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Kim Obele, District Ranger 

Westside Ranger District 

4350 Cliffs Drive 

Pocatello, ID 83204 

 

VIA USPS Certified Mail Return Receipt and Email to: kim.obele@usda.gov; 

and, VIA Email to: comments-intermtn-caribou-targhee-westside@usda.gov; 

mel.bolling@usda.gov; Christopher.Colt@usda.gov; 

david.dressel@idfg.idaho.gov 

 

Re:  Westside Ranger District Mink Creek Beaver Restoration Project 

 

District Ranger Obele: 

 

The Yellowstone to Uintas Connection (Y2U), Alliance for the Wild Rockies (AWR), Native 

Ecosystems Council (NEC), Snake River Waterkeeper (SRW), Western Watersheds Project 

(WWP), and Wildlands Defense (WD) are submitting these comments on the proposal.  These 

are 501c3 public interest environmental organizations with a history of involvement on issues in 

the Caribou Targhee National Forest.  In the past we addressed livestock grazing permit 

renewal and water quality issues in the Pocatello, Midnight and Michaud grazing allotments.  

This included sampling and analysis of water quality in the Mink Creek and adjacent 

watersheds.  We have an ongoing interest in the health and importance of these watersheds and 

their importance to the people of Pocatello and Bannock County. 

 

1. The Proposal 

 

The Caribou Targhee NF (CTNF) issued a proposal on August 2, 2021 to install Beaver Dam 

Analogs (BDAs) and Post-assisted Log Structures (PALS) to facilitate beaver re-colonization and 

to mimic their activities which would restore or improve riparian conditions.1  The need for the 

project is due to declining beaver populations and loss of stability of beaver dams in the project 

area.  Existing conditions in the affected stream systems include exceedance of water quality 

criteria, including not supporting cold water aquatic life, excessive sediment, nitrogen, and 

phosphorus.  Streams are not meeting Proper Functioning Conditions.  There was no mention 

 
1 USDA Forest Service.  2021.  Mink Creek Beaver Restoration Project.  Caribou Targhee National Forest, 

Westside Ranger District.  August 2, 2021. 
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of the history of bacterial and E.coli pollution nor of the livestock grazing that occurs in these 

watersheds. There was no mention of addressing this overriding influence on watershed, 

riparian, and habitat conditions leading to the loss of beaver dams and populations and the 

benefits they provide. 

 

This project is intended to be conducted under a Categorical Exclusion "if no extraordinary 

circumstances are identified during the environmental analysis".  Our comments point out the 

problems occurring here that demand a return to the NEPA process the Caribou National Forest 

abandoned previously.2 That NEPA process must now be completed with a decision that 

reflects the reality of livestock destruction and pollution of Mink Creek and other affected 

streams and their riparian habitat, and the compromise of Pocatello's municipal water supply.  

NFMA and MUSYA demand that resource uses be balanced, yet in this case the benefits to a 

handful of livestock permittees are placed above the water supply for tens of thousands of 

residents of Pocatello City (City) and Bannock County. 

 

2. Background/Timeline - In this section, we outline prior connected actions regarding the 

project area.  

 

The CTNF first announced its effort to reauthorize grazing on the Pocatello, Midnight and 

Michaud grazing allotments in 2010.3  The purpose and need were that NEPA analysis for the 

three allotments was outdated and the reauthorization decisions were signed prior to the 

completion of the 2003 Revised Forest Plan (RFP). An EA was to be issued to determine if 

grazing remained suitable for the area and to outline mitigation for impacts.  The project was 

placed on hold for collection of additional data.     

 

We suggested a tour of the allotments to the Forest Service with the result that a group of 

interested organizations and individuals, permittees and Forest Service staff spent the day 

touring the allotments and viewing conditions.   

 

In 2013, we conducted an E. coli study on Mink Creek, East Fork Mink Creek, South Fork Mink 

Creek, West Fork Mink Creek and Gibson Jack Creek (E.coli Report).4  Water samples were 

collected on three occasions in August and September 2013. Exceedances of primary and 

secondary recreation contact criteria occurred in all tributaries and main Mink Creek during 

one or more sample periods.  The lone exception was Gibson Jack Creek where no livestock 

were documented.  Exceedances were related to the presence of cattle and even occurred in the 

West Fork Mink Creek, which was closed to grazing, but trespass cattle were documented in 

 
2 USDA Forest Service.  2014.  Pocatello, Midnight, Michaud Allotment Management Plan Revisions Draft 

Environmental Impact Statement.  Caribou Targhee National Forest, Westside Ranger District. 
3 USDA Forest Service.  2010. Scoping Letter Michaud, Midnight and Pocatello Allotments.  Caribou 

Targhee National Forest, Westside Ranger District.  November 22, 2010. 
4 Carter, J.  2013.  E. coli Survey Mink Creek and Gibson Jack Creek Caribou National Forest.  Report for 

Western Watersheds Project and Yellowstone to Uintas Connection. November 20, 2013. 
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that watershed during sampling.  Once the cattle left the allotments, E. coli levels declined to 

below criteria. 

 

A scoping letter to reauthorize livestock grazing on these three allotments was issued on 

December 24, 2013.5   The action would develop new allotment management plans to meet 

objectives, including riparian management, fences, and water developments. These were 

intended to reduce impacts to riparian areas and dispersed recreation and define adaptive 

management to meet objectives.  The need for change was driven by failure to meet desired 

conditions including riparian, water resource, water quality, and recreation. 

 

We submitted scoping comments dated January 28, 2014.6   Those comments addressed NFMA 

regulations regarding the duty of the Forest Service to provide restrictions in municipal 

watersheds when requested.  We requested the watershed be closed to beaver trapping due to 

the benefits of beavers to riparian habitats, water storage and economics.   We identified issues 

including the exceedance of water quality criteria, low stream flows, effects of livestock grazing, 

Yellowstone cutthroat trout populations, cattle being present in tributaries where livestock are 

not permitted, sage and sharp-tail grouse, economics, and the insignificant role of livestock 

grazing to local and regional economies.   Then the comments focused on livestock and range 

science to include updating capability and suitability analysis for the allotments based on 

current forage availability and livestock forage consumption rates; a science-based utilization 

rate of 25% as opposed to double or nearly double that currently allowed; reducing stocking 

rates; addressing the effects of the numerous water developments spread across the allotments; 

grazing systems; fences and habitat fragmentation by range developments.  Recommendations 

for change were provided in the conclusions of the comments.   

 

Attached to these comments was our 2013 E. coli Report, the Forest Service Scoping Notice, 

Forest Service allotment map, comments from Idaho Department of Environmental Quality 

containing descriptions of the status of water quality and salmonid spawning for streams in the 

allotments, a report by Dr. Carter of Y2U on Livestock and Water Quality, a report by Dr. Carter 

on updating the Animal Unit Month, and a report by Dr. Carter on Utilization, Rest and 

Grazing Systems.  

 

Additional scoping comments were submitted dated January 30, 2014.7  The comments 

requested that an EIS be prepared, that the suitability and capability of the allotments be 

determined, that existing and proposed AMPs be evaluated, a determination of current carrying 

capacity be carried out, that the project is consistent with all applicable land use plans, a desired 

future condition be determined with a defined ecological status on a site-specific basis, 

 
5 USDA Forest Service.  2013.  Scoping Letter Reauthorize Livestock Grazing on Pocatello, Midnight and 

Michaud Allotments.  Caribou Targhee National Forest, Westside Ranger District.  December 24, 2013. 
6 Carter, J.  2014.  Scoping Comments Pocatello Allotments (with attachments). Dated January 28, 2014. 

On behalf of Yellowstone to Uintas Connection. 
7 Cole, K.  2014.  Scoping Comments Pocatello, Midnight, and Michaud Grazing Allotment Management 

Plan Project.  Dated January 30, 2014. On behalf of Western Watersheds Project. 
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monitoring and use of quantitative data should be employed rather than vague or subjective 

assessments, that adaptive management be systematic and not "ad hoc", that the range of 

alternatives was inadequate, and the proposed action must disclose the grazing management 

system. 

 

Wildlife and habitat issues were then addressed, including effects to management indicator 

species, beavers, Yellowstone cutthroat trout, greater sage grouse, sharp-tail grouse, migratory 

birds, sensitive plant species, condition of riparian areas and meadows, cumulative effects to 

watersheds and water quality, erosive soils, cultural resources, invasive species, relation of 

livestock grazing to fires, inventoried roadless areas, livestock effects to recreation, livestock 

effects on climate change, economic impacts and cumulative impacts.   Copies of references 

used were provided electronically.  

 

In August 2014 the Forest Service released its DEIS for the Pocatello, Midnight, Michaud 

Allotment Management Plan Revisions (Pocatello DEIS).8  The Pocatello DEIS proposed to 

reauthorize livestock grazing and manage to "meet or move resources toward the Revised 

Forest Plan, RFP, desired conditions."  Allotment Management Plans were dated from 1992, and 

the grazing allotments were not "meeting or moving toward desired conditions in an acceptable 

timeframe."  There was a need for changes to grazing management. 

