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INTRODUCTION

Document Structure

The Forest Service prepared this Environmental Assessment in compliance with the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) and other relevant Federal and State laws and regulations. This Environmental Assessment discloses the direct, indirect, and cumulative environmental impacts that would result from the proposed action and alternatives. The document is organized into five parts:

· Introduction:  This section provides information on history, purpose of, and need for the project, including the agency’s proposal for achieving that purpose and need. This section also details how the Forest Service informed the public of the proposal and how the public responded.  

· Comparison of Alternatives, including the Proposed Action: This section provides a description of the agency’s proposed action as well as alternative methods for achieving the stated purpose. Alternatives are developed based on significant issues raised by the public and other agencies. This discussion also includes possible mitigation measures and a comparison table displaying information on each alternative.

· Environmental Consequences: This section describes the environmental effects of implementing the proposed action and other alternatives.  Sections include Effects Relative to Significant Issues and Effects Relative To Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI) Elements.  These sections summarize referenced analyses and working papers.  They are not intended to provide exhaustive detail.  Impacts are discussed in proportion to their significance.  There is only brief discussion of other than significant issues (40 CFR 1502(b)).
· Agencies and Persons Consulted: This section provides a list of preparers and agencies consulted during development of the environmental assessment.

· Appendices: Appendices provide more detailed information to support analyses presented in the environmental assessment.

Additional documentation, including more detailed analyses of project-area resources, may be found in the project planning record located at the Tule River Ranger District Office in Springville, CA or the Cannell Meadow District Office in Kernville, CA.

Background

During July and August of 2002, the McNally Fire burned over 150,000 acres across Sequoia and Inyo National Forests.  Within Sequoia National Forest, approximately 19,000 acres burned on the Hot Springs District, including 16,800 acres in the Giant Sequoia National Monument, and 110,000 acres on the Cannell Meadow District.  As a result of the fire, trees were killed or badly damaged along roads, trailheads, and other sites where people travel or visit within the burned area (see project map, Appendix B). Over time, damaged trees decay, weaken and fall.  Falling trees pose a hazard to forest visitors and workers as well as creating a substantial increase in work to maintain roads.

Felling and removing dead and/or green trees that pose a potential hazard are ongoing road maintenance activities normally covered under categories of routine activities specifically exempted from documentation under the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) process.  Due to higher than normal numbers of potential hazard trees as a consequence of the fire, a decision was made to prepare an environmental assessment rather than follow a categorical exemption.  This allows greater public involvement in the decision process.

Purpose and Need for Action

Due to the high number of potential hazard trees in close proximity to roads, trailheads, fire safe campsites, and administrative sites within the McNally Fire perimeter, there is an increased risk of injuring visitors, private landowners, permittees, and Forest Service personnel and consequent need to remove potential hazards.  On the Hot Springs District, an estimated 9,300 potential hazard trees have been identified along 22 miles of road.  The Cannell Meadow District has identified approximately 8,500 potential hazard trees along 88 miles of road.

The Sequoia National Forest has responsibility and direction to minimize hazards and maintain reasonably safe conditions normally anticipated along public access roads and other sites. (Forest Service Manual Chapter 7733, Safety Provisions on Forest Development Roads.)  The Sequoia National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan (LRMP)(including the Sierra Nevada Forest Plan Amendment (SNFPA)) gives specific direction including:  

“Fall and remove hazard trees along maintenance level 3, 4, and 5 roads and within or immediately adjacent to administrative sites.  Review by appropriate resource specialist is required before felling hazard trees along maintenance level 1 and 2 roads.  Retain felled trees where needed to meet down woody material standards”(SNFPA pg A-2).

Proposed Action

The action proposed is to fell and remove dead (no visible green needles) trees that pose a potential hazard to the public and forest workers along roads, trailheads and administrative sites within the McNally Fire perimeter on the Hot Springs and Cannell Meadow Ranger Districts, Sequoia National Forest (see Appendix C, Maps and Appendix B, List of Roads).
A dead tree will generally be considered a hazard if it is located within 1.5 times its height from the uphill edge of a road, trailhead, or administrative site with greater than 25 % slope or one tree height on the downhill side and slopes less than 25 %.  Circumstances, such as steep terrain, may exist where this distance may be either reduced or increased on a site-specific basis.

