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Background
A decision was made to precommercially thin approximately 7,000 acres of lodgepole pine under the Split Creek Precommercial Thinning project in December 2007.  The decision was withdrawn in August 2008 to provide an opportunity for public notice and comment on both the precommercial thinning proposal and on the Caribou-Targhee National Forest (CTNF) updated Lynx Analysis Unit mapping for the Canada Lynx that was done in consultation with US Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) in 2005.
Purpose of and Need for Action

Thinning Past Harvest Units

The purpose of this project is to improve overall stand health of forested stands included in the suitable timber base (see Map 1).   All of these stands regenerated naturally after they were clear-cut 15-30 years ago with hundreds and even thousands of trees per acre.  The high numbers of trees causes less vigorous growth that can eventually lead to a stagnated forest.  The higher the number of trees per acre the more competition there is for nutrients, sunlight and water.  High rates of competition cause trees to shed their lower branches (self pruning).  In most cases, the tree crowns become very thin and the tree diameters remain small. This slow growing stagnated condition can last for many decades.  Thinning is being proposed so these stands continue to maintain height and diameter growth and crown development.

Precommercial thinning can have other beneficial effects.  Reduced competition between trees results in better crown development, faster diameter growth and longer retention of lower live limbs.  Lower live limbs provide hiding cover for many wildlife species.  Trees with high rates of diameter growth grow more quickly to a size that is suitable for cavity nesting species. Trees that are more open grown have larger limbs and bigger crowns.  Larger limbs provide better sites for forest raptors to build nests. Additionally, large tree crowns provide more cone production for natural regeneration and food for species that utilize conifer seed.

In contrast, dense stands of lodgepole pine develop canopies that let very little sunlight to the forest floor.  Thinning helps maintain shrubs, forbs and grasses; this enhances species richness and biodiversity.  Research has shown that open stands have a lower fire hazard compared to dense stands (Crane and Fisher 1986).
One reason so much of the lodgepole was clear-cut in the past was that dense slow growing stands of mature lodgepole pine are susceptible to wind-throw when they are opened up.  Past partial cutting of stands was determined to be impractical since the residual trees were not wind firm and they would have just blown over.  This is because they grew without being subjected to wind.  Stands grown in less crowded conditions (thinned stands) are more wind-firm.  This is because they develop bole tapers and root systems that resist wind.  These characteristics make partial cutting, instead of the traditional clear cutting, a more viable option for future resource managers.

Diseases would also be reduced with this project.  Lodgepole pine dwarf mistletoe (Arceuthobium americanum) is a native, parasitic seed plant that occurs throughout the range of lodgepole pine in North America.  The dwarf mistletoes are of immense economic importance because they are the single-most destructive pathogen of commercially valuable coniferous timber trees in several regions of Mexico, western Canada, western United States, and parts of Asia (Hawksworth and Wiens 1996, p1).  
One goal is to keep infections of dwarf mistletoe within a level that would allow lodgepole pine regeneration to grow into mature trees with normal form, forest canopy, and structure characteristics.  High infections of dwarf mistletoe result in reduced diameter and height growth, lower cone yield, smaller seeds, reduced wood quality, reduced stand aesthetics, and increased tree mortality (Hawksworth and Wiens 1996, pp 126-130).  Very heavy infections particularly in young stands can result in trees becoming stunted and only growing to a fraction of their potential size.  Managing dwarf mistletoe and conducting silvicultural treatments that feature other trees such as aspen would help achieve these goals. 

Lynx Analysis Unit (LAU) Map
The CTNF will use the March 1, 2005 updated lynx analysis unit (LAU) map for this project.  The public has expressed the desire to be able to provide comments and information on the 2005 LAU map.  The CTNF through the NEPA process is allowing the public the opportunity to provide comments and information.  