 

Alternatives included (1) fencing livestock out of the municipal watershed and exclude 

livestock from particular recreation areas; (2) make grazing management consistent with the 

2003 RFP, exclude grazing from the Dispersed Recreation Management Prescription Area and 

the municipal watershed; (3) use adaptive management to address unresolved conflicts with 

recreation and the municipal watershed; (4) this alternative was the same as alternative 3 except 

no adaptive management would be used to resolve conflicts and livestock grazing would not be 

allowed in the municipal watershed. 

 

We submitted comments on this DEIS dated November 10, 2014 (DEIS Comments).9   These 

comments addressed specific points in the DEIS and provided analysis and science as their 

basis.  These won't be detailed here but are incorporated by reference and included in the 

references provided to the Forest Service with these current comments.  We found the purpose 

of the project very telling.  The purpose was to "reauthorize livestock grazing".  It was not to 

protect the municipal watershed, resolve recreational conflicts, protect water quality, or fish and 

wildlife habitat.  A history of conventional management such as over 100 water developments, 

pasture fences, utilization standards and grazing systems had not corrected the problems of 

degradation.  The Fisheries Specialist Report noted that reductions in stocking or rest from 

 
8 USDA Forest Service.  2014.  Pocatello, Midnight, Michaud Allotment Management Plan Revisions Draft 

Environmental Impact Statement.  Caribou Targhee National Forest, Westside Ranger District.  August, 

2014. 
9 Carter, J., Cole, K., and Maughan, J.  2014.  Comments - DEIS for Pocatello, Midnight, and Michaud 

Range Allotment Management Plan.  Comments on behalf of Yellowstone to Uintas Connection, Western 

Watersheds Project, and Portneuf Valley Audubon Society.  Dated November 10, 2014. 
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grazing are what have brought about any improvements in condition even though most 

streams were not at PFC. 

 

Then, we received a letter from the Forest Service dated March 15, 2016.10  This letter stated that, 

"We have decided to forgo completion of the Environmental Impact Statement analysis in favor 

of utilizing other tools and authorities to improve allotment administration and resource 

condition on these three allotments."  These "tools and authorities" included special use or 

grazing permit modifications, fencing the municipal watershed and Nordic ski area and Pine 

Plantation camping area.  Best management practices would be applied to maintain or improve 

water quality that do not require NEPA and an agency decision.  Improved monitoring with 

grazing standards and guidelines which were included in the 2003 RFP were to improve 

resource conditions. 

 

Some actions included discussions with permittees on adhering to permits and utilizing grazing 

standards, changing grazing rotation through the Annual Operating Instructions so the same 

areas do not get grazed at the same time every year.  A focus was on areas that were not 

meeting bank alteration standards. 

 

We submitted a response to the Forest Service regarding their withdrawal of the Pocatello DEIS 

in April, 2016.11  Our response described the history of this effort, the evident problems on these 

allotments, and the failure of BMPs and Adaptive Management to correct these problems.  It 

stressed their past management which had failed and how this decision would now deny the 

public the analysis it deserved.  We again pointed out the failure of the Forest Service to 

monitor to enforce RFP standards, that there were insufficient pastures to comply with the 

rotations, there were no changes to stocking rates, and some pastures had few capable acres.  

We reiterated the science showing that cattle were responsible for the E.coli pollution and that 

trapping of beavers remained a problem. We also pointed out that streams from these 

allotments added pollution to the Portneuf River which Pocatello planned to use for its water 

supply and that pollution would raise treatment costs to the City.  These were among the many 

points made. 

 

In May, 2016, the Forest Service issued an invitation for comments for "The Pocatello Municipal 

Watershed Protection Fence."12  The purpose and need was to relocate three miles of the existing 

fence which was constructed in 1970 and has been maintained by the Forest Service.  This was 

to comply with the 2003 RFP standards which stated, "there shall be no livestock grazing within 

this (municipal watershed) area."  The new fence would encompass all the designated 

 
10 USDA Forest Service.  2016.  Update Pocatello, Midnight, Michaud Allotment Analysis.  Westside 

Ranger District.  Dated March 15, 2016. 
11 Carter, J.  2016.  Withdrawal of EIS for Pocatello, Midnight and Michaud Allotments.  On behalf of 

Yellowstone to Uintas Connection. Dated April 12, 2016. 
12 USDA Forest Service.  2016.  Invitation for Comments - The Pocatello Municipal Watershed Fence.  

Westside Ranger District.  Dated May 9, 2016. 
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prescription area except two small sections.  Construction and maintenance of the fence was to 

be undertaken by the City of Pocatello.  The project was planned for a categorical exclusion. 

 

On June 8, 2016 we provided comments to this proposal.  These noted that the proposal only 

fenced a small portion of the Pocatello Municipal Watershed and that a map was needed to 

illustrate where the fence would be constructed, allotment boundaries, and watershed divides.  

There was no analysis of the acreage and AUMs being removed from the affected allotments.  

There was no schedule for construction, the burden of which was placed on Pocatello and its 

residents in addition to ongoing treatment costs due to pollution coming from these allotments.  

We objected to this fragmentation of the issue and the failure to address the overall issue of 

pollution and stream degradation in the three allotments.  The Caribou NF never responded to 

our April 12 comments and pollution that has known to exist since the 1990s remains 

unaddressed. 

 

On May 28, 2017 we submitted additional comments to the Forest Service.13  These comments 

reviewed aspects of the Clean Water Act regarding agency duty to determine that approved 

actions do not result in violation of state water quality standards, including anti-degradation.  A 

brief history of the NEPA process for the Pocatello, Midnight and Michaud allotments was 

provided.  We provided a current Idaho Department of Environmental Quality report on water 

quality showing that E.coli standards were violated in Mink Creek as recently as 2016.  We 

reported on an October, 2016 site visit by Y2U in which we observed severe bank alteration and 

trampling, along with heavy use of riparian vegetation. (Figures 1 - 3 at end of this section).   

These exceeded standards listed in the AOI.  In these comments we pointed out that Idaho 

BMPs to control E.coli included access control, fencing, pipelines, spring developments and 

riparian buffers.  However, the presence of over 100 water developments in the allotment had 

not controlled the pollution, the riparian buffer was grazed close to the ground, destroying any 

buffering capacity, and livestock still had access to the streams.  We also pointed out that the 

BMP process includes effectiveness monitoring, but there was no evidence the Forest Service 

had done that monitoring.  Clearly, the DEQ data showed these BMPs were not working.   

 

On June 27, 2017 we received a Forest Service response to our May 2017 comments.14  The 

response indicated that after receiving our letter and the DEQ E.coli results they instituted 

several actions.  These included meetings with DEQ and the City of Pocatello to develop a 

sampling strategy to assess contributing sources of E.coli and also posting signs to warn the 

public.  Further investigations to determine the sources were to be carried out.  They denied our 

request to reinstate the NEPA process for the three allotments.  In addition, deferred rotation 

was being initiated.  This was prescribed in the Allotment Management Plans (note these had 

been in place since 1992).  Livestock grazing was excluded in that portion of the Municipal 

Watershed Management Prescription Area within the Midnight allotment.  They promised to 

 
13 Christensen, J. and Ertz, N.  2017.  Continuing Water Quality Issues in Pocatello Allotment.  Comments 

by Wildlands Defense and Yellowstone to Uintas Connection.  Dated May 28, 2017. 
14 USDA Forest Service.  2017.  Response to May 28, 2017 letter.  Westside Ranger District dated June 27, 

2017. 
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respond when answers to the E. coli question were "revealed".  In the meantime, "we will 

continue to monitor our livestock grazing permits and make management changes to continue 

the improvement of the range and riparian conditions."  No response relating to the planned 

revelations on E.coli was ever received.   

 

On November 28, 2017 the Forest Service issued a Decision Memo for the Municipal Watershed 

Protection Fence.15 The Decision defines the Municipal Watershed as lying within Gibson Jack 

and West Fork Mink Creek watersheds.  The purpose was to exclude livestock trespass from 

this area.  The original fence allowed livestock to graze >1,700 acres of the watershed.  The 

Decision was to construct a new 3.5-mile fence and remove the existing fence.  Construction was 

to be undertaken by the City of Pocatello and the Westside Ranger District.  The Decision was to 

implement BMPs and stated that Forest Service Specialists had reviewed the project area for 

impacts to water, wildlife, fisheries, fire and fuels, vegetation, archeological and cultural 

resources, recreation, and visual resources.  No significant issues were identified.  BMPs were to 

comply with the Idaho Roadless Rule with no trees cut or felled and no roads constructed for 

the project; use of wildlife friendly fence; clearing of the fence line outside the nesting period for 

migratory birds unless not practical; cattle guards or gates installed at trail crossings, and 

noxious weeds controlled.  No extraordinary circumstances were identified, therefore no EA or 

EIS was needed, and the Decision was not subject to legal notice or appeal. 

 

This was a problem.  The City of Pocatello, in its comments on the Pocatello DEIS dated January 

30, 2014, identified its points of diversion and municipal water rights.   The points of diversion 

were Gibson Jack Creek just above the trailhead; Mink Creek main stem just above the West 

Fork confluence; and the West Fork just above its mouth.  The City also cited water balance 

studies that indicated over 100% of the Portneuf Valley Aquifer capacity was being used and 

noted that Pocatello voters had approved a $9.5 million bond for acquiring additional surface 

water rights for the municipal water supply.  Mink Creek rights are approximately 5 cfs and 

Gibson Jack Creek is 7 cfs.  In its comments, the City noted that it is, “very interested in 

protecting water quality and quantity in these drainages for municipal drinking water 

consumption”.  The City was working to reactivate these streams for drinking water 

consumption.  So, the Municipal Watershed Protection Fence only served a portion of the 

Municipal Watershed and did not address pollution flowing from other streams in these 

allotments into the Portneuf River, also affecting Pocatello costs for treatment. 

