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Dear Dr. Hammond: 
 
On behalf of Natural Resources Defense Council, The Humane Society of the United 
States, Predator Defense, Gallatin Wildlife Association, the Yellowstone Buffalo 
Foundation, the Sierra Club and our combined nearly 14 million members and activists—
including 250,000 who live in the Northern Rockies—we submit these comments 
regarding the draft environmental analysis (EA) of the long-term effects of sheep grazing 
and associated activities at the USDA-Agricultural Research Service (ARS) U.S. Sheep 
Experiment Station headquartered in Dubois, Idaho (USSES). 
 
After reviewing the Information for Public Comment document and appendices as well as 
draft specialist reports, we submit that ARS-USSES should cease operations, for the 
following reasons that are discussed more fully below: 

1. There is no evidence that ARS-USSES research extends economic or other 
benefits to the sheep industry or the public;  

2. The USSES creates a significant threat to the use of key habitat and dispersal 
corridor/linkages by several imperiled wildlife species; and 

3. In the event USSES operations can be justified with further data, there is no 
evidence showing USSES cannot be moved to a less ecologically harmful location. 

 
The ARS U.S. Sheep Experiment Station is located in the Upper Snake River plain in and 
near the Centennial Mountains, approximately six miles north of Dubois, Idaho, Clark 
County, within a two-hour drive of Grand Teton and Yellowstone National Parks. The 
Continental National Scenic Divide Trail crosses U.S. Sheep Experiment Station land in 
the Centennial Mountains of Montana.   
 
The U.S. Sheep Experiment Station has research land in Idaho and Montana:   

• 27,930 acres of ARS land at Headquarters, which has office, laboratory, animal, 
equipment, and residential buildings, year-round research facilities, lambing 
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facilities, and lands used for spring and autumn grazing and rangeland research;   
• Approximately 16,600 acres of unsurveyed ARS land in the Centennial Mountains of 

Montana, which is used for summer grazing and rangeland research;   
• 2,600 acres of ARS land at the Humphrey Ranch in Idaho, which is near Monida, 

Montana, and has animal facilities and equipment buildings, and is used for spring, 
summer, and autumn grazing and rangeland research; and   

• 1,200 acres of ARS land at the Henninger Ranch near Kilgore, Idaho, which is used 
for summer grazing and rangeland research.   

 
Lands used for ARS-USSES activities range in elevation from approximately 4,800 feet to 
nearly 10,000 feet. The area is critical to the long-term health and conservation of several 
imperiled wildlife species, which outweighs the scant justification in NEPA documents for 
Sheep Station operations (and for the Dubois location in particular). 
 
1. There is no evidence that ARS-USSES research extends economic or other 

benefits to the sheep industry or the public. 
 
a. The ARS-USSES is not fulfilling its stated mission of improving the sustainability of 

rangeland ecosystems.  
 
The purpose of the proposed action of continuing ongoing sheep grazing is to achieve 
ARS-USSES research goals and objectives; that is, “to develop integrated methods for 
increasing production efficiency of sheep and to simultaneously improve the sustainability 
of rangeland ecosystems” (EA, p.1).  
 
More specifically, current “U.S. Sheep Experiment Station research is aimed at:  

• Developing new, or improving existing, genetic lines of sheep specialized for 
paternal and maternal traits that enhance lamb production, lamb growth, lamb 
carcass merit, and yield of marketable product;   

• Improving nutrient management throughout the sheep production cycle;   
• Developing monitoring technologies for landscape-scale assessment of plant 

communities and for determining the effects of rangeland management activities, 
including grazing and fire, on vegetation, ground cover, and herbivore selectivity;   

• Developing science-based grazing and prescribed burn management strategies and 
decision support systems that can be used to guide managers to maintain or 
improve the ecological function of western rangelands” (EA, p. 25).  

 
ARS-USSES focuses on the part of its mission that calls for increasing production 
efficiency of sheep while virtually ignoring the second prong of its mission, “to 
simultaneously improve the sustainability of rangeland ecosystems,” (emphasis added). 
One could reasonably argue that if ARS were truly concerned about the sustainability of 
rangeland ecosystems, it would, at a minimum, cease operations at certain ecologically 
sensitive grazing locations and, if justified, find other similar locations in less critical areas. 
The distinguishing factor of the higher elevation Centennial-area properties in particular is 
that they are in a rich, wild, forested landscape serving as key wildlife habitat or linkages. 
Yet, this critical factor is not a basis for USSES’ location or operations; it appears there is 
no research being done to develop new, effective methods of coexistence with wildlife. 
 
In fact, far from working on improving livestock-predator coexistence, ARS-USSES has 
simply chosen to pass predator interaction responsibilities to USDA-APHIS-Wildlife 
Services. This agency has a long track record, not of helping producers avoid conflicts 
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and coexist with wildlife but rather, of encouraging and implementing lethal predator 
control—practices that can harm endangered species as well as ecosystem health, which 
depends on the presence of viable and stable predator populations. Again, to fulfill the 
second part of its mission, USSES should, in concert with state game and fish agencies, 
be developing new and effective tools and methods to help sheep growers around the 
country coexist with predators.  
 
The USSES is not only failing to fulfill its mission of improving the sustainability of 
rangeland ecosystems, it is actually harming the ecosystem. The negative impacts of 
grazing and related activities on vegetation, fish populations, water quality, riparian 
habitats, and wildlife populations are well documented (Fleischner, 1994; Kauffman, 1984; 
Salvo, 2009). Long-term grazing alters the diversity and productivity of an ecosystem, and 
as seen in this case, negatively influences the movements and behavior of large 
carnivores. In contrast to the tremendous benefits carnivores provide to ecosystems, 
sheep grazing activities are harmful (Id.). Especially in the arid West, in both riparian 
areas and high-mountain areas such as the Centennials, grazing causes immeasurable 
damage, imperiling a multitude of plants and animals (Id.). Put simply, grazing activities 
negatively impact whole ecosystems.   
 
