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MANAGEMENT OF BLACK-TAILED PRAIRIE DOGS

ON THUNDER BASIN NATIONAL GRASSLAND

ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT

INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this document is to assess the
reasons for and methods of prairie dog management
on the Thunder Basin National Grassland.

Black-tailed prairie dogs and their relationships
with other range resources (threatened or endanger-
ed species habitat, wildlife habitat, recreation,
and livestock grazing) are a matter of major con-
cern to users of the Grassland, the Forest Service,
and other groups and agencies.

The Medicine Bow National Forest has determined
that the prairie dog situation on the Thunder
Basin National Grassland must be addressed and a

decision made concerning prairie dog management
direction.

~--The -primary objectives of the-assessment and - -

management plan are: .

1. To provide direction for maintaining viable
populations of prairie dogs for endangered
species habitat (black-footed ferrets and
bald eagles), habitat for other wildlife
species, as well as the prairie dogs them-

selves as a component of the Grassland eco-
system.

2. To evaluate possible infestation of private
lands from federal lands and, vice versa.

3. To recognize possible favorable and/or un-
favorable impacts of prairie dog towns on
other range uses.

4. To determine the degree of management which
would be compatible with multiple-use of
federal land.



The Thunder Basin National Grassland and associat-
ed state and private lands cover 1,799,918 acres
(572,319 federal, 1,222,599 state and private) in
the northeastern Wyoming Counties of Converse,
Campbell, Weston, Niobrara, and Crook. (See map
on back cover) .

Since 1976, letters and comments from permittees,
legislators, conservation groups, wildlife biologists,
and state and other federal agencies have express-
ed concern over the direction of Forest Service
prairie dog management. Public Issues were deter-
mined from these letters and comments. Forest
Service Management Concerns were developed by an
Interdisciplinary Team. The Interdisciplinary Teamn
determined the resource management opportunities
that this environmental assessment could provide

by considering both public Issues and Management
Concerns.

Public Issues

Public issues can be summarized into several
general statements:

A. Thousands of acres of rangeland (federal and
private) are being devastated by prairie
dogs. This will cause reduction of livestock
grazing and extreme economic hardship.
(Identified by permittees).

B.  Private lands are infested from towns on
federal land; therefore, it is the Federal
Government's responsibility to do something
about it. (Identified by permittees).

C. Prairie dogs are an important natural component
of the rangeland ecosystem. They provide
habitat for many other wildlife species,
including the endangered black-footed ferret.
(Identified by the Wyoming Game and Fish,-

USDI Fish and Wildlife Service, and environ-
mental groups). '

D. Prairie dogs provide a recreation source for
varmint hunters, wildlife photographers, and
sightseers. (Identified by the Wyoming
Game and Fish, USDI Fish and Wilafife Service,
hunters, and other recreationists).
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E. Prairie dog infestations are a symptom of
overgrazing or other land abuse and will not
be a major problem if the land is properly
managed. (Identified by envirommental
groups, Wyoming Game and Fish, USDI Fish
and Wildlife Service, USDA Forest Service
Research Branch, university researchers).

Forest Service Management Concerns

A. The Forest Service is required by law (Appen-
v dix A) and directed by policy to provide for

wildlife habitat and to maintain viable popu-
lations of all wildlife species in management
of National Forest System lands. Prairie
dog towns provide habitat for many other
animals. Therefore, prairie dog populations
must be maintained to provide habitat for
other wildlife species. Species of major
concern include the black-footed ferret, bald
eagle, burrowing owl, golden eagle, ferruginous
hawk, and mountain plover.

B. The Endangered Species Act of 1973 prohibits
the Forest Service from actions and/or DPro-
jects which affect habitat for endangered
species. Under the auspices of this law, the

~——— Black-footed Ferret Recovery Plan directs the

Forest Service to participate in the establish-

ment of at least one viable black-footed

ferret population in Wyoming. Prairie dog

towns are essential to the meeting of these

obligations by the Forest Service.

C. Dual use of a prairie dog town by prairie
dogs and livestock may decrease range condition
and cause accelerated soil loss with long-

term loss of range productivity (Appendices C
and D).

D. Seventy-three percent of prairie dog town
acreage is located on private or state lands.
Forest Service records indicate that in the
1950's the ratio was about the same. It
seems reasonable to expect that private
landovmers will control prairie dogs on their
lands. Multiple-use benefits of dog towns
will, therefore, have to be provided from
federal land.



E. Continued complaints from permittees and
grazing associations require positive action
by the Forest Service to develop a management
plan for prairie dogs.

F. Prairie dog management or control may not be
cost-effective when livestock grazing alone
is considered. Control will require a con-
tinuing program and annual funding to be
effective in limiting prairie dog expansion.

G. As the human population increases in eastern
Wyoming, wildlife, including prairie dogs,
will become an increasingly important re-
creation resource.

H. The Forest Service considers it desirable to
maintain livestock grazing on Thunder Basin
National Grassland in accordance with law,
regulation, and policy.

I. By 1989, livestock grazing may not be per- |
mitted on federal grazing lands which do not
have management plans that would put the
lands in high-fair or better condition.

Opportunities

A.  The Forest Service could meet its obligation

under the Black-footed Ferret Recovery Plan
for Wyoming.

B. Habitat for the endangered bald eagle could
be maintained or enhanced by retaining prairie
dog towns on federal land near the major
eagle wintering areas on the Grassland.

C. Habitat for several species of wildlife could
be maintained by retaining prairie dog towns
on federal land, especially if towns on
private land will be controlled extensively.

D. Management of prairie dog towns and livestock
grazing management could be better coordinat-
ed through planning direction. -

=i

Recreation possibilities could be enhanced by
maintaining prairie dog towns on federal
land.




F. Relations between the Forest Service and
permittees should improve because the Forest
Service would have a Management Plan for
prairie dogs and could act when conflicts

arise.

G. Range condition could be improved in some
areas by managing prairie dogs and livestock
numbers.

H. Viable prairie dog populations could be

' maintained in accordance with law, regulation,
and policy.

A new alternative (Alternative IV) has been written
and evaluated because of comments by the public
from their review of the Thunder Basin Hational
Grassland Draft Prairie Dog Environmental Assessment.
The dominant theme of the public comments was the
inadequacy of the Forest Service's Preferred:
Alternative IIC in providing for threatened or
endangered wildlife species habitat, other wildlife
habitat, and recreation on federal lands. Another
major comment concerned the implication that
toxicants were the only viable means of controlling
and/or managing prairie dog populations on the
Grassland under Alternatives II and III. These

——--——comments pointed out-that the-Forest Service, as a

public agency, has the responsibility to manage

the Grassland for the benefit of all the citizens
of the United States, and that some land uses such
as livestock grazing should be managed more closely.



IT.

AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT

" Physical

Thunder Basin National Grassland boundaries en-
close 1,799,918 acres (572,319 federal, 1,222,599
state and private) in northeastern Wyoming. ' The
climate is continental and semi-arid with cold
winters and hot summers. Theé terrain is rolling
and hilly with dissected uplands, escarpments, and
buttes providing relief to the landscape. Precipi-
tation averages 12 inches per year and comes

mainly as spring and early summer rainfall. The
vegetation is classified as the Black Hills pine

......

forest (Pinus), Sagebrush steppe (Artemisia-

" Agropyron), Grama-needlegrass-wheatgrass
" (Bouteloua-Stipa-Agropyron), and Wheatgrass-

needlegrass (Agropyron-Stipa) Potential Natural
Vegetation Types (Kuchler, 1966). The surface of
the Grassland is drained by tributaries of the

" Little Powder, Little Missouri, Belle Fourche, and
Cheyenne Rivers of the Missouri River system.

Fconomic

The long-term major values of the Grassland are
range and wildlife. Other multiple-uses are
managed with these values in mind. Ranching has
been the major economic activity on the Grassland
even before the establishment in 1934 of the

predecessor of Thunder Basin National Grassland.
In the past few years, the mineral industry and
its supporting industries have become a greater
economic force than agriculture. However, ranch-
ing remains the major land use. Because mineral
extracting activities are generally concentrated,
the area retains much of its rural character even
though human activity has increased several-fold
the past few years.

According to the FY1980 Grazing Statistical Report
for the Thunder Basin Ranger District there are
186 permittees with 203 allotments, utilizing
143,000 AUM's of forage for cattle, sheep, and
horses. Over $478,000 in grazing fees were paid.
Some allotments have been considered overstocked,
according to the 1980 Thunder Basin National
Grassland Management Assessment. o

Northeastern Wyoming Land Utilization Project, the = -



" Since 1972, no chemical control of prairie dogs

has been permitted on federal land, mor have
federal funds been used for control. However,
many private landowners have used toxicants on
their own land and leased state land.

A large variety of wildlife use the Grassland at
least part of the year (251 species - 43 mammals,
192 birds, 10 reptiles, and 6 amphibians). All of
these animals contribute to the economics of the
Grassland through effects on agriculture and
recreation. Antelope and mule deer are the major
big game species and have attracted considerable
numbers of hunters in previous years. Many non-

" ‘resgsident hunters come to the Grassland, because of

the blocks of public land. Hunting (big game
small game, and varmint) is the predominant re-
creational activity. In 1978, big game and small
game hunting provided nearly 29,000 recreation
days (Wyoming Game and Fish Department 1979 Annual
Reports of Harvest). Fishing opportunities are
limited due to the lack of permanent streams and
large recreational reservoirs. Other recreation
is generally dispersed.

Prairie dogs provide some recreational opportunities
for varmint hunters. The recreation days provided

—by prairie dog hunting is not known. Both varmint - -

hunters and recreation days can be expected to
increase as the local human population increases
due to mineral development.

Biological

In 1976, 91 prairie dog towns covering 12,768
acres (3,371 federal, 9,397 state and private)
were mapped on the Grassland. This was an in-
crease from about 3,000 acres in 1971, when
poisoning was halted, for an average annual ex-
pansion rate of 32%. Mapping of prairie dog towns
on federal, state, and private lands within the
boundaries of the Grassland during 1979 and 1930C
indicated a total of 23,123 acres were occupied by
161 prairie dog colonies, for an average annual
rate of increase of 30% since 1976. This 23,123
acres is divided into 6,309 acres federal and
16,814 acres private and state ownership, and
comprises only 1.3% of the total land area within
the Grassland boundary. These acreage figures are




considered accurate within plus or minus 10%, for
a range of 20,8ll to 25,435 total acres of prairie
dog towns. -

On the Grassland, prairie dog towns are concen-
trated along the Cheyenne River and Antelope Creek
drainages. These same areas have a long history
of use by large herbivores dating from the buffalo
days through the large ranching and trailherd days
to the present. Development of stock ponds and
windmills has enabled livestock to graze further
from streams for a more even use of pastures.
However, subsequent disturbance of the vegetation
around the new water sources by livestock provided
habitat for prairie dogs to colonize, allowing
them to spread from historical habitats to suitable
upland sites.

Some form of vegetative disturbance; such as
overgrazing, drought, fire, or agriculture, which
removes the perennial grasses and allows weedy
plants to thrive, is necessary for the establish-
ment of prairie dogs. Once they are established,
prairie dogs are quite capable of maintaining a
low vegetation aspect over their colony area. In
many cases, total vegetative cover and plant
production increases on prairie dog towns as
compared to adjacent range. The increases in
total vegetative cover and plant production are
attributable primarily to annual forbs and short-

~grasses. - The nutritional value of plants growing

on prairie dog towns has been found to be quite
high; therefore, the plants are more attractive to
livestock during the growing season. This increases
the potential for over-use. Prairie dogs and

other burrowing animals have been shown to improve
soil aeration, mixing, and formation as well as
moisture infiltration rates. The relationship of
prairie dogs to other range resources is discussed
more fully in Appendix C.

Many other species of wildlife benefit from

prairie dogs and prairie dog activities. Prairie

dog towns provide high quality habitat for raptors
predators, other rodents, rabbits, song birds,
shore birds, upland game birds, antelope, mule
deer, reptiles, and amphibians (Appendix C).
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The animal considered most closely associated with
prairie dogs is the endangered black-footed ferret.
This close relationship has existed for centuries;
prairie dog remains have been found associated
with ferret fossils at six Pleistocene sites in
the West. In black-tailed prairie dog towns, the
ferrets are quite dependent on prairie dogs for

food and for cover provided by the burrows (Appendix
C).

Since 1971 there have been five sightings of
black-footed ferrets within Grassland boundaries.
Clark and Stromberg (1977) list these sightings as
three positive, one probable, and one possible
(Appendix B). The most recent positive sighting
was in the summer of 1976 near the ARCO Black
Thunder Mine. Two possible ferret sightings were
reported to the Forest Service prairie dog mapping
crew in July, 1980, and these sightings have been
reported to the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service.
Other ferrets may have been seen by ranchers, oil
field workers, etc., but were not reported to the
Forest Service or other agencies. However, in
South Dakota even when ferrets were known to
inhabit a prairie dog town, many man hours of
intensive observation were spent for each ferret
observed. Therefore, the existence of black-

—footed ferrets on the Grassland at present must be

considered a strong possibility, and all prairie
dog towns will need further investigation.

A fairly large population (50 - 100) of bald
eagles (an endangered species) winters on the
National Grassland. Bald eagles normally feed on
fish and waterfowl when these are available. On
the upland wintering areas, such as Thunder Basin
National Grassland, fish and waterfowl are not
available during winter. Research in other areas
has shown that bald eagles feed on carrion,
lagomorphs, and rodents when fish and waterfowl
are not available. Forest Service personnel have
observed bald eagles feeding on domestic livestock

_carcasses and road killed jackrabbits on the

Grassland. Also, Wyoming Game and Fish Department
analysis of eagle casts from roosts in Campbell
County indicates that bald eagles are feeding
largely on carrion (domestic sheep, antelope,
deer, and jackrabbits). Because black-tailed
prairie dogs are active all winter and have been
eaten by bald eagles in other areas (Steenhof,
1978) they may be an important food source for
eagles on Thunder Basin National Grassland. This
matter needs further study.



