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INTRODUCTION 
 

On April 9th, 2012, the Forest Service published its new planning rule in the Federal Register, 
updating its process for the development and revision of land management plans for national 
forests and grasslands.  It affirms NFMA's intent to "provide for diversity of plant and animal 
communities," (16 USC 36 § 1604(g)(3)(B)) yet represents a new approach.  The 2012 Planning 
Rule reflects a different context for management which is informed by an understanding of 
science and sustainability that has evolved over the past three decades.  The 2012 Planning 
Rule’s preamble highlights 5 key intentions as it relates to the diversity of plant and animal 
communities.  These include: 
 

 Provide for the diversity of plant and animal communities, 
 Keep common native species common, 
 Contribute to the recovery of threatened and endangered species, 
 Conserve proposed and candidate species, and 
 Maintain species of conservation concern. 

 
In addition, plans revised under the 2012 Planning Rule are to be based on a complementary 
ecosystem and species-specific approach, often referred to as the coarse-filter/fine-filter 
approach.   

Because of the central role that species conservation strategies play in forest planning, agency 
leadership identified a need to explore how the regions and units are approaching some new 
aspects of the planning process, especially the identification and evaluation of Species of 
Conservation Concern.  In November 2015, a Washington Office staff team initiated an effort to 
gain a better understanding of the agency’s experience to date with SCC and planning.  The 
team provided regions engaged in planning with a set of questions (see Appendix A).  The 
primary goal of this “SCC Enquiry” was to assess whether there is a need to clarify existing 
policy, develop new guidance, provide educational materials or otherwise support regions and 
forests on species of conservation concern related issues.  Fourteen units representing 6 
regions, all at various stages of the planning process, participated in the SCC Enquiry (see Table 
1).   
  
The team, representing Ecosystem Management Coordination (EMC), Water, Fish, Wildlife, Air 
and Rare Plants (WFWARP), and Range Management and Vegetation Ecology (RVE) staffs, 
reviewed and summarized all responses.  The purpose of the summary is to share current 
experience and to create a foundation for follow up dialogue to further evaluate particular 
challenges and explore different approaches to SCC in the planning process. 
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Table 1.  Regions and Units represented in the SCC Enquiry 

Region Unit Completed Plan Phases under 2012 
Rule 

Northern (R1) Flathead NF 
Helena and Lewis & Clark NF 
Nez Perce-Clearwater NF* 

Assessment, NOI 
Assessment 
Assessment, NOI 

Rocky Mountain (R2) Rio Grande NF  

Southwestern (R3) Carson NF 
Cibola NF* 
Kaibab NF^ 
Santa Fe NF 

Assessment, NOI 
Assessment, NOI 
 
Assessment 

Pacific Southwest 
(R5) 

Inyo NF* 
Sequoia NF* 
Sierra NF* 

Assessment, NOI 
Assessment, NOI 
Assessment, NOI 

Southern (R8) El Yunque NF* 
Francis Marion NF 
Nantahala and Pisgah NF 

Assessment, NOI 
Assessment, NOI, DEIS and draft Plan 
Assessment, NOI 

Alaska Region (R10) Chugach NF* Assessment 

* Early Adopter Forests. 
^ The Kaibab NF was included by Region 3 because they are developing SCC to evaluate how 
they compare between the 1982 Planning Rule revision efforts and the 2012 Planning Rule 
effort.  
 

KEY SUMMARY POINTS 
 

Regional Process 

Regional Process and Involvement 

 Most regions used similar overall process, but with a variety of operational approaches, 
for example: 

o One region provided a similar package (flowchart, spreadsheet) to forests in 
revision to support a consistent approach. 

o Some, but not all, forest teams and regions dedicated staff specifically to the 
developing potential SCC and SCC lists. 

 
Region-Identified Best Practices 

 Most regions highlighted the strength of close coordination between the RO and 
planning units. 

 Nearly all regions highlighted the utility of regional guidance papers in identifying and 
evaluating SCCs. 
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Region-Identified Challenges 

 Regions highlighted a tension between a desire for national consistency and localized 
discretion and flexibility. 

 Four regions noted that interpretation of some important elements of the rule or 
directives was difficult. 

 Three regions highlighted challenges with roles and relationships between line and staff, 
the interdisciplinary team specialists’ comfort levels with scientific uncertainty, or use of 
professional judgment in applying science. 

 Other region-identified challenges include the stress of competing workloads and 
personnel capacity, lack of BASI, determining BASI, and public confusion regarding the 
role of SCC in forest planning. 
 

Critical Follow-up Recommended by Regions  

 Many regions highlighted a need for additional discussion or guidance on specific terms 
used in the Rule or directives (e.g. “substantial concern,” “long-term,” “sufficient 
information,” and “capability to persist”), and working toward more consistent 
interpretations.   

 Regions also described a desire for clarification of the following:  differences and 
transition between Regional Forester Sensitive Species and SCC, whether NatureServe 
rank is enough to warrant designating a species as an SCC, and the timing and 
sufficiency of public engagement during the process of identifying SCC.  

 Regions also identified a need for additional conversation about specific WO-led policy 
and technical guidance efforts, and understanding any WO concerns about their 
regional process.  

 

Public Participation 

 All units are providing public participation opportunities relevant for the phase of the 
planning process that they are working on (e.g., Assessment, Draft Plan), however many 
units do not provide additional public participation opportunities just for SCC 
identification.  

 Many units are hearing positive responses on the level of public participation they are 
providing, while other units are experiencing increased public demands to make the SCC 
process more transparent. 

 Many units are receiving requests from NGOs to consider species not on the list. 

 There was not a consistent process (within region or amongst regions) employed for 
sharing documentation and rationale for why or why not individual species are included 
or excluded from the SCC list.  In addition, most units do not have a clear process to 
inform the public when potential SCC are not ultimately identified as SCC.   
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 All units are leveraging expertise for developing potential SCC lists, using public 
opportunities, as well as contacting known experts, databases and sources of science 
information.  
 

Categories Considered 

 Every region reported that all units identifying SCC are considering species categories 
identified in the directives (identified in FSH 1909.12, ch. 10, sec. 12.52d (3)).   