Further, USSES credits itself with developing three breeds of sheep, and making 
germplasm (i.e., breeding stock) available to sheep breeders in North America. Yet, as 
reported by the National Agricultural Statistics Service (NASS), the past two decades 
have seen the sheep industry sharply decline (Figure 1). Rather than expending 
enormous resources on a dying industry, ARS should prioritize the needs of native 
carnivores over sheep-related research.  
 
Figure 1. 

 
Credit: WildEarth Guardians    
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b. The Information for Public Comment, including the Draft Economics Report, fails to 
provide evidence of the Sheep Station’s benefits. 

 
The EA claims that the U.S. sheep industry depends on research data from the Sheep 
Station to improve the genetic potential of the nation’s maternal and paternal breeds or 
composite lines of sheep, improve nutritive and reproductive efficiency of sheep, and 
improve sheep grazing practices. Yet, ARS produces no data to support the claim that 
such reliance on this project results in any positive outcomes for the sheep industry. 
 
As a part of the interim EA process, Natural Resources Defense Council requested that 
ARS conduct an economics analysis and provide information about USSES funding, 
expenditures, and benefits. In response to our request, Joshua Wilson, Economist for the 
TEAMS Planning Enterprise Unit, prepared a “DRAFT Economics Report” for ARS on 
USSES operations (report dated October 2, 2009; hereinafter referred to as “Report”). The 
Report also constitutes, word for word, the entire section in the EA addressing socio-
economic effects under “Environmental Effects, Other Resource Considerations.” 
 
Two key points are made in the Report: 

• The USSES is a stimulus to the local economy; and  
• USSES benefits to the sheep industry are “unquantifiable given the lack of data.” 

 
To the extent that the USSES is an economic stimulus, this benefit would extend to any 
area where the USSES is located and therefore would not be eliminated if the USSES 
were moved to a less critical area. Further, in terms of economic benefits, salaries paid by 
the USSES have a low multiplier effect in Clark County, as each dollar of earnings 
contributes relatively little to the regional economy. In addition to income, the Report also 
discusses the benefits to the local tax base. It’s unclear whether these taxes are paid out 
of the total income figures presented in the Report or if this contribution to the tax base is 
in addition to the income benefits already reported. If the report is using pre-tax income 
figures and then also counting the tax base separately, these tax benefits are being 
double-counted. The portion of a worker’s salary that goes toward taxes should be 
counted either as income or as a contribution to the tax base, but not both.  
 
The Report also states that USSES effects on the sheep industry are unquantifiable given 
a lack of data (p. 1). It is unconscionable that ARS continues to spend taxpayer money 
without being able to quantify any benefit to the sheep industry. Why is there no data on 
potential benefits? Without quantifiable benefits, the only relevant data are that which 
show the decline of the sheep industry. It would seem obvious that a federal agency 
would need to show a benefit to the industry or the public before spending more than $1M 
each year on research meant to aid a failing industry. If the USSES simply ceased 
operation, the USDA would experience an annual cost-savings of more than $1M, as well 
as other benefits associated with enhanced ecosystem health.  
 
Further, the Report states that, while there is no data showing USSES benefits, “it is 
reasonable to assume that adverse effects increase as grazing decreases” (p. 1). Yet the 
Report presents no evidence to support the conclusion that decreased grazing would 
result in adverse effects. In fact, there is no explanation anywhere in the EA as to why the 
specific number of sheep and all the AUMs and grazing locations are necessary to 
accomplish USSES objectives. The agency’s own specialists failed to demonstrate any 
net benefit of USSES operations, and the EA did not thoroughly consider the obvious 
hypothesis that, in fact, decreased grazing would simply translate to a cost savings and 



Comments 01/25/10: U.S. Sheep Experiment Station Grazing and Associated Activities – Information for Public Comment 
5 

reduced risk to wildlife. 
 
The economic analysis is both incomplete and inadequate. It is simply impossible to 
evaluate the effectiveness or benefits of USSES activities without any data pertaining to 
its effects on the industry. The economic analysis in the revised EA must provide 
quantitative evidence of these benefits if the agency hopes to justify USSES activities. 
 
In addition to the lack of evidence of USSES value, there is also no evidence showing that 
whatever value may exist would be reduced if grazing activities were moved or decreased 
in scale. Given the enormous amount of money spent on recovering and/or conserving 
grizzly bears, wolves, lynx, wolverines, bighorn sheep, and sage grouse, ARS should be 
required to show some benefit in order to continue operations at its current location. 
 
2. The USSES creates a significant threat to the use of key habitat and dispersal 

corridor/linkages by several imperiled wildlife species. 
 
ARS-USSES operates on lands in and near the Centennial Mountains and Monida area 
between Yellowstone and central Idaho, the last best wildlife corridor and set of linkages 
available between these two critical ecosystems. As noted in the EA (p. 55), “The area’s 
east west juxtaposition between the relatively intact ecosystems of Greater Yellowstone 
and Central Idaho identifies it as a logical pathway for wide-ranging carnivores to 
migrate between populations and habitats in those ecosystems.” As a federal agency, 
USDA-ARS should give priority to wildlife conservation over sheep-growing experiments, 
which can be conducted elsewhere (if justified at all). Grizzly bears, wolves, lynx, 
bighorn sheep and other imperiled animals need to be able to use or pass through the 
areas that currently constitute ARS-USSES grazing locations without excessive risk of 
conflict and human-caused mortality that often results from sheep grazing activities.  
 
a. Grizzly Bears 
 
In the EA, ARS acknowledges that Yellowstone area grizzly bears are expanding their 
range into surrounding suitable habitat, and that USSES lands are included in such 
suitable habitat, as well as within the boundaries of the Yellowstone DPS (EA, p. 88). 
 
