




Decision Notice 
& Finding of No Significant Impact
Uncompahgre Mesas Forest Restoration and Demonstration Project

USDA Forest Service
Ouray Ranger District, Uncompahgre National Forest
Montrose County, Colorado
Decision and Reasons for the Decision


Background

I am pleased to announce that we have completed the analysis process and environmental assessment (EA) for the Uncompahgre Mesas Forest Restoration and Demonstration Project.  As District Ranger for the Ouray Ranger District, I have made the completion of the EA for the Uncompahgre Mesas Forest Restoration Project a priority as it is important in fulfilling our commitment to our many partners who have worked with the Forest Service on the Project.    The proposed action seeks to restore many of the key characteristics of native stands that are lacking in today’s forests.  These native forest attributes have been lost over the past century as a result of natural and settlement-related changes, including (but not limited to) the absence of natural fire, road development, livestock grazing, and timber harvest. As a consequence, forests in the project area are more vulnerable to uncharacteristic stand-replacing fire.  Treatment design was based on historic forest structure data (pre-1880), collected by the collaborative working group from local stands and analyzed by the Colorado Forest Restoration Institute at Colorado State University.  The project aims to develop a healthy forested landscape that is resilient in the face of change while contributing to the human communities that benefit from the forest’s production of water, wood, forage, wildlife, recreation, and beauty. 

A special thanks to our collaborative working group  including: the Uncompahgre Plateau Project (UP Project), Colorado Forest Restoration Institute at Colorado State University (CFRI), Colorado Wild, Western Colorado Congress, timber industry representatives,  a number of citizens having interest in public lands management and our ranch permittees who worked closely with the team and helped develop solutions to issues.  I also want to thank members of the public that provided comments to this analysis. These comments recommended solutions as well as provided questions that helped the Forest Service Interdisciplinary Team (IDT) address issues.  
Decision
I have selected the proposed action with some modifications as recommend during the public scoping and comment period in February of 2009.  The Purpose and Need for the project is described as follows:

The purpose of this initiative is to develop the forest structure and composition in the project area that will likely respond favorably to natural fire.  Project activities will be designed and implemented using locally-derived information on probable historic (pre European settlement) forest conditions.  

· There is a need within the project area to re-establish vegetation composition, structure, spatial pattern, and ecological processes necessary to make terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems sustainable, resilient, and healthy under current and future conditions. 
· There is a need in the ponderosa pine and mixed-conifer cover types to reduce the likelihood of uncharacteristic stand-replacing canopy fire and to restore our fire-adapted ecosystem. 
· There is a need to reduce wildfire spread potential in the wildland/urban interface.
· There is a need to provide wood to local timber companies.
· There is a desire to generate revenue to help fund restoration treatments in the project area by harvesting trees before the commercial potential of stands is lost.
· There is a need to maintain or improve habitat for threatened and endangered species, Forest-Service sensitive species, and other game and non-game species.
· There is a need to manage vegetation in a manner that will provide or maintain a healthy, diverse ecosystem resistant to insects, diseases, and other natural and human impacts.
· There is a need to increase abundance and improve diversity of grasses, forbs, and shrubs in the forest understory.
· There is a need to develop a range of treatments that achieve the project objectives and, through implementation of a sound monitoring program, to demonstrate to the public the results of these treatments. 
Wildland/Urban Interface
The proposed action involves the treatment of about 1,100 acres of National Forest land adjacent to private property in the wildland/urban interface (WUI).  The primary treatment objective is to decrease the likelihood of wildfire spreading between National Forest and private lands.  In addition to creating stand conditions that will result in a healthier, more resilient landscape across the Uncompahgre Mesas project area, fuels located within the WUI area will be treated with the additional intent to reduce the threat of wildland fire to private property.  Stands within the WUI will be mechanically treated with the desired effect of low stand density and few ground fuels retained where possible.  The area identified as WUI for the Uncompahgre Mesas Forest Restoration and Demonstration Project falls within the areas identified as wildland/urban interface in the 2007 Fire Use Amendment to the GMUG Forest Plan (USDA Forest Service 2007).