Mapping Process for the 2005 LAU Map on the Caribou-Targhee National Forest

The concept and process for delineation of Canada lynx analysis units (hereafter referred to as lynx analysis units or LAUs) was first developed and recommended in the Canada Lynx Conservation Assessment and Strategy (hereafter referred to as the LCAS) (Ruediger et al. 2000).  The LCAS defined LAUs as follows: “The LAU is a project analysis unit upon which direct, indirect, and cumulative effects analyses are performed.  LAU boundaries should remain constant to facilitate planning and allow effective monitoring of habitat changes over time.  An area of at least the size used by an individual lynx, about 25-50 mi2” (page 4-Glossary, Ruediger et al. 2000).  

Programmatic planning standards and guidelines for delineating LAU’s were presented in the LCAS (pages 7-3 and 7-4, Ruediger et al. 2000).  .  A summary of these standards and guidelines, particularly those applicable to SE Idaho follows:  

· Lynx habitat will be mapped using criteria specific to each geographic area to identify appropriate vegetation and environmental conditions.  Primary vegetation includes those types necessary to support lynx reproduction and survival.  It is recognized that other vegetation types that are intermixed with the primary vegetation will be used by lynx, but are considered to contribute to lynx habitat only where associated with the primary vegetation.  

· To facilitate project planning, delineate LAUs.  To allow for assessment of the potential effects of the project on an individual lynx, LAUs should be at least the size of area used by a resident lynx and contain sufficient year-round habitat.  

· The size of LAUs should generally be 6,500 - 10,000 ha (16,000 – 25,000 acres or 25 – 50 square miles) in contiguous habitat, and likely should be larger in less contiguous, poorer quality, or naturally fragmented habitat.  Larger units should be identified in the southern portion of the Northern rocky Mountains Geographic Area (in Idaho from the Salmon River south, Oregon, Wyoming, and Utah) and in the Southern Rocky Mountains Geographic Area.  

· LAUs with only insignificant amounts of lynx habitat may be discarded, or lynx habitat within the unit incorporated into neighboring LAUs.  Based on studies at the southern part of lynx range in the western U.S., it appears that at least 10 square miles of primary vegetation should be present within each LAU to support survival and reproduction.  

Definitions of lynx habitat were presented in the LCAS (page 4-Glossary, Ruediger et al. 2000).  A summary of these definitions applicable to SE Idaho follows:  

· Lynx occur in mesic coniferous forests that have cold, snowy winters and provide a prey base of snowshoe hare.  

· Western U.S.:  Most lynx occurrences (83%) were associated with Rocky Mountain Conifer Forest, and most (77%) were within the 1500-2000 m (4,920-6,560 ft) elevation zone (McKelvey et al. 2000).  There is a gradient in the elevational distribution of lynx habitat from the northern to the southern Rocky Mountains, with lynx habitat occurring at 2,440-3,500 m (8,000 – 11,500 ft) in the southern Rockies.  Primary vegetation that contributes to lynx habitat is lodgepole pine, subalpine fir, and Engelmann spruce (Aubry et al. 2000).  Secondary vegetation that, when interspersed within subalpine forests, may also contribute to lynx habitat, includes cool, moist Douglas-fir, grand fir, western larch, and aspen forests.  Dry forest types (e.g., ponderosa pine, climax lodgepole pine) do not provide lynx habitat. 

· Primary vegetation is considered necessary to support lynx reproduction and survival.  Secondary vegetation includes other vegetation types that, when intermingled with or immediately adjacent to primary habitat, may also contribute to lynx habitat.  

· Mapping of lynx habitat and delineation of LAUs involves consideration of the amount and arrangement of primary vegetation and secondary vegetation, elevation, land ownership patter, lynx occurrence records, and snow depth information.  

In an Interagency memo dated August 22, 2000, additional clarification on mapping lynx habitat and delineating LAUs was provided (USDA Forest Service, USDI Bureau of Land Management, USDI Fish and Wildlife Service, 2000).  A summary of this additional information applicable to SE Idaho follows:   

· The following clarifies primary and secondary vegetation for the western U.S.:

· Mesic subalpine fir forests in the western U.S. are extensions of boreal forests.  Subalpine fir habitat types dominated by cover types of spruce/fir, Douglas-fir, and seral lodgepole pine should be mapped as primary vegetation.  These types must be present to support foraging, denning and rearing of young.  

