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Dear Interested Public: 
 
You are receiving this letter because you are on the interested public list for projects undertaken 
by the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) Challis Field Office or Salmon Field Office.  The 
Challis/Salmon Field Offices of the Idaho Falls District manage public lands in east central Idaho 
within Custer and Lemhi Counties.  Actions are being planned by the BLM as opportunities arise 
to increase native forb diversity and percent composition, increase native grass diversity and 
percent composition, and remove or decrease conifer encroachment.  The purpose of this letter is 
to inform interested and affected parties of the BLM’s proposed action and to solicit comments 
to assist with the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) analysis and formulation of issues.  
Analysis of the proposal is ongoing and will be documented in an Environmental Assessment 
(EA) with scheduled completion during the summer of 2015.  Comments received in response to 
this solicitation will be used to help identify potential environmental issues related to the 
proposed action and to identify potential alternatives to the proposed action. 
 
Purpose and Need for Action 
The purpose of the project is to actively manage sagebrush ecosystems to ensure their long-term 
viability (healthy sagebrush shrub and native perennial grass and forb communities) and to 
minimize threats from impacts of invasive annual grasses, wildfires, conifer encroachment, and 
loss of a diverse native herbaceous understory.  Both the Challis and Salmon Field Offices have 
identified areas where past actions have decreased the ecological site condition/potential of 
sagebrush ecosystems by reducing the native herbaceous understory and plant diversity, 
necessitating the need for the project.  Contributing factors to this decreased site potential 
include invasion of sagebrush ecosystems by annual grasses (e.g., cheatgrass), historical grazing 
practices, and successional processes that have occurred in the absence of natural disturbance 
(such as fire).  In addition, conifer expansion (also called encroachment) has compromised the 
quality and integrity of the sagebrush ecosystem habitat in some areas. 
 
Sagebrush ecosystems are important because they provide critical habitat for many sagebrush 
obligate species including the greater sage-grouse (a candidate species under the Endangered 
Species Act).  The proposed vegetation treatments and management actions described below 
would not only increase the quantity and quality of habitat available for greater sage-grouse and 
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other sagebrush obligate species but would also reduce the impacts of fire and invasion by 
annual grasses by restoring a healthy sagebrush ecosystem. 
 
Preliminary Description of Proposed Action 
The Challis/Salmon Field Offices are proposing to implement a number of specific rangeland 
vegetation treatments and conifer encroachment treatments to improve sage-grouse habitat. 
Treatment options would include one or more of the following methods in specific sites: 
 

• Seeding of desired grasses, forbs, and shrubs (aerial seeding, broadcast seeding, or drill 
seeding) where rangeland plant density is low. 

• Mechanical crushing and aerating (e.g., Lawson aerator) of impoverished or decadent 
sagebrush communities to increase the herbaceous understory and revitalize the 
sagebrush community. 

• Erecting temporary fencing to protect treated areas until seedings are established or have 
reached a desired level of ecological diversity and productivity. 

• Reducing or eliminating conifer encroachment, primarily Douglas-fir trees, into 
sagebrush ecosystems by cutting and thinning. 
 

The general location of these rangeland vegetation treatments or conifer encroachment 
treatments is shown on the attached maps.  To determine where the rangeland vegetation 
treatments might occur to return the greatest potential benefit, the BLM identified public lands 
within the Challis Field Office that generally met the following criteria: 
 

• Ecological sites identified as Gravelly loam 8-12 inch precipitation zone Wyoming big 
sagebrush/ bluebunch wheatgrass and South slope gravelly 11-13 inch precipitation zone 
Wyoming big sagebrush/bluebunch wheatgrass based on Natural Resources Conservation 
Service (NRCS) soil maps. 

• Elevations between 5000 and 6800 feet. 
• Areas that have less than 10 percent slope where treatments would be easier to 

implement. 
 

To determine where the rangeland vegetation treatments might occur to return the greatest 
potential benefit, the BLM identified public lands within the Salmon Field Office that generally 
met the following criteria: 
 

• Based on existing data, areas were selected that have a) a final ecological condition rating 
of fair or poor, b) <20% preferred species present, and/or c) <50% potential vegetation 
compared to the ecological site potential. 

• Ecological sites identified as Wyoming big sagebrush/bluebunch wheatgrass and 
Mountain big sagebrush/ Idaho fescue based on NRCS soil maps. 

• Areas that have less than a 10 percent slope where treatments would be easier to 
implement. 

• Areas not already planted to a crested wheatgrass seeding as part of past management 
actions. 

• Areas large enough to warrant beneficial vegetation treatments (generally greater than 10 
acres). 
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To determine where conifer encroachment treatments might occur to return the greatest potential 
benefit, the BLM identified public lands within the Challis/Salmon Field Offices that generally 
met the following criteria: 
 

• Ecological sites identified as Mountain big sagebrush and that showed conifer 
encroachment (identified by using aerial photographs to delineate where encroachment 
actually exists within the sagebrush). 

