

BURNED AREA EMERGENCY STABILIZATION PLAN
NEOLA NORTH FIRE
WILDLIFE RESOURCE ASSESSMENT

I.
OBJECTIVES

· Assess effects of the fire and suppression actions to federally listed Threatened and Endangered species and their habitats.

· Initiate and conduct Section seven emergency consultation with the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service.

· Prescribe emergency stabilization measures and/or monitoring, if needed.

· Assess effects of proposed stabilization actions to listed species and their habitats. 
II.
ISSUES
A. T&E Habitat Stabilization/Recovery - The federally listed threatened species, Canada lynx (Lynx canadensis) has habitat that occurs within the fire area.  The Ashley National Forest is currently considered “unoccupied” for Canada lynx.  
Potential, but marginal, habitat for one candidate species, the Yellow-billed Cuckoo (Coccyzus americanus), may also occur in the area.  However, to date, there have been no documented sightings or other evidence that they occur within the fire perimeter on the Ashley National Forest or Uintah and Ouray Reservation.  
Populations of Colorado pikeminnow (Ptychocheilus lucius), bonytail chub (Gila elegans), humpback chub (Gila cypha), and razorback sucker (Xyrauchen texanus) are endemic to the Colorado River Basin of southwestern United States and are federally listed as endangered.  These fish species do not occur within the Ashley National Forest or on Uintah and Ouray Reservation within the fire area.  Water from the drainages in the fire area provides habitat for these fish in larger downstream rivers.  
Portions of the area serve as wintering habitat for the Bald Eagle (Haliaeetus leucocephalus) though visitations are infrequent.
B. Sensitive Species and Other Species of Importance – The northern goshawk serves as a Forest management indicator species and is also recognized as a sensitive species by the USFS.  Within the burn perimeter, there are three known northern goshawk territories with a total of 10 documented nests among these three territories. 
There is critical habitat designated by the Utah Division of Wildlife Resources within the burn perimeter for elk, deer, moose, bighorn sheep and mountain goat.  Big game and their habitat are of special concern to the Ute Indian Tribe because they provide subsistence for Tribal members and economic benefit through the sale of permits.
III.
OBSERVATIONS

A.
Background – The Neola North Fire burn perimeter contains approximately 43,830 acres which burned primarily between June 29, 2007 and July 12, 2007.  Small, high elevation pockets continue to smolder at this time.  The fire ignition source remains undetermined.  Because of strong winds and fuel types, the fire burned quickly through the area and consumed a large amount of acreage in a short period.  Vegetation resources were impacted by varying degrees as burn intensities varied across the landscape.  There were many areas of unburned vegetation scattered throughout the fire creating some mosaic patterning.  The elevation range within the fire area is from approximately 6,100 to 10,500 feet.

Plant communities within the fire area include large blocks of cheat grass (mostly in the southern portion of the burn) and native perennial grass species, sagebrush, mountain shrubs, lodgepole and ponderosa pine, pinyon-juniper, aspen and riparian species such as narrow-leaf cottonwood, willow, sedge and rush.  The climate in the area is arid, with precipitation primarily occurring during winter months with a variety of wildlife habitats present within the fire area.


The Neola North Fire burned large, continuous sections of pinyon, juniper, lodgepole pine, aspen and some sagebrush (see vegetation assessment).

The habitat within the fire area supports mule deer, Rocky Mountain elk, moose, ruffed and blue grouse, turkey, brook trout, rainbow trout, and hybridized cutthroat trout.  The area contains important intermediate or transitional range and some ‘critical’ habitat for mule deer, elk, moose, bighorn sheep, and Rocky Mountain goat.  