 Every region reported that all units are considering current Regional Forester Sensitive 
Species (RFSS) lists for the plan area when identifying potential SCC list.  Some units also 
reported relying on previous sensitive species lists and sensitive species lists on 
adjoining units.   

 Additional engagement with regions is needed to understand different approaches to 
consideration of species categories and documentation thereof. 

 

Applying Occurrence Criteria 

 Determination of species occurrence varies among Regions.  The criteria evaluated 
ranges from assuming presence in the absence of surveys, inclusion of species detected 
close to the forest, inclusion if the species was reasonably likely to occur on the forest, 
to only including a species if they were detected in the planning area.   

 Often different data sets and professional assumptions are used for different taxa, with 
plants and invertebrates often being dealt with differently than the rest of the taxa 
(generally because of differences in mobility).   

 While many of the presences are based on recent observations, in most cases when a 
forest is surmising presence, the determination is based on a subject matter expert’s 
(internal or external) interpretation of best available scientific information.   

 Data intensity of occurrence varied widely across all regions.   There was variation how 
lack of information about a species would lead to determinations about substantial 
concern for its persistence. 

 Some forests had very little data for species on their forest.  
 

Applying Substantial Concern Criteria 

 There is variability in approach to determining substantial concern, particularly in 
relation to the effect of stressors beyond the agency’s authority or outside of the 
inherent capability of the plan area (such as climate change or illegal collections).   

 While the planning rule and directives require development of plan components to 
contribute to maintaining viable populations of a SCC even where it is beyond the 
authority of the agency or capability of the land (FSH 23.13c, 36 CFR 219.9(b)(2)), some 
units indicated the lack of authority or capability of the plan area as a reason not to 
identify a species as potential SCC.   

 Regions approached the effect of rarity or the occurrence of isolated populations of 
more common species on substantial concern in different ways.  Some regions found 
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“sustainable concern” based on rarity whereas in other regions it would take rarity and 
high known management threat to identify species on the SCC list. This is particularly 
relevant in the identification and evaluation of plant species.   

 Lack of information about a given species was often interpreted differently amongst 
units which can lead to different decisions about a species persistence. 

 

Documentation of Best Available Scientific Information 

 All regions indicated that BASI was referenced or cited in assessments, documents, or 
spreadsheets in the process record/file.  

 A species cannot be identified as a SCC without BASI ((FSH 1909.12 Ch. 10, 12.52(c)(2)), 
and the SCC Enquiry indicated variation across units in capacity to identify BASI.  Further 
engagement with regions is needed for a more comprehensive understanding of the 
process units take to identify BASI, and how BASI is documented, along with additional 
discussion on standardizing use of BASI. 
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REGIONAL PROCESS 

Regional Process for Identifying and Evaluating SCC Lists 
 

Regions generally followed similar processes consistent with FSH 1909.12, Chapter 10, Section 
12.52b, item 1b: "The Responsible Official may provide an initial list of potential species of 
conservation concern for review by the Regional Forester, who may concur or request 
modification.” All Regions provided regional oversight of the process with forest teams 
generating the initial list and then submitting it to the Regional Office for review and final 
approval.   

Regions typically initiated the process as part of forest plan revision under the 2012 Planning 
Rule.  One region also initiated list development for a forest plan that were recently revised (or 
currently under revision) under the 1982 Planning Rule.  This was done to assess the utility for 
monitoring transition efforts of the 2012 Planning Rule.  

The draft directives were referenced and existing Regional Forester Sensitive Species and other 
lists (NatureServe, USFWS, etc.) were used as a starting point.  Public input was provided 
through a number of avenues ranging from public meetings to opportunity to comment as part 
of the NEPA process. The best available scientific information (BASI) was used to inform species 
assessments and determine whether a species was “known to occur on the planning unit,” and 
if there is a “substantial concern for persistence.”  Some regions had existing products such as 
Best Available Scientific Information to aid in species assessments while others had to develop 
it. 

Time frames for identifying and evaluating lists varied ranging from 6-12 months to 2-3 years 
for most regions.  

 

Regional Involvement in Identifying Species of Conservation Concern 

 

Regional involvement in identifying SCC took the form of active participation in identification 
and analysis of potential SCC, and review of the list of potential SCC.  In some regions the forest 
team took the lead in identifying potential SCC with the region reviewing the list of potential 
SCC, while in other regions the region also played an active role in developing the list.   

The amount of interaction and support provided by regional offices varied, with some regions 
providing significant resources to assist with the process, including facilitating interagency and 
NGO involvement in the process. Some regions provided resources to support the process in 
the form of funding, staff, and planning teams, and in one region there exists a revision team 
that assisted in identifying SCC.  There was variation in the extent of regional refinement of 
forest-generated lists of potential SCC.  
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Region-Identified Best Practices and Challenges 

 
Region-Identified Best Practices 

Regions identified best practices and described tools or approaches developed and used to 
identify and evaluate potential SCC including:  species evaluation forms, process flowcharts, 
spreadsheets to help organize and document the process, a process white paper, assessments 
of best available scientific information from previous/ongoing efforts, and particular staffing 
strategies. 

Written Regional Guidance.  Four regions described utility in regional guidance papers or 
approaches.  One region used an “assessment framework” developed by the regional 
wildlife program leader, and developed an “at risk species guidance paper.”  Another 
developed a 2-page white paper called “choosing species of conservation concern.” A third 
region described using a process developed in another region for identifying potential 
wildlife SCC.   

Information Management Strategies.  Two regions noted using spreadsheets for “organizing 
and documenting the process” and for “tracking information on hundreds of species.”   One 
Region also noted success from “integration of the Sensitive Species evaluation forms.” 

Region/Unit Coordination. Four regions highlighted the value of close coordination between 
the RO and forest-based planning teams.  Another region assigned a SCC lead in the region 
and conducted in-person workshops involving all specialists addressing SCC “[to] ensure a 
consistent approach to identifying and evaluating SCCs.”  

Availability of Expertise.  One region also mentioned that “knowledgeable species experts” 
were “integral” to the success of the process, while another region highlighted “working 
with the heritage program data and personnel” has worked well.  

