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Decision and Rationale
Introduction

The Final Environmental Assessment for the Sacramento Mountains Defoliation Project (“Defoliation EA”) discloses the environmental effects of proposed activities associated with salvage harvest, hazard tree removal, and road management. The Defoliation EA is tiered to the Lincoln National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan (Forest Plan). The Sacramento Ranger District is proposing to salvage harvest dead standing trees on approximately 6,000 acres; remove hazard trees along approximately 11 miles of roads, trails and power lines; provide access for timber harvest through the use of National Forest System roads and temporary roads; and decommission approximately 4 miles of National Forest System roads.
The western portion of the Sacramento Mountains experienced successive years of defoliating insect outbreaks from 2002 through 2007. Defoliation was first detected during aerial surveys by Forest Health staff in 2002. Four insect species are causing the defoliation: tussock moth, spruce budworm, New Mexico fir looper, and looper species Nepytia janetae. Early outbreak defoliation was mainly due to the Douglas-Fir tussock moth and the New Mexico fir looper. The western spruce budworm and Nepytia janetae both feed on tree foliage, with defoliation over the winter of 2006-2007 largely attributed to Nepytia janetae. Nepytia janetae, a geometrid moth defoliator, is unique because its caterpillar stages actively feed on needles from September through May. As a result, trees are vulnerable to defoliators for the entire year rather than a seasonal basis. 

There were two successive years (2006-2007) of defoliation by an infestation of the winter conifer-feeding species, Nepytia janetae. Aerial surveys by Southwestern Forest Health Staff in June and August 2006 found approximately 6,000 acres of National Forest System (NFS) lands affected by Nepytia janetae. Aerial surveys in April and July 2007 found approximately 8,500 additional affected acres. Combined with the 2006 survey results, a total of approximately 14,500 acres with defoliation damage have been mapped on the Sacramento Ranger District. Areas of defoliation occur in the vicinity of the Village of Cloudcroft, New Mexico and also to the south in the vicinity of Sacramento Lookout. Approximately 1,900 acres of defoliation surround the Village of Cloudcroft and the remaining areas are to the south, near Sacramento Lookout.

Nepytia janetae larvae feeding on trees do not ingest the entire needle; however the feeding damage usually kills the needle, resulting in dead, brown foliage. Defoliation over one growing season may not kill a tree and damage trees may sprout new foliage the following spring, however complete and successive years of defoliation will likely result in tree mortality. 

While defoliated trees without damage to the leaf buds have the potential to survive and produce new needles, trees that experience repeated and complete defoliation usually die. Once trees are stressed from defoliation there may be other causes of mortality such as bark beetle infestation. Tree mortality in the Fall of 2007 averaged approximately 15 percent of existing overstory trees; however mortality within 3 to 5 years is expected to average 50 percent of overstory trees. Mortality will likely be variable ranging from 25 percent in areas of low defoliation to 75 percent in areas of severe defoliation. 

Within 20-30 years of mortality most trees should fall, creating large areas of continuous heavy fuel loading that make fire suppression difficult. The buildup of fuels is of particular concern in proximity to the Village of Cloudcroft, private lands, and 14 National Forest campgrounds and recreation sites. There is a need to reduce fuel loads by treating the dead trees.

In addition, there are stands of dead trees directly adjacent to area roads, trails and utility lines that will become hazardous. A blocked road due to a fallen tree could be inconvenient or cause serious accidents. Dead trees adjacent to trails could fall and injure or kill trail users. There is a need to remove concentrations of dead trees adjacent to roads, trails and utility lines.

Prompt natural reforestation of the affected areas may not occur due to a lack of seed-source, especially for species with heavy seed, such as southwestern white pine and ponderosa pine, which is not spread by wind to a great extent. A forest landscape with high levels of mortality is also not aesthetically appealing to most forest visitors. It is desirable to return the area to a forested condition as quickly as possible.
Decision

Based upon my review of the alternative and environmental consequences, I have decided to implement Alternative 2, the Revised Proposed Action with modifications. The Revised Proposed Action will be modified by deferring salvage harvest and hazard tree treatment within Mexican spotted owl protected activity centers. This will defer approximately 765 acres of salvage harvest and 3 miles of hazard tree treatment (approximately 826 total acres). Tree mortality within the protected activity centers will be monitored. Should high levels of tree mortality occur within proposed units within the Mexican spotted owl protected activity centers I may issue a future decision to proceed with salvage harvest and hazard tree treatment. 
The revised proposed action and associated environmental consequences are described in detail in the Final Environmental Assessment for Sacramento Mountains Defoliation Project. My decision to implement the modified Revised Proposed Action will salvage harvest dead stand timber on approximately 5,200 acres of National Forest affected by insect caused defoliation. In addition, hazard trees would be removed along approximately 8 miles of roads, trails, and utility lines. 
Salvage harvest will focus on dead trees of commercial size, 9 inches DBH (diameter breast height) or greater. Submerchantable material, such as tree tops, limbs, and small diameter dead trees, will be available for removal as biomass or chips, depending on market conditions.  
My decision to implement modified Alternative 2 includes the construction of short temporary roads to provide harvest access. Upon completion of harvest or hazard tree removal activities these temporary roads will be closed to vehicle use, drained, and vegetation will be re-established. National Forest System roads will also be used to provide harvest access and removal of the forest products. System roads will be returned to pre-existing conditions consistent with established road management prescriptions following harvest or hazard tree removal.
My decision also includes decommissioning approximately 4 miles of closed system roads (route number 05008E, 09216C, and 09621C). These roads will no longer be considered Forest Service System roads and will be closed to motorized vehicle use, rehabilitated, as much as practicable, to return the roadbed to productive forest or meadow land.

