U.S. Department of the Interior

National Park Service S PARK.

SERVICE

Badlands National Park, North Unit
Pennington and Jackson Counties, South Dakota

Black-Tailed Prairie Dog Management Plan

Environmental Assessment

August 2007




Badlands National Park — North Unit Environmental Assessment
National Park Service Prairie Dog Management Plan

U.S. Department of the Interior
National Park Service

Black-Tailed Prairie Dog Management Plan
Environmental Assessment

Badlands National Park, North Unit
Pennington and Jackson Counties, South Dakota

Executive Summary

The U.S. Department of Interior, National Park Service (NPS) proposes to implement a
comprehensive black-tailed prairie dog management plan for the North Unit of Badlands
National Park where prairie dog populations have increased from approximately 2,070 acres in
1979 to 6,363 acres in 2006, or 11% of the approximately 60,000 acres of available suitable
habitat. The principal objectives of the management plan are to ensure that the black-tailed
prairie dog is maintained in its role as a keystone species in the mixed-grass prairie ecosystem
on the North Unit, while providing strategies to effectively manage instances of prairie dog
encroachment onto adjacent private lands. The plan also seeks to manage the North Unit's
prairie dog populations to sustain numbers sufficient to survive unpredictable events that may
cause high mortality, such as sylvatic plague, while at the same time allowing park managers to
meet management goals for other North Unit resources. Primary considerations in developing
the plan include conservation of the park’s natural processes and conditions, identification of
effective tools for prairie dog management, implementing strategies to deal with prairie dog
encroachment onto adjacent private lands, and protection of human health and safety. The plan
was designed to be fully consistent with the North Unit General Management Plan and NPS
Management Policies 2006, as well as the Badlands NP Weed Management Plan, Fire
Management Plan, and Bison Management Plan. Because of ongoing NPS negotiations with
the Oglala Sioux Tribe regarding cooperative management of Badlands National Park’s South
Unit, this plan addresses prairie dog management in the North Unit only.

The impacts of three management alternatives were analyzed in detail in the plan environmental
assessment: 1) a No Action alternative that would continue current prairie dog management,

2) management of prairie dogs to achieve resource objectives and resolve conflicts in four
zones that comprise the North Unit, and 3) management limited to excluding prairie dogs in a
buffer zone adjacent to private lands.

Alternative A: Continue Current Management (No Action Alternative)

Under the No Action alternative, no changes would be made in the current strategy or methods
of black-tailed prairie dog management in the North Unit of Badlands National Park. Current
prairie dog management allows for natural fluctuations of prairie dog populations throughout the
North Unit, with efforts to mitigate prairie dog encroachment onto adjacent private lands limited
to live-trapping and relocation and live-trapping for special programs, such as predator recovery
or disease research programs.

Impacts to prairie dogs and to wildlife species that depend directly on prairie dogs or the habitat
they create (including impacts to endangered and threatened species such as the black-footed
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ferret) are likely to be long-term, minor to moderate, and beneficial because prairie dog
populations are likely to continue to expand on the North Unit except where adjacent land
conflicts require control. (Note that a substantial parkwide decline in the prairie dog population
due to disease such as sylvatic plague would likely have long-term adverse impacts on prairie
dogs and dependent species.) Impacts to prairie vegetation would be long-term, minor to
moderate, and beneficial locally, as prairie dogs play an important role in maintaining the
diversity of plant communities in the vicinity of the colony sites. However, if recent drought
conditions in the region persist and prairie dog populations continue to expand, impacts to
prairie grazers such as bison are likely to be long-term, moderate, and adverse because forage
resources needed by both species would become exhausted.

Control measures would continue to limit economic impacts to agricultural producers on
adjacent private lands from encroaching prairie dogs competing for livestock forage. However,
because the efficacy of the available prairie dog control tools is low, the potential for long-term,
minor to moderate, and adverse economic impacts would remain as it is now and may increase
as prairie dog colonies expand. Impacts to soils are likely to be long-term, moderate, and
beneficial in the area of and immediately adjacent to the prairie dog colony, and negligible
parkwide. Impacts to human health and safety are likely to be negligible. Park staff would
continue to use live-trapping which poses virtually no health or safety risks. However, continued
colony expansion elsewhere on the park may slightly elevate the still extremely limited human
health risk to park staff or the public if an outbreak of sylvatic plague occurs in the North Unit.
Impacts to park operations are likely to be long-term, minor to moderate, and adverse, due to
the potential for prairie dog colony expansion during extended periods of drought which may
increase the likelihood that other park management goals and objectives would be
compromised.

Impacts to the park’s paleontological and archaeological resources are likely to be negligible
and adverse, due to the possibility that the burrowing activities of expanding colonies of prairie
dogs might affect these resources. Impacts to local air quality resources adjacent to large prairie
dog towns are likely to be short-term, minor, and adverse from airborne dust. Impacts to
wilderness values and visitor use and experience are likely to be long-term, negligible to minor,
and beneficial, due to the continued presence of the prairie dog as a component of the North
Unit’s prairie ecosystem. Impacts to local water resources are likely to be long-term, negligible,
and beneficial, due to increased rainfall absorption rates of disturbed soils near the prairie dog
colony.

Alternative B: Prairie Dog Management Zones (NPS Preferred Alternative)

Under this alternative, the park would address prairie dog management requirements on all
areas of the North Unit in four management zones: a prairie dog buffer zone, a bison
management zone, a prairie dog free-range zone, and a prairie dog control zone. An array of
lethal and non-lethal control methods and management techniques would be used as
appropriate, including zinc phosphide bait, live-trapping for special programs, live-trapping and
relocation, fencing, and vegetation barriers.