Hazard trees would be felled and removed using a combination of service contracts (contracts for hire of services rendered such as felling trees or piling slash), personal and commercial fuelwood use, Forest Service crews and timber sale contracts (contracts for the sale of salvable wood in hazard trees, contracts include felling, fuel treatment and any other needed mitigation).

Additional design features of the proposal include:

Yarding.  Skidding equipment will be limited to slopes less than 35 %.  Felling trees toward roads or landings and endlining material when practical will minimize equipment use off roads and hardened sites.

Application of Best Management Practices.  The following best management practices (BMPs, refer to Water Quality Management for National Forest System Lands 9/2000) will be implemented to minimize or eliminate activity caused erosion and off site sediment transport:

· Special Erosion Prevention Measures on Disturbed Land (Practice 1-14); includes spreading slash on portions of disturbed areas.

· Slash Treatment in Sensitive areas (Practice 1-22).  Includes spreading slash across the landscape where the potential for erosion is high.  

Fuels Treatment: Activity created fuels greater than one inch and less than ten inches in diameter will be piled and burned as needed to meet fuels management objectives or left on the forest surface to aid in erosion control and improve soil quality.  Slash treatment will be decided on a site-by-site basis (see fuels management working papers, McNally Hazard Abatement Fuels Management).  Activity created fuels will generally be reduced below 10 tons/acre. 
Wildlife Protection:  A limited operating period (LOP) as specified by the SNFPA will be maintained prohibiting mechanical activities within .25 miles of nest sites or unsurveyed suitable nesting habitat for goshawk and/or spotted owl with exceptions noted in the SNFPA.
Decision Framework

Given the purpose and need, the deciding official will decide whether to remove hazardous trees as proposed, to modify the proposal to address significant issues, close roads to public access, or adopt the no action alternative.

The Forest Service expects to issue a final decision in fall 2002 and implement project action as weather permits, in spring 2003.

Public Involvement

The proposal was provided to the public and other agencies for comment during scoping starting September 20, 2002 and closing October 21, 2002.  Additional comments, received after the formal comment period, were reviewed to determine if there were unforeseen issues or impacts as well.  As part of the public involvement process, the Forest Service provided press releases to major local media to provide information and solicit comment. 

Fifty-two comment letters were received in response to scoping.  Thirty-five respondents had points of discussion, debate, or dispute beyond neutral acknowledgement, support or adverse comment without specific detail. 

Issues

The Forest Service analyzed responses to determine significant issues.  Significant issues are used to formulate alternatives, prescribe mitigation measures, or analyze environmental effects.  

Non-significant issues may be excluded from further analysis for one or more of the following reasons: 1) outside the scope of the proposed action; 2) already decided by law, regulation, Forest Plan, or other higher level decision; 3) irrelevant to the decision to be made; or 4) conjectural and not supported by scientific or factual evidence. The Council for Environmental Quality (CEQ) NEPA regulations require this delineation in 40 CFR 1501.7, “…identify and eliminate from detailed study the issues which are not significant or which have been covered by prior environmental review (40 CFR 1506.3) …” Comments from public scoping are combined into common themes and paraphrased where possible to capture context and content rather than explicit detail and redundancy in comments.  Synthesized comments are included in Appendix A.

Based on public comments during scoping, the Forest Service identified the following issues that resulted in development of an alternative to the proposed action:

· Removal of felled hazard trees through endlining logs or other methods may displace soil.  Sediment resulting from the action could be transported to nearby water systems, degrading water quality and fish habitat.
· Leave all trees for wildlife and soil quality.

Alternatives, including the Proposed Action

This chapter describes and compares alternatives considered.  This section also presents the alternatives in comparative form, defining differences between each alternative and providing a basis for choice among options by the decision maker and public.  Information used to compare alternatives is based upon design of the alternative and environmental, social and economic effects of implementing each alternative. 

Alternatives

No Action, Alternative 1

Under the No Action alternative, diligent effort would be made to provide public access and maintain safe conditions. Roads and other public access sites would be informally monitored and trees with obvious decay, leans or other signs of imminent failure would be felled and left.  It is likely that numerous trees would fall without obvious sign of imminent failure. Such unpredictable failure would pose a greater hazard to people in the area.  Current road maintenance budgets are not adequate to clear and maintain all roads currently open in the light of anticipated number and volume of falling trees.  Most secondary access roads (maintenance level 1 and 2) would be closed for public safety.  Primary roads (maintenance level 3, 4, and 5) would be subject to temporary closures, to clear debris and during unsafe conditions such as high winds as well as later opening in spring.