My decision will include project monitoring to ensure project objectives for fuel reduction and resource protection measures identified in the Defoliation EA are accomplished. 
· Project Objective Monitoring. Monitoring will be conducted to estimate whether project objectives for reducing hazardous fuels have been adequately met. Sampling will be used to estimate the change in fuel loading 2 to 3 years following salvage and slash treatment activities.

· Resource Protection Measures Monitoring: Project activities will be monitored during project implementation to ensure all project design features, mitigation measures and Best Management Practices (BMPs) listed in the Defoliation EA are fully implemented to reduce potential adverse impacts. This includes monitoring and documenting results from each activity: road maintenance, temporary road construction, salvage harvest operations, hazard tree treatment, slash treatment, road decommissioning and closure. This includes conducting field reviews and documenting the implementation of each mitigation measure and project design feature. Much of this monitoring will be achieved through inspections by contract or permit administrators and inspectors as a routine part of project implementation. Qualified specialists will conduct field inspections for activities conducted outside a contract or permit. 
· Effectiveness Monitoring: Project monitoring reports will document any evidence that a project design feature or mitigation measure was not effective in reducing effects to the level predicted in the Defoliation EA so that corrective action may be taken. Soil and water monitoring will be completed by Forest soil and hydrology staff to determine BMP effectiveness for project activities.

Rationale for Decision

I am selecting Alternative 2, the Revised Proposed Action, with modifications, because it meets the project purpose and need. The Revised Proposed Action, with modifications, decreases fuel loading on approximately 5,200 acres, provides for public safety and salvages merchantable dead timber brought about by the insect caused tree mortality.  The modified Revised Proposed Action will also reforest areas with high levels of mortality that are not expected to reforest naturally due to a lack of seed source.
Trees killed by the defoliators, or by the subsequent attack of bark beetles, or other forest insects could pose a large buildup of forest fuels if left untreated as the trees decay and fall to the forest floor. My decision to salvage harvest the dead standing trees will remove and utilize the merchantable material, and treat the remaining slash to decrease the fuel available for a wildfire. Funds generated by salvage harvest will be available for reforestation activities.
The dead standing trees would also pose a direct risk to the safety of areas users. My decision includes the treatment of hazard trees along roads, trails, and utility lines. The hazard tree treatment combined with salvage harvest will decrease the direct risk of falling trees to area users. The removal of hazard trees along utility lines will decrease the chances of utility interruption to area residents and businesses. Natural, dead tree-fall often occurs during wet, windy snow events, when repair and restoration of utilities are difficult due to snow and muddy ground conditions. My decision to remove the hazard trees will allow these trees to be removed when site conditions provide reasonable access. My decision will also allow the safe, coordinated removal of hazard trees along the Sunspot Highway.
My decision includes decommissioning approximately 4 miles of closed system roads. These roads do not have a re-occurring need for use and are in poor locations, or have poor drainage that increases the risk of erosion and associated stream sedimentation. These roads are currently designated as Maintenance Level 1 (closed) and decommissioning should not change or affect current use. 
My decision includes project monitoring to ensure project objectives for fuel reduction and resource protection measures identified in the Defoliation EA are accomplished and effective. 

Public Involvement

This project has been listed in the Lincoln National Forest Schedule of Proposed Actions since April 1, 2007. The Lincoln National Forest issued news releases on February 14, 2007 and August 9, 2007 regarding defoliation occurring on the Lincoln National Forest. The August news release requested comments on the proposed action to salvage harvest trees killed by forest insects. In addition, a letter requesting comment on the proposed action was sent to 50 individuals and organizations on August 10, 2007.  Responses were received from 7 individuals and organizations.  
A legal notice requesting comments on the project was published in the Alamogordo Daily News on April 17, 2008. The Defoliation EA was available for review at this time. Responses were received from 6 individuals and organizations. 
Issues Considered in my Decision

Several issues were raised during public involvement. The following were important issues that I considered as this project was developed and analyzed. 
· Additional areas of defoliation were identified after the development of the original proposed action in May and June of 2007. The proposed action was revised to include additional areas of defoliation that are suitable for tractor logging. These areas are included in my selected alternative, the modified Revised Proposed Action.
· The original proposed action included the treatment of hazard trees along approximately 2 miles of the Sunspot Highway; however there are additional hazard trees along other roads, hiking trails, and utility corridors. The proposed action was revised to include the additional areas of hazard tree treatment and these areas are included in my selected alternative.

· I received several comments urging the Forest to move forward with treatments in the late-summer and fall of 2007. This course of action was not pursued at the time because tree mortality due to defoliation was unknown. Although the trees lacked green needles, many of them had the potential to sprout new foliage in the spring of 2008. Due to the extent and intensity of the defoliation, trees that survive are valuable for: aesthetics, wildlife, and as a seed source for reforestation. Field crews will be able to determine tree mortality in the late spring and summer of 2009. 
· Concerns were raised regarding a continued defoliation epidemic. If the looper epidemic continues, how will the Forest address the expanding areas of defoliation and associated mortality?  Field surveys in the Fall of 2007 and Winter of 2007-2008 indicated the Nepytia janetae (looper) population causing the defoliation was decreasing throughout the project area, and this trend continued through the Winter of 2008-2009. The Forest implemented the Nepytia Janetae Winter Defoliation Spray Project (Fall 2007) to decrease Nepytia janetae population and associated defoliation. The activities included in this project combined with the recent project decisions will effectively deal with the salvage of dead trees, fuel reduction, and the Neptyia janetae population.
· Concern was expressed that the Forest should consider long term management actions to improve forest health and decrease forest susceptibility to insect caused losses. There are recent past projects and projects in the planning phase that address forest health within the project area and vicinity.
I received comments after publication of the legal notice and the Defoliation EA was available for public review.  My decision on this project will include measures and revisions to address the following comments.
· The Defoliation EA did not state the number of snags to be retained. The Defoliation EA included a project design feature (WL-2) for retention of snags; however snag numbers and sizes were not explicit. This project design feature WL-2 has been revised to state the number and size of snags to be retained. The 3 snags per acre listed under WL-2 are a minimum and if trees greater than 24 inches DBH are not deemed as a hazard and/or non merchantable it is anticipated that on average there will be more than 3 snags retained per acre.  The snag and downed woody amounts included under WL-2 are based on the Northern Goshawk guidelines from the Forest Plan.
· The project design feature (WL-4) for the protection of the Sacramento mountain salamander will be revised to increase the time-frame for protection measures, depending on moist weather conditions and salamander presence. 
· The Defoliation EA did not include a list of past, present and reasonably foreseeable activities within the project area. The Defoliation EA has been revised to include an appendix which lists past, planned and reasonably foreseeable actions within the project boundary. The Defoliation EA includes a discussion regarding cumulative effects for each resource.   

