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South Guadalupe Restoration Project

INTRODUCTION
The Guadalupe Ranger District Interdisciplinary Team (IDT) has reviewed existing conditions in the South Guadalupe Restoration Project (Project) area. From this review, the IDT has identified opportunities to begin transitioning toward the desired conditions for the Project area, as outlined in the Lincoln National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan, as amended (Forest Plan), the Southwestern National Forests’ Region 3 Central Priority Strategy and the Lincoln National Forest 2005 Capability Assessment. 

The Project area is approximately 20,500 acres in size, and is located in Eddy County on National Forest System lands on the south half of the Guadalupe Ranger District. The Project area occurs within various sections in Townships 24-25 South, Ranges 21-23 East and is located within Management Area (MA) 3C (Dark Canyon), as described in the Forest Plan (Attachment 1). The southern boundary of the project area is Guadalupe Ridge, and the northern and western boundary is a combination of Forest Road 540, other forest roads, and unnamed ridge tops. The Project is located within the Dark Canyon 5th Code hydrologic watershed. All or portions of five private land parcels are contained within its boundaries.
Forest Plan Direction & Other Applicable Guidance
The Forest Plan provides primary direction for all management activities on the Lincoln National Forest. As stated in the Forest Plan, MA 3C is to be managed for dispersed recreation, cave preservation, range, wildlife habitat management and fuelwood production. Prescribed fire is listed as an appropriate tool to achieve resource management objectives including wildlife habitat improvement. Managing woodlands for a supply of pinyon-juniper fuelwood is also specifically listed for this MA. In addition to MA-specific direction, the Forest Plan also provides Forest-wide management direction in the form of standards and guidelines. Based on a careful review of the Forest Plan standards and guidelines and direction specific to MA 3C, the IDT has determined that the Project meets the intent of the Forest Plan. 
The Project’s proposed actions are consistent with Forest Service Southwestern Region 3 priorities. Current forest and rangeland conditions in the Southwest indicate that these systems are not functioning properly, due in part to unnaturally high tree densities (USFS, Southwestern Region – Regional Strategic Action Plan 2003), and that they are therefore at risk for unnaturally large and severe wildfires. This situation has been the impetus for the creation of the National Fire Plan, the Southwestern National Forests’ Region 3 Central Priority objectives, and the 2008 Eddy County Community Wildfire Protection Plan (CWPP), among others. Restoring ecological functionality of Southwestern forests and rangelands, contributing to economic vitality of communities, and helping to protect communities adjacent to national forests are three key priorities of the Southwestern National Forest Regional Strategic Action Plan. The Project addresses these key elements. 
Purpose and Need for Action 

The overall need for the Project is to improve forest health and decrease the potential for high-intensity, stand-replacing wildfire. In order to determine site specific need for action in the Project area, existing and desired conditions for both pinyon-juniper woodland and ponderosa pine vegetation types have been described and compared, as summarized below. 

The purpose or goal of the Project is to propose management activities that would meet or strive toward desired condition(s) objectives, stated as site specific need. Project objectives are consistent with Forest Plan direction for MA 3C, the Southwestern National Forests’ Region 3 Central Priority objectives, the Lincoln National Forest 2005 Capability Assessment, and the 2008 Eddy County Community Wildfire Protection Plan.
Desired Conditions
Composition and Structure

Pinyon-juniper woodlands and ponderosa pine forests within the project area include a mosaic of tree size classes and tree densities. Multiple age classes are represented with large areas of open, native grassy meadows between scattered, large trees. Clumps of trees within openings are represented where tree crowns are interlocking.  Snags and/or trees with cavities or scars and large downed logs are represented, but small woody debris is not common. Dwarf mistletoe is present across the area but is not widespread. Native shrubs and herbaceous species are common and ground cover is adequate to reduce soil loss and provide forage for wildlife and livestock. High-quality habitat is available for populations of mule deer, plain titmouse and pygmy nuthatch and special status species habitats are provided and protected. 

