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Errata Sheet  

The “Final Environmental Impact Statement for the Perk-Grindstone Fuel Reduction Project” 
consists of the draft EIS (December 2007), together with this appendix C. A final environmental 
impact statement (EIS) cover page is also available. Comments received on the draft EIS were 
thoroughly considered in preparing this final EIS. Changes to the EIS in response to comments 
are confined to the minor corrections and additions contained in this errata sheet and response to 
comments appendix, which hereby become part of the “Final Environmental Impact Statement 
for the Perk-Grindstone Fuel Reduction Project” (in accordance with 36 CFR 1503.4(c)).  

Errata 
The following corrections apply to references cited in the EIS: 

Pages 63 and 204: change Conkin to Conklin, for the Conklin and Armstrong 2002 citation. 

Page 82: change 1996 to 1986 in the forest plan citation, U.S. Forest Service 1986:206A-E. 

Page 174: replace (citation) with (BC Forest Safety Council 2007) for the missing citation.  

Pages 215-217: move the U.S. Forest Service citations to follow the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service citations so that they are in proper alphabetical order. 

Pages 203 and 210: add the following citations that were used on page 146 of the EIS:  

Andreu, J., J. Capilla, and E. Sanchis 1996. Aquatool, a generalized decision-support system for 
water resources planning and operational management. Journal of Hydrology 
(Amsterdam) 177:3-43-4: 269-291. 

Kutiel, P. and M. Inbar 1993. Fire impacts on soil nutrients and soil erosion in a Mediterranean 
pine forest plantation. Catena, 20:1/21/2, 1993. 

Pages 203-218: add the following new citations, in conjunction with the Agency responses to 
comments contained within this EIS appendix.  

Beukema, S. J., E. D. Reinhardt, W. A. Kurz, and N. L. Crookston. 2000. An overview of the fire 
and fuels extension to the forest vegetation simulator pages 80-85 in L. F. 
Neuenschwander, K. C. Ryan, and G. E. Gollberg, editors. Joint Fire Science Conference 
and Workshop Proceedings: “Crossing the Millennium: Integrating Spatial Technologies 
and Ecological Principles for a New Age in Fire Management,” June 15-17, 1999, Boise, 
ID. University of Idaho and the International Association of Wildland Fire, Moscow, ID 
and Fairfield, WA. 

Crookston, N. L., and G. E. Dixon 2005. The forest vegetation simulator: A review of its 
structure, content, and applications. Computers and Electronics Agriculture 49: 60-80. 

Frey, F. K. 2007. Density and habitat of red squirrel in five study areas on Lincoln National 
Forest, New Mexico. A final report. Available at forest headquarters. 

New Mexico Environment Department 2006. Total maximum daily load for Rio Hondo 
watershed, Lincoln County, New Mexico. Final report. 
www.nmenv.state.nm.us/swqb/RioHondo (accessed online 2/21/08). 

http://www.nmenv.state.nm.us/swqb/RioHondo-LincolnCounty/index.html
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Upper Rio Hondo Watershed Coalition 2004. Watershed Restoration Action Strategy. 
www.nmenv.state.nm.us/swqb/RioHondo (accessed online 2/21/08).  

West, 2005. The 2004-2005 bird population studies in the Sacramento and White Mountains of 
the Lincoln National Forest, Lincoln and Otero Counties, New Mexico. 52 pp. 

 

Page 17:  Insert the following subheading and paragraph after “Public Involvement,” to clarify 
how the Forest Service complied with legal and regulatory requirements for government-to-
government consultation and coordination with potentially affected tribes. 

Government-to-Government  
Consultation and Coordination 
The Mescalero-Apache Tribe was identified early in the process as an Indian Tribe that would be 
potentially affected by the proposed project. Other potentially affected tribes were contacted, but 
did not express interest in further consultation on this project. The Mescalero-Apache Reservation 
land immediately surrounds the south and west sides of the Perk-Grindstone project area. 
Consultation with this tribe on the proposed project began with a Bureau of Indian Affairs-
sponsored field trip to the planning area on April 27, 2005. On November 10, 2005, the planning 
team again met with representatives from the tribe and BIA to further discuss the proposal and its 
alternatives. Throughout 2006 and 2007, the Forest Service and tribal representatives coordinated 
about this project through their joint participation at monthly meetings of the Greater Ruidoso 
Area Wildland-Urban Interface Working Group. The proposed Perk-Grindstone project was a key 
topic at the monthly working group meetings. In addition, on October 25, 2006, March 15 and 23, 
2007, and February 8, 2008, the Forest Service held separate meetings with the tribe to further 
coordinate and consult on the proposed project. Issues raised by the tribe focused on the need to 
closely coordinate fuel reduction projects on neighboring Forest Service and tribal lands, and 
their need to use a road in the project area to access future fuel treatment areas on the reservation.     

http://www.nmenv.state.nm.us/swqb/RioHondo-LincolnCounty/index.html
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Response to Comments

A Federal Register notice announcing the availability of the draft EIS for public review and 
comment was published on December 28, 2007. A total of 16 letters were received within the 45-
day comment period that ended on February 11, 2008. Letter 5 was postmarked after the close of 
the comment period; therefore, it was considered but removed from this appendix.  

The table below shows the letters received by letter number, name of the group or individual who 
commented, and the type of agency or interest group.  

Letter 
Number Commenter Interest Group 

1 B. Sachau Individual 

2 Wild Earth Guardians Conservation Organization 

3 State of New Mexico, Department of Game and Fish State Agency 

4 U.S. Department of the Interior, Fish and Wildlife Service Federal Agency 

(5) (letter omitted from this appendix, due to late submission; 
available in the project record) --------------------- 

6 New Mexico Forest and Watershed Restoration Institute Research Organization 

7 Environmental Protection Agency Federal Agency 

8 Department of the Army, Corps of Engineers Federal Agency 

9 Mescalero Apache Tribe Sovereign Tribe 

10 Village of Ruidoso Local Government 

11 Ruidoso Valley Chamber of Commerce Chamber of Commerce 

12 Greater Ruidoso Area Wildland-Urban Interface Working 
Group Community Group 

13 Ruidoso River Association, Inc. Conservation Organization 

14 Roger Q. Allen Individual 

15 Cap Naegle Individual 

16 Jace Ensor Individual 

17 Walter Dueease Individual 

 
 
This document includes the complete text of each comment letter received during the comment 
period. The handwritten numbers in the left-hand margins of each letter indicate the assigned 
letter and comment number. The comment and response sections that follow each letter contain 
abbreviated versions or excerpts of the comments, particularly for the more detailed letters. 
Readers may want to refer back to the complete letter for additional detail about the comment.  



Response to Comments 

4 Appendix C, Errata Sheet and Response to Comments, FEIS, Perk-Grindstone Fuel Reduction Project 

Letter 1: B. Sachau 

 

Comment 1.1 – Global Warming 
This will exacerbate global warming since trees and vegetation keep the earth cool. I do not 
believe this tree cutting is in the best interest of anybody but timber barons, but then they seem to 
influence what is done with our forests - to the destruction of the forest health. I oppose this plan. 
The forest should stay intact. The trees make oxygen. They keep the place cooler. They hold water. 
It is in everybody’s best interests to keep this timber standing. 

Response 1.1 
We agree that trees and other vegetation play an important ecological role in converting carbon 
dioxide to oxygen and thereby reducing the effects of global warming. We share the concerns 
regarding climate change and the related importance of maintaining an intact forest. The proposed 
project is designed to help maintain a healthy and intact forest, which would contribute to 
counteracting long-term global warming trends. The project does not call for converting forested 
land in this area to other uses. The project would thin out individual trees, focusing on removing 
the smaller white fir trees that have resulted from long-term fire suppression, and dead and dying 
trees that have been attacked by severe insect and disease outbreaks (EIS chapter 2). Analysis in 
the EIS shows that thinning in these overly dense stands would promote the growth of the 
remaining tree stems and crowns, and move toward prefire suppression forest conditions. And 
without the proposed thinning and prescribed burning, the trees would continue to have 
competition induced stresses that make them highly susceptible to mortality from insects, disease, 
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and wildfire (see effects to vegetation and fuels, EIS pages 67-75). The insignificant reduction in 
trees under the preferred alternative would not be expected to measurably impact state or regional 
climate trends. Under the no action alternative, however, the area would continue to have a high 
potential for experiencing a large-scale crown fire that would kill trees across thousands of acres 
of forest land (EIS pp. 6-13). The primary objective is to reduce the crown fire hazard potential in 
the area (EIS p. 13).  
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Letter 2: Wild Earth Guardians 
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Comment 2.1 – Logging in Municipal Watershed 
We continue to be perplexed by the Lincoln's insistence on logging the Village of Ruidoso's 
watershed when the agency has chosen fuel reduction approaches with far lower risks to water 
and wildlife in places like the Santa Fe Municipal Watershed and the City of Las Vegas Municipal 
Watershed. It is difficult for us to understand why the municipal watershed of the Village of 
Ruidoso does not deserve the same careful fuel reduction treatment. 

Response 2.1 
The Forest Service approach to wildland-urban interface fuel reduction projects varies on a case-
by-case basis. For example, the Santa Fe municipal watershed was roadless with the exception of 
one short road at the bottom, which was used to remove wood products. As no other roads existed 
in the “closed” watershed, additional wood utilization was not practical. Also, the Gallinas Fuel 
Reduction Project included road reconstruction and wood removal within the City of Las Vegas 
municipal watershed. The Perk-Grindstone Fuel Reduction Project includes logging (wood 
removal) on 41 percent of the treatment acreage, and is a reasonable course of action for this 
project area, in light of the following considerations:  

• The agency chose not to build new roads on the steep slopes, but to utilize existing roads 
on the gentle terrain. The project would use a maximum of 16 miles of pre-existing roads 
and add less than 4 miles of new road segments in the area, in order to facilitate the fuel 
treatments (EIS p. 39). 

• Approximately 59 percent of the treated areas would involve no roads or wood product 
removal (in the mastication, manual, and burn-only treatment areas displayed on EIS p. 
42). This is to protect and conserve watershed and wildlife values in this area.  

• Once the project is completed, the miles of open roads would be reduced from existing 
levels, as a further wildlife and watershed conservation measure.  

• Road construction and reconstruction would meet Agency standards for soil and water 
conservation (EIS pp. 47-48). Water quality effects would be limited to adjacent stream 
channels, which would be “buffered” from fuel treatments, and there are no perennial 
streams in the project area (EIS p. 148). The hydrologist’s analysis found that the project 
would not adversely impact Grindstone Reservoir, which provides about 30 percent of the 
municipal water for local residents, nor would it impact perennial streams in the 
Grindstone watershed (EIS, pp. 148-153).  

• The ability to remove and utilize some of the excess wood that is a byproduct of reducing 
hazardous fuel loads in this area would have many social and economic benefits, as 
described in EIS pp. 184-185. 

• Fuel reduction treatments can be done more cost efficiently, in less time, and treatments 
would be more effective with the ability to use roads on the gentler terrain. In addition, 
the roads would greatly improve the Agency’s ability to control a wildfire and protect the 
Village of Ruidoso. 
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Comment 2.1a – Forest Plan Amendments 
We remain adamant that the proposed site-specific plan amendments waiving requirements to 
protect Mexican spotted owl and northern goshawk habitat as well as maintaining visual quality 
and protection of soils on steep slopes is an irretrievable mistake and not justified under these 
circumstances. 

Response 2.1a 
The EIS provides adequate rationale for proposing site-specific plan amendments (pp. 30-32). It 
explains the diligent effort made to design the proposed treatments to meet all forest plan and 
Mexican spotted owl recovery plan standards and guidelines, and how “the purpose and need for 
the project would not be met if all trees 9 inches and larger in diameter were retained in all 
spotted owl protected habitat areas…” (p. 31). The EIS further explains why the “citizen’s 
alternative,” which would not require plan amendments, would not substantially reduce the crown 
fire hazard potential in the project area (EIS pp. 21-23). The FVS-FFE modeling completed on 
the citizen’s alternative indicated that approximately 50 percent of the project area would remain 
in a high, very high or extreme crown fire hazard condition. This was determined to pose an 
unacceptable risk to the Village of Ruidoso and other values that could be seriously impacted by a 
large crown fire.  

Comment 2.2 – Forest Plan Old Growth Direction and HFRA 
Please provide supporting evidence that the Lincoln National Forest has completed the review [of 
forest plan direction] in compliance with the old growth provisions of the HFRA as well as the 
amended LRMP and if an amendment will be necessary to consider new information since the 
LRMP was adopted. 

Response 2.2 
The old growth management direction in the forest plan for the Lincoln National Forest was 
reviewed and updated in a 1996 forest plan amendment made to all forest plans in Region 3. The 
EIS and ROD for the 1996 forest plan amendment documents that review, and forest plan 
replacement pages 38, 38a, and 38b document the updated old growth management direction for 
“Lincoln National Forest Plan Amendment 9.” No further review of forest plan direction is 
required. The Perk-Grindstone Fuel Reduction Project was designed in accordance with all forest 
plan and HFRA requirements for management of old growth stands (see EIS pp. 45-46, 65; and 
HFRA Section 102 (e)).  

Comment 2.3a Large Trees and HFRA 
Forest Guardians requests that a table and narrative be provided disclosing the number of trees 
in each diameter class to be cut. Forest Guardians also requests a simple statistical analysis 
demonstrating whether or not the tree cutting treatments in the Perk-Grindstone Project focus 
“largely” on small trees. 

In the EIS, it is clear from table 11 on page 63 and table 23 on page 105 that there is a statistical 
dearth of “large trees” and an abundance of small trees in the planning area. To be exact there 
are 37 trees per acre on average in the planning area larger than 12” D.B.H. and greater than 
866 trees per acre smaller than 12” D.B.H. on average in the planning area. How is it that the 
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project will allow cutting trees up to 18” D.B.H. when these statistics obviously put trees 12” 
D.B.H. and greater into the category of large trees in this particular planning area. The HFRA 
calls for focusing largely on small diameter trees, thinning and fuel breaks. 

Response 2.3 
The EIS thoroughly describes how the project emphasizes thinning out the small diameter trees 
and creating fuel breaks, while retaining the larger trees, consistent with HFRA Section 102 (f) 
requirements (pp. 14, 25-26, 33, 37, 71-72, 89-93, 108-110). The cutting prescriptions and 
mitigation measures in chapter 2 provide some indication of this emphasis. The preferred 
alternative limits cutting live trees to a 9-inch diameter on 41 percent of the treated acres (EIS ch. 
2, p. 42). None of the prescriptions allow cutting trees over 18 inches in size (p. 33). Where 
cutting trees up to 18 inches in diameter is allowed, the EIS states: “proportionately fewer trees in 
the 9- to 12-inch class would be felled and even fewer in the 12- to 18-inch class” (p. 33). The 
EIS frequently describes how the treatments would result in a very clumpy, uneven-age mosaic of 
tree size classes, but with a distinct shift to a larger proportion of larger size trees dominating the 
landscape, and a more substantial reduction in the smaller, understory trees (EIS, pp. 70-72, 89-
93, 108-110). Also, 31 percent of the area would be managed to maintain or enhance old growth 
attributes and specifically to improve the proportion of large trees in old growth stands (EIS p. 
109). The project’s focus on retaining larger trees is clear; no statistical analysis is necessary.   

Some 12- to 18-inch trees would be selected for removal, such as where they occur in large, high-
density patches, where there may be a need to thin some out to reduce the prevalence of insect 
and/or disease or to lower crown bulk density, to meet the project’s desired condition and purpose 
and need (EIS pp. 12-13). It would also allow removal of fire-intolerant trees (mostly white fir) 
while favoring fire-resistant trees like ponderosa pine. The majority of the 12- to 18-inch trees 
consist of white fir species that became established due to the lack of natural fire regimes (EIS pp. 
58-61). Reducing the number of white fir trees is an important factor in moving toward pre-fire 
suppression ecosystem conditions while meeting fuel management objectives. Overall, the 
analysis showed that allowing tree cutting up to 18 inches in some areas would better meet the 
desired conditions and purpose and need compared to thinning up to only 12-inch trees (EIS pp. 
21-23, 31-32).   

As requested, the following table shows an estimate of the existing number of trees by diameter 
class along with the number expected to be cut. All values below were derived using available 
2006-2007 stand exam data and the Forest Vegetation Simulator to model various thinning 
regimes. The values are weighted averages. The table includes the thousands of tree seedlings and 
oak sprouts per acre (<1-inch diameter) that would be thinned by prescribed fire, and expected to 
rapidly regenerate/resprout within a few years.     

Average number of trees per acre, number of trees per acre to be cut, 
and percent change, by diameter class, for all stands proposed for 
thinning in all thinning regimes. 

Diameter Class 
(inches) 

Existing Trees 
per Acre 

Trees per Acre 
to Cut 

Percent 
Reduction 

<4 5,620 5,409 96% 

>=4 and <9 108 94 87% 
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Diameter Class 
(inches) 

Existing Trees 
per Acre 

Trees per Acre 
to Cut 

Percent 
Reduction 

>=9 and <12 42 18 43% 

>=12 and <18 35 10 29% 

>=18 9 0 0% 

 

To further illustrate the focus on cutting small trees, the following diagram shows the average 
trees per acre to be cut by diameter class for the 4- to 9-inch, 9- to 12-inch, and 12- to 18-inch 
classes.  

 

Comment 2.4 – The FVS-FFE Model and Best Available Science 
It is very important that the public understand what the actual risks and hazards are of not taking 
action compared to those associated with commercial green tree logging and salvage logging. 
The information and analysis must be scientifically (e.g. statistically) defensible. The DEIS fails 
to disclose substantial uncertainties in its fire hazard modeling as well as the science it uses to 
characterize fire behavior and fire return intervals in the forest types in the planning area.  

The predictive weaknesses or uncertainties are disclosed for the Water Erosion Prediction Project 
(WEPP) model elsewhere in the DEIS (though not given adequate consideration). Why haven’t 
similar weaknesses been disclosed for the FVS-FFE model? 

Major errors can arise from many areas, but 4 sources of error are worth noting in the context of 
the Perk-Grindstone DEIS: (1) the modeling program algorithms; (2) the data; (3) assumptions 
that go into processing the data; or (4) assumptions about the purpose and need of management 
that uses such models. Forest Service Forest Vegetation Simulator (FVS) is simplistic: based on 
models of tree growth that assumes each tree is an inverted cone that increases in size at a certain 
rate, and when it becomes crowded, turns into a snag and dies. The models assume a complete 
assessment of stands in an area has been made. Where this is not the case in Perk-Grindstone 
planning area, stands with no data are populated using the Most Similar Neighbor Program or 
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an informed guess and then only 7% of the stands with no information could be guessed at (DEIS 
at 58). 

The model also assumes that stands are uniform in structural nature which is a false assumption 
and “washes out” important heterogeneity that would affect fire behavior. This weakness is 
hinted at in the DEIS, but never fully disclosed and discussed. For example: “VSS classes shown 
in the table were calculated from the vegetation inventory as stand averages. Stand average VSS 
classes do not reflect the complex and dynamic structural classes at the smaller site scale or 
broader landscape scale. Like VSS, the stand averages for canopy closure do not accurately 
reflect the high degree of within-stand variability.  

Does the FVS model exaggerate fire behavior predictions in the No Action alternative or in the 
action alternatives? Fire behavior models require up to 8 different data sets. The overall error is 
the product of the error of all 8 data sets. The DEIS does not appear to disclose the overall error 
level of its predictions. …Combined accuracy comes out to about 5% accuracy, which…would 
demonstrate very little confidence [based on a study on the Gila National Forest by Keane et al 
2000]. Vegetation models are based on silvicultural stand exams which are often based on stem 
diameter classes, which are very poor indicators of canopy density. It is not practical to count 
trees less than 2″, so the majority of stems which contribute to a future stand are completely 
missed.  

Mistletoe gets oversampled… [and]… following fuels reduction, fires will travel up to 10 times 
faster through a stand…if a fire outpaces the crews and burns up homes or results in lives lost, it 
could be construed that this was the fault of increased spreading rates caused by fuels reduction. 

Does the FVS-FFE modeling account for the thinning and burning in nearly 60% of the planning 
area that has occurred over the past decade or so? If so, why are the model predictions of severe 
crown fire across the entire planning so dire?  

Response 2.4 
We used the Fire and Fuels Extension to the Forest Vegetation Simulator (FVS-FFE) model as an 
analysis tool and indicator of relative differences in crown fire hazard potential between 
alternatives considered. It was not used to determine absolute values or make precise fire 
behavior predictions. The FVS-FEE model simulates fuel dynamics and potential fire behavior 
over time, in the context of stand development and management.  The FVS-FFE is a peer-
reviewed, scientifically based model that has been widely used throughout the interior West 
during the past 5 years. It is currently used by many government agencies, research and 
educational institutes throughout the nation and considered to be the best available science. 

We considered the limitations and uncertainties of using the FVS-FFE model, which are 
described in Reinhardt and Crookston (2003), as referenced in the EIS (pp. 58, 212). The model’s 
limitations are as follows:  

• The base model, FVS, simulates growth and mortality using cycles of typically 10 years. 
The FFE operates on a 1-year time step. Sometimes this can lead to model behavior that 
is an artifact of cobbling together the two time steps and is not an intended representation 
of a real phenomenon. Snag numbers, for example, tend to exhibit a saw-toothed pattern, 
with sharp increases at cycle boundaries when all the cycle’s natural mortality is added, 
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and gradual declines between, as snag fall-down occurs.  Choosing short cycle lengths or 
reporting indicators only at cycle boundaries can somewhat compensate for this problem. 

• Discontinuous behavior is particularly evident in indicators that depend in part on canopy 
base height—canopy base height itself, torching index, potential tree mortality, and fire 
type. In this case the underlying processes probably are discontinuous—regeneration 
often occurs in pulses, a stand suddenly passes a critical point after which vulnerability to 
torching sharply increases or decreases. These intended discontinuities are probably 
exaggerated by the fact that in the model, all regeneration occurs on cycle boundaries, as 
well as all natural tree mortality. Self-pruning and mortality of suppressed understory 
trees may cause the stand’s canopy base height to increase sharply at a cycle boundary, or 
ingrowth may cause the canopy base height to fall abruptly.   