· Concerns were expressed regarding the cost of the project. The Defoliation EA included a financial analysis of the project and disclosed the project has a present net value of $-3,770,387. This figure includes over $1,626,738 in reforestation costs, which is a worst-case scenario with high levels of mortality. The figure also includes costs for slash piling, chipping, and burning. These costs could all be considerably less if mortality does not reach the levels assumed in the analysis. The socio-economic section of the Defoliation EA discussed the trade-offs under the no-action alternative. The no-action alternative could ultimately have a much higher overall cost compared to the direct costs of the Revised Proposed Action and negative impacts to the local community. 
· Concerns were expressed regarding the range of alternatives. The project purpose and need, and proposed action were scoped in August 2007. I did not receive comments indicating alternative actions would be necessary. No issues identified during project scoping drove a need to develop additional alternatives because there were no unresolved conflicts. Public involvement and the issues raised during scoping are disclosed in the Defoliation EA. 
· One interested party indicated that I should consider an alternative that just deals with immediate threats to public safety (hazard trees). This alternative would not take steps to reduce fuel loading associated with insect caused mortality, which is a primary purpose of the project. This alternative would forego the salvage harvest of merchantable timber on lands identified in the Forest Plan for timber management and sawlog production. Salvage harvest also provides an effective tool to reduce the fuel loading. I will not consider an alternative that just deals with immediate threats to public safety because it would not meet the project need to reduce fuel loading and it would not follow Forest Plan management direction for timber management. 
· I received a comment that I should consider an alternative with no new temporary road construction or reconstruction. This alternative will not be considered because the Revised Proposed Action was designed to minimize new road construction and reconstruction. Most of the road system needed to access harvest operations is already in-place; however, commercial timber harvest will require the construction of short temporary spur roads. Logs will be decked off main Forest system roads and short temporary spur roads will be necessary to provide log truck access. Log landings and associated landing activity such as log truck loading on or directly adjacent to main Forest roads would not be feasible due to safety hazards to the public and forest workers, in addition to the negative visual impacts.
· One comment letter had numerous concerns regarding the impacts of the project on soil and hydrological resources. A number of the concerns were in regard to salvage harvest following a wildfire event. This project is not associated with a wildfire event and does not include post-fire salvage harvest. The soils and hydrology section of the Defoliation EA has been updated to clarify the analysis. Clarification has been added in regard to WEPP modeling, coarse woody debris, and the construction of temporary roads. 
Mitigation Measures in the Modified Revised Proposed Action Alternative

Specifications and Mitigations of the Project (EA pages 9-16)
Project design features were developed to reduce or eliminate impacts related to analysis issues and affected resources. These are incorporated as an integrated part of the selected alternative and their implementation is part of this decision. Project design features are based upon standard practices and operating procedures that have been employed and proved effective in similar circumstances and conditions. Table 1 lists these project design features.

Table 1. Project Design Features (PDF) List.

	PDF Item
	Description of Project Design feature 

	Applicable - General

	AGEN-1
	Hazard tree removal adjacent to the Sunspot Highway will be coordinated with the State Highway Department. Operations will require appropriate signing and traffic control. The public will be informed in advance of hazard tree removal operations and potential delays through public notices. 

	Air Quality

	AQ-1
	All burning operations will occur in accordance with the New Mexico Smoke Management Plan.

	AQ-2
	The prescribed burn plan will outline specific fuel moisture and weather conditions to minimize emissions associated with burning operations.

	AQ-3
	The purchaser will be encouraged to utilize landing slash and submerchantable material (<9” dbh) to minimize emissions.

	AQ-4
	Warning signs and devises will be placed along roads during all burning operations to alert the public of possible smoke and fire in the area

	Fuels

	FUELS-1
	Residual fuels in excess of 15 tons per acre will be grapple piled and burned or chipped, or made available as forest products.

	FUELS-2
	Residual slash within 500 feet of private land or Maintenance Level 3 (or higher) roads will be made available as forest products and removed, piled and burned, or chipped.

	Heritage Resources

	HR-1
	Heritage resource sites will be protected by avoidance. If previously undiscovered sites are found in the course of project implementation all activities in the vicinity of the site will cease and the site area will be protected until the site is recorded and evaluated by a qualified archaeologist. The timber sale contract will include provision C6.24 to protect heritage resources.

	HR-2
	Forest heritage staff will work with the implementation team to identify protected heritage sites where deadfall from hazard trees pose a threat to the site. Hazard tree treatment within heritage sites: dead trees will be felled, bucked and slashed down to 12 inches and treatment material will remain on site, pending consultation with the New Mexico State Historic Preservation Officer.