The area contains potential habitat for the Yellow-billed Cuckoo (Coccyzus americanus) in the riparian areas, but is of marginal quality.  There have been no detections of the Yellow-billed cuckoo within the Ashley NF or Uintah and Ouray Indian Reservation at the fire. Habitat for the Yellow-billed cuckoo within the fire perimeter is extremely limited.  The Uinta River and Whiterocks River contain narrow strips of scattered cottonwood trees.  These strips are short in length, are sparsely vegetated with cottonwood trees and are mixed with conifer trees.  They are above 6,100 feet and do not meet the large contiguous habitat requirements described for the cuckoo. 
Portions of the area along the Uinta and Whiterocks Rivers serve as wintering habitat for the Bald Eagle.  This area is infrequently visited but sightings do occur.

Many birds and a number of the small mammal species that may have been affected by the Neola North Fire are considered sensitive by U.S.D.A. Forest Service – Ashley NF.  
There are peregrine falcon, spotted bat, Townsend’s big-eared bat, three-toed woodpecker, flammulated owl, and northern goshawk to list a few.  Much of the habitat on the Ashley National Forest and Tribal trust lands is mapped by Utah Division of Wildlife Resources as ‘critical’ habitat for elk, deer and moose.  In addition there is ‘critical’ habitat for bighorn sheep and Rocky Mountain goat on the Forest.
NEOLA NORTH FIRE SPECIES LIST

A species list was obtained from the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service web site on July 8, 2007.   The list was reviewed by Dan Abeyta, USDA Forest Service biologist and Karen Corts, Ute Indian Tribe biologist, to finalize the species to address for the fire area. The following federally listed species occur or may have habitat within the fire area, or were potentially affected by fire suppression actions:
	SPECIES
	SCIENTIFIC NAME
	LISTING STATUS

	Canada lynx
	Lynx canadensis
	FT

	Bald Eagle
	Haliaeetus leucocephalus
	FT

	Colorado pikeminnow
	Ptychocheilus lucius
	FE

	Bonytail chub
	Gila elegans
	FE

	Humpback chub
	Gila cypha
	FE

	Razorback sucker
	Xyrauchen texanus
	FE


The following candidate species were identified by the FWS as potentially occurring within or near the Neola North Fire.  Though not afforded legal protections under ESA, these species are considered in the assessment.  Through post fire reconnaissance and consultation with local experts, it was determined that these species were not affected by the fire or expected to be affected by potential post-fire flooding.
	SPECIES
	SCIENTIFIC NAME
	LISTING STATUS
	REASON FOR NOT ADDRESSING SPECIES IN THIS REPORT

	Yellow-billed Cuckoo
	Coccyzus americanus
	C
	No documented presence or prior sightings within the fire area and habitat is marginal.


FT = Federally Threatened

C = Candidate
B.
Reconnaissance Methodology and Results - Information for this assessment is based on a review of relevant literature, field observations of wildlife, habitat inventory information, consultation with U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS), and personal communication with Ashley NF field staff, Utah Division of Wildlife Resources (UDWR) biologists, and Ute Indian Tribe biologists.  Information on the effects of the fire came from interviews with fire suppression personnel and fire area reconnaissance on July 7-13, 2007.  To better understand the species and habitat information discussed in this wildlife assessment, it is important to review the BAER Vegetation Assessment.  This report contains more detailed descriptions of pre-fire vegetation and post fire vegetative recovery estimates.

The purpose of this assessment is to discuss the potential effects of fire, suppression actions and proposed emergency stabilization activities to federally listed species.  The list of species to be addressed was developed from documents referenced in this report and input from USFWS Salt Lake City Field Office biologists and USDA Forest Service, Ute Indian Tribe, and UDWR resource managers.

This assessment is not intended to definitively answer the many species effects questions that are inevitably raised during an incident such as the Neola North Fire.  The focus of this assessment is to determine the potential for immediate, emergency actions that may be necessary to prevent further impacts to federally listed species and their habitats occurring within the Neola North Fire.  
C.
Findings 

1. T&E Habitat Stabilization/Recovery – 

Direct effects as described in this report refer to individual mortality or disturbance that results in flushing, displacement or harassment of the animal.  Indirect effects refer to modification of habitat and/or prey species and possible subsequent affects to the species.
Canada lynx

Canada lynx (federally listed as Threatened) are medium-sized cats, 75-90 cm long (30-35 inches) and weighing 8-10.5 kg (18-23 pounds).  They have large feet adapted to walking on snow, long legs, tufts on the ears, and black-tipped tails. Their historical range extends from Alaska across much of Canada (except for coastal forests), with southern extensions into parts of the western United States.

