SCOPING DOCUMENT

Hughes Creek Hazardous Fuels Reduction Project - North Fork Ranger District
Background:  This proposal was designed to compliment other existing and planned fuels treatments within the North Fork drainage.  The drainage area includes the communities of Gibbonsville and North Fork that have widespread private land resources, and have been identified as “at-risk” communities by Lemhi County and the State of Idaho.  Lemhi County recently revised its Wildland/Urban Interface Fire Mitigation Plan (also known as a County Wildfire Prevention Plan) designating the North Fork drainage as high priority for hazardous fuel reduction. The identified need for reducing hazardous fuel conditions together with the County’s priority designation for this area are essential criteria allowing the use of authorities and expedited environmental analysis under the Healthy Forest Restoration Act of 2003.

Purpose & Need:  There is a need to reduce the current risk of uncharacteristic, large crown fires occurring on National Forest Lands within the Hughes Creek and Gibbonsville areas containing private lands and residences classified as wildland urban interface.  The purpose of this proposal is to reduce the density of forest vegetation and natural fuels to inhibit crown fire occurrence and potential spread within the Hughes Creek subwatershed and into the adjoining Gibbonsville community.

Proposed Action:  The following hazardous fuels treatments and associated opportunities have been preliminarily identified by the Forest Service for this project through extensive discussions, focused site visits and numerous exchanges of ideas with the Lemhi County Forest Restoration Group and other local community members: 

Proposed Fuels Reduction Treatments and Associated Activities
	Activity
	Description

	Roads
	Existing roads would be used for access to treatment areas; no new permanent roads would be constructed; after use, roads would be returned to their pre-project condition (open roads would remain open, closed roads would again be closed); Ditch Creek Road (#60089) and Hughes Creek Road (#60091) would be the principal haul routes; the Ditch Creek Road Bridge would be replaced.

	Mechanical Treatments
	Harvest activities include commercially thinning from below the canopy of about 3000 acres to reduce about ½ of the understory; use tractor or cable logging; precommercial thinning would be conducted in the same areas to achieve ladder fuel reductions; limited treatment units would be designed to provide a pilot-scale opportunity for biomass utilization of slash or non-commercial materials generated or remaining from mechanical fuels reduction treatments.
No mechanical or hand felling treatments would occur in old growth retention stands. The general prescription for primary ingress/egress road segments of Hughes Creek Road and Ditch Creek Road includes treatment within a 400 foot strip on either side of these roads except where private land or other mechanical treatments are present.  Fuels reduction along these road corridors and associated riparian zones:  Utilize hand felling of ladder fuels, select conifers and brush pocket thinning with hand piling of slash for biomass use or pile burning.
No commercial harvest within Riparian Habitat Conservation Areas.

Coordinate activities with companion treatments that may occur on private lands.

	Activity
	Description

	Prescribed Burning
	Approximately 12,000 acres would be prescribed burned generally during spring and fall seasons. The fuels treatments would include broad scale underburning in thinning units and other locations to reduce the concentration of natural surface fuels and activity generated slash from commercial logging, precommercial and hand thinning. Select pile burning would occur where hand or machine piles remained following treatment and alternate biomass utilization. Following inventory and evaluation of old growth retention stands on the north side of Hughes Creek, apply underburning in stands where it can be demonstrated that activities would maintain or enhance old growth characteristics.
Coordinate activities with companion treatments that may occur on private lands.

	Noxious Weeds
	Weeds treatment would include standard prevention activities (Best Management Practices) and programmatic treatments accomplished as part of the Forest annual invasive species program management. Establish a limited scale experimental treatment program tied to prescribed burn activities and include third party monitoring under partnership arrangement.  Utilize funding opportunities created by stewardship contracting to accomplish additional acres of integrated weed treatment with priority targeting of new species infestations.  Coordinate fuels reduction activities to compliment existing weed treatments, bio-control releases and special grant-funded control actions.


Project Schedule and Duration:  Activities would begin in the spring and summer of 2008 with tractor or cable logging lasting 3 to 5 years. The prescribed burning phase would be completed within 10 to15 years following the mechanical treatment phase. A stewardship contract is anticipated to be used for harvest and thinning treatment activities. Stewardship contracting provides for trading goods for services, multi-year contracts for up to 10 years and retaining receipts to apply to needed service work.
Preliminary Resource Concerns:  Based upon initial evaluations and public discussion regarding this proposal, the following environmental effects would be analyzed:   water quality, sedimentation and fisheries habitat based on fuel treatments and road uses; wildlife habitats related to vegetation diversity following treatments and maintenance/enhancement of old growth retention stands; safety of the public and area residents; noxious weeds; status and use of roads and other travelways during and after treatments; domestic livestock grazing and outfitter/guide uses of the area; and  cumulative effects related to other Forest Service, public and private land activities in the Hughes Creek subwatershed.

How to Participate: Your comments are being requested to help identify potential major issues related to the proposed action.  Please be as specific as possible when expressing your comments so they can be effectively addressed.  Comments received, including names and addresses of those who comment, will be considered part of the public record for this project and will be available for public inspection.

Written comments can be submitted by letter, email, fax or hand delivered according to the directions provided in the cover letter to this Scoping Statement. For more information about this proposal, please contact Ken Rodgers, Team Leader, (208) 879-4154.
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