The Proposed Action, Alternative 2

Alternative 2 is the proposed action, as described on page 2. 

Retain Cut Trees, Alternative 3

This alternative would meet the purpose and need by felling trees that pose a hazard and addressing concerns regarding potential soil disturbance if cut trees are removed as described under the proposed action.  Hazard trees would be felled, secured from rolling and left on site. 

Hazard trees are defined as described in the proposed action. 

Fuels Treatment: Activity created fuels would not be treated under this alternative.
Contracting Instruments:  Hazard trees will be felled using service contracts or Forest Service crews depending on availability of funding and personnel.  

Alternatives Considered But Eliminated From Detailed Study

One respondent suggested topping snags such that they would be less likely to fall and less hazardous.  This is a highly hazardous and very expensive technique used in high value areas with a deficient number of wildlife snags.  This technique has been used on the Forest, but the McNally Fire area is not deficient in snags nor is the incremental wildlife value of additional snags along the road corridor such that it would justify the expense.  This rationale also applies to tethering or using guy wires to support the dead trees.

Several respondents suggested use of risk guidelines developed by the Pacific Southwest Research and Experiment Station to identify trees likely to die within 3-5 years as a result of fire damage.  Although use of these guidelines is a logical, economic and efficient approach, there is greater controversy and the danger of imminent failure of the trees is less than for trees that are completely dead at this time.  This decision is deferred to the Environmental Impact Statement to be prepared for the larger restoration activities that may be proposed for the fire area.  Damaged trees that die during project implementation will be removed if they meet the project criteria for hazard trees.

Design Features Common to All Action Alternatives

Temporary Closure of Facilities and Roads:  Where feasible, roads and campgrounds will be closed with existing gates, so that people are not exposed to hazardous trees prior to their treatment.  Some roads may be temporarily closed to protect the public from falling trees and during felling or removal. 

Road Construction:  Because this proposal deals only with the removal of dead hazardous trees along existing roads, no new roads will be constructed.

Standards and guidelines from the Sierra Nevada Forest Plan Amendment FEIS and ROD (SNFP, USDA 2001) that pertain to this proposed action include: 

1). Woody debris retention - Within westside vegetation types (SNFP ROD, Appendix B-2), retain 10-20 tons per acre of downed woody debris per acre over the treatment unit, starting with the largest available.

2). Implement appropriate Limited Operating Periods for applicable R5 sensitive species as stated in the SNFP ROD (Record of Decision, Appendix A - 34).
3). Apply Riparian Conservation Objective widths by stream type (Table II.C.1 SNFPA ROD, Appendix A-52). Conduct surveys for sensitive amphibian species prior to treatment within RCO should suitable habitat exist.  Any hazard trees marked for treatment in these areas will be evaluated on a site-by-site basis through the RCO review process.

Comparison of Alternatives

Information in Table 1 displays activities and effects that can be distinguished quantitatively or qualitatively to provide a comparison between alternatives. 

	Table 1. Alternative Comparison Summary

	Attribute Compared
	Alternative 1

No Action
	Alternative 2
Proposed Action
	Alternative 3

Fell & Leave

	Public Safety and Access
	Some primary and all secondary roads would be closed to public access. Open roads would be subject to extended closures. Greater potential for injury along open roads
	Roads open except for temporary closure during roadwork.  Most hazards removed.
	Roads open except for temporary closure during roadwork.  Hazards abated.

	Soil & watershed protection 
	Very little down woody material on ground for first year.  No increase over high erosion effects from McNally fire
	Increases down woody material on ground.  Potential for small increase in short term erosion, mitigated by BMPs
	Maximizes down woody material.  Some potential benefit from increased organic material and woody debris in contact with soil

	Cost to the Forest Service to fell hazard trees
	 Estimated cost of $400,000 over ten years
	Estimated net return of $580,000.  No additional cost to fell trees or treat fuels.
	Estimated cost of $295,000

	Fuels Management
	Fuel loading up to and exceeding 100 tons/acre.  Exceeds SNFPA guideline
	Activity created fuels reduced to < 10 tons/acre along roads.  Likely to exceed 10-20 tons/ac with adjacent naturally falling material
	Fuel loading up to and exceeding 100 tons/acre.  Exceeds SNFPA guideline

