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Subject: MSO Recovery Plan [FWS-R2-ES-2011-N108; 20124-1 1 13-0000-C2] 

Dear Mr. Spangle: 

The Apache County Board of Supervisors appreciates the opportunity to review and 
submit comments concerning the Draft Recovery Plan for the Mexican Spotted Owl (MSO), 
First Revision. While the public has an interest in reviewing threatened and endangered species 
recovery plans to ensure that species are being afforded the necessary measures to continue their 
existence, County governments have the additional responsibility of protecting the health, safety 
and welfare of their citizens. This additional responsibility includes, but is not limited to 
protecting the societal and economic impacts offederal actions. We recognize this responsibility 
with the utmost of seriousness and feel we need to address MSO Draft Recovery Plan actions 
that effect local citizen in a thorough and serious manner. 

In the "Notice of Availability for Comment: Draft Recovery Plan, First Revision; 
Mexican Spotted Owl" published in the Federal Register I Vol. 76, No. 122 I Friday, June 24, 
2011 I Notices, page 37141 and page 37142, § Recovery Plan Goals, the Fish and Wildlife 
Service 's (FWS) goals and objectives for the MSO are found. These goals and objectives 
concern the preservation of the MSO and its habitat on into the future. Apache County 
recognizes the need for these goals and objectives and fmds no conflicts between these goals and 
objectives and the mission of the Apache County government. The concerns of the Apache 
County Board of Supervisors have always been with the use of the Endangered Species Act and 
its procedures to target and interrupt the production and use ofthe natural resources found on 
America's federal lands. The comments that Apache County are offering will address concerns 
where it feels this MSO recovery action may un-necessarily and for punitive reasons adversely 
impact the ability of local government to carry out its responsibilities to the visiting public and 
local citizens of the County. 
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The Apache County Board of Supervisors hopes that through the included comments, the 
FWS is more able to recognize and openly address the impacts on the health, safety and welfare 
oflocal citizens that result from their actions. While the Endangered Species Act directs the 
FWS and other federal agencies to conserve endangered and threatened species, and the habitats 
they depend upon, many other acts of congress also requires the agencies to honestly and 
openly disclose and address both the adverse and beneficial effect of their actions. 

Thank you for your attention to the comments we have attached. 

,. / 

R;.h 01mLee 
Sutervisor, Apache County District III 



Comments: 

1. Throughout the Draft Recovery Plan reference is made to [ITe dominated ecosystems and 
conditions that existed prior to European man settling on the continent. These conditions are 
not clearly defined and leave their interpretation open to mean many different things. The 
idea that fire dominated ecosystems is the desired future condition for the future Southwest 
forested landscapes is leading to a non-aggressive [ITe suppression policy by the land 
management agencies. This new policy is fostering the idea that [ITes can burn at any time of 
the year and under any conditions with the same results. This gradual change in fire 
suppression policy has led to the destruction of many MSO P ACs in recent years. 

The concept that conditions that existed prior to European man settling on the continent are 
the desired future conditions for the Southwest landscapes again is being misinterpreted. 
Instead of looking at what pre-European man landscapes most likely looked like, many have 
interpreted the concept to mean that modern man needs to be excluded from the land in order 
for the ecosystems to be healthy and productive. It was not until the modern environmental 
movement in 1960 and 1970 that caring for ecosystem health and caring for the needs of 
people became mutually exclusive activities. 

The Apache Connty Board of Supervisors does not accept that the management and 
ecological conditions of our National Forest are best served by a non-aggressive fire 
suppression policy which welcomes fires to burn at any time of the year and under any 
conditions. Fire management needs to be conducted in a professional manner where 
fires are allowed to burn under conditions that will provide for improved ecosystem 
health and aggressively suppressed when they will destroy the desired vegetative 
communities and the manmade structures that currently exist. 

Also it must be clearly defined what is meant by the term pre-European conditions and 
how that condition relates to healthy forest ecosystems that provide for the needs of the 
MSO and other plants and animals, as well as the local citizens. The Apache County 
Board of Supervisors believes that ecosystem health, viable animal and plant 
populations and habitats for all species of plants and animals can be maintained while 
the needs of people are also met through well thought out, balanced forest management 
practices. 

