August 14th 2020
Greg Thompson
Los Padres National Forest
Mt. Pinos Ranger District
34580 Lockwood Valley Rd.
Frazier Park, CA 93225
Re: Reyes Peak Forest Health and Fuels Reduction Project Scoping Comments
Dear Mr. Thompson,
The Channel Islands Chapter of the California Native Plant Society (CNPSCI) thanks the Los
Padres National Forest (LPNF) for the opportunity to comment on the proposal for the Reyes
Peak Forest Health and Fuels Reduction Project (hereafter “the project” or “Reyes Peak
Project”). CNPSCI is the local chapter of the California Native Plant Society (CNPS) which is a
non-profit environmental organization with over 10,000 members. The mission of CNPS is to
protect California’s native plant heritage and preserve it for future generations through the
application of science, research, education, and conservation. CNPS works closely with
decision-makers, scientists, and local planners to advocate for well-informed policies,
regulations, and land management practices. The Channel Islands Chapter represents Ventura
County and the southern and eastern half of Santa Barbara County. We have over 375
members locally and count many of the most knowledgeable local botanists among our
memberships.
The Reyes Peak Forest Health and Fuels Reduction Project proposes to conduct vegetation
thinning and removal in approximately 755-acres on Pine Mountain in Ventura County,
California. The stated purpose of this project is to increase the forest’s resilience to wildfire and
to increase the forest’s resilience to damage from insect infestation, disease, and drought. The
project proposes to remove well over 10,000 trees across 423 acres of mixed conifer forests
and to masticate as many as 160 acres of chaparral with an additional 156 acres that may be
thinned by hand.
The Channel Islands Chapter recognizes the need for the Los Padres National Forest (LPNF) to
manage the forests and other vegetation within its jurisdiction especially in light of the large fires
that have occurred within Southern California in the last decade. However, these management
efforts must be conducted in a way that complies with the National Environmental Policy Act, is
backed by sound science, and fully considers the ecological implications of the actions taken.
As it stands, the Reyes Peak Proposal is inadequate. The proposal lacks sufficient detail to
evaluate the short- and long-term outcomes that will result from the project. CNPSCI would like
to see the LPNF put a hold on this project and take the time to properly link proposed actions to
discrete goals, make them scientifically based, and conduct an evaluation of the likely outcomes
of this project. CNPSCI have provided specific comments regarding our primary concerns
below.

1. The proposal is missing key data to evaluate the outcomes of the project.
The Reyes Peak Proposal does not have the level of detail that is necessary to understand the
short- and long-term outcomes of the project. Additionally, there is no clear picture of what
future resource conditions are desired.
The proposal identifies a historical reference condition based on a small amount of data
collected in the 1930’s but only considers overall tree density from that period. In addition to
ignoring composition, the reference condition is not placed in a historical context. Overall, the
proposal contains very little information on forest history and does not consider stand structure
or composition in the past or into the future. Both structure and species composition play
extremely important ecological roles within vegetation communities and proposed outcomes
related to these parameters should be established for all areas of the project. Emphasis on
weakly established historical conditions should be downplayed.
The proposal also fails to consider the broader body of knowledge about mixed conifer stands
within California and fails to offer any comparisons between the mixed conifer forest that occurs
on Pine Mountain and other similar stands of “sky island” vegetation that occur in Ventura
County and farther abroad.
It is not clear from the proposal if there are plans to maintain the project area in the post
treatment condition in the long run or if this project is a short-term fuels reduction effort. There
are not clearly defined goals regarding future resource conditions and there have been no data
provided at all about current and future species composition. It is absolutely critical that the
long-term trajectory of this project be considered. High elevation conifer forests like this are
likely to face significant decline as the climate changes (Maxwell and Scheller 2020). Any
management strategies for these areas need to consider the impacts of climate change. Long
term goals for stand composition and structure should be set and monitoring should be
conducted to allow for adaptive management to meet these long-term objectives.