Region-Identified Challenges   

Regions described a spectrum of challenges in identifying and evaluating SCC and a tension 
between a desire for national consistency and localized discretion and flexibility.  One region 
described this as a “delicate balance among providing flexibility that accommodates the range 
of conditions/situations occurring across the Forests, allows reasonable line officer discretion, 
and supplies structured, useful guidance.”  Another region described that a good balance was in 
place now, while another region described no need for “further clarity in either the rule or 
directives SCC-wise.”  

The other 4 regions described interpretation of the rule or directives as a challenge their region 
or units have faced as they identify or evaluate SCC.  These regions identified a lack of clarity in 
various terms (e.g. sufficient information, substantial concern, known to exist), “conflicts with 
some portions of the rule and directives,” and a lack of direction on specific issues such as how 
rarity should be considered when evaluating a species as a potential SCC.    
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Three regions highlighted challenges with roles and relationships.  One described a challenge 
associated with “specialists’ comfort level[s] with uncertainty and [determining] their perceived 
roles in the process.”  Another region described the challenge of using professional judgment in 
applying science that was developed in a different ecosystem or context.  Changes in personnel 
were also identified as a challenge.  

Regions highlighted a few other challenges.  One region described “balancing existing 
workloads and personnel capacity to accomplish needed work tasks under an aggressive 
revision schedule” as the “biggest challenge” the region is facing.  Two regions described 
challenges associated with lack of information and determining BASI, with one specifically 
mentioning challenges with changes in individual species rankings in NatureServe and other 
databases.  Another region described the public understanding of the role of SCC in forest 
planning as a challenge, noting that “some of our partner agencies have advanced the need to 
identify species in demand, such as the G5/S5 ruffed grouse, as an SCC, because the partners 
have concerns about maintaining populations for demand activities, such as hunting.” 
Beginning the plan revision process without final directives was also identified as a challenge to 
some. 

 

Region-Identified Critical Follow-Up Conversations 
 

Regions described numerous different critical follow-up conversations with the Washington 
Office (WO).  Several regions identified a need for more consistent interpretation of the 
directives, including one region which called for the WO to “reduce the amount of discretion 
currently available so there is a more consistent understanding and application of terms.”  Two 
other regions, however, noted that no additional guidance or interpretation was needed.  

Most regions highlighted a need for policy clarification, including one region that called for the 
WO to “shift [its] focus to guiding choices in policy interpretation.”  Another region called for 
conversations on “contradictions between the intent in the preamble of the planning rule with 
subsequent guidance from the WO.”   In addition, regions described a desire for clarification on 
the following topics: 

 Clarification regarding specific terms used in the Rule or directives including:  
“substantial concern,” “long-term,” “sufficient information,” and “capability to persist.”   

 Differences and transition between Regional Forester Sensitive Species and SCC, 
especially as related to plan and project-level evaluations.  

 Whether NatureServe rank without other Best Available Scientific Information or survey 
data is enough to warrant identifying a species as an SCC, assuming presence in the plan 
area and substantial concern about the capability to persist.  

 Defining the timing and sufficiency of public engagement during the process of 
identifying SCC.  

 Status of WO efforts including revision to FSM 2670/80, transition from RFSS to SCC 
framework, and the draft At-Risk Species white paper.  
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 Affirmation that that regional process is in conformance with the Planning Rule and 
directives.  

PUBLIC PARTICIPATION 
 

Engaging the public and considering public input  
 

The directives specify that the Responsible Official has the responsibility to, “engage the public 
and consider public input on the assessment including the identified potential species of 
conservation concern” (FSH 1909.12, ch. 10, sec. 12.52a, para. 4).   

Public participation opportunities  

All units are providing public participation opportunities, tied to where they are in the planning 
process.  Public meetings, planning websites, and document review appear to be the primary 
approaches to sharing information and providing for public participation.  It appears many units 
do not provide public participation specifically for SCC, rather tend to include it within the 
overall public participation for the assessment, etc.   

Some units are sharing their potential SCC list and process with the public prior to sharing the 
draft assessment.   Additionally one region, in response to public feedback, shared 
spreadsheets showing rationale for the identification of SCC prior to releasing the DEIS on 
regional website.  

All units are seeking expertise to varying degrees in developing their potential SCC list.  Of 
special note, one region reported using a wiki site to solicit information during the assessment, 
including information regarding potential SCC.  Another region described hosting a workshop to 
develop their potential SCC list and also soliciting emails from experts.  

Sharing documents related to SCC with the public 

All units reported that they have or will provide opportunities for public review of SCC-related 
documents as part of the planning process (Assessment, scoping on proposed action, proposed 
plan and DEIS).  Some units are also providing additional SCC documents (e.g., process paper, 
RO letter, iterations SCC lists, spreadsheets).  

Hearing and addressing feedback from the public  

Region- and forest-based teams are receiving varying levels of public input, including positive 
comments as well as requests for consideration of specific species.  All units are addressing 
public comments as part of the planning process, making changes to potential SCC lists and 
process as part of the assessment, proposed plan and DEIS.  All units respond to individual 
letters, and at least one region has received FOIA requests related to SCC processes.  Some 
units indicate changes they made to their process or lists as a result of public feedback.  
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Public satisfaction with the public participation opportunities provided  

Most units indicated a positive response from the public, while two units responded not 
knowing if the public was satisfied with the public participation opportunities provided.  One 
region noted the public wanted more information on the process and were concerned about 
transparency. 

Informing the public when potential SCC are not identified as SCC 

Some units indicated rationale for inclusion or exclusion of potential SCC in the list of identified 
SCC was provided in their assessment and/or DEIS.  Several regions indicated that 
interdisciplinary (ID) teams do not provide a rationale for not identifying a species as a SCC, but 
respond on a case-by case basis.  Some units indicated they are providing spreadsheets to the 
public to show all their rationale, including when species are not carried forward.  

Explaining the decision-making process for identifying potential SCC and the SCC list approved 
by the Regional Forester to the public 

Some units indicated they described the decision process in the assessment and/or DEIS.  The 
other units that responded to this question, indicated other ways, including verbal 
communication, power point presentation, regional SCC work flow sheet, website, and process 
paper.   