 

 

 

 
15 USDA Forest Service.  2017.  Decision Memo Pocatello Municipal Watershed Protection Fence U.S. 

Forest Service Caribou-Targhee National Forest Westside District Municipal Watershed Protection Fence 

Bannock County, Idaho.  Westside Ranger District.  Dated November 18, 2017. 
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  Figure 1.  Mink Creek, October 7, 2016.  Streambanks are universally 

trampled.  Excessive forage utilization (near 100%) occurred in the 

riparian zone.   These Standards were violated. 
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Figure 2.  Mink Creek, October 7, 2016.   Severe bank trampling and hoof shear has 

occurred with riparian utilization near 100%.  These Standards were violated. 

Figure 3.  Mink Creek, October 7, 2016.  Beaver Pond filling with sediment and 

covered with scum. 
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3. The Current Proposal Lacks Analysis and Fails to Address Systemic Issues 

 

In Section 1 we summarized some of the issues the current proposal describes, including loss of 

beaver activity, loss of beaver dams contributing to loss of PFC, decreases in the water table, 

drying of riparian areas, and shift of riparian communities to upland types.  DEQ identified 

issues including Mink Creek was not supporting cold water aquatic life, excessive sediment, 

nitrogen, and phosphorous.  E.coli pollution was not mentioned.  Benefits of beavers were 

described.   We have no issue with the role of beavers in the ecosystem as a positive benefit.  

While proposing the construction of the BDAs and PALS, there was no analysis of why beaver 

populations and activity are declining in an area with supposedly "excellent" beaver habitat.  

We have seen no evidence of this "excellent" beaver habitat. 

 

We requested and received reports for beaver surveys for the Mink Creek area from Idaho Fish 

and Game.  These were from surveys conducted in 2013 (2013 Report)16 and 2019 (2019 

Report)17.   An important point made up front is that the Mink Creek Drainage is a tributary to 

the Portneuf River. This relates to overall watershed concerns we have addressed in the 

Background/Timeline above, concerns that remain unaddressed today.  The beaver monitoring 

reports describe the history of beaver trapping and take limits and some historical survey 

results.  We have tabulated these from the 2019 Report (Table 1).  Note that terminology has 

changed so that colonies were recently designated as activity centers.  These appear to be 

equivalent in IDFG terminology. 

 

Table 1.  Beaver Colonies/Activity Centers by Survey Year(s) 

Year Mink Creek East Fork  South Fork  West Fork 

1953 3 2 6 plus 13 in tribs 4 

1959 - 1977   3.2 avg annual  

1970 2 0 1 0 

1979, 1980, 1982, 

1985 

  18.5 avg annual  

1987, 1989   5 avg annual  

2013 5 1 4 1 

2019 3 0 3 0 

     

 

These figures show decreasing trends in beaver activity in the Mink Creek watershed since the 

1953 survey.  While 11 activity centers were found in the 2013 survey, only 6 were found in the 

2019 survey.  Despite the long-term down trend in beaver activity, a history of trapping 

 
16 Wackenhut, M.  2014. 2013 Beaver Survey Mink Creek Drainage, Portneuf River Watershed. Idaho 

Department of Fish and Game - Southeast Region.  Dated January 22, 2014. 
17 Dressel, D.  2019.  2019 Beaver Survey - Mink Creek Drainage, Portneuf River Watershed.  Idaho 

Department of Fish and Game - Southeast Region.  Dated December 6, 2019. 
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continues.  Table 2 is copied from the 2019 Report and shows this.  We understand that 

currently there have been no requests for a trapping permit.18 

 

 

Table 2.  Summary of beaver take limit for the Mink Creek Drainage from 1970 to 

2019 (From 2019 Beaver Survey Report) 

Time period Mink Creek West Fork Mink Creek 
East Fork Mink 

Creek 

1970-1972 10 (including Gibson 

Jack) 

Included in Mink Creek 

take limit 

Included in Mink 

Creek take limit 

1973-1975 15 (including Gibson 

Jack) 

Included in Mink Creek 

take limit 

Included in Mink 

Creek take limit 

1975-1979 15 
Included in Mink Creek 

take limit 

Included in Mink 

Creek take limit 

1980-1981 20  10  
Included in Mink 

Creek take limit 

1982-1985 25  
Included in Mink Creek 

take limit 

Included in Mink 

Creek take limit 

1986-1989 10  10 
Included in Mink 

Creek take limit 

1998-2007 Closed Closed Closed 

2008-2014 10  Closed 
Included in Mink 

Creek take limit 

2014-2015 10 Closed Closed 

2016-2017 5 Closed Closed 

2018-2019 5 Closed Closed  

 

 

The 2019 Report notes that there is adequate willow and aspen habitat in the West Fork Mink 

Creek and despite cessation of trapping in recent years loss of activity has occurred.  In the East 

Fork Mink Creek, the 2019 Report notes the similar relationship with trapping and activity 

declines, but also notes that "Habitat in much of the surveyed portion of the East Fork lacks an 

abundant aspen component and in places is characterized by relatively sparse, hedged 

willows."  The 2019 Report compared results in the South Fork to a 2017 survey and found 

activity relatively constant.  We don't have the 2017 data but when we compare the 2013 Report 

results to the 2019 Report, we see a decrease in activity which reflects a decades-long trend.  The 

2019 Report also notes reduced activity in the Mink Creek drainage between 2017 and 2019, 

which is observable when comparing to the 2013 results.  Activity centers declined from 5 in 

2013 to 3 in 2019.  The 2019 Report concludes that "The limited legal beaver trapping take in the 

Mink Creek drainage suggests other factors may have contributed to the reduced beaver 

activity. Disease, habitat quality, water conditions, and illegal take are possible contributing 

factors." 

 
18 Phone conversation with David Dressel, Idaho Fish and Game, August 19, 2021. 
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Where the analysis falls short is in fully exploring the reasons for these changes.  There was no 

data collected or analysis of habitat conditions other than the observations in the reports.  Our 

observations of intermittent flow in the South Fork indicate stream flow is a contributing factor.  

Water conditions such as poor water quality generated by the presence of large numbers of 

cattle defecating in and adjacent to the stream, sediment loads from bank trampling and 

adjacent roads can also have a role.  There should have been an analysis of stream flows in 

comparison to the numbers of activity centers as well as an analysis of the water quality/disease 

issue.  We plotted annual and October to March precipitation at the Pocatello Airport for an 

overview. (Figure 4).  This illustrates a highly variable precipitation regime with periodic highs 

and lows and could imply that the low years deprive the streams of sufficient flow to support 

beavers at some stable population level.  What this also implies is that this likely driving factor 

can amplify or dilute water quality factors that affect beavers and fish.  When this is exacerbated 

by the numerous water developments in these grazing allotments that divert and capture 

natural flows thereby robbing the streams of water during the summer and these critical low 

water years, further amplification of the natural variation occurs.  At the lows, this means 

segments like the South Fork can become intermittent and not support beavers as we have 

observed.  Note that the high precipitation years in the early 80's correspond to the highest 

average activity in the South Fork (Table 1). 
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Figure 4.  Precipitation at Pocatello Airport
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In our Pocatello DEIS comments, we mapped the water developments on the Pocatello, 

Midnight and Michaud Allotment (Figure 5) and the proximity of these water developments to 

aspen stands (Figure 6).  These show nearly 100 water developments that capture and divert 

water from streams in these watersheds.  They also illustrate the propensity of the Forest 

Service to locate these water developments in or adjacent to aspen stands where cattle have 

both water and shade and can eliminate recruitment, and ultimately leave a single aged mature 

stand.  This can lead to elimination of the aspen clones and certainly eliminate smaller size 

classes preferred by beavers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 5.   Water developments in the Pocatello, Midnight and Michaud 

Allotments (shown as red triangles) 
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The current proposal calls for BDAs and PALS as needed to emulate the water quality and 

habitat benefits of beavers and their dams while attracting beavers into these areas where they 

are constructed.  However, if you review the 2013 and 2019 Reports, there are large numbers of 

dams present in the stream reaches proposed for these structures.  Table 3 summarizes some of 

the statistics from the reports. 

 

 

 

Figure 6.  Water developments (red triangles) and aspen stands (orange polygons) in the 

Pocatello Allotment. 
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Table 3. Comparison of Maintained and Unmaintained Dams from 2013 to 2019. 

Stream Main Stem South Fork East Fork West Fork 

2013 Dams Maintained (Unmaintained) 76 (105) 54 (37) 11 (25) 4 (4) 

2019 Dams Maintained (Unmaintained) 19 (62) 21 (53) 0 (23) 0 (3) 

 

The number of maintained dams observed between the two years decreased substantially in all 

stream segments.  There remained many unmaintained dams in all segments aside from the 

West Fork. This begs the question as to the need for BDAs and PALS, for if this large number of 

dams that remain are not being maintained, then there must be other factors responsible for the 

declines and this leads to the conclusion that these BDAs and PALS will likely not increase 

beaver activity and the project is unnecessary.  Other factors must be addressed. 