Fire Regime

Pinyon-juniper woodlands and ponderosa pine stands within the project area experience frequent, low intensity, surface fires, more typical of historic fire patterns. Native herbaceous vegetation is prevalent and is the primary source for carrying fire, along with light needle cast and oak leaf accumulations. Ladder fuels are limited so that ground fires do not easily move into the crowns of large, mature trees. In most areas, the density of small, younger trees is low and trees are spaced so that fire would not easily move into the crowns. Lands within the Wildland Urban Interface (WUI) surrounding private land with existing structures have low fuel loading, well-spaced trees and provide the ability for firefighters to safely fight a fire if needed. The distribution of fire regime condition classes1 across the project area is similar to historic distributions with about 70 percent of the project area in condition class 1 and 30 percent in condition class 2.
Existing Conditions

Composition and Structure 

Pinyon-juniper woodlands and ponderosa pine stands within the Project area are dense (in some areas density is in excess of 500 trees/acre) and comprised primarily of small diameter trees, with little variation in size or age classes. Scattered, large ponderosa pine trees primarily occur on north- and east-facing slopes and in drainage bottoms. Small pinyon and juniper trees are common and are encroaching into ponderosa pine stands. Dwarf mistletoe in ponderosa pine is prevalent. While native grasses are abundant in some areas, many areas are lacking in density and diversity of native, cool-season bunch grasses, providing limited forage for wildlife and livestock. Soil loss has been observed in some areas during summer storm events due to a lack of herbaceous cover. Ladder fuels and interlocking crowns are common. 
1Fire Regime Condition Class is an interagency, standardized tool for determining the degree of departure from reference condition vegetation, fuels and disturbance regimes. Assessing fire regime condition classes helps guide management objectives and set priorities for treatments that will move toward a more natural, fire-adapted ecosystem. The majority of the project area (90%) is currently in fire regime condition class 2 and 3. This indicates that there is a high degree of departure from natural conditions.  

Habitat for the two pinyon-juniper woodland management indicator species (as described in the Forest Plan), plain (juniper) titmouse and mule deer, is less than optimal. Large trees with natural cavities, preferred by the plain titmouse, are lacking. This is thought to be due in part to the cutting of large trees in the past for fuelwood, posts, and poles, and the lack of fire that has contributed to the existing small tree density; this prevents suitable or high quality large trees from developing. High quality plain titmouse habitat persists in isolated pockets in remote, steep and rugged areas within the project area, surrounded by expanses of dense, small diameter woodlands unsuitable for this species. High quality habitat for the mule deer exists in relatively large patches within the project area, but is declining as tree density increases and favored browse species (e.g. mountain mahogany, silk tassel, oak brush) decline due to a lack of fire and an increase in tree density.

Habitat for the ponderosa pine management indicator species, pygmy nuthatch, is also less than optimal. The pygmy nuthatch prefers forests with large trees and snags, and these characteristics are lacking in the Project area. This is thought to be due in part to the selective cutting of large ponderosa pine trees in the past for saw timber and the lack of fire that has contributed to the existing density of small-diameter ponderosa pine and proliferation of pinyon and juniper; this prevents suitable or high quality large trees from developing. High quality pygmy nuthatch habitat, once widespread particularly in bottomlands, persists in very rare, isolated pockets in remote, steep and rugged areas within the Project area, surrounded by expanses of dense, small diameter woodlands unsuitable for this species.
Fire Regime 

Vegetation in the Project area has not burned in at least the last thirty years, with the exception of approximately 3,100 acres in five relatively small areas, including the Hooper (1989), Double (1989), Big (1990), Hidden (2002) and Lookout (2007) wildfire boundaries. Surrounding areas have experienced large, high severity wildfires where vegetation in many areas has been completely removed, resulting in soil loss and removal of or change in habitat for existing wildlife populations. Fuel loading is greater than desired in the Project area due to the high density of small trees and ladder fuels. The distribution of fire regime condition classes is also far from desired (10 percent is in condition class 1, 60 percent is in condition class 2 and 30 percent of the area is in condition class 3).  The Project area is at risk of high severity fire, considering all of these factors.
Based on the difference between existing and desired conditions in the Project area, the IDT has determined that there is a need for: 