• Within a year, users cannot control the order of simulated management actions. 

• Live fuels (herbaceous plants and shrubs) are poorly represented. Their biomass and its 
contribution to fuel consumption and smoke are only nominally represented as a fixed 
amount that depends on percent cover and dominant tree species. Live fuels can 
contribute significantly to the behavior of a fire. Their contribution to fire behavior is 
represented in the selection of fire behavior fuel models.  Live fuels are not dynamically 
tracked and simulated in FFE-FVS. 

• Decomposition rates are not sensitive to aspect, elevation, or potential vegetation type in 
FFE-FVS. Decomposition rates can be controlled by the user, however, so it is possible 
for a knowledgeable user to “tune” the decomposition algorithms and, thus, the fuel 
dynamics. 

• Fire conditions (fuel moisture and wind speed) must be selected by the user.  

Based on the above limitations, we used site-specific data including local stand conditions, local 
weather conditions, and local fuel models to improve the accuracy of the model and overcome as 
many of the limitations as possible. The forest stands within the project area ranged in size from 5 
to 250 acres. Stand examinations were conducted in forest stands throughout the project area and 
met Agency standards for statistical validity. We distributed plots in increasing numbers 
commensurate with increases in stand size. Only 14 of 194 stands in the project area were not 
sampled by direct stand examinations, and those stands were populated with stand attribute data 
using the INFORMS and Most Similar Neighbor (MSN) applications, which are standard state-
of-the-art sampling inference procedures, commonly used by the Forest Service (EIS p. 58).   

The FVS projects tree growth, tree mortality and regeneration, and the impacts of a wide range of 
forest management treatments. The Fire and Fuels Extension (FFE) simulates fuel accumulation 
from stand dynamics and management activities, and the removal of fuel through decay, 
mechanical treatments, and fire. Various types of fuel are represented, including canopy fuel and 
surface fuel in several diameter classes. Fire behavior and effects such as fuel consumption, tree 
mortality, and smoke production are modeled. Model outputs describe fuel characteristics, stand 
structure, snags, and potential fire behavior over time, and provide a basis for comparing 
proposed fuel treatment alternatives. 

We agree that errors can occur with the use of models, although steps were taken to reduce the 
probability of those errors. The Perk-Grindstone project used local data collected for the project 
area to self-calibrate and adjust the internal growth models to match the growth rates evident in 
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the input data. The FVS model then utilized additional algorithms to simulate tree growth, 
mortality, and regeneration. The FFE (submodel extension) then allows for additional ecological 
factors to be addressed, such as calculating potential fire intensity over time, as a measure of 
forest and fuel conditions. When a fire is simulated, the model computes first and second order 
effects of a fire on the stand. First order effects include fuel consumption, tree mortality, crown 
consumption, smoke production, and mineral soil exposure. Second order effects include the 
reduced growth of scorched living trees, increased fall rate of some snags, and potentially altered 
growth, mortality, or regeneration prediction by FVS. Various reports are generated that can be 
used to assess the potential fire-caused effects on the stand under different management regimes.  
Information produced includes potential flame length, type of fire (e.g. surface fire or crown fire), 
basal area mortality, crown base height, crown bulk density, and the wind speed required to 
produce torching or crowning. The components required to produce the fire effects outputs 
include standing dead trees, surface fuels including fallen trees and other woody debris, leaf litter, 
and duff. The material on the ground affects the fuel model representing the stand which directly 
affects fire behavior including flame lengths and rates of spread. 

A detailed description of the FFE submodel can be found in the EIS reference cited, Reinhardt 
and Crookston, 2003. The FVS base model descriptions can be found in other references cited in 
the EIS, including Dixon 2003 and 2006. In addition, as noted in the “Essential FVS: A User’s 
Guide to the Forest Vegetation Simulator” (Dixon 2005): 

“FVS is a semi-distant-independent, individual tree growth and yield model (“semi” because 
certain parts of the model localize competition and site variables to a point basis within a 
stand). It treats a stand as the population unit and utilizes standard forest inventory or stand 
exam data. Local growth rates are used to adjust model growth relationships, which is a 
distinguishing feature of the model. FVS can portray a wide variety of forest types and stand 
structures ranging from even-aged to uneven-aged, and single to mixed species in single to 
multistory canopies.” 

The FVS-FFE accounts for some within-stand diversity, such as by using the diameter 
distributions of all trees within each stand. We do agree, however, that the model primarily uses 
average stand attributes to compute fire behavior indicators such as canopy base height, torching 
index, crowning index, potential tree mortality, and fire type. This limitation is addressed to some 
extent by the site-specific selection of fuel models to characterize fuel conditions within stands 
(EIS p. 66). In addition, contrary to the commenter’s assertion, the vegetation structural stage 
(VSS) classes and canopy cover percentages are not used as inputs or outputs of the FVS-FFE 
model. The EIS acknowledges that average stand VSS and canopy cover percent, which were 
used in the EIS to assess forest plan consistency, are not the best indicators for evaluating fire 
behavior or other effects to heterogeneous, unevenly structured forest stands.  

The commenter’s assertions about the inaccuracy of FVS-FFE model data based on information 
cited from the Gila National Forest study by Keane et al. 2000 is not relevant to assessing the 
accuracy of this model. The Keane et al. 2000 article cited simply states that FARSITE, the model 
used in the article, uses eight data sets. That article discusses remotely sensed data collected for 
over 2 million acres for fire modeling using FARSITE. The FVS-FFE model developers do not 
provide a statistical error level or accuracy figure for the model’s predictions, perhaps due in part 
to the variability in fuel moisture and weather inputs to the model, which affect fire behavior. 
However, there is no reason to believe the FVS-FFE model grossly exaggerates the crowning and 
torching indices or overall crown fire hazard ratings for the no action alternative (existing 
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condition). Our forestry and fire specialists reviewed model inputs and outputs and determined 
that they were appropriate based on their site specific field observations, experience and 
professional judgment.  

The specialists used consistent data inputs such as for fuel and weather conditions when they ran 
the model for each alternative, to ensure consistency in comparing relative degree of change in 
crown fire potential between alternatives. Outputs showed the Guardian’s alternative would 
reduce the highest crown fire hazard ratings by about 8 percent while the proposed treatments 
would reduce those ratings by about 40 percent. Thus, despite known model weaknesses, the 
output provided an indicator that the Guardian’s alternative would not meet the purpose and need 
for this HFRA-WUI project, as explained in more detail in the EIS (pp. 21-22).  

The comment that “vegetation models are based on silvicultural stand exams which are often 
based on stem diameter classes, which are very poor indicators of canopy density” is an 
inaccurate portrayal in light of the model and analysis. It is true that stand exam data, including 
individual tree stem diameters, goes into the model, along with many other factors that are 
scientifically proven to be relevant to determining fuel conditions and crown fire hazard. The next 
comment, that “It is not practical to count trees less than 2 inches, so the majority of stems which 
contribute to a future stand are completely missed,” is also inaccurate. As shown in the diameter 
distribution table previously inserted in this document, the stand examinations and FVS model 
included counts of seedlings and oak sprouts that are less than 2 inches in diameter.  

The commenter further states that “Insect and tree diseases are often assessed by looking for 
brown needles and scoring a checkbox for the most likely culprit” [and] “mistletoe gets 
oversampled because it is easier to identify….”  These are inaccurate descriptions of how the 
insect and disease estimates were made for this project. Insect and tree diseases were sampled in a 
variety of ways, with the presence of brown needles or pitch holes as possible indicators, 
combined with other indicators and judgment made by professionals making direct observations. 
While mistletoe is easily identified while performing stand exams, this would not result in 
oversampling. Actual presence of mistletoe is simply recorded where it occurs. The common 
stand exam surveys used for this project followed well accepted Agency protocols for estimating 
insect and disease.  

We generally agree with the comments about how fuel reduction treatments can “increase wind 
speed, flashy fuel accumulation and diurnal desiccation,” such that “fires can travel up to 10 
times faster through a stand.” Proposed fuel reduction treatments would result in more low 
vegetation like grasses and shrubs and a more open tree canopy, especially in the understory 
layer. Most post-treatment fires would be expected to travel primarily through the surface layer of 
the forest, at a faster rate than most crown fires. However, a running crown fire would be 
substantially hotter, have higher flame lengths, and often results in spot fires occurring much 
further distances (often miles) from the flame front than surface fires. Crown fires have typically 
been more difficult for firefighters to control than even faster spreading surface fires. Therefore, 
contrary to the commenter’s conclusion, surface wildfires in a forested landscape would offer a 
higher potential for protecting lives and properties than crown fires.  

The commenter also asks whether “the FVS-FFE modeling accounts for the thinning and burning 
in nearly 60 percent of the planning area that has occurred over the past decade or so, and if so, 
why are the model predictions of severe crown fire across the entire planning so dire”? First, 
thinning and/or burning has only occurred within 34 percent, not 60 percent, of the 5,200-acre 
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project area (map available in project record). These past treatments targeted very small trees and 
down wood along existing roads near the village boundary. The cool season burning did not 
adequately consume the slash so some additional burning is prescribed, and some of those 
prethinned stands still require a second thinning entry to achieve a defensible space along those 
roads near the village boundary. The stands that contribute most to the severe crown fire hazard in 
the project area are mostly in the steep, unroaded areas outside those pretreated stands.  

Comment 2.5 – Fire Regimes and Best Available Science 
Fire return intervals cited in the DEIS seem to be more or less acceptable for ponderosa pine 
(34% of planning area) but are skewed toward short intervals for mixed conifer (48%) and 
pinyon-juniper (15%). The science cited for pinyon-juniper being "open and park-like" is 
outdated, ranging from nearly half a century old to 32 years old (DEIS at 59). This is 
unacceptable under NFMA's scientific standards. 

There is very little certainty around pinyon-juniper ecology and especially fire return intervals. 
The existing pinyon-juniper type in Arizona and New Mexico occurs in all 5 fire regimes, so it 
varies significantly; typically by terrain and soil type and precipitation zone. A comprehensive 
review of fire studies in pinyon-juniper puts return intervals in this forest type anywhere from 8 to 
480 years. (Baker and Shinneman 2004).  

Response 2.5 
We agree with the comments. There is some uncertainty concerning estimates of historic 
(presettlement) fire frequencies, especially in piñon-juniper and mixed conifer forests. The EIS 
(p. 59) states that while most southwestern forest types burned every 2 to 30 years at low to 
moderate intensities, some fires in mixed conifer burned less frequently and at higher intensities. 
It states that pinon-juniper historically had a greater diversity in their stand densities, although 
they have increased in density due to lack of fire (Paysen et al. 2000; EIS p. 61). The EIS 
estimates for fire return intervals are correctly stated as averages of presettlement frequencies of 
area-wide fires in Arizona and New Mexico forests, based primarily on peer-reviewed scientific 
research publications from 1997, 1998 and 2000. The EIS stated averages of every 10 to 30 years 
for piñon-juniper and 5 to 25 years for mixed conifer forests do not encompass the entire range of 
natural variability for these forest types. We acknowledge that the fire return intervals in mixed 
conifer and piñon-juniper varied more widely (EIS, pp. 59-61). We also agree that piñon-juniper 
stands in the area were probably not all maintained in an open “park-like” condition.  

The terrestrial ecosystem survey (soil and potential natural vegetation mapping) data for the 
project area indicates the piñon-juniper in the project area is a “transition” type that consists of 
relatively small scattered patches of piñon and juniper with understories of oak shrubs and 
grasses, mixed into the ponderosa pine type that dominates the area (TES data in project record).  

While we agree with the variability and uncertainty regarding historic regimes in those 
ecosystems, the EIS statements about averages of every 10 to 30 years for PJ and 5 to 25 years for 
dry, mixed conifer forests in southern New Mexico were based on peer reviewed scientific 
publications, such as Brown et al. (2001) “Fire History along Environmental Gradients in the 
Sacramento Mountains” and Kaufmann et al. (1998) “Forest Reference Conditions for Ecosystem 
Management in the Sacramento Mountains,” which is where the Perk-Grindstone project is 
located. The 1997 Dahms and Geils report was a comprehensive assessment of scientific studies 
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of historic fire regimes in Arizona and New Mexico. These studies provide more locally relevant 
evidence supporting these average fire frequencies than the one publication cited by the 
commenter (Baker and Shinneman 2004) that evaluated 26 past studies from across the entire 
western U.S. Furthermore, ecologists from Northern Arizona University’s Ecosystem Restoration 
Institute who conducted a historic fire regime assessment in the Perk-Grindstone area helped to 
assess and confirm the average fire frequency for mixed-conifer, based on site-specific data 
collection in the project area (EIS pp.61, 124). Thus, the commenter does not provide evidence of 
“better science” than what was used in the DEIS to provide an estimate of the average historic 
fire regimes in the project area.  

The fire regime discussion in the EIS (pp. 57-62), is merely intended to provide estimates of 
historic fire regimes as indicators of the departure from current conditions and trends. Scientists 
generally agree that current conditions and trends have departed from historic fire regimes; and 
the long-term lack of low to moderate intensity fires has resulted in a “fire regime condition 
class” of 2 or 3 in this area—a departure from historic frequencies and intensities in fire-adapted 
ecosystems. The EIS is well supported by recent and relevant scientific research evidence that 
historically stand densities were generally lower, and white fir was not as abundant in these dry 
forest types, and that conditions in the area have been adversely altered by long-term fire 
exclusion.  

Comment 2.6 - Fire Effects on Mexican Spotted Owl  
There is no robust answer to the question: are Mexican spotted owl harmed by stand-replacement 
fire? It is fairly apparent that natural, mosaic burn intensities may benefit the MSO for various 
reasons. However, the DEIS misuses a recent paper on the subject by MSO specialists. …The 
DEIS attempts to use Jenness et al (2004)…to justify the preferred alternative over the no action 
or Guardians’ alternative…to obscure the fact that the most statistically realistic scenario in the 
planning area would be a natural mosaic fire rather than total stand-replacement…Guardians’ 
alternative is more strategic in treatments as opposed to the preferred alternative which basically 
requires cutting trees on every acre. A more cost-effective and strategic alternative would be to 
treat the pure pine acres more intensely than the mixed conifer acres to protect owl habitat. 

The discussion of recent past fires on the Lincoln is confused and misleading as far as its effects 
on wildlife habitat…asserts they have been devastating to MSO (p. 96) and beneficial to the 
goshawk (p. 111). 

Response 2.6 
The EIS acknowledges the uncertainties in predicting effects of fuel reduction treatments on 
various species such as Mexican spotted owl (MSO; pp. 80, 95-96). However, there is general 
agreement among the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and other reputable biologists, that the MSO 
could be harmed by a large-scale, stand-replacement fire. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
believes that “limiting the chance of a large-scale catastrophic fire is of utmost importance in owl 
conservation (USFWS 2001), and that certain fuel reduction treatments in wildland-urban 
interface areas should be exempted from some recovery plan standards if needed to reduce the 
risk of a large, high-severity crown fire (USFWS 2002), as discussed in the EIS, p. 94. The EIS is 
thorough in it’s descriptions of the existing forest conditions that indicate the risk of experiencing 
a large-scale, stand-replacing fire event.” 
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We do not agree that the EIS uses Jenness et al. 2004 to justify the preferred alternative over the 
Guardian’s alternative. We agree with the Jenness et al. findings that owls sometimes return to 
nest in severely burned areas and small, stand-replacing fires may not significantly harm the owl. 
However, Jenness et al. (2004) confirms EIS statements about the owl’s evolutionary history in 
forests structured by frequent, low-intensity fire, the fact that the fire regime in southwestern 
forests has been altered toward infrequent, high-intensity fires, and that large-scale, stand-
replacing fires could harm the owl.  

The Guardian’s alternative would likely leave over 50 percent of the 5,000-acre project area (and 
wildland-urban interface) at high or very high to extreme risk of a crown fire, which poses a risk 
of adverse impacts to MSO habitat, and would not meet the project’s purpose and need (EIS pp. 
13, 21-23, 31-32). On the other hand, the preferred alternative would likely reduce the high-to-
extreme risk of crown fire from covering 60 percent of the landscape to covering only 21 percent 
of the landscape, and allow for prescribed surface fires to burn without the probability of 
becoming large-scale, high-intensity crown fires (EIS, p. 73). Unfortunately, the forested areas 
with the highest stand and crown bulk densities and, thus, a higher crown fire index, tend to occur 
in MSO habitat (EIS pp. 8, 10, 85). And MSO and goshawk habitat covers over 50 percent of the 
project area. Thus, the limitations on treatments in those habitat areas and other limitations 
proposed by Guardian’s simply would not sufficiently reduce fuels over enough of the landscape 
to meet the desired conditions and purpose and need (EIS, pp. 12-13).  

We agree that the mixed conifer should not be thinned and opened up as much as the ponderosa 
pine, which would help protect MSO habitat. The EIS frequently describes how the mixed 
conifer, which occurs on north and east aspects and in drainage bottoms, would be treated to 
retain more stand density, canopy cover and basal area than the pine stands, which occur on the 
drier south and west aspects and ridgetops. The EIS makes it clear that treatments are designed to 
help restore or move toward a more complex mosaic of habitat conditions that the owl historically 
evolved in… retaining higher patch densities and canopy cover in the canyon bottoms and on 
moist north and east aspects, and lower density patches on the drier ridgetops and south- to west-
facing slopes (EIS pp. 71, 86, 89, 92, 96, 109, 100, 126, 132). Required mitigation measures 
include more dense patches of trees will be retained in the spotted owl and goshawk nesting 
habitat while stands will be more open along the community boundary (EIS, p. 45). Other 
mitigation measures also require more retention of old growth and MSO habitat components in 
protected and restricted MSO habitat (mostly mixed conifer). In addition, the preferred alternative 
does no tree cutting on 870 acres (17 percent) of the 5,200-acre project area (p. 53), primarily in 
mixed conifer to protect MSO nesting. Furthermore, there would be minimal or no treatments in 
at least 20 percent of mixed conifer restricted MSO habitat in order to meet the high basal area 
and large tree retention requirements in the forest plan, to encourage development of future 
nesting/roosting habitat (EIS pp. 43, 84, 92). The EIS describes how treatments would result in a 
more complex mosaic of stand densities and canopy covers (p. 89) and the resulting effects on 
MSO habitat (pp. 87-96). 

We agree that the cumulative effects paragraphs on EIS pages 96 and 111 could be clarified to 
help avoid misunderstanding. However, the paragraph on page 96 does not assert that the past 
crown fires have been devastating to the owl, just that they reduced some key habitat 
components. We also agree with the commenter that some fires, especially low intensity fires, are 
typically beneficial to owl habitat.  
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The 7th paragraph on page 96 of the EIS that the commenter referred to should be replaced by 
this updated and clarified version:   

High-severity crown fires burned through portions of 20 PACs (of 145 PACs) on the Lincoln 
National Forest, reducing the quality of nesting/roosting habitat in those severely burned 
areas within those PACs. Within Ruidoso’s wildland-urban interface on the Smokey Bear 
Ranger District, the Cree Fire of 2000 impacted 50 percent of the Gavilan PAC. Annual 
postfire surveys found that the owls have not returned to the Gavilan PAC burned in the Cree 
Fire. The nearby Peppin Fire similarly reduced nesting/roosting habitat components in 
occupied owl habitat, but it did not occur in a designated PAC, and postfire occupancy by 
owls has not been determined. Crown fires on the forest and district have been found to 
reduce tree density, canopy cover, and nesting/roosting habitat quality in portions of those 
PACs where the fire burned through tree crowns at a high intensity. Further information on 
owl occupancy in PACs on the forest can be found in the forest’s annual Mexican spotted owl 
monitoring reports.   

The paragraph at the bottom of EIS page 111 does not state that all past wildfires were beneficial 
to goshawk, and we are uncertain as to what language appears confusing. It does also state that 
the Cree Fire severely burned 50 percent of the goshawk PFA, and no goshawk reproduction has 
been reported since. From experience with past fires, it concludes that “lower intensity surface 
fires would have favorable effects, while higher intensity crown fires would likely have adverse 
effects.” For clarity we should add that while some fire-related effects to owl and goshawk habitat 
may be similar, their habitat requirements are not identical and these two species may respond 
differently to the same wildfire.     

Comment 2.7 – Management Indicator Species and NFMA 
There is no evidence in the DEIS or record that would demonstrate the Lincoln has conducted 
monitoring for any MIS within the project area. This would be a direct violation of the NFMA 
regulations, per Forest Guardians et al. v USFS. To comply…the LNF must monitor populations 
of MIS (habitat as a surrogate is not acceptable), both actual and trend. The most important MIS 
and TES to have this required information for this project is the pygmy nuthatch, hairy 
woodpecker, red squirrel, elk, Mexican vole, and Mexican spotted owl. 

Response 2.7 
The EIS and project record both provide ample evidence that the Lincoln National Forest has 
conducted adequate monitoring for MIS to meet NFMA standards. Monitoring for MIS is 
conducted annually, consistent with forest plan requirements for MIS (forest plan monitoring 
chapter, page 168). The forest plan (p. 168) states “monitor trends in habitat” as the monitoring 
method for the indicator species, and states “direct count” as the method for threatened and 
endangered species. Monitoring MIS to meet NFMA requirements is conducted on a forest-wide 
basis, with results documented in an annual MIS monitoring and evaluation report, which was 
used and cited in the EIS (West, 2005; Salas, 2006). Thus, the EIS analysis follows standard 
Agency protocols for compliance with NFMA and the forest plan species diversity requirements.  