2. An Environmental Assessment (EA) or Environmental Impact Statement
(EIS) should be prepared.
Title 1 of the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) requires the United States Forest
Service to consider the environmental impacts of its actions. Major projects, such as this one,
are normally required to undergo a detailed assessment outlining the environmental impacts
and the alternatives in the form of an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) or Environmental
Assessment (EA) For this project, the Los Padres National Forest has considered the Reyes
Peak Project to be exempt from these requirements because it meets the criteria for three types
of categorical exclusion:





Timber stand and/or wildlife habitat improvement activities which do not include the use
of herbicides or do not require more than one mile of low standard road construction.
Projects to reduce the risk or extent of, or increase resilience to, insect or disease
infestation in areas designated under section 602 of the Healthy Forests Restoration Act
(“HFRA”), pursuant to HRFA § 603.
Hazardous fuels reduction projects in areas designated under section 602 of HFRA,
pursuant to HRFA § 605.

However, Title 36 of the Code of Federal Regulations section 220.6 (36 CFR § 220.6) only
allows a project to be excluded from the requirement of preparing and EIS and EA if no
extraordinary circumstances related to the proposed action exist. When determining whether
extraordinary conditions exist, the Forest Service must consider various resource conditions
including “(i) Federally listed threatened or endangered species or designated critical habitat,
species proposed for Federal listing or proposed critical habitat, or Forest Service sensitive
species” and for “(iv) Inventoried roadless area or potential wilderness area” (36 CFR
§ 220.6(b)(1)(i), (iv). If after the scoping process it is uncertain whether the proposed action will
have a significant effect on the environment, an EA must be prepared. If a significant effect on
the environment will occur, an EIS must be prepared.
The LPNF has not sufficiently evaluated forest sensitive species and other rare taxa within the
project vicinity. Nor has the LPNF adequately evaluated impacts to the Sespe-Frazier
Inventoried Roadless Area as required by 36 CFR § 220.6. Despite repeated requests from
CNPSCI, LPNF has not been able to provide a list of forest sensitive species that might be
impacted by this project. Additionally, LPNF has not been able to provide any species
composition data about the mixed conifer stands or chaparral that are proposed to be treated as
part of this project.
CNPSCI contends that the project, as designed, will have a significant environmental impact on
the portion of the Sespe-Frazier Inventoried Roadless Area that is included in this project. The
proposed thinning and mastication treatments will fundamentally alter the structure and
composition of the plant communities within the project area. Additionally, there will likely be a
significant impact on forest sensitive species and rare plants which occur within the project
bounds. As such, an EIS will need to be prepared for the project.

3. Impacts to the structure and composition of plant communities within the
project area
The Reyes Peak Project will have a significant impact on both the mixed conifer forest and the
chaparral communities within the project area.
Proposed thinning actions will involve the removal of over 15,000 trees from the mixed conifer
forest. This action will significantly alter the forest structure away from both the current condition
and from the reference conditions identified in the project proposal (See tables 6 and 8 in the
project proposal) (Los Padres National Forest 2020). Additionally, the proposed thinning action
will homogenize the stand conditions across the project site. The removal of the majority of
younger age class trees will likely significantly alter the species composition within the project
area as the younger trees are more likely to be shade tolerant species such as white firs. Stand
data should be provided so these effects can be characterized. In addition, the projected actions
within the conifer forest should be mapped out spatially to account for heterogeneity that already
exists at the site and is likely driven by topography, aspect and elevation.
The proposed mastication of chaparral covers a large area of vegetation within the project area
and will dramatically alter the stand structure and potentially the species composition of these
communities on site. The proposed action will reduce the age class of the chaparral significantly
by removing all the older material and relying on regeneration especially of sprouting species to
replace the masticated plants. Mastication will likely greatly influence species composition.

