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At-Risk Species 
Frequently Asked Questions 

The purpose of this document is to provide clarification on topics related to at-risk species on the 
Sierra and Sequoia National Forest Plan Revisions and in particular, the lists of species of 
conservation concern (SCC).  

In May 2016, we released the Draft Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) and draft forest plans 
for the Inyo, Sequoia and Sierra National Forests for a 90-day public comment period. A 
“Species of Conservation Concern” list for each forest was part of that release, and we received 
questions regarding this process. Since then, the Inyo National Forest proceeded to release a 
Final EIS and final forest plan, and the Sequoia and Sierra National Forests released a revised 
DEIS and revised draft forest plans. Along with these documents, the Regional Forester refined 
and revised the list of species of conservation concern for each national forest. Below we outline 
what we’ve heard from you – the public – about at-risk species, especially species of 
conservation concern, and share answers for a better understanding of this important part of 
forest plan revision. 

General Questions 

What are at-risk species? 

The 2012 Planning Rule and subsequent direction in the Forest Service Handbook (FSH 1909 
Chapter 12.5) define “at-risk species” as consisting of two groups: 1) Federally recognized 
threatened, endangered, proposed, and candidate species; and 2) species of conservation concern. 

What is the difference between a threatened, endangered, proposed 
or candidate species and a species of conservation concern? 

Threatened and endangered species are federally designated by either the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service (terrestrial species) or NOAA Fisheries (marine and anadromous species) under the 
Endangered Species Act of 1973. This Act was created to protect critically imperiled species 
from extinction and identify a path towards their recovery. A proposed species is a species being 
evaluated in detail to determine if they should be listed as a threatened or endangered species 
under the Endangered Species Act. A candidate species is one where there is sufficient 
information that it should be considered for listing but it is waiting for a detailed evaluation due 
to other higher priority species. For some threatened or endangered species, critical habitat 
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important to the recovery of the species has also been identified. Similarly, proposed species may 
have proposed critical habitat identified. 

A species of conservation concern is a Forest Service-specific classification defined by the 2012 
Planning Rule as a species for which the best available science indicates there is a substantial 
concern about the species’ capability to persist over the long-term in the plan area. A species of 
conservation concern is not a federally threatened, endangered, proposed or candidate species 
under the Endangered Species Act. The Regional Forester designates a species of conservation 
concern list for each national forest.  

What is the difference between the Regional Forester’s species of 
conservation concern list and the Regional Forester’s sensitive 
species list? Are the Regional Forester’s sensitive species included 
on the species of conservation concern list? If not, why?  

While species on the two lists may be similar, the purpose of each list is different. A species of 
conservation concern list is a new element required by the 2012 Planning Rule. This list has 
specific requirements and replaces the Regional Forester’s list of sensitive species (RFSS) that 
was required by the 1982 Planning Rule. The overall goal of both lists is to manage national 
forests to prevent species from needing to be federally listed as threatened or endangered.  

While the species of conservation concern lists include most of the Regional Forester’s list of 
sensitive species, a sensitive species may not meet the criteria for a species of conservation 
concern for several reasons. First and foremost, species of conservation concern must be known 
to occur within the plan area, while a Regional Forester’s sensitive species can be based upon 
known occurrence or suitable habitat that exists within the overall range of the species. Other 
reasons may include lack of scientific information to support a substantial concern for the 
species’ capability to persist, or because the best available scientific information indicates that 
the species is not at risk of persisting in the plan area. This is a key difference between the two 
lists. The species of conservation concern identification process acknowledges that risk to the 
same species may be different on different forest units, or that population demographics may 
differ between forests depending on local conditions. The Regional Forester’s list of sensitive 
species list does not always recognize these differences. 

In general, sensitive species were determined not to meet the established criteria as a species of 
conservation concern for one or more of the following reasons:  

• It is a federally recognized threatened, endangered, proposed, or candidate species under the 
Endangered Species Act and is listed under that category of at-risk species.  

• The species does not have a known occurrence in the forest plan area of a national forest.  

• Previous occurrence records were determined to be incorrect identifications of the species 
and/or could not be re-located.  