Ladder and canopy fuels, which consist of trees and shrubs in a range of size classes, will be reduced through commercial harvest, or by mechanical chipping or masticating.  Between five and ten tons per acre of surface fuel will remain.  Most areas will receive follow-up broadcast burning.  Where possible, existing roads and trails or natural features, such as meadows and rock stringers, will serve as fire control lines; otherwise, blade-equipped machinery, such as a bulldozer, will be used to create fire breaks.  In stands located in the WUI, harvest-generated slash will be piled to reduce surface fuels to ten tons per acre or less.  Forest Service personnel will burn the piles. 

Mechanical Treatments
The proposed action includes the use of commercial timber harvest on about 3,000 – 4,750 acres of pine, mixed-conifer, and spruce/fir vegetation communities.  Selection harvest, and uneven-aged silviculture management methods, will be used in all cover types. Additional mechanical treatments, may occur on 2,000 – 3,000 acres outside the wildland/urban interface to prepare stands for prescribed fire, however will have little to no commercial value.

Ponderosa Pine Commercial Harvest:  Commercial harvest will occur on 1,000 – 1,500 acres of ponderosa pine forest.  Objectives in these stands are to reduce tree density; maintain spatial heterogeneity where it exists; protect old-growth ponderosa pine;  improve spatial heterogeneity where it has been reduced by past harvest; increase structural diversity in the long term; and create fuel conditions favorable to maintaining the high-frequency, low-intensity historic fire regime.  Post-harvest density will be guided by the conclusions in the CFRI historical reconstruction paper, which found an average of 55 ft/acres basal (range of 20 to 90 ft/acre), with about 55 trees/acre (range of 30 to 90 trees/acre).  Current ponderosa pine forests typically have two or three times this basal area and density (Binkley, 2008). Most existing large old trees will not be cut and existing snags will be retained at or above the Forest Plan Standard. Harvest will also help align tree species composition and size class distribution with that which most likely existed in pre-settlement forests and which is more consistent with historic fire regimes. In an effort to move stands toward a more uneven-aged structure, cutting will result in ponderosa pine regeneration or will favor the retention of existing young tree classes. Harvest will be accomplished with ground-based wheeled or tracked equipment, which is typical of National Forest timber operations on the Uncompahgre Plateau. Stands will undergo a post-harvest prescribed burn and will be grouped to form efficient-sized burn blocks. 

Piling will be accomplished with a grapple piling machine, which has an articulated arm that lifts and places slash in piles. Grapple piling reduces soil disturbance.  Piles will be burned by the Forest Service.

Mixed-Conifer Commercial Harvest:   Between 1,500 and 3,000 acres of harvest will occur in the mixed-conifer type.  Mixed-conifer stands are comprised of varying mixes of ponderosa pine, Douglas-fir, subalpine fir, aspen, and Engelmann and blue spruces.  Harvest will reduce tree density and develop more open conditions characterized by multi-age structure and multi-species tree composition. Two unroaded mesas within the project area will not be treated at this time.  The areas will be utilized as an opportunity for control monitoring purposes and be included in the project monitoring.  Forest restoration involving mechanical treatment may be evaluated in the future; however, these two sites will be deferred for now. 

Post-harvest density will be guided by the conclusions in the CFRI historical reconstruction paper, which found an average of 70 ft2/acres basal (range of 25 to 130 ft2/acre), with about 60 trees/acre (range of 30 to 110 trees/acre).  About half of the mixed conifer stands had less than 50 ft of basal area in 1875, not counting for a likely minor contribution of small trees, and perhaps major contribution of aspen trees (Binkley, 2008).  Cutting will create conditions favorable to Douglas-fir, ponderosa pine, and aspen regeneration.  Additionally, in the few areas where ponderosa pine was targeted in previous harvests to the point where sufficient seed trees may not remain, genetically suitable ponderosa pine seedlings may be hand planted to help improve pine representation in stand composition. Prescriptions will generally favor the perpetuation of aspen on the landscape by encouraging its regeneration through mechanical means and/or prescribed fire. 

Spruce/Fir Commercial Harvest:  Between 70 and 250 acres of spruce/fir forest will be harvested to generate funds for ponderosa pine and mixed-conifer restoration work. Group selection will be the silviculture cutting method.  About 20 percent of stand basal area will be removed in groups ranging between 0.1 and 0.5 acres in size.  Groups will be irregular in shape and will be designed to minimize the likelihood of blowdown. Post harvest prescribed fire will not occur in spruce/fir stands.

