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Final 4/15/2013

Language to be Included into the Draft GRSG RMP Amendments and EISs

Chapter 3 — Affected Environment

Lands with Wilderness Characteristics

The purpose and need of the National GRSG Planning Effort is limited to making land use planning
decisions specific to the conservation of greater sage-grouse habitats. No decisions related to the
management of LWCs will be made as part of this planning effort; therefore, management of LWCs is
considered outside the scope of this plan amendment process. Impacts to LWCs from the alternatives
being analyzed for this planning effort are presented in section

As part of the original FLPMA Section 603-mandated inventories, inventories that were conducted during
past RMP revisions and amendments efforts, and through other various LWC inventory updates that have
recently taken place, inventories for wilderness characteristics were conducted between  and
and reflect the most up-to-date LWC baseline information for this planning area. For inventories that were
conducted after 2011, findings were documented following guidance in IM 2011-154, Requirement to
Conduct and Maintain Inventory Information for Wilderness Characteristics and to Consider Lands with
Wilderness Characteristics in Land Use Plans, which is now encompassed in BLM Manuals 6310 and
6320. LWC inventories will be updated for any site-specific project NEPA analyses that are conducted in
the planning area to determine if a project will have impacts to LWCs identified through previous or
updated inventory efforts.

Include a brief summary and reference the findings from the most recent LWC inventories that were

conducted in the planning area (regardless of how old these inventories are). In many cases, this
information can be derived from the existing RMPs that this plan amendment will be amending.

Chapter 4 — Environmental Consequences

Lands with Wilderness Characteristics
In any format consistent with the structure of the plan amendment EIS’s chapter 4, analyze the impacts to

LWC:s for all of the alternatives analyzed in this document. Please use the baseline information for the
most recent LWC inventories that were summarized in chapter 3.
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Lands with Wilderness Characteristics (LWC)

Section 201 of FLPMA requires the BLM to maintain on a continuing basis an inventory of all
public lands and their resources and other values, which includes wilderness characteristics. It
also provides that the preparation and maintenance of the inventory shall not, of itself, change or
prevent change of the management or use of public lands. Regardless of past inventory, the BLM
must maintain and update as necessary, its inventory of wilderness resources on public lands. In
some circumstances conditions relating to wilderness characteristics may have changed over
time, and an area that was once determined to lack wilderness characteristics may now possess
them. The BLM determines when it is necessary to update its wilderness characteristics
inventory.

Under the following circumstances, the BLM considers whether to update a wilderness
characteristics inventory or conduct a wilderness characteristics inventory for the first time:

1. The public or the BLM identifies wilderness characteristics as an issue during the National
Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) process.

2. The BLM is undertaking a land use planning process.

3. The BLM has new information concerning resource conditions, including wilderness
characteristics information submitted by the public that meets the BLM’s minimum standard
described in the Wilderness Characteristics Inventory Process section of this policy.

4. A project that may impact wilderness characteristics is undergoing NEPA analysis.

5. The BLM acquires additional lands.

There also may be other circumstances in which BLM will find it appropriate to update its
wilderness characteristics inventory.

The primary function of an inventory is to determine the presence or absence of wilderness
characteristics.

BLM has completed LWC inventory in the Four Rivers, Bruneau, Jarbidge, Pocatello, and Upper
Snake Field Offices. Partial inventories have been completed in Owyhee, Shoshone, Burley,
Challis and Salmon Field Offices.

Pocatello and Upper Snake Field Offices inventory found those offices have no lands with
wilderness characteristics.

Four Rivers, Bruneau, and Jarbidge inventories found areas that do contain lands with wilderness
characteristics.

Owyhee, Shoshone, Burley, Challis and Salmon Field Offices do not have final inventory
reports.
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There are XX,000 acres of lands with wilderness character within the planning area boundary.

Reference:

BLM Manual 6310 Conducting Wilderness Characteristics Inventory on BLM Lands 2012
BLM Manual 6310 Considering Lands with Wilderness Characteristics in the BLM
Land Use Planning Process 2012
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Predation

The greater sage-grouse is potential prey to a variety of predator species, such as the golden
cagle (Aquila chrysaetos), ferruginous hawk (Buteo regalis), common raven (Corvus corax),
American badger (Taxidea taxus), coyote (Canis latrans), red fox (Vulpes vulpes), weasels
(Mustela spp.) and others (Schroeder et al. 1999, Coates 2007) but none specialize in the species
(Hagen 2011). Adults are susceptible to predation while on leks or nests, and eggs are vulnerable
as well (Schroeder et al. 1999, Coates 2007, Hagen 2011). Predation is the most commonly
identified cause of direct mortality for sage-grouse during all life stages (USFWS 2010 citing
others) but numerous studies since the 1970’s suggest that nest predation is not a widespread
problem and generally high survival rates of adults and older juveniles suggests that on average,
predation is not limiting populations (Connelly et al. 2000, Hagen 2011). As a result, there is
little scientific support for predator management over broad geographic or temporal scales
(Hagen 2011).