USDI Fish and Wildlife Service researchers working
in northcentral Wyoming have found that golden
eagles, with prairie dog towns in their nesting
territories, appear to have greater reproductive
success than those eagles without access to prairie
dog towns. Prairie dogs are a more stable food
source for golden eagles than are jackrabbits
(another major food item) which have cyclic pop-
ulation fluctuations. At least 80 pairs of golden
eagles nest on the Grassland and data collected by
the District Wildlife Biologist shows that several
of these nesting pairs feed on prairie dogs.

These findings have important implications for
prairie dog management on the Grassland as it
relates to endangered species management and
overall wildlife habitat management.

Prairie dogs are susceptible to sylvatic (bubonic)
plague, a virulent communicable disease carried by
fleas. Spectacular die-offs have occurred histori-
cally in Kansas and Colorado as a result of plague,
often reducing prairie dog populations by 95% or
more., Sylvatic plague is known to exist in all
the Rocky Mountain States and into the Great
Plains. It has been detected among 57 wild rodent
species, or their ectoparasites, in at least 140
counties of 15 western states as far east as the
western portions of Kansas, Oklahoma, and Texas

(Olsen, 1970). There are no records of sylvatic
‘plague in prairie dogs in northern Wyoming and

South Dakota; however, it is suspected to occur in
western South Dakota (USDA 1976, 1978). As prairie
dog populations continue to expand and fill the
suitable habitat, the colonies will become more
densely occupied. Such density can lead to physio-
logical stress and could result in outbreaks of
sylvatic plague (if the disease vectors and organisms
are present) and thus to large die-offs of prairie
dogs. Such die-offs would reduce black-footed
ferret and other wildlife habitat and could endanger
human health.
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IT1T.

" EVALUATION CRITERIA

The preferred alternative will be chosen on the
basis of the following criteria developed from
Issues and Concerns:

A.
B.

Maintain livestock grazing on the Grassland.

Maintain or enhance habitat for threatened or
endangered species.

Maintain or improve range condition on grazed
lands to high-fair or better.

Maintain or improve recreation opportunities.

Maintain or improve habitat for wildlife
species benefiting from prairie dogs.

Minimize soil erosion and maintain or improve
water quality.
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IV. ALTERNATIVES CONSIDERED

This section consists of two parts: (1) the
alternative formulation criteria which describe

the basis for each criterion used, and (2) a
description of each alternative which meets these
criteria, including mitigation measures, management
constraints, and monitoring requirements.

The alternatives discussed here were considered by
the Interdisciplinary Team to cover all viable
options for prairie dog management.

Possible control methods considered applicable to
all alternatives were:

1. Introduction of sylvatic plague.

2. Introduction of domestic European ferrets.
(Mustela putorius).

3. Introduction of Siberian polecats.
(Mustela eversmanni).

All three methods were rejected:

1. Introduction of sylvatic plague was rejected
seeeoieeiiieeeeoo because of possible transmission to humans.

2. Introduction of domestic ferrets was rejected
because it has been tried by some permittees
without apparent success and because predators
do not control prey populations.

3. Introduction of Siberian polecats, which are
very similar to black-footed ferrets in
appearance and ecology, was rejected because
of the possibility of hybridization with
black-footed ferrets and because Siberian
polecats would not be able to control prairie
dogs any more effectively than native predators,

4. Introduction of an exotic species is a viola-
tion of Wyoming State Law.



A, Alternative Formulation Criteria

1. All alternatives must comply with existing
laws and regulations (State, Federal,
and local), as well as with Executive
Orders and Departmental Policy.

| 2. Alternatives must be technically and
i economically feasible.

3. Alternatives will be formulated to
\ regsolve issuesg and concerns.

4, Alterhatives must be capable of being
incorporated into the action section of
an applicable Allotment Management Plan.

B. ~Altermatives

Alternative " Description

I. No action - prairie dogs
will not be managed on
federal land.

IT. Prairie dogs will be
managed at some level on
-~ -federal land. R

A. ’ 37,600 acres of prairie dog
towns.
B. 2,700 to 6,300 acres of

prairie dog towns.

C. 1,000 to 2,700 acres of
prairie dog towns.

IIT. Total control of prairie dogs
on federal land.

| , IV. Prairie dogs on federal land
will be managed to reduce
possible impact to private

and state lands, and to pro-
vide multiple-use benefits
from federal land. At least
5400 acres of prairie dog towns

| would be retained on federal
L : land.
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Alternative I

Prairie dog populations on federal land would
not be managed differently than at present by
the Forest Service. This is the 'mo action"
alternative as required by the Council on
Environmental Quality (under the National
Environmmental Policy Act of 1969). Prairie
dogs would be allowed to reach a dynamic
equilibrium with the range ecosystem, and
would be controlled only by predation, intra-

' specific competition, disease, varmint hunt-

ers, and illegal poisoning.

As prairie dog populations expand to fit the
available habitat, there would be increased
pressure from private landowners for control
by the Forest Service. Some of them may be
tempted to practice control on federal land
themselves. Such activities would require
more enforcement by the Forest Service to end
such illegal activity. Action against the
ranchers grazing permit would have to be
taken if illegal poisoning was proved.
Livestock numbers would be reduced in allot-
ments with expanding prairie dog populations

..to ease the impact on soils and watershed

quality from dual use if found to be necessary,

Alternative II

Viable prairie dog populations would be
maintained at a level consistent with pro-
ducing a variety of outputs and minimizing
adverse impacts to other resources on federal
land.

There are three levels to be evaluated in
this alternative; derivation of each level is

explained in the discussion of the alternatives:

1IA - 37,600 acres of prairie dog towns on
federal land.

IIB - 2,700 to 6,300 acres of prairie dog
towns on federal land.

IIC - 1,000 to 2,700 acres of prairie dog
towns on federal land.
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Control of prairie dog populations by use of
zinc phosphide (see Appendix G), shooting,
and natural factors is implicit in this
alternative. The basic decision is the level
of control rather than the fact of control.
Prairie dog towns occurring on both federal
and private or state land would be eliminated
from the federal land portion, in most
cases, to avoid conflict with private land-
owners who control their portion of a town.
Some towns would be reduced, but not eliminated,
« on federal land adjacent to private land. Con-
trol must be concurrent on adjacent private
and public lands to be effective.

Where land ownership patterns permit, prairie
dog towns would be managed to meet the minimum
habitat regquirements of black-footed ferrets

as presented in the Black-footed Ferret Recovery

Plan:
1. Provide at least eight towns per township.
2. Maintain each town at a minimum of 30

acres in size.

3. Maintain two or more towns exceeding 100
acres per township.

“"The 1980 prairie dog town acreage on federal
land is estimated to be 6,300 acres, and
analysis will be based on this figure.
Approximately one-third of federal land is
unsuitable for establishment of prairie dogs
due to the topographic features and soil
types occurring on escarpments and ridges and
badlands. Presently about 737 of all prairie
dog town acreage within Grassland boundaries
is on private and state land. Of 80 towns
incorporating federal land, only 30 (38%) are
entirely on federal surface. Based on 1979-
80 data, the area of prairie dogz towns on
federal land which can reasonably be retained
without relocation of towns and which won't
unduly impact private lands is 2,400 - 3,000
acres (average 2,700).

P
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When prairie dogs are controlled on federal
land the former town area would be protected
from grazing by livestock for at least two
years. To reach maximum recovery of forage
vegetation, at least five years of rest from
grazing would be necessary. Rest from grazing
could involve fence construction, pasture
boundary changes, reduction of livestock
numbers on the remaining portions of an
allotment to avoid overgrazing, development
of new water sources, and initiation of
deferred grazing systems. These measures
would be very expensive but necessary if
range condition is to be improved. Core

areas of prairie dog towns should be ferti-
lized and reseeded for quicker rehabilitation.

Where prairie dog towns on federal land are
not completely eliminated, measures to limit
Teoccupation of controlled areas on private
land would be necessary. Buffer zones
created by fenced lanes with brush piles and
raptor perches inside could be useful.
However, there is very little information
available on the effectiveness of buffer
zones in limiting the movement of prairie
dogs. The Forest Service could do some
administrative studies on selected towns to
determine the usefulness of buffer zones.

“Periodic control with toxicants would probably

be necessary to contain the prairie dog -
population behind the buffer zone. On towns
without buffer zones, periodic toxicant
control would be absolutely necessary to
maintain prairie dog towns at the size desired.
Several levels of prairie dog town acreages
will be considered under Alternative II.

The Interdisciplinary Team chose this method
of analysis because the effect on the human
environment will be similar for each level,
differing only in magnitude, not in kind.

Alternative IIA

Prairie dog towns on federal land would be main-
tained at 37,600 acres. The present federal
prairie dog town acreage would be increased

17



so that ten percent of suitable federal land
would be occupied by prairie dogs. Ten
percent (37,600 acres) is a somewhat arbi-
trary upper limit to the amount of prairie
dog town acreage that could be compatible
with multiple-use sustained-yield management
of all Grassland resources.

The goal of this alternative would be to
deliberately increase managed prairie dog
towns to 37,600 acres on federal land. This
is the prairie dog emphasis alternative.

Only 2,700 acres (average of 2,400 to 3,000
acres) of prairie dog towns can be reasonably
retained without relocation from the present
6,300 acres on federal surface. To obtain
37,600 acres, 34,900 acres (37,600 minus
2,700) of new towns would need to be established
on federal land throughout the Grassland.

- About 350 towns of 20 acres each would be

established and allowed to grow to 100 acres

each. Based on an average annual expansion

rate of 307, six years would be required for

the 37,600 acre goal to be reached. To

alleviate potential impacts to adjacent

private land, 3,600 acres (6,300 minus 2,700)

of existing prairie dog towns would be eliminated.

Achieving 37,600 acres of prairie dog towns
would require extensive and careful planning
by the Forest Service to balance the location
of new towns against impacts to adjacent
private land and livestock grazing resources
on federal land.

At the 37,600 acre level, illegal poisoning
by some permittees would be a problem and
would be handled as discussed in Alternative
I.

Alternative IIB

Prairie dog towns on federal land would be

maintained at 2,700 to 6,300 acres. This alternative

ranges from that acreage which could be reasonably
retained without massive redistribution of prairie

13



dog towns (2,700 acres) to the Present prairie
dog town acreage on federal land (6,300
acres). Any acreage of prairie dog towns
could be selected within the range of 2,700

to 6,300 acres.

To retain 6,300 acres of prairie dog towns on
federal land would require considerable
redistribution, involving elimination of some
present towns and establishment of new towns
in order to minimize movement of prairie dogs

' to adjacent private lands. All of the management

techniques previously discussed could be
applied at this level. These include exclusion
of livestock grazing, buffer zones, reseeding
of core areas, and periodic toxicant control
after initial control.  If town acreage
decreased below 2,700 acres, steps would be
taken to increase the acreage above 2,700
acres. Conversely, prairie dog town acreage
would not be allowed to exceed 6,300 acres.

Illegal poisoning could be of concern, but-
should be much less a problem than under
Alternative I.

“Alternative IIC .

Prairie dog towns on federal land would be main-:
tained at 1,000 to 2,700 acres. This level
ranges from the minimum prairie. dog town

acreage that can meet multiple-use requirements
for endangered species and other wildlife
habitat to the reasonable retention acreage.

Any acreage of prairie dog towns could be select-
ed within the range of 1,000 to 2,700 acres.

One thousand acres will meet the minimum
recommendations of the Black-footed Ferret
Recovery Plan which would require 380 acres
of prairie dog towns distributed in one
township. This would leave 620 acres of
prairie dog towns on other federal lands for
wildlife habitat and viable prairie dog
populations. It should be emphasized that
1,000 acres ‘of prairie dog towns 1is the
absolute minimum that the Forest Service
thinks will provide multiple-use benefits
from prairie dogs.
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It would not be necessary to redistribute
prairie dog towns in order to avoid impact to
adjacent private lands. Prairie dog control
would only be done to alleviate impacts to
private lands or other resources. The amount
of initial control would be greater than in
Alternatives I, IIA, and IIB. The Black-
footed Ferret Recovery Plan could still be
met, but there would be less prairie dog

town acreage to choose from. All management
techniques including removal of livestock for
several years, buffer zones, reseeding of
core areas, and periodic toxicant control
after initial control would need to be applied
at this level.

Illegal poisoning would likely be less of a
problem, especially if prairie dog towns are
located on large blocks of federal land, well
away from private land.

Alternative TIII

Maximum control of prairie dogs on federal
land would be undertaken by the Forest Service
using toxicants and all other available
methods. The toxicant used would be zinc
phosphide, because it is the only registered
compound for use in rodent control on federal
land. Shooting of prairie dogs by the public
would be encouraged.

Alternative III would violate the National
Forest Management Act of 1976 which provides
that viable populations of all wildlife

species must be maintained on National Forest
System lands. Therefore, this alternative

does not meet Alternative Formulation Criterion
1. Alternative III - total eradication of
prairie dog populations on federal lands -

will be included and evaluated in this environmental
assessment to answer Public Issues and Forest
Service Management Concerns.

This alternative can be considered a possible
action because no critical habitat for black-
footed ferrets or bald eagles has been designated
on the Grassland. However, five documented
sightings of ferrets since 1971 are known for
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the Grassland (Appendix B). Also, bald
eagles are commonly observed during the
winter and two roost sites have been docu-
mented on the Grassland. Maximum control of
prairie dogs would destroy black-footed
ferret habitat completely and could be
detrimental to wintering bald eagles. No
opportunity to meet the Forest Service's
obligations under the Black-footed Ferret
Recovery Plan would remain.