 

4. Livestock Effects on Stream and Riparian Values 

 

We previously referenced our 2013 E. coli Report and our Pocatello DEIS comments, pointing 

out that the streams in these three allotments affected the Pocatello water supply and discharge 

permits directly and by way of increasing pollutant loading into the Portneuf River.   We also 

provided the DEQ data and reports showing that these streams had experienced excessive 

concentrations of sediment, nutrients and bacteria and were unable to meet cold water aquatic 

life criteria.  Here, we excerpt some of the livestock effects to streams and water quality that 

were discussed in detail in our Pocatello DEIS comments.  

 

There is no portion of a watershed that is not connected to its riparian and stream ecosystem, so 

activities in the watershed as well as along the streams and in the riparian zone have direct and 

indirect effects to stream flow, water quality, in-stream habitat, and riparian habitat.  Within 

uplands, soil, plant, and animal communities developed and evolved over long periods of  

time and exist in a state of dynamic equilibrium with climatic and geologic forces.  The soils and  

associated plant communities and plant litter absorb precipitation and allow it to percolate into  

the groundwater, reducing flooding and erosion.  Animals and microorganisms work and 

aerate the soil and break down organic matter, maintaining the carbon and nutrient cycles upon 

which the ecosystem depends.  The removal of vegetation and trampling by livestock denudes 

and compacts the soil, promoting drying, heating and alteration of the biological community.   

Precipitation is less effectively captured by the soil and runs off, carrying away the topsoil.  This  

alteration in the watershed results in more rapid delivery of storm or snowmelt runoff into  

watercourses, carrying with it increased sediment and nutrient loads.  This increase in runoff  

reduces the amount of water infiltrating into the ground and depletes the groundwater, 

resulting in lowered water tables and desertification.  The net result for the stream ecosystem is 

a change in the duration and timing of inflows and decreased summer baseflows from the loss 

of late season groundwater inputs. 

 

The riparian zone creates well-defined habitats within the drier surrounding landscape.  While  

they make up a small portion of the overall area, riparian zones are generally more productive 

in plant and animal biomass than the surrounding areas and are high in diversity. Riparian 
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vegetation provides up to 90% of the organic matter needed to support headwater streams, 

while 99% of stream energy may be imported from bordering riparian vegetation, with 1% from 

in-stream photosynthesis.  Woody debris derived from riparian tree and shrub communities is  

important in slowing the stream, reducing energy, and controlling erosion.  It also provides  

diversity of habitats in small streams, helping create pools, settling out sediment, providing  

substrate for invertebrates and cover for fish.  In addition, riparian vegetation provides shading  

for the stream, consequently lowering stream temperatures and providing cover for fish.  

Because of the riparian zone position within the watershed, it intercepts the soil solution  

as it passes through the rooting zone prior to entering the stream.  Riparian zones also 

contribute seasonal pulses of dissolved constituents derived from plant litter into streams.  The 

riparian zone functions to remove nutrients and modify inputs to the stream. 

 

Livestock can interrupt the balance of this dynamic and diverse system by compaction of soils  

which increases runoff, removal of vegetation which increases temperature and promotes 

drying of soils, the lowering of water quality in streams, and increasing temperature in streams.   

Removal of streamside vegetation reduces in-stream cover, changes stream channel 

morphology, shape and quality of the water column and the structure of streambank soil. These 

changes result in changes in stream biota.  The following describe the direct and indirect effects 

of these alterations in the terrestrial ecosystem on the physical, chemical, and biological 

components of stream ecosystems. 

 

Stream channel morphology is altered by removal of riparian vegetation which then reduces 

streambank stability.   Impacts include increased streambank sloughing, increased erosion, 

increased channel width and reduced depth.  Streambank undercuts are reduced due to 

streambank breakdown by sloughing and trampling. The stream channel contains fewer 

meanders and gravel bars due to increased water velocity.  Pools decrease in number and 

quality from increased sediment and loss of woody debris.  Stream channels are widened, and 

the stream becomes shallower. 

 

Sediment load and turbidity increase from watershed inputs, instream trampling, disturbance 

and erosion from denuded streambanks, reduced sediment trapping by riparian and instream  

vegetation, loss of bank stability and increased peak flows from compaction. Fine sediments 

increase in depositional environments (pools, quiet water areas) from the increased erosion.  

Sediments cover and fill rocky substrates, entomb eggs and larval fish and hinder emergence of 

hatched fish.  Water flow in gravel is impaired, developing embryos do not receive sufficient 

oxygen and metabolic wastes are not flushed.   Foraging success of aquatic organisms is 

reduced, fish migration can be disrupted, gill and respiratory systems of invertebrates and fish 

can be impaired. Species composition and numbers of invertebrates are changed by increased 

sedimentation and resultant habitat changes.  Pools can be filled, dam and reservoir capacity 

reduced and filtration costs for domestic water supplies increased. 

 

Nutrient concentrations increase because of runoff from disturbed watersheds, livestock urine  
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and manure deposited on the watershed and in the stream.  Nutrients are concentrated in 

reduced quantities of water.  The costs of nutrients and bacteria from cattle grazing in the Sierra 

Nevada were characterized as: “summer cattle grazing on federal lands affects the overall water  

quality yield from this essential watershed as cattle manure is washed into the lakes and 

streams or directly deposited into these bodies of water. This organic pollution introduces 

harmful microorganisms and provides nutrients such as nitrogen and phosphorus which 

increase algae growth causing eutrophication of otherwise naturally oligotrophic mountain 

lakes and streams. Disinfection and filtration of this water by municipal water districts after it 

flows downstream will become increasingly costly. This will be compounded by increasing 

surface water temperatures and the potential for toxins release by cyanobacteria blooms.” 

 

The widening of stream channels, lowered summer water flows, loss of streamside vegetation,  

undercut banks and their shading effect result in warming of the water due to increased solar  

exposure.  Studies cited compared grazed areas and livestock exclosures, demonstrating 

increased shrub and herbaceous cover and increased stream shading in areas where livestock 

were excluded. 

 

Impacts of increased temperature include increased evaporation and salinity and a poor to 

lethal environment for salmonids and other temperature sensitive cold-water species.   Fish 

growth is reduced due to an increased metabolic rate and suppression in appetite. High 

temperatures can be acutely lethal, promote disease because of increased stress, adversely 

impact spawning and reproductive success and impede growth and migration.  These factors 

and increased competition from warm water fish or those which are more temperature tolerant 

can bring a shift from salmonids to non-game or non-native fish.  Dissolved oxygen levels 

decline as higher water temperatures lower the oxygen holding capacity of the water.  Algal 

blooms deplete oxygen by respiration at night or high oxygen demand for decomposition of 

algae and fecal material.  This lowered oxygen environment means insufficient oxygen in 

spawning gravels, reduced rate of food consumption, growth and survival of salmonids and 

other aquatic species, especially at their early life stages. 

 

Pathogens and bacteria increase in the presence of livestock.  Cattle have been shown to 

produce 5.4 billion fecal coliform and 31 billion fecal streptococcus bacteria in their feces per 

day.  Since cattle spend a significant portion of their time in or near streams, lakes, and wetland 

areas and average 12 defecations per day, they can contribute significant numbers of these 

organisms to surface waters.  The studies cited in those comments provided clear evidence that 

bacterial levels increased when cattle entered a watershed. Research conducted in wilderness 

areas in the Sierra Nevada mountains included areas of high use by backpackers, high use by 

pack animals and cattle grazed watersheds.  Fifteen areas used by backpackers yielded only one 

site containing E. coli and this site was significantly lower than those used by cattle or pack 

animals.  Five years of data collection from these sites found similar results, concluding, 

“Surface water from watersheds below cattle areas and those used by pack animals is at high 

risk for containing coliform organisms. Water from Wild, Day Hike, or Backpack sites poses far 

less risk for contamination by coliforms”.  Another study in the Sierra Nevada mountains 
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sampled for coliform bacteria in one ungrazed site and four sites grazed by cattle.   Before cattle 

entered the area, all sites were below criteria for coliforms and E.coli.  After cattle entered the 

area, the ungrazed site remained low, while the grazed sites rapidly increased above criteria 

and remained there until after cattle left the area, then quickly declined. 

 

In our 2013 E.coli survey we found similar patterns.   Cattle presence was directly related to the 

presence of, and exceedance of E. coli criteria in the streams sampled.  After cattle left the area, 

exceedances ended.  The Forest Service pretends that the source of E.coli in these streams 

remains a question.  In our DEIS Comments, we referenced the Range Specialist Report which 

listed 5,941 AUMs for the three allotments.  This calculated to 4,550 tons of air-dry forage 

consumed by cattle each season.  This means that more than 4,550 tons of manure plus urine is 

deposited in these watersheds each summer, each gram of manure containing billions of fecal 

bacteria.  With added water, the waste produced can be much larger than this with its 

associated nitrogen, phosphorous and bacterial loads.  What larger sources exist in these 

watersheds which the Forest Service could claim are producing these exceedances of bacterial 

criteria and nutrients in the face of this research? 