Leveraging the expertise of the public for identifying SCCs  
 

The directives specify that the Responsible Official has the responsibility to, “Leverage expertise 
of the public, including local, State, Tribal, and other Federal natural resource agencies, for 
identifying species of conservation concern” (FSH 1909.12, ch. 10, sec. 12.52a, para. 3). 

All units report leveraging expertise, particularly in identifying potential SCC, through public 
participation processes, as well as contacting known experts and utilizing databases and other 
sources of scientific information.  Many units reported extensive efforts to engage experts to 
compile scientific information that would help identify potential SCC.  One forest team 
consulted distribution records and set up agreements with NatureServe to ensure accuracy of 
G-ranks and S-ranks and with USFWS and PARC to address ecological conditions and 
distribution of at risk amphibians and reptiles on the forest.  

IDENTIFYING AND EVALUATING POTENTIAL SCC 

Interpreting the Terms Used in Defining SCC  

 
The 2012 Planning Rule defines a species of conservation concern (SCC) as,  

“a species, other than federally recognized threatened, endangered, proposed, or 
candidate species, that is known to occur in the plan area and for which the regional 
forester has determined that the best available scientific information indicates 



 

Feb 25, 2016 | 13 
 

substantial concern about the species’ capability to persist over the long-term in the 
plan area.” (36 CFR 219.9(c)) 

Some, but not all, words and phrases used to define SCCs are defined and explained in either 
the Planning Rule or Directives.  As a result, there is variation in the regional interpretation of 
the definition of SCC.   

Categories Considered 
 
Considering species that “should be considered” 
 
In addition to the 2 categories of species that “must be considered,” the Planning Handbook 
identifies 6 categories of species that “should be considered” (FSH 1909.12, ch. 10, Section 
12.52d(3)).  This includes:  
 

 Species with status ranks of G/T3 or S1 or S2 on the NatureServe ranking system. 

 Species listed as threatened or endangered by relevant States, federally recognized 
Tribes, or Alaska Native Corporations. 

 Species identified by Federal, State, federally recognized Tribes, or Alaska Native 
Corporations as a high priority for conservation.  

 Species identified as species of conservation concern in adjoining National Forest 
System plan areas (including plan areas across regional boundaries). 

 Species that have been petitioned for Federal listing and for which a positive “90-day 
finding” has been made.  

 Species for which the best available scientific information indicates there is local 
conservation concern about the species' capability to persist over the long-term in the 
plan area. 
 

Every region described how each of their units identifying SCC considered categories of species 
specified in FSH 1909.12, ch. 10, sec. 12.52d(3).  It is important to note that this SCC Enquiry did 
not investigate how species were considered or how the consideration of these species 
categories is documented.   

All regions described relying on multiple relevant Federal and state resource agencies or 
authorities for information as much as possible.  While information resources in different states 
vary, NFS planning units generally identified state agencies and NGO’s where the information 
was available.  Unique differences between state agencies and public interest make each 
planning area a unique planning effort.   

Considering Regional Forester Sensitive Species  

All units reported considering current RFSS lists for the plan area when identifying potential SCC 
list.  It is unclear if this indicates that all units considered all RFSS.  It is important to note that 
this SCC Enquiry did not investigate how RFSS were considered or how the consideration of 
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RFSS is documented.  Some units also reported relying on previous sensitive species lists and 
Sensitive Species lists on adjoining units.   

Regions reported that one of the difficulties with considering sensitive species as potential SCC 
is the differing scales at which they are identified.  Sensitive species are determined based upon 
state-wide and/or region-wide factors, and therefore a sensitive species may be abundant, 
known to be stable or increasing, and have abundant habitat in one plan area, while the 
opposite may be true on an adjacent unit.  For example, boreal toad, an S2 species, is doing 
well on the Flathead NF but perhaps not in other areas with much less habitat and different 
stressors.  Some regions expressed that an SCC should be an SCC on all forests where it is 
known to occur because source populations are important to adjacent areas.  The wolverine 
and fisher are also viewed this way by some.   

 

Applying Occurrence Criteria 

 
Determination of whether a species is known to occur in the plan area varies in some respects 
across regions.  Criteria used in evaluating occurrence included: 

 assuming presence in the absence of surveys,  

 inclusion of species detected close to the forest,  

 inclusion if the species was reasonably likely to occur on the forest,  

 inclusion of a species only if they were detected in the planning area.   
 

Often different data sets and assumptions are used for different taxa, with plants and 
invertebrates often being dealt with differently than the rest of the taxa (generally because of 
differences in mobility).  While many occurrences are based on recent observations, forest 
teams often surmised presence, based on experts (internal or external) interpretation of best 
available scientific information.  Data intensity of occurrence varied across regions with some 
regions appearing to have better data than the others.  As noted above, more information 
seems to be available for forests proximate to urban areas than for remote forests.     
 
Several concepts, important to ascertaining occurrence are explored below.  
  
Accidental occurrences 

The directives indicate that species cannot be considered native to a plan area if occurrences 
are “accidental” or “transient.” Detection of a mobile species does not always mean it occurs 
on the forest because the sighting could have been outside the normal range of the species 
(e.g. accidental sighting).   Determining whether a sighting is accidental is difficult and varies by 
taxa, particularly where ranges are shifting.   In some cases, regions established tailored 
operational definitions -- for example, one confirmed observation of a snail (or other less 
mobile species) in a 10 year period would be treated much differently than a single observation 
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of an avian species, though the number of observations that would make an occurrence more 
than an accidental sighting varied by forest.  

Disjunct populations  

Often species can have a discontinuous distribution with populations disjunct from the species’ 
primary range.  The forests were consistent on how they deal with this concern.  If there are 
known occurrences of these species, they are considered.  Further consideration of potential 
disjunct species are determined on a case-by-case basis and integrated into whether the 
ecological conditions on the forest are likely to support the species.  Determining the presence 
of disjunct population seems to be a much bigger issue in some regions more than others 
because of differences in landscape configuration.  For example, the issue of disjunct 
populations is more of an issue where mountain ranges cause sky islands of species and where 
there are actual islands.   