ARS-USSES manages the only remaining active sheep allotment in the Yellowstone 
grizzly bear Primary Conservation Area (PCA) – the Meyers Creek USFS allotment – 
even after many other GYE allotments have been closed in collaborative efforts to 
adhere to the intent of USFS goals to reduce conflicts. Additionally, the ARS-USSES 
East and West summer ranges are directly adjacent to the PCA boundary, with the 
Henninger Ranch not being far away. The Centennial parcels contain suitable grizzly 
bear habitat that is in fact occupied by grizzly bears (EA, p. 89). Figure 31 in the EA (p. 
91), showing 2007 telemetry data of observed grizzly bears, clearly demonstrate that 
grizzly bears are frequently present on or near all four properties referred to above. 
Moreover, these data are now three years old and grizzly bears have continued to 
expand their range even further since then. 
 
Figure 2, below, provides more recent data, showing locations for individual grizzly bears 
(by color) that wore GPS collars during 2000-2009 in the area of Centennial Mountain 
USSES properties (Haroldson, 2009). 
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Grizzly bears are clearly attempting to move out from Yellowstone. While the Final 
Conservation Strategy (2007) for grizzly bears allows for the transplant of 1-2 effective 
migrants per generation to ensure genetic exchange, interagency efforts are working on 
linkage zone goals set out in the Recovery Plan (USFWS, 1993) to provide and maintain 
natural movement opportunities for grizzly bears and re-establish natural connectivity and 
gene flow between Yellowstone bears and other populations (EA, p. 93). 
 

 
Figure 2. This figure shows locations for individual grizzly bears (by color) that wore GPS collars during 
2000-2009 in the area of Centennial Mountain USSES properties (Haroldson, 2009). 
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Further, the Interagency Grizzly Bear Committee’s five year work plan for the 
Yellowstone ecosystem directs the Yellowstone Grizzly Coordinating Committee to 
“Improve conditions that allow for interchange and dispersal between the five areas 
(other subpopulations) that will enhance viability, assure long-term recovery, and allow 
dispersal, reinforce and re-occupancy from higher to lower density areas, improve 
movement conditions by identifying movement opportunity areas and delivering 
conservation action in 9 key areas [including between the Bitterroot area and the 
Yellowstone Ecosystem]” (EA, p. 93). 
 
Connectivity between Greater Yellowstone and central Idaho is beneficial to the long-
term conservation of grizzly bears, according to U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Grizzly 
Bear Recovery Coordinator Dr. Chris Servheen in his 2009 Preliminary Report 
Documenting Grizzly Bear Presence in the Beaverhead Mountains of Montana and 
Idaho (p. 2). Servheen adds that the National Forests manage a “thin strip” of forested 
land along the Idaho/Montana state line near Monida Pass (I-15) and that this is the 
most probable habitat to find bears moving between Greater Yellowstone and central 
Idaho (p. 2). To facilitate the preservation of this important corridor, aside from other 
issues with other USSES grazing locations, the East and West Summer ranges and the 
Meyers Creek allotment can be closed with minimal impact to USSES activities. Such 
closures would alone constitute one step towards meeting interagency goals and 
complying with the Conservation Strategy to reduce the risk of grizzly bear conflicts and 
mortalities.  
 
Currently, USSES activities are in direct conflict with the Conservation Strategy for 
Yellowstone grizzlies. The United States Forest Service (FS) and the Bureau of Land 
Management (BLM) made commitments in the Final Conservation Strategy for Grizzly 
Bears in the Greater Yellowstone Area (CS) to evaluate, monitor, and phase out existing 
sheep grazing activities on federal land as opportunities arise. Towards this end, there 
have been extensive efforts made by the FS, the United States Fish and Wildlife Service, 
the BLM, private grazing permittees, state wildlife agencies and non-governmental 
organizations in Wyoming, Idaho and Montana to eliminate sheep grazing in suitable 
Yellowstone grizzly bear habitat in and adjacent to the Yellowstone grizzly bear PCA.  
 
At least 13 sheep allotments have been closed inside the PCA since 1998; cattle/horse 
allotments have also been greatly reduced (pers. comm., Kim R. Barber, Grizzly Bear and 
Wolf Coordinator, USDA-FS, Rocky Mountain Region, May 1, 2009). These reductions 
have occurred because federal land management agencies recognized the inherent 
conflicts between wolves, grizzlies and domestic livestock in this ecosystem, and worked 
hard to reduce these conflicts by retiring or moving domestic sheep grazing allotments to 
less sensitive areas.  
 
ARS should follow the positive example of other federal agencies and discontinue sheep 
grazing so as to be consistent with grizzly bear recovery goals. It is unconscionable that 
our federal government is the only entity still grazing sheep within the Yellowstone grizzly 
bear PCA (at taxpayers’ expense), after other federal agencies have required that sheep 
grazing by private entities be eliminated or phased out elsewhere in this zone to protect 
grizzly bears.  
 
We commend the local Bureau of Land Management office, which manages public lands 
adjacent to those used by the sheep station, for its comment letter to ARS opposing the 
sheep project’s grazing activities in all pastures in or near the Centennial corridor. In its 
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letter, the BLM argued that, as an agency of the USDA, ARS should be consistent with 
the USDA-Forest Service and other federal agencies in eliminating sheep grazing in 
occupied grizzly bear habitat. 
 
ARS acknowledges that ceasing grazing on the Meyers Creek allotment in the 
Centennials would be an interrelated action consistent with the Forest Service’s Forest 
Plan Amendment (2006), but then claims that the USSES “would not currently be 
considered a willing permittee” (EA, p. 97). It is unfathomable that a federal agency 
would be the lone holdout on a single grazing allotment, even when the allotment so 
clearly impacts several carnivore species, especially grizzly bears, and when ARS 
acknowledges that retiring the permit would be consistent with the intent of the Forest 
Plan Amendment of 2006 related to accommodating grizzly bear expansion. 
 
The EA repeatedly emphasizes that there have been few grizzly bear conflicts at USSES 
sites. In the past five years, there were no conflicts on the Meyers Creek allotment, three 
conflicts on ARS lands (1985, 1999, and 2008), and one on Odell Creek – none of which 
resulted in attempted lethal control actions (EA, p. 94). But the EA fails to consider one 
hypothesis that explains this phenomenon; that grizzly bears are being displaced from the 
areas in part due to USSES activities. 
 