1. Prairie Dog Buffer Zone

In this one-quarter mile buffer on park lands adjacent to private lands, prairie dog control would
be initiated by private landowner complaint. If 80% of the problem prairie dog colony lies within
the buffer zone and encroachment is evident, the entire prairie dog colony would be controlled.
All other buffer towns would be managed so that the aggregate buffer zone acreage does not
exceed the estimated 2006 acreage of prairie dog colonies in the buffer zone.
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2. Bison Management Zone

In the bison management zone, prairie dog populations would be managed to balance their food
needs with the forage requirements of the bison. Prairie dog populations would be allowed to
fluctuate naturally in densities and acreage until the point that the acreage of prairie dogs plus
the acreage used by the bison herd exceeds roughly one-half, or 50-60%, of the available
suitable habitat for both species.

3. Prairie Dog Free Range Zone

In this zone, prairie dog populations would be allowed to fluctuate naturally in numbers and in
total acreage of colonies. Any prairie dog control would be limited to administrative areas where
prairie dog colonies conflict with other park management goals or objectives.

4. Prairie Dog Control Zone

In this zone, prairie dogs would be managed to occupy from 7 to 15% of the available suitable
habitat (currently they occupy 7% of suitable habitat in this zone). This zone includes the
remainder of North Unit lands that are not managed under one of the other three zones.

Under Alternative B, impacts to prairie dogs and wildlife resources that depend directly on the
prairie dogs (including endangered and threatened species) are likely to be long-term, minor to
moderate, and beneficial throughout the majority of the North Unit, as their current acreages
within the management zones are below the point at which control would take place. Control of
specific prairie dog colonies would likely lead to long-term, minor to moderate, adverse impacts
on prairie dogs and wildlife resources that depend directly on a controlled prairie dog colony.
Impacts to ungulate grazers such as bison are likely to be long-term, minor to moderate, and
beneficial due to the establishment of suitable habitat allocation thresholds in the bison
management zone. Impacts to vegetation would be similar to those under Alternative A, but
thresholds would limit overgrazing of forage resources in the bison management zone.
Economic impacts to agricultural producers on adjacent lands are likely to be less adverse than
under Alternative A, due to the greater number and efficacy of control techniques available
under Alternative B and the establishment of the Buffer Zone. Impacts to park operations are
likely to be long-term, minor, and beneficial by the adoption of management zones which would
best limit the degree that prairie dog colony expansion conflicts with other park management
goals and obijectives.

Because prairie dog populations would be controlled in all but the free-range zone, any adverse
impacts to soils, air quality, water resources, human health and safety, visitor use and
experience, wilderness values, paleontological resources, and archaeological resources, are
likely to be reduced over the long term compared to those described under Alternative A
throughout the majority of the North Unit

Alternative C: Prairie Dog Exclusion in Boundary Buffer Zone

Under this alternative, all prairie dog colonies within the one-quarter mile buffer between park
lands and adjacent private lands would be eliminated. All available means of prairie dog control
would be employed to initially remove prairie dogs from the exclusion zone and maintain the
area free of prairie dogs in the long-term. Prairie dogs would also be controlled with all
available lethal and non-lethal tools where they might damage park infrastructure. In all other
respects, Alternative C would be the same as Alternative A, in that all other prairie dogs in the
North Unit would be allowed to fluctuate naturally in numbers and in total acreage.
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Impacts to prairie dogs and to species that depend directly on prairie dogs (including
endangered and threatened species) would be similar to Alternative A throughout the majority of
the North Unit, as they would be allowed to fluctuate naturally in these areas with little control.
Impacts to those same wildlife resources in the exclusion zone are likely to be long-term,
moderate to major, and adverse, due to the complete removal of prairie dogs. However, wildlife
species that favor undisturbed prairie would benefit here. Impacts to ungulate grazers such as
bison would be the same as Alternative A - long-term, minor to moderate, and adverse,
particularly if drought conditions in the region persist. Impacts to vegetation are likely to be
similar to those under Alternative A, with the exception of the exclusion zone, where complete
removal of prairie dogs would also remove the associated plant diversity found in the vicinity of
prairie dog colonies. In the long-term, there would be no economic impacts to agricultural
producers on adjacent private lands because the buffer would be maintained free of prairie
dogs. Impacts to park operations are likely to be long-term, minor, and adverse, because of the
continual effort required to maintain the exclusion zone free of prairie dogs, as well as the
potential for prairie dogs to conflict with other park goals and objectives throughout the majority
of the North Unit.

Impacts to soils, air quality, water resources, human health and safety, visitor use and
experience, wilderness values, paleontological resources, and archaeological resources, would
be the same as those described under Alternative A throughout the majority of the North Unit.

Note Regarding Public Comment

This Black-Tailed Prairie Dog Management Plan/Environmental Assessment (EA) will be in
public review for 30 days. If you wish to comment on the Plan/EA, please send your comments
to the name and address below. Please note that anonymous comments may not be
considered. Although names and addresses of people who submit comments will become part
of the public record, we will withhold publication of your name and address in the Final Plan/EA
if you request us to do so at the beginning of your comment. We will make all submissions from
organizations, from businesses, and from individuals identifying themselves as representatives
or officials of organizations or businesses available for public inspection in their entirety.

Superintendent
Badlands National Park
25216 Ben Reifel Road
P.O. Box 6

Interior, SD 57750

E-mail comments to:
BADL planning@nps.gov
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Chapter 1 — Purpose and Need

1.1 Introduction

Located in southwestern South Dakota, Badlands National Park combines a stark landscape of
sharply eroded buttes, pinnacles, and spires with the largest federally protected native mixed-
grass prairie ecosystem in the United States. The black-tailed prairie dog (Cynomys
ludovicianus) is considered a keystone species of the mixed-grass prairie because it
significantly affects ecosystem structure, function, and composition, and its impact on the prairie
is not wholly duplicated by any other species (Kotliar, et al., 1999; Miller, et al., 2000). A range
of native wildlife species depend on prairie dogs and their burrow systems for survival.
Nevertheless, until 2001, prairie dogs were designated a pest species and their numbers were
heavily controlled by the state of South Dakota because of their effects on livestock grazing and
croplands.