Immediately adjacent 

Sometimes species are identified nearby but outside of the forest, so the plan area may be at 
the edge of the range or the range of that species may be changing.  Variation in regional 
consideration of species immediately adjacent to a forest includes the following: 

 determined to not occur in the plan area.  

 plant species would not be considered to occur in the plan area but animal species 
would, if the observation was within ½ mile of the plan area.  

 would include species observed in adjacent areas if the planning team felt inclusion was 
reasonable based on the scientific evidence that the species was likely to also occur on 
the forest.  

 species observed on an adjacent area might be included if the ecological conditions in 
the nearby forest suggested that it was reasonably likely for the species to occur in the 
plan area and if no extensive surveys had yet taken place to rule out that occurrence. 
 

Questionable confirmation  

In some cases, the presence of habitat suggests a species could occupy the forest but there is 
no evidence of the species in the plan area, or the evidence is old or of poor quality. With 
regard to the timeframe of observations that were considered to demonstrate occurrence, 
regional variation was as follows: 

 50 years 

 All known occurrences 

 15 years – modified if there were a reason to expect changing environmental conditions 
would be increasing the species populations within the planning area.  
 

Extirpated  

In some situations, a species that historically occurred within the plan area is now considered 
extirpated.   There was general agreement that this species would not be included in the list of 
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potential SCC.  In some regions such a species was identified as a potential SCC when 
professional opinion regarding recent occurrences in or near the plan area suggested a 
likelihood of the species remaining.  In addition, such a species was identified as a potential SCC 
if there were efforts to reintroduce it to an historic range.    

Dormancy or difficult to detect  

Some species have life histories that make it difficult to detect.  Most forests and regions 
included these species in a list of potential SCC if the best available scientific information (BASI) 
indicated the possibility of presence in the plan area.   One region indicated that only specific 
plant species which have not been observed but were considered dormant or difficult to detect 
would be included in the list of potential SCC based on BASI.  

 

Regional Interpretations of “Capability to Persist Over the Long Term” 
 
The phrase, capability to persist over the long term, is not defined in the rule or directives; 
however there are definitions or guidance in the Rule or directives for some elements of this 
phrase.  Although the Rule does not provide definitions for capability or long term, it defines 
persistence as simply “continued existence” (36 CFR 219.19).  Additionally, the Planning Rule 
directives (FSH 1909.12 ch. 20, sec. 23.13c(1)(c)) provide guidance on persist over the long term 
as follows:   

“The words ‘persist over the long-term’ means the species continues to exist in the plan 
area over a sufficiently long period that encompasses multiple generations of the 
species, the time interval between major disturbance events, the time interval to 
develop all successional stages of major habitat types, or the time interval needed for 
the overall ecosystem to respond to management.” 

Several regions noted that capability to persist over the long term depends on the life history of 
the species and of the ecological measures of time.   One region defined long term as 
“ecological time scaled to the life history of the species” noting that “the timeframe of 
ecological processes, running from population traits such as dispersal and competition, to 
community traits such as succession, [are] generally measured in years for smaller, short-lived 
species, [and] centuries for larger, long-lived species.”  Other regions described how the 
meaning of long term “has elements of plan life span and ecological time” and may be informed 
by how “IUCN defines trends over 3 generations as integral to identifying long-term 
persistence.”    

Many of the same regions indicated a lack of clarity in the phrase capability to persist over the 
long term.  One described it as “poorly defined” and commented that they “do not know of any 
measures for persistence capability.”  Another described “some ambiguity” in the Planning 
Handbook’s definition of persist over the long term, explaining that the time interval for 
multiple generations can be very different than the interval between major disturbance events.   

Regions mentioned relying on BASI, occurrence information, and staff-level experts to make 
determinations of capability to persist over the long term.  Two regions described this 
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determination as a risk assessment with levels of probabilities and uncertainty.  One pointed 
out the determination of capability to persist over the long term “must ultimately be treated as 
a yes/no judgement call,” and because of “a tendency among specialists to weight uncertainties 
in a conservative fashion,” resolution is “typically difficult.”   

Two regions described the interpretation to be a non-issue in their regions; both of these 
regions were more inclusive in their interpretation of capability to persist over the long term.  
One of them generally treated any threat to persistence as warranting consideration as an SCC, 
specifically noting that: 
 

“We assume any species with an appropriate threat ranking on one or more databases 
is at risk of not being capable of persisting over the long term unless compelling 
scientific information demonstrates that the risk is not applicable to the species at the 
scale of the planning area.”   
 

Another region described how their region interprets long term to mean “in perpetuity.”  This 
region notes that “capability to persist does vary from forest to forest based on the amount and 
quality of ecological conditions present on the forest as well as other local factors, [and] there is 
more variation in these factors than in interpretation.” 

 

Applying Substantial Concern Criteria 
 

Defining and Interpreting “Substantial Concern” 

The term substantial concern is not defined in the rule or directives; however the directives 
provide some insight: 
  

“If the species is secure and its continued long-term persistence in the plan area is not 
at risk based on knowledge of its abundance, distribution, lack of threats to persistence, 
trends in habitat, or responses to management, that species cannot be identified as a 
species of conservation concern.”  (FSH 1909.12, ch.10, sect 12.52c) 

Several regions noted the challenge in interpreting the definition of the term substantial 
concern.  Regions also described that determinations of substantial concern had been based 
mainly on BASI and interpretations by the relevant specialists and expert staff.  One region 
described “relying heavily on planning units to make and justify these determinations,” and 
another highlighted the importance of “careful line officer deliberation” when there is 
conflicting data.  Some regions expressed concern about the subjectivity of determining 
substantial concern and the potential for different conclusions from different specialists.  The 
same region described its approach to this issue -- bringing multiple specialists together when 
determining whether there is substantial concern for a species and having a regional SCC 
coordinator provide consistency reviews looking across forests.  Another region reported that 
“variations in determining if there is substantial concern for a species' persistence arise more 
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from differences in the capability of or amount of information available for each planning unit 
than from differences in interpretation.”   

