31 October 2003

Commissioner Paul Danish

Boulder County Commissioners

PO Box 471

Boulder CO 80306

Dear Commissioner Danish:
As I'm presenting my findings on the Lastoka project next week to the International Conference on the Ecology and Management of Invasive Species, I thought I would quickly provide you with an update.

As you can see by the enclosed figure, there simply is no knapweed to talk about on the Lastoka.   We continue to monitor the reduction in knapweed throughout the Front Range. Further, a publication from Montana and a personal communication from the author of a 20+ year diffuse knapweed study in British Columbia have confirmed our results.  We therefore are moving on to test the efficacy of biocontrols on spotted knapweed.

Flowering stem density of Diffuse Knapweed on the Insect Release Site, Lastoka Property.
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(There actually was about 1 stem every 10-20 square meters, and there are rosettes still on the property.  Still...not bad for your $3000 investment in bugs back in 1997.)

My compliments to Rob Alexander for putting up a cattle exclosure on the Lastoka.  This will allow you to evaluate if cattle indeed have any effect on the reoccurrence of knapweed.  Based on data from grazed areas (Superior & Associates property), I don't see cattle grazing as likely to be an issue.

I've enjoyed working with Tim D'Amato this year.  But it wasn't a perfect year. You chose to again do broadcast spraying for the regionally abundant weed, cheatgrass.  That was a $10,000 activity that should have been reviewed for scientific merit. There are two questions that need to be addressed by scientific review (or, if these were reviewed, then they need to be explained to an informed public.)

1) Weeds with regional distributions cannot be effectively controlled over any extended time period with herbicides except at very high, recurrent cost. These costs are potentially both financial and ecological. Can you list nontarget impacts of your management activity? Was the project created and conducted with a sufficient control?  (For example, the Lastoka property is the non-chemical control for both the Mayhoffer and Lindsay property aerial spraying activities of diffuse knapweed. You gave the site visits to the spraying activity a bit too soon to provide rigorous proof of your management!)

2) (And more importantly to an ecologist) Cheatgrass is a winter annual that does best under a "winter wet" scenario such as is found in the Great Basin.  The Boulder Front Range a) receives sufficient precipitation in most years to guarantee very high competition from perennial plant species and b) is in fact a "spring or summer wet" system that, historically at least, favored warm season perennial grasses.  Thus, to "help speed things along" with the use of pesticides is viewed as an unnecessary activity, one that could be replaced by some smart grazing or fire regimes.

(To be a bit cynical, I view this as CSU is using Boulder $$$ to conduct some experiments that they don't seem to want to fund, themselves?  If somebody out there think it's a good idea, let them do the proof of concept, and don't make conclusions until 2-4 years after the study is conducted! I've made Tim aware of my concerns, but I see that Cindy Lair, (again a person with great intentions but little ecological training) is already hyping this activity with other weed managers. Eventually, this may come home to embarrass Boulder County.)

Ironically, at the City of Boulder Weed Management Advisory meetings this last spring, cheatgrass was identified as the one weed one would not proactively manage with chemicals!  

Again, I raise the issue that you need a scientific review group for your public lands management.  (For that matter, so does the City, as the above group was composed of a mix of scientists and non-scientists. At least they got something started.)

I ask that you look at the words of a colleague, Dr. Mark A Davis, an individual who has also be studying invasive species for a number of years:

"Like it or not, introduced plant species are not going back. They are our new residents. Nevertheless, given particular management goals, it may be desirable to reduce the abundance and spread of some of these new species. These are formidable objectives and efforts to meet them will often be very costly and without any guarantee of long-term success. 

Due to the practical difficulties and uncertainties involved in trying to manage ecological communities, and to the large investment of societal resources required, management initiatives must be selected very carefully and should be undertaken only when costs of not doing anything are very large and when there is at least a reasonable chance of making the desired impact. 

Even well-informed efforts to reduce the abundance and spread of new species in a community are likely to be expensive in dollars and time, may produce only modest results, and will likely also negatively affect some of the long-term residents."

The above is from an abstract of a talk given at the 7th International Conference on the Ecology and Management of Alien Plant Invasions, Ft. Lauderdale Florida. His science views were also recently summarized in the following article: 
Davis, M.A. 2003. Biotic globalization: Does competition from introduced species threaten biodiversity? BioScience 53: 481-490.

Thanks for your time,

Tim Seastedt

Professor of Ecology and Evolutionary Biology
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