• Recent surveys indicated the species is more common than originally thought.  
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• Natureserve, California Natural Diversity Database, California Native Plant Society Rare 
plant inventory, or other best available scientific information or data sources indicate threats 
to the species were not substantial.  

• There was no information about threats to the species. This was a relatively uncommon 
circumstance, because information about threats could be inferred from threats to the 
ecosystems upon which the species depend. Lack of information generally only limited 
species inclusion on the list if the species had not been observed for decades or more, leading 
to uncertainty about the condition of its specific habitat.  

The specific reasons a species was determined to meet or not meet the established criteria as a 
species of conservation concern are provided in the rationale documents for animals and plants 
for each of the Sequoia and Sierra National Forests that are located on the Region 5 Species of 
Conservation Concern website. Another key difference is how the two lists inform development 
and implementation of the Land Management Plan. While sensitive species lists are developed 
independent of the plan revision process, the species of conservation concern list is used as a tool 
to actually develop the land management plan. It proactively ensures that the ecological 
conditions needed for species persistence are adequately addressed during plan development.  

Have the species on the species of conservation concern lists 
changed from what the Forest Service shared with the public in 2016? 

Yes. Following release of the DEIS and 90-day comment period, the public asked for a more 
careful look at some species and provided species-specific information for us to review on many 
species. We considered public comments, reviewed documented species occurrences in the forest 
plan revision areas, and more thoroughly reviewed scientific literature.  

For the Sequoia National Forest, 8 animal species and 27 botanical species are removed from the 
2016 list. Most of these species do not meet criteria in the directives for an occurrence in the plan 
area, but had been mistakenly included on the 2016 list because they occur in the Giant Sequoia 
National Monument, which has its own land management plan direction completed in 2013 
under the 1982 Planning Rule. Five species are to be added to the species of conservation 
concern list for the Sequoia NF: Northern goshawk, Mount Pinos sooty grouse, Evius blue 
butterfly, greenish blue butterfly, and cut-leaf checkerbloom. Fisher, although retaining status as 
an at-risk species because it is a proposed species for listing under the Endangered Species Act, 
is not a species of conservation concern.  

For the Sierra National Forest, changes include adding Northern goshawk as a species of 
conservation concern and fisher, although retaining status as an at-risk species because it is a 
proposed species for listing under the Endangered Species Act, is not a species of conservation 
concern.   

For more detail see the rationale documents for animals and plants for each of the Sequoia and 
Sierra National Forests that are located on the Region 5 Species of Conservation Concern 
website.  

https://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/r5/landmanagement/planning/?cid=STELPRD3847418
https://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/r5/landmanagement/planning/?cid=STELPRD3847418
https://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/r5/landmanagement/planning/?cid=STELPRD3847418
https://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/r5/landmanagement/planning/?cid=STELPRD3847418
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Will the species of conservation concern lists replace the Regional 
Forester’s sensitive species list? If so, when? 

Yes, upon approving a Record of Decision for the new forest plan, the Regional Forester’s 
sensitive species list will no longer apply to the plan area.  

How do at-risk species inform forest plan revisions? 

At-risk species play a role in all three phases of the forest plan revision process: 

 Assessment – Identify species listed under ESA that occur in the plan area; develop and 
assess a list of Potential Species of Conservation Concern. 

 Plan Revision – Determine the list of species of conservation concern for the plan area. 
Develop plan components to maintain ecosystem integrity, and consider incorporating 
species-specific components, which should provide the conditions necessary for the 
persistence or recovery of species of conservation concern as well as federally listed 
species. 

 Monitoring – Monitor indicators to determine whether the revised plan is providing 
conditions necessary to provide for the persistence or recovery of federally listed species 
or species of conservation concern. For select at-risk species, a select set of ecological 
conditions, including habitat, is monitored. This may include characteristics at both the 
ecosystem and species-specific levels of terrestrial, riparian, or aquatic ecosystems. See 
the FAQs for Monitoring for more information. 

