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This is my recommendation, as Appeal Reviewing Officer, on the action you should take as Appeal Deciding Officer regarding the pending appeal of the 2007 Revised Sitka Access and Travel Management Environmental Assessment Decision Notice (DN) and Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI).  Appeal # 08-10-05-0002 A215 was filed by Andrew Swanson under appeal regulations found at 36 CFR 215.

The decision made by the Sitka District Ranger authorized methods, seasons and locations of road and trail access, road maintenance levels, and miles of roads and trails to remain open to travel within the Sitka Ranger District. The Selected Alternative provides for passenger vehicle access, Off Highway Vehicle (OHV) access, bicycle and pedestrian access, as well as camping opportunities.  The project area encompasses the entire ranger district, which includes Baranof Island, Kruzof Island, and the southern portion of Chichagof Island, and is bounded on the west by the Gulf of Alaska, and on the east by Chatham Strait.

The appeal applies to the decision by the Sitka Ranger District to authorize the closure of certain roads and areas to off-highway vehicle (OHV) and other motorized vehicle access, in places where subsistence activities may occur.  The decision covers 1.8 million acres and approximately 372 miles of road on the Sitka Ranger District, Tongass National Forest in Southeast Alaska, including roads crossing private lands and for which the government does hold an easement.   

Background

Access and travel management planning was initiated on the Sitka Ranger District in 1999.  Between 2002 and 2005, the Sitka Ranger District undertook four Roads Analysis Processes (RAPs): the South Chichagof Roads Analysis, the Baranof Island Roads Analysis, the Kruzof Islands Roads Analysis, and the Indian River Roads Analysis.  Their purpose was to develop information and make recommendations that were critical to the management of safe, affordable and efficiently managed road systems that were responsive to the needs and desires of the public.  The analyses incorporated natural resource issues identified during Road Condition Surveys conducted throughout the District, specifically targeting those places where culverts, stream crossings and erosion was creating resource degradation and/or public safety concerns.   


In order to comply with the 2005 Final Rule for Travel Management: Designated Routes and Area for Motor Vehicle Use, the Sitka Ranger District began an Access and Travel Management environmental analysis (ATM) in 2005, incorporating information learned in developing the four previously mentioned RAPs.  The ATM identified subsistence and other uses as public concerns regarding National Forest System lands, acknowledging that these activities were affected when taking into account the underlying access management concerns of budgets, public health and safety, and natural resource protection.  

Extensive public scoping included notice of the proposed project in the quarterly Schedule of Proposed Actions, and the production and mailing of a scoping brochure for the project which was sent to 471 interested parties.  A total of 125 responses were received, all but one of which came from within Alaska.  In addition, the District held meetings, published multiple public notices, and created a website dedicated to the environmental assessment, from which 16 responses were collected.  Other agency and tribal contacts were made as well.  

Throughout the roads analyses and environmental assessment compilation, consideration was given for access to subsistence resources.  In 2006, the document entitled the “Sitka Access and Travel Management Environmental Assessment” incorporated the findings and recommendations from prior roads analyses.  The document was mailed to 167 contacts from the public and private sectors.  Legal notice of the decision was published in the Daily Sitka Sentinel on January 3, 2006.  A total of 44 responses were received as a result.  

Based on budgetary considerations and to incorporate additional information from subsistence hearings held in affected communities, the District revised the document by developing a new alternative (Alternative 4).  An announcement was published in the Daily Sitka Sentinel on March 28 and March 30, 2007.  Public Service Announcements and public meetings were also used to disseminate information about the project, and approximately 60 people attended meetings in Tenakee Springs and in Sitka.

The Revised Sitka Access and Travel Management EA was sent to 46 interested parties who had commented on the original environmental analysis document, and announcements of revised environmental assessments availability and location on the web were sent to 132 others who had provided comments or shown interest in the project.   Twenty-eight responses were received as a result.

Subsistence hearings were held in Tenakee Springs, Angoon and Sitka on September 5 and 6, 2007.  There were no attendees in Angoon, but Tenakee and Sitka had 29 attendees combined, 6 of whom provided testimony.  The Forest Service has a summary of comments and responses attached to and made a part of the Record of Decision and Finding of No Significant Impact for this project.

My review of this appeal is pursuant to 36 CFR 215.19.  In forwarding my recommendation, I have considered carefully the appeal and the project planning record in light of the objections raised by the appellant and his request for relief.  The Sitka Ranger District prepared documentation supporting the Deciding Officer’s decision, keyed to specific points raised by the appellant.  I have reviewed this information and additionally, my recommendation hereby incorporates by reference the entire administrative record for the project.  

The appellant listed several issues in his appeal of the Sitka Access and Travel Management Environmental Analysis.  I have considered all the issues contained in his appeal and believe they are adequately addressed in the following discussion:

Issue 1

False Island road system roads 75471, 7548, 75482, and 7547 are supposedly to be closed due to rotten log bridges; however they are steel bridges with wood decking.   

Discussion

It is not clear how the appellant determined that these roads would be closed and bridges removed as part of the current decision.  In the 2007 Revised Sitka ATM Environmental Assessment, the appellant is directed to page 14, where Figure 3 shows previous road closures for Road 7547, 7548 at milepost 1.608, road 75471 and 75482.  The 2006 Sitka Access and Travel Management Environmental Assessment shows a previous closure of a portion of Road 7547 on page 2-18 of the document.  The South Chichagof Island Roads Analysis Area (SCIRAA) document, completed in 2002, shows that these roads have been closed since that time.  Furthermore, the SCIRAA includes a chart of roads with stringer bridges.  None of the roads in question appears on the Table B-1, Log Stringer Bridges found on page 15 of that document.   

Issue 2

There is no reason in print for removing bridges or closing these [above mentioned] bridges or roads.  If moving the bridges to Prince of Wales Island is the reason for closing the roads, I find it hard to believe that moving, transporting, and reinstalling bridges is cheaper than building new ones.

Discussion

The proposal to remove bridges that will then be sent to Prince of Wales Island is not a part of the 2007 Revised Sitka ATM Environmental Assessment.  I do not find information addressing this issue in the document.  The roads in question were already closed or partially closed prior to this planning effort.  Please refer to both the 2007 Environmental Assessment and the South Chichagof Island Roads Analysis (2002) for further discussion of these road closures.

Issue 3

I believe there is no good or equitable reason for closing these roads or removing bridges.

Discussion

Please see the responses to the previous two issue statements.  The 2007 Sitka ATM discusses a number of reasons for establishing road closures including public health and safety, budget constraints, protection of resources, and compliance with State requirements for stream crossings.   The roads in question, however, have been closed or partially closed to public traffic (Operation Maintenance Level I) for at least 5 years.

Recommendation

There appears to be some confusion on the part of the appellant regarding which roads are open to public traffic, and those that have had partial or full closures for some time.  After a review of the appellant’s points and the administrative record for the project, I have concluded that the project record is sufficient to support the Deciding Officer’s decision with respect to the issues raised in this appeal.  Based on my review of the project administrative record, I believe the EA and DN/FONSI meet all applicable requirements of law, regulation and policy and I recommend that you affirm the Deciding Officer’s decision.   

	
	

	/s/ Jason C. Anderson
	 

	JASON C. ANDERSON
	 

	District Ranger
	 

	
	

	 
	 

	 
	 

	 
	 


cc:  Karen Iwamoto   
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