	Wildlife
	No effect
	Reduces availability of down logs and snags adjacent to roads.  Effect negligible. Potential for disturbance mitigated by LOP
	Increases down logs. Potential for disturbance mitigated by LOP


Public Safety and Access. 
Under the no action alternative, public and administrative access would be restricted due to hazards and inadequacy of the existing road maintenance budget to deal with the volume of falling trees.  Trees would only be removed along selected primary (maintenance level (ML) 3,4,5) roads when there was clear sign of imminent failure within 3-6 months.  Some primary roads and most secondary (ML 1, 2) roads would be closed due to unacceptable hazards and lack of funding for clearing fallen trees and debris. There would be greater danger to forest users since trees may fail unpredictably without visible sign.  Roads may be temporarily closed during stormy weather or high wind events due to danger of falling trees and debris.

The proposed action and alternative 3 would fell hazard trees along roads used for access.  Trees that are likely to die but not fully dead at the time would be left.  This would result in some risk to forest users since the damaged trees have greater potential for unpredictable failure than undamaged trees.

Soil and Watershed Protection. 
Alternatives 2 and 3 may reduce sedimentation by increasing the amount of organic material and woody debris in contact with the soil.  This effect would be maximized under alternative 3.  Under Alternative 2, endlining logs to the road may cause some disturbance to soil.  Since equipment use off roads or other hardened surfaces will be limited, it is not expected that compaction will be significant.

The McNally Fire affected over 150,000 acres with approximately 12,000 acres at high severity and 60,000 acres at moderate severity.  Sediment yield may increase up to 870 % of normal and water flow may increase up to 1,000 % of normal due to effects of the fire (McNally Fire Burned Area Emergency Rehabilitation (BAER) Report, 2002).  High sediment yields are expected for three or more years after the fire.  Impacts of the proposed action will increase surface roughness and soil cover that may buffer or reduce sedimentation from the fire.
Soil disturbance from removing logs has the potential to concentrate water and increase sedimentation if not mitigated.  With standard implementation of mitigation measures including BMPs, it is unlikely that increased sediment would be delivered off site as a result of either action alternative.

Width of the road corridor will vary by slope and size of tree and number of trees to be treated will vary from none to over one hundred per mile of road.  Although the project will be spread out over several thousand acres, the actual impact would be limited to the disturbed area where the tree is pulled to a road or landing.  This area is estimated at 185 acres spread out over twenty-five watersheds.  The area disturbed relative to the size of the McNally is fire is small.  Anticipated effects of the proposed action on sedimentation are unlikely to be measurable relative to the larger effects of the fire.  The Forest Service prepared a bibliography
 of fire and salvage effects.  Effects of salvage after fire range from not measurable to slight increases over background effects.  It is anticipated that with the proposed mitigation and limitations on use of equipment off roads, the sedimentation effects of the proposed action will not be measurable compared to background effects.

Cost to fell hazard trees.  Costs for felling, removal and cleanup of trees under the no action alternative will occur over several years.  No action would include greater costs of travel to and from sites to cleanup trees on an as needed basis.  Alternative 1 does not include potential liability costs for injuries, property damage or future fuel reduction needs.  The estimated cost of $400,000 would be spread over 5 to 10 years.

Alternative 2 would provide an estimated net return of $580,000 for value of salvaged timber after sale preparation, fuels treatment and other mitigation.  There would be an additional cost to fell noncommercial trees.  Part of the cost of felling non-commercial trees could be offset through fuelwood sales.

Alternative 3 would cost the Federal Government approximately $295,000 to mark and fell hazard trees on both Districts.  This does not include costs for future fuel reduction if needed or clean up of debris. Tree felling and fuels treatment are included in the estimate. No timber would be sold to offset cost of treatment under alternative 1 and 3.

Fuels Management.  Current fuel loadings are low due to the McNally Fire.  Over time, falling trees will contribute to heavy fuel loading expected to exceed 100 tons/acre in some areas of the fire.  Heavy fuels will not contribute to rates of spread immediately, but as they decay they become very receptive fuelbeds that can ignite easily from sparks.  Heavy fuels (down logs over 10” diameter) also constrain the ability of fire crews to extinguish fires (high resistance to control) and have a high potential for emitting sparks or embers that contribute to long distance spotting.  Larger fuels also burn with a high intensity heat for longer duration that may result in greater damage to soil and remaining trees in the event of another fire.  The McNally fire illustrates this concern.  The combination of 30-year-old brush and high volume of down woody material left from the Flat and Bonita fires (1975 and 1977) contributed to spotting and spread of the McNally Fire.  High fuel loading along roads is inconsistent with direction in the SNFPA and conflicts with use of roads as anchor points or control lines for future fire and fuel management use.