An important food source for nesting golden
eagles would be eliminated, which would
severely affect the reproductive efforts of
507% to 66% of nesting golden eagle pairs on
the Grassland. Habitat for the many other
wildlife species which use prairie dog towns
would be eliminated a few years after the
tunnels collapse, with impacts on population
levels of many of these species (see Appendix
C for more discussion). .

After all existing prairie dog towns on
federal land are eliminated, livestock grazing
would be excluded on 6,000 to 7,000 acres for
two to five years. Barren core areas of '

-prairie dog towns,-2,000 to 3,000 acres,

would need to be revegetated to achieve full
recovery of forage species. Periodic toxicant
control will be needed to prevent the re-
establishment on federal lands of prairie

dogs moving from untreated private lands. 1In
order for this altermative to be successful,
there must be total control on private and
state lands as well.

Alternative IV

Prairie dog populations on federal land would
be managed to reduce possible impact to
private and state lands, and to provide
multiple-use benefits from federal land. At
least 5400 acres of prairie dog towns would
be retained on federal land. Alternative IV
resulted from public review comments concerning
the Draft Prairie Dog Environmental Assessment
which were received by the Forest Service.
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The Forest Service considers prairie dog

towns on federal land to be impacting private
and state lands if: (1) the prairie dog

towns are contiguous with private or state

land, or (2) they are within one-quarter mile

of private land on federal land tracts of

less than 640 acres. Prairie dog towns on
federal land will be treated with zinc phosphide
to eliminate them or reduce their size, if

the towns fall within the above guidelines.
Prairie dog towns not considered to be impacting
private land will usually be retained at 80-

100 acres. However, some towns may be retained
at 30-40 acres and some may be retained at

sizes up to 640 acres. No one prairie dog

town would be larger than 640 acres. New
prairie dog towns would be evaluated for
possible impact to private and state lands

and then managed according to the above
guidelines and procedures.

Toxicant control of any prairie dog town must
be concurrent on adjacent private and federal
lands to be effective.

Where land ownership patterns permit, prairie
dog towns would be managed to meet the minimum
habitat requirements of black-footed ferrets

~as presented in the Black-footed Ferret
- Recovery Plan:

1. Provide at least eight towns per township.

2. Maintain each town at a minimum of 30
acres in size.

3. Maintain two or more towns exceeding 100
acres per township.

Prairie dog towns that are eliminated to

reduce impact to private lands would be
protected from livestock grazing for two to
five years to allow perennial grasses to

fully recover. Rest from grazing would

involve fencing the controlled areas, reduction
of livestock numbers on the remaining portion
of an allotment to prevent overgrazing,
development of new water sources for better
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distribution of livestock, and initiation of
grazing systems .through allotment management
plans. Some portions of former prairie dog
towns would need to be reseeded and fertilized
for faster rehabilitation.

Measures to limit the expansion of retained
prairie dog towns over their designated size
would be necessary. Because of the well
documented relationship between livestock
grazing and the presence of prairie dogs,
livestock grazing management could be the
primary means of limiting prairie dog expan-
sion. Such management would be long term in
nature and would not produce immediate results.
Buffer zones of fenced lanes, brush piles,
raptor perches, and tall dense vegetation
could be useful. There is very little informa-
tion available on the effectiveness of buffer
zones in limiting prairie dog expansion. The
Forest Service would initiate administrative
studies to determine the effectiveness of
buffer zones before making general use of

them. The introduction of swift foxes, a
native species, could provide an additional
predation impact on prairie dogs which may

limit the expansion rate of prairie dogs.

Even though livestock grazing management,
buffer zones, and increased predation would
limit prairie dog expansion they will not

stop such expansion. Therefore, in some

cases periodic toxicant treatment will be
necessary but areas of treatment should not

be as large as they would be if only toxicants
were used.

While Alternative IV would reduce possible
impact of prairie dogs from federal land to
private and state lands, the concern of
grazing permittees about too many prairie
dogs on the Grassland would not be totally
satisfied. Some permittees may be tempted to
poison prairie dogs on federal lands. Such
actions would require more intensive law



enforcement by the Forest Service. Livestock
numbers could be reduced as the prairie dog

.acreage increases in a given allotment to

reduce possible impact to soils and water

quality from dual use by livestock and prairie
dogs. Other methods such as new water developments
fencing, and different grazing systems and

seasons may be needed to reduce livestock use

of prairie dog towns.

H

There would be no definite upper limit to
prairie dog acreage on federal land because

© prairie dogs would be able to expand to all

suitable habitat as long as they are not
impacting private and state lands and indi-
vidual towns are not over 100 acres in size
(640 acres maximum size for towns in the
Rosecrans Black-footed Ferret Potential
Habitat Area). '
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EFFECTS OF IMPLEMENTATION

This section provides the scientific and analytic
basis for the comparison of the alternatives as
required by CEQ. The consequences of implementing
each alternative in terms of outputs, costs, and
environmental changes are described. The effects
of each alternative are considered for federal

land only. The Forest Service assumes that prairie
dog towns on private land will be eradicated; thus
eliminating 73% of the existing prairie dog town
acreage within the Grassland boundaries.

Alternative I - Prairie dog populations on federal
land would not be managed differently than at
present by the Forest Service,

A, Outputs

(1) Acres of prairie dog towns - 6,300 acres
plus and would increase at about 307 per
year until suitable habitat was filled.

(2) Acres of wildlife habitat for species
benefiting from prairie dog towns -
6,300 acres plus and would increase as
the acreage of prairie dog towns increases.

(3) Potential of meeting the Black-footed
o~ Ferret Recovery Plan - Good and would
increase as town acreage increased.

(4) Potential recreation visitor days - High
and would increase as town acreage
increased and as regional human population
grew. There could be a saturation point :
for varmint hunters and photographers/sight—
seers where a given acreage of prairie
dog towns would meet all demand, but it
is an unknown quantity at this time,

B. Costs - cost derivations are discussed

for Alternative I, and apply to the

other alternatives as well. Also see Appen-
dix F.
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(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

(6)

Potential AUM's (Animal Unit Months) of
livestock forage foregone per year -
1,400 AUM's plus. This is based on an
average stocking rate of 4.5 acres per
AUM. To date the Forest Service has not
reduced livestock numbers and/or AM's
permitted on allotments with prairie dog
towns. While realizing that prairie dog
towns are not totally unuseable by
livestock, and that livestock do indeed
frequent such areas, we will assume that
these areas are unsuitable only for the
purpose of cost analysis. Therefore,
the figures given here and in (2) below
(also for each other alternative) only
represent a potential loss of AUM's and
grazing fees. It should be noted that
elimination of prairie dogs will not
result in new livestock AUM's over those
already permitted.

Potential grazing fee receipts foregone
per year - $4,914.00 plus. This is
based on $3.51 per Animal Month (AM)
and would increase as grazing fees are
raised.

Initial zinc phosphide treatment - $0.

. The basis for cost is $7.00 per acre.

Since there would be no control, there

“would be no cost.’

Maintenance control per year - $0. The
basis for cost is $7.00 per acre and a
30% increase in town acreage per year
which is the acreage being controlled.

Establishment of new towns - $0. The
estimated cost of establishing new
prairie dog towns is $20.00 per acre.
Since under this alternative, prairie
dogs will not be managed, there would be
no cost for establishment of new towns.

Acres of wildlife habitat lost - 0 acres.

Wildlife habitat could be expected to
increase.
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(7) Reseeding of controlled towns - $0.
Costs are figured at $50.00 per acre.
Since no towns will be controlled, no
reseeding will be done.

(8) Acres of range closed to grazing for
recovery of controlled towns for a two
to five year period -~ 0 acres.

(9) AUM's of livestock forage foregone on
controlled towns per year for two to
five years - 0 AUM's. These figures are
based on the current average stocking
rate of 4.5 acres per AUM. 7Tt may be
necessary to reduce stocking rates,
livestock numbers, or the grazing season
on some allotments where prairie do
towns cover a large part of the allotment,
However, the figures for such a reduction
are unknown at this time. Improved
fange management could alleviate the
amount of grazing reduction necessary.

(10) Grazing fees foregone until the range
tecovers on controlled towns - $0. "This
is figured at $3.51 rer AM over a two
to five year period.

Total Annual Cost $4,914 ang increasing. Total
Initial Cost $0 (Table 3).

 Environmental Changes

Potential habitat for endangered species
(black-footed ferret and baid eagle) would
continue to increase until prairie dog popula-
tions reach a balance with the available
habitat. Habitar for other wildlife would

also increase, subject to similar environ-
mental restraintsg.

This alternative would not allow relief to
other landowners who control prairie dog

only to have reinvasions of prairie dogs from
adjacent federal land. Some permittees would
probably suffer financial losses from reduc-
tions of livestock numbers on allotments

with large prairie dog towns. Range conditions
would not be maintained or improved since the
rating of range condition is based on the
Percentage of climax vegetation present on a

site, and prairie dog towns generally have
less climax vegetation.



It would be difficult to minimize soil erosion
and maintain water quality on federal lands
occupied by prairie dog towns (see Appendix D
for further discussion). The effect of
prairie dogs on soil 'erosion cannot be easily
separated from other erosion stimulating
agents such as drought, fire, overgrazing, or
agriculture. Therefore, it is not clear that
controlling prairie dogs alone would minimize
soil erosion. ‘

Recreation opportunities in the form of
prairie dog hunting, wildlife photography,
and sightseeing would be enhanced as prairie
dog towns expanded in area and numbers.
However, the visual desirability of the
rangeland may decrease as prairie dog towns
replace the "less disturbed" environment.

Alternative II - Prairie dog populations would be

maintained at a level consistent with producing a
variety of outputs and minimizing adverse impacts
to other resources on federal land.

Explanations and the derivation of output and cost
values are given in the appropriate headings under
Alternative I and Appendix F.

 Alternative IIA - 37,600 acres of prairie dog

towns.

Al

Outputs

(1) Acres of Prairie dog towns - 37,600 acres.

This acreage would.not be allowed to
increase once reached. Therefore, it
would be the maximum acreage on federal
land.

(2) Acres of wildlife habitat for species
benefiting from prairie dog towns -
37,600 acres.

(3) Potential of meeting the Black-footed
Ferret Recovery Plan - Excellent because
distribution of towns on federal land
would be better than that existing
presently, black-footed ferret habitat
would be enhanced.
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(4) Potential recreation visitor days -
Very High. -

B. ' Costs
(1) Potential AUM's of livestock forage
foregone per year - 8,356 AUM's. This
is the maximum number of AUM's which
would be lost if prairie dog towns
provided no livestock forage.

. (2) Potential grazing fee receipts foregone
per year - $29,326.00.

(3) Initial zinc phosphide treatment -
©$25,200.00 for 3,600 acres. This 3,600
acres would be the towns which are
controlled to eliminate impacts on
private lands, leaving 2,700 acres of
the present 6,300 acres of towns on
federal lands.

(4) Maintenance control per year - $78,960.00
for 11,280 acres of vearly increase at
30% rate of increase. This cost would

not apply for the first six years (see
#5 below). _
(5) Establishment of new towns - $140,000.00.
This is for '‘establishment of 7,000 acres
(350 - 20 acre towns) which would increase
to 34,900 acres in six years. These
plus 2,700 acres would provide the
37,600 acres of towns needed for this
alternative.

(7) Reseeding of controlled towns - $180,000.00

for 3,600 acres.

(8) Acres of range closed to grazing for
recovery of controlled towns for a two
to five year period - 3,600 acres.

(9) AUM's of livestock forage foregone on
controlled towns per year for two to
five years -800 AUM's (1,600 AUM's for a
2 year deferment and 4,000 AUM's for a 5
year deferment).
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(10) Grazing fees foregone until the range
recovers on controlled towns - $2,808.00 per
ear (85,616.00 for 2 years, and $14,040.00
%or 5 years).

! Total Annual Cost £111,094. Total Initial Cost
| $345,200 (Table 3).

[}

Environmental Changes

Potential habitat for the black-footed ferret
and bald eagle (both endangered species) as
well as other wildlife benefiting from prairie
dog towns would increase. The opportunity to
re-establish populations of black-footed
ferrets or to maintain surviving populations
would be greatly improved.

Due to the interspersed landownership patterns,
it will be difficult to establish and maintain
37,600 acres of prairie dog towns without

some impact to private land. There could be
continued effects on private lands which

could result in financial loss to permittees.

Grazing will ©be deferred on 3,600 acres for
two to five years representing a loss of 300
AUM's per year of grazing to affected permittees.
Depending on economic conditions and the

. livestock market, this reduction could be a .
financial hardship to small ranch operators.

| Range conditions on 37,600 acres would not be
\ maintained or improved because range condition
! ratings are based on percentage of climax

: vegetation and prairie dog towns are generally
in a seral vegetation stage.

Soil and water quality could decrease on
37,600 acres. However, the actual soil loss
or degree of water quality degradation that
can be attributed to prairie dog activities
alone is not known at this time. The effect
of prairie dogs cannot be easily separated
from other soil disturbing agents at work on
the Grassland.

Opportunities for prairie dog hunting, wildlife
photography, and sightseeing would increase
with more prairie dog town acreage, especially’
if these towns were located nearer to population
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centers. As the population of Wyoming in-
creases, due to energy mineral development,
recreation will become more important on the
Grassland and many recreation days can be
provided by prairie dog towns.

" Alternative TIB. - 2,700 to 6,300 acres of
- prairie dog towns. '

A. Outputs

v (1) Acres of prairie dog towns —'2,700.td 6,300
acres. - _

(2) Acres of wildlife habitat for species
benefiting from prairie dog towns -
2,700 to 6,300 acres.