2. In Appendix C of the Draft Recovery Plan it is stated and implied in multiple places that 
protection of owl habitat does not always mean a hands-off approach. On page 252, second 
sentence ofparagraph 5 it is stated that "In some situations, protection of PACs may require 
active management inforested habitat to reduce fuel loads andfuel continuity in areas 
adjacent to and within these areas to reduce potential for high severity and stand
replacement fires. " This statement clearly indicates a change in the hands-offpolicies that 
were very successful in totally shutting down the timber management program that was once 
very proactive in Region 3 ofthe Forest Service. 



While nowhere in the Draft Recovery Plan the term "timber management" is used, it is clear 
the MSO Recovery Team has recognized that a well organized timber management program 
will be necessary to keep the remaining MSO PAC's from being destroyed by catastrophic 
fires. Large stand replacement fires are increasing at an alarming rate since logging and 
timber stand improvement work was stopped by frivolous lawsuits that were aimed at 
protecting the MSO. 

The Apache Couuty Board of Supervisors is very pleased that the Draft MSO Recovery 
PIau again opens the door for hands-on management of the timber resources on 
Southwest forested lands. Relaxing the very restrictive timber management practices 
that were part of the previous MSO Recovery Plan should again allow the land 
management agencies to aggressively reduce fuel accumulations and thin overstocked 
forest stands using both prescribed fire and mechanical means. Implementing desired 
stand densities across the landscape and providiug a mixture of stand age classes will 
ensure healthy forest long into the future as well as providing for future populations of 
the MSO. 

It is hoped the National Forest in Region 3 will recognize and follow the lead of the 
FWS and again have a progressive timber management program that will ensure 
healthy forest well into the future. 

3. Fire Management is the flfst item dealt with in Appendix D: Threat-specific Management 
Recommendations. In the flfst paragraph under Fire Management it is stated that 
"Overarchingforest management goals should embrace the restoration of ecosystem health, 
historical and/or natural conditions, and the range of variability in forest structure, 
composition, andfunction. " While it is further stated in this section of Appendix D that "the 
Southwest has one of the largest compilations of ecological research that documents and 
reconstructs historical reference conditions ... ", again historical and/or natural conditions and 
the range of variability in forest structure, composition, and function are not well defmed in 
the Draft Recovery Plan and can be interpreted to mean different things depending upon what 
someone wants to achieve. In order to be successful fire management and timber 
management must be closely interwoven and working towards the same desired stand 
densities and conditions. Fire management alone can't successfully provide for the future 
health of the Southwest forest landscapes without also adversely affecting in the immediate 
future many species of animals and plants as well as local citizens. 

The latest large fires that burned this spring/summer should be proof enough that 
reintroduction of fife into the pine/oak and mixed conifer vegetative communities under the 
wrong conditions carries with it consequences that no one prefers. In Apache County alone, 
thousands of acres of once highly productive ponderosa pine and mixed conifer forest have 
been destroyed by large catastrophic fire in the past 20 years. Many of these areas will not 
produce stands of pine or mixed conifer trees for hundreds, ifnot thousands of years, due to 
the total removal of the tree-cover that once provided the cool moist conditions that are 
needed to support pine, Douglas flf, spruce, white flf tree species. 



The Apache County Board of Supervisors believes that the FS and FWS need to return 
to known and proven principles of forest management that have been developed from 
years of being successfully applied to the land. Reduced fuel loads, habitats for owls, 
uneven aged stands of trees, foraging areas, roost trees for owls, goshawks, and turkeys 
along with opening in the tree canopy cau all be created under well mauaged timber 
and fire programs as occurred in the past. 

4. In Appendix D: Threat-Specific Management Recommendations, Grazing: The FWS has 
erroneously identified the effects of overgrazing as the common baseline conditions in 
today's forests, rather than the authorized level of grazing called for in US Forest Service 
Allotment Management Plans (AMP). The indirect livestock grazing effects listed in 
Appendix D are not something that would result from properly managed livestock grazing. 
The Forest Service has many standards and grazing practices that are incorporated into all 
AMP's that prevent the adverse effects listed in Appendix D of the Draft Recovery Plan. 

