Comments on Federal Register Notice (volume 90, number 166; Friday, August 29, 2025;
pp. 42179 — 42182) of the Department of Agriculture’s intent to develop an environmental
impact statement for the proposed rule to rescind the 2001 Roadless Area Conservation
Rule (2001 Roadless Rule) (66 FR 3244, 36 CFR Subpart B (2001)) (henceforth, “proposed
rule”).
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Washington, U.S.

To Whom It May Concern,

We appreciate the opportunity to provide comments on the proposed rule.

l. General Comments.

The proposed rule is poorly motivated and lacking in scientific or policy merit. It should be
withdrawn. The stated purpose and need (FR Notice page 42181) is in utter contrast to the
current and future needs of not only the National Forest System (NFS). Moreover, by
undermining the long-term health of the NFS, the rule conflicts with the government’s enduring
public trust reasonability to safeguard a clean, healthy, and productive environment for the
benefit of the public and future generations (c.f., Illinois Central Railroad Co. v. Illinois, 146
U.S. 387, 452 (1892) (holding that the State holds navigable waters in trust for the public and
cannot abdicate that trust). It is in strong contrast with the 2001 Roadless Rule (henceforth,
“roadless rule”) which was firmly grounded in (then- and still-) current forestry science and
ecology. The roadless rule carefully balanced the need to protect old growth forest in roadless
areas on the NFS of the Pacific Northwest to support sustainable management of the region’s
invaluable old growth forests and the ecological, short-and long-term economic, and social

benefits that they support. Maintaining the roadless rule is critically important.



The proposed rule is fundamentally flawed in (at least) two critical regards: (1) it is based on a
flawed understanding of current forestry economics as well as hypothesized economic benefits to
local economies from rescinding the roadless rule, and it ignores the economics of the NFS
where, for decades, the United States Forest Service (USFS) has managed timber sales on NFS
lands at a huge annual loss, paid for by US taxpayers (TCS 2024); and (2) it altogether ignores
climate change and climate change science. It dismisses the important role that the roadless rule
plays in helping to address the current (and worsening) climate crisis, and to protect the many
multiple uses of the national forest system other than local timber-related employment. Both of
these failures are rooted in the current federal administration’s contempt for independent science

and its associated willful ignorance of economic and climate sciences.

Among the numerous National Forests in the Pacific Northwest from California to Alaska that
currently benefit from the roadless rule, the Tongass National Forest (Tongass NF) in Southeast
Alaska (SEAK) is the largest in the NFS and is critical to securing and maintaining many of the
regions’ valuable fish and wildlife populations and recreational opportunities, as well as high
quality drinking water for numerous communities in SEAK. Taxpayers for Common Sense
(TCS) has analyzed the past 40 years of timber sales in the Tongass NF conducted by the USFS.
The analysis shows that over the 40-year period from 1980 to 2019 the USFS has lost
approximately $1.7 billion, an average of $44 million per year (TCS 2024). In terms of annual
employment, the SEAK timber industry employs a miniscule fraction of the total regional
employment: average annual employment in 2023 was a mere 239. Including individuals self-
employed in the timber industry (52) the total employment was 291. In comparison, the SEAK
visitor industry employed 8263, including 1050 self-employed persons, and the SEAK seafood
industry employed a total of 3604 individuals of which 2151 were self-employed (Meilani-
Schijvens 2024). The majority of both visitor and seafood industry jobs are depend on the
biological and ecological amenities provided by the Tongass NF, which in turn is critically
dependent on the current roadless rule. Any claim that the timber industry in SEAK is critical to

the current or long-term health of the SEAK economy is utterly lacking in credibility.



The refusal to even acknowledge anthropogenic caused climate change will doom any
environmental impact statement to scientific and legal failure under the National Environmental
Policy Act (NEPA). The over-whelming consensus among scientists in the US and across the
globe is that climate change is real, demanding immediate action to reduce carbon emissions and
to store carbon. Moreover, current scientific evidence shows that global warming is accelerating
(e.g., Ripple et al 2024; Hansen et al. 2024; Hansen and Kharecha 2025). For example, from
1970 to 2010 the global warming rate was 0.18 degree centigrade per decade; during the recent
2023 El Nifio the rate increased to 0.40 degrees C per decade, of which about 0.30 degree per
decade was due to climate change alone independent of the EI Nino (Hansen et al 2024; WMO-
No. 1368. 2025). In addition to increasing global air temperatures are increases in sea surface
temperatures (SSTs), catastrophic forest fires, marine heat waves, and precipitation extremes and
flooding. Retaining old growth forests in roadless areas of all NF forests is a critical element in
any comprehensive strategy to ameliorate the threats of climate change and contribute to any
credible solution to the climate crisis (Harmon, M. E., W. K. Ferrell, and J. F. Franklin. 1990;
Law et al. 2018; Hudiberg et al. 2019; Law et al. 2020). This is critical for both current and
future generations in the US and across the planet.

