Decision Memo

Warm Fire Reforestation Project

USDA Forest Service

Southwestern Region, R-3

North Kaibab Ranger District 

Kaibab National Forest

Coconino County, AZ
Background


The Warm Fire was started by a lightning strike on the west side of Arizona Highway 67 (map – Figure 1.) on June 8, 2006.  The fire met the criteria for wildland fire use, which occurs when an unplanned ignition is managed for resource benefits such as the reduction of surface fuel loading and restoring fire to an ecosystem.  This fire management plan was consistent with the Kaibab National Forest Land Management Plan (hereafter Forest Plan), Kaibab Fire Management Plan and the Federal Wildland Fire Management Policy.  The fire was managed under this policy for about 2.5 weeks treating approximately 18,000 acres of system lands.  Changing weather conditions on June 25, 2006 created erratic fire behavior and strong winds that pushed the fire outside the maximum manageable area (MMA).  The fire continued to burn an additional 40,000 acres under a suppression strategy until July 4, 2006, totaling over 58,000 acres.  The Burned Area Emergency Response (BAER) team, following the fire, identified roughly 17,300 acres as having high intensity and burn severity as it relates to soil and watershed conditions.

Many areas burned where fire suppression efforts took place were often stand-replacing.  Natural regeneration of these areas is not expected to occur adequately or quickly enough to reach the Forest’s desired future conditions.  Scientists agree that the current fire regime in southwestern ponderosa pine forests is outside of its historical range of variability (Fulé et al. 2004, 2003; Covington 2000).  Large stand-replacing fires often result in drastic changes to the understory (Bataineh et al. 2006) and overstory (Savage and Mast 2005; Allen et al. 2002), resulting in an undesired habitat type conversion.  Visual monitoring and assessment of unplanted areas following previous high severity stand replacing fires, such as the 1960 Saddle Mountain Fire, suggests that adequate reforestation is improbable without suitable augmentation planting. 

The sites chosen for planting were harvested in the 1980s as shelterwood and seed-tree cuts, leaving a few seed trees for reforestation.  The Warm Fire killed nearly all the seed trees left for reforestation as well as the regeneration surrounding them.  The fire intensity and severity has created a void or at least a poor distribution of potential seed sources, making the likelihood of natural reforestation highly unlikely.  There is a need to promote the desired forest structure and accelerate the recovery of habitat conditions for native wildlife species by planting viable conifer seedlings. 

Decision

I have decided to implement the Warm Fire Reforestation project on specified lands administered by the North Kaibab Ranger District on the Kaibab National Forest.  The project area involves 1,607 acres of severely burned land actively suppressed during the 2006 Warm Fire.  The designated planting units are located in section 4 of Township 36 North, Range 2 East, sections 12, 13, 16, 17, 20, 21, 22, 27, 28, 29, 30, 32, 33, 34, 35, 36 of Township 37 North, Range 2 East; and sections 19 and 30 in Township 37 North of Range 3 East (map – Figure 1).

Planting shall commence during the spring of 2008 and entail the manual planting of nursery started, one-year old indigenous seedlings.  Ponderosa pine seeds selected for sowing were collected from three elevation gradients on the Kaibab Plateau to increase the probability of their survival.  Hand site prep for tree planting will involve the removal of competing vegetation in a two-foot square.  Ponderosa pine and Douglas-fir seedlings will be planted at irregular spacing to achieve an estimated pre-European settlement condition for stocking levels and spacing mosaics (Moore et al. 2004; Rasmussen 1941; Lang & Stewart 1910) There is only a limited amount of Douglas-fir seedlings available; so they will be planted in areas of previous occurrence and selected Mexican spotted owl habitat units or areas as future seed sources.

General project information that promulgated the decision:

· There are no wetlands associated with this project.

· There are no Threatened or Endangered Species affected by this project.

· There are no Proposed, Candidate or Sensitive species affected by this project.

· There will be no temporary or permanent road construction to access the project area.

· There will be no motorized excavation equipment.

· There are no inventoried roadless areas in the project area.

· There has been suitable coordination with research groups

· There will be no impacts to known historic, cultural or archaeological sites associated with this project.

Based on environmental analysis and past experience, the effects of implementing this proposal will be limited in context and intensity resulting in little or no additional impacts to either the physical or biological components of the environment.  The project will have a predominately beneficial effect towards the recovery of the specified acres.  There are no mitigation requirements necessary to bring the Proposed Action in conformity with the Forest Plan.  Internal scoping along with a review of specialists’ reports supported this conclusion and external scoping concerns were not substantial enough to warrant additional analysis.  Therefore, this action is categorically excluded from documentation in an environmental impact statement or an environmental assessment.  The decision is appropriate in this situation because there are no extraordinary circumstances potentially having effects which may significantly affect or impact the environment.  Since the proposed project qualifies for a categorical exclusion, this Decision Memo is issued for the project under a specific category as described in FSH 1909.15, 31.2(5b).

Regeneration of an area to native tree species, including site preparation, which does not involve the use of herbicides, or result in vegetation type conversion.  Planting trees or mechanical seed dispersal of native tree species following a fire, flood or landslide.

Public Involvement


Public scoping efforts and comments are contained in the project file located at the North Kaibab Ranger District Office.  To identify potential issues and concerns, scoping was conducted with forest and district resource specialists, other federal and state resource specialists, environmental groups, tribal heritage resource specialists, and local community members.  The Agency also issued a news release on April 26, 2007 that was published in the Arizona Daily Sun, Flagstaff, Arizona.  The project proposal was provided to the public and other agencies for scoping on April 9, 2007 with a comment period through May 8, 2007.  A list of agencies and organizations contacted during scoping are included in Appendix A as part of this document.  Five comments were received during the public scoping period.  Three parties, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, the Arizona Game and Fish Department and the Center for Biological Diversity, expressed concerns ranging from habitat protection for threatened, endangered and sensitive (TES) species, expediting this project outside of the major Warm Fire analysis (EIS) to the actual need for manually replanting native trees.  The remaining commenter’s voiced only an interest to be kept informed as to the progress of the project and the other fully supported the reforestation project.  Each commenter, as a matter of courtesy, has been responded to in writing individually with respect to their concerns.