(3) Potential for meeting the Black-footed
Ferret Recovery Plan - Fair to Good.

(4) Potential recreation visitor days -
High.

B. " Costs

i (1) _Potential AUM's of livestock forage
foregone per year -600 to 1,400 AUM's.
Again, this assumes total Toss of prairie

. dog towns as livestock forage producing
areas. At least 600 AUM's could be lost

per year but not more than 1,400 AUM's
per year. ’

(2) Potential grazing fee receipts foregone
per year - $2,106.00 to $4,914.00.

(3) Initial zinc phosphide treatment -
$25,200.00. This cost will be the same
for any acreage within the range of
2,700 to 6,300 acres, because 3,600
acres would have to be controlled regard-
less of the final acreage decided upon.

(4) Maintenance control per year - $5,670.00
to $13,230.00. This is the cost of con-
trolling the 307 annual rate of increase
(810 acres to 1,890 acres per year).
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(5) Establishment of new towns - $0 to $14,400.00.
If this level was kept at 2,700 acres,
no new towns would need to be established.
If town acreage was allowed to increase
to 6,300 acres, 36 twenty acre (720
acres) towns would be established and
allowed to increase to the desired
level.

(6) Acres of wildlife habitat lost - 3,600 to
O _acres. At either end of the acreage
range, 3,600 acres of wildlife habitat
would be lost initially. As the level
was allowed to increase from 2,700 acres
to 6,300 acres, the lost habitat would
be regained.

(7) Reseeding of controlled towns - $180,000.00
for 3,600 acres. Regardless of the
level chosen, 3,600 acres will need to
be controlled and revegetated.

i

(8) Acres of range closed to grazing for
recovery of controlled towns for a two
to five year period - 3,600 acres.

(8) AUM's of livestock forage foregone on
controlled towns per year for two to
five years - 800 AUM's (1,600 AUM's for
a two year deferment, 4,000 AUM's for
five years). This applies regardless of

I the acreage level chosen.

(10) Grazing fees foregone until the range
recovers on controlled towns - $2,808.00 per year
($5,616.00 for two years, $1&4,0%40.00 For
five years).

Total Annual Cost $20,952. Total Initial Cost
$219,600 (Table 3).

C. Environmental Changes

At this level, habitat for threatened or
endangered species would remain the same as

that existing presently or would be reduced

by 43% to 2,700 acres depending on the acreage
level chosen. 1Initially 3,600 acres of towns
will be controlled and at least six years

will be required before the 6,300 acre level

is reached. As the acreage drops to 2,700 acres,
the difficulty of maintaining habitat for black-
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footed ferrets and bald eagles will increase.
Enhancement of such habitat will require
redistribution of prairie dog towns on federal
land to meet the minimum Tecommendations of
the Black-footed Ferret Recovery Plan at this
level. Habitat for other wildlife species,
which benefit from prairie dogs, will decrease
by 43% as the 2,700 acre value is approached.

The economic impacts to livestock operators
would be no worse than those existing now and
would possibly decrease at 2,700 acres. The
initial period of two to five years of deferment
on 3,600 acres would Tepresent a loss of 800
AUM's per year for that period. This could
cause hardship to some permittees,
Range condition will lmprove on 3,600 acres
of towns that will be controlled, but will

probably decrease on 3,600 acres as new towns
are established to reach the 6,300 acre upper
limit. As discussed previously, control of
prairie dogs alone will not insure improvement
in range condition.

The amount of soil erosion and water quality

- degradation attributable to prairie dogs will be

eliminated on 3,600 acres of controlled towns,
will remain the same Or increase on 2,700 acres,
and will increase on 3,600 ‘acres of new towns.

Recreation opportunities for prairie dog hunting,
wildlife photography, and sightseeing will de-
cline from the bresent amount as prairie dog town
acreage is controlled to 2,700 acres. Vigual
values may be enhanced as controlled towns regain
d near climax vegetation. Attainment of such
vVegetative condition implies intensive livestock

and range management, not just control of prairie
dogs.

Alternative I1IC - 1,000 to 2,700 acres of prairie dog

towns.

Outputs
(1) Acres of pPrairie dog towns - 1,000 to
2,700 acres.
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(2)

Acres of wildlife habitat for species
benefiting from prairie dog towns -

~1,000° to 2,700 acres.

Potential of meeting the Black-footed
Ferret Recovery Plan - Poor to Fair.

Potential recreation visitor days - Low.

(6)

Potential AUM's of livestock forage foregone
per year - 222 to 600 AUM's.

Potential grazing fee receipts foregone per
vear - $799.00 to $2,106.00.

Initial zinc phosphide treatment -

©$37,100.00 to $25,700.00. If only 1,000

(4)

acres of towns are retained, then 5,300
acres will be controlled. If the upper
limit of 2,700 acres is retained, then
3,600 acres will need to be controlled.

Maintenance control per year - $2,100.00

"to $5,670.00. This is the cost o

(7)

(8)

(9

controlling 300 to 810 acres of increase
at the 307 annual rate of increase.

Acres of wildlife habitat lost - 5,300 to
3,600 acres.

Reseeding of controlled towns - $265,000.00
to $180,000.00. 5,300 acres to 3,600

acres of controlled prairie dog towns

will need to be rehabilitated.

Acres of range closed to grazing for
recovery of controlled towns for a two
to five year period - 5,300 to 3,600 acres.

AUM's of livestock forage foregone on

.controlled towns for a two to five year

period - 1,178 to 800 AUM's (2,356

AUM's for two years, 5,890 for five
years at 1,000 acres; 1,600 AUM's for
two years, 4,000 for five years at 2,700
acres) .
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(L0) Grazing fees foregone until the range
recovers on controlled towns - $4,135.00 to

$2,808.00 per year ($8,270.00 for Two
years, $20;675.00 for five years at
1,000 acres; $5,616.00 for two years,
$14,040.00 for five years at 2,700
acres).

Total Annual Cost $10,584 (2,700 acre level),
$7,014 (1,000 acre level). Total Initial Cost
$205,200 (2,700 acre level), $302,100 (1,000
acre level) (Table 3).

Environmental Changes

Potential threatened or endangered species
habitat would be much reduced, therefore,
black-footed ferrets and bald eagles will be
impacted to a greater degree, especially as

the 1,000 acre limit is approached. Tt will

be much more difficult to meet the requirements
of the Black-footed Ferret Recovery Plan.

Also, habitat for other wildlife species will
be adversely impacted. Up to 5,300 acres of
wildlife habitat could be lost.

Permittees would lose 800 to 1,178 AUM's of
grazing per year for a two to five year

-period on controlled towns which would be

deferred from grazing for rehabilitation.
This could impose financial burdens on some
permittees. However, after the two to five
year deferment period the 3,600 to 5,300
acres should support the same number of AUM's
of livestock grazing and maybe more. Livestock
stocking rates will be determined from range
analysis and forage production studies and
considered in the Allotment Management Plan
for each allotment. There would perhaps be
an increase in financial benefits to the
permittees.

Range condition would increase to at least
high~fair on 3,600 to 5,300 acres after

prairie dog control, revegetation, and deferral
from livestock grazing for two to five years.

The amount of soil erosion and water quality
degradation attributable to prairie dogs will
be eliminated on 3,600 to 5,300 acres of
controlled towns.



Recreational opportunities related to prairie
dog hunting, wildlife photography, and sight-
seeing will be diminished. This level (1,000
acres) may not be capable of supporting the

increased demand for recreation as the human

population increases.

.

" Alternative III. - Maximum control of prairie dogs

on federal land using all available methods.

A. Outputs
"(1) Acres of prairie dog towns - 0.
(2) Acres of wildlife habitat for species

(3)

(4)

benefiting from prairie dog towns - 0.

Potential of meéting the Black-footed
Ferret Recovery Plan - None.

Potential recreation visitor days -

" None.

B. ~Costs

&)

(3)

(4)

(6)

Potential AUM's of livestock forage
foregone per year - 0 acres. This would
be true after the two to five year
deferment of 6,300 acres from livestock

- grazing to allow revegetation.

Initial zinc phosphide treatment -
$44,100.00 for 6,300 acres.

Maintenance control per year - $0.
Theoretically, this is correct; however,
there would probably be continuing
reinfestation of federal land from
uncontrolled private and state lands
that would require some periodic control.
This cost cannot be estimated at this
time.

Acres of wildlife habitat lost - 6,300
acres. This represents a total loss of
that habitat provided by prairie dogs
for those wildlife species benefiting

from prairie dog towns on federal land.
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(@)

]

(7) Reseeding of controlled towns - $315,000.00
for 6,300 acres.

[es)

(8) Acres of range closed to grazing for
recovery of controlled towns for a two

to five year period - 6,300 acres.

(9) AUM's of livestock forage foregone on
controlled towns per year for two to
five years - 1,400 AUM's (2,800 AUM's
for two years, 7,000 AUM's for five
years) .

*(10) Grazing fees foregone until the range
recovers on controlled towns -~ $4,914.00

er year ($9,828.00 for two years,
q25,§70.00 for five years).
Total Annual Cost $4,914 for five years. Total

Initial Cost $359,100 (Table 3).

Environmental Changes

All potential habitat for black-=footed ferrets -
and some important habitat for wintering bald
eagles would be totally eliminated. Habitat
for many other wildlife species would be
eliminated or impacted. Ko opportunity would

- remain for the Grassland to comply with the
Black-footed Ferret Recovery Plan. At least
50% of the known 80 nesting pairs of golden
eagles could experience lowered reproductive
success, which could affect the golden eagle
population of eastern Wyoming.

There should be no movement of prairie dogs
from federal land to private and state lands,
which would eliminate any hardship to permittees.
However, prairie dogs would probably migrate
from uncontrolled private towns to suitable
areas of federal land, thus requiring periodic
control on federal land. Permittees would
lose 1,400 AUM's per year of livestock grazing
for two to five years. After the deferment
period, the 6,300 acres of former prairie dog
towns should support at least 1,400 AUM's.

The long-term effect on permittees and the
livestock industry should be beneficial.

Range condition should increase to high-fair
on 6,300 acres after prairie dog control,
revegetation, and livestock grazing deferral
for two to five years. .



Any soil erosion or water quality degradation
attributable to prairie dogs will be ellmlnated
on 6,300 acres of controlled towns.

Redreatlon opportunities associated with
prairie dog populations for prairie dog
hunters, photographers, and sightseers would
be eliminated or reduced. The visual aspect
of prairie dog towns would probably improve
as climax vegetation returned.

be managed to reduce p0851ble impact to prlvate and
state lands, and to provide multiple-use benefits
from federal land. At least 5,400 acres of prairie
dog towns would be retained on federal land.

AL

" Outputs

(1) Acres of prairie dog towns - 5400 acres
"plus. This acreage would increase at
about 30% per year until the suitable
habitat that is available within the
guidelines for impact to private land and
town size limitations is filled.

(2) Acres of wildlife habitat for species
benefiting from prairie dog towns -
" 5400 acres plus. Wildlife habitat would
“increase as prairie dog acreage increases.

(3) Potential of meeting the Black-footed
Ferret Recovery Plan - Good to Excellent.

(4) Potential recreation visitor days -
High.
Costs

(1) Potential AUM's of livestock forage
foregone per year - 1200 AUM's plus.

(2) Potential grazing fee receipts forgone
per year - $4212.00 plus.

(3) 1Initial zinc phosphide treatment - :
$6,300.00. For 900 acres of prairie dog
towns that would be controlled.
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(4) Maintenance control per year - $11,340.
For 1,620 acres of yearly increase from
5400 acres of towns. However, not all
of the 1620 acre yearly increase would
be controlled, so this is a maximum cost
for maintenance control.

(5) Establishment of new towns - §0. No new
prairie dog towns would be established.

(6) Acres of wildlife habitat lost - 900 acres.
After initial toxicant treatment wildlife
habitat would increase as prairie dog
acreage increases

(7) Reseeding of controlled towns - $45,000.
For 900 acres.

(8) Acres of range closed to grazing for
recovery of controlled towns for a two
to five year period - 900 acres.

(9) AUM's of livestock forage foregone on
controlled towns per year for two to '
five years - 200 AUM's (400 AUM's for a
two year deferment and 1000 AUM's for a

.. five year deferment). ..

(10) Grazing fees foregone until the range
recovers on controlled towns - $702.00

 per year ($1404.00 for two years, and
53510.00 for five years).
Total Annual Cost $16,254. Total Initial Cost
$51,300 (Table 3). :

C. Environmental Changes

Potential habitat for endangered species
(black-footed ferret and bald eagle) would
decrease by 900 acres from the present (1980)
prairie dog town acreage of 6300 acres initially.
As prairie dog populations increase and
expand on federal land this lost 900 acres
would be regained and increased in the future.
Habitat for threatened or endangered species
would be enhanced over the long-term. Habi-
tat for other wildlife benefiting from
prairie dog towns would also be enhanced.

0



Because prairie dogs on federal land will be
managed to reduce possible impacts to private

lands most permittees should have less economic

impact from prairie dogs moving from federal
land to private land. However, since prairie
dog acreages on federal land would be reduced
only 900 acres initially and then allowed to
increase within the guidelines given for
Alternative IV, there would be an economic
effect on ‘some permittees, if livestock
numbers were reduced. Overall viability of
the livestock industry should not be affected
substantially.

Range conditions will improve on 900 acres of
toxicant treated prairie dog towns after two
to five years of rest from livestock. As
prairie dog town acreages increased within
the guidelines of Alternative IV more federal
land would be in lower range condition.
Proper livestock grazing management would
prevent range condition deterioration on much
federal land, including prairie dog towns.