In additions to the references cited, we also include in our submission numerous relevant peer-
reviewed publications on several critical aspects of the climate crisis and old growth forests in
the NFS.

. Requirement for a credible Environmental Impact Statement (EIS).

In the event that the administration persists in its perverse attempt to repeal the roadless rule,
the following issues will need to be analyzed in considerable scientific detail in a credible
EIS.

e Given the broad spatial distribution and ecological and economic diversity of
National Forests and local communities of the Pacific Northwest, ecological and
economic analyses need to be conducted at both the level of the individual National

Forests and the aggregate of all National Forests in the Pacific Northwest region.



e The impacts on the terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems that depend on the ecological
integrity of the NFS, and the associated fish, wildlife and human populations and
processes that depend in whole or in part on the ecological services that un- disturbed
and minimally-disturbed old growth forest systems provide. These include the

following impacts of roads and road building in roadless old growth forests:

o public vehicle access that increases risks of invasive animal and plant species
colonizing the forest, poaching of wildlife and rare plants, and risk of fires.;

o increase in dust from road-building activities, sedimentation of rivers and
streams due to road runoff and road failures during high precipitation events

o road — stream crossings, and road failures and associated debris flow, often
result in blockage of streams, degrading fish habitat and preventing salmon
and other fishes from accessing critical tributary stream habitats.

o 6PPDquinone, an emerging toxic of concern known to cause pre-spawn
mortality in several species of salmonids, is a byproduct of tire dust. An EIS
will need to address whether increasing vehicle access into the headwaters of
watersheds will increase the delivery of 6PPDq to surface waters, with
impacts to salmonids including coho, chinook, steelhead, and coastal cutthroat

trout.

It is also critical to address the cost of road building and subsequent road maintenance activities,
as there is currently a huge backlog of road maintenance. Expenditures for these requirements
are paid for by US taxpayers. As of 2018, it was evident that the USFS was unable to
“adequately maintain the existing 370,000 miles of roads in the NFS. The deferred maintenance
backlog for these roads is currently around $3 billion. Adding more miles to the road system in
National Forests without devoting funds to pay for their maintenance will only increase that
backlog” (TCS 2018). Among the issues relevant to the maintenance backlogs are fish passage
blockages that are the result of past logging road construction activities. For example, according
to Linda Behnken, Director of Alaska Longline Fisherman’s Association, “Over 240 miles of

salmon streams [in the Tongass NF] are still blocked by failed culverts from past roadbuilding.



That damage annually costs salmon fishermen $2.5 million in forgone harvest. The roadless rule
protects salmon and everyone who depends on salmon for subsistence or livelihood.” (Southeast
Alaska Conservation Council, August 27, 2025).

The recent and ongoing documented increase in air and sea surface temperatures (SSTs),
especially in southeast Alaska which is warming at twice the rate of the lower 48 (Thomas and
McFarland, eds. 2024), must also be addressed. Intact old growth in roadless areas, as well as
late-stage second growth in previously logged areas is helping to combat rising temperatures, and
is protecting sustainable local non-timber-dependent economic activities (e.g., ecotourism,
fishing). The cost of impacts to these ecosystem services far outweigh the potential short-term
income from timber harvest enabled by rescinding the roadless rule. An EIS must address
impacts of any logging and logging-related activities in National Forests on the above critical
parameters related to climate change assessed (both for individual National Forests and for the
NFS of the Pacific Northwest in the aggregate). This is particularly important in SEAK where
sustainable non-timber-related activities are dependent on fish and wildlife whose health and
ecological integrity depends on healthy old growth forests of the Tongass NF, as noted above.

Finally, any draft EIS must include a ‘“No Action’ alternative consisting of the retention of the

current (2001) roadless rule.
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