OPP Regulatory Public Docket 7502P

Page 2

[image: image1.jpg]



 


American Forest Management, INC.
Forest Resource Consultants

www.americanforestmanagement.com

2401 Whitehall Park Drive • Suite 1100

Charlotte, North Carolina 28273

704-527-6780

FAX 704-527-1245

Corporate Offices
Charlotte, NC
Sumter, SC
January 7, 2009

OPP Regulatory Public Docket 7502P

Environmental Protection Agency

1200 Pennsylvania Ave., NW

Washington, DC 20460-001
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Dear Sir/Madam:
I appreciate the opportunity to respond to the proposed label changes for sulfometuron methyl on behalf of American Forest Management, Inc. (AFM). We presently manage over four million acres of forest land for our clients from Maine to Texas.  In 2008 we used sulfometuron methyl as part of our management regime on over 18,000 acres in the south from Virginia to Texas. 

I am presently the Silviculturist for AFM, as well as a Registered Forester in NC and SC, a Certified Forester with the Society of American Foresters, and hold both a Pesticide Applicator and a Pesticide Dealer’s license in NC.  I have conducted independent research and worked with most southern universities on cooperative research programs for herbicides presently used in forestry since around 1985, including sulfometuron methyl. 

Sulfometuron methyl has been used in southern forestry for approximately 20 years and has an outstanding environmental record.  I must admit I am somewhat shocked at the EPA considering the present changes to the label on this product.  During President Clinton’s administration the sulfonylureas received an award from the EPA for their impact on reducing the environmental load from herbicides in agriculture, which included forestry.  I would implore you to consider both the risk and benefits in your evaluation of the label on this product. 
The proposed label change includes the following restrictions on aerial applications:  “Do not apply within 500 feet of aquatic vegetation, water used as an irrigation source, and crops.”  At AFM, all of our aerial applications of this product in forestry are done with helicopters, we do not use any fixed wing aircraft in our applications.  I conducted testing with Dr. Hewett at North Carolina State University using our standard application equipment including an air foil boom with radial AccuFlow 0.028 nozzles.  The median droplet diameter (VMD) for this equipment was over 2,000 microns.  Droplets of this size present little or no potential for off site movement when applied according to current label directions. 
For ground applications, the proposed changes read as follows:  “For ground applications, do not apply within 100 feet of aquatic vegetations (such as, but not limited to, lakes, reservoirs, rivers, streams, marshes, ponds, estuaries, and commercial fish ponds, or water used as an irrigation source) and crops.”.  The ground sprayers used in our forestry work are typically boomless spray systems set up on either tractors or skidders. These systems typically deliver a median droplet diameter (VDM) around 1,000-2,000 microns. There are some instances where banded applications by hand crews are done using flood jet nozzles which produce a median droplet diameter (VDM) of 900 microns. These applications are typically made at 2 – 3 feet above the ground.  Again, droplets of this size made from ground applications present little or no potential for off site movement when applied according to current label directions. 
On page 34 of the proposed change for aerial application it reads:  “Spray must be released at the lowest height consistent with pest control and flight safety.  Do not release at a spray height greater than 10 feet above the crop canopy unless greater height is required for aircraft safety.”  With the drift control booms and nozzles used today on our helicopter equipment in forestry, we cannot develop a full swath pattern spraying at 10 feet above the canopy of the crop.  This would cause extreme variability in the distribution across the distorted spray pattern. To solve this we would need to resort to older boom and nozzle technology using much smaller droplets to achieve a full pattern quicker. This would unquestionably increase the risk for drift.  In addition, this would create an unacceptable risk for our applicators, as most timber harvest sites have some snags or larger trees scattered through the treatment area.  This is frequently required as part of the wildlife management plan for the site. 
The proposed change listed on page 33, “Do not apply (Brand Name) to powdery dry soil or light sandy soil when less than a 60% chance of rainfall is predicted to occur in the treatment area within 48 hours of application.” This statement is overly onerous and appears to be irrelevant to forestry applications as in a 20 year history of extensive use there has never been a documented movement of sulfometuron methyl from a forestry site caused by wind blown soil prior to rainfall incorporation. The soil description is too vague and is not usable in a science such as forestry. The present label statements adequately cover drift for the product and should not be changed. 

