Agencies must grapple with fire, fuels and vegetation 

management on Nevada lands and address livestock grazing as a causal 

agent, and analyze the impacts of livestock grazing in 

causing “unnatural” fire cycles, and the impact of livestock grazing 

on the ultimate outcome/effectiveness/success of any treatments. 

Without including significant changes in livestock grazing practices 

including reduced stocking rates and/or removal of livestock from 

lands at risk to cheatgrass invasion, or where restoration actions 

may be undertaken, and more protective levels and standards of use, the agency will be wasting taxpayer dollars on this effort. 

Please fully address livestock as a causal agent in ecosystem 

disruption, and alteration of composition, structure and function of 

native ecosystems in the arid lands (see Fleischner 1994), including 

all direct, indirect and cumulative impacts of past and ongoing 

livestock use on rangeland health problems associated with fire, 

hazardous fuels (increased tree density), and flammable weeds. A wide 

range of up-to-date livestock management alternative components must 

accompany all alternatives in a new NEPA analysis. These should 

include analysis of a range of reductions in stocking rates, and 

their effects on ecosystem processes, fire, fuels, weeds, 

restoration, rehabilitation efforts.

Please analyze cessation of livestock use/grazing permit 

retirement as part of any treatment analysis that is conducted. 

Federal fire funds should be used to buyout the grazing permits on 

lands that are treated, or determined to be at risk to weed invasion, 

or determined to be at risk of crossing thresholds from which 

recovery may not be possible, and the inextricable link between 

fire/fuels problems and livestock grazing effects must be 

addressed.      

Information that needs to be acquired and assessed includes: 

·        Current stocking rates (average actual use as well as active 

permitted use) in all pastures and in all treatment areas of the 

allotments, and in all vegetation types/communities; 

·        Utilization levels allowed in all allotments and in all 

vegetation types; 

·        Presentation and analysis of all monitoring data 

(utilization, use pattern mapping, etc.);  

·        Season of grazing use; 

·        Condition of soils and vegetation communities; 

·        Condition of habitats related to stocking rates, levels of 

use allowed, etc.

Please conduct special status/sensitive/MIS/T&E species population viability, 

persistence, extinction/extirpation models for important, special 

status and T&E species of native wildlife under all Alternatives. 

The Proposed Action may be part of much larger scheme by agencies in Nevada to clear 

woody vegetation in order to curry favor with livestock interests, 

and to support increased livestock and elk numbers across the 

District, and likely develop a biomass program that will destroy 

forested watersheds across the District. Such activities. This will 

have a widespread, and drastic, impact on special status species 

habitats and populations

Unfortunately, the scoping notice does not provide adequate 

information on vegetation communities in the affected lands and their 

surroundings, so it is very difficult to understand the spatial occurrence of old growth juniper, mixed pinyon and juniper, pinyon, mountain mahogany, aspen, mountain shrub, black sagebrush, big sagebrush and other communities.

Please review, assess and present to the public in an EIS all original surveyor’s records and other historical information, collect and analyze extensive baseline information on 

past fire and vegetation conversion or manipulation projects in the 

affected lands, and other factors that result in weed corridors, 

habitat fragmentation, increase likelihood of human-caused fires or 

disturbance, etc.  Data and maps must be compiled and assessed that 

indicate where all past treatments have been conducted by state and 

federal land managers (and private ​ where known) within the 

watersheds and allotments where projects are planned. Without 

understanding the past dispersion and impacts of treatments and 

disturbance across the landscape, you can not adequately assess the 

impacts of various alternatives related to treatment, land health and 

hazardous fuels reduction (or increase ​as in the case of likely 

cheatgrass invasion following treatment). 

Information that needs to be acquired and assessed includes data and 

maps of: 

·        Past disturbance events on the affected allotments, 

watersheds and habitats (fire- prescribed or wild, chemical 

treatment, mechanical treatment, other); 

·        Seedings or any other post-disturbance treatments that have 

occurred; 

·        Condition of seedings, including cheatgrass and other fine 

fuels and weeds in interspaces; 

·        Comparison of current seeding condition, productivity and 

stocking rate based on good or better condition seeding; 

·        Location of all livestock facilities; 

·        Location of all livestock water haul and salting sites; 

·        Location of all roads; 

·        Relation of roads to past veg. projects or treatments. 

Assessment should include a study of the current ecological condition 

and health of soils, vegetation, important wildlife habitats and 

other important values of the affected lands, a comparison between 

these conditions and conditions at the time of the disturbance.

Please provide current information on: Vegetation species 

composition, its current ecological condition; livestock grazing 

regimen and standards of use; wildlife habitats and populations 

occurring here. Information on periods of rest, trespass, and other 

livestock factors must be included. 

Current information on ecological condition, presence of weeds and 

other exotic species, etc. on all lands within the 

allotments/watersheds/habitats, and current info across theBLM 

and National Forest lands. 

For example, how many acres of salt desert shrub communities, Wyoming 

big sagebrush, “treated” juniper or sagebrush communities, etc. have 

a significant component of cheatgrass in the understory? How many of 

these lands have already crossed thresholds, where succession is 

truncated? How many are at risk of crossing thresholds? How many 

acres, and what is the location, of each vegetation type is in good 

or better ecological condition?

Please also review the affects/outcome/current condition of various research projects conducted by the researcher associated with Sagestep actions (a very large and costly project that itself has never undergone necessary NEPA). We are increasingly concerned that there is no analysis of past actions of this type – yet ever more very federal tax dollar-funded expensive disturbance being proposed.