In areas where habitat is not limited and of good quality, predation is not a threat to the
persistence of the species (USFWS 2010). However, in fragmented habitats or areas with
subsidized predator populations, such as where landfills or other human factors attract and
concentrate scavengers (Coates 2007), or where electrical transmission or other man-made
structures facilitate nesting and perching by avian predators such as ravens (Howe 2012),
predation may limit population growth (Hagen 2011).

In the context of the Idaho/Southwestern Montana sage-grouse conservation strategy, direct
predator control at the broad-scale is outside of the scope of BLM and FS decision space. Rather,
such control efforts would be the under the purview of the states of Idaho and Montana, and/or
USDA APHIS Wildlife Services, in cooperation with the USFWS.

As land-management agencies, the primary role of the BLM and FS is the management of
habitats and land uses and associated authorizations. Therefore, the amelioration of predation
effects on sage-grouse in this conservation strategy is best accomplished through 1) the
appropriate management, improvement or restoration of sagebrush habitats and 2) the siting and
design of anthropogenic structures in a way that eliminates or reduces risk from predators that
may utilize them to their advantage.
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Ecoregional Context and Landscape Approach

Public lands are undergoing complex environmental challenges that go beyond traditional
management boundaries. In response, the BLM is instituting a landscape-scale management
approach which evaluates large areas to better understand the ecological values, human influences,
and opportunities for resource conservation. This approach frequently allows identification of
environmental changes that might not be apparent in smaller areas.

The BLM’s landscape approach includes Rapid Ecoregional Assessments (REAs) which provide a
framework for integrating science and management. REAs evaluate landscape scale ecoregions, which
are large areas with similar environmental characteristics. The BLM has initiated fourteen REAs since
2010. The Nevada-NE California Sub-Region lies within the Central Basin and Range (CBR) and the
Northern Basin and Range (NBR) ecoregions.

REAs synthesize the best available broad-scale infermatien-data to examine the current status of
ecological-vatues,—<conditionsand-trends-withinthe-eceregionconservation elements and change
agents, and provide geospatial responses to a defined set of management questions. Assessments of
these larger areas provide land managers additional information and tools to use in subsequent
resource planning and decision-making.

REAs describe and map conservation elements, which are areas-ef-high-ecelogicalvalu_ecoregionally
important resources, and e habitat types, and species, or species assemblages of management
concern. REAs look across all lands in an ecoregion to identify regionally important habitats for fish,
wildlife, and species of concern. REAs then gauge the potential of these habitats to be affected by four
overarching environmental change agents: climate change, wildfires, |nva5|ve speC|es and

development (both energy development and [urban \growth\L REAs

Commented [LD1]: Also recreation, minerals, exurban, and
agriculture

Iook at the areas where impacts from change agents are concentrated and areas that are still

Commented [LD2]: The NGB REA also looks at grazing as a
change agent, maybe there is a way to incorporate that

relatively intact, or have opportunities for restoration or protection.

In the Nevada-NE California Sub-Region, the Central Basin and Range REA (CBR REA) has been

completed while the Northern Basinand-RangeGreat Basin REA is urderwaynearing completion. The ) _ - ‘{Commented [LD3]: Final from contractor expected in May

CBR REA will be used to inform and enhance the quality of resource management and environmental 2013

|

analysis at the landscape level. The REA information is considered in the development of

management objectives that can be adapted to the changing environment. rThlsLREA will aid in = ‘[Commented [LD4]: Will both REAs be used, or just the CBR?

]

identifying priority areas for conservation and development, including important areas for wildlife
habitat and migration corridors, and help inform finer-scale information and assessments at the local
level.

\Nevada\ is a vast land and the BLM and USFS are responsible for managing approximately 70% of the = ‘[Commented [LD5]T: | think this should go up at the top

state. In order to effectively manage it, the BLM and USFS are taking a cohesive management
approach based on partnerships, built on the principle of conserving or improving natural resources
across the landscape. The landscape level REAs allow the BLM and USFS to collaborate beyond the
usual jurisdictional boundaries with the goal of conserving the native ecological communities,
traditional uses, and helping to maintain the rural Nevada culture that makes it so unique.

