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Decision Memo 

Fiscal Year 2008-2010 Prescribed Burning Project 

USDA Forest Service 
Oconee Ranger District, Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forest 

Putnam, Jasper, Jones, Greene, and Ogelthorpe Counties, Georgia 
 

DECISION 
 

Description of Decision 
 

My decision is to implement the actions proposed in my December 7, 2007 scoping 
letter entitled Fiscal Year 2008-2010 Prescribed Burning Project with the following 
modifications:   
1) The activities will be limited to those estimated for Fiscal Year 2008 (FY08) only.  

Approximately 22,000 acres are planned for burning out of the approximately 
22,000 acres proposed in Table 1 (more acres are proposed than planned to 
allow flexibility in adjusting to weather and site conditions). 

2) This decision will be appealable. 
3) Outyear prescribed burning programs for fiscal years 2009 and 2010 will be 

included in future NEPA proposals. 
 
Although burning is planned for approximately 20,000 acres in FY08, it is unlikely 
that goal will be met.  The Oconee Ranger District is in the midst of both a severe 
drought and a severe southern pine beetle (SPB) epidemic.  Burns included in this 
decision could occur at any time during the year, but are most likely to be 
accomplished March thru April.  Growing season burning will be further limited this 
year due to the expectation that the SPB infestation will be more active than last year 
and will limit the resources that are available for prescribed burning activities. 
 

 
REASONS FOR CATEGORICALLY EXCLUDING THE DECISION 
 
I have determined that this decision may be categorically excluded from documentation 
in an environmental impact statement or environmental assessment because it is within 
one of the categories identified by the U.S. Department of Agriculture in 7 CFR part 1b.3 
or one of the categories identified by the Chief of the Forest Service in Forest Service 
Handbook (FSH) 1909.15 sections 31.12 or 31.2, and there are no extraordinary 
circumstances related to the decision that may result in a significant individual or 
cumulative environmental effect.  My conclusion is based on information presented in 
this document and the entirety of the Planning Record. 
 
Category of Exclusion 
 
The project is within the category of exclusion Forest Service Handbook (FSH) 
1909.15, 31.2 (6) Timber stand and/or wildlife habitat improvement activities which 
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do no include the use of herbicides or do not require more than one mile of low 
standard road construction.  Examples included in the FSH in this section include 
prescribed burning to control understory hardwoods in stands of southern pine and 
prescribed burning to reduce natural fuel build-up and improve plant vigor. 
 
Actions Included in This Decision 
 
Actions include burning approximately 20,000 acres of predominantly pine stands on 
the Oconee Ranger District using both aerial and ground ignition.  Although natural 
and existing manmade firebreaks are utilized to the maximum extent possible, a 
small amount of new firebreak may be needed in isolated instances.  Additional 
information regarding each burn proposed is included in the burn plan for that unit.  
Attachment A includes vicinity maps for the areas proposed in this decision; site 
specific maps are included in the burn plans for each unit.  All standards in the 
Forest Plan will be utilized.  Georgia Best Management Practices (BMPs) for Forestry, 
Planning and Water Quality, and Streamside Management Zones (SMZs) will be 
implemented in all operations.  
 
Connected Actions  
 
There are none. 
 
Extraordinary Circumstances 
 
There are none known.  A biological evaluation and analysis of the effects on heritage 
resources is contained in the project file and indicates that there will be no effect on 
listed species or heritage resources.  Specifically, a majority of the actions identified 
in this decision will provide a benefit to the federally listed, endangered Red-
Cockaded Woodpecker (RCW) and will allow the Forest to move toward meeting the 
goals identified in the Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forests’ Land and Resource 
Management Plan and the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s Recover Plan for the 
species. 
 

 
PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT 

 
Public scoping included listing in the Forest's Schedule of Proposed Actions, and 
mailing 76 scoping letters to the District's mailing list.  A legal ad published in the 
Eatonton Messenger on December 13, 2007 initiated the 30 day notice and 
comment period for this action.  Four letters were received regarding this project on 
or before the close of the comment period (project file).  Two additional letters of 
support for the project were received after the close of the comment period.  A phone 
call was received on the project with no comments provided. 