Monitoring surveys for red squirrel were conducted in the project area, as was Mexican spotted 
owl monitoring. Elk and deer are monitored by the State of New Mexico Department of Game 
and Fish, and breeding bird surveys were conducted on the forest for pygmy nuthatch monitoring. 
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The analysis of effects on MIS includes describing the species habitat requirements, forest-wide 
monitoring and results, habitat and population trends, and how the proposed project activities 
would affect MIS and their habitat or population trends (EIS pp. 117-132). Mitigation measures 
for MIS were described on EIS page 44.  

While the forest plan includes hairy woodpecker as an indicator for aspen and aspen snags, and 
Mexican vole as an indicator for meadow habitat, this project area has no aspen habitat or large 
meadows suitable for the vole. Therefore, those two species did not warrant detailed analysis for 
this project.  

Comment 2.8 – Cumulative Effects and NEPA 
DEIS avoids the required analysis and ignores important contributors to cumulative 
effects…weak narrative statements…ignores overall impacts across the project area as a whole, 
and relies on BMPs and mitigation measures…even invokes a FS research paper from Idaho as 
evidence that BMPs are effective, when in reality they are not always. DEIS assumes that water 
quality will be protected if BMPs and mitigation measures are implemented… reliance on 
speculative mitigation measures compromises environmental quality. DEIS fails to provide 
quantified or detailed information;…effects on sedimentation and erosion… (p.146). Appendix A 
does not account for extensive thinning and maintenance burning and effects are not considered 
additively with proposed actions on vegetative conditions, wildlife habitat and soil and water 
sections. Bonito Fuels Reduction Project is mentioned in only one place (p.116)…is potentially 
significant...includes 16,000 acres in GRCWPP. 

Response 2.8 
We conducted our cumulative effects analysis process for this project in accordance with Council 
on Environmental Quality’s (CEQs) NEPA regulations at 40 CFR 1500-1508, and CEQ’s 
additional guidance on analyzing cumulative effects in “Considering Cumulative Effects Under 
the NEPA” (1997) and “Guidance on Cumulative Effects Analysis” (June 2005 memorandum to 
Federal agencies). The cumulative effects analysis in the EIS clearly does not “ignore impacts 
across the project area as a whole” and, in fact, frequently describes interrelated impacts 
throughout the project area and even beyond the project area boundary.  

The cumulative effects sections including appendix A, identify the past, present (ongoing) and 
reasonably foreseeable future activities that would be likely to have additive and combined effects 
when considered together with effects of the proposed project. Where relevant to potentially 
significant cumulative effects, the analysis shows consideration of effects of other actions outside 
Forest Service jurisdictional boundaries, including unregulated activities such as outdoor 
recreational activities, adjacent private land development, and smoke from wood-burning stoves. 
Not only does the EIS (appendix A) identify those other activities that may be relevant to the 
cumulative effects analysis, it includes quantitative details about the extent (acres or miles), 
timing and duration of the activities (years), along with map displays and other spatial data about 
activity locations, and identifies the relevant effects of each of those other activities. For brevity 
consistent with CEQ guidance, the cumulative effects analysis sections in the EIS specifically 
summarize and “incorporate by reference” the information in appendix A.  

The EIS, page 116, needs to be corrected to delete the sentence that states “A foreseeable future 
fuel reduction project in occupied salamander habitat on the Smokey Bear Ranger District is the 
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Bonito Fuels Reduction Project.” The site-specific locations for fuel reduction treatments within 
the large Bonito geographic area have not yet been determined. The Bonito project is not 
considered a reasonably foreseeable future project for the purposes of cumulative effects analysis 
primarily because this possible project is too speculative at this time to provide any meaningful 
information for analysis purposes. A proposed action has not yet been developed for it, it is not on 
the forest’s official schedule of proposed actions, and forest resources have not yet been assigned 
to analyze it. Another reason the possible future Bonito project is not considered relevant to 
cumulative effects analysis in the Perk-Grindstone project EIS is because the Bonito area is well 
outside Ruidoso’s wildland-urban interface area where most of the potentially significant 
cumulative effects would occur (EIS pp. 219-224), and well outside the two watersheds that 
would be affected by the proposed Perk-Grindstone project (EIS p. 139, 141).   

The EIS discusses cumulative effects for each significant resource issue based on analysis and 
professional judgment about whether there would be a significant cumulative impact when 
considering the aggregated effects of the past, present and future actions identified (pp. 75, 78-79, 
96-97, 101, 111-112, 116, 120, 123, 127, 132, 138, 152-153, 160-161, 166, 169, 171, 174, 186). 
For example, the hydrologist’s estimates of erosion and sediment contributions from other actions 
added to the quantified erosion and sediment estimates related to project alternatives was found to 
be insignificant and discountable (EIS pp. 149, 151-153). Therefore, further quantitative analysis 
was not warranted. Throughout those many pages of cumulative effects analysis, available and 
relevant data was combined with professional judgment to determine the level of significance 
regarding cumulative impacts. Quantitative analysis of cumulative effects was appropriately 
limited for this fuel reduction project EIS, based on the limited magnitude of environmental 
impacts anticipated from the proposed action. Further, CEQ asks agencies to focus on cumulative 
effects expected to be significant, or occur over a very large geographic area. Adding more 
quantitative data to the cumulative effects analysis is not necessary in order to inform 
decisionmaking on this project.    

Comment 2.9 – Mexican Spotted Owl and ESA Sec. 7 
Building roads and removing wood products jeopardizes the MSO in violation of Section 7 of 
ESA. To avoid jeopardy, federal agencies have a duty to consult with USFWS…who in turn must 
prepare a biological opinion and set forth reasonable and prudent alternatives if the proposed 
action is likely to jeopardize a listed species or degrade its habitat. 

Response 2.9 
The Forest Service has worked cooperatively with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, New 
Mexico Ecological Services Field Office since 2005 on the planning of this project and 
development of conservation measures specific to the MSO.  On December 21, 2007, the Forest 
Service submitted a biological assessment for the Perk-Grindstone Fuel Reduction Project to the 
FWS requesting initiation of formal consultation under section 7(a)(2) of the ESA for effects to 
the MSO and its designated critical habitat.  On April 21, 2008, the FWS issued a final BO in 
which they made a “no jeopardy” conclusion for the MSO and a “no destruction, no adverse 
modification” conclusion for MSO designated critical habitat.  
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Comment 2.10 – Mexican Spotted Owl and ESA Sec. 4 
FS must provide quantitative estimates of the project’s effects to MSO critical habitat per Sec. 4 of 
ESA… “it is more prudent to pursue the establishment of quantitative estimates (eg. basal area, 
canopy closure, etc.) through consultation” with FWS in project level decisions (FR 69:53211). 

Response 2.10 
The Forest Service has completed the required analysis of effects to Mexican spotted owl (MSO) 
designated critical habitat pursuant to ESA section 4 and 7 requirements as documented in the 
biological assessment, biological opinion, and EIS (pp. 81-97). The analysis in these documents 
includes estimates of effects to critical habitat and MSO protected activity centers, including both 
qualitative and quantitative estimates. For example, quantitative estimates of effects to canopy 
cover and stand density are included on page 89 of the EIS. Furthermore, quantitative effects 
specific to MSO designated critical habitat primary constituent elements (FR 69:53221) are 
disclosed and analyzed in the biological assessment.  Effects estimates were made by Forest 
Service wildlife biologists familiar with the project area, and are further supported by references 
to credible scientific literature. In addition, the FS worked closely with the FWS on the 
development of the Perk-Grindstone Fuels Reduction Project, including developing conservation 
measures to reduce effects to MSO and its designated critical habitat.  On April 21, 2008, the 
FWS issued their final biological opinion on the project for MSO and its designated critical 
habitat completing FS consultation requirements under section 7(a)(2) of the ESA .   

Comment 2.11 – Mexican Spotted Owl, ESA and Forest Plans 
FS must reinitiate formal consultation under ESA because the MSOs non-jeopardy assumptions 
are no longer valid. FS is not implementing or meeting standards in amended Forest Plans (failed 
to monitor owl population as required in BOs). Therefore, assumptions (in F.Plans) upon which 
these programmatic BOs were based are no longer valid and FS must immediately reinitiate 
formal consultation…to avoid jeopardy and fulfill its obligation to actively work toward the owl’s 
recovery. 

Response 2.11 
The 1996 programmatic biological opinions completed by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
(FWS) were superseded by the June 10, 2005, programmatic biological and conference opinion 
entitled “The Continued Implementation of the Land and Resource Management Plans for the 
Eleven National Forests and National Grasslands in the USDA Forest Service Southwestern 
Region” (LRMP BO); therefore, there is no need to re-initiate on the 1996 consultations as they 
were already replaced and are no longer valid.  Under the 2005 LRMP BO it is acknowledged 
that site specific amendments to individual standards and guidelines in forest plans are sometimes 
necessary.  In such cases, separate consultation—outside of the 2005 LRMP BO—would need to 
be conducted.  This is the case for the Perk-Grindstone Fuel Reduction Project, and separate ESA 
section 7(a)(2) consultation was completed for this project with the issuance of the FWS BO on 
April 21, 2008.   

Comment 2.12 – Mexican Spotted Owl and ESA Sec. 9 
FS is violating Sec. 9 of ESA by failing to comply with terms and conditions of the 1996 BOs. The 
1996 BOs anticipated an incidental take of 10% of the owl PACs from treatments to reduce fuel 
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accumulation and abate fire hazard…the BO required monitoring to ensure that this level of take 
would not be exceeded. FS ignored its duty to monitor these hazardous fuels reduction 
projects…has not monitored the initial projects to ensure there are no “negative impacts.” The 
BO only allows the hazardous fuels reduction program to proceed in increments if the initial 
projects can demonstrate that harm has not occurred (USDI USFWS 1996:30). 

Response 2.12 
The Forest Service is not in violation of section 9 of the ESA by failing to comply with the terms 
and conditions of the 1996 biological opinions (BOs) because these BOs were superseded by the 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service June 10, 2005, BO entitled “The Continued Implementation of the 
Land and Resource Management Plans for the Eleven National Forests and National Grasslands 
in the USDA Forest Service Southwestern Region.” The June 10, 2005, BO set new levels of 
incidental take and established new terms and conditions.     

Comment 2.13 – Mexican Spotted Owl and Incidental Take Permits  
The project may unlawfully take MSOs in violation of the ESA. FS continues to approve projects 
that take MSO without a valid incidental take permit. The FS must ensure that its past and on-
going actions are not exceeding the authorized level of incidental take and must not take 
unauthorized action that harms the owl [per ESA Sec.7(a)(1)]. 

Response 2.13 
Under the ESA section 7(a)(2), the Forest Service is required to consult with the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service (FWS) on all projects that may affect federally listed or proposed species or 
proposed or designated critical habitats.  The Forest Service submitted a biological assessment for 
the Perk-Grindstone Fuel Reduction Project to the FWS on December 21, 2007.  The FWS 
responded with their final biological opinion on April 21, 2008.  In their biological opinion, the 
FWS issued take for the MSO and concluded that the project was not likely to lead to the 
jeopardy of the species or the destruction or adverse modification of its designated critical habitat.   

Comment 2.14 –Rio Ruidoso and Clean Water Act 
The project will contribute elevated sediment loads to the Rio Ruidoso in violation of the CWA 
(p.149). Rio Ruidoso within and below the project area is in violation of water quality standards 
for temperature, turbidity, plant nutrients and stream bottom deposits (2004-2006 integrated 
303d/305b report). The CWA demands that a TMDL plan be developed and implemented to 
address all sources of pollution, including the additional pollution that this project may produce 
[33 USC 1313(d)]. 

Response 2.14 
We should first clarify the location of the Rio Ruidoso in relation to the proposed project. It flows 
through private land ownerships just outside the project boundary, in between the Perk and 
Grindstone blocks of national forest land (shown on EIS p. 141). The closest portion of the Rio 
Ruidoso is approximately 0.25 mile (about 1,330 feet) downslope from a proposed treatment unit. 
Water from Rio Ruidoso is diverted into Grindstone Reservoir, which provides a portion of the 
water supply to the Village of Ruidoso.  
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The EIS describes effects to Rio Ruidoso and Grindstone Reservoir, and fully discloses the water 
quality impairments mentioned in the comment (EIS p. 142).  

We agree with the comment and are fully in compliance with Clean Water Act requirements. The 
State of New Mexico Environment Department, Surface Water Quality Bureau completed a total 
maximum daily load (TMDL) management plan for Rio Ruidoso in accordance with Clean Water 
Act section 303(d) requirements. A TMDL documents the amount of a pollutant a water body can 
assimilate without violating a state’s water quality standards and allocates that load capacity to 
known point sources and nonpoint sources at a given flow. It is considered a planning tool to be 
used to achieve water quality standards. The Smokey Bear Ranger District worked 
collaboratively with the State Surface Water Quality Bureau and other stakeholder groups to 
complete a watershed restoration action strategy (WRAS) to implement the TMDL (Upper Rio 
Hondo Watershed Coalition_2004). Although the WRAS was atypically developed prior to final 
completion of the TMDL, it is considered the implementation plan or step two of the TMDL 
process. It is also considered a living document, subject to updates as needed. 

The Perk-Grindstone Fuel Reduction Project is designed in accordance with the WRAS for the 
TMDL for Rio Ruidoso and Upper Rio Hondo Watershed. The WRAS identifies the “danger of 
catastrophic wildfire” as the biggest ongoing threat to water quality, and the thinning and burning 
fuel reduction treatments as a major part of the strategy to reduce sediment loads and other water 
quality impairments. The EIS analysis confirms that the most significant sediment loads come 
from large, stand-replacing fires and resulting erosion and runoff (pp. 147, 149). The WRAS also 
discusses the need to implement Ruidoso’s Community Wildfire Protection Plan, and specifically 
lists this project as part of this water quality improvement strategy. The specific action on page 26 
of the WRAS says to “reintroduce fire and thinning to areas that have too many small diameter 
trees and/or where high levels of damaging insects and diseases are evident.” It further states that 
to improve instream flow and water retention “reduce tree density and open up the stand 
overstory in the watershed to engender the growth of grasses, shrubs, and forbs.” The long-term 
goal in the WRAS is to reduce sediment loading by 40 percent. Actions in the WRAS that are part 
of the proposed project and EIS include the stabilization of streambanks at road crossings and 
reduction of existing road related impacts (EIS pp. 142, 144, 148-149). Actions in the WRAS and 
EIS also include the many best management practices (BMPs) listed as mitigation measures for 
soil and water (EIS pp. 47-48). The EIS and project BMPs conform to the relevant BMPs listed in 
appendix C of the WRAS (pp. 49-50) for the Upper Rio Hondo Watershed.     

Comment 2.15 – Migratory Birds  
The project must comply with the MBTA and state laws protecting birds… and EO 
13186…avoiding or minimizing adverse impacts to migratory birds and their habitats when 
conducting agency actions. 

Response 2.15 
The analysis in the EIS follows Agency protocols for evaluating effects to migratory birds, 
pursuant to state and Federal laws, regulations and executive orders (EIS pp. 133-135). The 
analysis found that the project design and evaluation complies with the Migratory Bird Treaty Act 
and Executive Order 13186. The EIS discloses that there are no designated important bird areas 
or important over-wintering areas (large wetlands) in the project area or affected vicinity of the 
project area. There are also no year-round streams, wetlands or water bodies in the project area. 
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Reviews were made of priority bird species that could occur or have habitat in the area, utilizing 
Partners In Flight information, breeding bird surveys, and other data (pp.133-134).  
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Letter 3: State of New Mexico, Department of Fish and Game 
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Comment 3.1 – Support for Project 
The Department previously submitted comments on 21 December 2004; 22 August 2005; and 20 
October 2006 during the scoping and Environmental Assessment phases of this project. In all 3 
sets of comments, the Department emphasized its support for the Purpose and Need for this 
proposed project to reduce the potential for stand-replacing wildfire in the wildland-urban 
interface. Many of the concerns raised in our previous comments have been addressed in the 
DEIS, which is well-written and provides much useful information.  

Response 3.1 
Thank you for your support. We are working to ensure concerns are adequately addressed in order 
to move forward with the proposed fuel reduction project. 

Comment 3.2 – Sacramento Mountain Salamander 
However, it is not clear to us that a thorough analysis of the potential impacts of this project on 
the state-threatened Sacramento Mountain Salamander (Aneides hardii) has been conducted, nor 
that the Endemic Salamander Team (Team) has been consulted. For example, we are aware of 
other unpublished agency reports documenting the occurrence of Salamanders on the Smokey 
Bear Ranger District that apparently were not included in this analysis. The Department requests 
the Team be consulted before an alternative is selected. 

Response 3.2 
The EIS documents the estimate of effects on the Sacramento Mountain salamander (EIS pp. 112-
116). The EIS uses and cites the most current research and data available, including information 
from the Lincoln National Forest’s annual salamander monitoring report (McCaw et al. 2007), the 
“Wildlife Habitat Response Model” (Pilliod et al. 2007), and “Effects of the Scott Able Fire on 
Sacramento Mountain Salamander Abundance and Arthropod Prey Base” (Ramotnik, 2007). The 
EIS analysis was conducted in consultation with a Forest Service member of the Endemic 
Salamander Team, Danney Salas. Mitigation measures for the salamander were incorporated into 
the EIS, p. 44. The project conforms to the standards and guidelines in the forest plan for 
protection of the salamander and its habitat. 

The Forest Service met with the Endemic Salamander Team on March 26, 2008. The Forest 
Service agreed to continue to consult the Endemic Salamander Team as appropriate on this 
project, and planned a joint field trip in July to potentially occupied salamander habitat in the 
project area. The Forest Service will continue to consider any recommendations that come from 
the Endemic Salamander Team prior to making a decision on this project, and continue to 
coordinate with the Endemic Salamander Team as needed during implementation and monitoring 
of the project.  

Comment 3.3 – Plan Amendments and Implementation Coordination 
The Department notes that this project is unique in that it authorizes entry for timber removal into 
Mexican Spotted Owl (MSO) Critical Habitat and Protected Activity Centers (PACs), and 
Northern Goshawk Post Fledgling Areas (PFAs). Because of the precedent-setting nature of this 
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project in requiring Forest Plan amendments to allow fuel reduction work to occur in MSO PACs 
and Northern Goshawk PFAs, it is critical that the work done on the ground meets the habitat 
heterogeneity goals and standards for stand diversity and "clumpiness," road closures, snag 
density, and forest floor course woody debris committed to in the DEIS, to minimize long-term 
adverse effects to these species. These prescriptions are complex and vary across the landscape, 
depending on stand density and composition, slope, aspect, and other factors, and will take much 
extra effort to coordinate an ensure prescriptions are being met on the ground. 

Response 3.3 
We appreciate your concern. We understand that site-specific forest plan amendments for certain 
MSO and goshawk standards and guidelines must be used judiciously, and the exceptions to the 
standards and guidelines would only be applied where determined by our fire specialists and 
wildlife biologist to be necessary (see EIS pp. 30-32). We are committed to ensuring that all 
applicable laws, regulations, policies, and forest plan requirements as described in the EIS are 
met. We agree that the EIS describes many project specific design features and mitigation 
measures for the MSO and goshawk, and for species and habitat diversity (pp. 42-45), which 
must be carefully coordinated with wildlife biologists during site-specific treatment design, 
layout, tree marking, and other implementation activities. Monitoring requirements described in 
the EIS address monitoring to ensure that resource protection measures are implemented and 
effective (p. 51). 

Comment 3.4 – Owl, Goshawk and Salamander Monitoring 
To assist in the evaluation of future projects such as this, it is crucial that this project be 
considered as a large landscape-scale experiment, with adequate monitoring and reporting of 
potential effects to MSOs, Northern Goshawks and Salamanders. The Department requests the 
opportunity to conduct site visits to monitor the progress of this project, and that we be kept 
informed through regularly-scheduled reporting (i.e., annually or semi-annually) of the status of 
MSO, Northern Goshawk and Salamander occurrence within the project area once 
implementation begins. 

Response 3.4 
We agree. Annual monitoring surveys of MSOs, goshawks and salamanders will continue to 
occur throughout and after implementation of this project. Annual monitoring and evaluation 
reports will continue to be produced for each of these species. We will be happy to have you 
participate in the monitoring and to share the resulting reports with you. 
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Letter 4: USDOI, Fish and Wildlife Service 
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Comment 4.1 – Wildlife Effects and Recommendations 
The Service is concerned about the effects of implementing Alternative 2 or 3 on terrestrial and 
listed species. [The comment letter provides a lengthy discussion of effects to each species along 
with a long list of recommendations]. 

Response 4.1 
We appreciate and share in your concern for the effects of the project on listed species and other 
wildlife species. We identified several wildlife issues (concerns) early in the planning process 
(EIS, p. 18), and analyzed the effects to affected species. We consulted with your agency 
throughout the process, including several meetings, reviews of draft documents, and a field trip to 
the project area.  

Your letter focuses on effects that are the same as those described in the EIS. However, we 
acknowledge and appreciate the additional relevant wildlife information you provided on specific 
species such as MSO and bats, which was not in our draft EIS. Thus, we wish to hereby 
incorporate by reference into this final EIS appendix, the additional species-specific information 
you provided as referenced to scientific literature, and to further incorporate your list of 
references cited. The additional information you provided does not alter the overall effects 
conclusions or determinations for listed or other species, but it adds some additional detail to the 
EIS.  

In terms of the 11 general recommendations contained at the end of the comment letter, we agree 
to follow all except for two. We agree with numbers 1, 3, 4, 5, 6, and 10, which are fully 
consistent with the project design and EIS. In addition, we agree with numbers 8 and 9, with 
minor exceptions. For recommendation 8, the EIS mitigation measures require us to “use weed-
free native seed or sterile annual grass seed for revegetation if economically feasible; use native 
plants when planting for revegetation, and revegetate disturbed soil in a manner that optimizes 
native plant establishment” (EIS p. 46). This is also consistent with Forest Service Manual 2070 
and the new Agency policy for native plant restoration. For recommendation 9, we agree that tree 
felling will avoid the red squirrel breeding season for the majority of the squirrel’s suitable habitat 
area and breeding season. The suitable red squirrel habitat is almost entirely within Mexican 
spotted owl PACs or northern goshawk PFAs that prohibit activity during their breeding seasons, 
which overlap most of the red squirrel breeding season. Some mixed conifer stands are outside 
the PACs and PFAs. The forest recognizes that some negative disturbance-related impacts during 
the red squirrel breeding season may occur as stated on pages 124-127 of the EIS. The owl and 
goshawk breeding season restrictions would reduce those impacts. Unfortunately, we cannot 
agree to follow general recommendations 2 and 7 (same as recommendation 11) because without 
the project-specific forest plan amendments and/or 502 acres of sanitation thinning and burning 
treatments, we would not adequately meet the project’s purpose and need and associated desired 
conditions (EIS pp. 12-13, 30-32, 34, 70-74).  