Recent prairie dog population increases have exacerbated resource management conflicts
within the park and on private lands along the park boundary that need to be addressed by a
new black-tailed prairie dog management plan.

This Environmental Assessment (EA) evaluates the potential environmental impacts of a
comprehensive National Park Service Black-Tailed Prairie Dog Management Plan for the North
Unit of Badlands National Park. This Plan/EA document has been prepared in accordance with
the following requirements:

e The National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) of 1969, which requires an environmental
analysis for Federal projects that may potentially impact the quality of the human
environment

e Council of Environmental Quality Regulations at 40 Code of Federal Regulations (CFR)
1500-1508, which specify in detail the requirements of NEPA for Federal agencies

¢ National Park Service Conservation Planning, Environmental Impact Analysis, and
Decision Making; Director’s Order (DO) #12 and NEPA Handbook

The CEQ regulations and NPS DO#12 guide officials in the decision-making process with
respect to major federal actions, and include requirements to provide a forum for the general
public as it relates to proposed alternatives. NEPA studies focus on analyzing the impacts of
particular courses of action faced by park officials. In the case of the Environmental
Assessment, there are three primary purposes:

1) To help determine whether the proposed alternative would have a significant impact on
the environment, requiring an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS).

2) To aid in compliance with NEPA when an EIS is not required.

3) To facilitate the preparation of an EIS if one is required.

As a National Park Service Unit, Badlands National Park is guided by requirements set forth in
the 1916 Organic Act, which directs the National Park Service to “conserve the scenery, natural
processes, historic objects, and the wildlife therein, and to provide for the enjoyment of the
same in such manner and by such means as would leave them unimpaired for the enjoyment of
future generations” (16 USC, sec.1, et. seq.). Additionally, guiding legislation for National Park
Service officials include the Clean Air Act, the Endangered Species Act, the Redwood Act of
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1978, and the National Park Service Omnibus Management Act of 1998, the latter of which
supports the incorporation of scientific analysis and methodology into the decision-making
process for federally proposed actions.

1.2 Badlands National Park Description

Badlands National Park is located in the southwestern South Dakota counties of Shannon,
Jackson, and Pennington. The western edge of the park is approximately 35 miles southeast of
Rapid City, South Dakota (Figures 1.1 and 1.2). Nearby communities include Wall, Interior, and
Scenic. Average yearly visitation to the Park is approximately 1,000,000 people. Additional
federal lands in the vicinity of Badlands National Park include Buffalo Gap National Grassland,
Minuteman Missile National Historic Site, Mount Rushmore National Memorial, Wind Cave
National Park, Jewel Cave National Monument, and Black Hills National Forest.

The 242,756 acres encompassed by Badlands National Park are divided into two units: the
North Unit and the South Unit. The approximately 110,000-acre North Unit consists of all park
lands north of the Pine Ridge Reservation boundary. The South Unit is located within the Pine
Ridge Indian Reservation and is jointly managed by the National Park Service and the Oglala
Sioux Tribe. Issues within the South Unit would be covered in the South Unit General
Management Plan and therefore are not addressed in this document.

The surface features of the park are characterized by the White River Badlands geologic land
forms, a series of deep canyons, sharply-rising spires, and flat-topped table lands formed by the
geologic processes of deposition and weathering. Additionally, Badlands National Park is
characterized by a rolling, mixed-grass prairie ecosystem. When viewed within the context of
the neighboring Buffalo Gap National Grassland, the two areas constitute the largest protected
mixed-grass prairie ecosystem in the United States. Geologic and fossil resources present at
Badlands National Park include one of the world’s largest Oligocene fossil beds, dating between
23 and 34 million years old. The Oligocene was characterized by the expansion of grasslands,
prairie ecosystems and associated grazing animals.

In addition to black-tailed prairie dog, Badlands National Park is home to a variety of other
wildlife species, including mule deer, pronghorn, coyote, and a bison herd of approximately 600
animals. Additionally, special status species within the park include the state threatened swift
fox and the federally endangered black-footed ferret, both of which are part of reintroduction
programs within the park and are closely associated with the black-tailed prairie dog.
Additionally, although the burrowing owl does not have special species status, it is a park
species of management concern also associated with prairie dog colonies (NPS, 2006a).

The cultural resources of Badlands National Park represent eleven thousand years of human
settlement patterns and cultural adaptations to the physical environment of the park. The park
has evidence of continued Lakota spiritual use, and native people utilized park lands centuries
before its designation as a National Monument in 1939. Several areas of the park, particularly
in the South Unit, contain high spiritual significance for the Lakota people (NPS, 2006a).
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1.3 Park Mission, Purposes, and Goals

Badlands National Park was established as a National Monument in 1939 to protect the fossil
resources and geologic land forms of the White River Badlands. The mission of Badlands
National Park is defined in the North Unit General Management Plan of 2006:

“Badlands National Park preserves a diversity of significant resources for the education
and inspiration of a world audience. These resources are a blending of the best known
Oligocene fossil deposits contained within archetypical Big Badlands formations, a rich
and varied cultural history spanning from paleo-Indian occupation through the early
twentieth century homesteading period, and a fine expanse of a mixed-grass prairie
ecosystem. Other qualities, most notably the wilderness character, clean air, quiet,
solitude, vastness, and natural processes, provide visitors with a setting for exploration
and appreciation through such experiences as hiking, camping, wildlife viewing, scenic
drives and vistas, research and educational opportunities, and quiet contemplation.”

