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Comments for Endangered and Threatened Wildlife and Plants; 90-Day Finding on a Petition to Delist Cirsium vinaceum (Sacramento Mountains Thistle)

I believe that delisting this taxon is unwarranted. I have been the contractor who completed the five inventories for this species since 1998. I personally completed these surveys. I am a professional plant taxonomist and my area of expertise is the genus Cirsium.
The supposed population increase over the course of study of this species is not the result of the species being more abundant within populations, but rather is strictly a function of finding more populations in 1998 and 2000 as well as the change from doing populations estimates to actually counting every stem, which I instituted when I took over the surveys in 1998. I believe that the individual populations have mostly deteriorated over the course of my surveys. This is substantiated in the reports I have provided to the USFS.

The USFS has failed to maintain or complete most of the exclosures. Cattle have access into most of them, and in some cases, the fences have been let down temporarily giving cattle access into them. I have documented cattle tracks in many of the exclosures. The USFS has been given all of my files and notes every year and comments about this matter are recorded there. I have not seen any evidence of exclosure maintenance during the period of my surveys. Some slight modifications were made during road construction, but I am not aware of any other fences being fixed. Several enclosures were never finished when they were initially built.
Between 1995 and 2007, five of the populations have been lost. As of 2007, 18 populations still had individual plants but had less than 25% of the average number of plants documented in the previous five surveys for which I had data. These are populations which have very dismal prospects for survival in my opinion. Another 11 populations have between 25% and 50% of their average stem count. We hoped that the 2007 survey would show that the populations were capable of rebounding from the drought of the prior years, but that is not what we found. Flooding and erosion had modified the habitat in some areas and our inventory showed the impact. However, 2007 was not an isolated bad year, these were instead continuing trends of population decline.
Forty populations were within 50% and 150% of their average stem counts. I do not feel that we can say these 40 populations are doing well or poorly.  Five populations were doing quite well, with one small population having almost doubled in stem count.
Stem counts are not a very satisfactory way to monitor thistle numbers. Meristems can be damaged when the plant is small to create multiple stems. You cannot tell from a quick survey how many stems are attached to individual roots or rosettes. I tried to use stem count as an unambiguous number by defining it as the number of stalks originating at ground level, however in 2007 I noted a decrease in single stemmed plants. No adjustments were or could be made to correct this.
Recreational users at Bluff Springs take a toll on the thistles every year. The fence does not deter people from walking through the plants to enjoy the waterfall. Because the general public is not informed about this species, they seem to perceive it as an invasive plant interfering with their ability to enjoy the water. I have documented times when humans systematically destroyed every plant in the survey unit above Bluff Springs. 
The large population in Firman Canyon appeared to be suffering from disease during my last inventory. I saw isolated individuals plants in other populations with the same appearance but I do not know what the current status of this troubling situation is. 
I do not think delisting is appropriate in the face of continual decline in stem counts and loss of occupied habitats.

Respectfully,
Patricia Barlow-Irick, PhD
Total Stem Counts By Year
Total Stem Counts	1995	1998	2000	2003	2005	2007	34228	39849	34710	30460	28063	24124	