The Apache County Board of Supervisors believes that the FWS needs to recognize the 
many standards and grazing practices that are incorporated into all AMP's. These 
standards and grazing practices prevent the adverse effects listed in Appendix D of the 
Draft Recovery Plan and will meet MSO habitat needs. 

5. In Appendix D: Threat-Specific Management Recommendations, Grazing: The Draft 
Recovery Plan does not identifY the prey species that are commonly used by the MSO and 
infers livestock grazing affects all rodent species the same way. Many small mammal studies 
conducted over the years indicate that grazing increases the abundance of many rodent 
species while decreasing the abundance of only a select few. The effect on voles in high 
mountain meadows is only the grazing/prey relationship suspected to have possible adverse 
effects on MSO prey. This prey/vegetation relationship should be clearly explained in 
Appendix D of the Draft Recovery Plan. 

The Apache County Board of Supervisors believes that the FWS needs to recognize the 
many standards and grazing practices that are incorporated into all AMP's. These 
standards aud grazing practices when implemented will prevent the adverse effects to 
MSO prey species 

6. In Appendix D: Threat-Specific Management Recommendations, Grazing: The Draft 
Recovery Plan is not clear on what effects livestock grazing has on the occurrence and spread 
of frres in the various vegetative communities. It is inferred that grazing is somehow a cause 
of large catastrophic fire, but it is also stated that grazing hampers the ability to have low 
intensity surface fires. This section should explain that historic extended periods of abusive 
grazing did add to the increase of woody vegetation, but also that this level oflivestock 
grazing has not occurred for over a hundred years and is not allowed under the current 
management of the National Forest. 



The Apache Couuty Board of Supervisors believes that grazing does reduce and break 
up the continuity of fine fuels and is a very effective tool in reducing the spread of large 
fires. Prescribed grazing has the potential to be an ecologically and economically 
sustainable management tool for the reduction of fuelloads.l 

7. In Appendix D: Threat-Specific Management Recommendations, Grazing: The objective 
for management of natural riparian, meadow, and upland plant communities including their 
functional processes is very broad and does not address specific MSO needs. Nowhere is 
there evidence that "ungrazed natural plant communities" are superior to management
created properly grazed MSO habitat, especially within the riparian and meadow habitat 
types. There is enough known about needs of the MSO that specific vegetation conditions 
can be created and maintained for the MSO thorough the implementation of proper grazing 
management practices. Also, there is enough known about needs of the MSO that grazing can 
be allowed during time periods when no adverse affects to the owl will occur. 

The Apache County Board of Supervisors acknowledges the value of riparian and 
meadow habitats and supports grazing management that creates and/or enhances these 
very productive ecosystem. These habitat types are limited in the Southwest and the 
commission encourages the FWS to accept management-created riparian and meadow 
habitats to be important parts of the Southwest landscape. 

8. The Draft Recovery Plan gives no indication of how much of the currently occupied MSO 
habitat is actually grazed and fails to show any relationship between nesting and rooting 
habitat and lands that produce enough forage to be grazed by livestock. The overlap ofland 
grazed by livestock and land that provides quality MSO nesting and roosting habitat appears 
to be limited. MSO nesting and roosting habitat is described as being dense multi-layered 
stands of trees or cliffs in narrow steep walled canyons, neither of these sites produce much 
forage for livestock. 

The Apache County Board of Supervisors believes that the FWS needs to clearly show 
that livestock grazing occurs in nesting and roosting habitat at a level will adversely 
affects the MSO. Without clear evidence that livestock grazing is a threat to MSO 
nesting and roosting habitat the FWS should not be requiring specific livestock grazing 
requirements for these areas. 

Conclusion 
The mission of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service is to conserve, protect and enhance fish, 
wildlife, plants and their habitats for the continuing benefit of the American people. This 
mission as well as implementing the updated MSO Recovery Plan will work much better when 
done with the support oflocal citizen. Local citizen support is only gained through open honest 
communications and when a sense of fairness is part of the equation. The FWS needs to honestly 
consider the impacts of the updated MSO Recovery Plan actions on the local citizens. 

I Nader, Glenn et ai, 2007. Planned Herbivory in the Management of Wildfire Fuels. Society for Range 
Management, Rangelands. 