The Strategic Management Plan for Badlands National Park (NPS, 1999) identifies key mission
goals or statements of desired future conditions:

e The natural and cultural resources and associated values in Badlands National Park are
protected, restored, and maintained in good condition and managed within their broader
ecosystem and cultural context.

e Badlands National Park contributes to knowledge about natural and cultural resources
and associated values. Management decisions are based on adequate scholarly and
scientific information.

o Visitors safely enjoy the facilities, services, and appropriate recreational opportunities at
Badlands National Park and are satisfied with their availability, accessibility, diversity,
and quality.

o Park visitors and the general public understand, appreciate, and support the
preservation of Badlands National Park and its resources for this and future generations.

¢ Badlands National Park adopts current management practices, systems and technology
to accomplish its mission.

e Badlands National Park increases its managerial resources through initiatives and
support from other agencies, organizations, and individuals.

Additionally, the North Unit General Management Plan of 2007 identifies major purposes of the
Park:

e To protect the unique landforms and scenery of the White River Badlands.
To provide for scientific research of the paleontological and geological resources of the
White River Badlands.

e To preserve the flora, fauna, and natural processes related to the mixed-grass prairie
ecosystem that is characteristic of Badlands National Park.

e Preservation of the Badlands Wilderness Area.
To interpret the archaeological and historical resources found within Badlands National
Park, with special emphasis on the Sioux Nation and the Lakota People.
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1.4  Purpose of the Proposed Action

The purpose of implementing a revised black-tailed prairie dog management plan for the North
Unit of Badlands National Park is to ensure that park managers have the comprehensive set of
strategies, tools, and methods they need to address prairie dog management objectives that
continue to vary over time and in different parts of the park. The revised plan will replace the
current plan’s limited management guidelines, and would be employed in concert with other
management strategies to ensure the plan complies with other long-term park objectives.
Specific management plan objectives include:

e Establish and maintain a minimum population size and distribution of black-tailed prairie dogs
in the park sufficient to continue to fulfill their role as a keystone species in the Badlands
National Park prairie ecosystem and to allow for natural fluctuations in the park population
where possible.

e Ensure that the black-tailed prairie dog population does not conflict with other park
objectives, including maintenance of a bison population of 500-600 animals in the existing
bison range.

o Continue to monitor prairie dog colony size and population density to ensure long-term viable
populations and management objectives are being met.

¢ Implement “good neighbor” policies that recognize the concerns of neighboring landowners
and eliminate boundary conflicts when and where prairie dog populations expand across the
park boundary.

¢ |dentify appropriate control methods for black-tailed prairie dog population control as well as
methods to foster population growth and colony expansion when needed.

1.5 Need for the Proposed Action

With the revised management plan, NPS seeks to adopt an approach to prairie dog
management that addresses two major but sometimes competing needs. The first need is to
maintain the park’s prairie dog population in the long-term and thereby also maintain its major
role in the park’s prairie ecosystem. The second need is to control prairie dog populations on
the park where control is required to be responsive to neighboring landowners concerned about
prairie dog encroachment on their private lands, to protect park infrastructure, or meet other
park management goals and objectives.

As a keystone member of the prairie ecosystem, the health and viability of the black-tailed
prairie dog affects populations of many other species that inhabit the same environment. At
least nine species depend directly on the prairie dog to sustain their populations, and many
others are associated opportunistically with prairie dogs (NPS, 2006a). Prairie dogs are a food
source for species such as ferruginous hawk, and golden eagle while their burrows provide
shelter for species such as the burrowing owl. For the swift fox and black-footed ferret, prairie
dogs provide both food and shelter. Sharps and Uresk (1990) found that over 40% of all land
vertebrates west of the Missouri River are associated with prairie dog towns. The decline of
black-tailed prairie dogs across its historical range increases the need to maintain viability of the
prairie dog population within the park. The black-tailed prairie dog once occupied an area of the
Great Plains spanning 11 states and extending into Canada and Mexico (Figure 1.3). Today,
the black-tailed prairie dog occupies only about 1 to 2% of its native range (USFWS, 2000).
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In contrast to the need to maintain the prairie dog population on the Park is the need for control
at certain locations in the park. Recent prairie dog colony expansions along the park boundary
have created conflicts with some neighboring private landowners who use their land for cattle
grazing and other agricultural activities. Additionally, prairie dog colony expansion at specific
locations within park boundaries has created conflicts with other park missions, goals, and
objectives. For example, prairie dog expansion conflicts with the use of certain areas as bison
holding pens.

There is also a need for a revised management plan to address the potential for prairie dogs to
pose risks to the safety and health of park visitors. There is some risk that the burrowing
activities of prairie dogs may compromise park infrastructure or the integrity of the ground
surrounding a large prairie dog town. Furthermore, if sylvatic plague occurs in the park, human
exposure to the infected animals or fleas (which infected the prairie dog) may cause a potential
health hazard. However, most public health officials believe that the chance of humans
contracting plague from prairie dogs or the fleas that are hosts of the virus is extremely low (City
and County of Denver, No date). Moreover, close to 100% of prairie dogs in a colony infected
with sylvatic plague will die in a short period of time, and fleas that may transmit the disease
prefer to bite other animals instead of humans (City and County of Denver, No date). Despite
the apparent low risk to human safety, the revised management plan is needed to provide
strategies for dealing with this issue.

In summary, control would be warranted where specific prairie dog colonies conflict with other
park missions, expand onto private lands adjacent to park boundaries, or pose a risk to public
safety or health. This document evaluates circumstances under which control of prairie dogs
may be warranted and the direct, indirect, and cumulative impacts of such control.

1.6 Desired Future Condition of the Black-Tailed Prairie Dog Population

Under this prairie dog management plan, NPS would seek to maintain a Badlands North Unit
prairie dog community that is large enough to fulfill their keystone role in the prairie ecosystem
within the constraints of the park boundary and, at a minimum, of sufficient size to recover from
declines caused by events such as disease outbreak. At the same time, the population would
be able to coexist with other park resources; not compromise other park goals and objectives;
and not encroach onto adjacent private lands.