Overall there was considerable variability in how planning teams determined whether there 

was substantial concern about a species’ capability to persist over the long term in the plan 

area.  Areas where additional engagement with regions is needed are noted in each subsection 

below.  The SCC team asked how units considered the following when determining substantial 

concern:  

 Non-Agency stressors, threats, and limiting factors such as:  climate change, illegal 
collection, invasive species, loss of connectivity, and poaching. 

 Current management direction such as management areas where no development 
occurs or where conservation measures avoid or reduce adverse effects. 

 Agency related stressors and threats such as:  fire exclusion, fuel reduction, grazing, 
restoration, timber harvest, and unregulated recreational effects. 

 Intrinsically rare species. 

 Naturally small and isolated populations. 

 Stochastic threats. 
 

Non-Agency stressors  

There was significant variation in whether regions and units determined substantial concern 
where a species’ capability to persist over the long term in the plan area was primarily 
influenced by non-agency stressors, threats, and limiting factors (such as climate change or 
illegal collections).  The topics most likely to be addressed in this set of stressors were 
competition with invasive species, species genetics, and how climate change may affect the 
environment and how this may then affect the persistence of a species.   
 
Several regions indicated that non-agency stressors were considered in identifying potential 
SCC, while one region identified this aspect only if these stressors could affect a specific life 
stage that could be related to the organism’s persistence on FS lands. In addition, one region 
noted a lack of regional consensus regarding consideration of non-agency stressors.  
 
There is uncertainty about approaches across regions.  For example, even when one region 
noted that they considered non-Agency stressors, some plant species were not identified as 
potential SCC because they occurred in areas not affected by Agency management.  For 
example, one unit’s assessment reported that more than half the species identified as potential 
SCC were removed from further analysis because of 4 main reasons: species that are secure on 
the plan area, plants that grow in areas not affected by management activities, plant species 
that are found on rocky outcrops or other areas not suitable for typical forest-management 
activities such as timber harvest or cattle grazing.  Another assessment from a different unit has 
a similar rationale for removal from the potential SCC list where it is stated that a plant species 
is not threatened by the prevailing land uses within its habitat.  
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The planning rule and directives require development of plan components to contribute to 
maintaining viable populations of a SCC, even where it is beyond the authority of the agency or 
capability of the land to maintain or restore ecological conditions that would maintain a viable 
population of a SCC (FSH 23.13c, 36 CFR 219.9(b)(2)).  There may be confusion in the 
identification process whereby teams are not identifying some species as potential SCC based 
on lack of authority or capability of the plan area. 

Management areas without development or conservation measures 

There was also variation regarding the identification of species as a potential SCC in areas 
where no development occurs or where conservation measures avoid or reduce adverse effects 
in a way that management issue were not a concern.  Again there seems to be a difference in 
interpretation on this subject.  One region  indicated that within a plan area, if a species 
population and distribution was such that it would be identified as SCC, it would be likely that 
management activities conducted by the agencies would be determined a threat (e.g. 
restoration and fire exclusion).  Other regions noted that lack of management stressors was not 
sufficient by itself to exclude a species from identification as a potential SCC or noted that it 
was a case by case determination.    

Intrinsically rare species 

There was variation across regions regarding whether there should be substantial concern for a 
species capability to persist over the long term in the plan area for intrinsically rare species. 
Several regions evaluated rarity along with other threats or on a case by case basis, and two 
regions noted that intrinsically rare species wouldn’t automatically be considered of 
“substantial concern.”   

Naturally small and isolated populations 

Overall, regions considered naturally small and isolated populations as a factor, but not sole 
determinant, when evaluating whether there was substantial concern for persistence in the 
plan area.  Two regions indicated they did not consider naturally small and isolated populations 
to be substantial concern by itself.   A third region indicated that small population size and 
genetics or reproductive isolation were factors considered when evaluating potential SCC.  In a 
fourth region this was evaluated on a case by case basis, but it would depend on the local 
context and status of population number, size, and distribution.   In another region small 
population size and isolation were factors considered.  This region also considered departure 
from reference condition in addition to the factor about naturally small and isolated 
populations.  Another region included all such plant populations.   

Stochastic threats  

The last substantial concern was stochastic threats.  All the regions indicated that it is a case-by-
case determination.  The regions that gave details looked primarily at the overlap between fire 
and floods and species with low populations or limited range.  In these cases they said it was 
where stochastic events were likely to occur on top of populations that were small or limited 
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scope that were to be recognized to be at risk.  One region reported that one of its units did not 
look at random threats because it is too complicated for its ecosystem type.   

BEST AVAILABLE SCIENTIFIC INFORMATION (BASI) 

Applying BASI 
 

The 2012 Planning Rule describes the role of science in planning as follows: 
 

“The responsible official shall use the best available scientific information to inform the 
planning process required by this subpart.  In doing so, the responsible official shall 
determine what information is the most accurate, reliable, and relevant to the issues 
being considered.” (36 CFR 219.3) 

 
Nearly all regions described how professional judgment and expert staff play a role in 
identifying and determining which information is BASI.  One region noted professional 
judgment is especially important when the scientific information is based on scales that are 
larger than the planning unit; another region noted professional judgment is important for 
determining whether a species is known to occur or whether there is concern for long-term 
persistence.   One region noted how difficult it can be for specialists to interpret new science 
and understanding it in context. 

One region described that, “Flexibility to extrapolate existing information” and “application of a 
precautionary principle when considering the available information […] is necessary for the 
decision process for SCC lists.” 

One region described how issues with BASI are “less that of interpretation than they are 
differences of [information] availability,” also noting that more data may be collected and 
interpreted on forests close to large urban areas than ones in remote areas.  Another region 
noted how “information is often scarce for rare or lesser known species such as some plants 
and invertebrates.” 