 

The Pocatello DEIS described Yellowstone cutthroat trout populations as being affected by 

many activities on the Forest.  “Factors currently affecting Yellowstone cutthroat trout in the 

analysis area include isolation from other populations, competition and predation from non- 

native fish, genetic introgression with rainbow trout, off-road vehicle use in and near streams, 

dispersed camping in riparian areas, road and trail encroachment upon streams, road 

maintenance, wildfire, and grazing.”  While no population data was provided, additional 

descriptions of streams and their condition in the analysis area concluded many streams were 

not at proper functioning condition.  These included:  "Trail and Michaud Creeks in the 

Michaud Allotment; Upper Midnight and lower Crystal Creeks in the Midnight Allotment; and 

Indian, Walker, Kinney, Lead Draw, Corral, East Mink, and South Fork Mink Creeks.” 

 

The South Fork was described in the Fisheries Specialist Report to be intermittent in dry years 

with beaver ponds supporting the only water in its upper reaches.  Bank stability was poor in 

upper reaches.  Aspen in the exclosure was regenerating with more stems inside than outside.  

This may relate to limited beaver establishment.  Impacts from grazing are contributing to bank 

erosion, riparian degradation, and fine sediment.  Reach 3 was in poor condition due to mass 

wasting, cattle use, ORV trails and proximity of the road to the stream.  Fine sediment is 

common. 

 

There are clear indications that the history of water developments and grazing these allotments 

did not resolve the habitat and water quality issues.   We have called for revisiting the grazing 

capacity of these allotments.  When an objective analysis is done, we typically find gross 

overstocking is the rule.  As an example, in a recent effort in the Wasatch-Cache National Forest, 

we applied regional capability criteria, current forage production and forage consumption rates 
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to determine a stocking rate.19  The analysis showed the allotments were overstocked by 90 to 

97%.  We expect, given topographic limitations and forested habitats present, the stocking rates 

on these three allotments are much greater than the land can support.  Using water 

developments as a rationale to "draw" cattle out of streams is also flawed approach.  It is 

demonstrated in Mink Creek by the continuing degradation of the riparian areas and water 

pollution of the streams in these allotments in the presence of a large number of water 

developments.  In a study in Utah, we documented that the addition of upland water and 

pasture fences did not reduce riparian use.20 

 

5. Livestock Grazing Effects on Aspen 

 

As noted in the 2019 Report by IDFG, aspen are declining in the East Fork Mink Creek.  The 

Pocatello DEIS also noted that fences and water developments introduce and expand noxious 

weeds in riparian areas, uplands, and aspen communities. The Pocatello DEIS noted that Aspen 

communities were in a downward trend in all cover types in the project area.  It attributed the 

decline to an absence of fire and livestock grazing, noting that better aspen regeneration is 

observed within livestock exclosures.  The Pocatello DEIS then observed that livestock 

congregate in riparian areas resulting in overuse of aspen suckers and excessive trampling in 

the stand.  By placing water developments in and near aspen stands, the Forest Service has 

expanded this problem for aspen communities by providing the attractant of water along with 

shade that induces cattle to concentrate in those stands. 

 

The FEIS for the Caribou National Forest 2003 RFP (RFP FEIS) noted that livestock grazing will 

increase the rate at which aspen converts to conifer. 21  The RFP FEIS also noted that aspen was 

in a high rate of departure from proper functioning condition and are at risk.  The RFP FEIS 

cited PFC assessments done at the Regional scale (1997) and at the Forest level (1999) showing a 

high rate of departure for aspen with conifer replacing aspen and mostly old age classes 

present.  All proposed alternatives showed this trend continuing indefinitely.  But, none 

effectively addressed the major underlying cause, livestock grazing. 

 

The Forest Service typically ignores livestock grazing effects on forest structure and understory 

conditions as related to potential that might be described in Natural Resource Conservation 

Service Ecological Site Descriptions or other scientific reports.  Those ESDs acknowledge the 

role of livestock and other factors in state changes and degradation of natural conditions.  

Recent projects we have reviewed have failed to address this issue, but it is foundational in 

 
19 Carter, J., Vasquez, E. and Jones, A. (2020) Spatial Analysis of Livestock Grazing and Forest Service  

Management in the High Uintas Wilderness, Utah. Journal of Geographic Information System, 12, 45-69.  

https://doi.org/10.4236/jgis.2020.122003 
20 Carter, J., Catlin, J., Hurwitz, N., Jones, A., and Ratner, J.  2017.  Upland Water and Deferred Rotation 

Effects on Cattle Use in Riparian and Upland Areas.  Rangelands 39:112-118. 
21 USDA Forest Service.  2003. Final Environmental Impact Statement for the Caribou National Forest 

Revised Forest Plan.  Caribou Targhee National Forest. 



20 
 

determining the ecological status of the Forest.  How do the aspen communities in the Pocatello, 

Midnight and Michaud Allotments compare to potential? 

 

Browsing of aspen by livestock has been studied by Forest Service scientists such as Bartos, 

Mueggler, and Campbell using exclosures. They documented the use by livestock, deer and elk 

showing the disproportionate influence of livestock.22  Here, we review a historic study Charles 

Kay performed for BLM in Nevada.23 This study clarifies the role of livestock in relation to other 

factors affecting aspen stands.  Kay reported the results of a study of hundreds of aspen clones 

in the Shoshone, Simpson Park, Diamond, Desatoya, and Roberts Mountains on BLM lands in 

central Nevada. Aspen in these areas were found to be in poor condition and many stands had 

not successfully regenerated in 100 years or more.  No evidence of elk presence was found in or 

near any of the stands, so elk were not contributors to the problem. Forest succession was not a 

problem as conifer invasion had not taken place in the communities studied. Other than pinyon 

pine, conifers were absent from the study area. Kay observed that where aspen in central 

Nevada has been protected from grazing, aspen has maintained its position in the vegetation 

community and, in fact, has replaced sagebrush, contrary to the opinion of some that say 

sagebrush naturally replaces aspen. He cited exclosure studies that found aspen stands have 

expanded and eliminated sagebrush. Exclosure studies also suggested that climate has little 

impact on aspen in central Nevada. Aspen inside exclosures regenerated without fire or other 

disturbance while aspen in adjacent, unprotected areas did not. Numerous papers were cited 

that demonstrate that climatic variation does not account for observed declines in aspen. 

Fire exclusion was also examined. It was noted that BLM has suppressed fires for a long period 

and the study areas contained little evidence of fires. In fact, only a few out of the hundreds of 

clones studied had experienced fire during the past 20 years. Aspen age data suggest that few 

aspen stands in central Nevada have burned during the past 100 years. Kay pointed out that 

while the burned stands did regenerate, in all cases where aspen were protected from livestock 

grazing, aspen regenerated. So, while fire may benefit the species, aspen declines cannot be 

attributed to absence of fire. 

Exclosure data indicated that herbivory had a major influence on aspen stem dynamics and 

understory composition. Most herbivory was from livestock. Pellet counts were used and 

showed that 59.3% were from domestic sheep, 40.2% from cattle and 0.4% from deer. Exclosures 

that excluded cattle but not deer, including canyons closed to livestock, had aspen stands that 

 
22 Carter, J.  2012.  Aspen - Review of Literature Regarding Vegetation Treatments, Conifer Invasion and 

Browsing.  Yellowstone to Uintas Connection, Paris, ID.  

https://app.box.com/s/kbpatshjcnzj7sneghi5fxeyu53gmrp9  
23 Kay, Charles E. 2001. The Condition and Trend of Aspen Communities on BLM Administered Lands in 

Central Nevada – with Recommendations for Management. Final Report to Battle Mountain Field Office, 

Bureau of Land Management. Battle Mountain, Nevada. An updated (2003) version is available at: 

https://idahoforwildlife.com/Charles%20Kay/59-

%20Aspen%20Management%20Guidelines%20for%20BLM%20Lands%20in%20North-

Central%20Nevada.pdf  

https://app.box.com/s/kbpatshjcnzj7sneghi5fxeyu53gmrp9
https://idahoforwildlife.com/Charles%20Kay/59-%20Aspen%20Management%20Guidelines%20for%20BLM%20Lands%20in%20North-Central%20Nevada.pdf
https://idahoforwildlife.com/Charles%20Kay/59-%20Aspen%20Management%20Guidelines%20for%20BLM%20Lands%20in%20North-Central%20Nevada.pdf
https://idahoforwildlife.com/Charles%20Kay/59-%20Aspen%20Management%20Guidelines%20for%20BLM%20Lands%20in%20North-Central%20Nevada.pdf
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all were regenerating. When fallen trees blocked livestock access, aspen were able to regenerate 

in the protected spaces. Reductions in livestock numbers also resulted in aspen regeneration. 

Distance to water and slope were also factors that related to aspen regeneration or the lack of 

regeneration. Cattle use was generally related to distance from water and slope. Steeper slopes 

or areas further from water received less use. Aspen stands further from water and on steeper 

slopes were in better condition than those nearer water or on more gentle slopes, again 

indicating that grazing by livestock was the operative factor causing declining health of aspen 

clones. While Kay cited other research indicating that wildlife can have impacts on aspen 

regeneration, he states that in all cases where aspen is protected from livestock, it successfully 

regenerated and formed multi-aged stands without fire or other disturbance. He concluded by 

saying, “The single stem-aged stands seen in central Nevada and found throughout the West are not a 

biological attribute of aspen, but a result of excessive ungulate herbivory. … In central Nevada, however, 

domestic livestock are the predominate ungulate herbivore.” 