· Other cool, moist habitat types (e.g., some Douglas-fir, grand fir) may contribute to lynx habitat where intermingled with and immediately adjacent to primary vegetation.  These types are described as secondary vegetation.  

· Lynx do not appear to be associated with dry forest habitat types (e.g., ponderosa pine, dry Douglas-fir, and dry or climax lodgepole pine) except to move among mesic stands.  These dry types should not be included as vegetation contributing to lynx habitat.  

· Determine whether the amount and spatial arrangement of vegetation is sufficient to warrant delineating a LAU (amount, patch size, inter-patch distance).  

· Evaluate land ownership pattern (to assess feasibility of achieving lynx conservation objectives on federally administered lands, to determine appropriate size and configuration of the LAU, etc.). 

· Review lynx occurrence records of all types to assess validity of identifying the area as lynx habitat – location, pattern, consistency, year in relation to Canadian population cycles.  Evaluate the records as described in Chapter 8 (McKelvey et al. 2000).  Lack of records in an area does not necessarily indicate lack of habitat; conversely, detections do not necessarily indicate lynx habitat.  Independently, occurrence records indicate only occurrence.  Collectively, as a data set, occurrences can reveal habitats that likely are important to lynx.  

· Snow depth information may be useful to exclude ungulate winter ranges and areas that do not retain adequate snow cover during the winter.  

A Canada Lynx Conservation Agreement was developed between the U. S. Forest Service and the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service in 2000.  This agreement provided the following direction for mapping lynx habitat and delineating LAUs:    

· The FS will identify and map lynx habitat and lynx analysis units within the National Forest System (NFS) administrative units listed in the LCAS by March 31, 2000.  They will coordinate with the FWS and use the habitat descriptions from the LCAS in these mapping activities.  Key linkage areas and shrub-steppe habitats adjacent to lynx habitat in western States will be identified and mapped within 6 months from the date of this agreement (July 2000).  These mapping efforts will include consideration of local information and conditions.  Lynx habitat, as used later in this document, refers to the designations resulting from this effort. 

· Administrative units within each lynx geographic area (refer to the LCAS for geographic area definitions) will coordinate mapping to achieve a level of map consistency sufficient to support programmatic and project planning, consultation and other lynx-related activities.  State and Tribal governments may participate in these mapping activities. 

· This conservation agreement applies to all NFS lands mapped as lynx habitat in the administrative units listed in the LCAS.  As information from the national lynx survey (see section 4.B), lynx research and other sources (including State and Tribal) becomes available the lynx habitat maps will be refined.  As a result, the areas subject to this agreement may change. Such refinements will be fully coordinated between the signatories.

The following interagency meetings were attended by personnel from the CTNF to coordinate mapping of LAUs between adjacent administrative units:  

· December 1, 1999, in Boise, Idaho

· September 5, 2001, at Leadore Ranger District, Leadore, Idaho

Based on the above management direction and information learned at the above interagency meetings, the CTNF developed the first LAU map for the Island Park and Centennial Mountains area in September 2001.

Following development of the first LAU map, additional interagency meetings were held to coordinate mapping of LAUs, and new information became available about identifying and mapping lynx habitat and LAUs.  The following provides a brief summary of this information.

· There was an interagency meeting held in Yellowstone National Park on November 1 & 2, 2001.  Important information on habitat quality and surveys for lynx and snowshoe hares along the western side of the Park adjacent to the CTNF was presented.  

· There was an interagency lynx coordination meeting held in Island Park, Idaho, on July 8-10, 2003.  Several key questions regarding the 2001 LAU map were discussed, including: 

· Were warm dry Douglas-fir habitat types and cool moist Douglas-fir habitat types identified correctly?  

· Should all subalpine fir habitat types be identified as primary vegetation?  

· Should long-time seral (persistent) lodgepole pine growing on all subalpine fir and Engelmann spruce habitat types be identified as primary vegetation?  

