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Background

Thank you Chairman Wyden, Senator Johnson, and members of the subcommittee for the opportunity to testify today regarding S. 3310, the Tony Dean Cheyenne River Valley Conservation Act of 2010.

My name is Scott Edoff.   My wife, Veronica, and I own and operate a ranch about 40 miles east of Rapid City, South Dakota.  My family has been ranching in this area since before South Dakota was a State.  We have had a permit to graze livestock on what is now the Buffalo Gap National Grasslands since 1944.  I’m the 4th generation on this ranch, and I hope our children and grandchildren will be able to continue in our footsteps.  

Specific to this Wilderness bill, we have a grazing permit located in the proposed Indian Creek Wilderness.  Consequently, I’ve spent a lot of time studying Wilderness and how it could affect management of the national grasslands.  

Indian Creek is a special place of wonder and beauty.  I never get tired of seeing coyotes, turkeys, bluebirds, meadowlarks, deer and antelope, the lush green grass in the spring, and the colorful badland sediments.  I’ve met and discussed Wilderness designation with the Wilderness proponents several times. Some of those discussions weren’t all that pleasant, like Tony Dean’s speech when he publicly referred to me and the other permittees as ‘welfare ranchers’.   The one thing we all agree on is that we like the national grasslands just the way they are.  However, I disagree that Wilderness legislation is necessary to “protect” these areas.  Nobody has been able to explain to me exactly what Wilderness legislation would “protect” the proposed Wilderness areas from.  To my knowledge, there are no threats to the Buffalo Gap National Grasslands that require Wilderness designation.   Further, the historic multiple use management of these areas has allowed a variety of uses, including motorized access, rockhounding, and grazing, none of which have apparently adversely affected the areas’ Wilderness qualities.  

I’ve concluded that permanent Wilderness designation would be detrimental to the land, to our ranch, and to the public interest.  Multiple use management has been successful, and we should continue what’s working.  I don’t want to gamble on the potential effects of Wilderness designation, and I cannot support Wilderness designation.   To the extent there are on-the-ground management concerns about the Buffalo Gap National Grasslands, there are better ways of addressing those concerns than through Wilderness designation.  

Effects on Grazing

My biggest concern about Wilderness designation is the effect on our grazing permit. I’ve read the Congressional Grazing language and I understand that grazing is technically allowed in Wilderness areas.  What I fear is ‘the death by a thousand cuts’ resulting from Forest Service decisions to incrementally reduce our numbers of livestock based on the loss of forage due to their inability to adequately control prairie dogs or noxious weeds or fires.  Again, the Forest Service, technically, has the authority to manage wildlife, noxious weeds and fire in Wilderness areas.  However, their options are clearly more limited, in terms of methods, timeliness, cost, and effectiveness, inside designated Wilderness than outside of designated Wilderness.  These limitations are the product of the Wilderness Act, the Forest Service’s own policies, and the threat of appeals and/or litigation from environmental special interests.  

Retired U.S. Forest Service Forest Supervisor Hugh Thompson recently wrote in a letter to the editor submitted to the Rapid City Journal (see Attachment 1) that – 

“As a retired Forest Supervisor for the US Forest Service and a current grazing permittee on a Forest Service allotment with my family, I completely understand the concerns of the grazing permittees in the National Grasslands about the effects of Wilderness designation.  

The Wilderness advocates are right about Congressional language stating that grazing may continue as a permitted activity in designated Wilderness areas.  However, the Congressional language doesn’t say that the number of cattle will stay at the current level.  There’s also nothing in the Congressional language or proposed legislation to ensure that the Forest Service will aggressively control prairie dogs, noxious weeds or fires.  Just look at what the prairie dogs have done to Conata Basin, and it’s not even Wilderness.”  