	Noxious Weeds

	NX-1
	Timber sale contract provisions will require that all off-road logging and construction equipment is free of noxious weeds, when moving equipment onto sale area and/or moving between units that are known to contain noxious weed. Specifically provision B6.35 – Equipment Cleaning, will be included in the timber sale contract.

	NX-2
	Use weed-free straw and mulch for all projects conducted or authorized by the Forest Service on National Forest System Lands. If State certified straw and/or mulch is not available, sources will be certified to be weed free using the North American Weed Free Forage Program standards, or a similar certification process 

	NX-3
	Certified weed free seed mix will be required for project seeding.

	NX-4
	Avoid weed-infested areas for use as landings or parking areas.

	NX-5
	Complete post-project surveys to document infestations and to allow treatment of noxious weeds.

	NX-6
	Known areas of noxious weeds will be treated prior to project implementation to decrease chances of weed spread.

	Range

	RNG-1
	All range improvements will be protected from damage during harvest activities. Range improvements will be identified on the sale area map as protected improvements.

	Recreation

	RE-1
	Harvest operations in units 1-10 will be coordinated with the district recreation staff to minimize conflicts with recreation activities and provide for public safety.

	RE-2
	Campgrounds and trails in the vicinity of harvest units may be closed, as needed, to public use during project implementation through a Forest Supervisor’s closure order to provide for public safety. The order would be lifted as soon as harvest operations and log hauling are complete. 

	RE-3
	All recreation improvements, including trails and trailheads, will be protected from damage during harvest activities. They will be identified on the sale area map as protected improvements.

	RE-4
	Signs will be posted advising trail users when project activities are to take place.

	RE-5
	Obliterate and rehabilitate skid trails, landings, and intersecting temporary roads that encroach upon hiking trails.

	RE-6
	Replace trail signs and restore the width of the trail tread to pre-existing condition following completion of the project.

	Plants

	PL-1
	Survey for sensitive plants will occur prior to any ground disturbance.

	PL-2
	Sensitive plant species will be managed with appropriate mitigation measures based on the most up-to-date science.

	PL-3
	Sacrament Mountain Thistle-Cirsium vinaceum (CIVI) projection measures:

· Suitable habitat will be surveyed for occupancy prior to disturbance.

· Occupied sites will not be seeded. Disturbed unoccupied locations wil be reseeded with native species.

· Occupied sites will be protected with a 200 foot buffer above the site and a 100 foot buffer below and beside the site to provide sufficient width to absorb and prevent the alteration of water flow through travertine deposits.

· Tree felling and vehicle access will not occur within the CIVI buffer.

	Silviculture

	SILV-1
	Trees to be salvaged or treated as hazard trees are dead trees. A tree will be considered dead if it has no green needles and no new spring growth if defoliation is continuing. Trees that have green needles or new spring growth will be retained. 

	SILV-2
	The preferred method of reforestation is through natural regeneration. Reforestation surveys will be completed after harvest to determine if adequate stocking is present. Reforestation through planting or seeding of native species will proceed where natural regeneration is inadequate.

	Special Uses

	SU-1
	Special use features and improvements will be protected during project implementation. Project implementation will be coordinated with District lands/special uses staff and permit holders to identify and avoid special use features. Special use features such as fences, phone lines and water lines will be identified on the sale area map as protected improvements.

	SU-2
	Project implementation will be coordinated with District lands/special use staff and permit holders.

	Visuals

	VQ-1
	Avoid damage to deciduous vegetation, especially maple and aspen trees, within the foreground of treatment units directly adjacent to State Highways to maintain visual quality and aesthetics.

	VQ-2
	Use efficient and cost effective slash treatments to reduce and remove project generated slash within 200 feet of State Highway 6563 (Sunspot National Scenic Byway) to maintain visual quality and aesthetics.

	VQ-3
	Minimize skid trails, landings and slash piles within the foreground of units directly adjacent to area administrative sites and U.S./State Highways to maintain visual quality and aesthetics. 

	VQ-4
	Timber marking will be placed on the side opposite the viewer within 200 feet of State Highway 6563, Rim National Recreation Trail (#105) and boundaries of administrative sites.

	Watershed Soils

	WS-1
	The proposed action incorporates Forest Service Soil and Water Conservation Practices (BMPs) that are designed to protect and restore watershed resources. 

· Limiting the Operating Period of Timber Sale Activities (FSH 2509.24.13)

· Determining Tractor Loggable Ground (FSH 2509.24.17)

· Tractor Skidding Location and Design (FSH 2509.24.18)

· Log Landing Location (FSH 2509.24.2)

· Erosion Prevention/Control Measures During Timber Sale Operations (FSH 2509.24.21)

· Special Erosion Prevention Measures on Disturbed Land (FSH 2509.24.22)

· Revegetation of Areas Disturbed by Harvest Activities (FSH 2509.24.23)

· Log landing Erosion Prevention and Control (FSH 2509.24.24)

· Erosion Control on Skid Trails (FSH 2509.24.25)

· Erosion Control Structure Maintenance (FSH 2509.24.28)

· Acceptance of Timber Sale Erosion Control Measures Before Sale Closure (FSH 2509.24.29)

· Slash Treatment in Sensitive Areas (FSH 2509.24.3)

· Modification of the Timber Sale Contract (FSH 2509.24.33)

· Slope Limitations for Equipment Operation and Vehicle Use (FSH 2509.25.17)

· Evaluation of Cumulative Watershed Condition Effects (FSH 2509.25.2)

· Soil Quality Monitoring (FSH 2509.25.21)

· Consideration of Water Quality in Formulating Fire Prescriptions (FSH 2509.31.11)

· Protection of Water Quality from Prescribed Burning Effects (FSH 2509.31.12)

	WS-2
	Perennial Streams: 40-foot streamside buffer zone (each side of the channel beginning from stream bank). Individual trees may be removed by skidding parallel to subparallel to contour in an up-hill direction or by hand treatments. Trees may not be felled across swales or drainages or skidded across drainages. Groundcover should be maintained.