For additional information about BLM’s Landscape Approach website at
http://www.blm.gov/wo/st/en/prog/more/Landscape_Approach.html

As REAs are completed the information about each REA is posted on the REA website. The website
includes published REA reports and the REA Data portal. The data portal provides access to an
interactive map and downloadable data.

http://www.blm.gov/wo/st/en/prog/more/Landscape_Approach/reas.html

Central Basin and Range REA Citation:
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Comer, P., P. Crist, M. Reid, J. Hak, H. Hamilton, D. Braun, G. Kittel, I. Varley, B. Unnasch, S. Auer,
M. Creutzburg, D. Theobald, and L. Kutner. 2012. Central Basin and Range Rapid Ecoregional

Assessment Report. Prepared for the U.S. Department of the Interior, Bureau of Land Management.
168 pp + Appendices
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Paleontological Resources (Gregory Liggett, BLM MT State Paleontologist)

Paleontological resources (fossils) have long been recognized for their scientific,
educational, and recreational value. A fossil is any evidence of past life, and includes
body fossils such as shells and bones, as well as trace fossils such as footprints,
burrows, trails, or other evidence of an organism’s presence. Fossils are preserved in
rocks and are usually discovered when they are eroding out of the rock at the
surface, or during ground-disturbing activity such as road grading or trenching. Most
individual organisms that lived in the past did not die in such a way as to have their
remains fossilized, and fewer still will be collected and studied before they erode
away. Therefore fossils are considered rare and nonrenewable.

All fossils contain information about past life, but not all fossils are significant.
Significant fossils are those that are unique, unusual, or rare, are diagnostic,
stratigraphically important, and add to the existing body of knowledge. In order to
determine a fossil’s significance, an assessment must be made by someone who is
experienced in the field of paleontology, and who possesses a sufficient mastery of
the existing body of knowledge to understand how a given fossil contributes to our
overall understanding.

The Bureau of Land Management (BLM) has managed fossils as a valued resource
for many years. Legal authority to manage fossils comes from a variety of laws,
executive orders, and policies. The laws include the National Environmental Policy
Act of 1969 (NEPA) and the Federal Land Policy and Management Act of 1976
(FLPMA). More recently, the Paleontological Resources Preservation subtitle of the
Omnibus Public Land Management Act of 2009, also known by its popular name, the
Paleontological Resources Preservation Act (PRPA), directs land managers within the
Department of the Interior Agencies and the U.S. Department of Agriculture, but not
including either Indian or Military (Department of Defense) lands, to manage and
protect fossils using scientific principles and expertise. PRPA does not make a
distinction between the types of organism preserved; therefore, all fossil resources,
plants, invertebrates, and vertebrates that are determined to be scientifically
significant are to be actively managed.

As mentioned, fossils are found in rocks. The rocks that we see today were formed
over millions, and sometimes billions, of years. When the animal or plant that we
find today as a fossil was alive, the environmental conditions of that location were
significantly different. For example, the rock that fossils are found in today may
have been formed by sediments at the bottom of an ocean, or along the edge of a
tropical river or lake. By using the evidence preserved in the rocks, and by examining
fossils, scientists can piece together the history of the Earth, its changing
environmental conditions, and its changing life forms.
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Given that most fossils are preserved in sediments from past environments that
have been changed into rocky outcrops, understandably, most fossils are found in
sedimentary rocks. The other major categories of rocks, igneous and metamorphic,
are much less likely to preserve fossils—however it is not impossible.

Igneous rocks are those that are related to volcanic activity, wherein the rock is
formed by the cooling of magma or lava, or during a volcanic eruption. While those
environments are not generally suitable for living things, there are on rare occasions
fossils associated with igneous rocks. For example, an animal may be killed by lava
that surrounded it, but the cooling rocks might preserve an impression of the animal
as a mold. Such a mold is a fossil—evidence of past life. Entire herds of rhinos have
been preserved under ash deposits resulting from distant volcanic eruptions. And
the development of caves or fissures in these otherwise unfossiliferous rocks could
produce extensive collections of fossils.

Metamorphic rocks are those that have been changed by extremes of heat and
pressure. Fossils that occur in the rocks prior to undergoing metamorphic change
can be preserved as long as the metamorphism is low grade and not extreme
enough to alter them beyond recognition. Such might be the case in a limestone
with fossils that gets altered to a low grade metamorphic marble with fossils still
visible.

Geologists have mapped the rocks exposed at the Earth’s surface. Rocks that are
similar in character, usually due to how they formed, are organized into mappable
units called formations. Formations are formal units and are given names consisting
generally of a place name and the word “formation,” or the characteristic rock type.
Examples include the Sixmile Creek Formation and the Aspen Shale. The place name
is generally derived from the region in which the formation is first recognized.

Given that the environment in which a formation forms will strongly influence its
likelihood of preserving fossils, and not all formations are equally likely to have
fossils, the BLM uses a coding system to rank a formation’s probability of containing
significant fossils. This system is the Potential Fossil Yield Classification (PFYC), a
numerical ranking from 1 (low potential) to 5 (very high potential). This system
allows land managers to predict where significant fossils will occur in order to make
informed planning decisions with regard to fossil resources.

Several important points should be kept in mind. Fossils are not evenly distributed
throughout a formation, and so even highly ranked formations may produce only
occasional fossils in a given locality. And, that a code of 1 does not mean that a
geologic formation has no chance to produce significant fossils. Indeed, the
discovery of a fossil in a class 1 rock unit might be all the more significant given its
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unexpected occurrence. The system is just designed to help in planning, and cannot
replace detailed analysis on a case-by-case basis by trained personnel.