Whatever soil erosion and water quality
degradation that are attributable to prairie
dogs would be eliminated on 900 acres after
initial treatment, and would increase as

. Prairie dog acreage expands in the future.

Recreation opportunities for prairie dog
hunting, wildlife photography, and other
outdoor activities connected with prairie dog
towns would increase over the long term.
Prairie dog towns should be distributed
better on federal land for more equal recrea-
tion use.
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VI.

EVALUATION OF ALTERNATIVES

Alternatives are evaluated based upon their effects
of implementation and are weighed against the
evaluation criteria to determine the preferred
alternative (Tables 1 and 2). The information
necessary to conduct a detailed analysis of the
benefit/cost ratio for each alternative was not
available. Therefore, only costs to the TForest
Service are analyzed (see Table 3).

The 'evaluation criteria are weighted on a scale of
1 to 5 with 1 being least important and 5 being
most important.

Evaluation Criterion A: Maintain livestock
grazing on the Grassland - weight 2. At the
maximum, prairie dogs would occupy only 6.6% of
federal land. The major effect of prairie dogs on
livestock grazing would be from those on private
land (73% of the total prairie dog town acreage is
on private and state land). Some individual
permittees may suffer financial loss, but the
overall economic viability of the livestock in-
dustry would not be affected by prairie dog towns
on federal land.

Evaluation Criterion B: Maintain or enhance
habitat for threatened or endangered species -
weight 5. Two endangered wildlife species have
been documented on Thunder Basin National
Grassland, and both benefit from prairie dogs. In
black-tailed prairie dog towns the black-footed
ferret is extremely dependent on prairie dogs for
food and cover. Bald eagles, which winter here,
feed on prairie dogs but are not entirely dependent
on them. The alternatives under consideration '

will have a direct and permanent effect on threatened

or endangered species habitat.

Evaluation Criterion C: Maintain or improve range
condition on grazed lands to high-fair or better -
weight 3. 1In only one alternative could range
condition deterioration due to prairie dogs

affect more than 6.6% of federal land.

Therefore, the alternatives under consideration
will not affect range condition lmprovement on a
very large percentage of federal land.
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Evaluation Criterion D: Maintain or improve
recreation opportunities - weight 1. Dispersed
recreational activities associated with prairie
dogs, especially varmint hunting, will be affected
by the alternatives under consideration. However,
the amount of recreation provided by prairie dogs
is unknown and probably is utilized in association
with other recreational activities such as big
game hunting. So only one alternative would have
significant impact on recreation opportunities
provided by prairie dogs.

Evaluation Criterion E: Maintain or improve
habitat for all wildlife species benefiting from
prairie dogs - weight 3. Prairie dog towns pro-
vide important habitat for many species of wild-
life, and all of the alternatives under considera-
tion will affect wildlife benefiting from prairie
dogs. However, the percentage of federal land
occupied by prairie dogs is small, and the impact
on overall wildlife habitat would be small. An
exception is nesting golden eagles; those eagles
which have prairie dog towns in their territories,
are apparently more successful at raising their
young ( J. M. Lockhart, USDI Fish and Wildlife
Service, Sheridan, Wyoming). This could apply to
other raptors as well.

Evaluation Criterion F: Minimize soil erosion and
‘maintain or improve water. quality - weight 2. It
is difficult to separate the amount of soil erosion
and water quality degradation attributable to
prairie dogs from that caused by other agents.
Because of the small percentage of federal land
occupied by prairie dogs, this criterion would not
be significantly affected by any of the alterna-
tives under consideration.

Alternative I

Under this alternative, 1,400 AUM's of livestock
forage per year could be lost if the Forest Service
was to find all prairie dog town acreage to be
unsuitable for grazing and reduce permits accordingly.
To date no reductions in livestock numbers or

AM's on allotments with prairie dog towns have

been made. If such reductions were made, they

would be on a per allotment basis and only after
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range analysis and production studies were finished.
Such reductions would be covered in the allotment
management plans for those allotments with prairie
dog towns. This situation is applicable regardless
of the alternative discussed. The potential loss
of grazing fee receipts to the Forest Service for
1,400 AM's would be 54,914.00 per year. Because
prairie dogs would not be managed, they would
continue to expand at about 307 annually. Therefore,
the lost grazing values could be expected to
increase over time. Theoretically, prairie dogs
could expand to all suitable federal land. The
figures presented are the worst pocssible case that
could occur. Prairie dog towns are not totally
unsuitable for livestock grazing; therefore,

permits would not have to be cut the full estimated
amount. Over the long term, this alternative

could have significant impact on livestock grazing
on federal land.

The present 6,300 acres of prairie dog towns would
expand at about 30% annually until most suitable
habitat was full. Habitat for endangered species
would also expand. There is now a good potential
for meeting the Forest Service's responsibilities
under the Black-footed Ferret Recovery Plan.
Expanding populations of prairie dogs raise the

- possibility of sylvatic plague die-offs of prairie
dogs which would affect black-footed ferret habitat.
Wintering habitat for about 95 bald eagles could
possibly increase.

Range condition would remain at less than high-
fair on at least 6,300 acres and could decrease on
more federal land as prairie dog populations
increase.

Recreation opportunities for varmint hunting,
wildlife photography, and sightseeing would be
good. -

At least 6,300 acres of wildlife habitat would be
available for those species benefiting from prairie
dogs. This habitat would increase at about 309
annually. However, it could be expected to fluc-



tuate as prairie dog populations are subjected to
natural perturbations. It would be difficult to
plan properly for wildlife habitat management on
federal land.

Soil erosion and water quality degradation attri-
butable to prairie dogs would impact 6,300 acres
and would increase each year. Eventually the
effect of prairie dogs on soil erosion and water
quality might surpass the effects of other causal
agents.

Alternative TIA

If 37,600 acres of prairie dog towns were deter-
mined to be unsuitable for livestock grazing, -
6,356 AUM's per year.of livestock forage could

be lost. On towns that would be controlled and
rehabilitated, 800 AUM's per year for two to five
years would be lost by permittees as the range was
rested. The Forest Service could lose $29,326.00
per year on 37,600 acres and $2,808.00 per year
for two to five years until range conditions
improve on 3,600 acres of controlled towns.

Prairie dogs would be limited to a maximum of
37,600 acres of federal land and not allowed to
expand at the 30% annual rate as in Alternative I.

~Again, estimates of livestock forage AUM's lost are the

"worst case". The impact on ranchers would be
stretched over several years, as it would take at
least six years to attain 37,600 acres of prairie

dog towns. Certainly some permittees would be
affected to a greater degree than others. However,
overall livestock grazing on Thunder Basin National
Grassland would be maintained. More permittees
would be affected by prairie dogs on their allotments
because prairie dogs would be introduced into new
areas. The 37,600 acres of prairie dog towns on
federal land is 1.6 times more acreage than presently
exists on all lands within Grassland boundaries.

This alternative would provide more habitat for
black-footed ferrets and bald eagles than any
other alternative except Alternative I. There
would be an excellent opportunity for meeting the
Black-footed Ferret Recovery Plan. Since new
towns are to be established, they could be planned

44



to conform to the best known information about
black-footed ferret habitat Tequirements, thereby
creating the best ferret habitat possible.

Sylvatic plague could be g problem as the prairie
dog population increased; however, by managing the
towns for size, distribution, and population
levels the severity of plague would be minimized.

Range condition would be less than high-fair on up
to 37,600 acres due to prairie dogs.

Recreation opportunities for varmint hunting,
wildlife photography, and sightseeing would be
very high.

There would be 37,600 acres of habitat for those
wildlife species benefiting from prairie dogs.
Also, a known quantity of wildlife habirat would
be available on which to base management decisions
affecting wildlife habitat.

So0il erosion and water quality degradation caused
by prairie dogs would affect 37,600 acres of
federal land, and would not be improved on this
land. :

Alternative IIB

Prairie dog town acreage would range from 2,700 to
6,300 acres. If all towns were unsuitable for
grazing, 600 to 1,400 AUM's would potentially be

lost to livestock grazing each year. Eight hundred
AUM's per year for two to five years would be lost

as controlled towns were rested for range condition
improvement. The Forest Service could lose $2,106.00
to $4,914.00 per year of grazing fees if prairie

dog towns were unsuitable for grazing. On controlled
towns which are rested, the grazing fee loss would
be $2,808.00 per year for two to five years.
Prairie dogs would be maintained at 2,700 to 6,300
acres on federal land, thus limiting the impact on
pPrivate land. Some permittees would continue to
have prairie dogs on their allotments and some
other areas currently without prairie dogs may
have them introduced’ Individual permittees would
probably be affected financially, but overall
livestock grazing would be maintained.



Habitat for endangered species, especially the
black-footed ferret would range from 2,700 to
6,300 acres. The Forest Service would have a fair
to good chance of meeting its responsibilities
under the Black-footed Ferret Recovery Plan.

Sylvatic plague would be of little consequence at
this level of prairie dog acreage.

Range condition would be less than high-fair on
2,700 to 6,300 acres. On the 3,600 acres of towns
controlled, range condition would improve after
rehabilitation and deferment from grazing for two
to five years. However, range condition could
decrease on up to 3,600 acres as new towns were
established to obtain 6,300 acres of prairie dog
towns.

Recreational opportunities for varmint hunting,
wildlife photography, and sightseeing would be
fair to high.

Habitat for wildlife benefiting from prairie dog
towns would range from 2,700 to 6,300 acres, but
would never be less than 2,700 or more than 6,300
acres. Up to 3,600 acres of habitat could be lost
if controlled towns were not replaced. There
would be a known amount of habitat on which habi-

- tat management. decisions could be based.

Soil erosion and water quality degradation caused
by prairie dogs would affect 2,700 to 6,300 acres.
The effect of prairie dogs would be eliminated on
up to 3,600 acres, but would affect another 3,600
acres as new towns were established.

Alternative IIC

If all prairie dog town acreage (1,000 to 2,700
acres) were unsuitable for grazing, 222 to 600

AUM's of livestock forage would potentially be

lost to livestock grazing each year. On towns

that are controlled (3,600 to 5,300 acres) 800 to
1,178 AUM's of livestock grazing would be lost

for two to five years as these lands are rehabilitated
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and rested for recovery of range condition. The
Forest Service would lose $779.00 to $2,106.00 per
yvear if the 1,000 to 2,700 acres were totally
unsuitable for grazing and livestock AUM's were
reduced. The grazing fee loss to the Forest
Service from controlled towns which are reha-
bilitated and rested would range from $2,808.00 to
$4,135.00 per year for two to Five years. Prairie
dogs would be maintained at 1,000 to 2,700 acres
on federal land. This would limit the impact of
prairie dogs on private lands. Some permittees
would continue to have prairie dog colonies on
their allotments. Livestock grazing on Thunder
Basin National Grassland would be affected very
little by this alternative.

Endangered species habitat would be limited to
2,700 acres and could be as low as 1,000 acres.
This means a poor (1000 acres) to fair (2700
acres) potential for meeting the requirements of

the Black-footed Ferret Recovery Plan.

There would be very little danger of sylvatic
plague at this level.

Only 1,000 to 2,700 acres of federal land would be
in less than high-fair range condition due to

- prairie dogs. Rehabilitation and deferred grazing

for two to five years would alloyw 3,600 to 5,300
acres to return to high-fair or better condition.
No new acreage would be reduced to less than high-
fair condition by prairie dogs.

The opportunity for maintaining dispersed recres-
tional activities associated with prairie dog
towns would be low to fair.
Only 1,000 to 2,700 acres of wildlife habitat for
those species benefiting from prairie dog towns
would remain on federal land. A loss of 3,600 to
5,300 acres of wildlife habitat would have a
serious effect on habitat management by the Forest
Service. A known amount of habitat would exist
for management planning, but would be minimal for
effective habitat management.

The effects of prairie dogs on soil erosion and

water quality would be felt on 1,000 to 2,700
acres. ©Soil erosion should be reduced and water
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quality should be improved on 3,600 to 5,300 acres
of former prairie dog towns after two to five
years of rehabilitation and grazing deferment.

"Alternative TII

If this alternative was chosen and implemented,

no AUM's would be lost due to unsuitability of
prairie dog towns for livestock grazing. However,
1,400 AUM's would be lost for two to five years as
6,300 acres of controlled towns are rehabilitated
and deferred from. livestock grazing until range
condition improves. After the range condition of
former town sites improved the Forest Service
would lose no grazing fees. For a two to five

year period the grazing fee loss would be $4,914.00
per year. There would be no impact on private
lands from prairie dogs on federal lands. However,
there may be impact on federal lands from prairie
dogs originating on private lands. Any affect of .
prairie dogs on livestock grazing would be eliminated’
on federal land. :

Habitat for the black-footed ferret on federal
land would be totally eliminated. The Forest
Service would have no opportunity of meeting its
responsibilities under the Black-footed Ferret .
Recovery Plan. A food source for wintering bald
- eagles would be eliminated. T o

Range condition would improve on 6,300 acres of
federal land after two to five years of rehabili-
tation and grazing deferment.

‘There would be a 100% loss of dispersed recrea-
tional opportunities and value from prairie dog
towns. :

All wildlife habitat associated with prairie dog
towns on federal land would be lost. The impact
on nesting golden eagles and other raptors would
be extremely severe. The 6,300 acres of wildlife
habitat lost would have to be mitigated by other
habitat improvement projects. It would be diffi-
cult to mitigate the loss of food to eagles, other
raptors, and mammalian predators.



Soil erosion and water quality degradation due to
prairie dogs would be eliminated on federal land,
and 6,300 acres would improve in this regard after
two to five years of rehabilitation and grazing
deferment.