 
Comments contained in those letters were considered in the analysis for this project 
and resulted in modification of the decision.  A response to comments received is 
contained in Attachment B. 
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FINDINGS REQUIRED BY AND/OR RELATED TO OTHER LAWS AND REGULATIONS 
 

My decision will comply with all applicable laws and regulations.   
 

 
ADMINISTRATIVE REVIEW OR APPEAL AND IMPLEMENTATION DATE 

 
This decision is subject to a higher level of administrative review or appeal pursuant 
to 36 CFR 215.8.   A written appeal, including attachments, must be postmarked or 
received within 45 days after the date this notice is published in the Eatonton 
Messenger.  The appeal shall be sent to Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forests, 
ATTN:  Appeal Deciding Officer, 1755 Cleveland Highway, Gainesville, GA  30501.  
Appeals may be faxed to (770) 297-3025.  Hand-delivered appeals must be received 
within normal business hours of 0900-1200, 1300-1600 Tuesday through Thursday.  
 
Appeals must meet the content requirements of 36 CFR 215.14.  If no appeal is 
received, implementation of this decision may occur on, but not before, 5 business 
days from the close of the appeal filing period.  If an appeal is received, 
implementation may not occur for 15 business days following the date of appeal 
disposition. 
 
 
CONTACT PERSON 

 
Further information about this decision can be obtained from District Ranger, Oconee 
Ranger District, 1199 Madison Road, Eatonton, GA 31024; (706) 485-1776, ext. 
102. 
 
SIGNATURE AND DATE 
 

 
      
/s/ Erin M. Bronk            1/24/08 

______________________________                                ____________________ 
ERIN M. BRONK                                                  Date  
District Ranger 
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The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in 
all its programs and activities on the basis of race, color, national origin, 
gender, religion, age, disability, political beliefs, sexual orientation, and 
marital or familial status.  (Not all prohibited bases apply to all programs.)  
Persons with disabilities who require alternative means for communication 
of program information (Braille, large print, audiotape, etc.) Should 
contact USDA's target center at 202-720-2600 (voice and TDD). 
 
To file a complaint of discrimination, write USDA, Director, Office of 
Civil Rights, Room 326-w, Whitten Building, 1400 Independence Ave. 
SW, Washington, DC 20250-9410 or call 202-720-5964 (voice or TDD). 
 
USDA is an equal opportunity provider and employer. 
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TABLE 1:  COMPARTMENTS AND ACRES PLANNED 
 
 

Compartment Acres County 
  

101 1,256 Jasper 
105 1,033 Jasper 
106 944 Jasper 
113 1,194 Jasper 
109 670 Jasper 
118 1,119 Jasper 

124,125,126 2,482 Jones 
130 993 Jones 
123 1,211 Jones 
141 1,487 Putnam 
133 739 Putnam 

140,145,139 1,859 Putnam 
143 687 Putnam 
144 1,957 Putnam 
160 1,040 Putnam 
151 651 Putnam 
148 1,372 Putnam 

157, 155 1,231 Putnam 
  

Total 21,925  
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ATTACHMENT A:  VICINITY MAPS 
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ATTACHMENT B:  RESPONSE TO COMMENTS 

 
A representative summary of some of the comments received and our response is as 
follows in no particular order: 
 
The need for prescribed burning outside of the Habitat Management Area (HMA) 
for the RCW is questioned.  Fuels buildup is a symptom of an unnaturally dense, 
monocultural forest.  The Forest Service instead needs to address the need for 
greater diversity of tree species. 
 