	WS-3
	Intermittent/Ephemeral Streams and Channels: 20-foot streamside buffer zone (each side of the channel beginning from streambank). Individual trees may be removed by skidding parallel to subparallel to contour in an up-hill direction or by hand treatments. Trees may not be felled across swales or drainages or skidded across drainages. Groundcover should be maintained.

	WS-4
	Landings and heavily used skid trails will be ripped, seeded, and fertilized to re-establish vegetation and decrease soil compaction. Appropriate vegetation to be used will be coordinated between the timber sale administrator and forest specialists.

	WS-5
	Maintain adequate amount of coarse woody material (CWM). CWM consists of down woody material greater than 3 inches in diameter. Soil quality guidelines recommend 5 to 10 tons per acre of CWM in ponderosa pine forests and 7 to 14 tones per acre in mixed conifer (FSH 2554.02)

	WS-6
	Hazard tree treatment within riparian areas: dead trees will be felled bucked and slashed down to 12 inches and treated material will remain on site. All dropped material will be deposited at distances 20 feet or greater from riparian zones, stream channels, or swales. This will prevent or reduce the potential for large woody debris or coarse woody debris to be entrained into these areas during large precipitation events.

	WS-7
	Grapple piling equipment will stay on existing skid trails to minimize soil disturbance. Pile size should not exceed approximately 10 by 15 feet. Grapple piled slash will be burned when soil moisture content is high, and air temperatures are cool or cold to minimize soil heating. The burned area will be reseeded with a weed free, native species seed mix to re-establish ground cover and minimize erosion. Piles will not be located within any prescribed buffer zones.

	WS-8
	Temporary roads will re-use old locations where possible. Temporary road use and construction will follow the terms of the Timber Sale Contract provisions, including B6.5, B6.6, B6.61, B6.62, and B6.62, to protect stream courses, meadows, and riparian areas.

	WS-9
	Chipped or masticated material will be distributed across a treatment unit, where prescribed. Material will be distributed in a discontinuous mosaic, with material depth less than 4 inches, on the average, in all areas except skid trails and landings. Material depth can be up to 4 inches thick, on the average, in these areas but should be also be distributed in a discontinuous mosaic.

	Wildlife

	WL-1
	Sacramento Mountain Checkerspot Butterfly (SMCB) protection measures: 

· Pre-diapause larval surveys will occur before any activity is implemented in occupied habitat.
· All SMCB pre-diapause sites must be flagged and avoided if possible. If pre-diapause sites cannot be avoided than they will be transplanted before any activity can occur. The larvae tent that is located on the penstemon pant will be moved to an adjacent plant that will not be disturbed by the action.
· Seeding of any ground disturbance within SMCB occupied habitat will use native flora. (example: New Mexican Penstemon)

· All ground disturbing activies within SMCB occupied habitat will be completed from November 1st through February 28th. Disturbance may occur before November if all appropriate project design features are incorporated and monitoring has indicated that larvae are in the state of diapause.
· All road disturbance activity within SMCB occupied habitat will be minimized (example: blading to re-open roads will only occur where safety hazards exist)
· Road use will only occur within the existing roadbeds and pullouts.
· All fuel-wood and slash related work will take place within forested habitats. All access loations will be surveyed prior to implementaiton.

· Chipping or mastication must take place within forested habitat and may not occur within suitable habitat.

	WL-2
	Mexican Spotted Owl (MSO) protection measures:

· Allow no timber harvest except for fuel-wood and fire risk abatement in established protected activity centers. For protected activity centers destroyed by fire, windstorm, or other natural disaster, salvage timber harvest or declassification may be allowed after evaluation on a case-by-case basis in consultation with the US Fish and Wildlife Service. 
· Allow no timber harvest except for fire risk abatement in mixed conifer and pine-oak forests on slopes greater than 40% where timber harvest has not occurred in the last 20 years.

· Limit human activity in protected activity centers during the breeding season (March 1st through August 31st).

· In protected and restricted areas, when activities conducted in conformance with these standards and guidelines may adversely affect other threatened, endangered, or sensitive species or may conflict with other established recovery plans or conservation agreements; consult with the US Fish and Wildlife Service to resolve the conflict. 
· Live trees may be removed in protected activity centers for new temporary road construction but would be limited to trees less than 9 dbh.

· Any re-opened or temporary roads needed for implementation that fall within MSO protected activity centers will adhere to breeding season restrictions or be cleared with biological clearance through Region 3 Monitoring. 
· Harvest fuel-wood when it can be done in such a way that effects on the owl are minimized. Manage within the following limitations to minimize effects on the owl: 1) Retain key forest species such as oak, and 2) Retain substantive amounts of key habitat components such as snags and large downed logs (ex. snags 18 inches in diameter and larger, down logs over 12 inches midpoint diameter).

· Designate a 100 acre “no treatment” area around the known nest site of each protected activity center. Habitat in the no treatment area should be as similar as possible in structure and composition as that found in the activity center. 
· Use combinations of thinning trees less than 9 inches in diameter, mechanical fuel treatment and prescribed fire to abate fire risk in the remainder of the selected protected activity center outside the 100 acre “no treatment” area.

