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 July 11, 2014  

 
Mike Dietle 
Land Management Plan Revision 
USDA Forest Service 
Ecosystem Planning Staff 
1323 Club Drive 
Vallejo, CA 94592 
 
Sent to: R5planrevision@fs.fed.us 
 

Re:  Comments on Desired Conditions Analysis 
 
Dear Mr. Dietle: 
 
On behalf of the John Muir Project of Earth Island Institute (JMP) and the Center for Biological 
Diversity (CBD), we submit the following comments on the “Draft Desired Conditions” 
document recently released by Region 5 of the Forest Service. 
 
Our organizations have been participating in the plan revision process for well over a year now, 
including the submission of extensive written comments regarding the Science Synthesis, the 
Bio-regional Assessment, the Natural Range of Variation reports, and the Need for Change 
document, as well as each Forest-specific Assessment (Inyo, Sequoia, and Sierra National 
Forests).  Our comments were detailed and contained numerous scientific citations that directly 
pertain to the Sierra Nevada ecosystem, especially as to wildlife conservation and fire.  The Final 
Assessments released by the Forest Service do not reflect the important and highly relevant 
scientific knowledge we submitted.   
 
We appreciate the opportunity to comment, but as described below, we have significant concerns 
about both the content and scope of the Draft Desired Conditions (DDC) document, and these 
issues must be addressed going forward.  The citations in the following text can be found in our 
previous submissions (NRV, Need for Change, Science Synthesis, Bio-regional Assessment, and 
forest-specific Assessments).  
 
 
 
 
 

 CENTER fo r  B IOLOGICAL DIVERSITY 
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Assertions Regarding “Undesirable Wildfire” and the Failure to Include Complex Early 
Seral Forest (CESF) and Associated Wildlife 
 
On page 1, with regard to Landscape objective #8, the DDC states the following: “The 
composition, density, structure, and condition of vegetation help reduce the threat of undesirable 
wildfires to local communities, ecosystems, and scenic character.” (emphasis added).   
 
Similarly, on page 1, with regard to Landscape objective #10, the DDC states the following: 
“The landscape contains a mosaic of vegetation types and structures that provide habitat, 
movement, and connectivity for a variety of species, including wide-ranging generalists such as 
bear, mountain lion, and deer; more localized, semi-specialist such as ground-nesting, shrub 
nesting, cavity nesting birds, and various bats; and specialists such as old forest-associated 
goshawk, spotted owl, fisher, and marten, or sagebrush-dependent greater sage grouse.”   
 
On page 2, with regard to Landscape objective #16, the DDC states: “Vegetation conditions 
support the long term sustainability of these benefits to people by reducing the risk of 
undesirable fire effects, disease and mortality, which interrupt and eliminate forest benefits.” 
(emphasis added).  
 
The first and third quoted passages appears to state an objective to further reduce and eliminate 
complex early seral forest (CESF) created by high-intensity fire, and the second quoted objective 
does not include CESF created by high-intensity fire and the many plant and animal species 
primarily associated with this habitat, while explicitly including old forest and species associated 
with old forest.  The 2012 NFMA Planning Rule, at 36 CFR 219.9(a)(2), states that the revised 
forest plans “must include” provisions to “maintain or restore” the “[k]ey characteristics” 
associated with terrestrial ecosystem types and “[r]are…terrestrial plant and animal 
communities”. The current science shows that CESF, created by high-intensity fire, is even rarer 
than old forest, is comparable in biodiversity and wildlife abundance to unburned old forest, and 
has grown far more scarce than it was naturally/historically, due to fire suppression and post-fire 
management (salvage logging, shrub eradication, and artificial plantation establishment) (Burnett 
et al. 2010, Odion and Hanson 2013, Swanson et al. 2011, DellaSala et al. 2014), and the most 
comprehensive analysis of current trends indicates that fire intensity is not increasing in the 
Sierra Nevada (Hanson and Odion 2014).  
 