 

Documenting BASI 
 

The Planning Rule broadly outlines requirements for documentation of BASI: 

“The responsible official shall document how the best available scientific information 
was used to inform the assessment, the plan decision, and the monitoring program as 
required in 219.6(a)(3) and 219.14(a)(4).  Such documentation must:  Identify what 
information was determined to be the best available scientific information, explain the 
basis for that determination, and explain how the information was applied to the issues 
considered.” (36 CFR 219.3) 
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Process for documenting BASI 

All regions responded that BASI was referenced or cited in assessments, documents, or 
spreadsheets in the process record/file, with the exception of one region, which clarified, “this 
will be explained in the draft assessment.” Regions indicated a wide range of approaches to 
BASI references but follow up discussion is needed to ascertain the process units used to 
identify and document BASI and to explain how the information was used.    

Documenting how BASI informed the SCC identification process 
 
Finding information and identifying BASI for species may be a stumbling block for some forests.  
Since a species can only be identified as a SCC if BASI “indicates that a species is established or 
is becoming established in the plan area” (FSH1909.12, sec 12.52(c)(1), capacity to identify and 
cite BASI is critical.  In review of the documentation provided, some forests may not have 
identified readily available information.  Further discussion is needed to understand if 
additional information is known to the forests but not relevant or the forests they missed some 
scientific information about some species.  In some cases, while authoritative BASI appears to 
exists, the lack of BASI was cited as a reason to exclude a species from the list of potential SCC.  
The extent of this challenge of being able to identify BASI merits further enquiry, as the rigor of 
BASI review and documentation is fundamental to an effective process.   
 
Documenting uncertainty in determining the substantial concern criteria for SCC 

As one region noted,  
“the subject presents a notable challenge. ….[Documenting uncertainty in determining 
substantial concern criteria] requires close coordination between Forest and RO 
specialists to ensure that relevant data gaps, conflicting data, applicability of existing 
data to the plan area, major assumptions, etc. are disclosed and evaluated.”   

Additional follow up discussion is needed to provide a clear perspective on how regions and 
units are identifying, documenting and using information regarding uncertainty.  Several 
regions note that uncertainty is documented in the assessment or through evaluation methods, 
while others continue to develop their approach.   
 
Documenting BASI to support species that are considered, but not identified as Potential SCC 
 
The Planning Handbook outlines (FSH 1909.12, ch. 10, sec. 12.52b, para. 4) that the Responsible 
Official shall  

“Document the best available scientific information that supports not identifying a 
species that was considered but not identified as a potential species of conservation 
concern.  Such rationale may include: 
a.  Knowledge of the species abundance, distribution, lack of threats to persistence, 
trends in habitat, and responses to management, or  
b.  Lack of sufficient scientific information available about the species’ status.” 



 

Feb 25, 2016 | 22 
 

 
Most regions indicated that BASI is documented in the project record, but additional discussion 
is needed to understand approaches to documenting the rationale for not identifying a 
considered species as a potential SCC.  Though not describing the specific approach to 
documentation of BASI, one region highlighted that, “This is actually the most critical piece of 
information, and our forests have provided, for regional review, the list of species that they 
considered as SCC, and then a rationale for why the species was carried forward as a SCC or 
why it was not carried forward.”  Another unit shared a spreadsheet that was used to manage 
the list of species considered but not identified as potential SCC.  A few spreadsheets cite 
scientific information but other spreadsheets only summarize the rationale and do not cite 
scientific information sources. 
 
Documenting when there is insufficient information to identify a species as a potential SCC 
 
The Planning Handbook describes that (FSH 1909.12, ch. 10, sec. 12.52c, para. 2) “If 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.” 
 
Most regions noted that BASI is documented in the project record, species assessment or 
spreadsheets, though few of the documents provided included citations or references. 
Additional discussion is needed to share a clear understanding of approaches to documenting 
insufficient BASI.  
 

CONCLUSION 
 
The information regions and units provided about the processes, strategies, successes and 

challenges related to identifying SCC will contribute to the agency’s efforts to continue to 

develop this area.  To begin, the project team will share this draft report and conduct additional 

outreach to regions and forests in the following categories:   

 

Regional Process 

How do regionally-developed guidance products affect consistency in approaches to 

particular issues, where such consistency is a priority?   

 

How do regionally-developed information collection strategies affect consistency in 

managing SCC process?    

 

How does the composition of regional and forest staffing from planning and natural 

resources influence providing consistency, where consistency is a priority? 
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Public Participation 

What are strategies for clarifying and strengthening opportunities for public participation in 

both forest and region-based deliberations on SCC? 

Is the public participation process offered early, is everyone encouraged to participate, are 

all responses carefully considered, and responses to them documented and shared?   

 
Categories Considered 

 
There is inconsistency in extent to which RFSS and other species of concern (e.g. S1, S2, G1, 

G2) are being identified on potential SCC lists.  What is influencing this wide variation? 

 

Occurrence Criteria 
There was variation across regions regarding application of occurrence criteria -- accidental 
occurrence, disjunct populations, immediately adjacent species, species of questionable 
confirmation, extirpated species, and dormant or difficult to detect species.  Resolution is 
needed about why different approaches were selected and where national consistency is a 
priority.   
 
There is variation across regions regarding data standards and information quality.  

Resolution is needed about how different approaches were selected and where national 

consistency is a priority.  

 
Regional Interpretations of “Capability to Persist Over the Long Term” 

There was variation in approach in how regions interpreted “capability to persist over the 
long term.”  Resolution is needed about how different approaches were selected and where 
national consistency is a priority. 

 
Determining Substantial Concern  

There was variation in approach in how regions considered non-agency stressors, 

management direction and agency-related stressors, rarity, and naturally small and isolated 

populations in interpreting and determining substantial concern.  Resolution is needed 

about how different approaches were selected and where national consistency is a priority. 

There was variation how lack of information about a species would lead to determinations 

about substantial concern for its persistence. 

Managing Uncertainty  
Responses indicated that sometimes exercising professional judgement was difficult for a 
variety of reasons.   
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Regions reported that the professional judgement of individual FS personnel was relied on 
at many times when determining SCCs, perhaps more than panel of experts or conference 
with one expert.  When is use of panel of experts, or conference with one expert most 
warranted?   