Under alternatives 1 and 3, heavy fuels associated with falling or felled trees will remain untreated as described above.

Alternative 2 would reduce slash and debris from felled hazard trees to less than 10-tons/acre.  Fuel loading may still remain high due to non-hazard trees that would fall within the area adjacent to the road.  Trees not treated through hazard abatement may contribute in excess of 20 tons/acre in down woody material over time but substantially less than under alternatives 1 and 3.  Funds collected from salvage under alternative 2 may be used to provide additional fuel treatment if needed.  Fuel treatment will be minimized in high soil erosion hazard areas to maximize litter and woody material for soil protection and stabilization.

Wildlife.  A wide variety of wildlife use snags both in open and mature forest habitats.  The area adjacent to roads is generally not considered high value habitat and adequate snags will remain both within and adjacent to the project area to exceed SNFPA guidelines for snag and down log retention.

The no action alternative would have little down woody material for cover in the first 1-3 years but would increase over time and likely exceed 100 tons/acre in areas of high-density conifer mortality.  No wildlife value has been established for down woody debris in excess of the SNFPA standard of 10-20 tons/acre.

The proposed action would meet the SNFPA standard of 10-20-tons/acre of down woody material and adequate snags to sustain wildlife needs over the project and adjacent areas.  Snags would remain where they are not considered a potential hazard and well distributed across the landscape in high numbers.

Alternative 3 would provide a high volume of down woody material up to and likely exceeding 100 tons/acre after completion of the project.  Snags would remain where they are not considered a potential hazard and well distributed across the landscape in high numbers.

Environmental Consequences

The Council on Environmental Quality regulations (40 CFR Parts 1500-1508) for implementing the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) defines “significantly” as used in NEPA.  This definition supports a finding of no significant impact when an action would not have a significant effect on the human environment, and is therefore exempt from requirements to prepare an environmental impact statement (EIS).  “Significant impact” as used in NEPA requires consideration of context and ten elements of intensity. 

This section focuses on effects relative to significant issues and disclosure necessary to support a Finding Of No Significant Impact (FONSI).

This section summarizes the potential changes to the physical, biological, social, and economic environments due to implementation of the alternatives.

A.  Effects Relative to Significant Issues

Following significant issue was identified through public comment for this analysis:

Removal of felled hazard trees through endlining logs or other methods may displace soil.  Sediment resulting from the action could be transported to nearby water systems, degrading water quality and fish habitat.

Direct Effects

Under the proposed action, felled hazard trees would be endlined to the road.  A majority of trees would be skidded or dragged less than 50 feet to the road, causing minor displacement of soil adjacent to the road.  The amount of potential sediment is small in magnitude and is unlikely to be delivered off site when standard mitigation measures are employed.  Best Management Practices, as described below, have been used on both fire related salvage and standard timber sales.  Forest monitoring of past activities has shown that when properly implemented, BMPs are effective in minimizing sediment delivery off site (BMP Evaluation Process reports).

Indirect Effects 

Displaced sediment resulting from end lining activities could be transported during rain events to nearby streams and eventually the Kern River during future runoff events.  Aquatic habitat (including spawning beds) can be affected by sediment deposition through increased turbidity and loss of habitat due to sediment accumulation in pools and riffles.  It is unlikely that sediment generated by endlining would reach nearby tributaries if Best Management Practices described under the proposed action are implemented.  Best Management Practices to be implemented include:

· Special Erosion Prevention Measures on Disturbed Land (Practice 1-14); includes spreading slash on portions of disturbed areas.

· Slash Treatment in Sensitive areas (Practice 1-22).  Includes spreading slash across the landscape where the potential for erosion is high.  

· Erosion Control on Skid Trails (Practice: 1-17).  Trenches or troughs as a result of endlining activities will be treated by constructing cross ditches, water spreading ditches, or waterbars.

Slash left on the forest surface would help trap sediment and impede runoff.  Placing waterbars within trenches or troughs developed from end lining activities would also impede runoff.  

