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National Park Service―Southeast Utah Group
June 25, 2008
Subject:
Notice of Intent to Prepare an Exotic Plant Management Plan and Environmental Assessment―Invitation to Participate

What is the Exotic Plant Management Plan?

Based upon recent exotic plant inventories, “the plan” will outline a long-term, fully integrated weed management program, including components of complying with regulations, educational programs, collaboration measures, planning, treatment methods, monitoring, prevention, and recommendations for least damaging treatment and restoration alternatives.  

In addition, the National Park Service Director’s Order 12 (DO-12) requires a NEPA-compliant program for exotic weed management.  The objective of the plan is to provide coordinated, sound integrated exotic plant management guidance to Southeast Utah Group parks within the framework and requirements of DO-12 and the NEPA process. The Southeast Utah Group (SEUG) consists of Arches National Park, Canyonlands National Park, Hovenweep National Monument and Natural Bridges National Monument.
Why is the plan needed?

Under Director’s Order 12, “need” is described as an existing condition that should be changed, problems that should be remedied, decisions that should be made, and policies or mandates that should be implemented. Under this definition, the following needs have been identified for this project:
· Existing conditions that should be changed:

An exotic plant management plan is needed to reduce the threat of exotic plants to these natural and cultural resources.
· Problems that should be remedied:

An EPMP/EA is needed to achieve compliance with NEPA for future exotic plant management projects. Resource managers need access to more exotic plant management tools.  This EPMP/EA will provide clearance for a number of treatment options, thus resource managers will be able to select and implement the most appropriate management approach in the future.
· Decisions that should be made:

A comprehensive evaluation of potential impacts associated with exotic plant management is needed to educate resource managers of the potential effects of various treatment methods. Resource managers also need standardized best management practices (BMP) to mitigate potential impacts associated with management. 

A standardized decision-making process is needed so that management decisions can be easily communicated and justified to the public. A standardized process would also help park managers and their staff to educate the public about exotic plant management programs.
· Policies or mandates that should be implemented:

An EPMP/EA is needed to ensure that relevant policies and mandates are implemented.

Controlling exotic plant infestations is one of the most serious challenges facing SEUG managers, who are charged with the protection of natural and cultural resources. Exotic plants are infesting SEUG at an alarming rate.  Of over 96 exotic trees, herbaceous plants and grasses occurring in the park, 19 species have been identified as a threat to SEUG natural resources.
The proposed plan will assist the parks in managing this threat to ecosystem health and function and will provide a framework for cooperation with land managers, neighbors, and partners with common concerns.

Goals of the Plan

The goals of the Exotic Plant Management Plan are to:  

· Develop an EPMP/EA that provides the necessary environmental compliance for exotic plant management treatments at the SEUG parks.

· Restore native plant communities to reduce the need for ongoing exotic plant management.
· Prevent unacceptable levels of exotic plant damage, using environmentally sound, cost effective management strategies that pose the least possible risk to people, park resources, and the environment.   
· Standardize exotic plant management at SEUG so actions can be more effectively implemented and explained to the public.
· Inform resource managers about various treatment options and mitigation measures so they have a number of “tools in their toolbox”
Proposed Actions

The proposed action of the Exotic Plant Management Plan will be:
· Compliance with Regulatory Measures

For future exotic plant management activities, the monument would use a Decision Making Tool that would confirm compliance with applicable policies and regulations through the use of this EPMP/EA.
· Education Programs

One of the objectives of the EPMP/EA is to standardize exotic plant management at SEUG so actions can be more effectively implemented and explained to the public.  

· Collaboration Measures

Collaboration would be an ongoing process that would build consensus with interested parties (including adjacent landowners), decision makers, technical experts, and the general public. Several types of collaboration would be conducted under the preferred alternative, including:
· Collaboration between the monument, the general public, and neighboring landowners.
· Collaboration between NPS resource managers and exotic plant management experts.
· Collaboration with local, state, and federal officials involved in exotic plant management.
· Planning
Resource managers would use the Decision-making Tool, developed specifically for the EPMP/EA, for exotic plant management planning.  In using this tool, resource managers would follow a standard decision-making process to identify exotic plants, determine exotic plant management priorities, identify and evaluate the efficacy and environmental effects of the proposed treatment, consider alternative treatments having less impacts, justify why a treatment was selected, and confirm compliance with applicable policies and regulations. 