 

Identifying and Documenting the Best Available Scientific Information (BASI) 

Regions indicated a wide range of approaches to identifying and documenting BASI.  Further 

discussion is needed to explore: 

 Documentation approach and process 

 Explaining how BASI informed the SCC identification process 

 Identification, documentation, and use of information regarding uncertainty 

 Documentation of rationale for not identifying species considered as potential SCC.  
There was regional variation in provision in the project record of rationale  

o for not identifying a species as a potential SCC and  

o for identifying (or not identifying) potential SCC as SCC. 

 Documenting when there is insufficient information to identify a species as a 
potential SCC. 

 
In addition, regions identified a number of areas that need clarification: 

 Clarification regarding specific terms used in the Rule or directives including:  
“substantial concern,” “long-term,” “sufficient information,” and “capability to persist.”   

 Differences and transition between Regional Forester Sensitive Species and SCC, 
especially as related to plan and project-level evaluations.  

 Whether NatureServe rank without other Best Available Scientific Information or survey 
data is enough to warrant identifying a species as an SCC, assuming presence in the plan 
area and substantial concern about the capability to persist.  

 Defining the timing and sufficiency of public engagement during the process of 
identifying SCC.  

 Status of WO efforts including revision to FSM 2670/80, transition from RFSS to SCC 
framework, and the draft At-Risk Species white paper.   

 Affirmation that that regional process is in conformance with the Planning Rule and 
directives.  
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Appendix A.  SCC Enquiry List of Questions 
 

Regional Questions 

1) Describe the process used for identifying and evaluating SCC lists in your region, including 
timeframes and any challenges found. 

2) What guidance, tools and oversight is the region providing to help planning units identify 
and evaluate species of conservation concern? 

3) What has worked well?  Are there best practices, including tools or processes that would be 
valuable for other forests or regions? 

4) How is the region involved in developing the species of conservation concern list? 
5) What challenges are the region/units facing in identifying or evaluating SCC? What 

challenges are related to lack of clarity or direction in the directives? 
6) When determining if ‘the best available scientific information about the species indicates 

substantial concern about the species’ capability to persist over the long term in the plan 
area’ (FSH 1909.12, ch. 10, sec. 12.52c, para. 2. ), what differences of interpretation are you 
finding and how was this resolved for the following terms?  a)  Long term? b)  Capability to 
persist over the long term?  c)  Best available scientific information? d)  Substantial 
concern? 

7) What would you identify as most critical to discuss in follow-up conversations with the 
WO?” 

 
Planning Unit Questions 
 
A.  Public Participation 
 
1) How is the unit engaging the public and considering public input on the identified potential 

species of conservation concern (FSH 1909.12, ch. 10, sec. 12.52a, para. 4.)?  Include in your 
answer: 

a. What public participation opportunities are you providing (at what points in the 
process)? 

b. What documents related to SCC is the unit sharing with the public? 
c. What is the unit hearing from the public? 
d. How is the unit addressing what it is hearing from the public? 
e. Does the public seem satisfied with the public participation opportunities provided 

them? If not, characterize the concerns. 
f. How is the public informed when potential SCC are not listed? 
g. How did you explain the decision-making process for identifying potential SCC and 

the SCC list approved by the Regional Forester to the public? 
2) How is the unit leveraging the expertise of the public, including local, State, Tribal, and 

other Federal natural resource agencies, for identifying species of conservation concern 
(FSH 1909.12, ch. 10, sec. 12.52a, para. 3.)? 
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B. Identifying and Evaluating Potential SCC 
 
3) What species categories is the unit considering from FSH 1909.12, chapter 10, section 

12.52d. paragraph 3 in identifying the potential SCC list?  (G/T3, S1, S2 etc.) 
4) Is the unit considering the Regional Forester Sensitive Species for the plan area when 

identifying your potential SCC list? If so, how? 
 
C. Applying Occurrence Criteria 
 
5) What criteria are used to determine “occurrence” in the plan area? 
6) When determining if a potential SCC is: “native to, and known to occur in, the plan area” 

(FSH 1909.12, ch. 10, sec. 12.52c, para. 1) how is the unit considering the following species 
for the SCC list? 

a. Accidental occurrences. 
b. Disjunct populations. 
c. A species that has not been observed in the plan area but has been observed 

immediately adjacent to the plan area, in similar habitat. 
d. A species with no or questionable confirmation of recent occurrence (e.g., 

incomplete information, validity of sighting, very old data). (See FSH 1909.12, ch. 20, 
sec. 23.13c., para.1.c., for how “persistence of species over the long term” is 
defined)   

e. A species suspected of being extirpated. 
f. A species native to the area that may be undetected through recent surveys because 

of dormancy or other life cycle characteristics that make it difficult to detect. 
 
D. Applying Substantial Concern Criteria 
 
7) When determining if “the best available scientific information about the species indicates 

substantial concern about the species’ capability to persist over the long term in the plan 
area” (FSH 1909.12, ch. 10, sec. 12.52c, para. 2.), how is your unit considering the following: 

a. Non-Agency stressors, threats, and limiting factors such as: climate change, illegal 
collection, invasive species, loss of connectivity, and poaching). 

b. Agency related stressors and threats such as: fire exclusion, fuel reduction, grazing, 
restoration, timber harvest, and unregulated recreational effects. 

c. Intrinsically rare species. 
d. Naturally small and isolated populations. 
e. Current management direction such as management areas where no development 

occurs or where conservation measures avoid or reduce adverse effects. 
f. Stochastic threats. 

 
E. Documentation 
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a. How is the unit documenting the best available scientific information (BASI), 
including the process for identifying BASI? (FSH 1909.12, ch. 10, sec. 12.52b, para. 
3). 

b. How is the unit documenting how BASI informed the SCC identification process? 
c. How is the unit documenting uncertainty in determining the substantial concern 

criteria for SCC? 
d. How is the unit documenting BASI to support species that are considered, but not 

identified as SCC?  (FSH 1909.12, ch. 10, sec. 12.52b, para. 4). 
e. When there is insufficient information to identify a species as a potential SCC, how is 

the unit documenting this finding? (FSH 1909.12, ch. 10, sec. 12.52c, para. 2). 
f. Please provide a pathname or forward the documents showing the rationale for 

identifying the unit’s potential SCC list. 