Following are the Fish and Wildlife Service’s species-specific concerns or recommendations and 
our associated responses. Some of their comments were combined in order to avoid repetition in 
our responses.       
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Red Squirrel 
1-3. Heavy thinning could fragment the canopy to such an extent that red squirrels would find it 
hard to move from tree to tree. The project objective would reduce and fragment the canopy 
habitat for the red squirrel. Maintain cool, moist microclimate habitat that produces adequate 
and reliable conifer cone crops and provide cool.  These conditions are met in old growth stands 
with closed canopies.  

Response: We agree. The estimated effects of project activities on red squirrel habitat are 
disclosed in the EIS pp. 125-127. Treatments would be expected to promote the growth of large 
trees, mature habitat characteristics, and structural variability in canopy density, favorable to red 
squirrel (EIS pp.125-127). Emphasis of the treatments is on removing smaller, understory trees 
and small dead trees, while retaining the largest, healthiest trees with the best crowns. No large 
snags will be cut except for safety purposes (p. 42). Throughout the EIS are descriptions of how 
the treatments would leave more tree canopy cover and density in the cool, moist north and east 
aspects and drainage bottoms, compared to thinning in the drier vegetation types and sites in the 
area. Forest plan requirements for old growth will be met (EIS pp. 65, 70-72). Site specific red 
squirrel density surveys in the project area found a minimal amount of marginal red squirrel 
habitat available in the area. Within the project area, red squirrels were not found in the Perk 
drainage, however, they were found in the Flume drainage (Frey 2007).      

4. Monitor forest tree species composition, cone crops, seral stages, and other variables of areas 
used by all life stages of the red squirrel.  

Response: We agree. Monitoring will occur to evaluate implementation of forest thinning and 
mitigation measures designed to protect wildlife species and their habitat. Included within the 
monitoring will be tree species, tree size class distribution, stand health, and down woody fuel 
components. These measurements can be used to assess red squirrel habitat.   

5-9. Work to reduce the probability of catastrophic wildfire and limit its effects to red squirrel 
habitat. Work to apply methods of insect pest control and limit damage to the conifer forests as 
appropriate. The Forest Service should conduct presence/absence surveys according to owl 
survey protocol in the identified PAC prior to road construction of FR 416v. The Forest Service 
should continue to provide support for the New Mexico Endemic Salamander Team and 
implementation of the “Jemez Mountains Salamander Management Plan.” The Forest Service 
should conduct salamander surveys prior to road construction on FR 416v. 

Response: We agree with these suggestions, which are for red squirrel, spotted owl and 
salamander. Surveys for red squirrels were conducted in 2007, and surveys in PACs are 
conducted annually. Surveys for salamanders will also continue to be conducted in the project 
area. For clarification, FR 416 is not in the EIS or on our maps.  

Plain Titmouse (Juniper Titmouse) 
1. Conduct pre-project population surveys and continue population monitoring through the use of 
breeding bird surveys (BBS) within the project areas to detect population and trend during the 
breeding period (May through July).  
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Response:  Surveys for juniper titmouse conducted from 2001 through 2004 in the vicinity of the 
project area did not detect the juniper titmouse, and it is suspected that the project area is too high 
in elevation to provide juniper titmouse habitat (EIS pp. 117-118).  

2. It is recommended that project work be conducted between August and April to avoid negative 
impacts to the breeding success of this species and other bird species in the project area. 

Response: Seasonal restrictions specific to this species are not necessary because the juniper 
titmouse is not expected to occur or have suitable habitat in this project area. Eighty percent of 
the potential juniper titmouse habitat in the woodlands of this project area is within spotted owl 
PACs and/or goshawk PFAs, which have seasonal breeding season restrictions (EIS p. 119).     

Pygmy Nuthatch 
1-3. Retain dead standing trees (snags) 18 inches in diameter or larger in all forests and 
woodlands in the area unless removal is necessary for safety. Leave a minimum of 3 to 5 large 
(48.3 cm) snags per acre. The policy should also specify leaving culls and damaged trees that can 
provide future snags. 

Response:  We agree. Refer to mitigation measures in the EIS, pp. 42-45. 

Black Bear 
1-3. Intersperse high canopy cover and high understory habitats with connecting corridors to 
facilitate movements, enhance natal areas, feeding, and denning habitats. Areas of open 
woodland and open grassland habitats should occur within 500 meters of the edge of closed-
canopy habitats. Foraging habitat of high quality should be created… 

Response: We agree. That description is consistent with EIS descriptions of the diverse mosaic of 
canopy covers, tree densities, and overall patchiness, including buffers and corridors along 
drainage bottoms, which would be expected to result from this project. Cool, moist slopes and 
drainages will retain more canopy cover, and drier sites will have more openings. Treatments will 
create more mast and other high quality forage, along with many “edges.” However, there are no 
open grasslands currently in the project area.  (Also see effects to black bear habitat, EIS pp. 137-
138.)  

Merriam’s Wild Turkey  
1. Project activities should avoid the breeding season which is late March to early June. 

Response:  We agree. Seasonal restrictions in the three PACs and two PFAs would cover that 
timeframe and a high proportion of the potential wild turkey habitat, benefiting all bird species in 
those areas. See effects to wild turkey in EIS (p. 136).     

2. The ripened nuts of oak and piñon are used during winter and those shrubs and trees should be 
retained as much as possible.   

Response: We agree. Habitat that contains a large percentage of oak will not be affected by 
treatments.  Treatments will create more mast and other high quality forage. Most of the piñon-
juniper habitat type would be thinned from below up to 9 inches, leaving the largest piñon seed 
producing trees. The forest plan requirements will be met for old growth. 
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3. Ponderosa pine stringers at lower elevations should be retained for use by turkeys during 
winter.  

Response: We agree. Dense patches of large trees will be retained in the PACs and PFAs, and 
stream channels will be buffered from activities, retaining dense vegetation along drainage 
bottoms, as previously described. The project will emphasize leaving overstory canopy cover and 
groups or clumps of the largest trees available (VSS 4-6). 

Sacramento Mountains Salamander 
1-6. We recommend managers focus on practices that ensure salamander microhabitats remain 
cool and moist in conservation areas. Implement the mitigation measures identified on page 44 of 
the DEIS. All logging and other ground-disturbing silvicultural activities within occupied or 
potential sites where the salamander occurs should be coordinated with and approved by the New 
Mexico Endemic Salamander Team. A management plan should be drafted and implemented to 
guide the management of this species.    

Response: We generally agree with those comments (see EIS pp. 44 and 114-115). No tree 
cutting is proposed for suitable salamander habitat in the project area, and mitigation measures 
for proposed burning will be implemented. We coordinated with a Forest Service member of the 
New Mexico Endemic Salamander Team during project planning and designed the burn treatment 
in salamander habitat in accordance with salamander conservation standards and guidelines in the 
forest plan, which were developed in consultation with the salamander team. We met members of 
the salamander team on March 26, 2008, to continue coordinating with that team, and expect to 
have a joint field trip with the team in July. We will continue to consider whether to approve 
prescribed burning in the 45 acres of potential occupied salamander habitat or not, before a 
decision is made. A draft management plan was prepared by the team and Lincoln National 
Forest, but has not yet been finalized. There is opportunity to continue working on that plan in the 
future. There is no FR 416v in the area, and no roads at all within potential salamander habitat in 
this project area (> 8,000 ft.). Surveys were conducted in suitable habitat for the salamander for 3 
consecutive years (2005-2007).  

Northern Goshawk 
1. Implement the mitigation measures identified on pages 43 and 44 of the DEIS. 

Response: We agree. The mitigation measures identified on pages 43 and 44 will be followed. 

Bats 
1-4. We recommend preserving all large snags with exfoliating bark and suggest steps to ensure 
that sufficient numbers of such snags are maintained for roosting bats in the future. Retain snags 
and the surrounding forest with higher tree densities, greater tree species diversity, and trees had 
larger basal areas than forest surrounding random snags. To manage snags for bat habitat, 
sufficient numbers of large trees should be retained and allowed to die in place, and all existing 
snags should be preserved. We recommend 6 to 8 snags per acre because the loose bark stage 
composes only a fraction of the snags available in the landscape and is a relatively brief stage in 
the lifespan of a snag.     
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Response:  We agree. All large snags will be retained unless they need to be cut for safety 
reasons. See the several different snag and recruitment snag retention requirements for this 
project, which are consistent with forest plan standards and guidelines (EIS pp. 42-45). Ample 
recruitment or future snags are anticipated from within this area and in the surrounding forested 
areas, due to leaving the largest trees, having several no treatment areas containing large trees and 
snags, and the expectation of continued large tree mortality from insects, disease and fire.  

Mexican Spotted Owl 
1 and 4-8. Implement the mitigation measures identified on pages 42 and 43 of the DEIS. Prior to 
conducting project activities in PACs, conduct presence/absence surveys per protocol. The Forest 
Service should conduct all activities in a manner that will minimize adverse affect to the owl and 
its habitat. The Forest Service should re-vegetate disturbed areas. The Forest Service should 
create and maintain owl prey habitat. The Forest Service should conduct presence/absence 
surveys according to owl survey protocol in the identified PAC prior to road construction of FR 
416v.  

Response: We agree to these recommendations. Descriptions in the Service’s suggestions are 
consistent with information disclosed in the EIS, such as the spotted owl effects discussions on 
pages 87-97. The mitigation measures and monitoring protocols for spotted owl will be followed, 
and are on pages 42-43, 52, and re-vegetation requirements are on pages 46-47.  

2-3. Implementation and adherence to the “Mexican Spotted Owl Recovery Plan.” 
Implementation and adherence to the forest plan without project-specific amendments.   

Response: We cannot entirely agree with items 2 and 3. The project will adhere to nearly all of 
the recovery plan and forest plan standards and guidelines, with the specific exception noted in 
the proposed forest plan amendment (EIS pp. 30-32). Even that amendment, which would allow 
trees over 9 inches to be cut in PACs, will only be applied where site specifically necessary to 
meet the purpose and need and not on every acre within the PACs.  

 
 

Letter 5 – Omitted (postmarked after close of comment period) 
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Letter 6: New Mexico Forest and Watershed Restoration Institute 
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Comment 6.1 – Support for Preferred Alternative and EIS 
The NM Forest and Watershed Restoration Institute fully supports what we understand to be the 
alternative under consideration for implementation, the Ground-Based Alternative. We feel the 
major goal of fuels reduction can be accomplished and that costs can be contained under this 
alternative, especially when compared to the much more expensive Alternative 2 – Helicopter 
Emphasis. We find the analysis in the EIS to be thorough and excruciatingly complete. 

Response 6.1 
Thank you for your feedback and support. 

Comment 6.2 – EIS Clarity: Proposed versus Preferred Alternative 
Note that we found the Ground-Based Alternative to be clearly identified as the Forest 
Supervisor's preferred alternative only once, in the preface material before the Table of Contents 
of the full draft EIS. Indeed, the Summary DEIS does not contain this statement, and both 
versions continue to contain headings of “Alternative 2 - Helicopter Emphasis (Proposed 
Action).” We assume this to be an artifact of the original scoping, when only two alternatives 
were presented. Some legal reason must exist to retain this confusing language. 

Response 6.2 
Your assumption is correct. The Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) regulations for the 
National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) requires identification of a “proposed action,” which 
is the action proposed during the original scoping process before the proposal undergoes analysis. 
Likewise, CEQ regulations at 40 CFR 1502.14(e) requires identification of the “preferred 
alternative” in the draft EIS, if one exists. For this project, alternative 3 was added as an 
alternative to the proposed action during the analysis process. Once the analysis was completed 
and alternatives were compared, the forest supervisor identified alternative 3 as the “preferred 
alternative.” This terminology is further explained in the CEQ’s “Forty Most Asked Questions” 
(questions 4-5).   

Comment 6.3 – Northern Goshawk Guidelines 
The thinning described under Alternatives 2 and 3 can easily be accomplished and still fall within 
northern goshawk habitat (NGH) guidelines, which means a Forest Plan exemption for this item 
is not warranted.  The Goshawk Implementation Guide (February 2007) for Region 3 states: 
“Canopy cover is measured from the outermost edge of tree crowns within a group or clump of 
trees. It is not measured as a percentage of cover across a stand or project area.” 

This misunderstanding of canopy cover is widespread, and the possibility exists that the Forest 
Plan misinterprets the NGH guidelines. If this is the case, and the proposed level of thinning is 
greater than is specified under the existing Forest Plan, the Lincoln National Forest may desire 
an exemption even though this project's desired future condition falls well within NGH standards. 
Finally, the existing 1986 Forest Plan is no longer available on-line, and we have not been able 
to check the language of that document. 
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Response 6.3 
We agree that thinning may be able to be accomplished without violating the draft goshawk 
guidelines issued in February 2007, depending on interpretation. However, those draft guidelines 
have not been finalized or approved for use. The proposed forest plan amendment is associated 
with the specific language in the “Lincoln National Forest Land and Resource Management 
Plan,” pp. 208 D-E.  

The project would clearly adhere to virtually all goshawk habitat management direction in the 
forest plan, such as managing uneven-age conditions, old trees, and a mosaic of tree densities and 
age classes (p. 208A), and using thin from below and prescribed burn treatments applied to create 
non-uniform spacing (208E). We are uncertain whether the project would adhere 100 percent to 
the guidelines regarding retention of high canopy cover percentages within all VSS-4 and VSS-5 
stands throughout the entire project area (which is all goshawk habitat, as defined by the plan). 
The forest plan is silent regarding the spatial scale for application of VSS classes, which remains 
controversial, although current stand exam programs generate that information at the stand level 
rather than at a group or patch scale within stands. Thus, it seemed prudent to include the 
amendment as a precaution, in case there are some site-specific situations where the canopy cover 
within a VSS-4 or VSS-5 stand is measured to be below the forest plan standard.   

Comment 6.4 – EIS Editorial Suggestions for References Cited 
The following is a list of errors and/or inconsistencies in the citation of references that we noted 
during our review. These may seem trivial, but enough of them could threaten the credibility of 
the draft EIS. We are certain that this is only a partial list, but it contains all of the errors that we 
noticed. Page numbers refer to the full draft EIS.  

Response 6.4 
We appreciate your identification of these editorial errors. We corrected these in the “Errata” 
section of this FEIS appendix.   
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Letter 7: Environmental Protection Agency 
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Comment 7.1 – No objections 
The EPA Region 6 office in Dallas, Texas, has completed its review of the DEIS for the proposed 
fuel reduction project…and classified your DEIS and proposed action as “LO” i.e., EPA has 
“Lack of Objections.” 

Response 7.1 
We appreciate your environmental compliance review of the EIS and proposed action, and your 
finding of a lack of objections.   
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Letter 8: Department of the Army, Corps of Engineers 
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Comment 8.1 – Clean Water Act and Section 404 Permit 
We have evaluated the information you provided and concur with your findings of waters of the 
United States within the project site. Perk and Grindstone Canyon Areas, Rio Ruidoso, Cedar 
Creek, Carrizo Creek and Sawmill Canyon, including their tributaries are tributaries of the Pecos 
River, an interstate waterway. These streams may be regulated under provisions of Section 404 of 
the Clean Water Act. 

Response 8.1 
We agree and understand that it is possible that a Section 404 permit may be required, based on 
the mechanized roadwork activity that may be needed to help stabilize streambanks and road 
crossings in intermittent stream channels. Although there are no perennial streams in the project 
area, the work on intermittent stream channels is an important consideration. Once the project is 
designed in more detail on the ground, we will continue to coordinate with the Corps to access the 
need for such a permit. We will acquire a Section 404 permit if needed prior to implementing this 
project.   
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Letter 9: Mescalero Apache Tribe 
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Comment 9.1 – Support for Project 
The Division of Resource Management and Protection would like to express their support for 
Alternative #3 of the Perk-Grindstone EIS. The ground-based option would provide the most 
viable methods for actual treatment of forest lands along the Ruidoso Mescalero- USFS boundary 
lines. 

The Perk-Grindstone area is in a critical location for wildland-urban interface treatments, as 
well as restoration of watershed functions on the Rio Ruidoso. In particular, the ridgetop system 
would provide strategic access and locations for treatments across jurisdictional boundaries, and 
provide for more comprehensive landscape scale forest and watershed management. The Tribe 
and the Bureau of Indian Affairs, Branch of Forestry have already begun planning treatments for 
the Flume Ridge area on Tribal lands. Plans include the restoration and development of a 
network of helispot landings, in support of firefighter access and safety in the event of wildland 
fire. The treatments and helispots network would benefit Tribal, US Forest Service, Village of 
Ruidoso, and private lands in the area, and would demonstrate true collaboration between 
partners. 

Response 9.1 
Thank you for your support of the preferred alternative. We recognize the critical need to work 
together to adequately address hazardous fuels on tribal land that adjoins National Forest System 
land. We appreciate the tribe’s proactive approach to fuel management and fire fighting access on 
lands adjacent to national forest and private lands. Coordination and collaboration among tribal 
and public land managers and private landowners will continue, and hopefully result in a 
healthier and safer forest. 
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Letter 10: Village of Ruidoso 
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Comment 10.1 – Support for the Preferred Alternative 
NOW THEREFORE, be it resolved by the Governing Body of the Village of Ruidoso that support 
for the ground based emphasis, alternative number three of the Perk-Grindstone Fuel Reduction 
Project be and hereby is adopted. 

Response 10.1 
Thank you for your support of the preferred alternative. Implementing this project should result in 
a safer and healthier forest in and around the Greater Ruidoso Area’s wildland-urban interface, 
and contribute to meeting objectives in the community wildfire protection plan.  
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Letter 11: Ruidoso Valley Chamber of Commerce 
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Comment 11.1 – Support for the Preferred Alternative 
NOW THEREFORE, be it resolved by the Ruidoso Chamber of Commerce Board of Directors 
endorse and support the ground based emphasis, alternative number three of the Perk-Grindstone 
Fuel Reduction Project. 

Response 11.1 
Thank you for your support of the preferred alternative. Implementing this project should result in 
a safer and healthier forest in and around the Greater Ruidoso Area’s wildland-urban interface.  
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Letter 12: Greater Ruidoso WUI Working Group 
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Comment 12.1 – Support for the Preferred Alternative 
One alternative within the current Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS) evolved from 
management objectives that emphasize community protection and fire fighting safety while 
addressing ecosystem restoration and forest health. Alternative number three provides critical 
fuels and fire management infrastructure (roads) and multi-jurisdictional access allowing the 
reintroduction of low intensity fire. In addition, this access provides opportunity for utilization of 
small diameter material and woody biomass. 

Response 12.1 
Thank you for your support of the preferred alternative. Implementing this project should result in 
a safer and healthier forest in and around the wildland-urban interface. Also, as you state, it 
presents an opportunity to offer wood products for local use. 
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Letter 13: Ruidoso River Association, Inc. 
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Comment 13.1 Support for the Preferred Alternative 
Although the health of the watershed and water quality is our primary focus, that focus is a 
distant second to the need for urgent action to reduce the crown fire potential in the project area 
in the path of which lies a very vulnerable Village of Ruidoso. Given this over-riding priority, the 
next requirement is that it is done in a way that is the safest, most cost-effective, and has the least 
long-lasting negative effects on water and wildlife. 

In this regard, the association has completed a study of the above DEIS for the Perk-Grindstone 
Fuels Reduction Project and has concluded that Alternative 3 best meets these requirements. We 
are well aware that alternative 3 requires some site-specific amendments to the Forest Land 
Management Plan, but we feel these amendments are not only acceptable under the 
circumstances, but have also been adequately addressed. 

Response 13.1 
We greatly appreciate your feedback and support for our proposed action. Your letter distilled the 
potential consequences of no action on our national forest lands into readily understood terms. 
Implementing this project should result in a safer and healthier forest in and around the wildland-
urban interface, and reduce watershed degradation and threats to water quality from wildfire.  
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Letter 14: Roger Q. Allen 
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Comment 14.1 – Support for the Preferred Alternative 
I support the Alternative 3 method of treatment in the current (DEIS) Perk-Grindstone Fuels 
Reduction Project. 

Response 14.1 
Thank you for your support of the preferred alternative. Implementing this project should result in 
a safer and healthier forest in and around the wildland-urban interface.  

Comment 14.2 – Support for the Preferred Alternative 
In an effort to more rapidly achieve the desired future conditions in the treatment areas and to 
utilize on site forest residuals (slash) to the maximum, I request the DEIS be amended to reflect 
the following: Under Alternative 3 "Summary of Proposed Activities", Bullet "Prepare and 
dispose of slash in the following manner: Add bullet as follows or words to this effect. 

• Some of the slash from the 763 acres would be chipped and stored at landings, to be used 
where needed for erosion control and revegetation/rehabilitation purposes. 

(This reduces the number of slash piles to be seen, burned and creates a very useful native 
material.). The on-site production and utilization of composted mulch is cost effect, 
environmentally friendly, considered a Best management Practice (BMP) and will produce rapid 
desired results when properly applied where soil is disturbed. 