Snowshoe hares are the primary prey of lynx, comprising 35-97% of the diet throughout the range of the lynx.  Southern populations of lynx may prey on a wider diversity of species than northern populations because of lower average hare densities and differences in small mammal communities.  Other prey species include red squirrel, grouse, flying squirrel, ground squirrel, porcupine, beaver, mice, voles, shrews, fish, and ungulates as carrion or occasionally as prey.

In the United States, lynx inhabit conifer and conifer-hardwood habitats that support their primary prey, snowshoe hares.  Disturbance processes that create early successional stages exploited by snowshoe hares include fire, insect infestations, catastrophic wind events, and disease outbreaks.  Wind and insects are particularly dominant processes in New England, with fire dominating in the western U.S.  Lynx records occur predominantly in the following vegetation types:  Western U.S.: lodgepole pine, subalpine fir, Engelmann spruce, and aspen cover types on subalpine fir habitat types.  Cool, moist Douglas fir, grand fir, or western larch forests, where they are interspersed with subalpine forests, also provide habitat for lynx.

There are 10 specimens of lynx that have been reliably traced to the Uinta Mountains, with collection dates ranging from 1916 to 1972.  According to a completed biological assessment, lynx occur rarely, if at all in the Uintas.  Forest Service track surveys have not documented any lynx tracks in the Uintas.  The Ashley National Forest began hair snare surveys in the fall of 1999 as part of the National Lynx Detection Protocol.  In 1999, several hair samples were collected and results from the Rocky Mountain Research lab indicated no positive Canada lynx hair samples.  Hair samples from the 2000 and 2001 field seasons also resulted in no positive Canada lynx hair samples.  During the summer of 2004 a radio-collared lynx from Colorado dispersed onto the Ashley National Forest.  This radio-collared lynx was previously released in Colorado as part of the Colorado Reintroduction Program.  This individual lynx passed through the Ashley in July and moved off the Forest towards southern Utah.  Prior to this recent lynx occurrence, the last confirmed occurrence of lynx in the Uinta Mountains was in 1972 (Ashley National Forest, 2006).
Bald Eagle
The bald eagle is federally listed as Threatened but delisting is to occur on August 8, 2007 when the final rule on delisting goes into effect (Federal Register / Vol. 72, No. 130 / Monday, July 9, 2007 / Rules and Regulations/ page 37346).
Bald eagles are known to occur on the Ashley National Forest, primarily near Flaming Gorge Reservoir and the Green River corridor during the winter months. Occasionally they are near other waters until freeze-up. Bald eagles are considered to be a winter visitant to the state of Utah and rare in the summer.  However, one bald eagle nest was found near Flaming Gorge Reservoir (near the Forests National Recreation Area) in April of 2004.  Another bald eagle nest was found in the spring of 2005 along the Duchesne River in Duchesne County, approximately 23 miles south of the Forest Boundary.  There are four other active bald eagle nests in the state (two near Moab, one near Orangeville, and one near the west desert). There are seven observations of bald eagles on the Forest and two observations (one of which is a nest location) within five miles of the Forest boundary.  Bald eagles are occasionally seen in the Uintah Basin during the winter.  However, the only winter habitat on the Forest occurs on the Flaming Gorge District, near Flaming Gorge Reservoir.  Winter habitat on the remainder of the Forest is absent due to heavy snow cover and low availability of food (lack of expansive open water and very little carrion) during this time of year (Ashley National Forest, 2006). 
Bald eagles are also infrequently seen on the Uintah and Ouray Indian Reservation during the winter along the riparian areas of the Uinta River and Whiterocks River.
Yellow-billed Cuckoo
Yellow-billed cuckoos are considered a riparian obligate and are usually found in large tracts of cottonwood/willow habitats with dense sub-canopies (below 10 m [33 ft]).  In California, Yellow-billed Cuckoo pairs required a minimum of 10 ha (25 ac) of broadleaf forest at least 100 m (330 ft) wide with at least 1 ha (2.5 ac) of dense nesting habitat. Marginal habitat was described as a minimum of 4 ha (10 ac) of broadleaf forest at least 50 m (165 ft) wide with at least 0.5 ha (1.25 ac) of dense nesting habitat.
Historically, cuckoos were probably common to uncommon summer residents in Utah and across the Great Basin.  Over the last 10 years, only 3 breeding records exist for this species in Utah.  Yellow-billed Cuckoos arrive in Utah in late May or early June and breed in late June through July.  Nesting habitat is classified as dense lowland riparian characterized by a dense sub-canopy or shrub layer (regenerating canopy trees, willows or other riparian shrubs) within 100 m (333 ft) of water.  Over story in these habitats may be either large, gallery-forming trees (10-27 m [33-90ft]) or developing trees (3-10 m [10-27 ft]), usually cottonwoods.  Nesting habitats are found at low to mid-elevations (750-1820m [2500-6000 ft]) in Utah.  Dense, low-level (< 10 m [33 ft]) vegetation is also an important factor in selection of nesting areas.  Cuckoos may require large tracts (40 80 ha [100-200 ac]) of contiguous riparian nesting habitat however, cuckoos are not strongly territorial and home ranges may overlap during the breeding season.  Home ranges can range from 4 to 40 ha (10 to 100 ac) (Ashley National Forest, 2006). 
No sighting or occurrences of Yellow-billed Cuckoo have been documented on the Ashley National Forest or Uintah and Ouray Indian Reservation within or around the fire area and the habitat is considered marginal.