By stating that high-intensity fire patches that create pockets of high or complete mortality in the 
forest “interrupt and eliminate forest benefits”, the Forest Service is not incorporating the current 
state of scientific knowledge on this subject, which shows that these patches create important 
ecological benefits.  That needs to be corrected in order to effectively address ecological 
integrity. 
 
Wildlife Improperly Excluded from Key Objective 
 
On page 2, regarding Landscape objective #13, the DDC states that products, including wood 
products, would be removed from the forest in “sustainable” amounts, “without adverse effects 
on soil and water productivity.”  The objective neglects to include native wildlife species—
including threatened/endangered species, Sensitive Species, Species of Conservation Concern, 
and focal species—here. This is a major omission, and these groups of wildlife species must be 
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included in this objective in order to comply with the 2012 NFMA Planning Rule.  36 CFR 
219.11(d)(3) (removal of timber can only occur to the extent that it is consistent with protection 
of wildlife).  
 
Scientifically Outdated Treatment of High-Severity Fire Areas Over 1,000 Acres 
 
On page 2, with regard to high-severity fires over 1,000 acres, the DDC states the following:  
 

“1. Native vegetation types occur in a mosaic that ensures their long term viability and 
reduces the potential for vegetation type conversion. Long term seed sources of desired 
species are present.  

2. Vegetation in the landscape is well-adapted to natural disturbance regimes and can respond 
to changes in climate and fire regimes.  

3. Snags, logs, and live trees are distributed throughout large patches (greater than 100 acres) 
of high severity (greater than 80 percent top kill) in the burned area, consistent with other 
resource objectives (e.g., strategic fuel treatment locations or wildland urban interface).  

4. Surface dead wood (fuel) levels are sufficient to provide for legacy soil microbial 
populations. Shrub, aspen and oak sprouts are well distributed in areas where they occur.” 

However, as discussed above, once again there are no provisions to promote the protection of the 
unique CESF habitat created by high-intensity fire as part of the desired condition.  The first 
listed provision improperly implies that the montane-chaparral-dominated stage of natural post-
fire succession is to be avoided through artificial planting—again failing to recognize the 
ecological value of this habitat—and also incorrectly implies that natural conifer regeneration 
does not occur after high-intensity fire when live conifer seed sources are not close by, which is 
incorrect (animals disperse seeds deep into high-intensity fire patches—seeds are not only 
carried by wind) (see, e.g., Shatford et al. 2007, Donato et al. 2009, Crotteau et al. 2013).  The 
third listed provision would not protect CESF, and would allow standard post-fire salvage 
logging, including current regressive post-fire logging practices that inappropriately apply 
unburned forest snag retention standards (4 large/acre) to CESF, which is a scientifically 
outdated approach (Hutto 2006).   

Scientifically Unsupported Goals Regarding Eastside Jeffrey Pine 

On page 4, with regard to eastside Jeffrey pine forests, the DDC improperly states that less than 
10% of the forest should have canopy cover over 40%, and the remaining 90% should be “open” 
forest.  The DDC provides no scientific basis for this extremely aggressive goal, and provides no 
acknowledgement of the severe adverse impacts that this would have to Sensitive Species that 
depend upon closed-canopy forest conditions, particularly on the eastside, such as the Northern 
Goshawk, as well as adverse impacts to species like the Black-backed Woodpecker that depend 
upon high-intensity fire patches occurring in dense, mature/old forest, and are harmed by pre-fire 
logging that reduces potential post-fire snag density (Hutto 2008).  

Also on page 4, with regard to eastside Jeffrey pine forests, the DDC states that eastside forests 
would have “up to” 2 snags per acre.  As we have already pointed out repeatedly (e.g., in our 
NRV comments on yellow pine and mixed-conifer forests), the scientific data do not support the 
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assumption that the natural snag density in these forests is only 2 per acre (especially a maximum 
of 2/acre). Moreover, the DDC does not acknowledge the enormous adverse impacts that this 
would have for imperiled species, such as Black-backed Woodpeckers, that depend upon much 
higher snag densities (Siegel et al. 2013).  