The Planning Rule (36 CFR 219.9(b)(1)) requires the Responsible Official to determine whether 
plan components provide sufficient ecological conditions for at-risk species, including standards 
or guidelines to maintain or restore ecosystem integrity and ecosystem diversity; or if plan 
components specifically directed toward providing specific conditions required by such species 
must be developed 
Plan components developed to provide for ecosystem integrity and ecosystem diversity are 
expected to provide for ecological conditions necessary to maintain the persistence or contribute 
to the recovery of native species within the plan area, including most at-risk species. A good 
example is desired conditions describing the amount, structure, condition, and distribution of 
different types of vegetation. However, if the responsible official determines that these plan 
components are not sufficient to provide such ecological conditions, then additional, species-
specific plan components, including standards or guidelines, are included to provide such 
ecological conditions in the plan area. For at-risk species listed under ESA, formal consultation 
will occur prior to issuing a record of decision on plan revision. 

Plan components are developed at the ecosystem and or species-specific level to maintain or 
improve viability. Species persistence (viability) is evaluated through the persistence analysis in 
the RDEIS (i.e., Appendix D in Volume 2). The persistence analysis assesses how plan 
components address key threats for each species and how they would maintain or improve 
ecological conditions necessary to maintain a viable population of species of conservation 
concern in the plan area. For some species of conservation concern, key threats are addressed by 
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plan components applied at the ecosystem level (e.g. desired conditions for terrestrial 
ecosystems). For other species it is necessary to include species-specific plan components, such 
as standards limiting certain activities or guidelines limiting disturbance during the breeding 
season, to further mitigate risk that might occur as a result of specific activities or actions. Under 
the 2012 Rule, we manage forest resources to provide the ecological conditions that the species 
of conservation concern need to persist on the forest. When the Forest Service cannot provide 
ecological conditions to maintain a viable population of species of conservation concern in the 
plan area because of the inherent capability of the land, or Forest Service authority, forest plan 
direction contributes to maintaining a viable population of the species of conservation concern in 
its range 

What if a species is not on the species of conservation concern list, 
will it still have plan components? 

Yes, several components support the persistence of all native plant and animal species in a forest 
plan area. Also, some plan components are developed to better manage for a few non-at-risk 
species; for example, deer and sport fisheries are species managed by the California Department 
of Fish and Wildlife. In addition, a few plan components or other plan content were developed 
for general wildlife groups such as bats and butterflies and insect pollinators. Some examples 
from the draft forest plan for the Sequoia National Forest that highlight ecological conditions that 
would support persistence for a wide variety of species include: 

 Desired Conditions (SPEC-FW-DC 01): Persistent populations of native, and desirable 
nonnative, plant and animal species are supported by healthy ecosystems, essential 
ecological processes, and land stewardship activities, and reflect the diversity, quantity, 
quality, and capability of natural habitats on the National Forest. These ecosystems are 
also resilient to uncharacteristic fire, climate change, and other stressors, and this 
resilience supports the long-term sustainability of plant and animal communities. 

 Desired Conditions (TERR-CES-DC 01): Complex early seral habitat contains a 
sufficient abundance and distribution of snags (especially large-diameter snags) for 
cavity-nesting wildlife, variable densities of native shrubs and herbaceous plants, and 
resprouting oak and aspen where they occur.  

 Desired Conditions (TERR-FW-DC 05): The landscape contains a mosaic of vegetation 
types and structures that provide habitat, movement and connectivity for a variety of 
species including wide-ranging generalists such as bear, mountain lion, and deer; more 
localized, semi-specialists such as ground-nesting, shrub-nesting, and cavity-nesting birds 
and various bats; and specialists such as old forest and sagebrush-associated species. 

Another example is a potential management approach that expresses management’s intent to 
develop strategies for protecting known bat hibernacula or maternity colonies that may be 
adversely affected by recreational, management, or other activities by either installing bat gates 
at the entrances of caves and mines or restricting access by other means. 

Often, plan components developed for species of conservation concern also provide for species 
that are not considered at-risk. It is important to keep in mind that the overall intent of the plans 
developed under the 2012 Planning Rule is to manage for diverse ecological conditions that are 
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resilient and sustainable and lead to ecosystem integrity and ecosystem diversity that provides 
for the persistence of native species. 