To achieve the goals of this plan, natural processes would be allowed to continue wherever
possible. It is understood that prairie dog towns are not static and they would be allowed to
expand and contract largely unimpeded. However, there are areas of suitable prairie dog
habitat where prairie dog colony expansion would not be allowed, such as developed zones
within the park (i.e. campgrounds, building grounds) and identified zones adjacent to private
landowners who do not want prairie dogs on their property. Measures would be taken to control
prairie dogs in the areas where they conflict with other park management goals or with adjacent
private landowners.

Because prairie dogs would be managed such that the vegetative resources of the park
maintain a full, healthy native plant species composition, forage production would be sufficient
to maintain both prairie dogs and ungulate grazers including bison.

Visitors would continue to be able to view the foraging activities and social behaviors of prairie
dogs within the context of their native habitat. NPS interpretive signs would continue to be
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available to assist visitors in understanding the keystone role of the prairie dog in the mixed-
grass prairie ecosystem. The Roberts Prairie Dog Town (located in the far northern section of
the park) is the primary educational and interpretive prairie dog town for visitors to observe
prairie dog behavior, and would be largely unaffected by any of the management alternatives.
As of 2006, there were at least seven black-footed ferrets living on the Roberts Prairie Dog
Town. To protect the high value of the town as well as the ferrets, the park would seek to
perform any measures to control encroachment onto adjacent private land across the boundary
on the private land instead of within the park.

There is no current USFWS-recommended minimum occupancy of available suitable habitat for
black-tailed prairie dogs. However, a minimum of 5 to 10% occupancy on Federal lands was
recommended by two scientists, a USFWS biologist and a private research biologist, in a paper
entitled “Black-Tailed Prairie Dog Status and Future Conservation Planning” (Mulhern and
Knowles, 1995). This paper was presented at a symposium sponsored by the U.S. Forest
Service Rocky Mountain Forest and Range Experiment Station, where researchers gathered to
discuss how elements of rangeland diversity were being conserved. Mulhern and Knowles
(1995) further suggested that Federal land managers should assume a greater share of the
responsibility of managing for the long-term persistence of black-tailed prairie dogs and that, by
achieving these objectives, resource managers may be able to determine what constitutes a
functioning prairie dog ecosystem. This may aid in future conservation efforts of black-tailed
prairie dogs as well as other wildlife species that are associated with prairie dog habitat.

While no Federal agency has recommended black-tailed prairie dog occupancy levels on the
basis of suitable habitat percentages, they have stressed the importance of maintaining current
population levels and distribution of prairie dogs. The Multi-State Conservation Plan for the
Black-Tailed Prairie Dog, which set target objectives for the U.S., recommends at a minimum
maintaining the current occupied acreage (Luce, 2003). Additionally, a recently published
USFS issue paper stressed the importance of increasing active prairie dogs on Federal lands,
primarily to aid in the recovery of the black-footed ferret on the National Grasslands (USFS,
2007).

Geographic Information System (GIS) analysis of land cover and slope characteristics
conducted by NPS personnel reveals that of the 109,900 acres in the North Unit, approximately
60,000 acres are characterized as available suitable habitat for black-tailed prairie dog (Figure
2.1). This establishes the minimum acreage of black-tailed prairie dog colonies within the North
Unit as approximately 3,000 acres (5% of 60,000 acres). If the parkwide prairie dog population
declined to 5% of available suitable habitat or below, park resource managers would enact
measures to restore prairie dogs within the interior portions of the North Unit. Currently, prairie
dogs occupy 6,363 acres, or approximately 11% of available suitable habitat.

While there is no specific parkwide percent of maximum prairie dog occupancy defined in this
plan, prairie dog acreage ranges defined by zones under Alternative B, the preferred alternative,
allows the park to evaluate the potential maximum occupancy of suitable habitat on the North
Unit. In the Buffer Zone, prairie dogs would be managed to not exceed their current acreage
levels (515 acres). In the Control Zone, prairie dogs would be managed to not exceed 15% of
available suitable habitat, or approximately 2,370 acres. In the Bison Management Zone, prairie
dogs could potentially expand to 4,800 acres, depending on the acreage utilized by the bison
herd. In the Free-Range Zone, prairie dogs could potentially expand into all 14,000 acres of
suitable habitat. Thus, under Alternative B, the potential maximum occupancy for prairie dogs
throughout the North Unit is approximately 21,685 acres, or 36% of the 60,000 acres of North
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Unit suitable habitat. This far exceeds the recommended 5 to 10% prairie dog occupancy level
suggested by Mulhern and Knowles (1995).

1.7 History of Black-Tailed Prairie Dog Management in Badlands National Park

For several decades, Badlands National Park implemented sporadic, case-by-case
management of prairie dogs within the park with the underlying premise of allowing for natural
fluctuations of the population within park boundaries. In 1979, a prairie dog management plan
was developed by the park to keep prairie dog colonies along the park boundary from
encroaching onto private lands. However, because of National Park Service concerns about the
use of poison as a control measure in wildlife management strategies at that time, the plan was
not implemented. The history of prairie dog management on the park since 1979 reflects the
influence and dynamics of competing state, regional, and range-wide interests focusing either
on the importance of control or on the importance of protecting prairie dog populations.

In 1981, the Farm Bureau filed a lawsuit against the NPS and the U.S. Forest Service for the
lack of prairie dog management at Badlands National Park and adjacent Buffalo Gap National
Grassland. Concurrently, Badlands NP drafted a Disturbed Sites Restoration Plan, which
provided for management of ranch lands that had been incorporated into the park. Because
prairie dog management was a significant issue on those lands, the plan called for management
of prairie dogs by chemical control. The result of the Farm Bureau lawsuit was that the court
directed the National Park Service to develop a control plan for prairie dog encroachment.