· Should long-time seral (persistent) lodgepole pine growing on all cool moist Douglas-fir habitat types be identified as secondary vegetation?  

· Should any vegetation growing on coarse volcanic soils (rhyolite soils) be considered as primary or secondary vegetation contributing to lynx habitat?  

· If snowshoe hare densities are low across large [portions of the landscape (low in early, middle and late successional stages, low in all vegetation types), should these areas be included within LAUs?  

· The CTNF completed several administrative studies on snowshoe hares and subalpine fir habitat which are listed below:  

· An analysis of snowshoe hare (Lepus americanus) numbers in Island Park based on pellet sampling and capture/recapture trapping (McKelvey and McDaniel.  2001).  

· Micro-scale Habitat Use of Snowshoe Hares in Eastern Idaho, Including a Comparison between Telemetry and Pellet Counts (McDaniel and McKelvey.  2004a).  

· Logistic modeling of subalpine fir (Abies lasiocarpa) presence in Island Park, Idaho (McDaniel and McKelvey.  2004b). 

· Mapping the Probability of Subalpine Fir Habitat Type on the Caribou-Targhee National Forest and Bureau of Land Management (McDaniel 2004).  

With the additional information gained since development of the 2001 LAU map, the CTNF developed a revised LAU map for the Island Park and Centennial Mountains area in 2005 (see Map 2) (Caribou-Targhee National Forest and Bureau of Land Management 2005a and 2005b; U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service 2005).  

The Canada Lynx Conservation Agreement that was developed between the U. S. Forest Service and the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service in 2000 was revised in 2005 and 2006 (USFS and USFWS 2005 and 2006).  These revisions provided the following direction for mapping lynx habitat and delineating LAUs:  

· The FS identified and mapped lynx habitat and lynx analysis units within the NFS administrative units listed in the LCAS, in coordination with the FWS and using the habitat descriptions from the LCAS.  Linkage areas and shrub-steppe habitats adjacent to lynx habitat in western States also were identified and mapped.  

· As new criteria for mapping become available the lynx habitat maps may be refined.  Site specific application of mapping criteria may also lead to changes in what is mapped as lynx habitat.  As a result, the areas subject to this agreement may change.  Such refinements will be fully coordinated between the signatories.  Lynx habitat, as used later in this document, refers to the results of these mapping efforts.  

The 2007 Northern Rockies Lynx Management Direction Record of Decision (USDA Forest Service 2007) provides this management direction for LAUs:  

· Standard LAU S1

Changes in LAU boundaries shall be based on site-specific habitat information and reviewed by the Forest Service Regional Office.

· Definition of an LAU:  LAU (Lynx Analysis Unit) – An LAU is an area of at least the size used by an individual lynx, from about 25 to 50 square miles (LCAS). An LAU is a unit for which the effects of a project would be analyzed; its boundaries should remain constant.

· Definition of Lynx Habitat: Lynx habitat – Lynx habitat occurs in mesic coniferous forest that experience cold, snowy winters and provide a prey base of snowshoe hare. In the northern Rockies, lynx habitat generally occurs between 3,500 and 8,000 feet of elevation, and primarily consists of lodgepole pine, subalpine fir, and Engelmann spruce. It may consist of cedar-hemlock in extreme northern Idaho, northeastern Washington and northwestern Montana, or of Douglas-fir on moist sites at higher elevations in central Idaho. It may also consist of cool, moist Douglas-fir, grand fir, western larch and aspen when interspersed in subalpine forests. Dry forests do not provide lynx habitat. (LCAS)

On February 28, 2008 the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service published a proposed rule in the Federal Register that would expand critical habitat for lynx.  We have reviewed the proposed rule against the Split Creek project boundaries and determined the project is not within the proposed revised critical habitat (U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service 2008).