Chaparral plants have been identified as having various reproductive strategies and while some
species resprout readily from underground carbohydrate stores after disturbance others rely on
seeds for regeneration (Keeley 1977). Species that rely on seeds often have strict conditions
under which they germinate, generally exposure to heat or charates are required for these fire
adapted chaparral species (Beyers and Wakeman 1997). Regeneration following mastication
will heavily favor sprouting species and the conditions (fire) that stimulate the germination of
seeding species will not be present. Thus, mastication will likely select against obligate post-fire
seeding species such as many manzanita and Ceanothus species. It is also likely to favor
growth of invasive species (Potts and Stephens 2009). It is difficult to evaluate how significant
this may be as species composition data were not provided by the LPNF for the chaparral
communities. But without fire generated regeneration it is likely that mastication will dramatically
alter the overall composition of the chaparral.

4. Forest sensitive species within the project vicinity.
Because the LPNF has not provided a list of forest sensitive species or other area plants that
may be impacted by this project. CNPSCI has compiled a list of taxa designated as sensitive by
the Forest Service as well as other important rare plants within the immediate vicinity of the
project based on publicly available data. This list is provided in Table.1. There were six forest
sensitive species identified this way. These species are all endemic to California.
These data were compiled from two sources. A search was conducted in the California
Consortium Database version 2 (CCH2) for records documenting forest sensitive species that
occur within two miles of the project site. An additional search was conducted in the California
Natural Diversity Database (CNDDB) for taxa with occurrence estimates overlapping the project
area.
In addition to these six Forest Service sensitive species that we know occur within the
immediate vicinity of the project, an additional 23 taxa with a CNPS rarity ranking have been
identified by David Magney, the CNPS Rare Plant Program Manager, as being known to occur
within the Pine Mountain Bioregion. This is based on his extensive knowledge of the regional
flora. Many of these taxa are forest sensitive species. These taxa could all possibly occur within
the project area and should be included as potential candidates for surveys. These taxa are
listed in Table 2. Additionally, David has identified taxa that are locally rare and uncommon.
These taxa are presented in Table 3.
Surveys should be conducted of the project site to document the occurrence of these taxa.
These surveys should correspond with the appropriate life cycle timing of the taxa to ensure that
populations can be located and properly identified. Impacts to these taxa should be avoided
whenever possible and mitigation measures should be taken to protect these taxa where
required by Forest Service policy.

5. Newly described taxon
In addition to the Forest Service sensitive species and CNPS listed plants outlined above there
is a recently described taxon that the LPNF must consider as part of the planning process for
the Reyes Peak Project. Monardella australis subsp. occidentalis Elvin, R. A. Burgess & A. C.
Sanders was described in (Elvin et al. 2015). This taxon is extremely rare, and the only known
extant occurrences are located on Reyes Peak and Big Pine Mountain. It occurs in the
understory of mixed conifer forests and montane chaparral (Elvin et al. 2015).

As this species was only recently described it has not yet been fully evaluated by CNPS or
organizations responsible for establishing the conservation status of plant species. As a result, it
is not currently listed as rare in spite of its extremely limited distribution. CNPS is in the process
of evaluating Monardella australis subsp. occidentalis and according to David Magney, it will
likely be listed as a 1B plant in the near future.

6. Removal of trees greater than 24” DBH.
The project proposal states, “Trees between the 24-inch and 64-inch diameter at breast height
class would be retained unless removal is needed for safety reasons or if the trees are impacted
by dwarf mistletoe.” The LPNF clarified in the public question and answer sessions on June 20th
2020 and on August 13th 2020 that the “Hazard Tree Guidelines For Forest Service Facilities
and Roads in the Pacific Southwest Region” (Angwin et al. 2012) will be used to determine trees
that need to be removed for safety reasons or from impacts from mistletoe. CNPSCI supports
the removal of hazard trees that meet these criteria but not the removal of other dead trees as
snags play an important role in the forest ecosystems, especially for cavity nesting birds.
It was stated also by the LPNF that trees impacted by mistletoe would be evaluated in the
context of the risk posed to the public and work crews and not evaluated based on the mistletoe
impacts to timber quality. CNPSCI supports this approach as it balances the need to remove
trees along roads and around campgrounds and other recreational facilities for public safety
while also recognizing the value of dwarf mistletoe (Arceuthobium spp.) as an important native
species that serves as a wildlife resource (Parks et al. 1999)(Conklin and Fairweather
2010)(Hedwall et al. 2006)