After solid, on-the-ground collection of new information, please 

develop a rigorous protocol for determining all lands in need 

of “treatment”, and explain in comprehensive detail, with supporting 

science, why these lands need treatment.  

We are alarmed that agencies are not using ever more scarce taxpayer dollars to treat 

the extensive cheatgrass or wheatgrass seedings invaded by flammable 

exotics, or to close roads that are leading to increased human-caused 

fire, many of which have so altered and largely 

destroyed wildlife habitats, and which often form the basis of 

continuing to graze excessive numbers of livestock that also affect 

native vegetation and later fire cycles. Many crested wheatgrass 

seedings have become infested with cheatgrass, halogeton or other 

weeds and now contain continuous fine fuels. They are now not acting 

to stop fires, but instead are susceptible to burning. Plus, the harm 

and fragmentation of native species habitats caused by these seedings 

must be assessed ​ as it is important to understand their role in 

habitat fragmentation on top of the extensive alterations of habitat 

that have been conducted, and which are highly foreseeable in the 

future. Past Forest and BLM treatments have removed much of the sagebrush 

habitat interfacing with pinyon-juniper, and replaced it with crested 

wheatgrass. This provides a perfect example of a woefully fragmented 

landscape where crested wheatgrass seedings have greatly fragmented 

sage grouse habitats across middle to lower elevations, and many are 

in very poor condition and have rampant cheatgrass, halogeton and 

other problems ​ as well as loss of forage. Yet, agencies persist in 

promoting the killing of native vegetation (junipers, mountain big 

sagebrush, pinyon, and other species) in higher elevations, or that 

have recolonized sites, while ignoring the habitat loss, and weed and 

fire risks, posed by the degraded seedings and other purposefully 

altered lands, including those the Forest or BLM have “treated” with fire and 

which have become weedlands, or that have become more desertified and depleted as a result. 

Cohesive Strategy and Fire’s Natural Role. Please base analysis 

on science, and not the mis-begotten hope that fire or other 

treatments proposed will result in a “natural” outcome in many of the 

disturbed systems here. This is key to understanding that many 

predictions may not be attainable ​ especially if large-scale 

chronic disturbance factors like grazing continue unabated, and 

spread cheatgrass and weeds in their wake.   

An analysis of Age, Seral Status and other elements of soils and veg. 

communities must be based on an understanding of changes in 

composition, function and structure that exist in the real world as a 

result of livestock grazing and other disturbances, past vegetation 

treatments followed by livestock grazing, etc.

Vegetation efforts can not be limited to disturbance-style 

treatments alone as part of this process. Plant communities which are still healthy should be managed in a way to effectively: 1) prevent their conversion to weed-

dominated communities; 2) prevent loss of biodiversity; 3) prevent 

changes in their fire frequencies and intensities; 4) prevent the 

conversion of shrub lands to woody thickets.  

Following careful and systematic data collection on current 

ecological condition, current vegetation type, range trend, and 

current weediness of these lands, please prepare honest and 

accurate assessments of “risks” of and “need for” various treatment 

disturbances or treatments to the affected lands, as well “risks” of 

invasions with continued livestock grazing under the old Land Use 

Plan paradigms, and under any updated paradigms under the alternative 

actions that BLM needs to develop for this process.

Many lands are in “Low” or “poor” or “fair” ecological condition. Please must provide 

information to tie proposed treatments to such land areas, and assess 

the role (and ecological condition) of past treatments that have been 

conducted across the Forest/District, and past and current livestock 

management (especially under out-dated paradigms and levels of use), 

and develop new goals, objectives and allocations that better address 

the pressing habitat needs of many important species and that address 

root causes of hazardous fuels problems, and thus provide better and 

more cost-effective protection from hazardous fuel problems. 

We are concerned about the lack of current necessary analysis of the 

impacts of the various alternatives on the integrity of, ecosystem 

processes within, and important and special features of these public 

wild lands; relevant and important values of RNA or ACEC-worthy lands (these 

lands should be an RNA or ACEC as they provide fine examples of pinyon-

juniper including old growth); integrity and values to society and 

watersheds of roadless lands. 

This proposal may cause irreparable 

harm to values ranging from recreational spiritual and aesthetic 

values, to unroaded watersheds that do not currently release large 

amounts of road or disturbance-caused sediment to streams. 

In many areas of Nevada, sheep AUMs have been converted to 

cattle AUMs, with no intensive “look” taken at the impacts of sheep 

vs. cattle use, and the often decreased suitability of steep, rocky 

or other terrain for cattle use (vs. sheep). In other areas, 

overlapping sheep and cattle grazing or trailing occurs. The Scoping Notice provides no information whatsoever on such factors here.

Please provide a detailed analysis of how you have applied all 

components of fire science and a range of alternative actions here.

How have you defined a hazardous fuel, and where do they exist across 

the project area? What will remain when you are done? How will risks 

change? Will wind speeds be greater in open areas and increase fire 

danger? How will cheatgrass invasion amplify risk and speed of fire 

spread?

We ask that you also consider all the comments that we made during a 

field visit to pinyon pine forests and sagebrush communities with BLM 

fire staff, and we request a tour with Forest staff of the Savory area. 

Please mail us detailed maps as soon as possible so that we can understand the project much better.

Katie Fite

Biodiversity Director

Western Watersheds Project

PO Box 2863

Boise, ID  83701 