The areas outside of the HMA include pine, pine-hardwood, and hardwood management 
types.  While portions of the area are overstocked, fuel buildup in any forested area is 
natural regardless of the conditions.  In addition to direct removal of fuels, low intensity 
prescribed fires also increase the abundance and diversity of understory species which 
typically are slow to burn and help protect the forest from potential high intensity 
wildfires during the growing season, months when a high intensity wildfire would be 
most damaging.  Prescribed burning improves habitat for wildlife species outside of the 
HMA by eliminating undesirable species such as sweetgum and increasing the production 
of grasses and forbes .  Recent research indicates that encroachment of sweetgum and 
water oak in upland Piedmont stands due to past land use and disruption of fire regimes 
has had a negative effect on bird species diversity in particular.  There is a great deal of 
information on species diversity and effects of prescribed fire readily available on the 
internet.  The website at http://www.forestencyclopedia.net is a good place to start.  We 
agree that the diversity of tree species needs to be addressed, both within and outside of 
the HMA; that, however, is outside the scope of this decision.  Implementation of this 
decision will not forego any options for future management. 
 
Comments regarding burn frequency included:  1) burning the forest as frequently 
as we do is detrimental to soil fertility and doesn’t mimic desirable healthier historic 
conditions, and 2) burning on the 3-5 year cycle we currently employ is not often 
enough, does not mimic historic burn frequencies (not often enough) and has a 
detrimental effect on species diversity. 
 
Historic documentation for the area seems to indicate that the average fire interval for the 
period prior to 1840 was 2.6 years, the period of 1840 – 1915 was 1.2 years, and from 
1915 to the present has been 11.6 years.  The effect of the longer burning interval has 
resulted in a documented decrease in species diversity.  It has been pointed out to us that 
research indicates burning as infrequently as every 3-5 years is continuing to have a 
negative effect on species in the Piedmont uplands.  Prescribed burns are conducted 
according to strict prescriptions which limit the amount and duration of effect on air 
quality.  The soils in this area were highly degraded by the time of Forest Service 
acquisition with much of the top soil layer missing.  A return to historic conditions 
predating the period of heavy and degrading agricultural use isn’t feasible in the near 
term.  Decades of forest management have greatly improved soil fertility in the area.  
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Low intensity prescribed fire does not have a detrimental effect on soil fertility; 
conversely, it allows a more rapid release of nutrients into the soil. 
 
Tax dollars shouldn’t be spent increasing understory diversity for common species, 
even as a by-product.  Proper inventories of existing sensitive, rare and endangered 
species should be conducted and used as a guiding factor. 
 
Managing for a full range of native and other desired species is a goal stated in our 
Forest’s Land and Resource Management Plan.  Inventories for sensitive, rare and 
endangered species are conducted as part of the analysis for all proposed projects.  
 
Limit adverse affects to waterways and watersheds.  Don’t initiate fire in riparian 
areas, particularly 2.B.2 management areas. 
Increase growing season burning as it lessens the impact on bottomlands and 
provides a more natural fire regime.  Protect high quality stands of mesic 
hardwoods and canebrakes. 
 
No negative effects are expected to waterways or watersheds as a result of the prescribed 
fire program.  BMP’s are followed in reseeding firelines.  Little soil movement has been 
documented as a result of prescribed burning in the Piedmont region.  While fire is not 
typically initiated in riparian areas, it is also not eliminated.  Typically, by burning under 
strict moisture regimes, riparian areas retain enough moisture to extinguish low intensity 
prescribed fires before they proceed very far and without the use of man-made firebreaks.  
Although we agree that additional burning in the growing season would be desirable, we 
are limited by such factors as temperature, economics, availability of resources, and 
increased smoke production from green vegetation. 
 
Maps should have been included (as opposed to “by request”) with the scoping 
notice for review. 
 
We did not include the maps in an effort to save paper on the initial mailing.  We will 
look at alternate means of making the maps more readily available in the future such as 
the Forest website. 
 
This decision should be subject to appeal under Earth Island Institute vs. Rudenbeck. 
 
That is correct.  This decision memo and the legal advertisement which initiates the 
appeal period reflect that. 
 
 
 
 

 