Alternative IV

The potential loss of livestock forage on federal
land could be at least 1200 AUM’'s per year. This
loss would result if the Forest Service found 5400
acres of prairie dog towns to be totally unsuit-
able for livestock grazing and reduced livestock
numbers accordingly (see discussion in Alternative
I, this section). The potential loss of grazing
fee receipts to the Forest Service for 1200 AUM's
would be $4212.00 per year. Prairie dog acreage
would expand in the future at something less than
the current 30% average annual rate because of
management procedures. Because of future increases
in prairie dog town acreage on federal land,

the potential loss of livestock AUM's and Forest
Service grazing fee receipts could be larger than
1200 AUM's and $4212.00 per year. Also, livestock
numbers reductions through allotment management
plans as a means of limiting prairie dog expansion
are possible. Over the long term, this alternative
could have an impact on livestock grazing on
federal land.

The present 6300 acres of prairie dogs would
decrease to 5400 acres after initial toxicant
treatment. However, within a year the lost 900
acres could be regained and redistributed some
under the guidelines for Alternative IV. The
potential of meeting the Forest Service's responsi-
bilities under the Black-footed Ferret Recovery
Plan would be good to excellent. As managed
populations of prairie dogs increase, habitat for
other wildlife, including threatened or endangered

- species, would also increase. Expanding prairie
dog populations could be susceptible to sylvatic
plague die-offs, which would affect potential
habitat for black-footed ferrets and other wildlife.
By managing prairie dog populations for size and
distribution the danger of plague outbreaks should
be minimized. The Wyoming Game and Fish Department,
in comments to the Draft Prairie Dog Environmental
Assessment, mention records of plague during the
late 1940's on the Powder River.
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Range condition would remain at less than high-
fair on at least 5400 acres, would improve on 900
acres (after rest from livestock and revegetation)
and would possibly decrease on more federal land
as prairie dog populations increase under the
guidelines of Alternative IV.

Recreation opportunities for varmint hunting,
wildlife photography, and sightseeing would be
good. Potential recreation visitor days would be
high.

A minimum of 5400 acres of wildlife habitat would
be available for those species benefiting from
prairie dogs. This habitat would increase over
the long term as federal land prairie dog towns
are managed under Alternative IV guidelines.

Soil erosion and water quality degradation attri-
butable to prairie dogs would impact at least 5400
acres and would probably increase in the future.
As discussed previously, the effect of prairie
dogs on soil erosion and water quality is very
difficult to differentiate from other degrading
factors.
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TABLE 3.

ANNUAL COSTS, INITIAL COSTS, AND PERCENT FEDERAL LAND IN

PRAIRIE DOG TOWNS FOR EACH ALTERNATIVE

Percent Federal
, Land in Prairie
| Alternatives  Annual Costs® Initial Costs** .Dog Towns

$4,914 and in-

I creasing $0 1.1% and increasing
$111,094

IIA (37,600 acres) $345,200 6.6%
|
| $20,952 :
| IIB - (6,300 acres) $219,600 1.1%
|

$10,584 (2,700 ac.) $205,200 0.4%
IIC $7,014 (1,000 ac.) $302,100 0.17%
. 84,914 for 5
III years®#® $359,100 0%
IV $16,254 $51,300 0.9% & increasing
* Annual costs include grazing fees potentially foregone by

the Forest Service on prairie dog towns (Alternmatives I, IIA,
IIB, IIC, IV), maintenance control of a 30% per year increase
in prairie dog town acreage (Altermatives IIA, IIB, IIC, IV),
and grazing fees foregone by the Forest Service on
controlled towns which are rested from grazing (cost on
controlled towns would last for only 5 years).
*% Initial costs include initial toxicant control of prairie
dogs, establishment of new prairie dog towns (Alternatives
IIA and IIB), and revegetating of controlled prairie dog
towns.

There will be an additional cost for controlling reinfes-
tations of federal land by prairie dogs moving from
uncontrolled private and state lands. This cost is
unknown but could be as much as the annual maintenance
control cost for Alternative IIA.
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VII. IDENTIFICATION OF THE FOREST SERVICE PREFERRED
ALTERNATIVE

In this section, the Forest Service preferred
alternative will be identified and the reasons for
its selection given. .

The Forest Service preferred alternative is Alterna-
tive IV. Prairie dog populations on federal land
would be managed to reduce possible impact to private
and state lands, and to provide multiple-use benefits
from federal land. At least 5,400 acres of prairie
dog towns would be retained on federal land.

‘ This alternative ranked highest overall during the

‘ Evaluation of Alternatives (Table 2); showing that
Alternative IV will provide the best mix of multiple-
use values as determined from the evaluation criteria
and weighted scores. Alternative I ranked equally,

i but would not allow for management of prairie dogs

| on federal land, therefore, was not selected.

individual objectives of this Assessment (page 1).
| However, the Forest Service Preferred Alternative
[ best reconciles Public Issues, Management Concerns,
{ and the Assessment Objectives.

|
? None of the alternatives completely satisfies the
| :

Threatened or endangered species (black-footed

ferret and bald eagle) habitat will initially de-
. vww._..Crease from that presently existing by 900 acres.
roo Such habitat will increase as prairie dog acreage
! on federal land increases subject to the guidelines
of Alternative IV. The location and management of
a Potential Black-footed Ferret Habitat Area will
be included in the Forest Service's Prairie Dog -
Management Plan that will result from this Assessment.

The preferred alternative will reduce the possible
movement of prairie dogs from federal land to
private and state lands. However, the movement of
prairie dogs from uncontrolled private and state
lands to controlled federal lands will not be
solved by any of the alternatives considered. The
Forest Service will monitor prairie dog movements
onto federal lands through comprehensive allotment
inspections. There could be more potential compe-
tition for forage between prairie dogs and live-
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stock on federal land with the preferred alterna-
tive than with the other alternatives (except
Alternative I). Range condition will improve

on 900 acres of toxicant treated federal prairie
dog towns, after rest from livestock grazing and
revegetation. This is fewer acres of range con-
dition improvement than would be provided by all
other alternatives except Alternative I.

The soil erosion and water quality degradation
attributable to prairie dog towns will be elimi-
nated on less federal land by the preferred alterna-
tive than by any other alternative except Alternative
I. However, the amount of soil erosion or water
quality degradation caused by prairie dogs would be
negligible under any of the alternatives considered.

Recreational opportunities will be maintained at an
equal level to those presently existing, and will be
greater than those that would be available under
Alternatives IIB, IIC and III. The actual recrea-
tional use of prairie dog towns is not known, and

is thought to be fully satisfied by the preferred
alternative for the forseeable future.

Economically, Alternatives I and III are more
attractive (less direct financial cost to the

Forest Service) than the preferred alternative

(Table 3). Alternative I is unacceptable because"
it would do nothing to alleviate the perceived
conflict of prairie dogs with other uses of the
Grassland. The elimination of threatened or
endangered species habitat by Alternative IIT
makes it equally unacceptable. The other alterna-
tives would cost the Forest Service more to imple-

ment and maintain than the preferred alternative
(Table 3).

Prairie dogs should not be controlled if range
analysis and allotment management plans do not in-
dicate the need for such control. Basically the

only reason for control of prairie dogs on federal
land is to alleviate the impact of prairie dogs

from federal land to private land. While recognizing
that prairie dogs can travel several miles during
seasonal dispersal, the Forest Service will consider
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vestment of manpower, funds, and time. To
accomplish prairie dog management in an acceptable
manner will require funding and personnel above
that allocated to normal range management and
wildlife habitat management activities.

Information necessary to conduct a detailed analysis
of the benefit/cost ratio for each alternative was
not available. However, it seems intuitively
obvious that the monetary returns to the taxpayer
from any level of prairie dog control will not

meet the costs of such control. The only tangible
benefit appears to be an improvement in relation-
ships with some users of federal lands by

relieving the perceived impacts of prairie dogs
from federal lands to private lands.
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VIII.

" CONSULTATION WITH OTHERS

Comments concerning prairie dog management on
Thunder Basin National Grassland have been received
by the Forest Service since 1976 from the Thunder
Basin Grazing Association, the Inyan Kara Grazing
Association, the Spring Creek Grazing Association,
individual permittees from each Grazing Association

3

Wyoming Game and Fish Department biologists, the

Wyoming Department of Agriculture, the Defender's
of Wildlife, Tim Clark, Ph.D., and the Wyoming
Congressional Delegation.

Two public meetings concerning land use planning
were held in August, 1976 (8/18/76 Douglas and
8/19/76 Gillette, Wyoming) at which prairie dog
management was discussed.

Public Issues were obtained from comments received

by the Forest Service from the above groups and
individuals.
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PRAIRIE DOG MANAGEMENT PLAN
FOR
THUNDER BASIN NATIONAL GRASSLAND

- INTRODUCTION

This plan will implement the Forest Service Preferred
Alternative IV as determined by the Forest Supervisor
onfil 30 1981 in the Thunder Basin National Grassland
Prairie Dog Environmental Assessment. Alternative IV
provides that the prairie dog population on federal
land will be managed to reduce possible impact to
private and state lands and to provide multiple-use
benefits from federal land. At least 5,400 acres of
prairie dog towns would be retained on federal land.

The management of prairie dog towns on federal land
will be described in this management plan.

Outside of the Rosecrans Black-footed Ferret Potential
Habitat Area prairie dog populations will be managed to
minimize conflicts with private land owners and to meet
multiple-use needs of federal lands (wildlife habitat,
recreation, watershed, and livestock grazing). If
private landowners do not control their part of mixed
prairie dog towns, the Forest Service will not then
control the federal land part of those towns. When

the private landowner agrees to concurrent control
these prairie dog towns will be controlled.

Prairie dog management in the Rosecrans Black-footed
Ferret Potential Habitat Area will emphasize prairie

dog populations for threatened or endangered species
habitat and for general wildlife habitat. Other legi-
timate public land uses will continue within the Black-
footed Ferret Potential Habitat Area, even though prairie
dogs and black-footed ferret habitat will be emphasized.

A contingency plan in the event a black-footed ferret

i1s documented in prairie dog towns that are to be
controlled, is included in this document. This management
plan will be subject to review and modification as
necessitated by changing conditions and management
emphasis or by acquisitions of new information.
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PRATRIE DOG MANAGEMENT OUTSIDE THE ROSECRANS
BLACK-FOOTED FERRET POTENTIAL HABITAT AREA.

Goal

To reduce the impact of prairie dog populations
from federal lands to private lands, and to
provide for multiple-use of federal lands to meet
legitimate public needs.

Objective

To maintain sufficient prairie dog towns for
prairie dog populations, wildlife habitat, and
recreation, and to reduce the perceived impact to
private lands.

" Present Situation

Based on 1979-80 mapping there are 6,300 acres of
prairie dog towns on federal land. The Forest
Service Preferred Alternative provides for a minimum
of 5,400 acres of prairie dog towns to be maintained
on federal land. Of this 5,400 acres 2,200 acres
will be within the Rosecrans Black-footed Ferret
Potential Habitat Area, leaving 2,300 acres to be
distributed on other federal lands in Thunder

Basin National Grassland.

Guidelines for Prairie Dog Control

1. Prairie dog towns that will impact private
or state land will be controlled using zinc
phosphide. The Forest Service considers
those prairie dog towns that are contiguous
with private or state lands or those within
one-quarter mile of private land on federal
land tracts of less than 640 acres to be
impacting private land.

2. Prairie dog towns that are more than one-quarter
mile from private land and are on federal
land tracts of more than 640 acres will be
retained and usually reduced in size to 80-100
acres if larger than 100 acres. Petained towns
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will be marked to delineate the maximum
acreage allowed in Table 1. The marked
area will not be controlled during periodic
maintenance toxicant control (see Guideline

#3) . '

Periodic- toxicant control (with zinc phos-
phide) may be needed to maintain the retained
prairie dog towns at the designated size.
Administrative studies will be made to deter-
mine the usefulness of buffer zones around
selected towns. The introduction of swift
foxes and the enhancement of other predator
activity will be studied and implemented for
long term management of prairie dogs. Live-
stock grazing management through allotment
management plans will also be used for long
term prairie dog town management.

Prairie dog towns which are eliminated will
be surveyed for immigrants from uncontrolled
private lands and these immigrant prairie
dogs will be controlled as soon as possible.

New prairie dog towns (post 1979-80 mapping)
will be assessed for possible impact to
private lands and for potential as habitat
for threatened or endangered species or as
habitat for other wildlife species. If the
Forest Service determines that-the new town

- will not impact private land (see Guideline

#1) but will provide wildlife habitat the new
town will be retained and allowed to expand
to no more than 640 acres.

When retained prairie dog towns which are
within the high-to-moderate coal production
area are to be mined, other existing towns
may be allowed to increase in size to compen-
sate for the lost acreage, or new towns may
be retained as mitigation for the lost town.
These compensatory measures will be evaluated
and implemented on an individual basis.

Before any prairie dog towns are controlled
or reduced the towns will be surveyed for
black-footed ferrets by a qualified wildlife
biologist.  If no ferret sign is observed and
documented the control work may proceed.
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8. Prairie dog towns on federal land contiguous
with private land will not be controlled
unless there is ‘simultaneous control on the
private land.

9. Retained prairie dog towns will be inspected
yearly for increases in size. Hew towns will
be surveyed and evaluated as they are dis-
covered. The guidelines will be applied to
each town and appropriate measures taken.

Table 1 lists the prairie dog towns on federal

land by number and recommends the management of
each town after the guidelines are applied.
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Table 1

Management of Prairie Dog Towns on Federal Land by Grazing
‘ Association and Town Number.

Thunder Basin Grazing Association

Town No.  1979-80 Acreage Federal Acres Remarks
TR pdaar o B Private Retaimod -« - crArss

231-1&2 559 471 300-320 Rosecrans BFF

Hab. A.