Proposed Action

The Ashton/Island Park Ranger District of the CTNF is proposing to precommercially thin approximately 7,000 acres of lodgepole pine located within the Island Park and Madison – Pitchstone Plateaus Subsections.  The analysis area for the thinning portion of the proposed action contains approximately 20,000 acres and is roughly bordered by Chick Creek on the north, the Caribou-Targhee National Forest boundary on the east, Split Creek on the South and Chick Creek Flat Road on the west and is located  in T. 13N., R. 44E. Sections 25, 26, 32, 33, 34, and 35, T. 13 N., R. 45E. Sections 14, 15, 21, 22, 23, 26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34, and 35, T. 12 N., R. 44E. Sections 3 and 4, T. 12 N., R. 45 E. Sections 2, 3, 4, 5, 8, 9, 10, 11, 14, 15, 16, 17, 21, 22, 23, 26, and 27 B.M. (See Map 1). Approximately 2,000 to 4,000 acres are proposed to be thinned each year starting in 2009; depending upon funding.

The areas identified to be thinned are past harvest units primarily composed of stands of lodgepole pine with 500 to 13,000 trees per acre.  The average height of the stands is 15 feet.  Lodgepole pine would be thinned to a residual density of approximately 360 trees per acre.  

There would be no new road construction or reconstruction. Contract crews using chain saws would accomplish the thinning.  Trees that are felled would be left on site therefore no ground disturbing activities would take place from machine piling or skidding.  The main species within the identified stands is lodgepole pine with a minor amount of aspen, Douglas-fir and subalpine fir.  Aspen would be released by felling conifers within the aspen clones.

A Biological Assessment (BA) and Biological Evaluation (BE) will be prepared to show the effects of the proposed action on T&E and Sensitive Species.  The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service will be consulted.  
1997 Revised Forest Plan Direction
The project will meet the following Forest-wide direction for the 1997 Targhee Revised Forest Plant (RFP). 

1.  Thinning results in restoration of ecological structure, function and composition (RFP III-33).  

2.  Mimic tree densities and patch sizes occurring under natural conditions over a landscape (RFP III-33).  


3.  Provide for a variety of future resource products, (RFP III-33).

4.  The proposed thinning stands are part of the suitable timber base on the forest, (RFP III-151). 

5.  The  proposed treatments would also be consistent with the goals for vegetation in the RFP by using vegetation management to achieve a broad array of multiple-use and ecosystem management objectives, including maintenance, improvement, and restoration of forest health and vegetation structure, composition, and distribution in larger landscapes (RFP III-12).  

6.  Felling conifers within aspen clones would meet the RFP goal of treating aspen plant communities to reduce encroaching conifers and maintain a balance of age classes for these communities. , Unique or difficult-to-replace elements or habitats such as whitebark pine, and areas of high species diversity, such as aspen, riparian zones, etc would be maintained, or increased. (RFP III-12, 13). 

Management direction is also found for the prescription areas in the RFP:  The analysis area is located in prescription areas 2.5. 2.6.2 and 5.3.5. However, no precommercial thinning is planned within 2.5 and 2.6.2. 
Management Prescription 5.3.5 Grizzly Bear Habitat includes:

· These lands are included in the suitable timber base.  They contribute toward the ASQ but are a noninterchangeable component (RFP III-151). 

· This project meets timber standards in prescription 5.3.5 by maintaining security cover of greater than 250 trees per acre (RFP III-151). 

1997 Revised Forest Plan Amendment Number 3

A Forest Plan Amendment for Grizzly Bear Habitat Conservation for the Greater Yellowstone Area National Forests Final Environmental Impact Statement was signed in April 2006, and implemented Amendment Number 3 to the 1997 Revised Forest Plan-Targhee.National Forest (USDA Forest Service, 2006, Forest Plan Amendment for Grizzly Bear Habitat Conservation for the Greater Yellowstone Area National Forests, Record of Decision, pg A-1).  The 2006 Forest Plan Amendment implements the management direction that is applicable to land management agencies from the 2003 Final Conservation Strategy for the Grizzly Bear in the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem (hereafter referred to as the Conservation Strategy) (Interagency Conservation Strategy Team 2003).  The Conservation Strategy was updated in 2007, but no changes were made in the management direction that is applicable to land management agencies (Interagency Conservation Strategy Team 2007).  The 2006 Forest Plan Amendment is the document guiding management and monitoring of the Yellowstone grizzly bear population and its habitat.  
The project area is within the Primary Conservation Area (PCA) (ROD- Forest Plan Amendment for Grizzly Bear Habitat Conservation, Figure 1, pg. 3). 