Non-Commercial Mechanical Treatment:  Between 2,000 and 3,000 acres of mechanical treatment will occur in pine and mixed-conifer stands where commercial harvest opportunities do not exist.  Work will consist of the reduction of ladder fuels (shrubs as well as seedling, sapling, and pole-size trees) and surface fuels (logs, branches, duff, and needles).  Work will be most likely accomplished with equipment outfitted with a chipping, cutting, or grinding head, or by machine piling followed by burning.  These stands will also benefit from the same restorative treatments that the commercial stands will: bringing basal areas more in line with historic ranges, increased species diversity, increased understory, and less vulnerability to stand-replacing fire.  Due to the current conditions and health of these stands, they do not contain enough commercially viable timber to finance treatments. 

Mechanical treatments will be accomplished by mechanical timber harvesters, and any of a number of tracked or wheeled flail, mulcher, mower, or chipper.  Chainsaws may also be used to reduce standing fuels, but most likely would be used on a limited scale.

All mechanical operations will be conducted in accordance with the Watershed Conservation Practices Handbook FSH 2505.25.  These standards will be followed during project implementation. Winter logging operations will only be permitted on dry or frozen ground or a foot of packed snow.  

Prescribed Fire
Most of the project will be broadcast burned, including commercial harvest stands and other areas treated by mechanical means.  This will include maintenance burning and wildland fire use to promote resource benefits.  Areas to be burned will be grouped into large burn units using roads and natural features for control lines where they exist.  Prescribed burning will occur throughout the project area in units ranging in size from 100 to 1,300 acres.  The size and timing of burning will be determined by factors such as fire resources and personnel availability, weather and fuel conditions, and resource objectives. Prescribed fire requires control lines that serve to geographically contain fire effects. Control lines provide a break in fuel continuity from which fire personnel can implement the burn. Existing man-made features like roads and trails can serve as control lines as well as natural features including meadows and rock outcroppings.  Where these features do not exist, fire line can be constructed using chainsaws, hand tools, or blade-equipped machinery. To minimize soil disturbance, prescribed burns will be designed to take advantage of suitable existing features. About 18 miles of control line will require fireline construction by hand, using blade-equipped machinery, or by black-lining.  Drainage control structures, such as waterbars, will be incorporated in fireline construction and fire control lines will be seeded following completion of burn operations. Burning may occur in any season. The Forest Service will prepare burn plans that prescribe the environmental parameters under which safe burning may occur. The size, location, timing, and sequence of burning will consider impacts to downwind communities, livestock permittees, weather, and the needs of other users of the National Forest.

Prescribed burning will be implemented according to an approved burn plan, which will be completed prior to implementing any phase of a prescribed fire.  A Colorado State smoke permit will also be obtained prior to implementing any phase of a prescribed fire.

Slash Treatment
Where the Forest Service anticipates relatively low slash quantities resulting from timber or other mechanical operations, such as in the ponderosa pine stands in the northern part of the project area, slash will be lopped and scattered to facilitate safe post-harvest prescribed fire. In denser mixed-conifer stands, harvest-generated fuels will be grapple-piled to reduce surface fuels to a level conducive to achieving an effective post-harvest underburn. Slash piles will be burned by the Forest Service.  In mixed-conifer stands, where post-harvest slash will be less, lop-and-scatter treatment to reduce surface fuels to a level to allow safe controlled burning will be utilized.  Piles will be seeded with native species following piling and burning.  Hauling the slash away in the form of chips to be utilized for energy production or landscaping materials may also be utilized as a slash treatment method and will include slash to be left onsite to enhance ecosystem functions.  

Conversion to Meadow
Historically, forests in the project area were more open and included meadows and small openings. These once common features are now rare. Timber harvest and mechanical treatment prescriptions will include the creation of openings between about 0.1 to 0.5 acres.  Additionally, underburning is likely to create openings, particularly in the mixed-conifer type.