The pattern of grizzly bear conflicts in this area is likely to change as bears move out 
away from Yellowstone. As stated in the Draft Biological Assessment and Wildlife Report 
(BA), Yellowstone grizzly bears are increasing their range and distribution every year, now 
occupying lands from which they had been absent for decades (BA, p. 16). The expansion 
of grizzly bear range is cause for celebration and accommodation. Ten percent of females 
with cubs have expanded even out beyond the Primary Conservation Area (BA, p. 16); 
“grizzly bears now occupy 68 percent of suitable habitat within the DPS boundaries and 
may soon occupy the remainder of the suitable habitat” (BA, p. 16), of which the USSES 
is a part.  
 
The expansion of grizzlies into areas such as USSES properties and allotments can be 
anticipated to increase, as whitebark pine forests collapse and grizzlies are forced to 
forage more widely, beyond the protected confines of parks and wilderness areas of the 
GYE.  The importance of whitebark pine to the health of the Yellowstone grizzly bear 
population is well documented (Koteen, 2001; Mattson, 1992, 2000). Whitebark pine in the 
GYE are collapsing as a result of the combined effects of climate change, mountain pine 
beetle, and a non-native pathogen, white pine blister rust. Leading forest experts predict 
the functional loss of whitebark pine in the GYE in the next 5-7 years (Logan, 2009). The 
impacts of the loss of whitebark pine are exacerbated by the collapse of the Yellowstone 
cutthroat trout in recent years, resulting from combined effects of drought, warming 
temperatures, and introduced non-native lake trout. This means that habitat productivity is 
declining in the core of the ecosystem; as a result, grizzly bears can be expected to forage 
more widely in areas such as the Centennials and nearby lands. The EA failed to address 
the mounting importance of these lands to the future of the Yellowstone grizzly population 
in light of these rapidly changing conditions. The grizzly was recently relisted under the 
Endangered Species Act, in part because of threats to key grizzly foods, especially 
whitebark pine. The revised EA must reevaluate the importance of these lands to the 
future of Yellowstone’s grizzly population, in light of rapid changes in available bear foods. 
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In his August 25, 2008 comment letter to ARS on behalf of Wildlife Conservation Society 
(WCS), Dr. Jon Beckmann raised several concerns about the possibility that USSES 
activities are blocking wildlife movement. Beckmann states (p. 2): 
 

Because the Centennials have been delineated not only as an area of possible  
linkage for large carnivores within the GYE, but also identified as a possible 
peripheral sink area (area where mortality exceeds recruitment), it is critical to 
examine whether the Centennials are currently functioning as a linkage zone for 
large carnivores. This is particularly true given that over half of the Centennial 
range falls outside of the grizzly bear recovery zone, where mortality rates are 
often higher for bears than in more protected regions (M. Haroldson, U.S. 
Geological Survey, Interagency Grizzly Bear Study Team, pers. comm.).  
Maintaining linkage opportunities between bear populations in the GYE and the 
Salmon-Selway area of Idaho could enhance grizzly bear recovery in the United 
States (Servheen et al. 2001). Therefore, if the Centennials are a significant 
impediment for grizzly bear dispersal from the GYE into the wilderness areas of 
central Idaho, it could have serious impacts on the population viability of grizzly 
bears within this ecosystem.  Conversely, movement across the area is essential 
to prevent further fragmentation and isolation of bear populations inside the 
GYE.   

 
Wildlife Conservation Society has collected more than 1,000 data points for grizzly bears, 
wolves, black bears, and cougars in the Centennials. Beckmann writes that both the 
USSES East and West pastures have consistently had a greater than 87% probability of 
use by these four carnivores (p. 2-3). Beckmann expressed concern about the effects that 
continued sheep grazing would have on the management and removal of large carnivores 
and, thus, connectivity (p. 3): “Such removal could decrease connectivity potential and 
even ultimately create a sink habitat.” 
 
Regarding grizzly bears specifically, Beckmann states (p. 3): “The grizzly bear population 
has now begun to expand outside the core areas of Yellowstone National Park, and 
grizzlies are now present in the Centennials for the first time in many decades.  Due to the 
centralized location of USSES lands within the Centennials, management decisions on 
these lands likely will have disproportionate impacts on carnivore connectivity.” 
 
The Grizzly Bear Cumulative Effects discussion in the EA (p. 97) raises concerns similar 
to those raised in the WCS study. ARS acknowledges that the Yellowstone grizzly bear 
DPS continues to expand in population size and distribution. USSES effects would include 
the harassment of bears to stop an immediate threat to livestock (EA, p. 97).  
 
As to the alternatives presented in the EA, the no action (proposed) alternative indicates 
that most USSES activities would have no effect on grizzly bears or their habitat (EA, p. 
95). This is simply false, and is inconsistent with the Forest Plan Amendments for grizzly 
bears, the Conservation Strategy, and the USFWS Grizzly Bear Recovery Plan. All of 
these documents demonstrate the adverse impacts of sheep grazing and related 
management activities. Moreover, the EA concedes that there are several activities that 
may have effects on grizzly bears, including trailing, grazing, camp tending, and predator 
control activities (EA, p. 95).  
 
The EA makes similar admissions regarding impacts of sheep grazing on grizzlies 
elsewhere in the document and then simply dismisses them without justification. Under 



Comments 01/25/10: U.S. Sheep Experiment Station Grazing and Associated Activities – Information for Public Comment 
10 

EA alternative 4, sheep grazing would be eliminated within and adjacent to the grizzly 
bear PCA. ARS acknowledges that if sheep grazing were eliminated on the last occupied 
sheep allotment (Meyer’s Creek) within the grizzly bear PCA, the intent of habitat 
standards in the Forest Plan Amendment (2006) would be fully implemented (emphasis 
added, EA, p. 96). 
 