· Reducing risk of high severity wildfire and lessening the likelihood of sustained crown fires in pinyon-juniper woodland and ponderosa pine forest;
· Reducing existing tree density (overstocking) in pinyon-juniper woodland and ponderosa pine forest;
· Maintaining and improving ponderosa pine forests and reducing susceptibility to dwarf mistletoe and other insects and disease;
· Improving wildlife habitat;
· Reducing soil loss and improving watershed conditions; and
· Reducing fuels to lower potential for damaging fire behavior within the WUI, especially directly adjacent to private property with existing structures.
Proposed Action
The use of mechanical thinning treatments and prescribed fire is proposed to meet the purpose and need for action and to move the 20,500 acre South Guadalupe Restoration Project area toward desired conditions. Proposed actions would be implemented over a 10 year period, projected to start after a decision is signed in fall/winter of 2009. Approximately 18,300 acres of both mechanical thinning and prescribed fire treatments are proposed within the Project area (Attachment 2).

Mechanical Thinning

Mechanical treatments are proposed for a total of approximately 8,100 acres. Of this, approximately 1,500 acres would occur outside areas proposed for prescribed burning and the remainder would occur in conjunction with prescribed burn treatments. 

Chainsaws would be the primary method used to remove trees. Other specialized equipment or methods designed for thinning purposes (such as an agri-axe, chipper, or masticator) that can cut, chip or shred treated fuels on site may also be used to thin trees where terrain, road access, and soil conditions allow. Equipment use can result in ground disturbance, however; consequently, areas where specialized equipment could be used would be carefully selected to minimize soil and secondary vegetation impacts, as well as to minimize or eliminate the need for rehabilitation and protective measures (e.g. water barring). 

Thinning reduces forest competition, reduces stand density and ladder fuels, increases diversity, and is also intended to increase the longevity of larger, older trees in treatment units. These changes would improve watershed and soil conditions, forage production, and wildlife habitat. Due to the site-specific variability in proposed treatment areas, specific prescriptions for each area would be developed at the time of implementation; however, it is anticipated that, for pinyon juniper woodland areas, groups of trees would be selected for removal in a mosaic pattern across the landscape, mimicking the results of a naturally occurring fire regime. Selection for removal would be dependent on density of age class, species, and size. The target prescription size for removal would be 7 inches (diameter at root collar) and below for gray oak, 10 inches (diameter at root collar) and below for juniper and 7 inches (diameter at breast height) and below for pinyon pine. Other deciduous species, such as Chinkapin oak, maple, dogwood, and Texas madrone would not be removed. Clumps of trees (where no trees would be removed) would be left in treatment areas, as would occur under a naturally occurring fire regime. These clumps would benefit wildlife and provide key habitat such as hiding and fawning cover for mule deer. Thinned areas would be designed to mimic a more natural distribution of tree size and age class.  In addition to clumps and preserved areas, individual large and/or healthy developing trees would be retained throughout thinning areas to provide cover, habitat connectivity and shading. Snags would be retained except where there are safety hazards. When selecting which trees to retain, the order of preference would be Douglas fir, ponderosa pine, oak, pinyon pine and juniper. 

For ponderosa pine areas, large trees (greater than 9 inches diameter at breast height) would be favored over smaller trees while enhancing an uneven-aged structure. Healthy and vigorously growing trees without dwarf mistletoe or other insects or disease would be retained. Trees with lower vigor and higher levels of insects or disease would be removed. Leave clumps would consist of at least three trees with interlocking crowns and range up to five acres in size. Snags would be retained except where there are safety hazards. When selecting which trees to retain, the order of preference would be Douglas fir, ponderosa pine, oak, pinyon pine and juniper. 

Mechanical thinning would be limited to areas with slopes less than 30 percent. No mechanical treatments are proposed for slopes over 30 percent.

Some areas have the potential for fuelwood harvest (Attachment 2). These areas would meet the intent of the above generalized prescription, but would provide the opportunity for local residents and/or commercial use fuelwood operators to assist the Forest Service in removing trees to meet Project objectives while also providing firewood. 