Trails and Transportation
Existing roads will be used for equipment access to the extent road location and condition permit. No permanent roads will be constructed under this project; however, a number of short, temporary road segments will be needed to provide log truck access to commercial stands. In the aggregate, less than two miles of temporary road will be constructed. Following their use, temporary roads will be obliterated. Noxious weed monitoring will occur after road obliteration and will be followed by chemical weed treatment where needed.  A small portion of the SawMill Mesa Road will require minor reconstruction and a re-route is proposed to protect a meadow.    

The most likely haul routes are either the Delta/Nucla Road (National Forest System Road (NFSR) 503) to Delta or across the Divide Road (NFSR 402) to old Highway 90 (NFSR 540) and down to Montrose.  To minimize the likelihood of conflicts with recreationists, timber hauling during the normal operating season will not be allowed on weekends or holiday weekdays. 

Roads and trails identified in the Uncompahgre Travel Plan Record of Decision of 2002 for decommissioning will be decommissioned as a result of this project.  Approximately 20 routes could be utilized during project implementation for a combination of purposes, including haul routes and fire line.  Upon completion of the use of these routes, they would be decommissioned, as described in the travel plan decision.   
Monitoring and Demonstration
Monitoring is an important component of the proposed action.  The Forest Service will conduct regeneration survey monitoring, as required by regulation, at the conclusion of the third and fifth years after harvest. 

Temporary roads, landings, skid trails, and constructed fireline will be monitored for establishment of noxious weeds.

Douglas-fir beetle populations will be monitored by the district silviculturist and forest pathologist.  If population pressure appears high, aggregating or dispersing pheremones will be used to manage bark beetle numbers.

The Forest Service has collaborated with CFRI, UPP, and interested publics to develop a multi-party, community-based monitoring protocol to assess the effectiveness of treatments and to help determine the extent to which project goals will have been achieved.  Overstory and understory vegetation as well as down woody debris information will be recorded as baseline data prior to implementation.  Monitoring will continue following completion of treatments and periodically over a 5-year period to determine the extent to which objectives were achieved.  

Because of the large acreage that will be treated, it is not likely that browse pressure by livestock and other ungulates will result in large-scale failure of aspen regeneration; however, the Forest Service will install several browse-proof exclosures to help gauge the extent of aspen herbivory.  

Implementation
The Forest Service expects work will be accomplished through one or more stewardship contracts.  Field preparation will begin in fall 2009 and contract award will occur in 2010. Work will likely occur over a several year period.

Proposed Action Summary 

	  Acres of Forest Restoration (Commercial) 
	    3,000-4,750

     

	Volume of Commercial Timber (hundred cubic feet)
	17,000-24,000

	Acres of  Forest Restoration (Non-commercial)
	2,000-3000

	Acres of Prescribed Burning 
	12,000-14,000

	Fireline Needs (miles)
	~ 20

	Acres of W/UI Treated
	1,100

	Miles of Road Decomissioning
	~25

	Miles of Temporary Road
	< 2


Public Involvement

The proposed action was developed in a collaborative process occurring over a two-year period and involving a number of individuals and organizations. The collaboration group included the Uncompahgre Plateau Project (UPP); several environmental organizations including the Black Canyon Audubon Society, Colorado Wild, and Western Colorado Congress; the Colorado State Forest Service; the Colorado Forest Restoration Institute at Colorado State University (CFRI); and the USDA Forest Service.

The project initiation letter was issued by the Ouray District Ranger in November of 2008.  The UPP sponsored the first of a number of public field trips to the project area beginning in November of 2007 when the restoration basis for the project was first determined.  The collaboration group met several times throughout the winter and spring of 2007/2008, establishing in May of 2008 a project mission statement, goals and objectives. CFRI worked with the group to complete a field assessment of historic forest conditions in the summer of 2008.  This effort generated a CFRI report titled “Historical Forest Structure on the Uncompahgre Plateau: Informing Restoration Prescriptions for Mountainside Stewardship” published in August of 2008. The collaboration group met in January of 2009 to refine the proposed action. The proposal was provided to the public and other agencies for comment in a scoping letter dated February 24, 2009, and was listed on the schedule of proposed actions on April 1, 2009.  