Indicators

e Number of paleontological sites within the planning area
e Extent of rock outcrops and their PFYC values
e Number of permits issued to work on the resource

Existing Conditions
Conditions of the Planning Area

The geology of the planning area is diverse, and includes several physiographic
regions: 1) Basin and Range; 2) Snake River Plain; 3) Owyhee Plateau; 4) Challis
Volcanics; 5) Idaho Batholith; and 6) Columbia River Plateau (Figure 1). These
regions are created by their fundamental geologic character. Fossiliferous
formations can be found throughout the entire planning area, but it is to be
expected that some regions have more fossil-rich rock than others.

Figure 1. Map showing the relationships of the physiographic regions of Idaho.

Areas expected to be generally more fossil-rich include the Basin and Range and
Snake River Plain. Within the Basin and Range of both Montana and Idaho various
intermontane basins have many known fossil localities (Hanneman, 1989;
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Hanneman and Wideman, 1991). Additionally, Mesozoic and Paleozoic rocks are
exposed that often contain fossils in this region.

The Snake River Plain contains extensive sedimentary deposits, particularly from the
last several million years and have produced a wide array of fossils such as the
American Falls Reservoir faunas (Pinsof, 1998) and the older Hagerman Horse
Quarry (Bjork, 1970; McDonald, 1993). Even basalt flows (formed by lava) in the
Snake River Plain have formed many caves in the form of lava tubes and blisters,
and most contain extensive fossil accumulations (Winterfeld and Rapp, 2009d).

Figure 2. A sample of some vertebrate fossils from Idaho. A) Equus simplicidens
from the Hagerman Horse Quarry, ~3.5 million years old; B) Bison latifrons, a very
large-horned species from the Ice Age, ~100,000 years ago; C) Cymbospondylus, a
large marine reptile from the ichthyosaur group, ~ 220 million years old; D) the
enigmatic tooth whorl of the Paleozoic shark Helicoprion, ~310 million years.

Conditions on BLM-Administered Lands

A number of resources are available to characterize the paleontological resources
on BLM administered land in the planning area. However, statements made must
remain generalized due to the nature of the data available at this time.

For example, for the Montana portion of the planning area information was
gathered from a georeferenced database of localities at the Montana State Office.
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Trends

That locality information was compiled from BLM-funded inventories of fossil
resources (Nichols and Hanneman, 2000), localities reported to BLM by permittees,
and localities reported in scientific literature. However, compilation of this
information is still ongoing. Even so, there are 227 known fossil localities on BLM
land within the planning area in Montana.

Most of the compiled information on Idaho can be found in reports on the fossil
resources of Idaho (Winterfeld and Rapp, 2009a; Winterfeld and Rapp, 2009b;
Winterfeld and Rapp, 2009c; Winterfeld and Rapp, 2009d; Winterfeld and Rapp,
2009e). In those overviews, localities were tallied by 7.5 minute quadrangle maps
for each District in Idaho. From those summaries the total number of quadrangles
with documented localities and that contain BLM lands were counted, and the
approximate number of localities was summed. From these various sources, it can
be estimated that over 1,800 fossil localities could be on BLM land within the
planning area. The details are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Summary of data from various sources on the approximate number of
paleontological localities on BLM land within the planning area. The numbers for
Idaho come from commissioned reports on the paleontology of that state. That
information was summarized by 7.5 minute quadrangles, with approximate
number of localities given for each quad. Here is presented the count of
quadrangles and the sum of localities within those quadrangles that included BLM
land. Montana data is compiled from the locality database at the Montana State
Office.

District Quadrangles with Localities | Localities
Boise 53 1,022
Twin Falls 32 418
Idaho Falls 63 190
Western Montana 227

Total 1,857

With the passage of PRPA the paleontology program of the BLM is slowly being able
to take on more active management of paleontological resources. The resources are
managed in collaboration with BLM partners such as universities and museums
across the country, as it is those parties that provide much of the work done on
collecting, studying, storing, and providing meaning to our fossil resources.
Additionally, BLM and our partners strive to educate the public about the value of
this natural heritage.
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In general, the desired outcomes for the paleontological resource is to: 1) protect
the resource from unnecessary damage, theft, or vandalism; 2) ensure that the
resource is responsibly collected by qualified individuals working to benefit the
public through their actions; 3) utilize the resource in educational programs for the
general public; and 4) teach the public about BLM’s role in the management of this
important resource.

The impact to fossils from the management of other resources on BLM land can be
negligible to deleterious, depending up on nature of those actions. However, by
maintaining best practices for the identification of resources and the mitigation of
damage, the paleontological resources should continue to remain an invaluable part
of the national trust.
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Wildland Fire Management

The wildland fire management program encompasses the full range of hazardous fuels, an appropriate
preplanned response to unplanned ignitions of wildland fires, and the rehabilitation of lands affected by
these unplanned ignitions.