Response 14.2 
Thank you for your support of the preferred alternative and suggested modification for slash 
treatment. We agree that some of the thinning generated slash may be utilized for erosion control 
and revegetation/rehabilitation purposes as suggested, and some may be mulched. The 
mastication thinning units would result in a mulch bed that would help reduce erosion. However, 
using chips for erosion control on steep slopes is not desirable, as the chips are more likely to be 
washed downslope during heavy rains and accumulate at the bottom of the slope.   
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Letter 15: Cap Naegle 
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Comment 15.1 – Support for the Preferred Alternative 
I prefer Alternative #3 of the Perk-Grindstone project. The roads built can be used to fight fires in 
the future if necessary and make them easier to control and give the fire fighters a better more 
rapid means of escaping a fire. Some of the trees cut can be utilized. 

Even prescribed fires can be very unpredictable due to unpredictable weather. On the ground 
clearing is much more exacting than controlled burns which can burn erratically leaving to much 
fire ladder growth remaining and not eliminate enough of the smaller sized trees. You don't have 
to wait for the proper window. I live downwind from the area and will feel much more 
comfortable than if you have a prescribed burn. 

Response 15.1 
Thank you for your support of the preferred alternative. Adam Mendonca from the Smokey Bear 
Ranger District called and spoke with you by phone in March to clarify whether you had concerns 
about the proposed prescribed burning, which is an important component of both action 
alternatives. Based on our phone call, we understand you support the prescribed burning and 
thinning activities included in the preferred alternative. We mutually agree that prescribed 
burning under very specific controlled fuel and weather conditions is desired, as an alternative to 
wildfire. The risk of prescribed fire escaping and damaging private property is minimal, due to 
the many mitigation measures described in the EIS, p. 50. Near the community boundary, slash 
would be piled and piles would be hand ignited during cool, wet conditions, usually with snow on 
the ground. Many measures would be taken to ensure safety to people and property in the area.   
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Letter 16: Jace Ensor 
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Comment 16.1 – Support for the Project.  
I am in favor of Fuel Reduction of the Perk-Grindstone area as soon as possible. I Really like 
HARVESTING and using wood better than just BURNING it. With good practices of controlling 
water run-off, the new roads that need to be created and then de-commissioned do not bother me. 

Response 16.1 
Thank you for your support of the project. It presents an opportunity to offer wood products for 
local use within the context of managing the area to produce a safer and healthier forest in and 
around the wildland-urban interface.  
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Letter 17: Walter Dueease 
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Comment 17.1 – Support for the Preferred Alternative 
I have read the Summary DEIS for the Perk-Grindstone Fuel Reduction Project and completely 
support the preferred alternative for forest thinning and prescribed burning treatments in the 
project area.As a property owner in the Cedar Creek area I believe that this project is long 
overdue and I fully appreciate the work being proposed by the Forest Service. The Cedar Creek 
Cabin Owner's Association has a vested interest in your nearby project and will work with you to 
help facilitate the success of this project. 

Response 17.1 
Thank you for your support of the preferred alternative. Implementing this project should result in 
a safer and healthier forest in and around the wildland-urban interface. 
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Errata Sheet 


The “Final Environmental Impact Statement for the Perk-Grindstone Fuel Reduction Project” consists of the draft EIS (December 2007), together with this appendix C. A final environmental impact statement (EIS) cover page is also available. Comments received on the draft EIS were thoroughly considered in preparing this final EIS. Changes to the EIS in response to comments are confined to the minor corrections and additions contained in this errata sheet and response to comments appendix, which hereby become part of the “Final Environmental Impact Statement for the Perk-Grindstone Fuel Reduction Project” (in accordance with 36 CFR 1503.4(c)). 


Errata


The following corrections apply to references cited in the EIS:


Pages 63 and 204: change Conkin to Conklin, for the Conklin and Armstrong 2002 citation.


Page 82: change 1996 to 1986 in the forest plan citation, U.S. Forest Service 1986:206A-E.


Page 174: replace (citation) with (BC Forest Safety Council 2007) for the missing citation. 


Pages 215-217: move the U.S. Forest Service citations to follow the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service citations so that they are in proper alphabetical order.


Pages 203 and 210: add the following citations that were used on page 146 of the EIS: 


Andreu, J., J. Capilla, and E. Sanchis 1996. Aquatool, a generalized decision-support system for water resources planning and operational management. Journal of Hydrology (Amsterdam) 177:3-43-4: 269-291.


Kutiel, P. and M. Inbar 1993. Fire impacts on soil nutrients and soil erosion in a Mediterranean pine forest plantation. Catena, 20:1/21/2, 1993.


Pages 203-218: add the following new citations, in conjunction with the Agency responses to comments contained within this EIS appendix. 


Beukema, S. J., E. D. Reinhardt, W. A. Kurz, and N. L. Crookston. 2000. An overview of the fire and fuels extension to the forest vegetation simulator pages 80-85 in L. F. Neuenschwander, K. C. Ryan, and G. E. Gollberg, editors. Joint Fire Science Conference and Workshop Proceedings: “Crossing the Millennium: Integrating Spatial Technologies and Ecological Principles for a New Age in Fire Management,” June 15-17, 1999, Boise, ID. University of Idaho and the International Association of Wildland Fire, Moscow, ID and Fairfield, WA.


Crookston, N. L., and G. E. Dixon 2005. The forest vegetation simulator: A review of its structure, content, and applications. Computers and Electronics Agriculture 49: 60-80.


Frey, F. K. 2007. Density and habitat of red squirrel in five study areas on Lincoln National Forest, New Mexico. A final report. Available at forest headquarters.


New Mexico Environment Department 2006. Total maximum daily load for Rio Hondo watershed, Lincoln County, New Mexico. Final report. www.nmenv.state.nm.us/swqb/RioHondo (accessed online 2/21/08).

Upper Rio Hondo Watershed Coalition 2004. Watershed Restoration Action Strategy. www.nmenv.state.nm.us/swqb/RioHondo (accessed online 2/21/08). 


West, 2005. The 2004-2005 bird population studies in the Sacramento and White Mountains of the Lincoln National Forest, Lincoln and Otero Counties, New Mexico. 52 pp.


Page 17:  Insert the following subheading and paragraph after “Public Involvement,” to clarify how the Forest Service complied with legal and regulatory requirements for government-to-government consultation and coordination with potentially affected tribes.


Government-to-Government 
Consultation and Coordination


The Mescalero-Apache Tribe was identified early in the process as an Indian Tribe that would be potentially affected by the proposed project. Other potentially affected tribes were contacted, but did not express interest in further consultation on this project. The Mescalero-Apache Reservation land immediately surrounds the south and west sides of the Perk-Grindstone project area. Consultation with this tribe on the proposed project began with a Bureau of Indian Affairs-sponsored field trip to the planning area on April 27, 2005. On November 10, 2005, the planning team again met with representatives from the tribe and BIA to further discuss the proposal and its alternatives. Throughout 2006 and 2007, the Forest Service and tribal representatives coordinated about this project through their joint participation at monthly meetings of the Greater Ruidoso Area Wildland-Urban Interface Working Group. The proposed Perk-Grindstone project was a key topic at the monthly working group meetings. In addition, on October 25, 2006, March 15 and 23, 2007, and February 8, 2008, the Forest Service held separate meetings with the tribe to further coordinate and consult on the proposed project. Issues raised by the tribe focused on the need to closely coordinate fuel reduction projects on neighboring Forest Service and tribal lands, and their need to use a road in the project area to access future fuel treatment areas on the reservation.    


Response to Comments


A Federal Register notice announcing the availability of the draft EIS for public review and comment was published on December 28, 2007. A total of 16 letters were received within the 45-day comment period that ended on February 11, 2008. Letter 5 was postmarked after the close of the comment period; therefore, it was considered but removed from this appendix. 


The table below shows the letters received by letter number, name of the group or individual who commented, and the type of agency or interest group.  


		Letter Number

		Commenter

		Interest Group



		1

		B. Sachau

		Individual



		2

		Wild Earth Guardians

		Conservation Organization



		3

		State of New Mexico, Department of Game and Fish

		State Agency



		4

		U.S. Department of the Interior, Fish and Wildlife Service

		Federal Agency



		(5)

		(letter omitted from this appendix, due to late submission; available in the project record)

		---------------------



		6

		New Mexico Forest and Watershed Restoration Institute

		Research Organization



		7

		Environmental Protection Agency

		Federal Agency



		8

		Department of the Army, Corps of Engineers

		Federal Agency



		9

		Mescalero Apache Tribe

		Sovereign Tribe



		10

		Village of Ruidoso

		Local Government



		11

		Ruidoso Valley Chamber of Commerce

		Chamber of Commerce



		12

		Greater Ruidoso Area Wildland-Urban Interface Working Group

		Community Group



		13

		Ruidoso River Association, Inc.

		Conservation Organization



		14

		Roger Q. Allen

		Individual



		15

		Cap Naegle

		Individual



		16

		Jace Ensor

		Individual



		17

		Walter Dueease

		Individual





This document includes the complete text of each comment letter received during the comment period. The handwritten numbers in the left-hand margins of each letter indicate the assigned letter and comment number. The comment and response sections that follow each letter contain abbreviated versions or excerpts of the comments, particularly for the more detailed letters. Readers may want to refer back to the complete letter for additional detail about the comment.  


Letter 1: B. Sachau
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Comment 1.1 – Global Warming


This will exacerbate global warming since trees and vegetation keep the earth cool. I do not believe this tree cutting is in the best interest of anybody but timber barons, but then they seem to influence what is done with our forests - to the destruction of the forest health. I oppose this plan. The forest should stay intact. The trees make oxygen. They keep the place cooler. They hold water. It is in everybody’s best interests to keep this timber standing.


Response 1.1


We agree that trees and other vegetation play an important ecological role in converting carbon dioxide to oxygen and thereby reducing the effects of global warming. We share the concerns regarding climate change and the related importance of maintaining an intact forest. The proposed project is designed to help maintain a healthy and intact forest, which would contribute to counteracting long-term global warming trends. The project does not call for converting forested land in this area to other uses. The project would thin out individual trees, focusing on removing the smaller white fir trees that have resulted from long-term fire suppression, and dead and dying trees that have been attacked by severe insect and disease outbreaks (EIS chapter 2). Analysis in the EIS shows that thinning in these overly dense stands would promote the growth of the remaining tree stems and crowns, and move toward prefire suppression forest conditions. And without the proposed thinning and prescribed burning, the trees would continue to have competition induced stresses that make them highly susceptible to mortality from insects, disease, and wildfire (see effects to vegetation and fuels, EIS pages 67-75). The insignificant reduction in trees under the preferred alternative would not be expected to measurably impact state or regional climate trends. Under the no action alternative, however, the area would continue to have a high potential for experiencing a large-scale crown fire that would kill trees across thousands of acres of forest land (EIS pp. 6-13). The primary objective is to reduce the crown fire hazard potential in the area (EIS p. 13). 


Letter 2: Wild Earth Guardians
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Comment 2.1 – Logging in Municipal Watershed


We continue to be perplexed by the Lincoln's insistence on logging the Village of Ruidoso's watershed when the agency has chosen fuel reduction approaches with far lower risks to water and wildlife in places like the Santa Fe Municipal Watershed and the City of Las Vegas Municipal Watershed. It is difficult for us to understand why the municipal watershed of the Village of Ruidoso does not deserve the same careful fuel reduction treatment.


Response 2.1


The Forest Service approach to wildland-urban interface fuel reduction projects varies on a case-by-case basis. For example, the Santa Fe municipal watershed was roadless with the exception of one short road at the bottom, which was used to remove wood products. As no other roads existed in the “closed” watershed, additional wood utilization was not practical. Also, the Gallinas Fuel Reduction Project included road reconstruction and wood removal within the City of Las Vegas municipal watershed. The Perk-Grindstone Fuel Reduction Project includes logging (wood removal) on 41 percent of the treatment acreage, and is a reasonable course of action for this project area, in light of the following considerations: 


· The agency chose not to build new roads on the steep slopes, but to utilize existing roads on the gentle terrain. The project would use a maximum of 16 miles of pre-existing roads and add less than 4 miles of new road segments in the area, in order to facilitate the fuel treatments (EIS p. 39).


· Approximately 59 percent of the treated areas would involve no roads or wood product removal (in the mastication, manual, and burn-only treatment areas displayed on EIS p. 42). This is to protect and conserve watershed and wildlife values in this area. 


· Once the project is completed, the miles of open roads would be reduced from existing levels, as a further wildlife and watershed conservation measure. 


· Road construction and reconstruction would meet Agency standards for soil and water conservation (EIS pp. 47-48). Water quality effects would be limited to adjacent stream channels, which would be “buffered” from fuel treatments, and there are no perennial streams in the project area (EIS p. 148). The hydrologist’s analysis found that the project would not adversely impact Grindstone Reservoir, which provides about 30 percent of the municipal water for local residents, nor would it impact perennial streams in the Grindstone watershed (EIS, pp. 148-153). 


· The ability to remove and utilize some of the excess wood that is a byproduct of reducing hazardous fuel loads in this area would have many social and economic benefits, as described in EIS pp. 184-185.


· Fuel reduction treatments can be done more cost efficiently, in less time, and treatments would be more effective with the ability to use roads on the gentler terrain. In addition, the roads would greatly improve the Agency’s ability to control a wildfire and protect the Village of Ruidoso.


Comment 2.1a – Forest Plan Amendments


We remain adamant that the proposed site-specific plan amendments waiving requirements to protect Mexican spotted owl and northern goshawk habitat as well as maintaining visual quality and protection of soils on steep slopes is an irretrievable mistake and not justified under these circumstances.


Response 2.1a


The EIS provides adequate rationale for proposing site-specific plan amendments (pp. 30-32). It explains the diligent effort made to design the proposed treatments to meet all forest plan and Mexican spotted owl recovery plan standards and guidelines, and how “the purpose and need for the project would not be met if all trees 9 inches and larger in diameter were retained in all spotted owl protected habitat areas…” (p. 31). The EIS further explains why the “citizen’s alternative,” which would not require plan amendments, would not substantially reduce the crown fire hazard potential in the project area (EIS pp. 21-23). The FVS-FFE modeling completed on the citizen’s alternative indicated that approximately 50 percent of the project area would remain in a high, very high or extreme crown fire hazard condition. This was determined to pose an unacceptable risk to the Village of Ruidoso and other values that could be seriously impacted by a large crown fire. 


Comment 2.2 – Forest Plan Old Growth Direction and HFRA


Please provide supporting evidence that the Lincoln National Forest has completed the review [of forest plan direction] in compliance with the old growth provisions of the HFRA as well as the amended LRMP and if an amendment will be necessary to consider new information since the LRMP was adopted.


Response 2.2


The old growth management direction in the forest plan for the Lincoln National Forest was reviewed and updated in a 1996 forest plan amendment made to all forest plans in Region 3. The EIS and ROD for the 1996 forest plan amendment documents that review, and forest plan replacement pages 38, 38a, and 38b document the updated old growth management direction for “Lincoln National Forest Plan Amendment 9.” No further review of forest plan direction is required. The Perk-Grindstone Fuel Reduction Project was designed in accordance with all forest plan and HFRA requirements for management of old growth stands (see EIS pp. 45-46, 65; and HFRA Section 102 (e)). 


Comment 2.3a Large Trees and HFRA


Forest Guardians requests that a table and narrative be provided disclosing the number of trees in each diameter class to be cut. Forest Guardians also requests a simple statistical analysis demonstrating whether or not the tree cutting treatments in the Perk-Grindstone Project focus “largely” on small trees.


In the EIS, it is clear from table 11 on page 63 and table 23 on page 105 that there is a statistical dearth of “large trees” and an abundance of small trees in the planning area. To be exact there are 37 trees per acre on average in the planning area larger than 12” D.B.H. and greater than 866 trees per acre smaller than 12” D.B.H. on average in the planning area. How is it that the project will allow cutting trees up to 18” D.B.H. when these statistics obviously put trees 12” D.B.H. and greater into the category of large trees in this particular planning area. The HFRA calls for focusing largely on small diameter trees, thinning and fuel breaks.


Response 2.3


The EIS thoroughly describes how the project emphasizes thinning out the small diameter trees and creating fuel breaks, while retaining the larger trees, consistent with HFRA Section 102 (f) requirements (pp. 14, 25-26, 33, 37, 71-72, 89-93, 108-110). The cutting prescriptions and mitigation measures in chapter 2 provide some indication of this emphasis. The preferred alternative limits cutting live trees to a 9-inch diameter on 41 percent of the treated acres (EIS ch. 2, p. 42). None of the prescriptions allow cutting trees over 18 inches in size (p. 33). Where cutting trees up to 18 inches in diameter is allowed, the EIS states: “proportionately fewer trees in the 9- to 12-inch class would be felled and even fewer in the 12- to 18-inch class” (p. 33). The EIS frequently describes how the treatments would result in a very clumpy, uneven-age mosaic of tree size classes, but with a distinct shift to a larger proportion of larger size trees dominating the landscape, and a more substantial reduction in the smaller, understory trees (EIS, pp. 70-72, 89-93, 108-110). Also, 31 percent of the area would be managed to maintain or enhance old growth attributes and specifically to improve the proportion of large trees in old growth stands (EIS p. 109). The project’s focus on retaining larger trees is clear; no statistical analysis is necessary.  


Some 12- to 18-inch trees would be selected for removal, such as where they occur in large, high-density patches, where there may be a need to thin some out to reduce the prevalence of insect and/or disease or to lower crown bulk density, to meet the project’s desired condition and purpose and need (EIS pp. 12-13). It would also allow removal of fire-intolerant trees (mostly white fir) while favoring fire-resistant trees like ponderosa pine. The majority of the 12- to 18-inch trees consist of white fir species that became established due to the lack of natural fire regimes (EIS pp. 58-61). Reducing the number of white fir trees is an important factor in moving toward pre-fire suppression ecosystem conditions while meeting fuel management objectives. Overall, the analysis showed that allowing tree cutting up to 18 inches in some areas would better meet the desired conditions and purpose and need compared to thinning up to only 12-inch trees (EIS pp. 21-23, 31-32).  


As requested, the following table shows an estimate of the existing number of trees by diameter class along with the number expected to be cut. All values below were derived using available 2006-2007 stand exam data and the Forest Vegetation Simulator to model various thinning regimes. The values are weighted averages. The table includes the thousands of tree seedlings and oak sprouts per acre (<1-inch diameter) that would be thinned by prescribed fire, and expected to rapidly regenerate/resprout within a few years.    


Average number of trees per acre, number of trees per acre to be cut, and percent change, by diameter class, for all stands proposed for thinning in all thinning regimes.


		Diameter Class (inches)

		Existing Trees per Acre

		Trees per Acre to Cut

		Percent Reduction



		<4

		5,620

		5,409

		96%



		>=4 and <9

		108

		94

		87%



		>=9 and <12

		42

		18

		43%



		>=12 and <18

		35

		10

		29%



		>=18

		9

		0

		0%





To further illustrate the focus on cutting small trees, the following diagram shows the average trees per acre to be cut by diameter class for the 4- to 9-inch, 9- to 12-inch, and 12- to 18-inch classes. 



[image: image20]

Comment 2.4 – The FVS-FFE Model and Best Available Science


It is very important that the public understand what the actual risks and hazards are of not taking action compared to those associated with commercial green tree logging and salvage logging. The information and analysis must be scientifically (e.g. statistically) defensible. The DEIS fails to disclose substantial uncertainties in its fire hazard modeling as well as the science it uses to characterize fire behavior and fire return intervals in the forest types in the planning area. 


The predictive weaknesses or uncertainties are disclosed for the Water Erosion Prediction Project (WEPP) model elsewhere in the DEIS (though not given adequate consideration). Why haven’t similar weaknesses been disclosed for the FVS-FFE model?


Major errors can arise from many areas, but 4 sources of error are worth noting in the context of the Perk-Grindstone DEIS: (1) the modeling program algorithms; (2) the data; (3) assumptions that go into processing the data; or (4) assumptions about the purpose and need of management that uses such models. Forest Service Forest Vegetation Simulator (FVS) is simplistic: based on models of tree growth that assumes each tree is an inverted cone that increases in size at a certain rate, and when it becomes crowded, turns into a snag and dies. The models assume a complete assessment of stands in an area has been made. Where this is not the case in Perk-Grindstone planning area, stands with no data are populated using the Most Similar Neighbor Program or an informed guess and then only 7% of the stands with no information could be guessed at (DEIS at 58).


The model also assumes that stands are uniform in structural nature which is a false assumption and “washes out” important heterogeneity that would affect fire behavior. This weakness is hinted at in the DEIS, but never fully disclosed and discussed. For example: “VSS classes shown in the table were calculated from the vegetation inventory as stand averages. Stand average VSS classes do not reflect the complex and dynamic structural classes at the smaller site scale or broader landscape scale. Like VSS, the stand averages for canopy closure do not accurately reflect the high degree of within-stand variability. 


Does the FVS model exaggerate fire behavior predictions in the No Action alternative or in the action alternatives? Fire behavior models require up to 8 different data sets. The overall error is the product of the error of all 8 data sets. The DEIS does not appear to disclose the overall error level of its predictions. …Combined accuracy comes out to about 5% accuracy, which…would demonstrate very little confidence [based on a study on the Gila National Forest by Keane et al 2000]. Vegetation models are based on silvicultural stand exams which are often based on stem diameter classes, which are very poor indicators of canopy density. It is not practical to count trees less than 2″, so the majority of stems which contribute to a future stand are completely missed. 


Mistletoe gets oversampled… [and]… following fuels reduction, fires will travel up to 10 times faster through a stand…if a fire outpaces the crews and burns up homes or results in lives lost, it could be construed that this was the fault of increased spreading rates caused by fuels reduction.


Does the FVS-FFE modeling account for the thinning and burning in nearly 60% of the planning area that has occurred over the past decade or so? If so, why are the model predictions of severe crown fire across the entire planning so dire? 


Response 2.4


We used the Fire and Fuels Extension to the Forest Vegetation Simulator (FVS-FFE) model as an analysis tool and indicator of relative differences in crown fire hazard potential between alternatives considered. It was not used to determine absolute values or make precise fire behavior predictions. The FVS-FEE model simulates fuel dynamics and potential fire behavior over time, in the context of stand development and management.  The FVS-FFE is a peer-reviewed, scientifically based model that has been widely used throughout the interior West during the past 5 years. It is currently used by many government agencies, research and educational institutes throughout the nation and considered to be the best available science.