Several letters from interested publics were received in response to the proposed action.  There was support for a combination of commercial and mechanical treatments, along with support for having commercial harvest help pay for restoration and forest health treatments.  Biomass/renewable energy opportunities were supported, ie removing material from the site in order to create future utilization needs. There was also strong support for prescribed fire.  It was recommended that we be careful with prescribed fire or avoid about ¼ mile of “high tensil fence” south of Roubideau and it is our intent to do so.  We were asked to pay special attention to irrigation ditches and include them in our design features when implementation occurs. There was concern about log truck traffic and a need for a signing plan to provide for public safety.  A portion of the Tabeguache Trail is located within the project area and there is concern over the use of this trail by ATV’s.  A request to construct barriers including heavy timber and rocks to re-establish a single track is requested and will be incorporated into the project design. Trail #100 is present and a request was made to return the trail to its previous width as an ATV trail and recontour it to re-establish the winding nature of the trail.  These requests can also be accomplished with design criteria.   

Public comments also came from a joint letter prepared by several environmental organizations.  The letter requested additional information and analysis regarding community fire protection, windthrow, understory release, soil and watershed impacts, roads, snags, aspen browse, monitoring, economics, cumulative impacts, and public tours which we have addressed with modifications to the proposed action or discussed in our effects analysis.  Two unroaded mesas within the project area will not be treated at this time.  The areas will be utilized as an opportunity for control monitoring purposes and be included in the project monitoring.  Forest restoration involving mechanical treatment maybe evaluated in the future; however, these two sites will be deferred for now.  Finally, the letter requested a better understanding of the general types of prescriptions that will be employed, as well as the upper and lower bounds of the prescriptions.  This information has been included in the description of mechanical treatments included in the proposed action.   It is our intent to restore stands to a range of historical densities as described in the CFRI Report.  We will utilize group selection, individual tree selection, and unevenaged management prescriptions to meet desired densities.  As much as possible we will look at the historical densities within treated areas to determine post treatment stand density.

Issues


The Forest Service has developed the proposed action in a collaborative effort over a period of two years.  Partners in this process are the Uncompahgre Plateau Project, a number of interested citizens, environmental groups, and the Colorado Forest Restoration Institute – Colorado State University.  In the course of collaboration, all conflicts/issues concerning alternative uses of available resources have been resolved. In accordance with 36 CFR 220.7(b)(2)(i), this EA need only analyze the proposed action without consideration of additional alternatives.

Finding of No Significant Impact


After considering the environmental effects described in the EA, I have determined that these actions will not have a significant effect on the quality of the human environment considering the context and intensity of impacts (40 CFR 1508.27).  Thus, an environmental impact statement will not be prepared.  I base my finding on the following:

(a) Context. This means that the significance of an action must be analyzed in several contexts, such as society as a whole (human, national), the affected region, the affected interests, and the locality. Significance varies with the setting of the proposed action. For instance, in the case of a site-specific action, significance would usually depend upon the effects in the locale rather than in the world as a whole. Both short- and long-term effects are relevant (40 CFR 1508.27).
The disclosure of the effects in the EA found the proposed actions to be limited in context. The project area is limited in size and the activities are limited in duration. Effects are local in nature and are not likely to significantly affect regional or national resources.
(b) Intensity. This refers to the severity of impact. Responsible officials must bear in mind that more than one agency may make decisions about partial aspects of a major action. The following are considered in evaluating intensity (40 CFR 1508.27).
1. Environmental Effects - Environmental effects associated with the project are discussed in the Environmental Consequences section of the EA (17-34). These impacts are within the range of those identified in the Forest Plan and would not have significant impacts on resources identified and described in the EA.
2. Public Health and Safety – Forest restoration activities would be conducted in a safe manner to protect the public. Management activities similar to those described in the EA have occurred within other areas of the Forest without incident of issue with public health and safety. 
3. Unique Characteristics of the Area – The alternative would not impact the unique characteristics of the historical or cultural resources.  There are no park lands, prime farmlands, wetlands, wilderness, or wild and scenic rivers within the project area.    A determination of “may affect, not likely to adversely affect” was made for the Canada lynx and its habitat.  This finding was substantiated through informal consultation with the US Fish and Wildlife Service.  A concurrence letter from US Fish and Wildlife Service is on file, dated August 5, 2009.   