A recent study in Utah's famous Pando clone looked at the lack of recruitment of aspen.  The 

study documented “4.5 times the amount of cattle use herbivory in two weeks than the mule 

deer use over six months. Forage utilization by mule deer prior to the onset of livestock grazing 

was unobservable, while forage utilization by livestock (plus mule deer) during the 2 weeks of 

cattle grazing consumed 70 to 90 percent of the understory vegetation’s annual production.”24 

This demonstrates that the effect of wildlife, in this case, deer, are negligible compared to 

domestic livestock. 

Age structure of aspen was determined in the Hart Mountain National Antelope Refuge to 

determine the relationship to the presence of livestock and climate.  A significant decline in 

aspen recruitment occurred in the late 1800s that coincided with the onset of high levels of 

livestock grazing.  Livestock grazing was terminated in 1990 and aspen recruitment increased 

"by more than an order of magnitude".  Climate variables were not a significant factor.  "Where 

long-term declines in aspen are currently underway on grazed lands in the western US, land 

managers need to carefully consider the potential effects of livestock and alter, as needed, 

management of these ungulates to ensure retention of aspen woodlands and their ecosystem 

services."25 

Due to the problems with beaver habitat, the numerous water developments, and the proximity 

of those water developments to aspen stands, the effects of livestock grazing on the lack of 

regeneration of aspen and in the current state of aspen stands and their understory must be 

analyzed for this Project Area which should include the Pocatello, Midnight and Michaud 

 
24 Ratner, J.R., E.M. Molvar, T.K. Meek, and J.G. Carter. 2019. What’s eating the Pando Clone? Two 

weeks of cattle grazing decimates the understory of Pando and adjacent aspen groves. Hailey, ID: 

Western Watersheds Project, 33 pp.  https://app.box.com/s/ysuufd9dl5dcaof8ija9f7xy67b8q8vj  
25 Beschta, R.L., Kauffman, J.B., Dobkin, D.S., and L.M. Ellsworth. 2014. Long-term livestock grazing alters 

aspen age structure in the northwestern Great Basin.  Forest Ecology and Management.  329(30-36).  

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.foreco.2014.06.017  

https://app.box.com/s/ysuufd9dl5dcaof8ija9f7xy67b8q8vj
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.foreco.2014.06.017
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Allotments.  This is necessary to meet the intent of NEPA to inform the public and take a "hard 

look" at project effects and meet requirements of the NFMA sustainability provision. 

6. BMPs and Water Quality 

 

Here we reiterate the discussion points from our Pocatello DEIS comments as they directly 

relate to conditions in the streams affected by the current proposal for BDAs and PALS, as well 

as those streams described above in the three allotments as not meeting PFC and the numerous 

springs and seeps present.  During our 2013 E.coli survey we found exceedances of criteria in 

areas continuing to be grazed by livestock, including the main stem of Mink Creek, South Fork 

Mink Creek, and East Fork Mink Creek.  The West Fork Mink Creek, which was supposed to be 

closed to livestock, also exceeded criteria due to trespass cattle.  Gibson Jack Creek, which 

lacked cattle grazing and was subject to recreational use did not exceed criteria.  This sampling 

effort documented that when cattle are present in these watersheds, E. coli exceedances occur.  

When cattle are not present, E. coli meets criteria. 

 

The Pocatello DEIS stated that the Forest Service is "responsible for implementing nonpoint 

source pollution control measures during all management activities"; the Idaho anti-

degradation policy “pronounces that the designated uses and the level of water quality 

necessary to protect those uses shall be maintained and protected”; “The State recognizes BMPs 

as an effective process for protecting beneficial uses and ambient water quality”; and, “the 

Forest will ensure that BMPs are properly implemented to protect and improve water quality.”  

 

The DEIS did not provide the details of BMPs that were in place, nor did it provide any 

monitoring data that demonstrated the BMPs in place were addressing the impaired waters in 

the Project Area.  It did not provide a list of BMPs needed to address each stream and its 

associated water quality impairments, whether by sediment, nutrients, or bacteria.  There was 

no monitoring program described to assess the effectiveness of the anticipated or current BMPs 

 

We reviewed the Annual Operating Instructions for the Pocatello Allotment for 2013.  That AOI 

did not mention BMPs to address water quality, but did provide standards for bank alteration, 

aquatic influence zone utilization and green line utilization.  Upland forage utilization 

standards were also listed.  These standards were in effect during our 2013 E. coli survey and 

yet, E.coli in streams where cattle were grazed exceeded criteria.  Ungrazed Gibson Jack Creek 

did not exceed criteria.   We have also reviewed the 2021 AOI for the Pocatello Allotment as a 

check on changes that might have occurred since 2013.  The current AOI does not reflect 

decreased stocking rates to correct the degraded conditions on the allotment. It does not reflect 

that livestock are fenced out of the streams.  It does reflect that the bank alteration standard is 

not used, and that utilization standards were either eliminated or increased for the Aquatic 

Influence Zone, and stubble height requirements were eliminated or reduced for the AIZ.  Thus, 

Forest Service management is going in the opposite direction to that needed to correct the 

problems. 
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A Forest Service BMP review conducted in 2005 referenced these standards and the grazing 

system and that these are incorporated into the AOI as follows: 

 

We discussed how the riparian grazing implementation guidelines (Leffert, 2002)  

are being incorporated into the Permit, AMP, and/or AOI. The riparian grazing  

standards are based upon whether a stream is in properly functioning condition  

(PFC), at risk, or non-functional. The standards are included in the permit, the  

AMP, and the AOI, but there is no definition of which streams are PFC, at risk, or  

non-functional. Therefore, it would be difficult for the permittee to know which  

standards apply to any given riparian area. The AOI defines on/off dates for each  

unit and those dates are generally used to determine when to move, not  

necessarily the standards. The District has worked to roughly coincide the on/off  

dates with the standards, but the group agreed that more should be done to 

define what grazing standards apply to each riparian area. 

 

The BMP review also pointed out that the approximately 1,200 head of cattle grazing the  

Pocatello allotment are split into three herds which are rotated thru the pastures using a 

deferred rotation grazing system.  It also described the means of controlling livestock 

distribution and to maintain and protect soil and water resources.  These included:  

fences and pastures; water developments; riding and herding; salt placement away from 

water; and moving livestock upon meeting utilization standards.  Rangeland 

improvements to maintain and protect soil and water resources included: rest and 

deferment; stream stabilization; reseeding; and water developments.    

 

We identified 71 water developments in the Pocatello Allotment, 22 in the Midnight 

Allotment, and 6 in the Michaud Allotment.  Despite all these practices and structural 

facilities E. coli exceedances occurred.  Yet, the 2005 BMP review did not address water 

quality. 

 

A review of the Idaho Agricultural Pollution Abatement Plan lists BMPs for secondary 

contact recreation and E. coli pollution of streams.  These include fencing, spring or 

water developments, livestock exclusion, and forest buffers.   None of the riparian areas 

in the three allotments are fenced to exclude livestock and, other than small exclosures, 

livestock have unlimited access to streams.  The West Fork Mink Creek is intended to be 

fenced and exclude livestock but that fence was ineffective.   A forest buffer would 

indicate an ungrazed area that filters livestock waste but all riparian areas and adjacent 

uplands outside exclosures are grazed leaving little buffering capacity.   As Figures 1 

and 2 demonstrate those riparian areas continued to be heavily grazed and trampled 

while the Forest Service was busy doing away with the NEPA process that could have 

addressed these issues. 

 

The Forest Service also cited use of PFC assessments to inventory resource conditions,                   

identify proper riparian grazing use standards, and identify areas where more detailed 
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monitoring may be needed.  Not all streams are assessed, and it is important to point out 

that Proper Functioning Condition is not potential habitat, but a minimum status that 

that does not necessarily protect watershed, wildlife, and fisheries values.  In the 

Pocatello Allotment only 3 of 8 stream reaches met PFC criteria, in Midnight one of two 

stream reaches were at PFC, and the one reach assessed in Michaud was below PFC. 

 

We note that fencing the currently defined Municipal Watershed in West Fork Mink 

Creek does not protect the main stem of Mink Creek, including South Fork and East 

Fork which are also used by or affect the City of Pocatello.    

 

The reliance on BMPs is a flawed approach that assumes they work.  There are no reliable data 

showing that BMP’s are cumulatively effective in protecting aquatic, or other resources. 26 Case 

histories from Idaho showed that BMP’s thoroughly failed to cumulatively protect salmonid 

habitats and streams from severe damage from roads and logging. 27 In analyses of case 

histories of resource degradation by stereotypical land management (logging, grazing, mining, 

roads) several researchers have concluded that BMP’s increased watershed and stream 

damage because they encourage heavy levels of resource extraction under the false premise 

that resources can be protected by BMP’s.28 29 This phenomenon is called the "illusion of 

technique."30 

 

7. Implications for NEPA 

 

The Forest Service defers to Design Criteria and BMPS which are assumed to be effective. But 

as we point out above they have certainly not been effective in the case of the three allotments 

and water quality.  This current project proposal fails to take the requisite "Hard Look" which 

is a fundamental aspect of NEPA.  This means to evaluate management, conditions, 

assumptions, and implementation.  NEPA requires the Forest Service to account for the 

current degraded conditions it says exist in its project proposals.  In this current proposal, 

declining beaver activity, nutrient and sediment loading are described as issues, but there is 

no analysis of what is causing these problems.   