We considered the limitations and uncertainties of using the FVS-FFE model, which are described in Reinhardt and Crookston (2003), as referenced in the EIS (pp. 58, 212). The model’s limitations are as follows: 


· The base model, FVS, simulates growth and mortality using cycles of typically 10 years. The FFE operates on a 1-year time step. Sometimes this can lead to model behavior that is an artifact of cobbling together the two time steps and is not an intended representation of a real phenomenon. Snag numbers, for example, tend to exhibit a saw-toothed pattern, with sharp increases at cycle boundaries when all the cycle’s natural mortality is added, and gradual declines between, as snag fall-down occurs.  Choosing short cycle lengths or reporting indicators only at cycle boundaries can somewhat compensate for this problem.


· Discontinuous behavior is particularly evident in indicators that depend in part on canopy base height—canopy base height itself, torching index, potential tree mortality, and fire type. In this case the underlying processes probably are discontinuous—regeneration often occurs in pulses, a stand suddenly passes a critical point after which vulnerability to torching sharply increases or decreases. These intended discontinuities are probably exaggerated by the fact that in the model, all regeneration occurs on cycle boundaries, as well as all natural tree mortality. Self-pruning and mortality of suppressed understory trees may cause the stand’s canopy base height to increase sharply at a cycle boundary, or ingrowth may cause the canopy base height to fall abruptly.  


· Within a year, users cannot control the order of simulated management actions.


· Live fuels (herbaceous plants and shrubs) are poorly represented. Their biomass and its contribution to fuel consumption and smoke are only nominally represented as a fixed amount that depends on percent cover and dominant tree species. Live fuels can contribute significantly to the behavior of a fire. Their contribution to fire behavior is represented in the selection of fire behavior fuel models.  Live fuels are not dynamically tracked and simulated in FFE-FVS.


· Decomposition rates are not sensitive to aspect, elevation, or potential vegetation type in FFE-FVS. Decomposition rates can be controlled by the user, however, so it is possible for a knowledgeable user to “tune” the decomposition algorithms and, thus, the fuel dynamics.


· Fire conditions (fuel moisture and wind speed) must be selected by the user. 


Based on the above limitations, we used site-specific data including local stand conditions, local weather conditions, and local fuel models to improve the accuracy of the model and overcome as many of the limitations as possible. The forest stands within the project area ranged in size from 5 to 250 acres. Stand examinations were conducted in forest stands throughout the project area and met Agency standards for statistical validity. We distributed plots in increasing numbers commensurate with increases in stand size. Only 14 of 194 stands in the project area were not sampled by direct stand examinations, and those stands were populated with stand attribute data using the INFORMS and Most Similar Neighbor (MSN) applications, which are standard state-of-the-art sampling inference procedures, commonly used by the Forest Service (EIS p. 58).  


The FVS projects tree growth, tree mortality and regeneration, and the impacts of a wide range of forest management treatments. The Fire and Fuels Extension (FFE) simulates fuel accumulation from stand dynamics and management activities, and the removal of fuel through decay, mechanical treatments, and fire. Various types of fuel are represented, including canopy fuel and surface fuel in several diameter classes. Fire behavior and effects such as fuel consumption, tree mortality, and smoke production are modeled. Model outputs describe fuel characteristics, stand structure, snags, and potential fire behavior over time, and provide a basis for comparing proposed fuel treatment alternatives.


We agree that errors can occur with the use of models, although steps were taken to reduce the probability of those errors. The Perk-Grindstone project used local data collected for the project area to self-calibrate and adjust the internal growth models to match the growth rates evident in the input data. The FVS model then utilized additional algorithms to simulate tree growth, mortality, and regeneration. The FFE (submodel extension) then allows for additional ecological factors to be addressed, such as calculating potential fire intensity over time, as a measure of forest and fuel conditions. When a fire is simulated, the model computes first and second order effects of a fire on the stand. First order effects include fuel consumption, tree mortality, crown consumption, smoke production, and mineral soil exposure. Second order effects include the reduced growth of scorched living trees, increased fall rate of some snags, and potentially altered growth, mortality, or regeneration prediction by FVS. Various reports are generated that can be used to assess the potential fire-caused effects on the stand under different management regimes.  Information produced includes potential flame length, type of fire (e.g. surface fire or crown fire), basal area mortality, crown base height, crown bulk density, and the wind speed required to produce torching or crowning. The components required to produce the fire effects outputs include standing dead trees, surface fuels including fallen trees and other woody debris, leaf litter, and duff. The material on the ground affects the fuel model representing the stand which directly affects fire behavior including flame lengths and rates of spread.


A detailed description of the FFE submodel can be found in the EIS reference cited, Reinhardt and Crookston, 2003. The FVS base model descriptions can be found in other references cited in the EIS, including Dixon 2003 and 2006. In addition, as noted in the “Essential FVS: A User’s Guide to the Forest Vegetation Simulator” (Dixon 2005):


“FVS is a semi-distant-independent, individual tree growth and yield model (“semi” because certain parts of the model localize competition and site variables to a point basis within a stand). It treats a stand as the population unit and utilizes standard forest inventory or stand exam data. Local growth rates are used to adjust model growth relationships, which is a distinguishing feature of the model. FVS can portray a wide variety of forest types and stand structures ranging from even-aged to uneven-aged, and single to mixed species in single to multistory canopies.”


The FVS-FFE accounts for some within-stand diversity, such as by using the diameter distributions of all trees within each stand. We do agree, however, that the model primarily uses average stand attributes to compute fire behavior indicators such as canopy base height, torching index, crowning index, potential tree mortality, and fire type. This limitation is addressed to some extent by the site-specific selection of fuel models to characterize fuel conditions within stands (EIS p. 66). In addition, contrary to the commenter’s assertion, the vegetation structural stage (VSS) classes and canopy cover percentages are not used as inputs or outputs of the FVS-FFE model. The EIS acknowledges that average stand VSS and canopy cover percent, which were used in the EIS to assess forest plan consistency, are not the best indicators for evaluating fire behavior or other effects to heterogeneous, unevenly structured forest stands. 


The commenter’s assertions about the inaccuracy of FVS-FFE model data based on information cited from the Gila National Forest study by Keane et al. 2000 is not relevant to assessing the accuracy of this model. The Keane et al. 2000 article cited simply states that FARSITE, the model used in the article, uses eight data sets. That article discusses remotely sensed data collected for over 2 million acres for fire modeling using FARSITE. The FVS-FFE model developers do not provide a statistical error level or accuracy figure for the model’s predictions, perhaps due in part to the variability in fuel moisture and weather inputs to the model, which affect fire behavior. However, there is no reason to believe the FVS-FFE model grossly exaggerates the crowning and torching indices or overall crown fire hazard ratings for the no action alternative (existing condition). Our forestry and fire specialists reviewed model inputs and outputs and determined that they were appropriate based on their site specific field observations, experience and professional judgment. 


The specialists used consistent data inputs such as for fuel and weather conditions when they ran the model for each alternative, to ensure consistency in comparing relative degree of change in crown fire potential between alternatives. Outputs showed the Guardian’s alternative would reduce the highest crown fire hazard ratings by about 8 percent while the proposed treatments would reduce those ratings by about 40 percent. Thus, despite known model weaknesses, the output provided an indicator that the Guardian’s alternative would not meet the purpose and need for this HFRA-WUI project, as explained in more detail in the EIS (pp. 21-22). 


The comment that “vegetation models are based on silvicultural stand exams which are often based on stem diameter classes, which are very poor indicators of canopy density” is an inaccurate portrayal in light of the model and analysis. It is true that stand exam data, including individual tree stem diameters, goes into the model, along with many other factors that are scientifically proven to be relevant to determining fuel conditions and crown fire hazard. The next comment, that “It is not practical to count trees less than 2 inches, so the majority of stems which contribute to a future stand are completely missed,” is also inaccurate. As shown in the diameter distribution table previously inserted in this document, the stand examinations and FVS model included counts of seedlings and oak sprouts that are less than 2 inches in diameter. 


The commenter further states that “Insect and tree diseases are often assessed by looking for brown needles and scoring a checkbox for the most likely culprit” [and] “mistletoe gets oversampled because it is easier to identify….”  These are inaccurate descriptions of how the insect and disease estimates were made for this project. Insect and tree diseases were sampled in a variety of ways, with the presence of brown needles or pitch holes as possible indicators, combined with other indicators and judgment made by professionals making direct observations. While mistletoe is easily identified while performing stand exams, this would not result in oversampling. Actual presence of mistletoe is simply recorded where it occurs. The common stand exam surveys used for this project followed well accepted Agency protocols for estimating insect and disease. 


We generally agree with the comments about how fuel reduction treatments can “increase wind speed, flashy fuel accumulation and diurnal desiccation,” such that “fires can travel up to 10 times faster through a stand.” Proposed fuel reduction treatments would result in more low vegetation like grasses and shrubs and a more open tree canopy, especially in the understory layer. Most post-treatment fires would be expected to travel primarily through the surface layer of the forest, at a faster rate than most crown fires. However, a running crown fire would be substantially hotter, have higher flame lengths, and often results in spot fires occurring much further distances (often miles) from the flame front than surface fires. Crown fires have typically been more difficult for firefighters to control than even faster spreading surface fires. Therefore, contrary to the commenter’s conclusion, surface wildfires in a forested landscape would offer a higher potential for protecting lives and properties than crown fires. 


The commenter also asks whether “the FVS-FFE modeling accounts for the thinning and burning in nearly 60 percent of the planning area that has occurred over the past decade or so, and if so, why are the model predictions of severe crown fire across the entire planning so dire”? First, thinning and/or burning has only occurred within 34 percent, not 60 percent, of the 5,200-acre project area (map available in project record). These past treatments targeted very small trees and down wood along existing roads near the village boundary. The cool season burning did not adequately consume the slash so some additional burning is prescribed, and some of those prethinned stands still require a second thinning entry to achieve a defensible space along those roads near the village boundary. The stands that contribute most to the severe crown fire hazard in the project area are mostly in the steep, unroaded areas outside those pretreated stands. 

Comment 2.5 – Fire Regimes and Best Available Science


Fire return intervals cited in the DEIS seem to be more or less acceptable for ponderosa pine (34% of planning area) but are skewed toward short intervals for mixed conifer (48%) and pinyon-juniper (15%). The science cited for pinyon-juniper being "open and park-like" is outdated, ranging from nearly half a century old to 32 years old (DEIS at 59). This is unacceptable under NFMA's scientific standards.


There is very little certainty around pinyon-juniper ecology and especially fire return intervals. The existing pinyon-juniper type in Arizona and New Mexico occurs in all 5 fire regimes, so it varies significantly; typically by terrain and soil type and precipitation zone. A comprehensive review of fire studies in pinyon-juniper puts return intervals in this forest type anywhere from 8 to 480 years. (Baker and Shinneman 2004). 


Response 2.5


We agree with the comments. There is some uncertainty concerning estimates of historic (presettlement) fire frequencies, especially in piñon-juniper and mixed conifer forests. The EIS (p. 59) states that while most southwestern forest types burned every 2 to 30 years at low to moderate intensities, some fires in mixed conifer burned less frequently and at higher intensities. It states that pinon-juniper historically had a greater diversity in their stand densities, although they have increased in density due to lack of fire (Paysen et al. 2000; EIS p. 61). The EIS estimates for fire return intervals are correctly stated as averages of presettlement frequencies of area-wide fires in Arizona and New Mexico forests, based primarily on peer-reviewed scientific research publications from 1997, 1998 and 2000. The EIS stated averages of every 10 to 30 years for piñon-juniper and 5 to 25 years for mixed conifer forests do not encompass the entire range of natural variability for these forest types. We acknowledge that the fire return intervals in mixed conifer and piñon-juniper varied more widely (EIS, pp. 59-61). We also agree that piñon-juniper stands in the area were probably not all maintained in an open “park-like” condition. 


The terrestrial ecosystem survey (soil and potential natural vegetation mapping) data for the project area indicates the piñon-juniper in the project area is a “transition” type that consists of relatively small scattered patches of piñon and juniper with understories of oak shrubs and grasses, mixed into the ponderosa pine type that dominates the area (TES data in project record). 


While we agree with the variability and uncertainty regarding historic regimes in those ecosystems, the EIS statements about averages of every 10 to 30 years for PJ and 5 to 25 years for dry, mixed conifer forests in southern New Mexico were based on peer reviewed scientific publications, such as Brown et al. (2001) “Fire History along Environmental Gradients in the Sacramento Mountains” and Kaufmann et al. (1998) “Forest Reference Conditions for Ecosystem Management in the Sacramento Mountains,” which is where the Perk-Grindstone project is located. The 1997 Dahms and Geils report was a comprehensive assessment of scientific studies of historic fire regimes in Arizona and New Mexico. These studies provide more locally relevant evidence supporting these average fire frequencies than the one publication cited by the commenter (Baker and Shinneman 2004) that evaluated 26 past studies from across the entire western U.S. Furthermore, ecologists from Northern Arizona University’s Ecosystem Restoration Institute who conducted a historic fire regime assessment in the Perk-Grindstone area helped to assess and confirm the average fire frequency for mixed-conifer, based on site-specific data collection in the project area (EIS pp.61, 124). Thus, the commenter does not provide evidence of “better science” than what was used in the DEIS to provide an estimate of the average historic fire regimes in the project area. 


The fire regime discussion in the EIS (pp. 57-62), is merely intended to provide estimates of historic fire regimes as indicators of the departure from current conditions and trends. Scientists generally agree that current conditions and trends have departed from historic fire regimes; and the long-term lack of low to moderate intensity fires has resulted in a “fire regime condition class” of 2 or 3 in this area—a departure from historic frequencies and intensities in fire-adapted ecosystems. The EIS is well supported by recent and relevant scientific research evidence that historically stand densities were generally lower, and white fir was not as abundant in these dry forest types, and that conditions in the area have been adversely altered by long-term fire exclusion. 


Comment 2.6 - Fire Effects on Mexican Spotted Owl 


There is no robust answer to the question: are Mexican spotted owl harmed by stand-replacement fire? It is fairly apparent that natural, mosaic burn intensities may benefit the MSO for various reasons. However, the DEIS misuses a recent paper on the subject by MSO specialists. …The DEIS attempts to use Jenness et al (2004)…to justify the preferred alternative over the no action or Guardians’ alternative…to obscure the fact that the most statistically realistic scenario in the planning area would be a natural mosaic fire rather than total stand-replacement…Guardians’ alternative is more strategic in treatments as opposed to the preferred alternative which basically requires cutting trees on every acre. A more cost-effective and strategic alternative would be to treat the pure pine acres more intensely than the mixed conifer acres to protect owl habitat.


The discussion of recent past fires on the Lincoln is confused and misleading as far as its effects on wildlife habitat…asserts they have been devastating to MSO (p. 96) and beneficial to the goshawk (p. 111).


Response 2.6


The EIS acknowledges the uncertainties in predicting effects of fuel reduction treatments on various species such as Mexican spotted owl (MSO; pp. 80, 95-96). However, there is general agreement among the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and other reputable biologists, that the MSO could be harmed by a large-scale, stand-replacement fire. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service believes that “limiting the chance of a large-scale catastrophic fire is of utmost importance in owl conservation (USFWS 2001), and that certain fuel reduction treatments in wildland-urban interface areas should be exempted from some recovery plan standards if needed to reduce the risk of a large, high-severity crown fire (USFWS 2002), as discussed in the EIS, p. 94. The EIS is thorough in it’s descriptions of the existing forest conditions that indicate the risk of experiencing a large-scale, stand-replacing fire event.”

We do not agree that the EIS uses Jenness et al. 2004 to justify the preferred alternative over the Guardian’s alternative. We agree with the Jenness et al. findings that owls sometimes return to nest in severely burned areas and small, stand-replacing fires may not significantly harm the owl. However, Jenness et al. (2004) confirms EIS statements about the owl’s evolutionary history in forests structured by frequent, low-intensity fire, the fact that the fire regime in southwestern forests has been altered toward infrequent, high-intensity fires, and that large-scale, stand-replacing fires could harm the owl. 


The Guardian’s alternative would likely leave over 50 percent of the 5,000-acre project area (and wildland-urban interface) at high or very high to extreme risk of a crown fire, which poses a risk of adverse impacts to MSO habitat, and would not meet the project’s purpose and need (EIS pp. 13, 21-23, 31-32). On the other hand, the preferred alternative would likely reduce the high-to-extreme risk of crown fire from covering 60 percent of the landscape to covering only 21 percent of the landscape, and allow for prescribed surface fires to burn without the probability of becoming large-scale, high-intensity crown fires (EIS, p. 73). Unfortunately, the forested areas with the highest stand and crown bulk densities and, thus, a higher crown fire index, tend to occur in MSO habitat (EIS pp. 8, 10, 85). And MSO and goshawk habitat covers over 50 percent of the project area. Thus, the limitations on treatments in those habitat areas and other limitations proposed by Guardian’s simply would not sufficiently reduce fuels over enough of the landscape to meet the desired conditions and purpose and need (EIS, pp. 12-13). 


We agree that the mixed conifer should not be thinned and opened up as much as the ponderosa pine, which would help protect MSO habitat. The EIS frequently describes how the mixed conifer, which occurs on north and east aspects and in drainage bottoms, would be treated to retain more stand density, canopy cover and basal area than the pine stands, which occur on the drier south and west aspects and ridgetops. The EIS makes it clear that treatments are designed to help restore or move toward a more complex mosaic of habitat conditions that the owl historically evolved in… retaining higher patch densities and canopy cover in the canyon bottoms and on moist north and east aspects, and lower density patches on the drier ridgetops and south- to west-facing slopes (EIS pp. 71, 86, 89, 92, 96, 109, 100, 126, 132). Required mitigation measures include more dense patches of trees will be retained in the spotted owl and goshawk nesting habitat while stands will be more open along the community boundary (EIS, p. 45). Other mitigation measures also require more retention of old growth and MSO habitat components in protected and restricted MSO habitat (mostly mixed conifer). In addition, the preferred alternative does no tree cutting on 870 acres (17 percent) of the 5,200-acre project area (p. 53), primarily in mixed conifer to protect MSO nesting. Furthermore, there would be minimal or no treatments in at least 20 percent of mixed conifer restricted MSO habitat in order to meet the high basal area and large tree retention requirements in the forest plan, to encourage development of future nesting/roosting habitat (EIS pp. 43, 84, 92). The EIS describes how treatments would result in a more complex mosaic of stand densities and canopy covers (p. 89) and the resulting effects on MSO habitat (pp. 87-96).


We agree that the cumulative effects paragraphs on EIS pages 96 and 111 could be clarified to help avoid misunderstanding. However, the paragraph on page 96 does not assert that the past crown fires have been devastating to the owl, just that they reduced some key habitat components. We also agree with the commenter that some fires, especially low intensity fires, are typically beneficial to owl habitat. 


The 7th paragraph on page 96 of the EIS that the commenter referred to should be replaced by this updated and clarified version:  


High-severity crown fires burned through portions of 20 PACs (of 145 PACs) on the Lincoln National Forest, reducing the quality of nesting/roosting habitat in those severely burned areas within those PACs. Within Ruidoso’s wildland-urban interface on the Smokey Bear Ranger District, the Cree Fire of 2000 impacted 50 percent of the Gavilan PAC. Annual postfire surveys found that the owls have not returned to the Gavilan PAC burned in the Cree Fire. The nearby Peppin Fire similarly reduced nesting/roosting habitat components in occupied owl habitat, but it did not occur in a designated PAC, and postfire occupancy by owls has not been determined. Crown fires on the forest and district have been found to reduce tree density, canopy cover, and nesting/roosting habitat quality in portions of those PACs where the fire burned through tree crowns at a high intensity. Further information on owl occupancy in PACs on the forest can be found in the forest’s annual Mexican spotted owl monitoring reports.  


The paragraph at the bottom of EIS page 111 does not state that all past wildfires were beneficial to goshawk, and we are uncertain as to what language appears confusing. It does also state that the Cree Fire severely burned 50 percent of the goshawk PFA, and no goshawk reproduction has been reported since. From experience with past fires, it concludes that “lower intensity surface fires would have favorable effects, while higher intensity crown fires would likely have adverse effects.” For clarity we should add that while some fire-related effects to owl and goshawk habitat may be similar, their habitat requirements are not identical and these two species may respond differently to the same wildfire.    


Comment 2.7 – Management Indicator Species and NFMA


There is no evidence in the DEIS or record that would demonstrate the Lincoln has conducted monitoring for any MIS within the project area. This would be a direct violation of the NFMA regulations, per Forest Guardians et al. v USFS. To comply…the LNF must monitor populations of MIS (habitat as a surrogate is not acceptable), both actual and trend. The most important MIS and TES to have this required information for this project is the pygmy nuthatch, hairy woodpecker, red squirrel, elk, Mexican vole, and Mexican spotted owl.


Response 2.7


The EIS and project record both provide ample evidence that the Lincoln National Forest has conducted adequate monitoring for MIS to meet NFMA standards. Monitoring for MIS is conducted annually, consistent with forest plan requirements for MIS (forest plan monitoring chapter, page 168). The forest plan (p. 168) states “monitor trends in habitat” as the monitoring method for the indicator species, and states “direct count” as the method for threatened and endangered species. Monitoring MIS to meet NFMA requirements is conducted on a forest-wide basis, with results documented in an annual MIS monitoring and evaluation report, which was used and cited in the EIS (West, 2005; Salas, 2006). Thus, the EIS analysis follows standard Agency protocols for compliance with NFMA and the forest plan species diversity requirements. 