· Salvage activities should maintain and enhance native species and natural recovery processes.
· Salvage should leave residual snags and logs at levels and size distributions that emulate those following pre-settlement, stand-replacing fires. All trees greater than 24 inches DBH will be retained unless an overriding management situation (i.e. Hazard) requires removal to protect human safety and/or property. Dead trees will only be deemed as a “Hazard” if they meet the following conditions; 1.) tree is leaning toward the infrastructure, 2) obvious instability of snag (ex. rot) which may be near the infrastructure, 3) a snag that is not a hazard toward a infrastructure (ex. leaning the opposite direction) but may pose a risk toward sawyers who may be removing a adjacent snag that poses a risk toward a infrastructure (ex. leaning toward the infrastructure).  
· If at least three snags greater than 18 inches DBH are not available the three largest snags or snags with obvious wildlife use will be retained. To reduce losses of large snags (3 per acre greater than 18 inches) or snags with obvious heavy use (cavities present and visible), cutting unit boundaries and/or prescriptions will be modified to save the snag; so that it is no longer a hazard. Retain 10-15 tons per acre of downed woody material within mixed conifer stands. Favor the retention of logs greater than 12 inches midpoint diameter and 8 feet in length. Treat retained large woody material in such a way that it still performs a biological purpose for MSO. When downed woody material doesn’t exist, suitable size snags will be felled or retained for down woody material recruitment.
· MSO surveys will follow Region 3 protocol. Unoccupied MSO habitat where survey is over 5 years old must be resurveyed before implementation. 

· Salvage and hazard tree treatment wihin the Rio Penasco II Watershed Restoration Project MSO study area will be implemented under the following conditions: 1) study control or treatment areas are dropped by the USDA Forest Service Rocky Mountain Research Station; 2) the MSO study within the Rio Penasco II Watershed Restoration Project is completed.
· Ground disturbing activities will not impact oak species. 

	WL-3
	Northern goshawk projection measures:

· All post fledgling areas (PFAs) will include Breeding season restrictions from March 1st through August 31st. Restrictions include new temporary and re-opened road use.

· Occupied or unoccupied goshawk habitat that has survey over 10 years old must be re-surveyed the year before implementation.

	WL-4
	Sacramento salamader protection measures:

· No mechanical ground disturbance or burning will occur in occupied habitat while salamaders are found to be above ground. This is common from July through September. Seasonal restrictions will be implemented if moist conditions occur before July, or after September, and surveys indicate salamander are present above ground.

· Retain 10-15 tons per acre of downed woody material within mixed conifer stands. Favor the retention of logs greater than 12 inches midpoint diameter and 8 feet in length. 

	WL-5
	All known roost sites for wild turkey and raptors will be protected and raptor nests will be protected with a 330 foot buffer. 

	WL-6
	All red squirrel cache sites will be retained with a 37 foot buffer. 

	WL-7
	Sensitive animal species will be managed with appropriate mitigation measures based on the most up-to-date science.


Finding of No Significant Impact
After considering the environmental effects described in the Defoliation EA, I have determined that these actions will not have a significant effect on the quality of the human environment considering the context and intensity of impacts (40 CFR 1508.27). Thus, an environmental impact statement will not be prepared. I base my finding on the following:
Context 
This project is limited in scope and duration. Modified Alternative 2 includes treatments on approximately 5,200 acres of the 55,000 acre project area. The project will be implemented over a five-year time period and will provide wood products and employment to south-central New Mexico.
Intensity

Impacts that may be both beneficial and adverse

I considered the beneficial and adverse impacts associated with modified Alternative 2. The beneficial and adverse impacts of the proposed action alternative are disclosed in the EA and summarized in a comparison of alternatives on Defoliation EA pages 17 through 18.  Modified Alternative 2 will have less salvage harvest and hazard tree treatment, however overall project objects would be met and impacts would be similar to those indentified in the Defoliation EA.
The degree to which the proposed action affects public health or safety.

Modified Alternative 2 will not pose a threat to public health and safety. Temporary closures and warning signs will restrict public access during project activities. 
All prescribed burning will be conducted with an approved site specific burn plan with standards for smoke management. The plan will be implemented to minimize the possibility of the burn affecting a Class 1 or other “smoke sensitive” area in accordance with the Memorandum of Understanding between the State of New Mexico and the U.S. Forest Service. This memorandum includes provisions to ensure that excess smoke does not impact roads or residences.

Modified Alternative 2 is not expected to have any direct or indirect effects on Fresnal Canyon as a municipal watershed.     
Unique characteristics of the geographic area such as proximity to historic or cultural resources, parklands, prime farmlands, wetlands, wild and scenic rivers, or ecologically critical areas.

No direct and indirect effects are expected on wetlands, prime farmlands, wild and scenic rivers, or ecological critical areas as they are either not present or will be protected by project design features. 
Project design features include measures to protect and monitor heritage and cultural resources. Archaeological sites will maintain their National Register characteristics. 
The degree to which the effects to the quality of the human environment are likely to be highly controversial.
There is no indication that the effects of modified Alternative 2 on the quality of human environment are likely to be highly controversial. The salvage harvest, reforestation, hazard tree treatment, and road management activities are routine activities that are consistent with the Forest Plan.
The degree to which the possible effects on the human environment are highly uncertain or involve unique or unknown risks.

The proposed salvage harvest, hazard tree removal, and road management activities are routine activities that have been conducted in the area over the past century. These activities do not have highly uncertain effects on the human environment and do not involve unique or unknown risks.
The degree to which the action may establish a precedent for future actions with significant effects or represents a decision in principle about a future consideration

Modified Alternative 2 consists of routine activities that are consistent with management direction in the Forest Plan. Implementation of the actions will not establish a precedent for future actions. 
Whether the action is related to other actions with individually insignificant but cumulatively significant impacts. Significance exists if it is reasonable to anticipate a cumulatively significant impact on the environment.
The cumulative impacts are not significant. The cumulative effects of modified Alternative 2 have been considered for all resource areas. Modified Alternative 2, when considered with other past and reasonably foreseeable activities in the area, is not expected to create a cumulatively significant impact on the environment. 
The degree to which the action may adversely affect districts, sites, highways, structures or objects listed in or eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic Places or may cause loss or destruction of significant scientific, cultural or historic resources.