On page 4, the DDC seems to suggest that up to 40% of the forest could be devoid of old trees, 
snags, and downed logs.  This, of course, would have enormous adverse impacts to myriad 
imperiled species. Is this what the Forest Service truly intends to say here? 

On page 5, with regard to eastside Jeffrey pine forests, the DDC claims that it is a desired 
condition for up to 70% of eastside forest area to be comprised of “gaps”—i.e., no trees.  This 
appears to be a prescription for large-scale application of group selection cutting in mature/old 
eastside pine forests, especially given the repeated statements in the DDC about further 
suppressing and preventing CESF.  The DDC provides no scientific basis for this suggestion.  

Scientifically Unsound Proposals for Dry Mixed-Conifer Forest 

On pages 6 and 13, regarding dry mixed-conifer, the DDC claims that over 70% of these forests 
should have low canopy cover (under 40%), providing no scientific basis for this proposal, and 
failing to divulge the huge adverse impacts that this would have for imperiled species, like the 
California spotted owl and Pacific fisher, that depend upon dense, closed forests for 
nesting/roosting and denning/resting, respectively.  Moreover, this proposal ignores the most 
comprehensive analysis of historical forest conditions, which found that this forest type was 
dominated historically by stands of medium to high density (Baker 2014, in press).  Moreover, 
this provision misrepresents the concept of ecological resilience, confusing it with resistance.  
Resilience, ecologically, does not refer to stasis, or maintaining structural conditions that 
suppress natural disturbance and prevent significant change in forest structure.  Rather, 
ecological resilience is all about dynamic natural processes, including high-intensity fire, and the 
maintenance of the natural successional stages associated with those processes, in order to 
maintain the full suite of native biodiversity (Thompson et al. 2009) (The same problem applies 
to the use of “resilience” on pages 8, 11, 14, and 16-17 regarding other forest types).    

On pages 6 and 15, the DDC accepts dense forest as a desired condition in spotted owl, goshawk, 
and fisher nest/den sites, but fails to recognize that these species cannot maintain viable 
populations with only their nest/den sites (e.g., Verner et al. 1992), and fails to recognize that 
they are also associated with a mix of dense forest and CESF in their home ranges (Bond et al. 
2009, Bond et al. 2013, Hanson 2013).  The DDC provides no scientific basis for the apparent 
assumption that nest/den cores are sufficient in and of themselves to maintain viable populations.  

Also on pages 13 and 15, the DDC states that these forests would have “up to” 2 snags per acre.  
As we have already pointed out repeatedly (e.g., in our NRV comments on yellow pine and 
mixed-conifer forests), the scientific data do not support the assumption that the natural snag 
density in these forests is only 2 per acre (or, especially, a maximum of 2/acre). Moreover, the 
DDC does not acknowledge the enormous adverse impacts that this would have for imperiled 
species, such as Pacific fishers, Spotted owls, and Black-backed Woodpeckers, that depend upon 
much higher snag densities (Verner et al. 1992, Zielinski et al. 2006, Purcell et al. 2009, Siegel et 
al. 2013).  
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On page 13, the DDC claims that “openings” should comprise up to 50% of any 100-acre area, 
but fails to provide scientific support for this, and fails to explain whether this envisions CESF, 
or patch-cut logging.  This suggestion appears, again, geared toward large-scale application of 
group selection cutting in mature/old dry mixed-conifer.  

On page 13, the DDC states that “fuel loads” cannot exceed 10 tons/acre in this forest type, 
which would completely preclude maintenance of CESF on the landscape, and effectively 
promotes intensive post-fire logging and clearcutting.  

Montane Forests 

On page 9, the DDC seems to suggest that up to 60% of the forest could be devoid of large trees, 
snags, and downed logs.  This, of course, would have enormous adverse impacts to myriad 
imperiled species. Is this what the Forest Service truly intends to say here?  