Monitoring surveys for red squirrel were conducted in the project area, as was Mexican spotted owl monitoring. Elk and deer are monitored by the State of New Mexico Department of Game and Fish, and breeding bird surveys were conducted on the forest for pygmy nuthatch monitoring. The analysis of effects on MIS includes describing the species habitat requirements, forest-wide monitoring and results, habitat and population trends, and how the proposed project activities would affect MIS and their habitat or population trends (EIS pp. 117-132). Mitigation measures for MIS were described on EIS page 44. 


While the forest plan includes hairy woodpecker as an indicator for aspen and aspen snags, and Mexican vole as an indicator for meadow habitat, this project area has no aspen habitat or large meadows suitable for the vole. Therefore, those two species did not warrant detailed analysis for this project. 


Comment 2.8 – Cumulative Effects and NEPA


DEIS avoids the required analysis and ignores important contributors to cumulative effects…weak narrative statements…ignores overall impacts across the project area as a whole, and relies on BMPs and mitigation measures…even invokes a FS research paper from Idaho as evidence that BMPs are effective, when in reality they are not always. DEIS assumes that water quality will be protected if BMPs and mitigation measures are implemented… reliance on speculative mitigation measures compromises environmental quality. DEIS fails to provide quantified or detailed information;…effects on sedimentation and erosion… (p.146). Appendix A does not account for extensive thinning and maintenance burning and effects are not considered additively with proposed actions on vegetative conditions, wildlife habitat and soil and water sections. Bonito Fuels Reduction Project is mentioned in only one place (p.116)…is potentially significant...includes 16,000 acres in GRCWPP.


Response 2.8


We conducted our cumulative effects analysis process for this project in accordance with Council on Environmental Quality’s (CEQs) NEPA regulations at 40 CFR 1500-1508, and CEQ’s additional guidance on analyzing cumulative effects in “Considering Cumulative Effects Under the NEPA” (1997) and “Guidance on Cumulative Effects Analysis” (June 2005 memorandum to Federal agencies). The cumulative effects analysis in the EIS clearly does not “ignore impacts across the project area as a whole” and, in fact, frequently describes interrelated impacts throughout the project area and even beyond the project area boundary. 


The cumulative effects sections including appendix A, identify the past, present (ongoing) and reasonably foreseeable future activities that would be likely to have additive and combined effects when considered together with effects of the proposed project. Where relevant to potentially significant cumulative effects, the analysis shows consideration of effects of other actions outside Forest Service jurisdictional boundaries, including unregulated activities such as outdoor recreational activities, adjacent private land development, and smoke from wood-burning stoves. Not only does the EIS (appendix A) identify those other activities that may be relevant to the cumulative effects analysis, it includes quantitative details about the extent (acres or miles), timing and duration of the activities (years), along with map displays and other spatial data about activity locations, and identifies the relevant effects of each of those other activities. For brevity consistent with CEQ guidance, the cumulative effects analysis sections in the EIS specifically summarize and “incorporate by reference” the information in appendix A. 


The EIS, page 116, needs to be corrected to delete the sentence that states “A foreseeable future fuel reduction project in occupied salamander habitat on the Smokey Bear Ranger District is the Bonito Fuels Reduction Project.” The site-specific locations for fuel reduction treatments within the large Bonito geographic area have not yet been determined. The Bonito project is not considered a reasonably foreseeable future project for the purposes of cumulative effects analysis primarily because this possible project is too speculative at this time to provide any meaningful information for analysis purposes. A proposed action has not yet been developed for it, it is not on the forest’s official schedule of proposed actions, and forest resources have not yet been assigned to analyze it. Another reason the possible future Bonito project is not considered relevant to cumulative effects analysis in the Perk-Grindstone project EIS is because the Bonito area is well outside Ruidoso’s wildland-urban interface area where most of the potentially significant cumulative effects would occur (EIS pp. 219-224), and well outside the two watersheds that would be affected by the proposed Perk-Grindstone project (EIS p. 139, 141).  


The EIS discusses cumulative effects for each significant resource issue based on analysis and professional judgment about whether there would be a significant cumulative impact when considering the aggregated effects of the past, present and future actions identified (pp. 75, 78-79, 96-97, 101, 111-112, 116, 120, 123, 127, 132, 138, 152-153, 160-161, 166, 169, 171, 174, 186). For example, the hydrologist’s estimates of erosion and sediment contributions from other actions added to the quantified erosion and sediment estimates related to project alternatives was found to be insignificant and discountable (EIS pp. 149, 151-153). Therefore, further quantitative analysis was not warranted. Throughout those many pages of cumulative effects analysis, available and relevant data was combined with professional judgment to determine the level of significance regarding cumulative impacts. Quantitative analysis of cumulative effects was appropriately limited for this fuel reduction project EIS, based on the limited magnitude of environmental impacts anticipated from the proposed action. Further, CEQ asks agencies to focus on cumulative effects expected to be significant, or occur over a very large geographic area. Adding more quantitative data to the cumulative effects analysis is not necessary in order to inform decisionmaking on this project.   


Comment 2.9 – Mexican Spotted Owl and ESA Sec. 7


Building roads and removing wood products jeopardizes the MSO in violation of Section 7 of ESA. To avoid jeopardy, federal agencies have a duty to consult with USFWS…who in turn must prepare a biological opinion and set forth reasonable and prudent alternatives if the proposed action is likely to jeopardize a listed species or degrade its habitat.


Response 2.9


The Forest Service has worked cooperatively with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, New Mexico Ecological Services Field Office since 2005 on the planning of this project and development of conservation measures specific to the MSO.  On December 21, 2007, the Forest Service submitted a biological assessment for the Perk-Grindstone Fuel Reduction Project to the FWS requesting initiation of formal consultation under section 7(a)(2) of the ESA for effects to the MSO and its designated critical habitat.  On April 21, 2008, the FWS issued a final BO in which they made a “no jeopardy” conclusion for the MSO and a “no destruction, no adverse modification” conclusion for MSO designated critical habitat. 


Comment 2.10 – Mexican Spotted Owl and ESA Sec. 4


FS must provide quantitative estimates of the project’s effects to MSO critical habitat per Sec. 4 of ESA… “it is more prudent to pursue the establishment of quantitative estimates (eg. basal area, canopy closure, etc.) through consultation” with FWS in project level decisions (FR 69:53211).

Response 2.10


The Forest Service has completed the required analysis of effects to Mexican spotted owl (MSO) designated critical habitat pursuant to ESA section 4 and 7 requirements as documented in the biological assessment, biological opinion, and EIS (pp. 81-97). The analysis in these documents includes estimates of effects to critical habitat and MSO protected activity centers, including both qualitative and quantitative estimates. For example, quantitative estimates of effects to canopy cover and stand density are included on page 89 of the EIS. Furthermore, quantitative effects specific to MSO designated critical habitat primary constituent elements (FR 69:53221) are disclosed and analyzed in the biological assessment.  Effects estimates were made by Forest Service wildlife biologists familiar with the project area, and are further supported by references to credible scientific literature. In addition, the FS worked closely with the FWS on the development of the Perk-Grindstone Fuels Reduction Project, including developing conservation measures to reduce effects to MSO and its designated critical habitat.  On April 21, 2008, the FWS issued their final biological opinion on the project for MSO and its designated critical habitat completing FS consultation requirements under section 7(a)(2) of the ESA .  


Comment 2.11 – Mexican Spotted Owl, ESA and Forest Plans


FS must reinitiate formal consultation under ESA because the MSOs non-jeopardy assumptions are no longer valid. FS is not implementing or meeting standards in amended Forest Plans (failed to monitor owl population as required in BOs). Therefore, assumptions (in F.Plans) upon which these programmatic BOs were based are no longer valid and FS must immediately reinitiate formal consultation…to avoid jeopardy and fulfill its obligation to actively work toward the owl’s recovery.


Response 2.11


The 1996 programmatic biological opinions completed by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) were superseded by the June 10, 2005, programmatic biological and conference opinion entitled “The Continued Implementation of the Land and Resource Management Plans for the Eleven National Forests and National Grasslands in the USDA Forest Service Southwestern Region” (LRMP BO); therefore, there is no need to re-initiate on the 1996 consultations as they were already replaced and are no longer valid.  Under the 2005 LRMP BO it is acknowledged that site specific amendments to individual standards and guidelines in forest plans are sometimes necessary.  In such cases, separate consultation—outside of the 2005 LRMP BO—would need to be conducted.  This is the case for the Perk-Grindstone Fuel Reduction Project, and separate ESA section 7(a)(2) consultation was completed for this project with the issuance of the FWS BO on April 21, 2008.  

Comment 2.12 – Mexican Spotted Owl and ESA Sec. 9


FS is violating Sec. 9 of ESA by failing to comply with terms and conditions of the 1996 BOs. The 1996 BOs anticipated an incidental take of 10% of the owl PACs from treatments to reduce fuel accumulation and abate fire hazard…the BO required monitoring to ensure that this level of take would not be exceeded. FS ignored its duty to monitor these hazardous fuels reduction projects…has not monitored the initial projects to ensure there are no “negative impacts.” The BO only allows the hazardous fuels reduction program to proceed in increments if the initial projects can demonstrate that harm has not occurred (USDI USFWS 1996:30).

Response 2.12


The Forest Service is not in violation of section 9 of the ESA by failing to comply with the terms and conditions of the 1996 biological opinions (BOs) because these BOs were superseded by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service June 10, 2005, BO entitled “The Continued Implementation of the Land and Resource Management Plans for the Eleven National Forests and National Grasslands in the USDA Forest Service Southwestern Region.” The June 10, 2005, BO set new levels of incidental take and established new terms and conditions.    

Comment 2.13 – Mexican Spotted Owl and Incidental Take Permits 


The project may unlawfully take MSOs in violation of the ESA. FS continues to approve projects that take MSO without a valid incidental take permit. The FS must ensure that its past and on-going actions are not exceeding the authorized level of incidental take and must not take unauthorized action that harms the owl [per ESA Sec.7(a)(1)].


Response 2.13


Under the ESA section 7(a)(2), the Forest Service is required to consult with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) on all projects that may affect federally listed or proposed species or proposed or designated critical habitats.  The Forest Service submitted a biological assessment for the Perk-Grindstone Fuel Reduction Project to the FWS on December 21, 2007.  The FWS responded with their final biological opinion on April 21, 2008.  In their biological opinion, the FWS issued take for the MSO and concluded that the project was not likely to lead to the jeopardy of the species or the destruction or adverse modification of its designated critical habitat.  

Comment 2.14 –Rio Ruidoso and Clean Water Act


The project will contribute elevated sediment loads to the Rio Ruidoso in violation of the CWA (p.149). Rio Ruidoso within and below the project area is in violation of water quality standards for temperature, turbidity, plant nutrients and stream bottom deposits (2004-2006 integrated 303d/305b report). The CWA demands that a TMDL plan be developed and implemented to address all sources of pollution, including the additional pollution that this project may produce [33 USC 1313(d)].

Response 2.14


We should first clarify the location of the Rio Ruidoso in relation to the proposed project. It flows through private land ownerships just outside the project boundary, in between the Perk and Grindstone blocks of national forest land (shown on EIS p. 141). The closest portion of the Rio Ruidoso is approximately 0.25 mile (about 1,330 feet) downslope from a proposed treatment unit. Water from Rio Ruidoso is diverted into Grindstone Reservoir, which provides a portion of the water supply to the Village of Ruidoso. 


The EIS describes effects to Rio Ruidoso and Grindstone Reservoir, and fully discloses the water quality impairments mentioned in the comment (EIS p. 142). 


We agree with the comment and are fully in compliance with Clean Water Act requirements. The State of New Mexico Environment Department, Surface Water Quality Bureau completed a total maximum daily load (TMDL) management plan for Rio Ruidoso in accordance with Clean Water Act section 303(d) requirements. A TMDL documents the amount of a pollutant a water body can assimilate without violating a state’s water quality standards and allocates that load capacity to known point sources and nonpoint sources at a given flow. It is considered a planning tool to be used to achieve water quality standards. The Smokey Bear Ranger District worked collaboratively with the State Surface Water Quality Bureau and other stakeholder groups to complete a watershed restoration action strategy (WRAS) to implement the TMDL (Upper Rio Hondo Watershed Coalition_2004). Although the WRAS was atypically developed prior to final completion of the TMDL, it is considered the implementation plan or step two of the TMDL process. It is also considered a living document, subject to updates as needed.


The Perk-Grindstone Fuel Reduction Project is designed in accordance with the WRAS for the TMDL for Rio Ruidoso and Upper Rio Hondo Watershed. The WRAS identifies the “danger of catastrophic wildfire” as the biggest ongoing threat to water quality, and the thinning and burning fuel reduction treatments as a major part of the strategy to reduce sediment loads and other water quality impairments. The EIS analysis confirms that the most significant sediment loads come from large, stand-replacing fires and resulting erosion and runoff (pp. 147, 149). The WRAS also discusses the need to implement Ruidoso’s Community Wildfire Protection Plan, and specifically lists this project as part of this water quality improvement strategy. The specific action on page 26 of the WRAS says to “reintroduce fire and thinning to areas that have too many small diameter trees and/or where high levels of damaging insects and diseases are evident.” It further states that to improve instream flow and water retention “reduce tree density and open up the stand overstory in the watershed to engender the growth of grasses, shrubs, and forbs.” The long-term goal in the WRAS is to reduce sediment loading by 40 percent. Actions in the WRAS that are part of the proposed project and EIS include the stabilization of streambanks at road crossings and reduction of existing road related impacts (EIS pp. 142, 144, 148-149). Actions in the WRAS and EIS also include the many best management practices (BMPs) listed as mitigation measures for soil and water (EIS pp. 47-48). The EIS and project BMPs conform to the relevant BMPs listed in appendix C of the WRAS (pp. 49-50) for the Upper Rio Hondo Watershed.    

Comment 2.15 – Migratory Birds 


The project must comply with the MBTA and state laws protecting birds… and EO 13186…avoiding or minimizing adverse impacts to migratory birds and their habitats when conducting agency actions.


Response 2.15


The analysis in the EIS follows Agency protocols for evaluating effects to migratory birds, pursuant to state and Federal laws, regulations and executive orders (EIS pp. 133-135). The analysis found that the project design and evaluation complies with the Migratory Bird Treaty Act and Executive Order 13186. The EIS discloses that there are no designated important bird areas or important over-wintering areas (large wetlands) in the project area or affected vicinity of the project area. There are also no year-round streams, wetlands or water bodies in the project area. Reviews were made of priority bird species that could occur or have habitat in the area, utilizing Partners In Flight information, breeding bird surveys, and other data (pp.133-134). 


Letter 3: State of New Mexico, Department of Fish and Game
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Comment 3.1 – Support for Project


The Department previously submitted comments on 21 December 2004; 22 August 2005; and 20 October 2006 during the scoping and Environmental Assessment phases of this project. In all 3 sets of comments, the Department emphasized its support for the Purpose and Need for this proposed project to reduce the potential for stand-replacing wildfire in the wildland-urban interface. Many of the concerns raised in our previous comments have been addressed in the DEIS, which is well-written and provides much useful information. 


Response 3.1


Thank you for your support. We are working to ensure concerns are adequately addressed in order to move forward with the proposed fuel reduction project.


Comment 3.2 – Sacramento Mountain Salamander


However, it is not clear to us that a thorough analysis of the potential impacts of this project on the state-threatened Sacramento Mountain Salamander (Aneides hardii) has been conducted, nor that the Endemic Salamander Team (Team) has been consulted. For example, we are aware of other unpublished agency reports documenting the occurrence of Salamanders on the Smokey Bear Ranger District that apparently were not included in this analysis. The Department requests the Team be consulted before an alternative is selected.


Response 3.2


The EIS documents the estimate of effects on the Sacramento Mountain salamander (EIS pp. 112-116). The EIS uses and cites the most current research and data available, including information from the Lincoln National Forest’s annual salamander monitoring report (McCaw et al. 2007), the “Wildlife Habitat Response Model” (Pilliod et al. 2007), and “Effects of the Scott Able Fire on Sacramento Mountain Salamander Abundance and Arthropod Prey Base” (Ramotnik, 2007). The EIS analysis was conducted in consultation with a Forest Service member of the Endemic Salamander Team, Danney Salas. Mitigation measures for the salamander were incorporated into the EIS, p. 44. The project conforms to the standards and guidelines in the forest plan for protection of the salamander and its habitat.


The Forest Service met with the Endemic Salamander Team on March 26, 2008. The Forest Service agreed to continue to consult the Endemic Salamander Team as appropriate on this project, and planned a joint field trip in July to potentially occupied salamander habitat in the project area. The Forest Service will continue to consider any recommendations that come from the Endemic Salamander Team prior to making a decision on this project, and continue to coordinate with the Endemic Salamander Team as needed during implementation and monitoring of the project. 


Comment 3.3 – Plan Amendments and Implementation Coordination


The Department notes that this project is unique in that it authorizes entry for timber removal into Mexican Spotted Owl (MSO) Critical Habitat and Protected Activity Centers (PACs), and Northern Goshawk Post Fledgling Areas (PFAs). Because of the precedent-setting nature of this project in requiring Forest Plan amendments to allow fuel reduction work to occur in MSO PACs and Northern Goshawk PFAs, it is critical that the work done on the ground meets the habitat heterogeneity goals and standards for stand diversity and "clumpiness," road closures, snag density, and forest floor course woody debris committed to in the DEIS, to minimize long-term adverse effects to these species. These prescriptions are complex and vary across the landscape, depending on stand density and composition, slope, aspect, and other factors, and will take much extra effort to coordinate an ensure prescriptions are being met on the ground.


Response 3.3


We appreciate your concern. We understand that site-specific forest plan amendments for certain MSO and goshawk standards and guidelines must be used judiciously, and the exceptions to the standards and guidelines would only be applied where determined by our fire specialists and wildlife biologist to be necessary (see EIS pp. 30-32). We are committed to ensuring that all applicable laws, regulations, policies, and forest plan requirements as described in the EIS are met. We agree that the EIS describes many project specific design features and mitigation measures for the MSO and goshawk, and for species and habitat diversity (pp. 42-45), which must be carefully coordinated with wildlife biologists during site-specific treatment design, layout, tree marking, and other implementation activities. Monitoring requirements described in the EIS address monitoring to ensure that resource protection measures are implemented and effective (p. 51).


Comment 3.4 – Owl, Goshawk and Salamander Monitoring


To assist in the evaluation of future projects such as this, it is crucial that this project be considered as a large landscape-scale experiment, with adequate monitoring and reporting of potential effects to MSOs, Northern Goshawks and Salamanders. The Department requests the opportunity to conduct site visits to monitor the progress of this project, and that we be kept informed through regularly-scheduled reporting (i.e., annually or semi-annually) of the status of MSO, Northern Goshawk and Salamander occurrence within the project area once implementation begins.


Response 3.4


We agree. Annual monitoring surveys of MSOs, goshawks and salamanders will continue to occur throughout and after implementation of this project. Annual monitoring and evaluation reports will continue to be produced for each of these species. We will be happy to have you participate in the monitoring and to share the resulting reports with you.


Letter 4: USDOI, Fish and Wildlife Service
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Comment 4.1 – Wildlife Effects and Recommendations


The Service is concerned about the effects of implementing Alternative 2 or 3 on terrestrial and listed species. [The comment letter provides a lengthy discussion of effects to each species along with a long list of recommendations].


Response 4.1


We appreciate and share in your concern for the effects of the project on listed species and other wildlife species. We identified several wildlife issues (concerns) early in the planning process (EIS, p. 18), and analyzed the effects to affected species. We consulted with your agency throughout the process, including several meetings, reviews of draft documents, and a field trip to the project area. 


Your letter focuses on effects that are the same as those described in the EIS. However, we acknowledge and appreciate the additional relevant wildlife information you provided on specific species such as MSO and bats, which was not in our draft EIS. Thus, we wish to hereby incorporate by reference into this final EIS appendix, the additional species-specific information you provided as referenced to scientific literature, and to further incorporate your list of references cited. The additional information you provided does not alter the overall effects conclusions or determinations for listed or other species, but it adds some additional detail to the EIS. 


In terms of the 11 general recommendations contained at the end of the comment letter, we agree to follow all except for two. We agree with numbers 1, 3, 4, 5, 6, and 10, which are fully consistent with the project design and EIS. In addition, we agree with numbers 8 and 9, with minor exceptions. For recommendation 8, the EIS mitigation measures require us to “use weed-free native seed or sterile annual grass seed for revegetation if economically feasible; use native plants when planting for revegetation, and revegetate disturbed soil in a manner that optimizes native plant establishment” (EIS p. 46). This is also consistent with Forest Service Manual 2070 and the new Agency policy for native plant restoration. For recommendation 9, we agree that tree felling will avoid the red squirrel breeding season for the majority of the squirrel’s suitable habitat area and breeding season. The suitable red squirrel habitat is almost entirely within Mexican spotted owl PACs or northern goshawk PFAs that prohibit activity during their breeding seasons, which overlap most of the red squirrel breeding season. Some mixed conifer stands are outside the PACs and PFAs. The forest recognizes that some negative disturbance-related impacts during the red squirrel breeding season may occur as stated on pages 124-127 of the EIS. The owl and goshawk breeding season restrictions would reduce those impacts. Unfortunately, we cannot agree to follow general recommendations 2 and 7 (same as recommendation 11) because without the project-specific forest plan amendments and/or 502 acres of sanitation thinning and burning treatments, we would not adequately meet the project’s purpose and need and associated desired conditions (EIS pp. 12-13, 30-32, 34, 70-74). 


Following are the Fish and Wildlife Service’s species-specific concerns or recommendations and our associated responses. Some of their comments were combined in order to avoid repetition in our responses.      


Red Squirrel


1-3. Heavy thinning could fragment the canopy to such an extent that red squirrels would find it hard to move from tree to tree. The project objective would reduce and fragment the canopy habitat for the red squirrel. Maintain cool, moist microclimate habitat that produces adequate and reliable conifer cone crops and provide cool.  These conditions are met in old growth stands with closed canopies. 