Colorado River Endangered fish species
There are no populations of Colorado pikeminnow, bonytail chub, humpback chub, or razorback suckers on the Ashley National Forest or Uintah and Ouray Indian Reservation within the fire area.  These species are endemic to the Colorado River Basin of southwestern United States.  These non-game fish typically occupy areas with warmer water temperatures that are not common for smaller and higher elevation streams found in the fire area.  The nearest known populations of these fishes are located in the lower Duchesne River, and the Green River near Lodore Canyon, both locations are approximately 20 river miles from the Forest boundary.  All of these species are spring spawning fish with spawning commonly taking place over bars of cobble, gravel, and sand substrates.  Some reservoir spawning has been documented over rocky shoals and shorelines.  Flooded bottomlands and backwaters are important rearing areas for young of year (Ashley National Forest, 2006).  
DIRECT FIRE EFFECTS:  Because the Canada lynx does not occupy the habitat in the Ashley National Forest there were no direct effects from the fire to lynx.  Colorado River Endangered fishes and Yellow-billed Cuckoo do not occupy the area.  Bald Eagles occupy the area infrequently in the winter.  These species also were not affected.
INDIRECT FIRE EFFECTS:  Approximately 5000 acres of habitat for Canada lynx suffered vegetation mortality due to the fire.  Some of the lower riparian areas were burned which indirectly affects habitat where Bald Eagle infrequently winter. There was no indirect effect to Colorado River endangered species.
DIRECT FIRE SUPPRESSION EFFECTS:  Because the Canada lynx does not occupy the habitat in the Ashley National Forest there were no direct effects from fire suppression to lynx.  Colorado River Endangered fishes and Yellow-billed Cuckoo do not occupy the area.  Bald Eagle occupies the area infrequently in the winter.  These species also were not affected.
INDIRECT FIRE SUPPRESSION EFFECTS:  Suppression actions did not affect Canada lynx, Bald Eagle or Yellow-billed Cuckoo.  Some ‘burn-out’ operations burned Canada lynx habitat which acres are included in the fire effects total.  Water used during fire suppression activities (approximately 3.8 acre-feet) came from tributaries to the Colorado River.  This action may effect and is likely to adversely affect the endangered Colorado River fishes and their habitat.  Distance to nearest documented occurrence of these fishes is approximately 20 river miles to the southeast (lower Duchesne River).
Other Species of Importance

