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S. 3310, Tony Dean Cheyenne River Valley Conservation Act of 2010

Mr. Chairman and members of the Subcommittee, thank you for the opportunity to provide the view of the Department of Agriculture on S. 3310, the “Tony Dean Cheyenne River Valley Conservation Act of 2010”.  I am Joel Holtrop, Deputy Chief for the National Forest System, United States Forest Service.

Wilderness—the most natural and undisturbed areas in our country—is part of our American heritage.  The Forest Service takes great pride in managing these special lands.  If enacted, S. 3310 would establish the first wilderness area designated under the Wilderness Act on National Grasslands administered by the Forest Service. 

The Department supports S. 3310.  We thank Senator Johnson for his appreciation of grassland landscapes, and his interest in representing them in the National Wilderness Preservation System.  We would like to offer some minor modifications that would improve our ability to manage resources in the three areas identified in the bill.  

Bill Summary

S. 3310 would designate as wilderness three areas within the Buffalo Gap National Grassland in South Dakota comprising about 48,500 acres— Indian Creek, Red Shirt, and Chalk Hills.  

The Indian Creek area—about 27,500 acres—has a variety of landforms, from the Cheyenne River Valley to Sheep Mountain Table, that attract hunters, hikers, horseback riders, birders and others who love exploring rugged terrain of the Great Plains.  

The Red Shirt area—about 16,000 acres—has striped buttes rising to stunning plateaus.  This magnificent landscape provided shelter, food, and medicinal plants to the Lakota for centuries.   

Chalk Hills—about 4,500 acres—is famous as the setting of the movie “Dances with Wolves.”  Its cedar and juniper canyons, sheer cliffs, and grasslands provided refuge for Lakota warriors during the Indian wars at the end of the 19th Century.

Forest Plan Recommendations

Most of the proposed Indian Creek Wilderness and Red Shirt Wilderness areas (except for small piece of Red Shirt) are recommended for wilderness designation in the 2001 Revision of the Land and Resource Management Plan for the Nebraska National Forests and Grasslands (Forest Plan).   We would like to discuss with you the 1173 area proposed as Red Shirt Wilderness east of the Highway This smaller portion is separated by the road and does not meet the size criteria typical for wilderness consideration (5,000 acres), although we acknowledge that it could be preserved as wilderness due to physical terrain and natural conditions.  

The proposed Chalk Hills area is not recommended in the Forest Plan, but its character is consistent with wilderness, and we support its designation.  
Suggested Boundary Adjustments

A road easement parallels the Cheyenne River in the northwest corner of the proposed Indian Creek area.  To prevent motorized intrusion into the area, we suggest a minor boundary adjustment to exclude the road easement and several structures associated with it. 

We would also like to work with the Committee on some minor boundary adjustments for the proposed Chalk Hills area.  The adjustments would change the boundary to follow easily identifiable landmarks such as fences rather than un-posted section lines, making the boundaries more manageable and enforceable.

Military Activities

The bill provides for the continuation of aerial military activities in the proposed wilderness areas.  Local Forest Service managers and the South Dakota National Guard are working on a memorandum of understanding that will provide for annual coordination and communication regarding overflights.  On-the-ground operations are being evaluated for Forest Service authorization outside the proposed wilderness areas.

Prairie Dog Management

Section 4 authorizes the Secretary to continue to manage prairie dog populations.   Recent amendments to the Forest Plan provide direction for prairie dog management, including control of prairie dogs encroaching on private lands from national grasslands.  Several prairie dog towns within the proposed wilderness units have encroached on private lands and have been treated in the past.  We suggest that the term “public lands” be replaced with “lands designated as wilderness by this act" to ensure that the provision only applies to lands designated by S. 3310.

Other Provisions

We support the language in the bill that provides for continued grazing of livestock and maintenance of existing facilities related to grazing.  We also strongly support language that reaffirms the right of Indian tribes to access the proposed wilderness units for tribal activities, including spiritual, cultural, and food-gathering activities.

This concludes my prepared statement.  I would be happy to answer any questions you may have.