· Goal - To sustain the recovered Yellowstone grizzly bear population (ROD-Forest Plan Amendment for Grizzly Bear Habitat Conservation, pg. 5).  

· Standard for Secure Habitat- Inside the PCA maintain the percent of secure habitat in Bear Management Unit subunits at or above 1998 levels.  Projects that change secure habitat must follow the Application Rules (ROD-Forest Plan Amendment for Grizzly Bear Habitat Conservation, pg. 5).
The proposed action is not considered a project because;

· No road construction or reconstruction is being planned; access into the precommercial thinning units will be on existing roads.  “A project is an activity requiring construction of new roads, reconstruction of new roads, reconstructing or opening of a permanently restricted road or recurring helicopter flights at low elevations” (ROD for the Forest Plan Amendment for Grizzly Bear Habitat Conservation, pg. A-9, and Grizzly Bear Conservation Strategy, pg 41).
· Even though precommercial thinning is planned behind a gated road, opening a gated road for public or administrative use is not considered a project as the area behind locked gated roads is not considered secure habitat (Forest Plan Amendment for Grizzly Bear Habitat Conservation, page 35 and the ROD for the Forest Plan Amendment for Grizzly Bear Habitat Conservation page A-3). 

Within the PCA acceptable activities in secure habitat that do not detract from secure habitat are activities that do not require road construction, reconstruction, opening a permanently restricted road, or recurring helicopter flight lines at low elevation. Examples of such activities include thinning, tree planting, prescribed fire, trail maintenance and administrative studies/monitoring.  Activities should be concentrated in time and space to the extent feasible to minimize disturbance (ROD for the Forest Plan Amendment for Grizzly Bear Habitat Conservation pg A-3). 

Preliminary Issues

Preliminary issues are displayed and discussed in Table 1.  

Decision to Be Made and Responsible Official 

The Ashton/Island Park District Ranger will be the deciding official for this decision.  The decisions to be made are:

1. whether to defer any action at this time (No Action Alternative);

2. whether to approve precommercial thinning as proposed (Alternative 2); 
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Table 1.  Summary of effects for each Alternative 

	Preliminary Issues
	Alternative 1

No Action
	Alternative 2

Proposed Action

	Effects on Grizzly Bear Habitat 
	There would be no thinning of lodgepole pine stands.  There would be no human disturbance due to project activities.  There would be no change to existing habitat conditions.  
	The project is within the Plateau Bear Management Unit, Subunit 1.  The 7,000 acres of thinning is 3.8% of Subunit 1.  There will be no change in motorized routes with this project; therefore there will be no change in secure habitat as defined in the Forest Plan Amendment for Grizzly Bear Habitat Conservation for the Greater Yellowstone Area National Forests (USDA Forest Service 2006).  There will be short-term human disturbance from the areas where thinning activity is occurring, but the activity will be concentrated in time and space by requiring thinning activity to be completed in an area before moving to another area.  The project area does not include any seasonally important food resources (ungulate wintering areas, fish spawning streams, whitebark pine habitat, or army cutworm moths), so no bears will be displaced from important food resources.  The project will have no short-term effect and no long-term effect on food resources for the grizzly bear.  Forest Service food storage regulations will be enforced so bears will not be attracted to unnatural food sources.  Thinning activity will be temporarily suspended to resolve any human/bear incidents that result from the thinning activity.  All management direction for grizzly bear as established in the Grizzly Bear Habitat Conservation for the Greater Yellowstone Area National Forests (USDA Forest Service 2006) is met.

	Effects on Canada Lynx Habitat 
	There would be no thinning of lodgepole pine stands.  There would be no human disturbance due to project activities.  There would be no change to existing habitat conditions.  
	The project area is not within a lynx analysis unit (LAU), but is within an area identified as a linkage area.  All management direction for linkage areas is met with this project as established in the Northern Rockies Lynx Management Direction (USDA Forest Service 2007).  