This area contained some Utah Division of Wildlife Resources designated critical range for elk, mule deer, moose, bighorn sheep and Rocky Mountain goat.  Approximately 12,471 acres of elk, 25,773 of mule deer, 27,520 acres of moose 2,135 acres of bighorn sheep, and 6,404 acres of mountain goat critical range was burned in the Neola North fire.  

The northern goshawk serves as a Forest management indicator species and is also recognized as a sensitive species by the USDA Forest Service.  Within the burn perimeter, there are three known northern goshawk territories with a total of 10 documented nests among these three territories.  However, only one nest is known to be successful for 2007.  On July 13, 2007 this nest was checked for survival of young and adults and it was confirmed the birds survived the fire. 
Pole Creek is the only perennial, self-sustaining fishery within the burn perimeter on Forest Service lands.  Pole Creek supports non-native brook and rainbow trout.  Field observations indicate the fire did not burn hot through the riparian and thus riparian conditions look stable after the fire.
Utah Division of Wildlife Resources personnel at the Whiterocks fish hatchery were contacted during this assessment.  There was no concern on their part for potential threats from the fire area.  The water for the hatchery is derived from large springs located on site of the hatchery and in their opinion it is located far enough away from the fire area as to be unaffected.
IV.
RECOMMENDATIONS

A. Emergency Stabilization – Fire Suppression Repair
No emergency fire suppression repairs are needed for habitats for Canada Lynx, Bald Eagle, Yellow-billed Cuckoo, or Colorado River endangered fishes.
B. Emergency Stabilization

1. T&E Habitat Stabilization/Recovery

No emergency stabilization specifications are needed for habitats for Canada Lynx, Bald Eagle, Yellow-billed Cuckoo, or Colorado River endangered fishes.
C. Rehabilitation

Big game and the habitat that supports them is of great importance to the Ute Indian Tribe and the State of Utah.  Emergency stabilization practices will be applied to large sections of the lower elevation Pinyon-Juniper zone in an effort to stabilize soils and reduce cheat grass (see Vegetation Resource Assessment).  This will be a specification for aerial seeding of grasses and some herbicide application.  In addition to this, a rehabilitation plan will be put together for a seeding that will be comprised of shrub species including but not limited to sagebrush and bitterbrush.  These species are recommended to be seeded in an effort to restore crucial habitat for sage grouse and big game which habitat has been declining due to the fire sizes and frequency in the area.  The Utah Division of Wildlife Resources is joining in a cooperative effort with the Ashley National Forest and with the Uintah and Ouray Reservation and Bureau of Indian Affairs to help accomplish this seeding for the benefit of the resource.  Until the establishment of a shrub component into the vegetation community, these big game species would continue to lack a vegetative cover as a component of the habitat.  The loss of browse species could affect the big game population survival rates, since this area contains crucial habitats.  
D. Management Recommendations – Non-Specification Related

The following recommendations are made for the purpose of mitigating fire, suppression activity and subsequent long term rehabilitation effects to all wildlife species found within the fire area.
1. The appropriate USDA Forest Service and Ute Indian Tribe personnel should continue and conclude consultation with USFWS.  This would include finalizing consultation on effects of the fire, fire suppression, emergency stabilization practices and future rehabilitation practices.  Consultation was initiated on July 6, 2007 at the beginning of this assessment.
2. Monitoring Canada lynx habitats and ‘critical’ wildlife ranges for post fire recovery, and address possibilities of planting in the future if found warranted through monitoring.
3. Monitor the ash and sediment input to the non-native fishery in Pole Creek.
4. Continue monitoring of the active Northern goshawk nest within the fire perimeter.
DETERMINATIONS OF EFFECT TO THREATENED OR ENDANGERED SPECIES

