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Thank you for your April 2, 2012, letter regarding the recent publication of a Proposed Revised 
Critical Ha itat Rule for the northern spotted owl. By copy ofthis letter, I am aIso responding to 
the other si atories ofyour letter. The Department of the Interior appreciates your concerns and 
offers the llowing comments 'for your consideration. 

The overaI recovery strategy in the 2011 Revised Recovery Plan for the northern spotted owl is 
derived fro the stated purpose of the Endangered Species Act: "to provide a means whereby the 
ecosystem upon which endangered species and threatened species depend may be conserved." 
The strate contains three basic goals: (1) address the negative impacts of the competing barred 
owl; (2) pr tect the remaining older forest habitat from timber harvest and other threats; and (3) 
use sQienc -based ecological forestry principles to maintain and restore healthy forest 
ecosystem. This draft critical habitat proposal and the 2011 Revised Recovery Plan upon which 
it is based epresent a significant increase in protections and conservation for the spotted owl 
compared t previous critical habitat designations and plans, including the Northwest Forest 
Plan. 

Climate C ange, Forest Health, and Spotted Owl Recovery 

stems in the Pacific Northwest are likely undergoing significant changes due to 
ge and past management activities. Impacts from wildfire, insect outbreaks, and 

forest dise e appear to be increasing. Although some researchers disagree on the magnitude of 
these threa s (e.g, Hanson et al. 2009, Baker 2012), our review of the recent scientific literature 
found that any researchers believe that large changes in fire frequency, severity, and total 
burned are are indeed underway in the Pacific Northwest and that certain types of active 
manageme t responses should be considered (e.g., Hessburg et al. 2007; Healy et al. 2008; 
Heyerdahl t aI. 2008; Kennedy and Wimberly 2009; Latta et al. 2010; Littell et al. 2009, 2010; 
Spies et aI. 2010; Syphard et al. 2011, Marlo:o. et al. 2012; Miller et aI. 2009,2012; Perry et aL 
2011; War' get aI. 2011; Messieret al. 2012; Jenkins et al. 2012). 

The issue fforest health and fire risk (severity, frequency, and scaIe) in the Pacific Northwest is 
complex, ap.d there is a wide variety of legitimate scientific viewpoints on forest management in 
the face ofpncertainty. Although some scientists do not believe management intervention is 
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appropriat and advocate a passive (i.e., hands-off) approach to forest ecosystem management, 
many othe s believe science-based intervention is necessary to restore and maintain important 
ecological rocesses and the species native to these systems, including the spotted owl. This 
scientific bate of when to apply the precautionary principle in forest management has been 
ongoing fo several decades: What are the consequences of taking action vs. the consequences of 
not taking ction? Ten years ago, eminent fire ecologist James Agee (2002) described these 
trade()ffs i his essay, "The Fallacy of Passive Management," and he made a cogent scientific 
argUIllent r targeting fuels and vegetation treatments toward broader ecosystem conservation 
goals. Thi recommendation is not new; it was originally made as part of the Northwest Forest 
Plan ip 19 4 (Record of Decision, pg. C-12) and remains relevant today (Thomas et al. 2006). A 
large body of scientific research has since emerged that supports consideration of active forest 
manageme t for ecosystem conservation, with some it specific to the conservation of spotted 
owls and 0 er wildlife species (e.g., Lee and Irwin 2005, Lehmkuhl et al. 2007, Lindenmayer et 
al. 2009, itchell et al. 2009, Gaines et al. 2010, Huago et al. 2010, Mealy and Roloff 20 10, 
Halofskye al. 2011, Roberts et al. 2011, Stephens and Alexander 2011, Syphard et al. 2011, 
Van de W ter and North 2011, Ager et al. 2012, Chandler et al. 2012, Fule et al. 2012, Larson 
and dhurc ill 2012, Littell et al. 2012, Messier et al. 2012, Safford et al. 2012). 

Your letter however, is correct that much uncertainty remains, both regarding the variance in 
many pred ctions and the potential short term impacts of ecosystem management on local spotted 
owls. The hort term question we face is how best to manage for both the conservation of 
spotted ow s and forest ecosystems in the face of these changes and uncertainty. We share these 
conc~s, d the proposed critical habitat rule addresses this issue in a scientifically reasonable 
and precau ionary manner. We recommend maintaining or restoring more natural fire regimes 
and fQrest atterns and managing for landscapes that are resilient to fire and other disturbances, 
inclu¥ng t ose projected to occur with climate change (Noss et al. 2006, Hessburg et al. 2007, 
Scho~nnag 1 and Nelson 2011). We recommend that management prescriptions apply the 
princiPles f ecological forestry and attempt to manage within the parameters of natural 
distwbanc patterns and ecological processes (e.g., Seymour and Hunter 1999, Franklin et al. 
2002"Dre er et al. 2006, Long 2009, North and Keeton 2008, Donato et al. 2012). We make a 
series! of re ommendations to minimize impacts to spotted owls that may occur, as a result of 
applying anagement as described above, there are potential impacts on local spotted owl 
conservati n. Thinning, prescribed fire, let-burn policies, and other tools are part of the overall 
activ~ man gement portfolio for land managers to consider for maintaining forest health. 