 
The BLM removed from consideration areas that are inaccessible or are on private lands.  In 
addition, the BLM removed from consideration areas that are too close to other resources of 
concern, such as wetlands or streams, wilderness study areas (WSAs), and areas of critical 
environmental concern (ACECs).  There would also be spatial and temporal limitations on when 
and where the proposed treatments could occur.  For instance, no treatments would occur during 
sage-grouse nesting season or within designated buffers of identified active raptor nests.  No 
treatments would occur within 300 feet of Riparian Habitat Conservation Areas (RHCAs), 150 
feet of non-fish bearing streams, or 100 feet of springs or wetlands. 
 
The Challis/Salmon Field Offices encompass nearly 5.9 million acres of land, of which 
approximately 1.3 million acres are managed by the BLM.  Of that a total of approximately 
250,000 acres (75,000 acres of conifer encroachment and 175,000 acres of depauperate 
sagebrush communities) have been identified that meet the criteria above and may be considered 
for vegetation treatments.  The locations of these areas are shown on the maps accompanying 
this letter.  Approximately 500 to 1500 acres of conifer encroachment treatments may occur each 
year within each field office.  Another 500 to 2000 acres of vegetation treatments (e.g., 
seeding/aeration) may occur each year within each field office. 
 
Treatments could occur within any of these identified areas, subject to previously described 
spatial and temporal limitations.  Other restrictions to protect resources while achieving the 
purpose of this project would be determined on a case-by-case basis.  
 
Preliminary Issues 
The BLM has identified several issues that may be impacted by the proposed action and will be 
addressed in the EA.  These are listed in the table below. 
 
 
Resource Resource Issue 
Economic and Social How would grazing permittees or other operators be affected by the 
Values proposed treatments? How would the proposed treatments affect 

private land or other public land in the project vicinity? 
Existing and Potential How would the proposed treatments affect existing and potential 
Land Uses land uses? 
Invasive, Non-Native How would the proposed treatments impact the abundance and 
Species distribution of invasive/non-native species in the treated areas? 
Migratory Birds How would the proposed treatments and fencing impact migratory 

birds? 
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Resource Resource Issue 
Range Resources How would the proposed treatments, and specifically seeding and 

fencing, affect forage resources and grazing patterns? 
Soils How would the proposed treatments affect long-term viability of soils 

(productivity, infiltration, and ground cover)? 
Threatened, How would the proposed treatments impact sage-grouse and their 
Endangered, and habitat, including designated Preliminary Priority Habitat (PPH) and 
Sensitive Animals Preliminary General Habitat (PGH) in the project area? 
Vegetation How would the proposed treatments impact existing vegetation 

composition, vigor, and productivity? 
Visual Resources How would the proposed treatments affect the character of the 

viewshed and the basic elements of form, line, color, and texture 
found in the predominant natural features of the landscape? 

Wildlife Resources How would disturbance as a result of the proposed treatments 
impact wildlife habitat? 

Tribal Treaty Rights How would the proposed actions affect Tribal Treaty Rights? 
 
 
Decision to be Made 
The Challis Field Manager and the Salmon Field Manager are the officials responsible for 
decisions regarding the management of BLM administered lands within the project area.  Based 
on the results of NEPA analysis, the Field Managers will determine if the action would have 
significant effects; if so, an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) would be prepared.  If the 
action would not have significant effects, a Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI) would be 
prepared.  Following appropriate NEPA analysis, the Field Managers would issue a decision 
document or documents consistent with the regulations for implementing the procedural 
provisions of NEPA (40 Code of Federal Regulations [CFR] 1500-1508), 43 CFR 4120.3 range 
improvement projects, IM-2012-043 greater sage-grouse interim management policies and 
procedures, and Secretarial Order 3336 range fire prevention, management, and restoration.  The 
BLM will decide whether to select the proposed action, an alternative to the proposed action, an 
alternative that combines aspects of the proposed and other alternatives, or to take no action. 
 
Public Input Needed 
Local involvement is critical when planning projects and setting project priorities.  Comments 
are specifically requested on the proposed action and preliminary issues discussed above and any 
management alternatives and issues that should be analyzed to help ensure the completeness of 
the EA.  The BLM will refine the draft proposed action and/or develop alternatives for inclusion 
in the Predecisional EA as needed, based on the issues raised during the public scoping period.  
Issues that are outside of the scope of the proposal will not be addressed at this planning level. 
 
For full consideration, comments made on this proposal should be received by the BLM within 
30 days of the date of this letter.  When submitting comments please include your name, address, 
and telephone number, the organization you represent (if any), and any facts and issues specific 
to this proposal that you would like the BLM to consider during the development of the EA.  
Comments should be sent to Peggy Redick, Challis Field Office, 1151 Blue Mountain Road, 
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Challis, Idaho 83226 or to Bill Baer, Salmon Field Office, 1206 South Challis Street, Salmon, 
Idaho 83467. 
 
For any questions related to this proposal please contact one of the following: 
  

• Bill Baer, Salmon Field Office, wbaer@blm.gov or (208) 756-5419 
• Peggy Redick, Challis Field Office, predick@blm.gov or (208) 879-6201 
• Greg Mann, BLM Idaho Falls District Office, gmann@blm.gov or (208) 478-6374 

 
Sincerely, 
 
/s/ Eric Lepisto 
Challis Field Office Manager 
 
/s/ Linda Price 
Salmon Field Office Manager 
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Treatment Maps 
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