Also under alternative 4, grazing would be eliminated on Tom’s Creek, the East Summer 
range, which is on the border of the PCA. “The area is likely biologically suitable and 
socially acceptable to grizzly bear occupancy according to the Grizzly Bear Management 
Plan for Southwestern Montana (MFWP, 2002, in EA, p. 96). 
 
If grazing were eliminated from these locations, “grizzly bear mortality from U.S. Sheep 
Experiment Station activities would not occur” (emphasis added, EA, p. 96). 
 
Under EA alternatives 2 and 3, which would eliminate all grazing in the Centennial 
Mountain area, the potential for USSES livestock/grizzly bear conflicts would be 
completely eliminated (emphasis added, EA, p. 96). 
 
The project biologist has concluded that ARS-USSES activities may affect—but are not 
likely to adversely affect—Yellowstone grizzly bears, but that potential encounters are 
certainly reduced under alternatives 2 and 3 that would eliminate grazing in the 
Centennials (EA, p. 98).  
 
In the BA, the project biologist concludes that grazing activities may affect, but are not 
likely to adversely affect, Yellowstone grizzly bears. This conclusion is unsupported by the 
facts as presented in the EA and BA themselves: 

• USSES is grazing sheep inside the Yellowstone PCA at Meyers Creek and is the 
only grazing permittee left in the PCA; 

• USSES is grazing sheep on the border of the PCA boundaries; 
• USSES activities in the Centennials could attract grizzly bears; 
• USSES activities in the Centennials could displace grizzly bears (harassment); 
• ARS acknowledges that eliminating grazing in and near the PCA would be in 

keeping with the intent of the Forest Plan Amendment; 
• USSES grazing activities are not consistent with Montana’s Grizzly Bear 

Management Plan; 
• Given that the Yellowstone population is expanding in size and distribution, 

conflicts are likely to increase; and 
• Eliminating grazing in the Centennials would eliminate the potential for grizzly bear 

conflicts and mortality would not occur. 
 

Essentially, the EA itself lays out a clear case for eliminating grazing, at least in the 
Centennials. The ARS conclusion that no action is warranted is irrational and not 
supported by the NEPA documents.  
 
In sum, the grazing of sheep in the Centennial and nearby pastures should be 
discontinued, as it poses a significant and unacceptable risk to the continued expansion of 
the Yellowstone grizzly population, and jeopardizes natural connectivity for bears between 
Yellowstone and central Idaho. Further, as a federal agency within the USDA, ARS should 
strive to be consistent with other federal agency plans and commitments to ensuring 
recovery of the Yellowstone grizzly bear.   
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b. Wolves 
 
Northern Rockies gray wolves, recently removed from the federal endangered species list 
in Montana and Idaho (but currently still protected in Wyoming), utilize the USSES area as 
habitat and as a dispersal corridor. According to Scoping Information (March 2009), 
“Disturbances [in the wolf population] are most likely control actions related to depredation 
of sheep” by Wildlife Services (See Scoping Information, Table 3, p. 10). If not for the 
presence of sheep, however, there would be no “disturbance.” Further, if wolves are 
dispersing from Wyoming, they are protected under the Endangered Species Act. Again, if 
the purpose of the USSES research is “to develop integrated methods for increasing 
production efficiency of sheep and to simultaneously improve the sustainability of 
rangeland ecosystems,” including “predator avoidance and abatement,” it would stand to 
reason that the USSES would be developing state-of-the-art tools and techniques to 
accommodate predators like wolves. Instead, we have seen the ‘same old, same old’ 
approach – to call in Wildlife Services to kill wolves. 
 
Extensive research by UCLA has shown very little genetic exchange between Yellowstone 
and central Idaho wild lands (VonHoldt, 2007). Sheep grazing and related wolf control 
activities are limiting the ability of wolves to move between these ecosystems. This issue 
was central to the 2008 decision by Federal Judge Donald Molloy to relist Northern 
Rockies wolves. As Judge Molloy pointed out in his July 2008 opinion, connectivity is 
essential for the health of the gray wolf population in the Northern Rockies. The delisting 
case is again before Judge Molloy, and the issue of genetic connectivity will continue to 
be a central concern for the long-term recovery of wolves in the region. By grazing sheep 
in the area, USSES undermines the Judge’s affirmation of the importance of natural wolf 
connectivity between ecosystems; that is, continued grazing in the area is contrary to the 
state-of-the-art genetics research showing the vulnerability of the Yellowstone wolf 
population to continued isolation from other wolf populations in the Northern Rockies.  
 
Since the last public process regarding USSES activities, two entire wolf packs, Sage 
Creek and the B394 Group, have been killed by Wildlife Services at or near the Sheep 
Station, in large part because of conflicts with USSES livestock. The EA (p. 101) states:  
 

In 2008, two wolf packs denned in Montana, but occurred on the border of 
Idaho/Montana near the Humphrey Ranch property, Interstate 15 corridor. They 
included the Sage Creek Pack (East of Interstate 15) and B394 group (west of 
Interstate 15). In 2008, based on livestock depredations on cattle from private 
landowners, three wolves were lethally removed from the area. In 2008, wolf B394 
(Idaho) was trapped and radio collared in response to depredations incidents at 
the U.S. Sheep Experiment Station that resulted in 16 confirmed dead sheep. In 
June/July/August of 2009, numerous depredations occurred along the Interstate 
15 corridor on livestock belonging to private producers as well as the U.S. Sheep 
Experiment Station. After investigation by APHIS Wildlife Services, the Idaho and 
Montana wildlife agencies incrementally authorized removal of depredating wolves 
from the Sage Creek pack and wolves associated with the B394 group. Eventually, 
to address numerous and continuing depredations on private livestock as well U.S. 
Sheep Experiment Station livestock, all known members of the packs were 
removed. Control efforts were completed with the lethal removal of approximately 
ten adult wolves from the Sage Creek pack as well as wolf B394 and six pups. At 
the time of this report, it is probable that both the Sage Creek pack and the group 
associated with B394 have been entirely removed.    
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According to Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife & Parks (FWP) Wolf Weekly Reports, 
the entire Sage Creek pack was killed by Wildlife Services agents, with lethal control 
beginning after just one sheep was killed at the Sheep Station (FWP, 2009). It is unclear 
from reports how many sheep the B394 Group killed at the Sheep Station before lethal 
control of that pack began. Once all the adults in both packs were killed, both sets of pups 
are presumed to have died or been killed as well. Indeed, reports show that the B394 
Group’s 6 pups were killed. These control actions took place between June and October 
of 2009 (FWP, 2009).  
 