Project design features include measures to protect heritage resources (Defoliation EA page 10). Implementation of the heritage project design features should result in no archaeological sites having their National Register characteristics altered to the point that eligibility or listing status is lost. 
The degree to which the action may adversely affect an endangered or threatened species or its habitat that has been determined to be critical under the Endangered Species Act of 1973.
A Biological Assessment (BA) was completed for the modified Alternative 2, which documents the analysis of effects to federally listed and proposed species.  Project effects on the Mexican spotted owl (MSO), federally listed Threatened, and its habitat were analyzed in detail.  The following is the project wildlife biologist determination for this species:

Mexican Spotted Owl (MSO): The MSO Recovery Plan states if the following conditions are met, the alternative may affect, but will not likely adversely affect (NLAA)  this species or its habitat: 1)  No activities will occur within the 100 acre nest activity center, 2)  The activity will not disturb reproduction, 3) no trees greater than 24 inches will be removed unless for safety purposes, 4 retaining the three largest snags per acre, with an emphasis of over 18 inches dbh, 4) retaining 10-15 tons of downed woody material, 5) no live trees greater than 9 inches dbh within PACs will be removed, 6) No stands that meet threshold condition will be taken below its standard. The preferred alternative adheres to the above conditions as well as the Recovery Plan Salvage Guidelines.  The project design features associated with this project allow the adequate amount of snags and downed woody material to be retained. Therefore, the Forest Service found the proposed actions will meet the conditions for a "May Affect, Not Likely to Adversely Affect" (NLAA) determination for the MSO and critical habitat.  

The US Fish and Wildlife Service (Service) provided a Biological Opinion in response to the BA, concurring with adherence to the above conditions.  The Service concluded a "May Affect, Likely to Adversely Affect" (LAA) determination for the MSO and designated critical habitat.  However these project impacts will not affect the role of critical habitat unit BR-E-1 relative to the conservation of the MOS and overall habitat designation.  
Whether the action threatens a violation of Federal, State, or local law or requirements imposed for the protection of the environment.

Modified Alternative 2 is consistent with all Federal, State, and local laws or requirements imposed for the protection of the environment.
Findings Required by Other Laws and Regulations

Lincoln National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan Forest-wide Standards and Guidelines:

This decision to implement modified Alternative 2, the Revised Proposed Action is consistent with the intent of the Lincoln National forest Land and Resource Management Plan’s Forest-wide standards and guidelines.
Regional Amendment to Forest Plans (USDA Forest Service R3, 1996; updated 2006):

The selected alternative was designed to incorporate standards and guidelines identified in the Regional Amendment to Forest Plans. Standards and guidelines for the protection of the Mexican spotted owl and the northern goshawk have been incorporated into project design (Defoliation EA, page 15-16). 
Conservation Agreement and MOU for Sacramento Mountains Checkerspot Butterfly:

Modified Alternative 2 was designed to protect the Sacramento Mountains checkerspot butterfly and incorporates project design features specific to this species (Defoliation EA, page 15). Analysis of the selected alternative concluded: “this alternative may impact individual butterflies and their habitat but will not likely result in a trend or listing or loss of viability” (Defoliation EA, page 42). 
FSM 2670 Sensitive Species:

A detailed analysis for R3 Regional Sensitive Species with possible effects due to project implementation was completed for this project. These species include Sacramento Mountain Checkerspot Butterfly, Sacramento Mountain Salamander, and Northern Goshawk Analysis findings are summarized in the Defoliation EA (pages 40-51). The following are the project wildlife biologist’s determinations for these species:

Sacramento Mountain Checkerspot Butterfly (SMCB):  The SMCB Conservation Agreement lists the following conditions for projects:  1) survey prior to disturbance in occupied habitat has occurred, 2) the implementation of avoidance measures of known locations, 3) all ground disturbing activities within occupied habitat will be completed from November 1st through February 28th.  For this project, disturbance may occur before November if all appropriate mitigation measures are incorporated and monitoring has indicated that larvae are in the state of diapause. The small amount of disturbance within a 3 to 5 year time frame with appropriate design features allows this alternative to meet these conditions. Therefore the determination for the project is “may impact individuals but not likely to cause a trend to federal listing or a loss of viability” to the Sacramento Mountain Checkerspot butterfly.

Sacramento Mountain Salamander: The Forest Plan recommends the following conditions:  1) no more than 25 percent of the Sacramento Ranger District's known occupied habitat will have vegetative activity within a ten year period. 2) No more than 40 percent of a Project Area’s known occupied habitat will have activity. 3) There will be at least 10 tons per acre of down woody material left within forested areas. 4) All activities (burning or mechanical) will occur when the salamanders are under ground. The project design features associated with Alternative 2 will reduce the impacts to this species and its habitat. This alternative will disturb occupied habitat in limited amounts, but the size and the project design features will allow it to meet the above conditions.  Therefore the determination for the project is “may impact individuals but not likely to cause a trend to federal listing or a loss of viability” to the Sacramento Mountain salamander.