Non-merchantable, small diameter cut trees and slash that are not desirable for firewood could be treated in any of the following ways: 1) removed and hauled away for processing off-site as woody biomass (for such things as production of wood pellets, mulch products or animal bedding); 2) piled on site and burned; 3) piled and left to provide wildlife cover; 4) hauled to an accessible area and provided to local residents; 5) chipped and scattered on site; or 6) lopped and scattered to provide short-term ground cover to carry a low-intensity fire and increase herbaceous growth.  

Prescribed Burning

Prescribed burning would be used on approximately 16,730 acres, staggered over a 10 year period. Prescribed burns would typically be conducted in the spring and fall. The Project area has been divided up into 10 proposed individual burn units based on existing terrain, fence lines, roads, trails and slopes. Depending on site-specific conditions, from one to up to 2-3 units could be burned per year.

Prescribed burning reduces fuel loading, consumes build up of forest debris and litter, promotes growth of browse species, encourages grass and forb growth, and thins smaller trees (ladder fuels). This reduces wildland fire behavior and the negative effects from high intensity wildfire, while improving watershed and soil conditions, forage production, and wildlife habitat. Burning operations would be accomplished by following a prescribed burn plan that meets land management objectives and public concerns. A site-specific burn and smoke management plan would be developed for the Project and implemented to minimize the potential for adverse resource impacts and effects of smoke on nearby communities and the public.

Where mechanical thinning units overlap with burn units, prescribed burning would be used after thinning to reduce increased dead and down woody material created from the mechanical thinning and begin to reintroduce a more natural fire regime to the ecosystem. Burning would be used again in the mechanically-thinned areas 2-5 years after thinning treatments to reduce fuel build up and re-sprouting. 

Prescribed burning is also proposed for some areas that are not suitable for mechanical thinning. In these areas, fire would be the only tool used to begin to transition the area toward desired conditions and would only be used where appropriate to meet project objectives.

Application of prescribed burning would occur when conditions are favorable to meet land management objectives. The timing and frequency of prescribed burning would be based on build up of fuels and historic fire return intervals. 

To ensure fire stays within burn boundaries, burn boundaries would be established along existing ridgelines, roads and trails and other features that provide natural fire breaks. In situations where additional breaks are necessary or to reinforce a natural barrier, black lining would be used. Black lining entails fire crews strategically igniting fire using drip torches along the burn unit boundary to consume ground fuels, followed closely by a crew using flappers (large branches or hand tools specific for this purpose) to put the fire out. This creates a black line that serves as a fire break. Construction of hand line (fire crews using rakes and pulaskis to create a fire break of bare soil) is difficult in the terrain and soil type present in the Project area and would only be used in limited situations where black lining is not feasible. No dozer line would be constructed for the Project.

Wildland Urban Interface Treatment around Select Private Land Boundaries

Treatments within the WUI around two private land parcels (McCollum Ranch and an adjacent parcel, in the center of the Project area) are proposed to reduce fuels on a strip of Forest Service land approximately 500 feet wide adjacent to the property boundary. A combination of chainsaw thinning and prescribed fire treatments on approximately 270 acres (as a subset of the area proposed for mechanical treatment) is proposed around these private land parcels to reduce existing ladder and ground fuels and provide for low intensity fire behavior. These zones create corridors in which fire hazard is reduced to allow fire fighters relatively safe access for wildland fire suppression activities and to allow for increased fire-fighting options to reduce fire severity before it reaches residences and structures. 

Only existing roads would be used to implement this Project. No new permanent or temporary roads would be constructed; however, it is anticipated that some user-developed access may be created in certain areas when fuelwood harvest areas are accessed with private vehicles. Access to fuelwood within authorized harvest areas would be carefully selected to minimize soil and secondary vegetation impacts and to avoid impacts to sensitive resources such as archeological sites, should resource concerns requiring protection be identified during project planning or implementation. If user-developed access results in resource impacts, these areas would be rehabilitated (e.g. raked, brushed, seeded or a combination of these or similar methods) upon completion of the Project. 

List of Attachments

1 – Project Vicinity Map 
2 – Proposed Action Map 
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