	Effects on Snowshoe Hare Habitat 
	Thinning will not occur, and there will be no reduction in snowshoe hare habitat quality in the short-term (10-15 years) (Bull et al. 2005; McKelvey & McDaniel 2001), However, this area of the Forest naturally has very low snowshoe hare densities (McKelvey & McDaniel 2001).  In Island Park, optimum snowshoe hare habitat conditions exist when lodgepole pine is tall enough to have about ½ to ¾ of their canopy above the snow, stem densities are > 4,000 stems/ha (>1,619 stems/acre), and larger quantities of forbs, grass, and horizontal cover occur in the stands (McKelvey & McDaniel 2001).  These stand conditions are difficult to reliably achieve and maintain, and these stand conditions are ephemeral on any given site, and will not last longer than 10-15 years (McKelvey & McDaniel 2001).  Unthinned stands will not provide good snowshoe hare habitat longer than 10-15 years.  
	Snowshoe hare habitat conditions will be reduced when stands that provide snowshoe hare habitat are thinned (Bull et al. 2005; McKelvey & McDaniel 2001).  However, this area of the Forest naturally has very low snowshoe hare densities (McKelvey & McDaniel 2001).  In Island Park, optimum snowshoe hare habitat conditions exist when lodgepole pine is tall enough to have about ½ to ¾ of their canopy above the snow, stem densities are > 4,000 stems/ha (>1,619 stems/acre),and larger quantities of forbs, grass, and horizontal cover occur in the stands (McKelvey & McDaniel 2001).  These stand conditions are difficult to reliably achieve and maintain, and these stand conditions are ephemeral on any given site, and will not last longer than 10-15 years (McKelvey & McDaniel 2001).  

	Effects on Elk Hiding Cover  
	The project area is within the Buffalo River watershed.  In this watershed, hiding cover analysis done for the 1997 Revised Forest Plan predicted that elk hiding cover would increase from 26% in the 1990’s to 37% during the next 10 years due to growth of seedling size trees into sapling and pole size trees.   No thinning would maintain hiding cover in the short-term, but hiding cover would decrease in the long-term as self-pruning would occur on tree crowns and small diameter trees would compete and decrease in density through competition.  
	The project area is within the Buffalo River watershed.  In this watershed, hiding cover analysis done for the 1997 Revised Forest Plan predicted that elk hiding cover would increase from 26% in the 1990’s to 37% during the next 10 years due to growth of seedling size trees into sapling and pole size trees (Process Paper D).  Thinning on 7,000 acres in this watershed would reduce hiding cover in the short-term (5-10 years) but would increase hiding cover in the long-term as tree crowns fill in and tree diameters increase.  

	Effects on Elk Vulnerability
	The project area is within the Buffalo River watershed.  In this watershed, elk vulnerability analysis done for the 1997 Revised Forest Plan predicted that elk vulnerability (estimated % bull elk mortality) would decrease from 97% in the 1990’s to 62% during the next 10 years.  There are two variables used to predict elk vulnerability: 1) hunter density which is controlled by the Idaho Department of Fish and Game; 2) motorized access route density which is controlled by the Forest Service.  In this alternative, there is no change in motorized access route density so there is no change in the predicted elk vulnerability due to Forest Service management.  
	The project area is within the Buffalo River watershed. In this watershed, elk vulnerability analysis done for the 1997 Revised Forest Plan predicted that elk vulnerability (estimated % bull elk mortality) would decrease from 97% in the 1990’s to 62% during the next 10 years.  There are two variables used to predict elk vulnerability: 1) hunter density which is controlled by the Idaho Department of Fish and Game; 2) motorized access route density which is controlled by the Forest Service.  In this alternative, there is no change in motorized access route density so there is no change in the predicted elk vulnerability due to Forest Service management.    