The Decision-making Tool includes a series of five decision trees. These decision trees include:
· Identify Exotic Plants and Justify Management Needs

· Guidance for Setting Management Priorities

· Optimum Tool Analysis for Treatment Options

· Justify and Confirm Compliance of Chemical and Biological Treatments (with applicable policies and regulations)

· Confirm Compliance of Proposed Treatment Method with NEPA
· Treatment Methods
In addition to current mechanical/manual, chemical and cultural treatments, biological control agents would be implemented. Biological treatments involve the use of “natural enemies” (including insects and microorganisms) to reduce the abundance of an exotic plant. 
· Monitoring and Record Keeping
Record keeping would be used to provide a historical record of activities and also to provide information that can be used to justify future exotic plant management activities. Monitoring would be used to determine whether exotic plant management activities are effective in meeting management objectives.

Suggested Alternatives

Alternative 1: No Action Alternative, Continue with Current Management Practices, would be a continuation of existing exotic plant management programs at each separate park. 

The Southeast Utah Group parks currently use limited mechanical/manual, cultural and chemical treatments to control exotic plant infestations within the parks.  Because these activities and projects have been relatively small in scale, they fall under a categorical exclusion (CE) under NEPA.  In NPS, “CEs are applicable to actions that, under normal circumstances, are not considered major federal actions and that have no measurable impacts on the human environment.” (NPS DO-12)  The categorical exclusion used to perform these activities read as follows: 

“Removal of individual members of a non-threatened/endangered species or

populations of pests and exotic plants that pose an imminent danger to visitors or

an immediate threat to park resources.” (NPS Director’s Order #12, §3.4.E(3)).

If this alternative is selected, SEUG would continue to conduct exotic plant control work within the park’s as it has been doing.  To see the complete text of Director’s Order 12 and its reference to exotic species management, please see http://www.nps.gov/policy/DOrders/RM12.pdf, section 3.

Alternative 2:  Preferred Alternative, Integrated Pest Management – use of mechanical, cultural, chemical, biological control, and prevention techniques to manage exotic plants.

We envision that the preferred alternative would consider the use of the full range of IPM techniques available both now and in the future for proactive, responsible integrated weed management.  This more comprehensive plan would include actions for increased education and monitoring activities to address prevention of the introduction and spread of exotic species in the monument.  Using the full range of IPM techniques, including biological control agents would prevent unacceptable levels of exotic plants using the most economical means while posing the least hazard to people, property, and the environment.

Alternatives Excluded From Further Consideration

Alternative 3 - Stop all exotic plant management and control activities within each park.

This alternative was eliminated from detailed study because stopping all exotic plant

management and control activities within the parks are inconsistent with federal noxious weed management policies, NPS resource management guidelines, and state noxious weed laws. Specifically, this alternative is inconsistent with E.O. 13112 on Invasive Species, the Federal Noxious Weed Control Act, NPS management policies, and Utah and Colorado noxious weed laws. This alternative would also defy the purpose and objectives of the resource management objectives at each park.

Alternative 4 - Develop an IPM Plan that considers all treatments except chemical treatments.

Developing an IPM Plan that considers all treatments except chemical treatments was

considered, but was eliminated from further analysis because of the efficiency and efficacy of chemicals for treating some exotic plants. Also, the use of chemical treatments may be restricted or avoided, as necessary, to protect resources under Alternatives 1 and 2. NPS Management Policies (2006:47) states, “Exotic species will not be allowed to displace native species if displacement can be prevented.” In some instances, chemical treatment may be the only feasible method available for reducing the threat of exotic plants to environmental and cultural resources. According to NPS Management Policies, the use of herbicides is to be considered only when “all other available options are either not acceptable or not feasible.” Because IPM applies a holistic approach to exotic plant management decision-making, it takes advantage of all appropriate exotic plant management tools, which may include, but is not limited to, herbicides  (McCrea and DiSalvo 2001:394).

Alternative 5 - Develop an IPM Plan that considers all treatments except biological control treatments.

Developing an IPM Plan that considers all treatments except biological control was considered, but was eliminated because of the efficiency and efficacy of some biological control agents for treating some exotic plants. NPS Management Policies (2006:47) states, “Exotic species will not be allowed to displace native species if displacement can be prevented.” In some instances, biological control may be the only feasible method available for reducing the threat of exotic plants to environmental and cultural resources.

Anticipated Timelines

Public scoping will begin in June 2008.  The Exotic Plant Management Plan and Environmental Assessment should be ready for public review by late-summer.  We would like to finalize and adopt a plan in the fall of 2008.  

Public Participation

We invite your participation and appreciate your interest in the development of this much-needed plan.  An outline of suggested alternatives has been prepared.  These will evolve and change as we progress with the planning process and receive input from the public and other interested parties.

Contact Information
Comments on this initial stage of plan development can be documented on the PEPC website or can be mailed to Superintendent, Southeast Utah Group, 2282 W. Resource Blvd, Moab, UT 84532; by fax to 435-719-2300; or by email to CANY_superintendent@nps.gov. 