 

 
26 Ziemer, R.R., and T.E. Lisle. 1993. Evaluating sediment production by activities related to forest uses--A 

Northwest Perspective. Proceedings: Technical Workshop on Sediments, Feb. 1992, Corvallis, Oregon. pp. 

71-74. 
27 Espinosa, F.A., Rhodes, J.J. and D.A. McCullough. 1997. The failure of existing plans to protect salmon 

habitat on the Clearwater National Forest in Idaho. J. Env. Management 49(2):205-230. 
28 Stanford, J.A., and J.V. Ward., 1992. Management of aquatic resources in large catchments: Recognizing 

interactions between ecosystem connectivity and environmental disturbance. Watershed Management: 

Balancing Sustainability and Environmental Change, pp. 91-124, Springer Verlag, New York. 
29 Rhodes, J.J., Espinosa, F.A., and C. Huntington. 1994. Watershed and Aquatic Habitat Response to the 

95-96 Storm and Flood in the Tucannon Basin, Washington and the Lochsa Basin, Idaho. Final Report to 

Bonneville Power Administration, Portland, Or. 
30 Stanford and Ward.  Op. cit. 
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Our analysis points out in sufficient detail that this current proposal misses the point entirely 

by merely proposing to install man-made structures to emulate beaver dams when the large 

numbers of current inactive dams indicate a deeper set of problems.  If those are not occupied 

or maintained, then why would new structures be occupied?  A hard look must be taken at all 

the issues we have identified, including NFMA provisions for sustainability and viability.  In 

the pages above, we outlined the many problems that exist in the area along with the 

proposals and decisions the Forest Service has produced.  These all sum up to a need for an 

EIS, which should be the re-initiation of the Pocatello DEIS and process the Westside Ranger 

District implemented and abandoned previously. 

 

The EIS process should provide the history of the project area and how Forest actions or 

permitted activities have played a role in the current state of aspen, wildlife habitat and 

populations, watershed health, water quality, and other ecosystem attributes. There should be 

an analysis of: 

 

• Validity of assumptions from previous NEPA processes 

• Accuracy of predictions from previous NEPA processes 

• Adequacy of Forest Service implementation of previous decisions 

• Effectiveness of actions taken in previous decisions, including an analysis of these 

design criteria, adaptive management, and BMPs 

 

The above items are critical for effective decisions and outcomes and for the public to be 

informed. Without this analysis the validity of the current assumptions cannot be determined. 

Without analyzing the accuracy and validity of the assumptions used in previous NEPA 

processes and projects, one has no way to judge the accuracy and effectiveness of the current 

analysis and proposals. The predictions made in previous NEPA processes also need to be 

disclosed and analyzed because if these were not accurate, and the agency is making similar 

decisions, then the process will lead to failure. For instance, if in previous processes the agency 

or permittee said they were going to perform a certain monitoring plan or implement a certain 

type of management, meet certain goals and objectives, and these were never effectively 

implemented, it is important for the reader and the decision maker to know. If there have been 

problems with implementation in the past, it is not logical to assume that implementation will 

now be appropriate. If prior projects have not been monitored to document and compare post 

project initiation conditions to baseline data, then there is no proof that models, design criteria, 

adaptive management, or BMPs are accurate, effective, or can be relied upon. What 

commitments have been made in the Forest Plan and subsequent project plans? Have these 

been realized?  We have attached a summary of some provisions of the 2003 RFP to help guide 

the analysis. (Attachment 1).  We need an analysis of these commitments and the intent of the 

Forest Plan, its implementation, and outcomes. 

 

In Section 2, we outlined the Background and Timeline of Forest Service actions for the 

Pocatello, Midnight and Michaud Allotments beginning in 2010.  It is useful to review these to 

see if the problems or needs have been addressed or forgotten in view of the current proposal.   
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While the Forest Service claimed it would use "other tools and authorities" to address the issues 

in the Pocatello, Midnight and Michaud Allotments, it has failed to provide an analysis and site-

specific measures to address these previously identified issues.    It dropped the 2010 planned 

EA to bring the allotment management into conformance with the 2003 RFP.  It dropped the 

2014 EIS intended to reduce impacts including not meeting desired conditions and to update 

the decades-old allotment management plans and address the need to change grazing 

management.  In 2016, the Forest Service stated that BMPs would be applied to address water 

quality issues and improved monitoring and standards would address grazing and that no 

NEPA would be required.  But we see standards being weakened in the 2021 AOIs.  Then the 

Forest Service proposed and approved the construction of the Municipal Watershed Fence to 

protect the Municipal Watershed using a categorical exclusion.  But as we have noted the 

Municipal Watershed is more than the boundaries drawn around the West Fork and Gibson 

Jack Creek.  It also includes the Mink Creek main stem with its tributaries South Fork and East 

Fork, and other streams in the allotments that remain unprotected and continue to exceed 

criteria for water quality.  Now we have the current proposal for BDAs and PALS which we 

have shown to be redundant given the large number of dams, both maintained and 

unmaintained, that remain in Mink Creek and South Fork.   

 

So, after a decade of the Forest Service claiming the need to address water quality and other 

issues, we are left with reduced requirements for livestock in riparian areas, no compliance with 

the IDAPA BMPs for stream buffers and livestock exclusion.  We have shown that the 

allotments have massive numbers of water developments and that riparian areas are heavily 

grazed, thus there is no buffering capacity.  When we conducted our monitoring in 2013, the 

AOIs contained standards for riparian areas.  Water quality criteria were exceeded despite these 

facilities and "standards".  Yet, the 2021 AOIs reduced these standards.  Livestock exclusion is 

the only remaining effective option.  It is imperative that the Caribou Targhee National Forest 

immediately abandon this current proposal and reinstitute the EIS process to address aspen and 

beaver decline and water quality problems in these watersheds along with producing updated 

AMPs.  This process should also address and complete a current and site-specific capacity and 

stocking rate determination for livestock for these three allotments.  We outlined this process in 

our January 13, 2014 Scoping Comments for the Pocatello DEIS.  The capability process should 

follow the Regional guidelines.  There should be a No Grazing alternative.     

 

The NEPA process should address the intent of the Forest Plan as summarized in Attachment 1.  

The many provisions outlined there have not been reflected in the current project proposal, nor 

any of the past projects we have commented upon.  We are providing the cited references at the 

following link.  These include documents for the 2013 Pocatello DEIS as well as the current 

BDA/PALS comments. https://app.box.com/s/7cv2hzxszl1afi6n5hgb  

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

https://app.box.com/s/7cv2hzxszl1afi6n5hgb
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August 28, 2021 

John Carter, Ecologist 

Yellowstone to Uintas Connection 

PO Box 363 

Paris, ID 83261 

 

Michael Garrity – Executive Director 

Alliance for the Wild Rockies 

P.O. Box 505 

Helena, MT 59624 

 

Sara Johnson – Executive Director 

Native Ecosystems Council 

P.O. Box 125 

Willow Creek, MT 59760 

 

Buck Ryan 

Snake River Waterkeeper 

2123 N. 16th St. 

Boise, ID 83702 
 

Katie Fite - Public Lands Director 

WildLands Defense 

P.O. Box 665 

Boise, ID 83701 

 

Patrick Kelly - Idaho Director 

Western Watersheds Project 

P.O. Box 1770 

Hailey, Idaho 83333 
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Attachment 1.  Forest Plan Guidance 

 

Chapters 1 - 3 of the Caribou National Revised Forest Plan (RFP) address the Vision, Desired 

Future Condition, Goals, Standards and Guidelines the Forest Service committed to use.  The 

public has relied on these commitments, but the Forest Service apparently appears to have 

forgotten its promises.  In project after project we review, there is no demonstration that the 

Forest Service has complied with or addressed these commitments.  Quotes are from the RFP 

with pages identified.  

 

"Develops and uses scientifically credible strategies for the protection of species and 

ecosystems." (p1-2).   "Monitoring and evaluation is an essential feature of the Plan." (p1-4). 

 

"The NFMA diversity provision and the fish and wildlife resource regulation establish a goal to 

provide habitat for the continued existence of vertebrate species in the planning area. The goal 

is met by following the provisions of 36 CFR 219.19(a)(1) through (a)(7). The bottom line is that 

the Forest Service may not adopt a plan that it knows or believes would, through possible 

future Forest Service actions, extirpate a vertebrate species from the planning area." (p1-4).  

 

"Watershed protection and ecological restoration have been given a high priority in the Forest 

Service in decision-making processes, including budget and program planning, land 

management planning, project implementation, and watershed assessments for forest and 

interagency plans." (p2-1).   

 

"New scientific information indicates that 60 percent of the healthiest aquatic habitats occur in 

roadless or very low road density areas on federal land, specifically in the Columbia River Basin 

(ICBEMP, 2000)." (p2-2).   

 

Only 10% of watersheds are in good condition, 80% need restoration and improvement.  Only 

about 30% of riparian areas are in pfc. (p2-3).  Aspen are in a high departure from HRV and a 

40% decline in aspen acres on the Forest. (p2-4).  Sagebrush habitats have more bare ground and 

suffer increasing soil loss.  (p2-5).   