Process Questions 

What is the process for identifying species of conservation concern? 
Who approves the final list of species? 

We evaluate species for species of conservation concern listing by following a process outlined 
in Forest Service National Handbook Directive FSH 1909.12 § 12.52c-d. As species are 
considered, Forest Service specialists review the best available scientific information using 
databases, scientific studies, local information, and expert knowledge to determine whether there 
is substantial concern that a species may not persist in the plan area over the long-term. A species 
must be known to occur on the plan area and must have substantial concern for persistence to be 
included as a species of conservation concern. The Regional Forester determines the final list of 
species. The identification process is outlined more fully by the Species of Conservation Concern 
Identification Process. 

What information did the Forest Service use to identify species to 
include on the species of conservation concern lists? Can the public 
review that information? 

The Forest Service uses the best available scientific information (BASI) for each species to 
identify which species meet the criteria for species of conservation concern listing. Examples of 
the information evaluated include: conservation ranks from NatureServe, lists of species that are 
currently under federal or state protection, occurrence data showing species distribution and 
range, population status and trends, habitat status and trends, relevant life history characteristics 
that affect a species resiliency, known threats, and local concerns. Much of this information is 
publicly available and applicable sources are referenced directly in each species specific 
rationale list of best available scientific information. 

What is “best available scientific information”? 

Generally, best available scientific information, or  BASI, is high-quality information that: 
results from well-developed and appropriate methods; draws logical conclusions based on 
reasonable assumptions; explains information gaps and inconsistencies; has been appropriately 
peer-reviewed; is placed in the proper context within the body of knowledge; and cites 
references. However, not all information needs to meet all of these characteristics to be 
considered best available scientific information. At a minimum, scientific information needs to 
be available, accurate, reliable, and relevant. “Available” means that the Forest Service does not 
need to create new scientific information and conduct new research, but simply should use 
information that currently exists. In the context of identifying species of conservation concern, 
the focus of the best available scientific information should be on information relevant for 
evaluating a species capability to persist. This would typically include a succinct synthesis of the 
status of the species in regards to population and habitat trends and distribution, identification of 
important ecological relationships and limiting factors, and identification and evaluation of key 

https://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/fseprd587508.pdf
https://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/fseprd587508.pdf
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threats affecting the capability to persist. For some species, very limited information exists. The 
requirement to use best available scientific information does not motivate new research but 
instead represents a synthesis of the available information (FSH 1909.12 ch 10, 12.53). 

What does “substantial concern” mean and how is “substantial 
concern” used in identifying species of conservation concern? 

Substantial concern means there is credible evidence that there is a concern about a particular 
species’ ability to persist within the forest plan area. Substantial concern considers the weight of 
multiple lines of evidence. This evidence can include:  

 The species has been identified as imperiled as a result of status reviews described in the 
scientific literature and listed in widely accepted databases such as NatureServe, a non-
profit organization that provides proprietary wildlife conservation-related data, tools, and 
services.  

 Significant threats, such as climate change or competition from exotic species, threaten 
species of conservation concern populations or their habitat.  

 Field surveys have documented declining species of conservation concern populations or 
habitat in the forest plan area.  

 The species is known to have low population numbers or restricted habitat within the 
forest plan area. 

When identifying species of conservation concern, the Forest Service considers the best available 
scientific information to determine whether there is substantial concern regarding the capability 
of a species to persist in the plan area. The emphasis is on species known to have substantial 
concern related to Forest Service management activities that may affect populations or their 
critical habitat elements. However, a species can be identified as a species of conservation 
concern regardless of whether the source of the threat is related to management activities. An 
example of a threat beyond the scope of management activities affecting capability of a species 
to persist within the plan area is demonstrated with the Nelson’s desert bighorn sheep, a species 
of conservation concern for the adjacent Inyo National Forest. Trespass of goats from 
neighboring private land has potentially infected bighorn sheep with a disease that could 
eradicate an entire local population on the Inyo National Forest. The spread of this disease raises 
substantial concern, which is why this species was identified as a species of conservation 
concern. It is important to note that some species may have restricted ranges or isolated 
populations due to inherent life history requirements and or high levels of endemism but the 
populations are secure and are expected to remain in the plan area over time. Thus rarity in and 
of itself is not always enough to merit substantial concern for persistence, but must be considered 
along with the weight of other risk factors.  