Response: We agree. The estimated effects of project activities on red squirrel habitat are disclosed in the EIS pp. 125-127. Treatments would be expected to promote the growth of large trees, mature habitat characteristics, and structural variability in canopy density, favorable to red squirrel (EIS pp.125-127). Emphasis of the treatments is on removing smaller, understory trees and small dead trees, while retaining the largest, healthiest trees with the best crowns. No large snags will be cut except for safety purposes (p. 42). Throughout the EIS are descriptions of how the treatments would leave more tree canopy cover and density in the cool, moist north and east aspects and drainage bottoms, compared to thinning in the drier vegetation types and sites in the area. Forest plan requirements for old growth will be met (EIS pp. 65, 70-72). Site specific red squirrel density surveys in the project area found a minimal amount of marginal red squirrel habitat available in the area. Within the project area, red squirrels were not found in the Perk drainage, however, they were found in the Flume drainage (Frey 2007).     

4. Monitor forest tree species composition, cone crops, seral stages, and other variables of areas used by all life stages of the red squirrel. 


Response: We agree. Monitoring will occur to evaluate implementation of forest thinning and mitigation measures designed to protect wildlife species and their habitat. Included within the monitoring will be tree species, tree size class distribution, stand health, and down woody fuel components. These measurements can be used to assess red squirrel habitat.  


5-9. Work to reduce the probability of catastrophic wildfire and limit its effects to red squirrel habitat. Work to apply methods of insect pest control and limit damage to the conifer forests as appropriate. The Forest Service should conduct presence/absence surveys according to owl survey protocol in the identified PAC prior to road construction of FR 416v. The Forest Service should continue to provide support for the New Mexico Endemic Salamander Team and implementation of the “Jemez Mountains Salamander Management Plan.” The Forest Service should conduct salamander surveys prior to road construction on FR 416v.

Response: We agree with these suggestions, which are for red squirrel, spotted owl and salamander. Surveys for red squirrels were conducted in 2007, and surveys in PACs are conducted annually. Surveys for salamanders will also continue to be conducted in the project area. For clarification, FR 416 is not in the EIS or on our maps. 

Plain Titmouse (Juniper Titmouse)


1. Conduct pre-project population surveys and continue population monitoring through the use of breeding bird surveys (BBS) within the project areas to detect population and trend during the breeding period (May through July). 

Response:  Surveys for juniper titmouse conducted from 2001 through 2004 in the vicinity of the project area did not detect the juniper titmouse, and it is suspected that the project area is too high in elevation to provide juniper titmouse habitat (EIS pp. 117-118). 


2. It is recommended that project work be conducted between August and April to avoid negative impacts to the breeding success of this species and other bird species in the project area.

Response: Seasonal restrictions specific to this species are not necessary because the juniper titmouse is not expected to occur or have suitable habitat in this project area. Eighty percent of the potential juniper titmouse habitat in the woodlands of this project area is within spotted owl PACs and/or goshawk PFAs, which have seasonal breeding season restrictions (EIS p. 119).    


Pygmy Nuthatch


1-3. Retain dead standing trees (snags) 18 inches in diameter or larger in all forests and woodlands in the area unless removal is necessary for safety. Leave a minimum of 3 to 5 large (48.3 cm) snags per acre. The policy should also specify leaving culls and damaged trees that can provide future snags.


Response:  We agree. Refer to mitigation measures in the EIS, pp. 42-45.

Black Bear


1-3. Intersperse high canopy cover and high understory habitats with connecting corridors to facilitate movements, enhance natal areas, feeding, and denning habitats. Areas of open woodland and open grassland habitats should occur within 500 meters of the edge of closed-canopy habitats. Foraging habitat of high quality should be created…


Response: We agree. That description is consistent with EIS descriptions of the diverse mosaic of canopy covers, tree densities, and overall patchiness, including buffers and corridors along drainage bottoms, which would be expected to result from this project. Cool, moist slopes and drainages will retain more canopy cover, and drier sites will have more openings. Treatments will create more mast and other high quality forage, along with many “edges.” However, there are no open grasslands currently in the project area.  (Also see effects to black bear habitat, EIS pp. 137-138.) 


Merriam’s Wild Turkey 


1. Project activities should avoid the breeding season which is late March to early June.

Response:  We agree. Seasonal restrictions in the three PACs and two PFAs would cover that timeframe and a high proportion of the potential wild turkey habitat, benefiting all bird species in those areas. See effects to wild turkey in EIS (p. 136).    


2. The ripened nuts of oak and piñon are used during winter and those shrubs and trees should be retained as much as possible.  


Response: We agree. Habitat that contains a large percentage of oak will not be affected by treatments.  Treatments will create more mast and other high quality forage. Most of the piñon-juniper habitat type would be thinned from below up to 9 inches, leaving the largest piñon seed producing trees. The forest plan requirements will be met for old growth.

3. Ponderosa pine stringers at lower elevations should be retained for use by turkeys during winter. 

Response: We agree. Dense patches of large trees will be retained in the PACs and PFAs, and stream channels will be buffered from activities, retaining dense vegetation along drainage bottoms, as previously described. The project will emphasize leaving overstory canopy cover and groups or clumps of the largest trees available (VSS 4-6).


Sacramento Mountains Salamander


1-6. We recommend managers focus on practices that ensure salamander microhabitats remain cool and moist in conservation areas. Implement the mitigation measures identified on page 44 of the DEIS. All logging and other ground-disturbing silvicultural activities within occupied or potential sites where the salamander occurs should be coordinated with and approved by the New Mexico Endemic Salamander Team. A management plan should be drafted and implemented to guide the management of this species.   


Response: We generally agree with those comments (see EIS pp. 44 and 114-115). No tree cutting is proposed for suitable salamander habitat in the project area, and mitigation measures for proposed burning will be implemented. We coordinated with a Forest Service member of the New Mexico Endemic Salamander Team during project planning and designed the burn treatment in salamander habitat in accordance with salamander conservation standards and guidelines in the forest plan, which were developed in consultation with the salamander team. We met members of the salamander team on March 26, 2008, to continue coordinating with that team, and expect to have a joint field trip with the team in July. We will continue to consider whether to approve prescribed burning in the 45 acres of potential occupied salamander habitat or not, before a decision is made. A draft management plan was prepared by the team and Lincoln National Forest, but has not yet been finalized. There is opportunity to continue working on that plan in the future. There is no FR 416v in the area, and no roads at all within potential salamander habitat in this project area (> 8,000 ft.). Surveys were conducted in suitable habitat for the salamander for 3 consecutive years (2005-2007). 


Northern Goshawk


1. Implement the mitigation measures identified on pages 43 and 44 of the DEIS.

Response: We agree. The mitigation measures identified on pages 43 and 44 will be followed.

Bats


1-4. We recommend preserving all large snags with exfoliating bark and suggest steps to ensure that sufficient numbers of such snags are maintained for roosting bats in the future. Retain snags and the surrounding forest with higher tree densities, greater tree species diversity, and trees had larger basal areas than forest surrounding random snags. To manage snags for bat habitat, sufficient numbers of large trees should be retained and allowed to die in place, and all existing snags should be preserved. We recommend 6 to 8 snags per acre because the loose bark stage composes only a fraction of the snags available in the landscape and is a relatively brief stage in the lifespan of a snag.    


Response:  We agree. All large snags will be retained unless they need to be cut for safety reasons. See the several different snag and recruitment snag retention requirements for this project, which are consistent with forest plan standards and guidelines (EIS pp. 42-45). Ample recruitment or future snags are anticipated from within this area and in the surrounding forested areas, due to leaving the largest trees, having several no treatment areas containing large trees and snags, and the expectation of continued large tree mortality from insects, disease and fire. 


Mexican Spotted Owl


1 and 4-8. Implement the mitigation measures identified on pages 42 and 43 of the DEIS. Prior to conducting project activities in PACs, conduct presence/absence surveys per protocol. The Forest Service should conduct all activities in a manner that will minimize adverse affect to the owl and its habitat. The Forest Service should re-vegetate disturbed areas. The Forest Service should create and maintain owl prey habitat. The Forest Service should conduct presence/absence surveys according to owl survey protocol in the identified PAC prior to road construction of FR 416v. 


Response: We agree to these recommendations. Descriptions in the Service’s suggestions are consistent with information disclosed in the EIS, such as the spotted owl effects discussions on pages 87-97. The mitigation measures and monitoring protocols for spotted owl will be followed, and are on pages 42-43, 52, and re-vegetation requirements are on pages 46-47. 


2-3. Implementation and adherence to the “Mexican Spotted Owl Recovery Plan.” Implementation and adherence to the forest plan without project-specific amendments.  


Response: We cannot entirely agree with items 2 and 3. The project will adhere to nearly all of the recovery plan and forest plan standards and guidelines, with the specific exception noted in the proposed forest plan amendment (EIS pp. 30-32). Even that amendment, which would allow trees over 9 inches to be cut in PACs, will only be applied where site specifically necessary to meet the purpose and need and not on every acre within the PACs. 


Letter 5 – Omitted (postmarked after close of comment period)


Letter 6: New Mexico Forest and Watershed Restoration Institute
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Comment 6.1 – Support for Preferred Alternative and EIS


The NM Forest and Watershed Restoration Institute fully supports what we understand to be the alternative under consideration for implementation, the Ground-Based Alternative. We feel the major goal of fuels reduction can be accomplished and that costs can be contained under this alternative, especially when compared to the much more expensive Alternative 2 – Helicopter Emphasis. We find the analysis in the EIS to be thorough and excruciatingly complete.


Response 6.1


Thank you for your feedback and support.


Comment 6.2 – EIS Clarity: Proposed versus Preferred Alternative


Note that we found the Ground-Based Alternative to be clearly identified as the Forest Supervisor's preferred alternative only once, in the preface material before the Table of Contents of the full draft EIS. Indeed, the Summary DEIS does not contain this statement, and both versions continue to contain headings of “Alternative 2 - Helicopter Emphasis (Proposed Action).” We assume this to be an artifact of the original scoping, when only two alternatives were presented. Some legal reason must exist to retain this confusing language.


Response 6.2


Your assumption is correct. The Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) regulations for the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) requires identification of a “proposed action,” which is the action proposed during the original scoping process before the proposal undergoes analysis. Likewise, CEQ regulations at 40 CFR 1502.14(e) requires identification of the “preferred alternative” in the draft EIS, if one exists. For this project, alternative 3 was added as an alternative to the proposed action during the analysis process. Once the analysis was completed and alternatives were compared, the forest supervisor identified alternative 3 as the “preferred alternative.” This terminology is further explained in the CEQ’s “Forty Most Asked Questions” (questions 4-5). 



Comment 6.3 – Northern Goshawk Guidelines


The thinning described under Alternatives 2 and 3 can easily be accomplished and still fall within northern goshawk habitat (NGH) guidelines, which means a Forest Plan exemption for this item is not warranted.  The Goshawk Implementation Guide (February 2007) for Region 3 states: “Canopy cover is measured from the outermost edge of tree crowns within a group or clump of trees. It is not measured as a percentage of cover across a stand or project area.”


This misunderstanding of canopy cover is widespread, and the possibility exists that the Forest Plan misinterprets the NGH guidelines. If this is the case, and the proposed level of thinning is greater than is specified under the existing Forest Plan, the Lincoln National Forest may desire an exemption even though this project's desired future condition falls well within NGH standards. Finally, the existing 1986 Forest Plan is no longer available on-line, and we have not been able to check the language of that document.


Response 6.3


We agree that thinning may be able to be accomplished without violating the draft goshawk guidelines issued in February 2007, depending on interpretation. However, those draft guidelines have not been finalized or approved for use. The proposed forest plan amendment is associated with the specific language in the “Lincoln National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan,” pp. 208 D-E. 


The project would clearly adhere to virtually all goshawk habitat management direction in the forest plan, such as managing uneven-age conditions, old trees, and a mosaic of tree densities and age classes (p. 208A), and using thin from below and prescribed burn treatments applied to create non-uniform spacing (208E). We are uncertain whether the project would adhere 100 percent to the guidelines regarding retention of high canopy cover percentages within all VSS-4 and VSS-5 stands throughout the entire project area (which is all goshawk habitat, as defined by the plan). The forest plan is silent regarding the spatial scale for application of VSS classes, which remains controversial, although current stand exam programs generate that information at the stand level rather than at a group or patch scale within stands. Thus, it seemed prudent to include the amendment as a precaution, in case there are some site-specific situations where the canopy cover within a VSS-4 or VSS-5 stand is measured to be below the forest plan standard.  

Comment 6.4 – EIS Editorial Suggestions for References Cited


The following is a list of errors and/or inconsistencies in the citation of references that we noted during our review. These may seem trivial, but enough of them could threaten the credibility of the draft EIS. We are certain that this is only a partial list, but it contains all of the errors that we noticed. Page numbers refer to the full draft EIS. 


Response 6.4


We appreciate your identification of these editorial errors. We corrected these in the “Errata” section of this FEIS appendix.  


Letter 7: Environmental Protection Agency
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Comment 7.1 – No objections


The EPA Region 6 office in Dallas, Texas, has completed its review of the DEIS for the proposed fuel reduction project…and classified your DEIS and proposed action as “LO” i.e., EPA has “Lack of Objections.”

Response 7.1


We appreciate your environmental compliance review of the EIS and proposed action, and your finding of a lack of objections.  


Letter 8: Department of the Army, Corps of Engineers
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Comment 8.1 – Clean Water Act and Section 404 Permit


We have evaluated the information you provided and concur with your findings of waters of the United States within the project site. Perk and Grindstone Canyon Areas, Rio Ruidoso, Cedar Creek, Carrizo Creek and Sawmill Canyon, including their tributaries are tributaries of the Pecos River, an interstate waterway. These streams may be regulated under provisions of Section 404 of the Clean Water Act.


Response 8.1


We agree and understand that it is possible that a Section 404 permit may be required, based on the mechanized roadwork activity that may be needed to help stabilize streambanks and road crossings in intermittent stream channels. Although there are no perennial streams in the project area, the work on intermittent stream channels is an important consideration. Once the project is designed in more detail on the ground, we will continue to coordinate with the Corps to access the need for such a permit. We will acquire a Section 404 permit if needed prior to implementing this project.  


Letter 9: Mescalero Apache Tribe
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Comment 9.1 – Support for Project


The Division of Resource Management and Protection would like to express their support for Alternative #3 of the Perk-Grindstone EIS. The ground-based option would provide the most viable methods for actual treatment of forest lands along the Ruidoso Mescalero- USFS boundary lines.


The Perk-Grindstone area is in a critical location for wildland-urban interface treatments, as well as restoration of watershed functions on the Rio Ruidoso. In particular, the ridgetop system would provide strategic access and locations for treatments across jurisdictional boundaries, and provide for more comprehensive landscape scale forest and watershed management. The Tribe and the Bureau of Indian Affairs, Branch of Forestry have already begun planning treatments for the Flume Ridge area on Tribal lands. Plans include the restoration and development of a network of helispot landings, in support of firefighter access and safety in the event of wildland fire. The treatments and helispots network would benefit Tribal, US Forest Service, Village of Ruidoso, and private lands in the area, and would demonstrate true collaboration between partners.


Response 9.1


Thank you for your support of the preferred alternative. We recognize the critical need to work together to adequately address hazardous fuels on tribal land that adjoins National Forest System land. We appreciate the tribe’s proactive approach to fuel management and fire fighting access on lands adjacent to national forest and private lands. Coordination and collaboration among tribal and public land managers and private landowners will continue, and hopefully result in a healthier and safer forest.


Letter 10: Village of Ruidoso
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Comment 10.1 – Support for the Preferred Alternative


NOW THEREFORE, be it resolved by the Governing Body of the Village of Ruidoso that support for the ground based emphasis, alternative number three of the Perk-Grindstone Fuel Reduction Project be and hereby is adopted.


Response 10.1


Thank you for your support of the preferred alternative. Implementing this project should result in a safer and healthier forest in and around the Greater Ruidoso Area’s wildland-urban interface, and contribute to meeting objectives in the community wildfire protection plan. 


Letter 11: Ruidoso Valley Chamber of Commerce
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Comment 11.1 – Support for the Preferred Alternative


NOW THEREFORE, be it resolved by the Ruidoso Chamber of Commerce Board of Directors endorse and support the ground based emphasis, alternative number three of the Perk-Grindstone Fuel Reduction Project.


Response 11.1


Thank you for your support of the preferred alternative. Implementing this project should result in a safer and healthier forest in and around the Greater Ruidoso Area’s wildland-urban interface. 


Letter 12: Greater Ruidoso WUI Working Group
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Comment 12.1 – Support for the Preferred Alternative


One alternative within the current Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS) evolved from management objectives that emphasize community protection and fire fighting safety while addressing ecosystem restoration and forest health. Alternative number three provides critical fuels and fire management infrastructure (roads) and multi-jurisdictional access allowing the reintroduction of low intensity fire. In addition, this access provides opportunity for utilization of small diameter material and woody biomass.


Response 12.1


Thank you for your support of the preferred alternative. Implementing this project should result in a safer and healthier forest in and around the wildland-urban interface. Also, as you state, it presents an opportunity to offer wood products for local use.


Letter 13: Ruidoso River Association, Inc.
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Comment 13.1 Support for the Preferred Alternative


Although the health of the watershed and water quality is our primary focus, that focus is a distant second to the need for urgent action to reduce the crown fire potential in the project area in the path of which lies a very vulnerable Village of Ruidoso. Given this over-riding priority, the next requirement is that it is done in a way that is the safest, most cost-effective, and has the least long-lasting negative effects on water and wildlife.


In this regard, the association has completed a study of the above DEIS for the Perk-Grindstone Fuels Reduction Project and has concluded that Alternative 3 best meets these requirements. We are well aware that alternative 3 requires some site-specific amendments to the Forest Land Management Plan, but we feel these amendments are not only acceptable under the circumstances, but have also been adequately addressed.


Response 13.1


We greatly appreciate your feedback and support for our proposed action. Your letter distilled the potential consequences of no action on our national forest lands into readily understood terms. Implementing this project should result in a safer and healthier forest in and around the wildland-urban interface, and reduce watershed degradation and threats to water quality from wildfire. 


Letter 14: Roger Q. Allen
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Comment 14.1 – Support for the Preferred Alternative


I support the Alternative 3 method of treatment in the current (DEIS) Perk-Grindstone Fuels Reduction Project.


Response 14.1


Thank you for your support of the preferred alternative. Implementing this project should result in a safer and healthier forest in and around the wildland-urban interface. 


Comment 14.2 – Support for the Preferred Alternative


In an effort to more rapidly achieve the desired future conditions in the treatment areas and to utilize on site forest residuals (slash) to the maximum, I request the DEIS be amended to reflect the following: Under Alternative 3 "Summary of Proposed Activities", Bullet "Prepare and dispose of slash in the following manner: Add bullet as follows or words to this effect.


· Some of the slash from the 763 acres would be chipped and stored at landings, to be used where needed for erosion control and revegetation/rehabilitation purposes.


(This reduces the number of slash piles to be seen, burned and creates a very useful native material.). The on-site production and utilization of composted mulch is cost effect, environmentally friendly, considered a Best management Practice (BMP) and will produce rapid desired results when properly applied where soil is disturbed.


Response 14.2


Thank you for your support of the preferred alternative and suggested modification for slash treatment. We agree that some of the thinning generated slash may be utilized for erosion control and revegetation/rehabilitation purposes as suggested, and some may be mulched. The mastication thinning units would result in a mulch bed that would help reduce erosion. However, using chips for erosion control on steep slopes is not desirable, as the chips are more likely to be washed downslope during heavy rains and accumulate at the bottom of the slope.  


Letter 15: Cap Naegle


[image: image54.jpg]

Comment 15.1 – Support for the Preferred Alternative


I prefer Alternative #3 of the Perk-Grindstone project. The roads built can be used to fight fires in the future if necessary and make them easier to control and give the fire fighters a better more rapid means of escaping a fire. Some of the trees cut can be utilized.


Even prescribed fires can be very unpredictable due to unpredictable weather. On the ground clearing is much more exacting than controlled burns which can burn erratically leaving to much fire ladder growth remaining and not eliminate enough of the smaller sized trees. You don't have to wait for the proper window. I live downwind from the area and will feel much more comfortable than if you have a prescribed burn.


Response 15.1


Thank you for your support of the preferred alternative. Adam Mendonca from the Smokey Bear Ranger District called and spoke with you by phone in March to clarify whether you had concerns about the proposed prescribed burning, which is an important component of both action alternatives. Based on our phone call, we understand you support the prescribed burning and thinning activities included in the preferred alternative. We mutually agree that prescribed burning under very specific controlled fuel and weather conditions is desired, as an alternative to wildfire. The risk of prescribed fire escaping and damaging private property is minimal, due to the many mitigation measures described in the EIS, p. 50. Near the community boundary, slash would be piled and piles would be hand ignited during cool, wet conditions, usually with snow on the ground. Many measures would be taken to ensure safety to people and property in the area.  


Letter 16: Jace Ensor


[image: image55.jpg]

Comment 16.1 – Support for the Project. 


I am in favor of Fuel Reduction of the Perk-Grindstone area as soon as possible. I Really like HARVESTING and using wood better than just BURNING it. With good practices of controlling water run-off, the new roads that need to be created and then de-commissioned do not bother me.


Response 16.1


Thank you for your support of the project. It presents an opportunity to offer wood products for local use within the context of managing the area to produce a safer and healthier forest in and around the wildland-urban interface. 


Letter 17: Walter Dueease
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Comment 17.1 – Support for the Preferred Alternative


I have read the Summary DEIS for the Perk-Grindstone Fuel Reduction Project and completely support the preferred alternative for forest thinning and prescribed burning treatments in the project area.As a property owner in the Cedar Creek area I believe that this project is long overdue and I fully appreciate the work being proposed by the Forest Service. The Cedar Creek Cabin Owner's Association has a vested interest in your nearby project and will work with you to help facilitate the success of this project.


Response 17.1


Thank you for your support of the preferred alternative. Implementing this project should result in a safer and healthier forest in and around the wildland-urban interface.
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