The wildfire suppression program utilizes a coordinated effort to respond to all unplanned ignitions
(wildfire) with a preplanned, appropriate response. Each response is guided by resource management
plan and fire management plan direction. As the severity and number of wildfires escalates, the further
response and prioritization of fire suppression resources becomes a collaborative effort between field,
district, and state managers working closely with interagency partners.

Analyzing fire occurrence and drawing any direct or indirect correlation between supplied data is a far
from perfect science. Some generalizations can be roughly interrupted such as an average length of fire
season in days for current districts, the number of fires that could be reasonably expected annually, and
the number of acres that are burned on an average year.

Trend analysis of fire starts and acres burned in the sage steppe ecosystem is very general and
dependent predominately upon weather and fuels conditions. The relative fuel conditions of live fuel
moistures and fine fuel loadings coupled with weather conditions such as relative humidity, wind speed,
and days since last rainfall drive large fire growth in the grass fuel type.

Fire occurrence is weighed towards human causes, especially around urban centers and along major
highway corridors. (insert/provide ID BLM fire occurrence map, showing both human and lightning
starts??) However, lightning is the major contributor to multiple large fire days and high numbers of
BLM acres burned. Lightning storms generally track from Southwestern towards Eastern Idaho, leaving
successive lightning starts across all three southern districts, often times in remote or difficult to reach
areas. These lightning events are commonly associated with strong winds which contribute to rapid
large fire growth. Summer storms commonly lack significant rainfall. It should be reasonably expected
that the majority of large fire days correspond to high percentile Bl days.

Since 2006, emphasis upon the protection of sage-grouse habitat during suppression actions has taken
center stage in planning and operational discussions. High numbers of PPH and PGH acres were burned
in 2007 and 2012. XXX PPH and XXX PGH acres have been burned from 2006 through 2012. Again, the
majority of these acres were burned during corresponding high Bl days or periods.

Burning Index (BI)--A number related to the contribution of fire behavior to the effort of containing a
fire. The Bl is an index that rates fire danger related to potential flame length over a fire danger rating
area.
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Historical Large Fires (300 Acres and Greater) 1980 to 2012

Average Date of Average Date of .
. . . Average Days Between First
First Large Fire Last Large Fire Per .
and Last Large Fires
Per Year Year

Boise District 6/12 9/18 96
Idaho Falls District 7/13 9/10 57
Twin Falls District 6/26 10/2 96

BLM Fire Data 1980 to 2012

. BLM Acres Non-BLM
Fires Burned Acres Burned Total Burned Acres
Human | 3,373 1,140,029 525,949 1,665,978
Fires Occurring on BLM Lands |\ 1 | 5 708 | 4,610,547 1,198,145 5,808,693
and Suppressed by BLM

Totals 6,101 5,750,577 1,724,095 7,474,672

Fires Threatening BLM Lands | Human [ 1,792 341,094 246,680 587,774

Where Actioniis Taken By - 1\ 1 | 597 53,783 203,884 257,667
BLM to Prevent Spread to

BLM Totals | 2,314 394,877 450,564 845,441

Total Fires Affecting BLM Acres 9,623 6,249,279 2,183,453 8,432,732
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Fire Regime Condition Class:
Natural Fire Regime:

A natural fire regime is a general classification of the role fire would play across a landscape
without

modern human mechanical intervention.l’2 The five natural fire regimes are classified based on
average
number of years between fires (fire frequency) combined with the severity of the fire on the
dominant
overstory vegetation (amount of vegetation replacement). These five regimes include:
I -0 to 35 year frequency and low (surface fires most common) to mixed (less than 75% of
the dominant overstory vegetation replaced) severity;
IT — 0 to 35 year frequency and high severity (greater than 75% of the dominant overstory
vegetation replaced);
IIT — 35 to 100+ year frequency and mixed severity (less than 75% of the dominant
overstory vegetation replaced);
IV — 35 to 100+ year frequency and high severity (greater than 75% of the dominant
overstory vegetation replaced);
V — 200+ year frequency and high severity (greater than 75% of the dominant overstory
vegetation replaced).

Fire Regime Condition Class (FRCC):

A fire regime condition class (FRCC) is a classification of the amount of change in fire
3
frequency and severity from the natural fire regime. The three classes are based on low (FRCC

1), moderate (FRCC 2), and high (FRCC 3) change from the natural fire regirne.éh5 The change in
natural fire regime results from changes to one or more of the following fire regime attributes:
Vegetation characteristics (i.e., species composition, structural stages, stand age, canopy closure,
and mosaic pattern); Fuel composition; Fire frequency, severity, and pattern; and Other
associated disturbances (e.g., insect and diseased mortality, grazing, and drought).

Characteristic vegetation and fuel conditions are considered to be those that occurred within the
natural fire regime. Uncharacteristic conditions are considered to be those that did not occur
within the natural fire regime. Examples of uncharacteristic conditions include invasive species
(e.g. weeds, insects, and diseases) or excessive vegetation removal. The amount of change is
based on comparison of the fire regime attributes as identified above to the natural fire regime.
The amount of change is then classified to determine the FRCC.