What does it mean to have “insufficient scientific information”? 

For a species to be included as a species of conservation concern, there must be sufficient 
information regarding threats to that species. Specifically, the threats must be substantial enough 
to determine that there is concern regarding the capability for the species to persist within the 
plan area. This places the focus on species known to have a conservation concern. The directives 
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specify that when there is insufficient scientific information available to conclude there is a 
substantial concern about a species’ capability to persist in the plan area over the long-term, that 
species cannot be identified as a species of conservation concern at this time.  

What is local conservation concern, and how does it fit into 
identifying species of conservation concern? 

One of the categories used when identifying species to consider as species of conservation 
concern is local conservation concern. We evaluate local conservation concerns by seeking 
information from Forest-level biologists and botanists, local chapters of organizations such as the 
California Native Plant Society or Audubon Society, or other local experts on flora and fauna. 
Local experts may have knowledge of unique threats to a particular species that are only relevant 
in one specific area. It is possible that a species could be stable at a global level and a state level 
and still be imperiled at a local level. This could occur at the edge of a species’ range, or for 
small, isolated populations that are at risk of local extirpation. The consideration of species with 
local conservation concerns ensures that species that demonstrate substantial concern regarding 
capability to persist in the plan area will be included as species of conservation concern even if 
they are stable outside of the plan area. The same criteria are still used during the evaluation 
process to determine substantial concern as would be used for other species on the list. 

How is the “vulnerable” classification used when identifying species 
of conservation concern? Are state “vulnerable” species always 
included as species of conservation concern? 

No. Some species that are classified in California under the NatureServe ranking system as 
“vulnerable” meet the criteria to be identified as species of conservation concern and some do 
not. Forest Service Handbook guidance states that G/T3 or S1 or S2 species “should” be 
considered, but there is no requirement to include a species with a state rank of S3. Specifically, 
not all vulnerable species meet the criteria of having substantial concern regarding their 
capability to persist within a forest.  

How does management under existing Forest Plans affect how the 
Forest Service identifies species of conservation concern? 

Identification of species of conservation concern must be based on current conditions in the plan 
area. Species are not eliminated from inclusion or automatically added as species of conservation 
concern based upon existing plan standards or guidelines, existing management, proposed plan 
components under a new plan, or threats to persistence beyond the authority of the Agency or not 
within the capability of the plan area, such as climate change. All rationale for not including a 
species as species of conservation concern is based on the best available scientific information 
relevant to the criteria outlined in the directives (FSH 1909.12 § 12.52c-d). 
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Are the species of conservation concern lists and rationales final or 
can I still provide input on the species of conservation concern lists?  

While the Regional Forester has determined the species of conservation lists for each forest, the 
lists may change based on new scientific information. Changes to the species of conservation list 
are determined by the Regional Forester. 

If you have best available scientific information about a species that may indicate a species 
should be added or removed from the species of conservation concern list, let us know. The most 
helpful information would be why you think a species meets or doesn’t meet the species of 
conservation concern criteria for consideration. Please provide evidence to support your 
reasoning such as new occurrence data or information on emerging threats or ecological 
conditions that has been validated or subject to peer review. If you have questions, concerns, or 
feedback about our species of conservation concern lists or process please submit comments to 
the Planning Team Lead, r5planrevision@fs.fed.us.  

We will consider all the input we receive. When we review the feedback, we will determine if 
the input offers valid scientific information we have yet to consider. If so, we may remove or add 
species from the list. If new species of conservation concern are added, we would analyze that 
plan components provide for species persistence, adding or revising plan components as 
necessary. Any changes will be documented in the project record and the final approved species 
of conservation concern list will be released with the final forest plans and FEIS. 

mailto:r5planrevision@fs.fed.us