There are other wolf packs that remain in the area. The Bishop Mountain pack has 
resided in Idaho near the Henninger Ranch property and East Summer range. 
Additionally, the Horn Mountain, Centennial, and Henry’s Lake packs are all suspected to 
use areas in the Centennial Mountains (EA, pp. 100-02). It is likely that wolves will 
reoccupy the areas that the Sage Creek and B394 Group packs previously occupied.  
 
Under the no action alternative, USSES activities would have negative impacts on gray 
wolves. Elimination of grazing activities would remove these harmful effects: “Livestock 
grazing on ARS lands which otherwise may have resulted in lethal control actions to 
remove a few individual wolves annually, or in some years, up to two wolf packs or groups 
that are establishing, would not occur” (EA, p. 104). ARS should eliminate USSES grazing 
activities from the area, since they negatively affect wolves and other wildlife. 
 
c. Bighorn Sheep 
 
The EA (p. 106) concedes that the majority of bighorn die-offs follow contact with 
domestic sheep (citing Clifford et al., 2009). On page 106 of the EA, ARS acknowledges 
that there are two herds of bighorn sheep located near the Snakey/Kelly and Bernice 
allotments. We are also concerned about the East and West Summer pastures in the 
Centennials, which according to the USFS Draft Idaho Domestic Sheep and Bighorn 
Interaction map, lie within 1.3 and 9.3 miles, respectively, of occupied bighorn habitat.  
Further, many other areas of the Centennial and Beaverhead Mountains contain suitable 
habitat for bighorn and is precluded from occupation by USSES operations. 
 
ARS presents five “action items” in a “Bighorn Sheep Action Plan” for the Bernice 
Allotment that is a part of an ARS-USSES/BLM Memorandum of Understanding (MOU). 
These action items are not adequate for maintaining separation between bighorn and 
domestic sheep. Specifically, the three-mile buffer has not been scientifically scrutinized 
and would likely fail to prevent interaction between the two species. The five “action items” 
are (EA, p. 107-08): 

• On- site supervision of the domestic sheep bands as well accompaniment by guard 
dogs to prevent interaction.  

• Keeping domestic sheep below the 5,600-foot contour and off of mountain foothills 
and canyons.  

• If funding is available, cooperation regarding data collection for bighorn sheep 
surveys.  

• Maintaining a 3-mile buffer of separation between domestic and bighorn sheep.  
• Notifying a list of individuals if contact occurs or becomes imminent. 

 
The EA provides no scientific basis for its assumption that a 3-mile separation will be 
adequate to minimize contact between domestic and wild sheep. Analyses by other 
agencies and experts show that a much larger buffer is necessary to keep domestic and 
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wild sheep separate. For example, Montana BLM requires an eight-mile buffer between 
domestic and wild sheep and has stated that three miles is not adequate (Bozorth, 2010). 
 
Additionally, the Payette National Forest’s report entitled Risk Analysis of Disease 
Transmission Between Domestic Sheep and Bighorn Sheep on the Payette National 
Forest (Payette Report) reviewed issues relating to disease transmission between 
domestic sheep and bighorn sheep. The “Management of Bighorn Sheep Disease Issues” 
section of the report elaborates on steps taken to eliminate the conflict between domestic 
sheep and bighorn sheep. Of the most important policies established by agencies is one 
that requires a minimum separation of 13.5 km (8.4 miles) between domestic sheep and 
bighorn sheep. This 8.4 mile standard of separation between domestic sheep and bighorn 
sheep constitutes a scientifically informed baseline standard by which to initially evaluate 
land-use decisions with respect to ensuring bighorn sheep viability. Similarly, the Western 
Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies (WAFWA) guidelines suggest a 9-mile 
separation between domestic and wild sheep. The EA relies on an unsupported 
assumption that an arbitrary 3-mile separation prescribed by its “BLM/USSES 
Memorandum of Understanding” is adequate to prevent disease transmission (EA, p. 
109). This assumption is at odds with the scientifically informed Payette report, as well as 
the WAFWA guideline of a 9-mile separation between domestic and bighorn sheep. The 
revised EA should apply the best science, rather than convenient assumptions. 
 
Further, the EA improperly uses the BLM-USSES MOU as cover for all potential bighorn-
domestic sheep conflicts, when the MOU does not apply to lands subject to USSES 
grazing. As a result, the EA fails to adequately analyze the likely impact of its alternatives 
on bighorn sheep. And while grazing domestic sheep on other ARS properties may not 
threaten existing bighorn herds in the Sheep Station area, it precludes the reintroduction 
of bighorn on other nearby lands that constitute suitable bighorn habitat. 
 