	Effects on Tree Growth 
	Effects of dwarf mistletoes on a stand depend on a combination of factors: intensity of infection, stand density, stand structure, and composition.  For a given intensity of infection, effects are most pronounced in dense stands.  For example, in 60-year-old stands of Pinus contorta with moderately heavy infestations (stand DMR of 2) estimated volume reduction is about 10, 20, or 30% for stands of growing stock level 12, 24, or 36 m2/ha, respectively (Hawksworth and Wiens 1996, p 136) .  The witches’ brooms formed by most dwarf mistletoes cause greater losses of nutrients and water from the host than do the dwarf mistletoe plants them-selves.  This difference has been demonstrated by growth rates of broomed and non-broomed trees with the same infection ratings: diameter growth rates on non-broomed trees was 4 to 6 times greater than that of comparable broomed hosts.  Trees also recover vigor following broom removal, which is taken as further evidence of the debilitation effects of witches’ brooms on tree growth and vitality (Hawksworth and Wiens 1996, p 94).  Therefore, in this alternative, dwarf mistletoe would not be reduced and this will result in lower diameter growth of trees and less vigorous trees.  
Current recommendations to reduce Mountain Pine Beetle caused tree mortality include reducing stand stocking to levels that promote vigorous tree growth and result in more-open conditions that beetles find less desirable (Gibson et al. 2008).  Over the past several decades reducing bark beetle-caused mortality through sanitation thinning has been successful.  McGregor et al. (1987) showed MBP-caused losses could be markedly reduced in susceptible lodgepole pine stands through basal area reductions (Gibson et al. 2008).  In this alternative none of these recommended management actions will occur.  Therefore, in this alternative, conditions will favor mountain pine beetle attacks in future years causing higher tree mortality to occur. 
	Reducing dwarf mistletoe would result in higher diameter growth and produce a more vigorous tree (Hawksworth and Wiens 1996, p 123).
Reducing stocking levels promotes vigorous tree growth and more-open conditions result in areas Mountain Pine Beetles find less desirable (Gibson et al. 2008).  
Reducing densities promotes tree growth providing more opportunities for future resources.


Opportunity to Comment
We are combining our scoping effort required by FSH 1909.15 and the Notice and Comment requirement by 36 CFR 215 with this letter.  
This comment period provides those interested in or affected by this proposal an opportunity to make their concerns known prior to a decision being made by the Responsible Official.  Those who provide timely comments will be eligible to appeal the decision pursuant to 36 CFR part 215 regulations. 

How to Comment and Timeframe

Written, facsimile, hand-delivered, oral, and electronic comments will be accepted for 30 calendar days following publication of the legal notice in the Idaho Falls Post Register.  The publication date in the newspaper of record is the exclusive means for calculating the comment period for this proposal.  You should not rely upon dates or timeframe information provided by any other source.
Written comments must be submitted to: 
Split Creek Precommercial Thinning Project

Attn:  Mike Alfieri
Island Park Ranger Station
3726 Hwy 20
Island Park, ID 83429.
The office business hours for those submitting hand-delivered comments are: 8:00am – 4:30pm Monday through Friday, excluding holidays.  Oral comments must be provided at the Responsible Official’s office during normal business hours via telephone 208-558-7301 or in person. Electronic comments must be submitted in rich text format (.rtf)), or Word (.doc) to comments-intermtn-caribou-targhee-ashton-islandpark@fs.fed.us .  Comments must meet the information requirements of 36 CFR 215.6.  Only those who submit timely comments will be eligible to appeal the subsequent decision under 36 CFR 215.  Each individual or representative from each organization, submitting timely comments must either sign the comments or otherwise verify identity in order to attain appeal eligibility.
Comments received in response to this solicitation, including names and addresses of those who comment, would be considered part of the public record on this proposed action and would be available for public inspection. Comments submitted anonymously would be accepted and considered; however, those who submit anonymous comments would not have standing to appeal the subsequent decision under 36 CFR Part 215.
Additional information regarding this action can be obtained from: 

· Mike Alfieri, Island Park Ranger Station, 3726 Hwy 20, Island Park, ID 83429, 208-558-7301, malfieri@fs.fed.us. 
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