231-5 26 176 0

231-6 49 70 0

231-7&8 315 . 2076 80-100

231-9 58 41 0

231-10 70 370 0

231-11 199 211 80-100

231-12 132 b4 0

231-13 7 101 0

231-14 60 ottt 80-100

231-16 u_w___ 14‘ - 80-100

231-17 30 151 0

231-18 10 ——- 0

231-24 L ——- 0

212-1 37 A 0

212-2 28 47 0

212-4 31 55 0

212-5 109 64 80-100

212-6 8 --- 80-100

212-7 20 1 80-100 :
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Table 1 cont.

Town No. 1979-80 Acreage Federal Acres Remarks
Federal Private Retained o

271-1 159 234 0

271-5 58 -—- 80-100

205-1 159 41 . 80-100

205-2 23 73 0

205-3 12 102 0

205-8 11 — 8C-100

213-2 180 144 80~100

213-3 106 24 80-100

213-4 19 8 0

299-1 30 --- 80-100 Rosecrans BFF
Hab. A.

299-2&3 633 - 640 nonoomon

299-4 141 -—- 640 LR R TR T

299 5o e e g T Tseiae o

299-6 23 -—- 80-100 "o

240-1 196 93 0

240-4 126 16 80-100

240-5 13 --- 80-100

249-1 5 220 0

249-3 100 -—- 80-100 Rosecrans RFF
Hab. A.

249-4 86 | 479 0

249-586 191 2 SOmlOb Rosecrans BFF

' Hab. A.

249-7 47 38 0

249-8 1 -~ 80-100 Rosecrans BFF
Hab. A.
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Table 1 cont.

" Federal Acres

66

Town No. . 1979-80 Acreage Remarks
_Federal " Private ' Retained L

201-2 7 215 0

232-1 43 . L 0

214-1 47 -—- 30-100

228A-1 102 - SO—IOQ

M-1 65 --- 30-100

‘M-2 51 166 0

220-1 120 ' 60 0

298B-1 13 10 0

239A-1 76 64 0

239B-1 68 --- 30-100

222-3 12 -—- 80-100 Rosecrans BFF

Hab. A.

208-1 - 43 208 0

208-5 " 79 ¢ ) 9 80-100

208-6 10 34 0

208-7 30 3 0

207-2 1 -—- 80-100

250-2 15 R 0

Total Acres 4969 6537 3690-4240



Table 1 cont.

Inyan Kara Grazing Association

Town No. 1979-80 Acreage Federal Acres - Remarks
____Federal = Private Retained e '

353-1 23 -—- 80-100

498M-1 100 222 30-40 BFF reported 1971

498M~2 26 ' -—= 30-40

497F-1 40 e 80-100

497F-2 5 -—- 0

395-1 45 : -—-- 80-100

395-2 134 --- 30-40

395-3 2 19 0

305-1&2 46 531 0

367-1 153 31 80-100

411-3 26 706 o

411-10 1 20 0

301-1&2 242 10 | 80—100

301-3 6 18 0

307-1 30 332 0

413-1&2 47 195 80-100

364-1 38 9 30-100

394-1 172 67 80-100

499W-3 10 - | 80-100

Total Acres 1336 2160 810-1020



Table 1 cont.

Spring Creek GraZing Association

Town No. 1979-80 Acreage Federal Acres Remarks
_ Federal ' Private = - Retained " -
102-1 30 25 ¢0-100
112-1 3 .. --= . . 80-100
Total Acres 33 25 160-200

Thunder Basin National Grassland Total Acres:

6338 8722 4660-5460

7/
1

Management of prairie dogs on federal land will be a
progressive long term program which will Tequire a high
initial investment and fairly high annual maintenance
costs. Livestock grazing management will be an integral
part of prairie dog management and will be accomplished
through allotment management plans. The present schedule
for completion of AMP's for all 203 allotments is 1989
which means that any needed adjustments in livestock
stocking rates and/or distribution for most allotments
will not occur for several years.

After prairie dog towns designated for elimination are
treated with zinc phosphide they will be fenced, at
least temporarily, to exclude livestock. The need for
reseeding of treated towns will be analyzed on a case
by case basis. If reseeding is needed, the . normal
Forest Service recommended seed mixture based on range
sites will be used.

Prairie dog towns that are reduced in size will need
periodic toxicant treatment to limit their expansion
until long term range management practices become
effective at limiting such expansion. The perimeter of
towns to be retained will be delineated with fairly
permanent markers, i.e. steel fence posts.
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Forest Service experience with prairie dog management

in South Dakota has demonstrated the dynamic nature of
prairie dog towns and the-consequent difficulty of
maintaining them in a particular geographical location.
The older portions of a town tend to depopulate as the
periphery of the town moves into unoccupied land. This
means that continual toxicant treatment of the periphery
will eventually cause the town to disappear. To prevent
the total loss of a town, an area of expansion approximately
equal to the dying core area will be allowed to persist
as long as the Guidelines are satisfied.

Priorities for Control of Prairie Dog Towns on Federal Land

1. Towns designated for elimination.

a. Towns that are contiguous with private or
state land. There must be concurrent control
of the non-federal part before the federal
part is treated.

b. Towns on féderal land tracts of less than 640
acres. . ’

2. Towns designated for retention at some given
acreage.

a. Towns outside the Black-footed Ferret Poten--
- - tial Habitat-Area (BFPHA) that currently
exceed their designated size (see Table 1).

b. Towns inside the BFPHA that could impact
private land.

c. Other towns in the BFPHA.
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IT.

- ROSECRANS BLACK-FOOTED FERRET POTENTIAL
" HABITAT AREA

" Goal

To meet the Forest Service's obligations under the
Black-footed Ferret Recovery Plan and to provide
habitat for wildlife (including threatened or
endangered species) which is not adversely altered
by prairie dog control.

~Objective

To provide a block of mostly continuous federal
land at least one township in size where prairie
dog towns will be managed to meet or exceed the
minimum recommendations of the Black-footed Ferret
Recovery Plan for ferret habitat needs.

MinimUm'Black—fOOted'Ferret Habitat‘RecommendatiOns

1. At least eight prairie dog towns per township
should be maintained. ‘

2. Each prairie dog town should be at least 30
acres in size.

3. At least two prairie dog towns should exceed
100 acres in size. :

- Present Situation

managed as such without major impact on private
lands,

The area is described as follows: T.4IN., R.68W.,
all sections; T.4IN., R.67W., sections 6, 7, 18,
19, 30 and 31; T.40N., R.68W., sections 1, 2, 3,

4, 5 and 6; and T.42N., R.68W., sections 26, 27,
28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34 and 35. Within this 58
Section area there are 10 prairie dog towns on
federal surface ranging in size from 1 acre to

633 acres as mapped in 1979-80 (Table 2). The
recommendations of the Black-footed Ferret Recovery
Plan for minimum ferret habitat are met by this
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potential habitat area. Five towns are presently
well over 100 acres and at the present rate of
expansion the other towns will undoubtedly grow
larger. Also new towns will undoubtedly be
formed in a few years.

71



Table 2

Prairie Dog Towns in the Black-footed Ferret
Potential Habitat Area

Town Number 1979-80 Federal Retained Federal
Lown Wumber o0 7T Zhereage | kereage
231-1&2 559% 320
299-1 \ 30 100
299-2&3 633 640
299-4 141 ' 640
299-5 S 45% 40
299-6 73 100
249-3 100 100

- 249-5&6 191% | | 100
249-8 | : 1 100
222-3 A _12 - lQQ_.

. Minimum BFF Habitat 1785 acres 2240 acres

*Because of impact to private land these towns will be reduced.

Managing this area for black-footed ferret habitat will not
preclude other legitimate land uses such as recreation,
livestock grazing, and oil and gas exploration and develop-
ment. However, some restrictions on these land uses may

be necessary to allow black-footed ferret habitat to be
maintained as a major use.
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Black-footed Ferret Habitat Area Guidelines

1.

Prairie dog towns within the habitat ares
will be maintained at a maximum of 2240
acres. As new towns are formed they will be
evaluated for ferret habitat and for possible
impact to private lands. When new towns are
retained they will be allowed to grow to no
more than 640 acres. Existing towns will Be
reduced in size to compensate for the new
towns.

In case of possible prairie dog control the
number of towns will not be reduced to less
than eight. Of those, six will be retained
at no less than 30 acres each and two will
be retained at more than 100 acres each.

Where prairie dog towns extend onto private
land they can be controlled at the option of
the private landowner; however, the portion
of the town on federal land will not be

reduced below 30 acres. The Forest Service
will not control on federal land if the

private land is not controlled concurrently,

The large prairie dog town in section 1,
T.40N., R.68W. and adjacent sections (number
231-1&2) will be reduced to 320 acres in the

N% of section 1 to avoid conflict with adjacent
private land.

The prairie dog town in sections 29 and 30,
T.41IN., R.67W. (number 249-58&6) will be
reduced to 100 acres in the NE% section 30 to
minimize impact to adjacent private land.

When this Management Plan is approved all
prairie dog towns within the Potential Habitat
Area will be searched intensively for black-
footed ferrets to determine if they are
present. Periodic ferret surveys should be
made during the life of the Management Plan.

If no black-footed ferrets are pPresent
naturally, they could be introduced when they
become available for transplanting as recom-

mended by the Black-footed Ferret Recovery
Plan.
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10.

11.

.sizes. . . .

Range analysis will be done to determine the
necessity of adjustments to stocking rates
for cattle 'in order to avoid deéterioration of
the range resource caused by dual use of
livestock and prairie dogs.

Protective restrictions on shooting of
prairie dogs, on seismograph operations, and
on other land uses may be necessary if a
population of black-footed ferrets exists or
is established in the Potential Habitat Area.

Three sections (1920 acres) of private land
and two sections (1280 acres) of state land
are located within the Rosecrans Black-footed
Ferret Potential Habitat Area, but will not
be managed as part of the Potential Habitat
land base (see Guideline #2).

Periodic toxicant control may be necessary to
maintain prairie dog towns at the sizes
listed in Table 2. The Forest Service will
do administrative studies of the effective-
ness of buffer zones around prairie dog
towns. The introduction of swift foxes to
provide additional predation on prairie dogs
could be most useful in this area. Livestock
grazing management will be utilized to limit
prairie dog town expansion over designated
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IIT.

BLACK-FOOTED FERRET CONTINGENCY PLAN

All prairie dog towns that are to be controlled
will be surveyed for the presence of black-footed
ferrets. As addressed in the Guidelines above,

if no ferret sign is found and documented then
toxicant control of that town may proceed according
to the Management Plan. If a black-footed ferret
sighting is reported from either federal, state,

or private land within three miles of any prairie
dog town on federal land, the following steps will
be taken:

1. Control work will immediately stop on federal
land within the three mile radius.

2. The reported sighting will be investigated
and confirmed by a Forest Service Wildlife
Biologist or other competent personnel. For
a reported sighting to be considered confirmed
it must have either been made by a competent
observer, or a photograph exists of the
ferret or of sign (trenching, plugged holes,
etc.), or the Forest Service investigator
observes the ferret or its sign.

3. When the reported sighting is confirmed the .
- " Forest Service will:

a. Determine the number of black-footed
ferrets present, and the area of main
use by the ferret(s).

b. All prairie dog control on federal land
within three miles of the ferret location
will be stopped. The then uncontrolled
towns will not count as part of the 5400
acres of prairie dogs to be retained.

c. Recreational shooting of prairie dogs
within the three mile radius will be
assessed and if determined to be a
threat to ferrets will be stopped by
closure of federal land within the three
mile radius to the discharge of firearms.
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4.  After confirmation of black-footed ferret
presence an interagency group (Forest Service,
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Wyoming Game
and Fish Department, and other qualified
persons) will be assembled to evaluate the
presence of the ferret(s) and to make recommen-
dations for management actions to be taken by
the Forest Service to protect the ferret(s)
and its (their) habitat.

This contingency plan is applicable to all federal
lands within Thunder Basin National Grassland.

The purpose of a contingency plan is to provide
for special management considerations if a black-
footed ferret is discovered after the guidelines
of the Prairie Dog Management Plan are applied and
prairie dog control has started. Because 73% of
prairie dog town acreage is on private or state
lands, there will be no black-footed ferret surveys
by the Forest Service on most of the prairie dog
towns within Grassland boundaries. This means
that only 37% of the prairie dog acreage will be
searched for black-footed ferrets before prairie
dog control occurs. Also the majority of ferret
reports from the Grassland have been from prairie
dog towns that are largely on private land.
Therefore, the possibility that a black-footed
ferret will be sighted after the guidelines are
applied and control begins is fairly high.
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APPENDIX A

LAWS, REGULATIONS AND EXECUTIVE ORDERS PERTINENT TO
MANAGEMENT OF PRAIRIE DOGS ON NATIONAL FOREST SYSTEM
LANDS ‘

- Organic Act of June 5, 1897

- Transfer Act of February 1, 1905

- Bankhead-Jones Farm Tenant Act (Title III) of July
22, 1937

- Multiple Use Sustained Yield Act of June 12, 1960

- Endangered Species Act of December 28, 1973

- Executive Order 11643 - Environmental Safeguards
on Activities for Animal Damage Control on Federal
Lands

- Sikes Act (PL 93-452) of October 18, 1974

- Federal'Insecticide, Fungicide, and Rodenticide
- Act of 1972

- National Environmental Policy Act of 1969

= .. Forest and Rangeland Renewable Resources Planning
Act of 1974

- National Forest Management Act of 1976
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APPENDIX B

BLACK~-FOOTED FERRET SIGHTINGS

ON

Thunder Basin National Grassland

Sighting Number and Type of
Number Date ~Location Classification Sighting
159 1976 43N. 70W. S30 1 adult? Positive
15 May Campbell Co.
155 1975 Irwin Ranch, N. 1 adult? Possible
Aug. Converse Co.
138 1974 10 Mi. W.
Reno Jct. 1 adult Positive
29 July 43N. 73W. S5
106 1972 41IN. 69W. S21 1 adult? Probable
Winter  Converse Co.
89 1971 Middle Upton-
: Osage Comm.
Pasture, Weston
County 1 adult Positive
From: A listing of black-footed ferret reports in Wyoming
(1851-1977). 1In. Clark, T. W., and M. R. Stromberg.
1977. Black-footed ferrets and prairie dogs in

98pp.
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- APPENDIX C

The Relationship of Bldck-Tailed Prairie Dogs
(Cynomys Ludovicianus) to

Wildlife, Vegetation, Soils, and Livestock

INTRODUCTION

The subject of prairie dog effects on other range resources
was reviewed to gain information from the scientific litera-
ture on which to base much of the affected environment
section. This appendix will provide the reviewer of the
Thunder Basin National Grassland Prairie Dog Management
Environmental Assessment with background information per-
tinent to understanding the document.