Ponderosa Pine 

On page 11, the DDC improperly states that as much as 90% should be “open” forest with low 
canopy cover.  In the next paragraph, the DDC states that closed-canopy forest can be reduced to 
as little as 5% of the forest.  The DDC provides no scientific basis for this extremely aggressive 
approach, and provides no acknowledgement of the severe adverse impacts that this would have 
to Sensitive Species that depend upon closed-canopy forest conditions, particularly on the 
eastside, such as the Northern Goshawk, as well as adverse impacts to species like the Black-
backed Woodpecker that depend upon high-intensity fire patches occurring in dense, mature/old 
forest, and are harmed by pre-fire logging that reduces potential post-fire snag density (Hutto 
2008).  Moreover, this proposal ignores the most comprehensive analysis of historical forest 
conditions, which found that this forest type was dominated historically by stands of medium to 
high density (Baker 2014, in press).  

Also on page 4, with regard to eastside Jeffrey pine forests, the DDC states that eastside forests 
would have “up to” 2 snags per acre.  As we have already pointed out repeatedly (e.g., in our 
NRV comments on yellow pine and mixed-conifer forests), the scientific data do not support the 
assumption that the natural snag density in these forests is only 2 per acre (or, especially, a 
maximum of 2/acre). Moreover, the DDC does not acknowledge the enormous adverse impacts 
that this would have for imperiled species, such as Pacific fishers, Spotted owls, and Black-
backed Woodpeckers, that depend upon much higher snag densities (Verner et al. 1992, Zielinski 
et al. 2006, Purcell et al. 2009, Siegel et al. 2013).  

On page 4, the DDC seems to suggest that up to 40% of the forest could be devoid of old trees, 
snags, and downed logs.  This, of course, would have enormous adverse impacts to myriad 
imperiled species. Is this what the Forest Service truly intends to say here? 

On page 5, the DDC claims that it is a desired condition for up to 70% of forest area to be 
comprised of “gaps”—i.e., no trees.  This appears to be a prescription for large-scale application 
of group selection cutting in mature/old forests.  The DDC provides no scientific basis for this 
suggestion.  
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Moist Mixed-Conifer 

The language regarding high-severity fire at the top of page 16 is an improvement that we 
appreciate, but it is severely undermined by other language in the document, as described above 
and below.  Moreover, this same language should be included for dry mixed-conifer, and the 
upper bound of high-severity fire patch sizes and proportions should be increased (Baker 2014).  

On page 16, the DDC improperly states that as much as 80% should be open forest with canopy 
cover under 50%.  The DDC provides no scientific basis for this extremely aggressive goal, and 
provides no acknowledgement of the severe adverse impacts that this would have to Sensitive 
Species that depend upon closed-canopy forest conditions, particularly on the eastside, such as 
the Northern Goshawk, as well as adverse impacts to species like the Black-backed Woodpecker 
that depend upon high-intensity fire patches occurring in dense, mature/old forest, and are 
harmed by pre-fire logging that reduces potential post-fire snag density (Hutto 2008).  Moreover, 
this proposal ignores the most comprehensive analysis of historical forest conditions, which 
found that this forest type was dominated historically by stands of medium to high density 
(Baker 2014, in press).  

On page 16, the DDC accepts dense forest as a desired condition in spotted owl, goshawk, and 
fisher nest/den sites, but fails to recognize that these species cannot maintain viable populations 
with only their nest/den sites (e.g., Verner et al. 1992), and fails to recognize that they are also 
associated with a mix of dense forest and CESF in their home ranges (Bond et al. 2009, Bond et 
al. 2013, Hanson 2013).  The DDC provides no scientific basis for the apparent assumption that 
nest/den cores are sufficient in and of themselves to maintain viable populations.  