Cumulative Effects 

The project area lies within 25 subwatersheds affected by the McNally fire.  The primary effect of the McNally Fire on soil and watershed condition is loss of canopy and ground cover density.  The Burn Area Emergency Rehabilitation (BAER) report 
 within the Watershed Resource Assessment section for the McNally Fire (page 8) indicates many of these affected subwatersheds may expect double to ten fold, the normal volume of runoff in the first large post fire event.  This runoff may produce accelerated surface erosion and distribute stored sediments to stream channels through both dry ravel from steep unprotected slopes and sediments transported and deposited in the fluvial system.  These effects are likely to be severe during the first storm season following the fire.  Sediment yield is expected to increase by up to 870 % for those watersheds with moderate to high intensity burn areas.  By the second and third years, vegetation and ecosystem recovery will be significant in low and moderate severity areas.  Increased erosion potential will persist longer in high severity areas (BAER Report, Page 4, soils section).  Future management activities focused on restoration are currently in planning.  Much of this effort would be focused on reducing erosion potential within burn, thereby reducing cumulative effects on affected subwatersheds.

The McNally hazard tree abatement project would be implemented after the first storm season (late spring of 2003).  Potential increases in sedimentation relative to the anticipated effects of the McNally Fire are negligible due to the relative size and the use of mitigation measures to minimize or eliminate off site transport of sediment.
B. Effects Relative to Significant Factors

This section displays the information needed to support the 10 findings necessary to support a FONSI for each action alternative (The findings themselves will appear in the FONSI).  

Context:  Significance of an action must be analyzed in several contexts such as society as a whole (human, national), the affected region, affected interests, and the locality.  Significance varies with setting.  In the case of a site-specific action, significance would usually depend upon the effects in the locale rather than in the world as a whole. Both short- and long-term effects are relevant. 
Proposed treatments are limited to a narrow band along approximately 107 miles of road and administrative sites, within the Sequoia National Forest.  Although many miles of road are included, roads below 4,000’ would have little activity.  Approximately 38 miles of roads above 4,000’ elevation have moderate to high numbers of dead trees considered a hazard.  
Over 2,000 scoping letters were mailed to interested parties as well as public involvement through news media.  Fifty-two responses or inquiries were received.  Several responses questioned the extent of hazard tree removal needed, but none questioned the need for some level of treatment of hazard trees.  The level of response relative to the pool of forest users is minute and reflects a low level of controversy amongst the general public.

The no action alternative may be highly controversial due to restriction of public access.  The concern over potential loss of revenue and utilization of timber damaged by the fire also generated response.

Protections for cultural resources, water quality, threatened, endangered, or sensitive plant and animal species are incorporated into the proposed action. In the context of short-term or long-term effects, there are a number of large fires with similar and/or more extensive treatments that can be referenced within the Sequoia National Forest.  Casual observation of the Stormy (1990), Flat (1975), Bonita(1977), Bodfish (1985), Red Mountain (1970), McGee (1955) and other fires show that there are long term effects of the fire but hazard abatement alone has not resulted in long term adverse effects.
Intensity:  Refers to the severity of impact.  The following should be considered in evaluating intensity:

Effects determinations from supporting analysis (working papers, biological assessment and evaluation, fuels report, archaeological report and aquatics report for McNally Fire Hazard Abatement) are summarized in remaining sections of this chapter.

(1)
Impacts both beneficial and adverse. A significant effect may exist even if the Federal agency believes that on balance the effect will be beneficial.

Alternative 2 (Proposed Action)

Soil disturbance was identified as a possible short-term effect, and was addressed as a significant issue (see comparison of alternatives for a summary discussion of effects).  With mitigation, the potential for and intensity of adverse effect is considered low.  Consideration of potential adverse effects was not offset by the potential for beneficial effects in this analysis.

A beneficial impact is anticipated through increased ground cover from slash and woody material resulting from treatment.  This will decrease sediment transport and impede runoff.  

Alternative 3

Alternative 3 would cause a long-term adverse effect by retaining in excess 100/tons of large woody material per acre within some treatment areas after trees are felled or fall. This amount of fuel exceeds the SNFPA standard of 10-20 tons per acre, the maximum amount of fuel load desired.  Increased fuels along road corridors (where highest probability of ignition exists) would make roads difficult anchor points and make future fire management more difficult.  Intensity of effect would be low at first but accumulate over time.  Fuel loading and potential effects could become a high impact in 30 or more years.

(2)
The degree to which the proposed action affects public health or safety.

The action alternatives would have an effect of reducing potential adverse conditions for public health and safety, by removing trees considered hazardous to the public.