7. Community Fire Protection
The project proposal refers to the community of Camp Scheideck, as a community of concern,
as identified within the 2006 Mt. Pinos Community Wildfire Protection Plan (The Mt. Pinos
Communities Wildfire Protection Plan 2006). We reviewed this plan and note that, although a
fuelbreak has been cleared in one area to the south of the community, there are
recommendations that have not yet been implemented. Given that the proposed project is 3
miles to the south of Camp Scheideck, it would be more useful if the community could
undertake local measures to prepare for wildfire. Such measures are commonly called for in Cal
Fire’s “Ready for Wildfire” program, and the Ventura County Fire Hazard Reduction Program
along with the Forest Service’s programs. CNPSCI believes such local measures will be more
effective in protecting Camp Scheideck than relying on a fuelbreak located 3 miles from the
community.

8. Post project survey and treatment of problematic invasive species
While the proposed action plan includes mention of problematic invasive species, inadequate
attention is given to what species are possible problems and how they will be monitored and
treated should outbreaks occur. It is well known that fuel break creation favors invasive species
(Merriam et al. 2006) and also that mastication can favor invasive species (Potts and Stephens
2009). Since the fuel break in the area already contains abundant invasive grasses, it is certain
that such species will increase during project implementation. It is therefore important for the
Forest Service to provide details on how they will monitor for such outbreaks and how they will
be treated.

9. Insect and disease infestation
The project proposal did not present sufficient data regarding disease and pest issues to
evaluate the need for management activities to control these pests. Potential pests and
diseases that might be expected within the Pine Mountain area include white pine blister rust,
ips engraver beetles, red turpentine beetles, western pine beetle, etc.. In the public question
and answer session on August 13th, 2020 the LPNF stated that trees were at risk from disease,
insect infestation, and drought due to overstocking. However, no data supporting this condition
has been supplied. The LPNF should make data about stand density available and provide
supporting documentation that links this condition to drought and pest risk. Additional data
showing pest impacts to tree stands within the project area should also be supplied.

10. Conclusions
CNPscl recognizes that the underlying motivations and intended outcomes for this project may
be good. However, the LPNF needs to develop a better plan to justify the project and ensure
that the benefits of the project outweigh the negative impacts. Critical to this process is the
proper evaluation of the project impacts through an EA or EIS. Long term goals regarding forest
and chaparral structure and composition should be established based on data beyond a limited
historical reference. This should include a broader body of ecological work regarding mixed
conifer systems in California and should also reference our existing knowledge of other sky
island communities within Ventura County
CNPscl would like to be involved in the planning process beyond this public comment period to
help make sure this project is consistent with CNPS' mission of protecting and conserving
California native plants. Specifically, we would appreciate the ability to provide feedback in
regards to elements of the project that have not yet been clearly defined as of August 14, 2020,
such as post treatment species composition outcomes, rare plant surveys and impact mitigation

measures, and invasive species management.
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on this project and please contact me if you have any
questions.
Sincerely,
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Kipp Callahan

President
Channel Islands Chapter
California Native Plant Society
P.O Box 6

0jai, CA 93024
Kipp.Callahan@gmail.com
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Appendix
Table 1. Forest Sensitive Species documented in California Consortium of Herbaria 2 and the
California Natural Diversity Database

Table 2. Additional CNPS listed taxa that are known from the broader Pine Mountain region and may
occur on the project site.

Table 3. List of locally rare and uncommon taxa in the Pine Mountain Bioregion.
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