Northern Goshawk: According to the Northern Goshawk Guidelines, the following conditions are provided:  1) ground disturbing activities occur within habitat but contain design features that reduce disturbance to reproduction or roosting will be incorporated, 2) habitat requirements such as snags and woody debris will be retained.  Alternative 2 of the project will meet these guidelines, thereby indicating the activity may impact individuals, but is not likely to result in a trend toward federal listing or loss of viability: The additional project design features associated with Alternative 2 will reduce the impacts to this species and its habitat. The size and scale of the proposed action with the associated project design features will allow the alternative to stay within the above conditions.  Therefore the determination for the project is “may impact individuals but not likely to cause a trend to federal listing or a loss of viability” to the Northern Goshawk.  

Migratory Bird Treaty Act:

Effects to Species of Concern, Important Bird Areas (IBAs) and important overwintering areas were analyzed and disclosed in the Defoliation EA (pages 37-39). No significant effects will occur to migratory birds through the implementation of the selected alternative because existing habitat for migratory bird species of concern will not be substantially altered. However, the actions associated with the selected alternative have the potential to impact some migratory birds. 
FSM 2150 Pesticide Use Management:

The selected alternative does not propose or include the use of pesticides. 
National Forest Management Act (NFMA)
I have determined the selected alternative is consistent with the National Forest Management Act:

1. No timber harvesting will occur on lands not suited for timber production.(Reference 16 U.S.C. 1604(k)).

2. Irreversible resource damage will not occur. The selected alternative will not cause irreversible resource damage, such as to soil productivity or watershed condition (Defoliation EA Chapter 3, pages 65-71). (Reference: 16 USC 1604(g)(3)(E)(i); FSH 1909.12, Sec. 62.1)

3. Adequate restocking is assured. A certified silviculturist determined that areas identified for salvage harvest are capable of being regenerated within five years of final harvest (Defoliation EA pages 21-23). (Reference: 16 U.S.C. 1604(g)(3)(E)(ii); FSM1921.12(a), FSM2470.3). 

4. The selected alternative does not propose activities expected to impair site productivity or to have adverse effects on soil and water resources (Defoliation EA pages 65 to 71). Project design features have been incorporated to protect streams and wetlands (Defoliation EA pages 13 to 14). Best management practices will be implemented (Defoliation EA page 14). (Reference U.S.C. 1604(g)(3)(E); FSM1921.12(a)).
5. The selected alternative has not been chosen primarily because it will give the greatest dollar return or the greatest unit output of timber. The selected alternative has been chosen based on the rationale listed in the “Reasons for Decision” section of this document. (Reference U.S.C. 1604(g)(3)(E), FSM1921.12(a)).
6. Clearcutting and even-aged management silvicultural treatments are not included actions. The planned harvest method is salvage. Maximum size limits for areas to be cut in one harvest operation do not apply because the areas to be salvage harvested are a result of natural insect caused mortality. The harvest units will meet all Forest Plan standards and guidelines. An interdisciplinary review has been completed as documented in the Environmental Consequences section of the Defoliation EA. (Reference 16 U.S.C. 1604(g)(3)(F); FSM1921.12(a); FSM2471.11).

7. Culmination of mean annual increment (CMAI) requirements. Trees to be harvested in this project are dead and growth has culminated. In addition, culmination of mean annual increment requirements to do not apply to salvage harvest. (Reference 16 U.S.C. 1604(m); FSM1921.12(a); FSM1921.12(f); FSH1909.12, Sec. 63)  

8. Temporary roadways used in connection with project activities will be closed following use (Defoliation EA pages 3 and 7) and vegetation will be re-established. Forest Service Soil and Watershed Conservation Practices (BMPs) (Defoliation EA page 13) are incorporated into project design features and include the reestablishment of vegetative cover after the closure of temporary roads. (16 U.S.C. 1608(b)).

9. Roads constructed in conjunction with this project will be designed to standards appropriate for the intended uses, considering safety, cost of transportation, and impacts on land and resources. Most roads needed to provide harvest access are in-place; however, short temporary roads will be needed (Defoliation EA page 7). The impacts of roads, both temporary and system, were considered in the analysis of this project.  

Administrative Review and Appeal Opportunity

My decision is subject to appeal pursuant to 36 CFR 215. Appeals must be filed within 45 days from publication of a legal notice in the Alamogordo Daily News, a newspaper of general circulation. Notices of appeal must meet the specific content requirements of 36 CFR 215.14. Persons wishing to participate must meet the requirements of 36 CFR 215.3.

It is essential that copies of the notice of appeal be filed (regular mail, email, hand-delivery, or express mail) with the Appeal Deciding Officer. File notices of appeal with:

Corbin Newman, Southwestern Regional Forester

USDA Forest Service

333 S. Broadway, SE

Albuquerque, NM  87102

Attn: Appeals 
The office business hours for those submitting hand-delivered appeals are: 7:30 AM-4:30 PM, Monday-Friday, excluding holidays. Electronic appeals must be submitted in a format such as email message, plain text (.txt), rich text format (.rtf) or portable document format (pdf), or Word (.doc) to appeals-southwestern-regional-office@fs.fed.us. In cases where no identifiable name is attached to an electronic message, verification of identity will be required. A scanned signature is one way to provide verification.
Copies of the Environmental Assessment and Contact for Additional Information

Copies of the Environmental Assessment are available from the Sacramento Ranger District, P.O. Box 288, Cloudcroft, NM  88317, or the Lincoln National Forest Supervisor’s Office, 3463 Las Palomas Road, Alamogordo, NM  88310 in either paper or electronic formats. The Lincoln National Forest website, at http://www.fs.fed.us/lincoln can also be accessed for copies of the environmental documents. 
For additional information concerning this decision, contact Terry DeLay, Acting Fire & Timber Staff Officer, Lincoln National Forest at (575-434-7214). 
Signature and Date

_/s/ Jacqueline A.Buchanan__


___April 27, 2009__
JAQUELINE A. BUCHANAN



DATE

Forest Supervisor

Lincoln National Forest
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