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Background

The Sacramento Ranger District on the Lincoln National Forest has reviewed existing conditions to create wildlife openings and to install a wildlife trick tank on a 1,834 acre area southeast of the town of Weed, New Mexico.  The analysis area is south of Bluewater and Cuevo Canyons situated within the Chimney Canyon-Cuevo Creek 6th code watersheds. The legal location of the analysis area is T18S., R14E., Sections 12,13  and T18S., R15E., Sections 7-9, and 15-18, Otero County, New Mexico (see attached map). The Interdisciplinary (IDT) Team identified insufficient wildlife foraging habitat and unreliable water sources within this area.  
PROPOSED ACTION 

This project involves treating approximately 1,600 acres within the designated 1,834-acre pinyon/juniper woodland to enhance wildlife habitat and diversity and installation of a 3,500-gallon metal umbrella storage tank with enclosure fence to ensure protection of a dependable water source for wildlife use.  
The project specifics consist of implementing group selection cut areas approximately five (5) acres in size, leaving 4 to 5 of the largest trees per acre in a mosaic pattern across the landscape.  A buffer would be maintained between each opening of 50 to 200 feet for a wildlife travel corridor.  

The areas accessible by vehicle would be available for fuelwood either by commercial or personal use sales to reduce the amount of created slash on the ground.  Thinning would be conducted by utilizing chainsaws.   Created slash would be left on the ground a minimum of two years prior to burning to enable browse and forbs establishment by protecting it from ungulate use.  All treatments within the project area would be burned at a later date to reduce the amount of fuels on the ground and to allow for nutrient release. After the slash is removed within the analysis area by prescribed fire, it will be reentered over the years as a means of project maintenance.  Prescribed fire will help maintain the desired habitat condition in the future and prevent conifer encroachment.  Fuel breaks along the edge of the project area boundary and along the boundary of the adjacent private land would be created.  Location of the fuel breaks would be placed using topography and fuel concentrations.  A fuel break of 50 feet would surround the trick tank for protection.  The buffers along the treatments and a 50 to 200 feet buffer along private property would prevent any effects that prescribed burning may have on adjacent habitat just outside the project boundary.
Access to the wildlife opening project area would be by all terrain vehicles (ATVs) by way of existing roads with access off of Highway 24, Forest Road (FR) 5017, FR 5018 and 9618F.  Vehicle traffic, using existing roads, would be allowed to remove fuelwood and for contracting purposes. 
Project Design Features
‘Standards,’ the rules against which practices are measured and other guidance provide the technical and scientific specifications that must be met to complete acceptable projects.  Forest Plan ‘Standards’ were developed to ensure compliance with applicable laws, regulations, Executive Orders and policies; to resolve management issues and concerns; and to direct management practices toward achievement of desired conditions.

· Project design considers Endangered, Threatened and Sensitive species and avoids adverse impacts.  Survey in suitable habitat prior to implementation for federally or State listed species.  If surveys indicate “occupancy”,   disturbance buffers and timing restrictions will be incorporated.  

· Project design considers and will avoid adverse impacts on heritage resources.  All archaeological sites will be flagged and painted for avoidance.  All buffers will overlap all archaeological sites to insure avoidance.  
· Vegetative monitoring, to determine if desired conditions were met, was established and is being conducted within the wildlife openings.  

· Include a 50 – 200’ uncut buffer around private land. 
· Retain the 4 to 5 largest trees irregularly spaced per acre.
· Before any treatments are done next to private lands assure property boundary is properly located through survey or other reliable methods. 
· Ensure slash is pulled a minimum of 15 feet away from the base of leave trees where mortality is not desired as a result of prescribed fire. 
· Implement browse transect monitoring after treatment to determine the vegetation response and the amount of wildlife use.  
PURPOSE AND NEED FOR THE PROJECT
One component of the purpose and need for this project involves vegetation treatments which reduce existing overstory canopy cover and increase shrub and herbaceous cover in pinyon/juniper woodlands for wildlife.  These treatments improve mule deer habitat and watershed conditions, as well as for a variety of other game and non-game species.  The need for vegetation treatment is to reduce juniper densities and increase shrub and herbaceous cover to increase quantity and quality of mule deer foraging habitat.  
The other component of the purpose and need for this project stems from a need to provide reliable water sources for wildlife that would be available during the driest months of the year. 

