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February 10, 2016

Alan Setzer

Acting District Ranger

Jemez Ranger District

PO Box 150

Jemez Springs, NM 87025

Dear Mr. Setzer:

This letter is the official response of New Mexico Trout to the USFS document titled, “Preliminary Environmental Analysis for the New Mexico Meadow Jumping Mouse Habitat Protection Project”. It has been unanimously approved by the New Mexico Trout Board of Directors.

New Mexico Trout strongly supports recovery of the New Mexico Meadow Jumping Mouse (NMMJM) through construction of exclosures that fence cattle and OHVs out of sensitive riparian habitat.  However, we strongly object to plans to fence out non-consumptive dispersed recreation from those areas.  Our rationale is provided below.
We wish to commend the Forest Service for addressing the degradation to Rio Cebolla and Rio San Antonio watersheds and riparian areas that has been caused by cattle grazing and off highway vehicles (OHVs). It is clear from published works on the natural history of the New Mexico Meadow Jumping Mouse that historical grazing practices and trespass OHVs have had severe negative effects on NMMJM habitat.  We strongly support science-based recovery efforts for the endangered NMMJM.  The absence of cattle for the past two grazing seasons from the Rio Cebolla downstream of Fenton lake has already allowed significant improvement in riparian vegetation, stream bed substrate, and water quality.  

New Mexico Trout has a long history of working and advocating for restricting grazing and vehicle presence in Jemez mountain riparian areas.  Our members have fished the Cebolla, San Antonio, and Guadalupe for decades.  We have years of personal observations (and photographs) of nearly year-round presence of cattle in and adjacent to the Rios Cebolla, de las Vacas, San Antonio, and Guadalupe, so we know first hand the damage they have caused to our streams. We have built and repaired long stretches cattle fence on the Rio Cebolla. Our members have built most, if not all, of the vehicle barriers on the Rio Cebolla and Guadalupe, including the bollards shown in figure 7 of the EA. These barriers have greatly reduced the ability of vehicles to access stream banks. Our volunteer participation was cited as a major factor in the award given to the SFNF for the Respect the Rio project. We paid for and installed the interpretive panels throughout the Cebolla and Guadalupe corridors that explain the benefits of healthy riparian ecosystems.

We believe that our long history and high level of involvement in responsible use, stream restoration, native trout recovery, and riparian protection gives us an in-depth and credible perspective on the plans and analyses presented in the Preliminary Environmental Analysis.

The Obama Administration has stated that Agency actions must follow the best available science.  Particularly where actions are contentious, they should be supported by published, peer-reviewed scientific studies.  Statements that are opinion or anecdotal should be labeled as such and given relatively less weight. Statements of harm or benefit, or where tradeoffs are involved should be quantified. 

We believe that in several of its recommendations, this draft environmental analysis (EA) does not follow the best available science. In particular, there is no scientific evidence presented to support excluding non-consumptive recreational activities from the fenced areas for 10 years. Non-consumptive recreation, such as fishing, bird watching, nature photography, traditional herb gathering, Native American religious practices, and hiking have not caused the loss of NMMJM habitat. Those recreationists do not eat the grass seeds and herbaceous vegetation required by the NMMJM. The trails through the areas are from cattle, and, in fact, the EA does not identify a single trail through the closure areas that is primarily human-caused. So-called evidence cited in the EA for adverse effects of non-consumptive recreation is anecdotal, unquantified, and unsupported by any cited field studies.

The EA attempts to make a case for excluding all non-consumptive recreation by lumping it with camping on stream banks and OHV trespass in riparian areas, which are clearly harmful.  The analysis refers to all dispersed recreation as “unregulated”.  In fact, much- if not most- recreation on the SFNF is regulated.  Anglers must have NM fishing licenses and adhere to catch restrictions. Dispersed camps must be more than 100 feet from stream banks (SFNF website), OHV users are restricted to allowed roads designated in the Travel Management Regulations.  The issue is not that dispersed recreation is unregulated, but that existing regulations on potentially deleterious recreation are not enforced.  If the SFNF had been enforcing its own regulations in the past, most, if not all, of the adverse effects of dispersed recreation cited in the EA would have been avoided.  We note again that NM Trout volunteers have built most of the physical barriers that presently protect the Rio Cebolla and Guadalupe from unauthorized camping and vehicle access and that we are directly responsible for much of the riparian protection that already exists.

The past two grazing seasons have provided an unplanned scientific test of the relative contributions of cattle grazing and dispersed recreation to loss of NMMJM habitat.  Contrary to decades of prior grazing seasons, in the 2014 season there were no cattle in the Cebolla riparian meadows downstream of the FR 376 crossing, even though those meadows were not fenced until October of that year.  Cattle were absent, but all other dispersed recreation was allowed. There was an amazing recovery of those riparian areas in 2014, with thigh-high grass and sedges in places.  This recovery has been documented with before and after photos in, “An Amazing Recovery, or What happens When Cattle Don’t Spend the Summer in the Cebolla”, NM Trout Newsletter, Sept. 2014 (http://www.newmexicotrout.org/category/conservation/page/4/.  The photos in Plates 1 and 2 of the EA and the discussion of them incorrectly attributes the recovery to fencing out both grazing and dispersed recreation in the 2015 grazing season.  In fact, the recovery depicted in Plates 1 and 2 occurred before the fence was built, when only cattle grazing was absent.  The range recovery prior to building the fence must have been known to the authors of the EA, so it is a mystery as to why they wrote what they did. The burden of proof is on the EA to make a credible, science-based case for the deleterious effects of dispersed, non-consumptive recreation, and it has not done it.

Another part of the EA that has doubtful scientific support relates to the separation of exclosures 3 and 4. The EA plans to leave an approximately half-mile gap between exclosures 3 and 4 to allow cattle to access the Rio Cebolla. It well-known that habitat fragmentation is a major stress on wildlife populations. (See, for example, w.nrcs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/nrcs144p2_015259.pdf). The proposed gap will fragment NMMJM habitat with potential adverse effects.  For example, mice moving through the grazed gap to get from one exclosure to the other will be at much greater risk of predation because of lack of cover. What is the relation between habitat size and reproductive success and mortality of the NMMJM? The EA does not present any analysis of these effects or any plans to mitigate them.  

The EA recognizes that leaving the gap between exclosures 3 and 4 will concentrate the cattle on a small reach of the Cebolla.  The authors minimize any adverse effects to stream quality without presenting any data to support their belief.  Based on past grazing effects on Rio Cebolla stream quality (photos available on request), we can expect that part of the Cebolla to become a giant feedlot mud hole with severe adverse effects on stream quality and downstream recreation.   

In summary, New Mexico Trout strongly supports recovery of the NMMJM.  We support construction of exclosures that fence cattle and OHVs out of sensitive riparian habitat.  We strenuously object to plans to fence out non-consumptive, dispersed recreation such as fishing, bird watching, nature photography, traditional herb gathering, Native American religious practices, and hiking from those fenced areas.  The EA does not make a credible scientific case that excluding those non-consumptive uses will benefit NMMJM recovery. 

Sincerely yours, 
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Ronald Loehman, PhD

Conservation Chairman

New Mexico Trout
ronloehman@gmail.com   

New Mexico Trout   PO Box 3276   Albuquerque, NM 8790-3276
New Mexico Trout is an all-volunteer 501c(3) organization