Your ~etter is also correct in stating that there is not much direct research documenting the 
specitJ.c re ponse of spotted owls to various types of vegetation management. The state of this 
scien¢e to ate is described in detail in the 2011 Revised Recovery Plan, which also calls for 
more irese ch on this important topic (e.g., Recovery Action 11; pages III -11 to 111-49). In 
addition, b th the Plan and the revised critical habitat proposal emphasize that conservation of 
existing sp tted owl sites and high quality owl habitat is ofprimary importance, and we 
reconunen a variety ofmeasures to avoid or minimize any short term impacts to owls such as 
avoiding c re areas and working first in low quality and Matrix forests. 
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National E: vironmental Policy Act 

In addition to the concerns expressed in your letter regarding active management, you also 
request that an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) be prepared under National 
Envirpnmehtal Policy Act (NEP A), specifically addressing the active management issue. I can 
assure you the draft critical habitat proposal is fully compliant with NEP A. Our draft proposal 
preset;lts ioverview of the state of the science on active management and provides only general 
guidance a the broadest landscape level. More specific plans and decisions concerning active 
forestman gement are appropriately made at the land management unit level (e.g., National 
Forest or eau of Land Management (BLM) District). Actions proposed on federal lands must 
be consiste t with the requirements of the Northwest Forest Plan and associated plans, and these 
plans have ready undergone NEP A compliance. Step-down implementation of specific actions 
such as thi 'ng projects on Forest Service or BLM lands also require NEPA compliance on a 
case by c basis and usually include an EIS or Environmental Assessment. 

Likewise, implementing any actions that modify, amend, or deviate from these plans will also 
requirle NEfA compliance. For example, the Oregon State Office of the BLM recently 
announced on March 9, 2012, their intent to prepare an EIS on proposed changes to their existing 
ResoUrce Management Plans. The Service is cooperating with this EIS, and it will likely include 
detailed cOl1sideration of various forest management strategies for BLM lands within the range 
of the owl. A similar process ofNEPA compliance is underway for various National Forests as 
they updat or amend their land use plans to apply the latest science to their management 
decisions. 

Using the est Science for Spotted Owl Conservation 

Your letter: suggests that the recommendations in our spotted owl recovery strategy may be 
inconsistedt with the Department's policy on scientific integrity, without further clarification. I 
can aSsure you this is not the case. The recommendations in the revised recovery plan and the 
proposed cptical habitat revision are based on the best available science, some ofwhich is cited 
above. In addition, the current critical habitat proposal is a draft, and we have solicited scientific 
peer review of the proposal from over 40 recognized scientific experts in the fields ofwildlife 
biology, rute ecology, forest ecology, and habitat modeling. This represents an unprecedented 
call for sci ntific peer review ofcritical habitat, but one that we felt was appropriate given the 
complexit of the issues involved. We have explicitly requested the scientists' perspective on 
the iS$ues f fire risk and the tradeoffs inherent in decisions involving taking action versus no 
actiorl, and we will take these comments into consideration prior to finalizing the critical habitat 
designatio . I can provide you with a list of these scientists and their professional affiliation for 
your consi eration. If you have scientists from whom you wish to solicit review on this 
proPQsal, ease feel free to share the proposal with them and encourage them to provide 
COrnn:lent to us during the public comment period. 

In conclusipn, I want to reiterate that long term forest ecosystem conservation is in the best long 
term interest of spotted owl re~overy, and these two goals must be addressed together. Although 
there is uncertainty in some of the science on these issues, the Endangered Species Act directs us 
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to us~ the best available infonnation to make decisions. Our recovery strategy for the spotted 
owl r¢pres~nts a reasonable and measured application of this science. 

Again, thr· you for taking the time to e~press your concerns. 

, Sincerely, 

Regional Director 

cc: 	 Paull Krausman, CWB 
President 

Dire tor, Bureau ofLand Management 
. Dire tor, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
Chi f, USDA Forest Service 

'Ch r, Council on Environmental Quality 
,Dire tor, Office of Science and Technology Policy 

, The ildlife Society 

Jo 

erican Ornithologists' Union 
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