The Forest Plan provides primary direction for all management activities and contains the Mission, Goals, Objectives and Standards for guiding all natural resource management activities for the Lincoln National Forest.  The proposed vegetative wildlife treatment area is included in two management areas (MA):  4M – Bluewater and 4Q – Cuevo Canyon.  These desired conditions are consistent with the New Mexico Game and Fish Comprehensive Wildlife Conservation Strategy.  Page 107 of the Environmental Impact Statement for the Lincoln National Forest Plan states that the conservation strategy will be integrated into the Forest Plan.  The treatment objectives associated with this project can be found in Chapter 5 (Madrean Encinal and Madrean Pine-Oak Conifer-Oak Forests and Woodlands section) of the conservation strategy.  
EXISTING CONDITIONS 

The dominant overstory vegetation consists of alligator juniper, one-seed juniper and pinyon pine.  Shrub species present on-site include skunkbush sumac, wavy-leaf oak and ceanothus.  The juniper stems range from 100 to 800 trees per acre, depending on site conditions.  Many of the shrub species are not very healthy or vigorous due to competition by juniper encroachment.  There is no year round reliable water source in the area designated for wildlife. 
DESIRED CONDITIONS 

Primary emphasis is on management of wildlife habitat.  Wildlife openings will average 5 acres in size and will be arranged in a mosaic pattern across a larger landscape, with non-treated corridors between openings.  Within the 5 acre openings there will be 4 to 5 of the largest trees left per acre.  This will mimic the more open savanna community thought to prevail prior to European settlement.  The vegetative community will be restored to a more natural condition and native vegetation will be maintained.  

Water distributions are needed to disperse wildlife and to reach the objective of maximum travel distance of one mile for wildlife to utilize.  Water benefits all wildlife species within the area.  The targeted species are big game, but many other species benefit.  
Management Direction

The Forest Plan also contains a set of Goals and Objectives that define the state or condition that a land and resource management plan is designed to achieve and a specific statement of measurable results to be achieved within a stated time period, respectively.  The following is a summary of the relevant Goals and Objectives that can be addressed, wholly or partially, through management opportunities for this area.

Wildlife – 

· Manage habitat for wildlife populations consistent with goals outlined in the New Mexico Comprehensive Plan and consistent with other resource values. 

· Provide for a diversity of plant and animal species through improved habitat management.
Water – 

· Secure and provide an adequate supply of water for the protection and management of the Forest.

PUBLIC COMMENTS 

The Sacramento Ranger District is requesting your comments on the proposed North Bluewater Wildlife Openings and Wildlife Trick Tank Project.  This project is categorically excluded from documentation in an Environmental Assessment or Environmental Impact Statement.  The proposed action description and map are also available on the Forest website for viewing or download at http://www.fs.fed.us/r3/lincoln/projects/index.shtml.  
The formal notice and comment period ends 30 days following the date of publication of the legal notice for opportunity to comment in the Alamogordo Daily News, Alamogordo, New Mexico.  This publication date is the exclusive means for calculating the time to submit comments on the proposed action.  Those wishing to comment on this proposal should not rely upon dates or timeframes provided by any other source.  Only those who provide comment or otherwise express interest in the proposed action during the comment period will be eligible as appellants.  Commenter names and addresses will become part of the public record.  Comments must meet the requirements of 36 CFR 215.6.

Comments must be submitted to Donna L. Owens, District Ranger, 4 Lost Lodge, PO Box 288, Cloudcroft, NM 88317, phone (575) 682-2551, fax (575) 682-3394.  Comments may be submitted by email in word (.doc), rich text format (.rtf), text (.txt), Adobe (.pdf) and hypertext markup language (.html) to: comments-southwestern-lincoln-sacramento@fs.fed.us.  Comments may also be hand delivered weekdays 8:30am-4:00pm at the above stated address.  To be eligible for appeal, each individual or representative from each organization submitting comments must either sign the comments or verify identity upon request.  

If you would like additional information about this project please contact Jack Williams the North Bluewater Wildlife Openings and Wildlife Trick Tank Project Manager at (575) 682-2551. 

Thank you for your participation in the management of the Lincoln National Forest, and, particularly, the Sacramento Ranger District.  

	

	/s/Donna L. Owens

	DONNA L. OWENS

	District Ranger

Enclosure
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