The EA concludes, “there is a possibility that contact could occur between bighorn sheep 
herds and domestic sheep herds using southern portions of the Lemhi and Beaverhead 
mountain ranges. This contact could occur from Sheep Station winter grazing on 
BLM/USFS allotments, or from contact with other domestic sheep grazing activities in this 
portion of the range during any season of the year” (EA, p. 109). Alternatives 2 and 5 
would remove sheep grazing on Bernice and Snakey/Kelly allotments, eliminating the risk 
to bighorn in those areas: “Removal of Sheep Station grazing on the Bernice and 
Snakey/Kelly allotments would reduce one potential vector of respiratory disease 
transmission” (EA, p. 110). In order to adequately address the risk of disease 
transmission, there should be no domestic sheep grazing in this region, as proposed in 
Alternatives 2 and 5. 
 
d. Lynx 
 
Lynx are a federally listed threatened species and historically resided in the Centennial 
Mountains where USSES activities take place, specifically in or near the East and West 
Summer ranges (EA, 81). The Idaho statewide wildlife observation database indicates 
that, historically, a number of lynx have been observed in the Centennials (EA, p. 82). The 
EA goes on to state that there is potential for lynx to use the USSES high elevation lands, 
at least to travel through if not to establish residence. Suitable lynx habitat exists in these 
high-elevation forested areas.  
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The project biologist concluded in the Draft Biological Assessment and Wildlife Report 
(BA) that lynx are unlikely to be residing in the Centennial range, based on a few data 
points, the most recent one being from 2004 (BA, p. 14). Echoing the EA, the BA also 
states that the Centennial Mountains provide potential lynx habitat and that there is the 
potential for lynx to use the high elevation USSES lands (BA, p. 15). The fact that USSES 
grazing properties are not classified as lynx critical habitat or within lynx analysis units 
should not be dispositive of whether Sheep Station activities are problematic for lynx. 
Moreover, lynx analysis units are directly adjacent to USSES lands and allotments, as can 
be seen in Figure 2 in the BA (p. 15). 
 
The project biologist concluded that USSES activities may affect, but are not likely to 
adversely affect, lynx (emphasis added, EA, p. 86). With continued grazing activities (the 
no action alternative), ARS concludes in the EA that most USSES activities would have no 
effect on lynx or their habitat (emphasis added, EA, p. 83). “Where suitable foraging and 
denning habitat is present … lynx would temporarily adjust their location to avoid 
encounters…” (EA, p. 86). Yet the EA fails to acknowledge the fact that such “temporary 
adjustment” could mean the difference between a successful dispersal into unoccupied 
historical habitat or failed dispersal. Contrary to the conclusions presented in the EA and 
the BA, USSES grazing activities could in fact have a negative affect on lynx. With 
elimination of grazing and associated activities (Alternative 2) or activities in the 
Centennials (Alternative 3), human disturbances and potential negative effects would be 
eliminated (EA, p. 85). 
 
e. The Draft Biological Assessment and Wildlife Report and the EA demonstrate that 

USSES activities have negative impacts for all species reviewed, which together 
require ARS-USSES to eliminate grazing from the area.  

 
The following table shows there are potential negative impacts – in some cases likely or 
definite negative impacts – for the wildlife species reviewed. Conversely, elimination or 
reduction of grazing and related activities removes these risks, allowing for preservation of 
critical habitat and movement corridors for these imperiled wildlife species. The project 
biologist, in the BA’s connectivity discussion (pp. 55-57), states that connectivity will be 
affected by USSES activities. Under Alternative 1, human disturbance will exist and both 
harassment and lethal control will be used. Under Alternatives 2 and 3, by contrast, with 
the potential for encounters eliminated, the project biologist notes that there is additional 
potential for wildlife to more fully utilize the habitat (p. 57)—providing a truly wild and 
unobstructed movement corridor that, in the same discussion, was highlighted as critical. 
 
Table 1 demonstrates that, as to lynx, grizzly bears, wolves, wolverine, and black bears, 
human disturbances and sheep presence may very well impact wildlife movements, 
possibly even causing animals to avoid the area. Presumably, these risks would extend to 
other species as well, such as mountain lions and coyotes, which the EA did not address. 
Table 1 also reflects the conclusion in the BA regarding bighorn sheep; that allotments 
overlap bighorn herd range and that disease transmission and mortalities are possible. 
Finally, as to sage grouse and pygmy rabbits, grazing and prescribed burns severely 
affect habitat and survivability. 
 
In sum, the EA and BA evaluated each species and concluded there are at least potential 
negative impacts to each wildlife species with continued sheep grazing. Then, irrationally 
and without basis, ARS dismisses these impacts. Its conclusion that continued grazing will 
not harm wildlife is simply unjustified and unsupported by the EA and BA. 
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Table 1.  
 
Summary of Draft Biological Assessment/Wildlife Report Conclusions Regarding 
Wildlife Impacts (Parenthetical numerals refer to BA page numbers as source) 
 
Species No Action Alternative No/Reduced Grazing Alternatives  

Lynx Potential effects in high elevation 
areas of suitable habitat could 
include changes in daily movements 
or avoidance, potential competition 
for browse between livestock and 
snowshoe hare (26-27) 

No human disturbances; lynx would not 
need to adjust movements; no competition 
for browse between livestock and snowshoe 
hare (27) 

Grizzly 
Bears 

Potential effects in Centennial 
suitable habitat; grizzly bear and 
sheep encounters could occur on 
USSES lands and Meyers Creek; 
occasional harassment of bears, 
causing them to adjust movements 
or possibly avoid the area (29-30) 

Elimination of Centennial grazing would 
eliminate conflicts and mortality potential. 
The intent of habitat standards in the Forest 
Plan Amendment for Grizzly Bear Habitat 
Conservation (USFS, 2006) would be fully 
implemented; consistency with Grizzly Bear 
Management Plan for Southwestern 
Montana (MFWP, 2002) (30-31) 

Wolves Activities would have effects on gray 
wolves and their habitat (32) 

Elimination of all USSES grazing or grazing 
in the Centennials would eliminate the 
USSES role in effects on wolves; removal of 
up to two packs per year that would 
otherwise occur, would not occur (33) 

Bighorn 
Sheep 

Activities have the potential to 
negatively affect the Idaho bighorn 
herds reintroduced into the Lemhi 
and Beaverhead ranges; the Idaho 
Progress Report (2008) indicates 
bighorn sheep range overlaps with 
allotments; mortality is possible (51) 

Removal of grazing on certain allotments 
would reduce or eliminate a potential vector 
of disease transmission (53) 

Wolverine Idaho and Montana list the species 
as imperiled and vulnerable, noting 
that human disturbances may create 
barriers to movement; BA concluded 
activities would have no effect (47) 

