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Bighorn National Forest: Invasive and other Select Native Plant Management Draft Environmental 

Impact Statement for the Bighorn National Forest.  

The Council for the Bighorn Range (CBR) has been following the development of an Environmental Impact 

Statement (EIS) on invasive plant management for the Bighorn National Forest (BNF) since the Medicine 

Bow-Routt started theirs in 2016. In addition, the use of aerial application of herbicides by rotary-wing, 

fixed-wing, and drone are in the Federal Register posting of June 2020. Unlike the Medicine Bow and 

Bridger Teton National Forests, the Bighorn National Forest sought the addition of certain native species 

as sagebrush. CBR welcomes this opportunity to comment.  

The Bighorn National Forest (BNF) should consider the herbicide treatment sagebrush, particularly 

mountain big sagebrush plant species, as an alternative separate from invasive species to better across 

the ecology of the Bighorn NF. The comparison of Alternatives presented in them is virtually a non-starter. 

Alternative 1, with no change, is a requirement under NEPA. Alternative 3, all the changes present in other 

areas EIS's except the aerial application of herbicides is untenable given that virtually every National 

Forest in the region has adopted the method. The first drafts that I observed of the BNF EIS still had Bridger 

Teton NF in headings and text.  

Under June 19, 1998, Decision Notice, Noxious Weed Management, the BNF currently treats noxious 

weeds and invasive plants. The update is required by state and federal law. Aerial application of herbicides 

is another addition to the '98 decision. I was present during the development of the 2005 Resource Land 

Management Plan (Forest Plan). The public conservation focused on the roadless and potential 

Wilderness designation, not the sagebrush steppe or its wildlife. And the DEIS notes that the rigidity of 

targeted areas for treatment is overly rigid and does not reflect adaptive management. 

Two decades have passed. The threat of invasive grasses and other plants has erupted to the fore in the 

face of record drought and rising temperatures across the west. The Bighorn NF escaped inclusion with 

the Wyoming Sage grouse Conservation processes from 2011 without study and a wildlife biologist on 

staff (Bass 2014 personal communication). The Bighorn NF also escaped the bark beetle infestation that 

ravaged many Regions 2 and Region 4 Forests from a combination of the micro-clime of the Bighorns and 

the genetic predisposition of our Lodgepole pine? We can only hope the Department of Agriculture and 

the US Forest Service unpins itself from the current policy on climate change that inhibits real action. Like 

an island in a sea of orange. All changes point to an adaptive model for deference rather than an 

accelerated program proposed in the DEIS.  

To meet existing law, regulation, and agency policy, the Bighorn NF should update existing management 

direction to include new invasive plant species and new treatments.  

https://www.fs.usda.gov/project/?project=57457


There is a concern that the existing condition of the mountain big sagebrush, including the pace 

and scale of disturbance, is compromising diversity of herbaceous vegetation; forage values; 

diversity in sagebrush age class, canopy cover, and height; and soil cover.  

There is a concern that prescribed burning, mowing, and herbicide treatments that target 

mountain big sagebrush may alter sagebrush so that wildlife habitat and other ecosystem 

functions are compromised. Of particular concern is the potential for treatments to favor grass-

dominated rangelands, which may negatively affect species that depend on higher abundance 

and density of mountain big sagebrush and forbs. 

Significant population declines in USFS Region 2 (R2) Forest Service lands of sagebrush obligate call for a 

reassessment of treatment programs. Using herbicides on sagebrush will reduce habitat biodiversity in 

bird species and total birds (Welch 2002). Burning, plowing, and mowing have the same effect.  

The BNF 2003 DEIS showed an increase of sagebrush cover from 1921 to 2001 of 3%. The loss of potential 

grassland from the spread of lodgepole pine was at nearly 60% those same years. Sagebrush stands are 

only second to riparian areas of the Bighorn National Forest for organisms from the most microscopic to 

the large mammals.  

Regional Foresters have identified native plants and animals ("sensitive" species) that show evidence of 

decline and potential sensitivity to National Forest and National Grassland activities and management. 

The Forest Service provides special management attention to these species to conserve them on the 

lands and watersheds they manage and avoid contributing to their continued decline and the eventual 

need for listing under the national Endangered Species Act.  