I’ve discussed Wilderness designation with most of the other ranchers who have grazing permits in the proposed Wilderness areas.  Only one of them supports Wilderness designation.  The number one reason permittees oppose Wilderness designation is they are afraid their livestock numbers would inevitably be reduced, or eliminated altogether.  That would have negative effects on their ranches, the grassland vegetation, on wildlife habitat, on the potential for wildfires, and on local economies.  They are especially concerned about the Forest Service’s inability to control prairie dogs and noxious weeds and the effect on the grasslands and forage.   While not a perfect comparison, I look at the prairie dogs and black-footed ferrets in the Conata Basin, the Canadian thistle in the Sage Creek Wilderness in the Badlands National Park, the leafy spurge next to the proposed Chalk Hills Wilderness, and the mountain pine beetles in the Black Elk Wilderness, and I fear for the future of Wilderness areas in the national grasslands.  

Additionally, I’m concerned about wildfires in Wilderness areas.  One of the objectives for Wilderness according to the Forest Service Manual states, “Permit lightning caused fires to play, as nearly as possible, their natural ecological role within wilderness.” I’m the Chief of the Folsom Volunteer Fire Department.  I support prescribed burning with clearly identified objectives.   But, I’m very concerned about how the Forest Service would implement allowing lightning caused fires to play “their natural ecological role” in the Indian Creek Wilderness.  

The pesky thing about fires, prairie dogs, and noxious weeds is that they don’t respect borders.  Where I live, the whole landscape is the “ecosystem”, and my family and our family ranch are part of it.  Together, we need to continue to actively manage it that way.
Effects on Multiple Use

The Wilderness proponents say we need to protect 48,000 acres of the Buffalo Gap National Grasslands by designating it Wilderness.  Even if those areas are not designated Wilderness, they will still be rugged, remote, and inaccessible.  That’s just the character of the land.  

What will change if these areas are designated Wilderness are the uses that have co-existed for decades.  Wilderness designation creates winners and losers.  The very premise of Wilderness designation includes restricting or prohibiting other uses and users, even though, in this case, the users have been able to peacefully co-exist for decades.   The Forest Service has already started restricting uses based on their decision to recommend the Indian Creek and Red Shirt areas for Wilderness designation.  Old access routes for rockhounds and old two track roads used by motorized recreationists have already been closed.  Rockhounds can still use the area, but they have to walk further and further, which means the areas are less and less accessible and available.  

The fact that some people are advocating for Wilderness designation in the Buffalo Gap National Grasslands is really a testament to the tremendous success of the multiple use management that they seem not to appreciate.  I don’t understand why Wilderness advocates believe that Wilderness designation is necessary to protect these areas from the very management that has resulted in the current conditions.  

Wilderness Implementation

Wilderness seems to invite controversy.  Numerous interest groups have a long history of challenging activities in designated Wilderness based on perceived violations of the Wilderness Act. Several recent examples include a) litigation over State of Idaho Fish and Game landing helicopters in a Wilderness area to dart and collar wolves, b) Forest Service prohibition on Idaho Public Television filming conservation work in a Wilderness area, c) controversy over the Swan Crest Run through proposed Wilderness areas, and 4) a lawsuit challenging a travel management plan in Minnesota based, in part, on effects to adjacent Wilderness areas.  I am afraid that Wilderness designation would increase the likelihood of controversy, administrative appeals, litigation, and delays in Forest Service decisionmaking that would potentially have adverse effects on the ability of the Forest Service and/or permittees to implement projects in a timely and cost-effective manner.

Wilderness Designation

I also want to comment on the process to recommend these areas for Wilderness designation.  The push for Wilderness designation didn’t start as a local grassroots effort.  This started with national organizations asking people to sign postcards supporting Wilderness on the road into the Badlands National Park.  Their talking points were that Wilderness designation was needed to protect the national grasslands.  They published slick brochures.  Then they organized the mailing of thousands of postcards to the Forest Service during the forest plan revision.  

During the revision of the Nebraska National Forest forest plan, the Forest Service organized a collaborative group of diverse stakeholders.  That group did not recommend Wilderness designation, but the Forest Service recommended Wilderness designation anyhow.  