FIRE EFFECTS: There were no direct effects to Canada lynx, Bald Eagle, Colorado River endangered fishes, or Yellow-billed Cuckoo.  Approximately 5000 acres of Canada lynx habitat was burned (i.e., suffered vegetation mortality) and some Bald Eagle wintering habitat was burned.
SUPPRESSION ACTION EFFECTS:  Suppression actions did not affect Canada lynx, Bald Eagle or Yellow-billed Cuckoo.  Some ‘burn-out’ operations burned Canada lynx habitat which acres are included in the fire effects total.  Water used during fire suppression activities (approximately 3.8 acre-feet) came from tributaries to the Colorado River.  This action may effect and is likely to adversely affect the endangered Colorado River fishes and their habitat.  
PROPOSED EMERGENCY STABILIZATION ACTION EFFECTS: 
The proposed emergency stabilization specifications will have no effect on threatened, endangered or candidate species.  Upon review by agency biologists, a determination was also made that they will have no adverse affect to Forest Service sensitive species in the area.
SUPPRESSION AND EMERGENCY STABILIZATION MEASURES 
	SUPPRESSION DAMAGE REPAIR

	Dozer line and road repair


	BURNED AREA EMERGENCY STABILIZATION TREATMENTS OR ACTIONS

	
Plan preparation

	
Treatment monitoring

	
Pinyon Juniper Aerial seeding

	
Non-native invasive weed control

	
Post flood road cleanup

	
Native American consultation

	
Cultural Resource treatment clearance

	
Safety sign installation

	
Aerial seeding and chaining

	
Aerial Herbicide application

	
Protective fences, permanent and temporary

	
Tree hazard mitigation

	
Bridge removal

	
Armored rolling dip installation

	
Lop and scatter of wood

	
Law Enforcement surveillance


V.
CONSULTATIONS

	NAME, AGENCY, TITLE
	TELEPHONE 

	Dan Abeyta, USFS – Ashley, Biological Scientist
	435-781-5130

	Bob Christensen, USFS – Ashley, Wildlife Biologist
	435-781-5232

	Diane Probasco, USFS – Ashley, Wildlife Biologist
	435-781-5280

	Allen Huber, USFS – Ashley, Ecologist
	435-781-5226

	Sheryl Goodrich, USFS – Ashley, Ecologist
	435-781-5111

	Karen Corts, Ute Indian Tribe - Wildlife Biologist
	435-725-4811

	Jay Groves, Ute Indian Tribe - Fishery Biologist
	435-722-5511

	Miles Hanberg, Utah Division of Wildlife Resources - Habitat Program Mgr
	435-781-6707

	Brian Maxfield, Utah Division of Wildlife Resources - Terrestrial Sensitive Species Biologist
	435-790-5355

	Garn Birchell, Utah Division of Wildlife Resources - Aquatic Biologist
	435-823-0963

	Kate Schwager, US Fish and Wildlife Service - Biologist
	801-975-3330

	David Palmer, Bureau of Indian Affairs - Resource Advisor
	435-724-2767
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REFERENCES

Ashley National Forest. 2006. Life Histories and Population Analysis for Management Indicator Species of the Ashley National Forest

Ashley National Forest. 2006. Life History and Analysis of Endangered, Threatened, Candidate, and Sensitive Species of the Ashley National Forest.

Ashley National Forest. 2007. GIS data for northern goshawk.

Ashley National Forest. 2007. GIS data for Canada lynx.

USDA Forest Service. 2007. Northern Rockies Lynx Management Direction FEIS

John Henderson, Fisheries Biologist, BLM, 307-352-0220, John_Henderson@blm.gov






110
109