The references to TES species are for the Mexican spotted owl and the California condor.  The Warm Fire destroyed potential suitable habitat for both species even though neither species was known to use the area.  In anticipation for future use by these and other species, a mixture of ponderosa pine and Douglas-fir seedlings will be manually planted to expedite reforestation of the area.  This project was expedited and given precedence because it is important to take advantage of the natural site prep created by fire.  Early planting, especially in high severity burn areas that now lack sufficient duff material, litter and viable seed sources, increases the probability for seedling survival.  Natural aspen regeneration is already occurring in many locations following the fire however, natural conifer recruitment is lacking.  Exotic and noxious weed species will be monitored by Forest Service personnel.  Equipment and vehicle wash stations will be one method used to control the introduction of unwanted species.

The final concern questioned the need for planting and whether natural reforestation would occur over time, thus saving money.  They cite Shatford et al. (2007), which infers sufficient conifer regeneration is possible without manual planting following a stand-replacing fire.  However, the paper references dominate brush habitat type locations in southern Oregon and northern California, which have different responses to wildfires, compared to the dominant grass/forb habitat types of the Kaibab Plateau.  The article also makes clear that “managers must face the challenge of long regeneration periods and be able to accommodate high levels of variation across the landscape”. The Forest Plan does not accept long regeneration periods in areas that have a low potential for natural regeneration when there is a reasonable potential for planting success.  Surrogate analysis can be very informative and beneficial however, ecosystems at the stand level are unique and must be managed on an individual basis.  Additionally, the severity of the fire has to be acknowledged and accounted for when proposing natural revegetation.  Either a viable conifer seed or a viable seed source must be present or available to promulgate the re-growth of trees.  The severely burned acres specified for manual reforestation currently lack one or both of these attributes, making the potential for timely natural regeneration highly unlikely to non-existent.  

Findings Required by Other Laws

The Warm Fire Reforestation project complies with existing laws including, but not limited to the National Forest Management Act, the Endangered Species Act, and the Grand Canyon Game Preserve Act.  This decision is consistent with Forest Plan recommendations for the Mexican spotted owl and the northern goshawk management goals that seek to reduce habitat loss from stand-replacing wildfires (Forest Plan, pages 22-31) as well as timber resource operations and improvement guidelines (Forest Plan, page 43). 

Implementation Date

This project will be implemented in the spring of 2008 after the ground has thawed sufficiently.

Administrative Review or Appeal Opportunities

This decision is not subject to appeal per 36 CFR 215.12(f). 

Contact Person

For additional information concerning this decision or the Forest Service appeal process, contact G.T. “Todd” Allison, Environmental Coordinator, North Kaibab Ranger District, PO Box 248/430 South Main Street, Fredonia, AZ 86022, or phone 928-643-8143, gtallison@fs.fed.us.

  __________________________________________
___________

Timothy J Short
       Date

District Ranger
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APPENDIX A

	· US Fish and Wildlife Service Flagstaff Sub-office

	· Kaibab-Paiute Tribe

	· Forest Guardians

	· Grand Canyon Wildlands Council

	· Bureau of Land Management, Kanab Field Office

	· Arizona Wilderness Coalition

	· Garfield County Commission

	· Kaibab National Forest

	· Native Forest Network

	· Sierra Club - Plateau Chapter

	· Color Country Rural Alliance

	· Bureau of Land Management, Arizona Strip

	· Kane County Commission Chairman

	· Forest Conservation Council

	· Grand Staircase Escalante National Monument

	· Vermillion Services

	· Grand Canyon Trust

	· Kane County Resources  Development Committee

	· Flagstaff Activists Network

	· Larry Reidhead And Sons

	· Rich Family L.C. (dba Jacob Lake Inn)

	· Center For Biological Diversity

	· Arizona Game and Fish Department

	· Canyoneers Inc.

	· Skyline Forest Resources Inc.

	· Coconino County Board of Supervisors

	· Grand Canyon National Park


Disclaimer:

The Forest Service uses the most current and complete data it has available. GIS data and product accuracy may vary.  They may be:  developed from sources of differing accuracy, accurate only at certain scales, based on modeling or interpretation, incomplete while being created or revised, have represented features not in accurate geographic locations, etc.  The Forest Service makes no expressed or implied warranty, including warranty of merchantability and fitness, with respect to the character, function, or capabilities of the data or their appropriateness for any user's purposes.  The Forest Service reserves the right to correct, update, modify, or replace this geospatial information based on new inventories, new or revised information, and if necessary in conjunction with other federal, state or local public agencies or the public in general as required by policy or regulation. Previous recipients of the products may not be notified unless required by policy or regulation.  For more information, contact the Kaibab National Forest Supervisor's Office (800 South 6th Street, Williams, AZ, 86046, 928-635-8200).
The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in all its programs and activities on the basis of race, color, national origin, age, disability, and where applicable, sex, marital status, familial status, parental status, religion, sexual orientation, genetic information, political beliefs, reprisal, or because all or part of an individual’s income is derived from any public assistance program.  (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 to USDA, Director, Office of Civil Rights, 1400 Independence Avenue, S.W., Washington, DC 20250-9410, or call (800) 795-3272 (voice) or (202) 720-6382 (TDD).  USDA is an equal opportunity provider and employer.
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