On page 16, the DDC states that eastside forests would have “up to” 4 snags per acre.  As we 
have already pointed out repeatedly (e.g., in our NRV comments on yellow pine and mixed-
conifer forests), the scientific data do not support the assumption that the natural snag density in 
these forests is only 4 per acre (or, especially, a maximum of 4/acre). Moreover, the DDC does 
not acknowledge the enormous adverse impacts that this would have for imperiled species, such 
as Pacific fishers, Spotted owls, and Black-backed Woodpeckers, that depend upon much higher 
snag densities (Verner et al. 1992, Zielinski et al. 2006, Purcell et al. 2009, Siegel et al. 2013).  

On page 16, the DDC states that “fuel loads” cannot exceed 10 tons/acre in this forest type, 
which would completely preclude maintenance of CESF on the landscape, and effectively 
promotes intensive post-fire logging and clearcutting.  

No definition of “moist” mixed-conifer is provided.  

Upper Montane Forests 

On page 17, the DDC suggests that forest cover could be eliminated on over 50% of the 
landscape, and indicates that as little as 20% of the forest would be closed-canopy.  The DDC 
provides no scientific basis for this.   

On page 19, the DDC states that, for red fir, there would be a maximum of four large snags per 
acre, and a maximum of 5 tons per acre of downed logs, and for Jeffrey pine, there would be a 
maximum of 2 snags/acre—none of which is supported by any scientific citations.  Moreover, 
the DDC does not acknowledge the enormous adverse impacts that this would have for imperiled 
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species, such as Pacific fishers, Spotted owls, and Black-backed Woodpeckers, that depend upon 
much higher snag densities (Verner et al. 1992, Zielinski et al. 2006, Purcell et al. 2009, Siegel et 
al. 2013).  

On page 21, the DDC seems to suggest that up to 70% of the lodgepole pine forest could be 
devoid of old trees, snags, and downed logs.  This, of course, would have enormous adverse 
impacts to myriad imperiled species. Is this what the Forest Service truly intends to say here? 

On page 21, the DDC claims that it is a desired condition for up to 70% of any given 10-acre 
area to be comprised of “gaps”—i.e., no trees.  This appears to be a prescription for large-scale 
application of group selection cutting.  The DDC provides no scientific basis for this suggestion.  

Wildland Fire Management 
 
With regard to the top of page 23 of the DDC, we thank you for supporting mixed-intensity 
wildland fire, and for allowing wildland fire use (letting wildland fires burn, rather than always 
suppressing them).  
 
Home Protection 
 
On page 23, the DDC states that it is a desired condition for “wildland landscapes” to be in a 
condition that would only allow lower-intensity fire behavior, ostensibly to protect homes.  This 
is inconsistent with current science, which shows that it is the zone within generally a couple of 
hundred feet (or less) from individual structures that is effective and relevant with regard to 
home protection (Gibbons et al. 2012)—home protection is not a “wildland” fuel/fire 
management issue, and treating it as such will not only lead to unnecessary degradation of 
forests, but will also put homes at greater risk by diverting scarce resources away from true home 
protection and toward misguided logging projects in the wildlands.  
 
Wilderness 
 
On page 30, the DDC mentions a desire to “enhance[]” designated wilderness areas.  What does 
this mean?   
 
Overall, while we appreciate the improvements we described above, there is still a serious and 
critical disconnect between the desired conditions and wildlife viability, whether that be wildlife 
that relies on dense mature forest or wildlife that relies on CESF.  The DDC’s emphasis on 
maintaining predominantly open forest and very low snags is not compatible with maintaining 
viable populations of the many imperiled species that call the southern Sierras home, and the 
DCs must therefore be greatly changed to ensure wildlife conservation. 
 
Thank you for your time, and we look forward to achieving a forest plan revision process that 
addresses all the necessary issues and incorporates the data and science we have presented. 
 
Sincerely,  
 
Chad Hanson, Ph.D., Director   Justin Augustine, Attorney 
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John Muir Project of Earth Island Institute  Center for Biological Diversity 
P.O. Box 697      351 California St., Suite 600 
Cedar Ridge, CA  95924    San Francisco, CA  94104 
530-273-9290      415-436-9682, ext. 302 
cthanson1@gmail.com    jaugustine@biologicaldiversity.org 