USSES lands contain good habitat; to the 
extent human or sheep presence creates 
barriers, this impact would be eliminated 
(47) 

Black 
Bears 

Similar to grizzly bears; however, 
encounters are more likely to occur 
and lethal control would be 
implemented (48) 

Control actions likely to be unnecessary; 
likely no black bears would be killed (48) 

Sage 
Grouse 

Activities could affect breeding, 
nesting, and early brood-rearing; 
activities would create displacement 
at different times in different 
locations (41-42) 

Potential minor improvements in some 
locations; otherwise unclear, unless USSES 
shut down or relocated. In this case, no 
negative effects (41-43)  

Pygmy 
Rabbit 

Activities would create displacement 
and/or disruption of normal 
behaviors at certain times of year; 
prescribed burns would destroy 
rabbits or habitat (45-46) 

Unclear, unless USSES shut down or 
relocated. In this case, no negative effects 
(46) 
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3. In the event USSES operations can be justified, there is no evidence showing 
operations cannot be moved to a less ecologically harmful location. The EA 
failed to examine a reasonable alternative that would move USSES operations. 

 
There is nothing in the EA or other documents demonstrating the need for the USSES to 
be located in Dubois, Idaho versus a different locale that would eliminate or reduce 
harmful impacts on the surrounding ecosystem. 
 
The Dubois location, roughly 28,000 acres, was secured nearly 100 years ago to carry out 
USSES objectives because it was the only location found containing a solid block of public 
domain land of sufficient acreage, and it was adjacent to a railroad (EA, p. 24). Between 
1940 and 1942, the U.S. Sheep Experiment Station purchased the Humphrey and 
Henninger Ranches from the private sector (EA, p. 24). Grazing and rangeland research 
at the U.S. Sheep Experiment Station has been ongoing since the 1920s. 
 
In the EA, ARS states that because of its diverse geography, including subalpine 
meadow, foothill, sagebrush steppe, and desert shrub land, the current USSES location 
provides unparalleled research opportunities. In eliminating Alternative 2, which would 
have the facility relocated elsewhere, ARS claims it has no other lands that would support 
its research. 
 
We maintain that ARS-USSES could find compatible land to conduct its grazing and 
related activities elsewhere in the West (assuming these activities can be justified at all, 
which has not been done in the NEPA documents to date, as discussed).  
It is not clear if ARS-USSES has tried to find another suitable and less impactful location. 
The revised EA should develop and thoroughly evaluate relocation and more ecologically 
responsible options. 
 
In eliminating Alternative 2, ARS also claims that there is no evidence showing that if the 
USSES were to move, it would change wildlife movements or improve rangeland health. 
This is simply not true. As noted above, preliminary results from an ongoing study by 
Wildlife Conservation Society biologists indicates the USSES could be blocking wildlife 
attempting to move west away from the Greater Yellowstone Area. 
 
At a minimum, it is clear that ARS-USSES cannot justify the need to maintain use of the 
East and West Summer pastures (Tom’s Creek and Odell Creek/Big Mountain, 
respectively), Meyer’s Creek, East Beaver, or Humphrey locations. The EA states that 
“Forage used by sheep grazing is well below total available forage. Surveys indicate 
summer range forage use is very low, averaging 4.5 percent. Headquarters is grazed in 
spring and early summer, and in late summer and early fall each year at a total rate of 
0.06 Animal Unit Month (AUM) per acre. Humphrey and Henninger are usually grazed in 
early summer and fall each year. The meadow pastures are grazed heavier than 
Sagebrush vegetation types, since they are more productive, but overall sheep are grazed 
on these ranches at a rate of only 0.23 and 0.33 AUM per acre, respectively” (EA, p. 2).  
 
This level of utilization simply cannot justify the risks that these locations present to 
wildlife. The Snakey/Kelly, Bernice, Meyers Creek, East Beaver allotments are 
acknowledged in the EA to be lightly stocked or utilized (EA, pp. 75-76). Combined, the 
East and West Summer ranges use less than 5% of available forage (Table 18, EA, p. 
70), and Humphrey is used at only about 13%. Clearly, USSES does not need to utilize all 
of these properties; moreover, ARS can presumably find replacement locations without 
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much difficulty, given low forage and utilization rates. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Due to the concerns we have outlined above, we request that ARS-USSES operations be 
eliminated from this area. ARS-USSES NEPA documents provide no evidence of the 
USSES’ value to the sheep industry or the economy. Even if ARS-USSES operations can 
somehow be justified, grazing operations in their current locations should be eliminated. 
The Centennial Mountain grazing and all grazing north of USSES Headquarters should be 
eliminated for the conservation of grizzly bears, wolves, black bears, wolverines, lynx, and 
other species. The Bernice, Snakey/Kelly, and Centennial grazing activities should be 
eliminated for the conservation of bighorn sheep and other wildlife. Recognizing that 
USSES could likely not function simply using the Mud Lake feedlot and Headquarters, 
operations should cease or be relocated to a less ecologically sensitive and critical area. 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to comment, and thank you in advance for your responses 
to our concerns and requests. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
For Natural Resources Defense Council: 
 
Lisa Upson, J.D., Wildlife Advocate 
Louisa Willcox, M.S., Senior Wildlife Advocate 
lupson@nrdc.org 
 
For The Humane Society of the United States: 
 
Stephanie Boyles, M.S., Wildlife Scientist 
sboyles@humanesociety.org 
 
For Predator Defense: 
 
Brooks Fahy, Executive Director 
Brooks@predatordefense.org 
 
For Gallatin Wildlife Association: 
 
Glenn Hockett, President of the Board 
glhockett@bresnan.net 
 
For the Yellowstone Buffalo Foundation: 
 
Joe Gutkoski, President 
joegutkoski@earthlink.net 
 
For the Sierra Club: 
 
Monica Fella, Regional Associate Representative (Northern Rockies) 
Monica.fella@sierraclub.org 
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