The no action would treat hazards but with greater risk to the public, less efficiency and uncertain ability to implement needed protective measures.

(3)
Unique characteristics of the geographic area such as proximity to historic or cultural resources, park lands, prime farmlands, wetlands, wild and scenic rivers, or ecologically critical areas.

No parklands, prime farmlands, wetlands, wild and scenic rivers, or ecologically critical areas would be adversely affected by proposed treatments. The project area has been surveyed and analyzed for historical and cultural resources.  Cultural sites have been flagged and will be appropriately protected.  The action alternatives would not affect historical or cultural resources eligible for the National Register of Historic Places, nor would it cause the loss or destruction of significant cultural or historical resources.  Several Critical Aquatic Refuges, a small portion of the Giant Sequoia National Monument, and a scenic portion of the Kern River Wild & Scenic River Designation are within the fire area.  The proposed action would not adversely affect these designations or the elements that led to their designation.  These special designations allow for hazard reduction and other activities to provide for public safety.  The edges of the hazard reduction will be feathered by size of tree, slope and distance to the road.  No green trees will be removed, shade will be minimally affected by removal of dead trees.  
(4)
The degree to which the effects on the quality of the human environment are likely to be highly controversial.

The effects of any alternative on the quality of the human environment are not likely to be highly controversial, because of the condition of the project area, limited scope of the proposed action, and probable effectiveness of project design features, including standard management requirements, in reducing impacts to National Forest resources.  

(5)
Degree to which possible effect on the human environment is highly uncertain or involves unique or unknown risks.

The conditions present within the project area, and the proposed action are similar to fire recovery projects that have been implemented on the Sequoia National Forest in the past.  BMPs have been shown to be effective in minimizing or eliminating off site sediment transport when properly implemented.  These effects have been monitored for several years and are displayed in annual forest reports.

The proposed action is limited to trees that are clearly dead (no visible green needles). Research has developed suggested guidelines that identify trees likely to die from fire damage or indirect effects.  Removal of dead and dying trees all at one time would be more efficient but was eliminated from further consideration due to the potential for controversy over the value of retaining dying trees and the certainty of their succumbing to direct and indirect effects of the fire.  Although there is a remote possibility that some trees with 100% needle kill may break bud the year after a fire, there is very little potential for survival.  This will be a moot point since tree felling and removal will not occur until spring 2003 when green needles would be evident and felling would be deferred if green needles became apparent.

There has been some controversy over the effects of salvage logging and fire restoration activities on the environment.  A document titled Recommendations for Ecologically Sound Post-Fire Salvage Logging and Other Post-Fire Treatments on Federal Lands in the West (Beschta, et al, March 1995) is a comprehensive summary of concerns related to post fire salvage logging. The findings and recommendations from this report address potential for increased effects due to use of heavy equipment on sensitive fire damaged soils, and the need to allow natural fire recovery processes to occur.  Recommendations of the report are outside the scope of this project since most if not all heavy equipment will be limited to roads, landings or other hard surfaces and no restoration activities such as tree planting are proposed as a part of this action.  These activities will be addressed in an EIS prepared to take a larger look at what activities may be appropriate to attempt restoration of the fire area.
(6)
The degree to which the action may establish a precedent for future actions with significant effects or represents a decision in principle about future consideration.

The precedent for removing trees that may become a hazard along roads and other points of public access has been well established in the Forest Service Manual and the SNFPA.  This action is considered routine and is usually covered under a category of actions excluded from further documentation under NEPA.  As such this action does not set a precedent for future actions or represent a decision in principle about a future consideration.  Future actions will be analyzed on their own merits in compliance with NEPA.

(7)
Whether this action is related to other actions with individually insignificant but cumulatively significant impacts.

A cumulative effect is the effect on the environment that results from the incremental effect of the action when added to the effects of other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions, regardless of what agency or person undertakes the other actions and regardless of land ownership on which the actions occur.

Design features included in the proposed action would avoid or minimize adverse cumulative watershed effects and protect plants, wildlife, aquatic species, and other sensitive resources to the extent that residual effects would not be cumulatively significant.  Biological Evaluations that disclose cumulative effects, as well as direct and indirect effects, are summarized below, available from the District office and are incorporated by reference.

It is likely that additional analysis will be prepared to determine the need for treatment of a larger portion of the McNally fire for restoration.  The actions in this EA are independent of larger ecosystem restoration considerations and will be considered in the larger context.