The way I read it, the proposed Wilderness areas don’t even meet the Wilderness Act description of Wilderness, i.e., “A wilderness, in contrast with those areas where man and his own works dominate the landscape, is hereby recognized as an area where the earth and community of life are untrammeled by man, where man himself is a visitor who does not remain.”   The National Grasslands aren’t “untrammeled by man”.  Most of these lands were homesteaded, and still have remnants of homes, outbuildings, plowed land, fences, roads, wells, and a windmill.  

The following have gone on the record as opposed to Wilderness designation in the Buffalo Gap National Grasslands:

-South Dakota Governor Mike Rounds

-Pennington County Commission

-Custer County Commission

-Fall River County Commission

-Meade County Commission

-Black Hills Badlands and Lakes Association of South Dakota

-Western Dakota Gem and Mineral Society

-Blue Ribbon Coalition

-Black Hills Regional Multiple Use Coalition 

-Association of National Grasslands


-Black Hills ATV/UTV Riders Club


-Black Hills Forest Resource Association


-Black Hills 4 Wheelers - Rapid City Chapter

-BH Snowmobile Club
 


-Black Hills Women In Timber


-Cottonwood Grazing Association

-Dakota Territory Cruisers


-Hill City Chamber of Commerce

-Off-Road Riders Association

-Pioneer Co-op Grazing District


-South Dakota Farm Bureau


-South Dakota Grasslands Coalition

-South Dakota Off Highway Vehicle Coalition

-South Dakota Public Lands Council





-South Dakota Snowmobile Association

-South Dakota Stockgrowers


-South Dakota Family Farms Association 

-South Dakota Trail Riders





-Spearfish Livestock Association



-Western South Dakota Fur Harvesters

Earlier this year, the South Dakota legislature overwhelmingly passed (49 to 19 in the House and 28 to 6 in the Senate) House Concurrent Resolution No. 1002.  HCR 1002 requests that federal agencies structure their policies so no area in South Dakota may be designated as wilderness unless the designation has been approved by a two-thirds majority in each house of the South Dakota Legislature.  To date, the Legislature has not given that approval for Wilderness designation in the Buffalo Gap National Grasslands.  

Conclusion

I support the concept of multiple use management, and sharing these special places with other users.  A lot of people and groups are concerned about this Wilderness proposal from a recreational perspective.  However, for me and the other permittees, Wilderness designation is about our livelihoods and the future of our ranches.  We’ve been good stewards.  We’ve protected this land like it was our own.  But, now, I feel like I’m being penalized for doing a good job.   

Again, thank you for the opportunity to testify today, and I would be happy to work with you Chairman Wyden and Senator Johnson to address the issues raised here today.  
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Rapid City Journal

Box 450

Rapid City, SD 57709

Letter to Editor,

 As a retired Forest Supervisor for the US Forest Service and a current grazing permittee on a Forest Service allotment with my family, I completely understand the concerns of the grazing permittees in the National Grasslands about the effects of Wilderness designation.

The Wilderness advocates are right about Congressional language stating that grazing may continue as a permitted activity in designated Wilderness areas.  However, the Congressional language doesn’t say that the number of cattle will stay at the current level.  There’s also nothing in the Congressional language or proposed legislation to ensure that the Forest Service will aggressively control prairie dogs, noxious weeds or fires.  Just look at what the prairie dogs have done to Conata Basin, and it’s not even Wilderness.  

I believe the permittees are entirely justified in their fear of ‘death from a thousand cuts’ in their opposition to designated Wilderness.  These permittees have done a great job as stewards of the national grasslands for over 60 years.  They deserve our thanks for a good, well done job, not Wilderness designation that will make a tough job even tougher.  

/s/ Hugh Thompson
Hugh Thompson

W. W. Thompson & Sons, Inc.

Spearfish, SD 57783
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