HISTORY |

The fossorial mammal niche is of great antiquity on the
Great Plains. Fossils of burrowing rodents have been found
in abundance in the Lower Miocene beds of northwestern
Nebraska and eastern Wyoming (O'Harra, 1920). Prairie dogs
(Cynomys sp.) have occupied that niche since the Pleistocene
when they are thought to have migrated from Asia via the
Bering land bridge (Clark et al 1971). Prairie dog remains
have been found at several Pleistocene and Recent sites on
the Great Plains (Wood 1933, Hibbard 1937, Green 1960, 1963,
Dalquest 1967, Anderson 1968, Shultz 1969) .

Early explorers from the time of Coronado observed and
recorded the presence of prairie dogs from the plains of
Texas to Canada. Lewis and Clark observed large prairie dog
towns as they ascended the Missouri River on their epic
journey (DeVoto 1953). Merriam (1902) described one town in
Texas that covered 25,000 square miles and was inhabited by
an estimated 400 million prairie dogs.

Since the early 1900's extensive poisoning has reduced
prairie dog populations to a very small fraction of their
former numbers. Clark (1976) gives prairie dog population
reductions of 97.4% for South Dakota, 98.6% for Kansas, and
99.6% for Texas as a few examples. ‘
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WILDLIFE

Over the tens of thousands of years that prairie dogs have
lived on the Great Plains, many other animals have become
adapted to and dependent on prairie dogs and their colonies
for food and cover. The many wildlife species benefiting
from the presence of prairie dogs and their burrow systems
include predators, raptors, other rodents, lagomorphs,
passerine birds, upland game birds, big game, reptiles, and
amphibians (Table I).

Some animals are closely associated with or dependent on

- prairie dogs, for example, the black-footed ferret (Mustela
nigrnipes). Apparently, this close association has existed
a long time since prairie dog remains have been found in
association with ferret fossils at six Pleistocene sites
(Clark 1975). The association was recognized by the Sioux
Indians in their name of '"black-faced prairie dogs' for the
ferret (Clark 1976). Ferrets in black-tailed prairie dog
towns appear to depend on prairie dogs for food and use the

burrow system for cover (Henderson et al 1969, Fortenberry
1972, Clark 1978). :

It has been a commonplace for people seeking reasons to
poison prairie dogs to invoke damage to waterfowl, upland ,
game bird, and other ground nesting bird habitat by prairie
dog activities as support. However, there appears to be no
basis for this in the scientific literature. On the other
hand, the literature showing damage to such habitat from
livestock grazing is quite extensive (Bue et al 1952, Capel "
1956, Kirsch 1969, Page and Cassel 1971, Gjersing 1975,
Mundinger 1976, Evans and Kerbs 1977, Weigand 1977, Yde
1977) . The impacts of livestock grazing include increased
predation, reduction of nesting and escape cover, and
alteration of vegetative composition causing far-reaching
effects on habitat availability. 1In addition, livestock
have been shown to have both direct and indirect impacts on
big game (mule deer, white-tailed deer, elk, moose, antelope
and big horn sheep). Mackie (1978) gives a comprehensive

literature review and discussion of the impacts of livestock
on big game.

)

VEGETATION

Disturbance, such as overgrazing or drought, which causes
deterioration of the rangeland from near climax condition is
necessary for the establishment of prairie dog towns. Many
authors indicate that range deterioration and perpetuation
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of conditions favorable to prairie dogs results from over-
grazing by large herbivores (Bond 1945, Kalmbach 1948, 1950,
Osborn and Allen 1949, Norris 1950, Fichter 1953, Koford
1958, Smith 1967, Clark 1968, DeVos 1969, Costello 1970,
Robinson 1973, McEneany and Jensen 1974). Drought occurs
frequently and regularly on the Great Plains (Wedel 1961).
The large grazing herbivore niche on the Great Plains was
originally filled by bison (Larson 1940; McHugh 1972, Taber
1972) . Subsequent to the near extinction of bison on the
plains, the large grazing herbivore niche has been filled by
livestock, especially cattle and sheep.

Once established, prairie dogs tend to maintain a low
vegetation aspect over the colony areas, primarily for
protection from predators; however, by theirn feeding and
burrowing activities, prairie dogs increase plant and animal
diversity while decreasing primary production. This may
conflict with cattle grazing but enhances wildlife habitat
for those species associated with prairie dog colonies
(Bonham and Lerwick 1976, Hansen and Gold 1977). Other
authors have indicated that vegetative cover and produc-
tivity increased within prairie dog towns, especially when
cattle were excluded (Koford 1958, Himes 1966, Bonham and
Lerwick 1976, Uresk and Bjugstad 1980). Klatt and Hein
(1978) in Colorado found that percent cover of the total
vegetation declined with length of time of abandonment of
prairie dog towns compared to an active town. They also
suggested that eradication of prairie dogs would not sig-
nificantly improve short-grass prairie for cattle during the
first few years after abandonment of prairie dog towns.

SOILS

Several authors have indicated that small burrowing mammals
through their digging activities and addition of their
bodies and metabolic waste products can influence the or-
ganic content, fertility, and infiltration rate of the soil
(Grinnell 1923, Greene and Murphy 1932, Taylor 1930, 1935,
Van Dersal 1937, Ellison 1946, Thorp 1949, Ellison and
Aldous 1952, Koford 1958, Laycock and Richardson 1975) .
Hassien (1976) reported that surface soil samples from
black-tailed prairie dog towns had significantly greater
average concentrations of organic matter, extractable phos-
phorus, potassium, and calcium than those from adjacent
range. The influences of prairie dogs (and other small
burrowing mammals) on s¢il fertility and nutrient availa-
bility may be very similar to the positive effects of ferti-
lizer application to native range which is well documented
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in the literature (Freeman and Humphery 1956, Kneebone 1957,
Honnas et al 1959, Klipple and Retzer 1959, Lodge 1959,
Woolfolk and Duncan 1962, Smika et al 1965, Burzlaff et al
1968, Wight and Black 1972, Rogler and Lorenz 1974) .

The effect of prairie dog activities as a primary agent
causing soil erosion is open to question. Several authors
suggest that heavy use by large hoofed animals resulting in
soil compaction and overgrazing which destroys vegetation
cover are more serious causes of soil erosion (Taylor 1935,
VanDersal 1937, Ellison 1946, Fichter 1953, Koford 1958,
McEneaney and Jensen 1974). Any agent which reduces plant
cover (i.e. drought, fire, overgrazing by wild or domestic
herbivores, and agriculture), thus exposing the soil to the
effects of wind and water, can cause erosion. Although more
research is needed in this area, it appears that prairie
dogs should not be considered as the main causal agents of
rangeland soil erosion. In fact, the increased vegetation

cover reported by some researchers may be helpful in reduc-
ing soil erosion.

As Bond and Borell (1939:222) stated: "It is clear enough,
however, that the relations of burrowing rodents to soil and
moisture conservation constitute a very complex problem."

COMPETITION WITH LIVESTOCK

Some authors have described prairie dogs as competitors with
livestock for forage (Merriam 1902, Bailey 1905, 1931, Bell
1921, Taylor and Loftfield 1922, 1924, Kelso 1939). However,
other authors indicate that prairie dogs do not significant-
ly conflict with cattle for forage (Clements and Clements
1940, Bond 1945, Morris 1950, King 1955, DeVos 1969).

Koford (1958) emphasizes that the foods eaten by prairie
dogs vary according to what is available and the season of
the year; thus without careful study it is difficult to
determine whether prairie dogs conflict with cattle or not.
Bond (1945) noted that prairie dogs feed mainly on annual
forbs and shortgrasses typical of early stages of succession
and thus are attracted to areas of such vegetation after
cattle have caused retrogressive succession. He also point-
ed out that prairie dogs may speed the recovery of deteriorat-
ed ranges by eating the forbs and thus favoring the increase
of climax plants, principally good forage grasses. O0'leilia
(L980), working in Oklahoma, found that prairie dogs decreas-
ed forage availability and utilization by cattle over two
years. However, steer weight gains were not statistically
significantly reduced either year. He further stated that,
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"It appears highly probable that the presence of prairie
dogs may positively influence soil fertility, nutrient
recycling, ‘and subsequent forage quality, thus partially
compensating for the reduction in forage availability and
utilization by steers in prairie dog pastures."

Other authors have shown that cattle show a consistent
preference for fertilized range over non-fertilized range
(Smith and Lang 1958, Hooper et al 1969, Allison et al

1977). Therefore, it seems possible that cattle are attracted
to the higher quality forage and are causing increased range
deterioration. Hassien (1976) reported that in Oklahoma the
average number of cattle droppings per hectare was approxi-
mately 30 percent greater on prairie dog towns than on
adjacent rangeland, implying attraction of cattle to prairie
dog towns. ’

Thus it appears that'prairie dogs do not exert a totally
negative impact on livestock as is commonly believed.

MANAGEMENT TIMPLICATIONS

While prairie dogs are commonly associated with rangelands
in deteriorated'condition, there is little evidence to show
they are solely responsible for the deterioration and that
their eradication alone will provide increases in range
condition and productivity. Kalmbach (1948) indicates that
prairie dog control without concurrent plans to reduce
livestock grazing pressure, to reseed, to contour furrow, or

to otherwise aid the depleted Tange may only provide tempor-

ary relief. Koford (1958:74) emphasized the need for manage-
ment other than merely controlling prairie dogs to improve
the range: "Killing rodents is like treating a symptom
rather than the disease; it is not a cure. Along with

direct prairie dog control there should be a change in

- grazing practice so as to alter range vegetation and mini-

mize the chance of quick recurrence of damage. Complete
rest for the range or reseeding might be necessary to
establish a different plant community with low environmental
capacity for prairie dogs."

It should be apparent from this review that the relationship
of prairie dogs to the rest of the Great Plains ecosystem is
not simple, and that simple management techniques are not
appropriate. o

Prepared By: Thomas Komberec
District Wildlife Biologist
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TABLE

I

ANIMALS KNOWN TO BENEFIT FROM PRAIRIE DOG TOWNS 1/

Birds

Horned lark
McCowen's lonéspur
Eastern kingbird
Mourning dove
Mountain plover
Killdeer

Upland sandpiper
Long-billed curlew
Sharp-tailed grouse
Sage grouse
Burrowing owl
Great horned owl
Prairie falcon
Golden eagle

Bald eagle
Ferruginous hawk
Red-tailed hawk

Rough-legged hawk

Swainson's hawk

Marsh hawk

85

Eremophila alpestiis
RhgnchophaneA me cownis
Tyrannus Lyrannus
Zenaidura macroura
Eupoda montana
Charadnius voeiferus
Barntramia LongLeauda
Numenius americanus
Pedivecetes phasianellus
- Centrocenrcus urophasionus
Speotyto cunicularia |
Bubo virginianuws
Faleo mexicanus
Aquila chrysaetos
Haliaeetus Leucocephalus
Buteo regalis
Buteo jamaicensis
Buteo Lagopus
Buteo swainsoni

Cireus cyaneus



Coyote

Red fox

Swift fox \
Bobcat

Badger

Black-footed ferret -

Long-tailed weasel
Ground squirrels
Deer mouse

Voles

Table I, cont'd

Mammals

Northern grasshopper mouse

Hispid pocket mouse

Desert cottontail

White-tailed jackrabbit

Black-tailed jackrabbit

Pronghorn antelope
Mule deer
Bison

Cattle

Cants Latrans

Vulpes vulpes

Vulpes velox

Lynx rugus

Taxidea taxus

Mustela nigrnipes
Musztela grenata
Spermophilus sp.
Peromyscws maniculatus
Micrnotus sp.

Onychomys Leucogasten

 Perognathus hispidus

Sylvilagus audubonii
Lepws Zownsendidi
Lepus californicus
Antilocapra americana
Odocoilews heménaué
Bison bison

Bos tawus



Prairie rattlesnake
Hognose snake
Bullsnake

Lined snake

Milk snake

Lesser earless lizard
Texas horned lizard
Eastern fence lizard

Ornate box turtle

Tiger salamanderxr

Great plains toad

Table I, cont'd

Reptiles

Amphibians

Crotalus viridis
Heterodon nasicus
Pituophis melancleucus
Thopidoclonion Lineatum
Lampropeltis triangulum
HoLbrookia maculata
Phrynosoma cornwtum

Sceloporuws undulatus

Terrapene ornata

Ambystoma tigrninum

Bufo cognatus

1/ Smith 1967, Costello 1970, McEneaney and Jensen 1974,

O'Meilia 1980.
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