In 1984, the Park and NPS Regional Office approved a Resource Management Plan that
allowed for prairie dog management as directed by the 1979 Prairie Dog Management Plan and
the 1981 Disturbed Sites Restoration Plan. Both the 1994 and 1999 Resource Management
Plans for Badlands National Park called for continued prairie dog management under the 1979
and 1981 plans, as well as the Farm Bureau court decision, until a new prairie dog management
plan could be developed.

In February 2000, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service determined that the black-tailed prairie dog
warranted Federal listing under the Endangered Species Act (ESA), but were precluded from
listing the species because of a backlog of other species in greater need of protection (USFWS,
2000). Nevertheless, until the end of 2004, the NPS treated the black-tailed prairie dog as a
“Candidate Species” under ESA, discontinuing control except to meet needs for prairie dogs for
the swift fox and black-footed ferret reintroduction programs. Use of the EPA-approved
rodenticide zinc phosphide was prohibited during this time. The black-tailed prairie dog’s status
was re-evaluated and, in August of 2004, the Secretary of the Interior removed the species from
the listing process (USFWS, 2004).

In 2005, Badlands National Park sought NPS approval for limited use of zinc phosphide to
control prairie dogs encroaching on private lands along the park boundary. The request was not
approved at the regional level pending park completion of a comprehensive prairie dog
management plan. Park staff worked with Defenders of Wildlife and the affected landowners to
delay control until a plan could be developed. In 2006, the park obtained the funding needed
and proceeded to develop the plan.

Historical documentation shows that in 1979 black-tailed prairie dogs occupied approximately

2,070 acres in 55 towns in the North Unit (Figs. 1.4 and 1.5). In 2000, global positioning system
(GPS) monitoring showed that black-tailed prairie dogs occupied 3,237 acres in 71 towns in the
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North Unit. By 2006, total acreage of prairie dogs in the North Unit had almost doubled to 6,363
acres, distributed among 93 individual towns (Figs, 1.4 and 1.6).
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Figure 1.4: Badlands NP North Unit Prairie Dog Acreage, 1979 and from 2000 to 2006
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1.8 Related Plans and Policies

Badlands National Park, North Unit, General Management Plan

In April 2007, the National Park Service announced the availability of the Record of Decision
(ROD) for the Final General Management Plan/Environmental Impact Statement (GMP/EIS) for
Badlands National Park, North Unit. A separate GMP is being developed for the guidance and
management of the South Unit of Badlands National Park and is scheduled to be completed in
three years. Under the selected alternative, NPS will provide expanded opportunities for visitors
to use the North Unit:

= The number of locations where visitors could obtain park information and orientation will be
increased with new visitor contact stations added near Pinnacles and in the town of Scenic.

»= More hiking trails and routes will be designated in various parts of the park.

= Education pavilions will be added in the Conata picnic area and west of County Road 502
along with a group campground.

» Additional studies and environmental documents will be developed, as appropriate, to
examine alternative road alignments for the Loop Road at Cedar Pass.

= NPS will recommend expanding the park's boundaries in two locations to enhance resource
protection and offer additional visitor experiences. One boundary expansion will incorporate
approximately 5,400 acres along South Dakota Highway 44. The other recommended
addition will be 4,500 acres along the western edge adjacent to the wilderness area.

The selected action and three other alternatives were analyzed in the draft and final GMP/EIS.
The full range of foreseeable environmental consequences was assessed. Among the
alternatives the NPS considered, the selected action best achieves a high standard of natural
and cultural resource protection with improved opportunities for visitors in the park.
Furthermore, the selected action responds to the changing visitation pattern the park has been
experiencing. In recent years, western South Dakota has become more of a destination for
visitors with Rapid City serving as the hub for this visitation. This shift in tourism patterns has
increased the number of park visitors entering the park through the western entrances. The
selected action also provides needed improvements for park operations, such as areas for
additional park housing and research support. The park is located in a rural area and housing
for employees is limited in the surrounding communities. In addition, the park has developed a
good relationship with the natural resources research community but has limited facilities for
supporting these efforts. The selected action would address the need to provide facilities for
park operations and research. The selected action also meets national environmental policy
goals and will not result in the impairment of resources and values.

Badlands NP Bison Management Plan

Bison were restored to the park in 1963, and more were released in 1983. The healthy herd
now numbers approximately 600 head of bison. Excluding the acreage of the badlands
formations, the herd has access to roughly 40,000 acres in the North Unit. They roam primarily
in the Sage Creek and Tyree Basins. Bison management requires that certain parts of the park
that border private and public grazing lands are fenced to prevent animals from migrating onto
these lands. (Refer to Fig. 1.2 for the approximate bison management range boundary). The
constraints of available water and forage require maintaining the herd at approximately 500-600
animals, which is estimated to be approximately one-third of the range capacity. The portion of

14



Badlands National Park — North Unit Environmental Assessment
National Park Service Prairie Dog Management Plan

the bison herd in excess of this number are rounded up annually and transferred to Tribal
governments and other agencies to supplement their herds. The potential exists to expand the
bison range along the Loop Road in the North Unit, which would increase public viewing
opportunities and enlarge the area that is subject to a more natural grazing regime.

Badlands NP Fire Management Plan

In 2004, the National Park Service issued the Fire Management Plan for Badlands National
Park. The preferred alternative (Integrated Fire Management Alternative) incorporated wildland
fire use as a management tool to preserve and restore the native prairie ecosystem. Prescribed
fire would be used for fuel reduction along park boundaries and developed areas, as well as to
achieve resource management goals. Wildland fire would be allowed to burn in interior portions
of the park under specific conditions. Wildland fires burning in undesired conditions would be
suppressed. With respect to the black-tailed prairie dog, it was determined that the preferred
alternative would have minimal negative effects on the overall park population. Because prairie
dogs prefer disturbed areas as well as areas with low vegetation, prescribed fire would benefit
prairie dog colony expansion. Care must be taken in planning and executing prescribed fire to
reduce potential for prairie dog movements toward the park boundary where there is private
land. This is the current and active plan for the North Unit.