N 2
Agee, J.K. 1993. Fire ecology of Pacific Northwest Forests. Island Press, Wash. DC. Brown, J.K. 1995. Fire regimes and their
relevance to ecosystem management. Pages 171-178 In Proceedings of Society of American Foresters National Convention,
3
Sept. 18-22, 1994, Anchorage, AK. Society of American Foresters, Wash. DC. Hann, W.J., Bunnell, D.L. 2001. Fire and land

management planning and implementation across multiple scales. Int. J. Wildland Fire. 10:389-403.4Hardy, C.C., Schmidt, K.M.,
Menakis, J.M., Samson, N.R. 2001. Spatial data for national fire planning and fuel management. International Journal of

Wildland Fire 10:353-372.55chmidt, K.M., Menaksis, J.P. Hardy, C.C., Hann, W.J., Bunnell, D.L. 2002. Development of coarse-scale
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spatial data for wildland fire and fuel management. General Technical Report, RMRS-GTR-87, U.S. Department of Agriculture,
Forest Service, Rocky Mountain Research Station, Fort Collins, CO.

Current Conditions:

The Hazardous Fuels Reduction Program (HFR) involves a variety of treatments to modify
vegetation to provide for firefighter safety, reduce the potential of wildfire spread, reduce the
detrimental effects of wildfire on a landscape, protect private holdings and infrastructure, and
decrease the costs of rehabilitation efforts after a wildfire has occurred. Depending on the
specifics of the overall project, multiple treatment types may be involved over several years to
obtain the specifications for the project. One example of this would be: For an annual grass
dominated area, prescribed fire will be used to remove existing layers of the annual grass and
reduce the seed source. Chemical application(s) would be utilized to further reduce the seed
source and the resulting new annual grass plants. Mechanical seeding(s) of perennial (native or
non-native, grass/shrub/forb) mixtures would occur, pending the most successful time of year for
application(s).

Examples of treatment types:

Prescribed Fire (Treatment) — An HFR Treatment Category for any fire ignited by
management actions to meet specific objectives and to achieve Fire Management Plans.

Mechanical (Treatment) — An HFR Treatment Category that describes work that
manually or mechanically removes or modifies fuel load structures to achieve Fire
Management Plans.

Other (Treatment) — An HFR Treatment Category that describes work involving the use
of chemicals and biological methods to achieve Fire Management Plans.

In Idaho, the HFR Program has been in place since the start of the 2000 National Fire Plan
identified the need and funding source to develop and maintain the program. Within the last 5
years, which would represent the most current treatments on the existing landscape, the
following acreage and types of treatments are shown below. The prescribed fire acreages have
decreased from historical levels due to multiple large scale wildfires accomplishing the removal
of undesirable vegetation in areas planned for future projects. Mechanical treatments have
increased in, both, seeding and mechanical reductions of conifer encroachment throughout PPH
and PGH areas. The use of chemical or “Other” types of treatments has grown to increase the
probability of success of seeding(s) of perennial (native or non-native, grass/shrub/forb) mixtures
by removing the dominance and competitiveness of the undesirable annual grass and weed
species. Biological or “Other” treatments (insects, goat, specific pathogens) have recently been
of interest in very specific areas due to the “high risk” in areas that may have significant values
should accidents occur during implementation of mechanical treatments (rocks, windows, etc.).
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Trends:
Treatment type and acreages over the past S years:

Prescribed Fire: 2008-11,199 acres, 2009- 8,647 acres, 2010- 7,189 acres, 2011- 6,398 acres,
2012- 3,021 acres.

Mechanical: 2008- 46,073 acres, 2009- 38,992 acres, 2010- 33,975 acres, 2011- 30,987 acres,
2012- 30,725 acres.

Other: 2008- 59,003 acres, 2009- 47,991 acres, 2010- 36,500 acres, 2011- 39,895 acres, 2012-
71,666 acres.

Over the past few years, the focus of the HFR program was to treat acreages within the Wildland
Urban Interface (WUI). This was specific to protecting private in-holdings in the attempt to
decrease the detrimental effects of wildfire to human structures and the associated infra-structure
for the communities. Direction was to focus the majority of expenditures in the WUI and expend
minimal amounts on landscape level treatments. Budgetary erosion and increased costs are
forcing decisions in the fire management arena to decrease the capability of the proactive HFR
program to maintain the reactive suppression and rehabilitation efforts. If this trend continues it
is forecasted that the HFR program will be non-existent by 2018. The side effects of this trend is
that areas, regardless of ownership, would be left untreated or maintained and landscapes will
have minimal treatments to: Reduce fire growth in areas of conifer encroachment, invasive
annual grasses and weeds, habitats of concerned species, watersheds of communities and fuel
breaks to compartmentalize fire growth.
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Emergency Stabilization and Rehabilitation (ESR)

Alteration to the historic fire regime has substantially reduced the sagebrush steppe
communities of the Sub Unit and the larger Great Basin. The exclusion of wildfire within the
upper elevations shrub steppe communities (primarily mountain big sagebrush) has converted
approximately XXX acres of sage-grouse habitat into juniper woodland.