Logger-head shrike  

Brewers sparrow 

Sagebrush sparrow 

Greater Sage-Grouse 

When I review the citations for this DEIS, I do not find one study that addresses populations or the 

known distribution of these sensitive species. Are there parts of the project record that have this data? 

From whom are these surveys if they exist? Even the comprehensive ecology of the Bighorn Mountain 

area (2003) does not go into wildlife in the sagebrush steppe except other than game animals. This is 

why many of the public perceive that management of these lands is single species or only wildlife as a 

commodity on public lands.  

Concerns from the Scoping not adequately answered in the DEIS 

Provide forage for livestock while managing to meet desired conditions. Provide forage for 

livestock at a level that strives to maintain or exceed the year 2004 permitted stocking level of 

113,800 Animal Unit Months (AUMs) while recognizing that stocking levels may be adjusted 

through the implementation of allotment management plans (AMPs) and administration of 

grazing permits. Strive to authorize grazing for domestic livestock that will provide stable 

livestock numbers and seasons of use.  
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Over the years since the 2005 Forest Plan has been implemented and monitored, the public reason the 

2004 permitted stocking level has not been achieved has been far too many of the allotted grazing permits 

were not meeting their AMPs. Figures like only 60% (Bass) in 2015 and 70% (Bornong) were disclosed to 

the public in Forest Plan Steering Committee (Forest Plan Implementation) meetings of the AMPs were 

meeting standards. Management, suitability of the allotments to meet standards, and climate were cited. 

Tongue Ranger District saw the most significant adjustment downward. Not overcrowding and decadence 

in the big sagebrush.  

Forest Service:  "mountain big sagebrush ecosystems support hundreds of plants and animal 

species. Including several sagebrush obligates. (Species that rely solely on sagebrush ecosystem 

for survival) The distribution of mountain big sagebrush has been reduced since European-

American settlement. It is likely to be further reduced due to various causes, including conifer 

establishment, the spread of nonnative plants, livestock grazing, and climate 

change." https://www.fs.fed.us/database/feis/plants/shrub/arttriv/all.html 

 

The theme of news releases from BNF stresses collaboration and management across landscapes. Yes, 

the Bighorn NF does need to cooperate with its neighbors. However, the management of our public 

lands needs to reflect the actual full multi-use public policy, not just harnessing our land to one industry 

or use. For example, take a  trip sometime around the west and south slope of the Bighorn Mountains 

region and note the blitzed areas of the forested and sagebrush lands in private and State ownership. 

Not all, but the large swaths are there (Snowshoe Pass and southwest of Canyon Creek). The Council for 

the Bighorn Range expects the DEIS to have a decision in affirming the preferred alternative without 

substantive change in December 2021. And in the Spring of 2022, expect the first meeting of the panel. 

Appendix C; Implementation lays out.  

Because the range of species dependent on sagebrush for all or part of their life cycle occurs in different 

locations on the Bighorn NF at different times of the year, and they have different viability/rarity 

concerns, the panel will need to include specialists for their defense.  

For example, greater sage-grouse is present in only certain areas of the Bighorn National Forest during 

nesting but use the Forest more widely during late brood rearing. Indeed, mule deer and elk tend to use 

particular areas in the sagebrush/grassland ecosystem for winter range and parturition. There are 

programmatic counts from the  Wyoming Game and Fish and their partners out on the land. But what 

about the other seasonal residents? The desired condition of the big mountain sagebrush would differ 

for these species and life cycle components in terms of patch size, distribution, and large cover patches 

remaining, among other things. What is data or reference? 

The panel's composition needs to include specialists or partner organizations to provide accurate 

surveys in proposed treatment areas on wildlife and plants. Our State Agencies will continue to decline. 

In addition, non-game programs are not supported well in Wyoming. Suggestions include the DOI Fish 

and Wildlife Service or NGOs like the Audubon Society at the local or regional level that can bring their 

resources to the BNF.   

Our best hope for this DEIS changes to the composition of this panel. It is the most positive change that 

happens for the DEIS.  

https://www.fs.fed.us/database/feis/plants/shrub/arttriv/all.html
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s/Rob Davidson 

Rob Davidson, President 

Council for the Bighorn Range 

307-217-1995 office - 307-217-2168 direct 

P.O. Box 2001, Sheridan, WY 82801 

rdavidson@councilbighornrange.org  
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