Badlands NP Weed Management Plan

In 2003, NPS issued the Integrated Weed Management Plan and Environmental Assessment
for Badlands National Park. The preferred alternative (Proactive Management with Limited
Aerial Application), allowed for prevention, early detection and eradication, chemical control,
biological control, mechanical control, fire, and research of weed populations. Additionally,
limited aerial application of herbicide would be used to contain and reduce weed populations
that cannot be effectively treated with other chemical application methods as defined by specific
criteria. Relative to prairie dog populations within the park, this alternative would cause
negligible harassment to the species as a result of noise and intrusion into home range habitat.
However, aerial treatments would cause a greater and faster decrease of thistle in areas where
thick infestation is causing reductions in prairie dog town acreages. Thus, aerial application
would encourage prairie dog town expansion. This is the current and active plan for the North
Unit.

NPS Prairie Dog Management Policy

The NPS policy described here was issued to superintendents at Badlands, Fort Larned, Scotts
Bluff, Theodore Roosevelt, and Wind Cave National Parks by the Regional Director, Midwest
Region concerning maintaining healthy black-tailed prairie dog communities.

“National Park Service (NPS) Management Policies provide that "While Congress has
given the Service the management discretion to allow certain impacts within parks, that
discretion is limited by the statutory requirement that the Park Service must leave park
resources and values unimpaired, unless a particular law directly and specifically
provides otherwise." In addition, Section 4.4.2 of the Management Policies specifies:

“The Service may intervene to manage individuals or populations of native species only
when such intervention will not cause unacceptable impacts to the populations of the
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species or of the components and processes of the ecosystems that support them, and
when at least one of the following conditions exist:

Management is necessary because a population occurs in an unnaturally high or low
concentration as a result of human influences (such as loss of seasonal habitat, the
extirpation of predators, and/or the creation of highly productive habitat through
agriculture or urban landscapes) and it is not possible to mitigate the effects of the
human influences;

e to protect specific cultural resources of parks;

e to accommodate intensive development in portions of parks appropriate for, and
dedicated to, such development;
to protect rare, threatened, or endangered species;

¢ to protect human health as advised by the U.S. Public Health Service (which
includes the Centers for Disease Control and the NPS Public Health Service
Program);

e to protect property in cases in which it is not possible to change the pattern of human
activities;

e to maintain human safety in cases in which it is not possible to change the pattern of
human activities"

“Based on National Park Service-wide policy, NPS recognizes the prairie dog as an
integral part of the Great Plains ecosystem and will not consider them a 'pest' until
intervention thresholds have been established by management and subsequent
monitoring indicates that such thresholds have been exceeded.

On August 18, 2004, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) removed the black-
tailed prairie dog from the list of candidate species under the Endangered Species Act.
The USFWS determined that prairie dog numbers were not low enough to warrant listing
and that recently developed protection strategies by state agencies were adequate to
conserve the species.

The Service recognizes the black-tailed prairie dog as a keystone species in the Great
Plains ecosystem. Furthermore, prairie dogs are a feature visitor attraction in many park
units and there is public support for the conservation of prairie dogs within states in the
Northern Great Plains. Prairie dog communities support diverse biological assemblages
and are critical to ecosystem process and function. Therefore, parks should allow for
natural prairie dog abundances, distribution, and conditions wherever possible.

Any park with prairie dog conservation issues must complete a park prairie dog
conservation plan that clearly articulates park goals for maintaining healthy prairie dog
populations. A primary audience for the plans should be our neighbors and partners.
The plan should also include how to reach prairie dog conservation goals while meeting
other resource management objectives and address the methods we propose for
achieving desired conditions. A prairie dog conservation plan should evaluate various
control measures (if deemed necessary) and be subject to National Environment Policy
Act and all other appropriate compliance and consultation requirements. Any proposed
removal of animals is allowable only when such intervention will not cause unacceptable
impact to the larger population or to other components or processes of the prairie dog
ecosystem.
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The removal of the black-tailed prairie dog from the candidate list does not absolve park
units of Endangered Species Act requirements. Parks need to assure that their actions
do not jeopardize listed species such as the black-footed ferret. Furthermore, parks
should do all that they can to conserve viable prairie dog populations so that listing is not
necessary in the future” (NPS, 2004a).

South Dakota Black-Tailed Prairie Dog Conservation and Management Plan

In February 2005, the South Dakota Department of Game, Fish, and Parks and the South
Dakota Department of Agriculture released the final version of the state prairie dog
management plan. The state plan provides strategies for the management of prairie dogs on
state and private lands, particularly those adjacent to public lands. The current policy of the
state is to provide prairie dog control assistance to private landowners adjacent to public lands
on an annual basis if there is evidence that the prairie dogs are expanding from public lands.

Black-Tailed Prairie Dog Conservation and Management on the Nebraska National Forest

In August 2005, the U.S. Forest Service released the Black-Tailed Prairie Dog Conservation
and Management Plan on the Nebraska National Forest and Associated Units. The preferred
alternative called for “prairie dog conservation concurrent with population management through
non-lethal methods and expanded rodenticide use along property boundaries (within a .5 mile
boundary management zone for the Buffalo Gap National Grassland).” Key components
included:

= expansion of the prairie dog colony complex in the Conata Basin black-footed ferret
reintroduction habitat,

= implementation of landowner adjustments to facilitate prairie dog population growth,

= modified prairie dog shooting closures in the Conata Basin black-footed ferret reintroduction
habitat,

= third party solutions with willing landowners, and

» rodenticide use in boundary management zones as a control measure for prairie dog
populations that encroach onto adjacent private lands.