4. Controversy - The effects of the proposed action on the various resources is not considered to be highly controversial by professionals, specialists, and scientists from associated fields of range, wildlife biology, fisheries, hydrology, etc. Further, based on the limited amount of interest expressed in this project, I do not believe that there is significant controversy over the effects of this project. 
5. Uncertainty - Scoping did not identify highly uncertain, unique, or unknown risks. The technical analyses conducted for determinations of the impacts to the resources are supportable with the use of accepted techniques, reliable data, and professional judgment.  Therefore, I conclude that there are no highly uncertain, unique, or unknown risks associated with the alternatives. 
6. Precedent Setting Decision - This decision is like one of many that have previously been made and will continue to be made by Forest Service responsible officials regarding livestock grazing activities on National Forest System lands. The decision is within the scope of the Forest Plan and is not expected to establish a precedent for future actions. The decision does not represent a decision in principle about a future consideration.  
7. Cumulative Impact - There are no significant cumulative effects on the environment, either when combined with the effects created by past and concurrent projects, or when combined with the effects from natural changes taking place in the environment or from reasonably foreseeable future projects of this type. (EA pages 20, 21, 23, 25, 28, 32-34.)
8. Properties on or Eligible for the National Register of Historic Places; Significant Resources - A heritage resource inventory has been completed in the area. The State Historic Preservation Office concurred with this determination. (EA page 25).
9. Endangered or Threatened Species - The project would not adversely affect endangered or threatened species or their habitat. Refer to the Wildlife portion of the Environmental
Consequences section of the EA. (EA. 22-23)  Informal consultation was initiated with US Fish and Wildlife Service in May 2009.  A Letter of Concurrence from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service was received on August 5, 2009.  The letter concurred with a finding of “may affect, not likely to adversely affect” the Canada lynx.
10. Legal Requirements for Environmental Protection - This decision complies with other
Federal, State, or local laws and requirements imposed for the protection of the environment. 
Findings Required by Other Laws and Regulations
This decision to implement the Forest Restoration Project is consistent with the intent of the forest plan's long term goals and objectives. The project was designed in conformance with land and resource management plan standards and incorporates appropriate land and resource management plan guidelines for range, wildlife, riparian, heritage resources, fuels, timber, recreation, watershed, and socio-economics. 

Implementation Date

If no appeals are filed within the 45-day time period, implementation of the decision may occur on, but not before, 5 business days from the close of the appeal filing period.  When appeals are filed, implementation may occur on, but not before, the 15th business day following the date of the last appeal disposition.  

Administrative Review or Appeal Opportunities
This decision is subject to administrative review (appeal) pursuant to 36 CFR Part 215. 

The appeal must be filed by regular mail, FAX, email, hand-delivery, or express delivery with the Appeal Deciding Officer, U.S.D.A. Forest Service, rocky Mountain Region, 740 Simms, Golden, CO 80401.

The office business hours for those submitting hand-delivered appeals are:  8:00 a.m. – 4:30 p.m. Monday through Friday, excluding holidays. Electronic appeals must be submitted in a format such as an email message, plain text (.txt), rich text format (.rtf), or Word (.doc) to appeals-rocky-mountain-gmug@fs.fed.us.  In cases where no identifiable name is attached to an electronic message, a verification of identity will be required. A scanned signature is one way to provide verification.

Appeals, including attachments, must be filed within 45 days from the publication date of this notice.  The Montrose Daily Press, the newspaper of record, published in Montrose, Colorado is the exclusive means for calculating the time to file an appeal.  Those wishing to appeal this decision should not rely upon dates or timeframe information provided by any other source.  Attachments received after the 45 day appeal period will not be considered.  

Individuals or organizations who submitted substantive comments during the comment period specified at 36 CFR 215.6 may appeal this decision.  The notice of appeal must meet the appeal content requirements at 36 CFR 215.14.

Contact
For additional information concerning this decision or the Forest Service appeal process, contact Tim Garvey, IDT Leader, (970) 240 - 5300, Ouray Ranger District, 2505 S. Townsend, Montrose, Colorado  81401.

/s/___Tammy Randall Parker_______________
  08/31/2009

TAMERA K. RANDALL-PARKER
  Date

District Ranger

Ouray Ranger District 
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