The greatest loss of sage-grouse habitat however has been from cheatgrass proliferation and
wildfire within the lower elevation sagebrush communities (primarily Wyoming big sagebrush).
Historically, wildfire was not a common occurrence within the Wyoming big sagebrush sites.
Current literature estimates the fire interval at approximately 100 years. When these sites did
burn, the discontinuous fuels of the scattered native bunch grasses likely resulted in small,
discontinuous fires. Conversely, cheatgrass is highly flammable due to its uniform fine fuels
which dry out early in the growing season. Each recurring fire set the stage for further
cheatgrass expansion, resulting in an ever increasing cheatgrass/fire cycle and loss of sage-
grouse habitat. On many of these sites, fire-return intervals have been shortened to between
two and four years (Whisenant 1990).

Most lower elevation shrub steppe communities within the subunit (even those containing
minimal cheatgrass understories) will cross a threshold into fire maintained cheatgrass
dominated communities unless they are successfully rehabilitated within the first couple
years following wildfire. Such areas are also highly susceptible to noxious weed invasions.
Therefore, successfully reestablishing perennial vegetation within this narrow time frame is
essential for reducing the loss of low elevation sage-grouse habitat.

Fire rehabilitation consists of mitigating damaging effects from wildfire and in restoring
vegetative structure and function to recently burned fire damaged areas which cannot recover
on their own. These efforts consist of seeding perennial grasses, shrubs, and forbs. The
seeding technique is based largely on seed size. Most grasses (which have relatively large
seeds) are drill seeded to effectively cover the seed, whereas sagebrush and many forbs (which
consist of small seeds) are most successful broadcast seeded.

Drought and invasive annual grass competition are the two biggest challenges to reestablishing
perennial vegetation following wildfire on the low elevation sites. Seedings are most
successful during years of adequate precipitation and on sites where cheatgrass competition is
minimal such as recently burned sagebrush stands in good condition, or sagebrush stands with
cheatgrass in the understory which burned hot enough consume cheatgrass seed lying on the
soil surface underneath the sagebrush canopy. Accordingly, the higher the density of
sagebrush cover prior to the burn, the greater the likelihood for seedings success. Because
sagebrush fires burn hotter and slowed than grassland fires, the cheatgrass seed lying on the
soil surface underneith the sagebrush canopy is usually consumed, whereas the seed laying
outside of the sagebrush canopy or other shrub free areas (such as previously burned
cheatgrass domninated sites) is not consumed and remains viable. Accordingly, the areas
underneath the burned sagebrush canopy create a cheatgrass free “clean” seedbed which
allows seeded species to establish relatively free of cheatgrass competition. Although the areas
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outside of the canopies will remain dominated by cheatgrass, the established plants
underneath the former sagebrush canopy will usually outcompete the adjacent cheatgrass over
time. However, strong wind driven fires often prevent consumption of cheagrass seed, thereby
require cheatgrass control. Seeding previously burned cheatgrass-dominated sites devoid of a
brush overstory, is not usually successful because these rapid cheatgrass driven fires do not
provide enough heat to consume cheatgrass seed lying on the soil surface.

Herbicides have proven to be the most effective and noninvasive method for controlling annual
grasses prior to seeding. Before 1991, the use of herbicides to control invasive annual grasses
was prohibited on public land. Therefore, various tilling methods such as plowing and disking
were the only available options. Unfortunately, these treatments obliterated remaining native
vegetation and biologic soil crusts, increased site susceptibility to wind erosion and often
resulted in seed being drilled too deeply, thereby opening the site for total cheatgrass
domination when seedings were unsuccessful. Prescribed fire was used in attempts to kill
cheatgrass seed while still on the plant. Although such fires kill some seed still on the plant,
they do not burn hot enough to kill cheatgrass seed on the soil surface.

Intensive livestock grazing is often suggested for controlling cheatgrass competition. Although
targeted grazing may have some applications for fuels management, it is not effective in
reducting cheatgrass competition. During the short time when cheatgrass is highly palatable in
the spring, a sufficient number of livestock cannot be concentrated on a small enough area to
reduce the cheatgrass seed significantly or reduce cheatgrass seed lying on the soil surface. In
addition, this type of grazing can be detrimental to remaining perennial grasses which opens
the site up for further cheatgrass expansion in the future.

BLM is authorized to use various approved contact and pre-emergent herbicides for controlling
invasive annual grasses. Both types of herbicides have their advantages and shortcomings.