The multi-year drought in southwest South Dakota and northwest Nebraska has caused land
managers to take another look at black-tailed prairie dog management on the Buffalo Gap and
Fort Pierre National Grasslands in South Dakota and the Oglala National Grassland in
Nebraska.

Despite adding the use of rodenticide in “boundary management zones” next to private land
where there are complaints, the Forest Service was concerned that with continuing drought and
continuing prairie dog colony expansion the full range of multiple uses may not be achievable
without setting upper and lower limits on prairie dog acreages. To maintain the limits, the Forest
is now proposing to allow the expanded use of rodenticide on selected colonies in the interior
national grassland areas.

The Forest Service emphasizes the point that the purpose is not to exterminate prairie dogs.
The endangered black-footed ferret depends almost entirely upon prairie dogs for its survival
and the most successful recovery program is on the Buffalo Gap National Grassland. Specific
criteria would be used to determine if, and where, rodenticide would be used to control prairie
dogs.
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The Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS) published in May of 2007 analyzes five
alternatives, including one drafted by local governments and one that closely reflects the South
Dakota Prairie Dog Management Plan. To date, none of the alternatives have been selected as
the preferred alternative. There is a 45-day comment period on the DEIS. Comments will be
analyzed and incorporated into a Final Environmental Impact Statement and Record of
Decision, which the FS indicates will be completed in October of 2007. The DEIS can be
accessed at: http://www.fs.fed.us/r2/nebraska/projects/EA_and_EIS/pdog/deis/index.shtml.

The U.S. Forest Service recognizes that National Forest Service lands are very important to
prairie dog conservation and to other wildlife species associated with prairie dogs. Most NFS
lands in the Great Plains are potential habitat for the black-tailed prairie dog. The black-footed
ferret requires large complexes of prairie dog colonies. There is a great need for an increase in
active prairie dog colonies on federal lands. Moreover, recent experience has demonstrated the
importance of plague free prairie dog habitat to ferret recovery. Most large, active prairie dog
colonies that meet these criteria are on National Grasslands and on tribal lands in South
Dakota. Recent evaluations suggest that National Grasslands in the Great Plains may be key to
achieving even a modest recovery of the black-footed ferret (USFS, 2007a).

Wind Cave National Park South Dakota Black-Tailed Prairie Dog Management Plan

In January 2006, Wind Cave National Park issued a Draft Prairie Dog Management Plan/
Environmental Assessment. In May of 2006, after evaluating four management plan
alternatives, the park chose the alternative that represented the middle range of prairie dog
occupied acreage and included the existing size of the prairie dog population. The park issued a
Final Prairie Dog Management Plan and Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI). This is the
current and active plan for Wind Cave National Park. Instances of prairie dogs dispersing
beyond park boundaries would be addressed on a case-by-case basis in support of a good
neighbor policy. Available management tools include habitat management, non-lethal control,
and lethal control tools. The Wind Cave NP Plan and FONSI can be accessed at the Park’s
planning website at: http://parkplanning.nps.gov/projectHome.cfm?parkld=170&projectld=11495

Multi-State Conservation Plan for the Black-Tailed Prairie Dog in the United States

The eleven states within the range of the black-tailed prairie dog began a multi-state
conservation effort in 1998 by forming the Interstate Black-tailed Prairie Dog Conservation
Team. The Conservation Team developed the Black-Tailed Prairie Dog Conservation
Assessment and Strategy (CA&S) in 1999 (USFWS, 1999). The Multi-State Conservation Plan
(MSCP) is an addendum to the CA&S, and was prepared to provide guidelines under which
management plans would be developed by individual states and their respective working
groups. The state management plans would contain the specific and measurable actions,
deadlines, and objectives for that state. The MSCP target objectives include at a minimum
maintaining the currently occupied acreage of black-tailed prairie dogs in the U.S., increasing
prairie dog acreage to 1,693,695 acres by 2011, and maintaining prairie dog distribution over at
least 75% of the counties in the historic range or at least 75% of the histories geographic
distribution (Luce, 2003). The target objectives in the MSCP are minimum values based on a
range-wide analysis, and the states would build upon those minimum recommendations (Luce,
2003).
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Black-Footed Ferret Recovery Plan

The Black-Footed Ferret Recovery Plan outlines steps for recovery of the black-footed ferret
(Mustela nigripes) throughout its historical range. Evidence suggests that the ferret was widely
distributed and was probably common prior to the destruction of its principal prey and associate,
the prairie dog (Cynomys spp.). An outbreak of canine distemper in Wyoming led to the
removal of the last wild populations to a captive breeding facility. Despite the extreme
susceptibility of the black-footed ferret to canine distemper, a strategy has been suggested in
the plan to anticipate local extinction of populations reintroduced from captive-bred stock
generated by the 18 remaining ferrets in captivity so that the ferrets may be returned to the wild
and managed with minimum intervention.

A six-step process has been outlined to reach the program’s objectives, beginning with ensuring
the success of captive breeding, locating reintroduction habitat, finding other populations of
ferrets, devising release strategies, managing reintroduced and other populations, and building
programs for public support of the recovery effort. The recovery goals are attainable, requiring
less than one-tenth of 1% of the total western rangelands (approximately 185,000-250,000
acres) to secure sufficient habitat for recovery. Initial success with captive breeding in 1987
suggests sufficient ferret stock can be produced to fill those habitats. The captive breeding
program maintains about 240 individuals for breeding. Approximately 2,200 kits have been
released into the wild since 1991. Today, the estimated number of ferrets in the wild is
approximately 600, with a goal of 1,500 individuals by 2010. This plan is currently in the
process of being updated.

1.9 Scoping

CEQ requires agencies to make “diligent” efforts to involve the interested and affected public in
the NEPA process (40 CFR 1506.6), regardless of the level of impact or documentation. The
extent of the public involvement will change depending on the degree of impact and interest in
the proposal. Agencies must also “encourage and facilitate public involvement 