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Re: Big Cottonwood Canyon Watershed Restoration Draft Environmental Assessment 

To whom it may concern,  
​
Save Our Canyons (SOC) is a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization founded in 1972. We appreciate 
the opportunity to submit a comment on the Big Cottonwood Canyon Watershed Restoration 
Project Draft Environmental Assessment. Our mission is to preserve the beauty and wildness of 
the Wasatch Mountains. We view catastrophic wildfire as one of the biggest risks to that 
mission; as such, we support efforts of local land managers to reduce wildfire risk, improve 
watershed health, and foster biodiversity in the range. We thank the Salt Lake Ranger District 
for their attention to detail and receptiveness to feedback in the months leading up to this Draft 
Environmental Assessment (EA).  
 
As the largest canyon in the Central Wasatch Mountains, Big Cottonwood Canyon (BCC) is 
home to world-class wildlife habitat, recreation opportunities, and watershed resources that 
serve millions of Utahns and visitors alike. Prior to pioneer settlement of the Salt Lake Valley in 
the late 1800s, the Wasatch Mountains, including BCC, experienced frequent, low-intensity, 
beneficial wildfires. It is also understood that Indigenous communities within the Basin-Plateau 
Region practiced cultural burning since time immemorial to improve pasture and food 
availability.1 Fire is not just a natural disaster in this region; it is a part of life. ​
​
Because wildfire has been largely suppressed over the past 120 years, along with climate 
change, insect outbreaks, and an increasingly complicated Wildland Urban Interface (WUI), an 
unnatural fire regime has become the status quo. Larger, more catastrophic wildfires are now 
the standard, rather than the extreme. To protect water resources, biodiversity, and human life, 
we believe a comprehensive watershed restoration project is long overdue for this canyon, and 
we support the proposed action with conditions. We offer those conditions, along with other 
considerations, to improve the efficacy of this project, and limit negative impacts to BCC, along 
with the humans and wildlife who call it home. ​

1 Carter, Vachel A., et al. "Legacies of Indigenous Land Use Shaped Past Wildfire Regimes in the 
Basin-Plateau Region, USA." Communications Earth & Environment, vol. 2, 2021, article 72, 
https://doi.org/10.1038/s43247-021-00137-3. 
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​
Conditions for support and relevant considerations:​
 

1.​ Tree Diameter and Selection 
1.1.​ Condition: Establish precise language defining the parameter that "Trees over 

16” diameter at breast height (DBH) would generally be retained."  
1.1.1.​ The EA should explicitly state the rare circumstances under which the 16" 

DBH limit could be ignored (e.g., specifically for sick, diseased, 
encroaching and immediate hazard trees). 

1.1.2.​ For trees encroaching on riparian areas or aspen stands, “small diameter” 
limits should be explicitly designated by species. DBH limits smaller than 
16” should be determined and explicitly stated for non-climax species.  

1.2.​ Condition: Add explicit language to the EA requiring the retention of 
large-diameter, old-growth-character, and legacy trees wherever consistent with 
restoration objectives and public safety considerations. 

1.3.​ Consideration: Meeting the above conditions within Inventoried Roadless Areas 
(IRAs) would help ensure documented compliance with the 2001 Roadless Area 
Conservation Rule (RACR) exception invoked for this project. As cited in the 
project's environmental analysis, 36 CFR 294.13 allows for timber and vegetation 
cutting in IRAs "to reduce the risk of uncharacteristic wildfire effects."2 
Furthermore, the rule limits removal to only "generally small diameter" trees. We 
do not believe that a blanket 16” DBH limit is adequately specific for the variety of 
species and tree stands in IRAs within BCC to guarantee compliance with RACR. 

2.​ Pile Burning 
2.1.​ Condition: While the EA assumes 6-to-8-foot hand piles won't sterilize soil, 

research demonstrates that soil heat pulses depend primarily on fuel 
composition, not pile size3. Piles dominated by large wood produce extreme, 
lethal soil temperatures lasting up to three days. Therefore, the USFS should add 
explicit BMPs limiting large-diameter wood in individual piles to prevent severe 
soil damage.  

2.1.1.​ This condition further validates the need for strict, enforceable DBH limits. 
2.2.​ Consideration: The EA states that “No hand piles/pile burning would occur within 

30-feet of any water body or wetland.” We request the USFS consider expanding 
this buffer to 50-feet to reduce impacts to the Boreal Toad, which the EA notes 

3Busse, Matt D.; Carol J. Shestak; and Ken R. Hubbert. 2013. Soil Heating During Burning of Forest 
Slash Piles and Wood Piles. International Journal of Wildland Fire 22(8):786–796. USDA Forest Service, 
Pacific Southwest Research Station. https://doi.org/10.1071/WF12179. 

236 C.F.R. § 294.13(b)(1) (2001). 
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may use slash piles as winter hibernacula. This change could also help mitigate 
issues with soil sterilization, erosion, and water quality issues.  