 

"Due to changes in and loss of historic habitat, big game animals are pioneering new winter 

ranges on and adjacent to the Forest. The most recent impact is urban residential development 

on historic winter ranges." (p2-6).   

 

"In six of the seven ecological subsections on the Forest, Yellowstone and Bonneville cutthroat 

trout stronghold restoration and protection will be emphasized." (p2-12).   

 

"The National Forest Management Act (NFMA) regulations require National Forests to provide 

habitat in order 'to maintain viable populations of existing native and desired non-native 

vertebrate species in the planning area.'” (p2-13).   
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"The Plan addresses big game issues important to the Idaho Department of Fish and Game by 

designating winter ranges and prescription areas which emphasize big game security. It will 

maintain habitat for threatened, endangered, and sensitive species, where they exist." (p2-13).   

 

DFCs and Vision for the CNF:  "Landscapes display a balance of physical landscape 

components, including upland terrestrial habitats, riparian areas, wetlands, and clean water. 

Both aquatic and terrestrial habitats are becoming less fragmented and more connected."  (p3-2).   

 

"Within 10 years of signing of the Record of Decision (ROD), reassess composition and structure 

and other indicators used in the Caribou Sub-regional Properly Functioning Condition 

Assessment. This should include the Caribou and adjacent areas to determine changes 

achieved." (p3-3).    

 

"Soil quality, productivity, and hydrologic function are maintained and restored where needed. 

Long term soil productivity is sustained and meets future land needs. Soils have adequate 

protective cover, adequate levels of soil organic matter (litter), and coarse woody material. 

Physical, chemical and biological processes in most soils function to sustain the site. Microbiotic 

crusts and their importance to soil stability are recognized. Management practices are designed 

to retain these soil components." (p3-5).   

 

"Long-term soil productivity is sustained by limiting detrimental soil disturbances and by 

retaining ground cover, microbiotic crusts, fine organic matter and, where applicable, woody 

residue on activity areas." (p3-6).   

 

"For ground-disturbing activities where detrimental soil disturbances (defined in FSH 2509.18) 

occur on areas of 10 acres or greater, plan and implement rehabilitation to meet desired future 

conditions."  (p3-6).   

 

"Detrimental soil disturbance such as compaction, erosion, puddling, displacement, and 

severely burned soils caused by management practices should be limited or mitigated to meet 

long-term soil productivity goals."  (p3-6).   

 

"Sustain site productivity by providing the following minimum amounts of woody residue =3 

inches in diameter dispersed on the site as outlined in Table 3.1."  (p3-7).   

 

"Manage air quality to meet health and safety requirements and existing laws, rules, regulations 

and agreements."  (p3-7).   

 

"Priority shall be given to acquiring lands having special importance or unique characteristics 

such as riparian areas, historic sites, habitat for federally listed species, recreation sites, etc."  

(p3-9).   

 

"Conduct annual reviews of Best Management Practices (BMPs) and make appropriate 
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adjustments to ensure that hazardous substance releases do not exceed state and/or federal 

standards."  (p3-12).   

 

"When surface disturbing activities are proposed within geologic units having a moderate or 

high potential for the occurrence of vertebrate fossils (other than fish or sharks), a field survey 

of the area shall be made prior to, and if possible, during the proposed activities."  (p3-12).   

 

"Loss of available surface water sources for uses such as wildlife or grazing, as a consequence 

of mining operations shall be replaced or mitigated by the mine operator. This includes the 

loss of water quality sufficient to maintain post-mining uses." (p3-13).   

 

"Watersheds provide infiltration, retention, and release of water appropriate to soil type, 

vegetation, climate, and landform. Watersheds provide a well-distributed pattern of nutrients 

and energy as well as diverse age-classes of vegetation that contribute to watershed health. 

Restoration strategies promote recovery of watershed, riparian, water quality and aquatic 

conditions characteristic of the geoclimatic setting." (p3-15).   

 

"Each year, complete at least one Watershed Assessment for a 5th HUC watershed. 

Incorporate Hydrologic Condition Inventories using A Framework for Analyzing the 

Hydrologic Condition of Watersheds or current equivalent Regional or National guidance."  

(p3-16).   

 

"Not more than 30 percent of any of the principal watershed and/or their subwatersheds (6th 

HUC) should be in a hydrologically disturbed condition at any one time."  Note hydrologically 

disturbed applies to changes in natural canopy, surface soil characteristics that may alter 

natural streamflow quantities and character.  (p3-16).   

 

"Proposed actions analyzed under NEPA should adhere to the State Nonpoint Source 

Management Plan to best achieve consistency with both Sections 313 and 319 of the Federal 

Water Pollution Control Act." (p3-16).   

 

"Diverse forested and non-forested ecosystems are maintained within their historic range of 

variability and/or restored through time with emphasis on aspen, aspen-conifer, mixed conifer, 

big sagebrush, mountain brush and tall forbs." (p3-17).  

 

"In each 5th code HUC which has the ecological capability to produce forested vegetation, the 

combination of mature and old age classes (including old growth) shall be at least 20 percent 

of the forested acres. At least 15 percent of all the forested acres in the HUC are to meet or be 

actively managed to attain old growth characteristics."  (p3-19).   

 

"Maintain the dead and down woody material guidelines for wildlife. (See Wildlife Standards 

and Guidelines for Dead and Down material)."  (p3-19).   
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"The Forest provides habitat that contributes to state wildlife management plans. Forest 

management contributes to the recovery of federally listed threatened, endangered, and 

proposed species and provides for conditions, which help preclude sensitive species from being 

proposed for federal listing."  (p3-24).   

 

"Maintain, and where necessary and feasible, provide for habitat connectivity across forested 

and non-forested landscapes."  (p3-24).   

 

Wolverine Habitat: "Within two years of signing the ROD, complete a GIS analysis to identify 

potential wolverine natal den sites. Within four years of the ROD, survey potential wolverine 

natal den sites to document wolverine presence and assess suitability as natal denning 

habitat."  (p3-24).   

 

Canada Lynx Habitat: "Within three years of signing the ROD, complete surveys on the Soda 

Springs and Montpelier Ranger Districts." (p3-24).   

 

Sage Grouse: "Within five years of signing the ROD, map functional and degraded sage 

grouse nesting and winter habitat within 5 miles of known leks. Identify opportunities to 

increase quality or quantity of that habitat." (p3-25).   

 

Migratory Landbirds: "Within five years of signing the ROD, establish breeding bird trend 

plots to monitor changes in breeding birds in relation to structure or shrub riparian habitats. 

Once established, reread plots every three years."  (p3-25).   

 

Amphibians: Repeat amphibian surveys at 10 year intervals to determine habitat and 

population trends." Survey potential habitat. (p3-25).   

 

Boreal toads: "Within 2 years of signing the ROD, assess the potential for impacts to 

breeding boreal toads from migratory movements across Tincup Highway and impacts from 

trampling by recreational activities and fishing at the site. If problems are found, identify and 

implement measures to mitigate impacts."  (p3-25).   

 

In project analyses affecting grassland, sagebrush, mature and old forest habitats, assess 

impacts to habitat and populations for MIS Columbian sharp-tailed grouse, sage grouse and 

northern goshawk.  (p3-25).   

 

Northern goshawk standards and guidelines are provided in Table 3.5.  "Open roads in 

goshawk territories shall be given priority for closure to meet management prescription road 

density standards. First priority shall be to close roads in nest areas; second priority in post-

fledging family areas; third priority in foraging areas. Where possible, open road density should 

be zero in the nest areas and the post-fledging family areas." (p3-30).   
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Habitat guidelines for Flammulated, Boreal and Great Gray owls include limiting timber 

harvest and maintaining mature and old forest age classes.  (p3-31).   

 

Big game guidelines provide for buffers for sight distance around big game concentration areas 

and provide for security or travel corridors near created opening.  (p3-31).   

 

For Sage grouse, "Management activities should consider proximity to active lek locations 

during site-specific project planning. Those within 10 miles of an active sage grouse lek and 2 

miles of active sharp-tailed grouse leks should be considered further for suitability as grouse 

habitat." (p3-32).   

 

Amphibian guidelines include "Maintain amphibian habitats when developing and modifying 

springs and wetlands." (p3-32).   

 

Landbird guidelines include: "Stands of mature trees (including snags and dead-topped trees) 

should be maintained next to wet meadows.  Where feasible, maintain 30 to 50 percent of the 

sagebrush habitat in a 5th code HUC in contiguous blocks greater than 320 acres to support 

sagebrush obligate species. (Page and Ritter, 1999).  Practices which stabilize or increase native 

grass and forbs cover in sagebrush habitats with 5% to 25% sagebrush canopy cover should be 

implemented. (Page and Ritter, 1999).  In sagebrush habitats, manage herbaceous cover to 

conceal nests through the first incubation period for ground and low shrub-nesting birds. It is 

assumed that proper use of rest-rotation or deferred-rotation grazing should meet these 

conditions, although not every year on every area (Idaho Partners in Flight 2000)." (p3-33).   

 

Transportation goals, standards, guidelines and objectives include:  "Roads and trails not 

needed for long-term objectives are decommissioned, stabilized, and restored to a more natural 

state. Within three years of signing the ROD, initiate site-specific travel planning to incorporate 

Revised Forest Plan direction on access management. Roads identified as unneeded in a roads 

analysis should be decommissioned, stabilized and returned to production. " (p3-36). 