Contact herbicides such as Glyphosate which has been widely and successfully used within the
Twin Falls District. These herbicides must be applied during the short period that cheatgrass is
actively growing, and before seed development occurs. When numerous cheatgrass crops
occur on a given year, repeated applications are required. Additionally, application rates must
be tuned to minimize damage to existing perennial plants while effectively controlling the
invasive annuals. Glyphosate is quickly absorbed into the soil and therefore has no potential
for offsite non-target damage from moving soil particles

Preemergent herbicides such as imazapic and sulfometuron methyl are highly effective in
controlling invasive annual grasses while having minimal impacts to most established perennial
species. They are also classified as nontoxic to fish and wildlife. These herbicides do not
require the specific application timing needed with glyphosate, and their residual action in the
soil controls annual grasses whenever they happen to germinate. The residual action lasts
from 1 to three years, depending on soil moisture, pH, and temperature. In addition to
controlling invasive annual grasses prior to seeding, these herbicides could be used to help
maintain and protect existing native plant communities which have been invaded with annual
grasses. Such treatments would allow the natives to gain a competitive advantage over the
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exotic annuals, and the associated reduction in annual grass fuels would reduce the site’s risk to
wildfire. A limitation of these herbicides is their potential to damage crops at extremely low
concentrations. Accordingly, these herbicides cannot be used near agricultural areas or on
unstable soils.

Recent research on naturally occurring fungi and bacteria for controlling cheatgrass is
encouraging and and may prove to be an effective future control method.

Selecting plant materials which can establish and persist in these arid cheatgrass competitive
environments is essential for restoring sagegrouse habitat lost through wildfire. Prior to 1986,
fire rehabilitation funds could not be used for sagebrush seeding. Since that time, sagebrush is
included in most fire rehabilitation seedings on its respective ecological sites. Occasionally,
during busy fire years, sagebrush seed shortages restrict its use to priority burned sage-grouse
habitat.

Native grasses and forbs are preferred over introduced species when they can meet the above
requirements. Historically, few adapted native grass seed was available which could persist in
these desert environments, thereby requiring the use of durable introduced species such as
crested wheatgrass. Over time, selections of native blue bunch wheatgrass, basin wildrye,
Snake River wheatgrass, squirreltail, Indian ricegrass, and Sandberg bluegrass have become
increasingly available and are now used extensively in fire rehabilitation seedings for areas that
receive at least 10” of annual precipitation in recently burned sagebrush communities. For the
past ten years, BLM has been funding the interagency Great Basin Native Plant Selection and
Increase Project for increasing native seed availability, especially native forbs important to
sage-grouse, and to improve the success of land managers in establishing native plants
(http://www.fs.fed.us/rm/boise/research/shrub/greatbasin.shtml)

However, some important native grasses (such as Thurber’s Needlegrass) are still not widely
available and or effective in competing with cheatgrass in the harshest environments. In these
areas, durable introduced species as Siberian wheatgrass and Russian wild rye are still the only
viable option. Even those species are often unsuccessful on those sites. Additionally, restoring
native plant communities in repeatedly burned annual dominated grasslands has proven largely
unsuccessful. Considerable speculation and research has attempted to understand why. A lack
of mycorrhiza, soil nutrients, and other changes to the soil environment from years of invasive
annual grass domination is believed to be at least partially responsible.

The theory of “assisted succession” is suggested as a method for ultimately restoring these
areas by first vegetating with resilient introduced species to break the fire cycle, removing
annual grass dominance and deplete annuals’ seed source, and restore soil characteristics
which may in time make the site more hospitable to restoring the native community, followed
by eventual seeding with natives. Accordingly, this is a long term costly process which cannot
begin to be implemented until the fire cycle has been broken. Until the majority of annual
grass dominated landscapes can be rehabilitated to less fire prone species in the long-term,
these short fire cycles will result in a continual loss of these investments, and in the remaining
native sagebrush steppe communities.
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Seeded areas require rest from livestock use to become fully established, followed by livestock
management which will maintain plant health and vigor. BLM policy traditionally prescribes a
minimum of growing season rest period (from livestock grazing), and until plant establishment
objectives are met. Depending on moisture and other site conditions, longer rest is often
needed grazing can be resumed. However a true native restoration could require years of rest
from grazing to become successfully established (depending on plant materials used and site
characteristics). Such large scale treatments could have significant repercussions to grazing
permittees, and may also necessitate more restrictive management to maintain the native
seeded species over the long term.

The ability to protect these areas from recurring wild fire is crucial to maintaining the
reestablished sagebrush component. Successful fire rehabilitation seeding contributes partially
to this goal by changing the fuels from highly flammable annual grasses with high fuel
continuity, into less fire prone perennial bunch grasses which stay greener longer and which
provide much less fuel continuity. Accordingly, when fire does return to these rehabilitated
areas, the fires are often spotty which leave substantial unburned sagebrush islands and a seed
source for naturally reestablishing sagebrush. Additionally, the burned perennial grasses
quickly re-sprout and compete effectively with annual weeds.

A