3.​ Broadcast Burning 
3.1.​ Consideration: While SOC supports broadcast burning for its immense ecological 

benefits, especially regarding aspen recovery, we recognize significant 
community concern regarding the risk of escaped prescribed fires and air quality 
impacts. Given the broad scope and ten-year timeframe of this project, we 
request greater specificity in the EA regarding when, where, and how broadcast 
burning will take place, rather than deferring all specific safety decisions to future, 
unreleased burn plans. To ease public concerns, the USFS should list the 
general locations where broadcast burning is targeted along with the preferred 
forest, atmospheric, and air quality conditions that support the need and 
opportunity window for burns in those locations. Though stand exams are needed 
for specific boundaries and prescriptions are the more precise tool for these 
decisions, a general outline could increase transparency and public buy-in. 

4.​ Riparian Restoration and Aspen Regeneration 
4.1.​ Consideration: SOC believes that for this project to be a long-term success, 

rather than just triage, the systemic issues must be addressed. One of those 
primary systemic issues is the lack of natural, shaded fuel breaks. We appreciate 
the extent to which the EA prioritizes restoration of riparian areas and aspen 
stands, and believe that this should remain a priority throughout the entirety of 
the project. When resources run slim, it may be easier to count “acres treated” by 
other methods, and in such cases, we strongly encourage keeping this portion of 
the project front-of-mind, though it may be easy to let these priorities atrophy.  

4.1.1.​ Furthermore, these projects have the ability to improve public sentiment 
on the entire project. 

5.​ Invasive and Noxious Weed Management 
5.1.​ Condition: Establish more precise language to limit spread of invasive and 

noxious weeds by contractors. Specific standards and monitoring processes for 
cleanliness of equipment, shoes, and clothing should be established and strictly 
enforced. These standards should be part of implementation monitoring. 

5.2.​ Condition: The use of herbicides within this project should be limited to an 
absolute minimum. Herbicides should be used in cases where it is deemed 
necessary, rather than a convenience. This discretion should be left solely to the 
USFS and partners with the Salt Lake City Public Utilities (SLCPU), rather than 
contractors. Precise language should be established within the EA to affirm this. 

5.3.​ Condition: Establish precise language preventing broadcast spray of herbicides 
from use within the scope of this project.  



 
5.4.​ Consideration: The USFS should coordinate with SLCPU to establish an 

approved list of herbicides, along with appropriate use cases for those 
herbicides. 

6.​ Monitoring  
6.1.​ Condition: Provide a more explicit description of desired future conditions. The 

EA should establish clear indicators for successful aspen regeneration, desired 
RHCA conditions, expected canopy cover, snag retention requirements, and 
stand density outcomes. 

6.2.​ Condition: Explicitly distinguish between implementation monitoring (evaluating 
whether treatments and BMPs were carried out as planned) and effectiveness 
monitoring (evaluating whether those treatments are achieving the intended 
ecological outcomes). 

6.3.​ Consideration: The USFS should consider establishing a formal adaptive 
management framework with explicit triggers within the EA. Given the estimated 
ten-year implementation timeframe of the project, the EA must outline how 
effectiveness monitoring results will be periodically reviewed and directly 
incorporated into future stand prescriptions if ecological objectives are not being 
met. 

7.​ Wildlife 
7.1.​ Condition: Establish and map buffers around all known Northern (American) 

Goshawk nests, including historical and alternate nests. Goshawks exhibit high 
territory fidelity and frequently use alternate nests within the same territory. 
Because of this, the Wasatch-Cache Forest Plan explicitly requires a 
Post-Fledgling Area (PFA) of approximately 420 acres, in addition to a 180-acre 
nest area, to encompass "the active, alternate, and replacement goshawk nest 
sites".4 To comply with this directive, the USFS should establish these required 
buffers around all known historical and alternate nests, not just currently active 
ones. 

7.2.​ Consideration: Coordinate with the Utah Division of Wildlife Resources (UDWR) 
to map known Rocky Mountain Elk migration corridors within the project area. 
This information should be used to establish seasonal restrictions within and near 
migration corridors. SOC understands portions of Willow Fork to be an especially 
critical area for Rocky Mountain Elk migration. Coordination with UDWR would 
help ensure Rocky Mountain Elk migration is not negatively impacted during 
project implementation. 

7.3.​ Consideration: Along with implementation of Riparian Restoration projects, 
including Beaver Dam Analogs (BDAs), the USFS should consider partnering 

4 U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service. (2003). Revised Forest Plan: Wasatch-Cache National 
Forest. Intermountain Region. 



 
with relevant state and NGO partners to monitor beaver populations within the 
project area. Data collected during this process could support future projects.  

8.​ Aerial Ignition 
8.1.​ Condition: The use of helicopters should be limited to situations where it is 

deemed an absolute necessity, rather than a convenience. Explicit language 
should be added to the EA to reflect specific instances and locations where aerial 
ignition is being considered, along with justification for that consideration. ​
 

Overall, SOC is conditionally supportive of the proposed action, and thankful for the opportunity 
to contribute to the success of this project. We encourage all USFS staff and contract 
employees to maintain strict adherence to best practices and best-available science during 
implementation. We acknowledge the limited resources land managers face within the current 
political climate, and request that within those limitations, the ecology and health of BCC remain 
the top priority during all stages of implementation. If the proposed action is selected, we 
request further consultation during all stages of project implementation, and remain open to 
questions and collaboration throughout that process.  ​
 

Sincerely,​
​
Jack Stauss​
Executive Director​
Save Our Canyons 
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