The changes to the proposed PPE shown on page 32 appear to be somewhat excessive considering sulfometuron has toxicological ratings listed either as a category III or IV rating. The requirement for chemical resistant gloves while mixing the concentrated product could be argued, but these should not be required for loading or applying a diluted mix with a low pressure hand wand.   

I would like to briefly outline some of the benefits of this product to our forestry management program both for conifers and hardwoods. Sulfometuron methyl is used in our management program to control herbaceous weeds, both grasses and forbs, in the early establishment of our trees.  Data has shown in the south, herbaceous weeds can result in reduced survival of both hardwoods and conifers by as much as 80 percent in the first year.  In addition these weeds can reduce growth of the trees which do survive by an equal amount.  Control of herbaceous weeds in the early establishment of our trees is well documented as a critical tool in our forest management program. 
Our typical use rates for sulfometuron methyl range from 0.375 - 3.0 ounces ai/ac.  Applications in conifers are typically made 1- 2 times in a 25-50 year rotation.  In hardwood management we may make 2-3 applications at the lower range of product, 2-3 times in a 50-70 year rotation.  One use which is growing in southern forestry is to add the sulfometuron methyl to site prep applications made in the late fall.  This provides adequate control for herbaceous weeds the following spring on many sites, thus reducing the overall risk by eliminating one application. 

There are potential alternatives to the use of sulfometuron methyl in forestry. For hardwoods we could go back to using products like pendamethalin at 1-2 pounds ai/ac combined with oxyflurofen at 1-2 pounds per acre.  Applications with the combination of these products are typically made at a total use rate of 2-4 pounds ai/ac, compared to sulfometuron methyl rates of 0.375-1.5 ounces ai/ac.  This will increase the total chemical load on a per acre basis by around 1,000 times. Neither of these herbicides has toxicological characteristics which provide an environmental foot print nearly as good as sulfometuron methyl.  There would also be a tremendous drop in weed control performance as the combination of these products is not as effective on weed control as the sulfometuron methyl. 
For southern conifers there are also some alternatives, but these are limited by species.  While imazapyr at relatively low rates of 0.125 – 0.1875 will provide adequate annual grass control on loblolly pine, it will not provide control of many composite broadleaf species as well as most rubus species.  There are also concerns with tolerance on crop species such as longleaf and slash pine under certain conditions.  The other alternative for broader spectrum weed control is to use atrazine or simazine at 2-4 pounds ai/ac.  Again this will increase our chemical load on a per acre basis by around 1,000 times.  I hope we are not forced to use these herbicides again due to their potential for movement into ground water, something which is not an issue with the toxicological properties of sulfometuron methyl. 
I sincerely hope you weigh all the risk and benefits of sulfometuron methyl.  This chemistry has been a valuable addition to our forestry management.  The changes you are proposing to the label are so onerous as to essentially eliminate this product from our use in forestry.  We have a long and successful history of using this product with the current regulations.  I believe forestry is the largest user of this product, and if not the largest, certainly one of the largest.  Our record shows the potential for wind blown movement in forestry applications is minimal, as there is no documented incidence of this type of movement in our long history.  Losing this product will force the entire forestry profession to take a big step back in our herbicide program, requiring us to use significantly more active ingredient of products with a much poorer environmental foot print and much higher toxicological risk as well as providing less effective results.  If you would like to discuss any opinions or data quoted in this letter, feel free to contact me at your convenience. Please let me make sure I am clear, we are against all the proposed changes to the label for sulfometuron methyl. 
Sincerely,
James L. (Butch) Harrison, RF, CF

Silviculturist

American Forest Management, Inc.
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