Cumulative effects on soil and water resources.
Cumulative effects to soil and water resources are discussed under the Effects Relative to Significant Issues section.

Cumulative effects of this proposal combined with operations on State and private land.
Approximately 1,600 acres of private land is within the McNally Fire.  Less than 100 acres has the potential for salvage logging.  Cumulative effects of potential salvage on private land would be negligible.

Cumulative effects to Federally listed and Forest Service Sensitive species.
Wildlife, plant and aquatics Biological Evaluations and working papers (BE/BA for McNally Fire Hazard Abatement) address impacts and effects on Forest Service Sensitive, Management Indicator and Federally listed species.

American bald eagle is the only federally listed species with suitable habitat and historical presence within the area.  Wintering bald eagles use the Kern River, however, the hazard trees along Mountain 99, campgrounds and power lines near the Kern River are few.  Adequate snags for perches will be left on the west side of the river.  The east side of the river appears to have low use by bald eagles, likely due to greater disturbance from humans.  The proposed action will have no effect on bald eagles.

There are seven sensitive or watch list plants within the fire area.  Four of these plants are known to be adjacent to the road system and may be affected by the proposed action. Previous surveys have been completed along Sherman Pass and some other roads.  All suitable affected habitats will be surveyed prior to implementation of the selected alternative.  Identified populations will be protected.

There are nineteen sensitive and six management indicator (MIS) wildlife species or potential habitat within the fire area.  The potential for disturbance or alteration of habitats for these species has been analyzed in a Biological Evaluation prepared for this action.  A determination was made that the action alternatives would not cause loss of viability and/or a trend leading to federal listing for any of the sensitive species.  This determination was based on the use of limited operating periods within .25 miles of suitable habitat for goshawk and spotted owl unless surveys determine no reproductive status, the limited nature of the project i.e. the action alternatives affect a small proportion of the McNally fire, no green vegetation will be removed and snags and future down logs are not limited resources in a catastrophic fire situation.

Alternatives 1 and 3 would leave high volumes of down logs that could block habitat for some sensitive plants and become impediments to movement by deer.  However, the effects would not be severe.

(8)
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 historical resources.

A record search, field survey, resource inventory, and Heritage Resource Report have been completed for this project area, under provisions of the Programmatic Agreement with the advisory council on Historic Preservation and the California State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO), in compliance with Section 106 of the Historic Preservation Act.  Assessment of historical and cultural resources within the project area indicates implementation of this project would not affect any heritage resource eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic Places, nor would it cause loss or destruction of any significant cultural or historical resources.  If any new heritage resources were discovered during project implementation, operations would cease in the area of new discovery until adequate protection measures were agreed upon with SHPO.

Large areas of this fire, the Manter fire (80,000 acres less than 1,000 acres treated) and the Stormy Fire (26,000 acres) remain untouched.  These areas provide opportunity for research, wildlife habitat and comparison with treated areas.

(9)
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) has been completed to document analysis of potential effects of this project on endangered, threatened and/or proposed species and their critical habitats. No critical habitats have been identified within the project area and the bald eagle is the only listed species reasonably expected to inhabit the area.  The project does not remove suitable habitat or otherwise adversely affect the species.
(10)
Whether the actions threaten a violation of Federal, State, or local law or requirements imposed for the protection of the environment.

The action alternatives would not violate Federal, State, or local law, or requirements.  They are fully consistent with the Sequoia National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan including the Sierra Nevada Forest Plan Amendment (with the exception that alternative 3 would exceed fuels management standards).  This EA is in full compliance with the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969, consistent with the National Forest Management Act of 1976 and requirements detailed in 36 CFR 219.27, including:

Resource protection - The integrated design elements of the action alternatives, including the standard management requirements outlined the section on design features common to all action alternatives, provide for protection of forest resources, including riparian resources, terrestrial wildlife, aquatic and plant species and their habitat, cultural and historical resources, air quality, and soil productivity.

Vegetation manipulation and Even-aged management - No vegetation manipulation is proposed as a result of this project other than removal of dead trees.  Determination of suitability of even-aged management is not applicable to the proposed action since the trees were killed by fire.

Riparian Areas, Soil and Water Protection- Standard management requirements including BMPs, special contract provisions, and other project design features have been incorporated into the action alternative to reestablish soil cover, reduce soil erosion, minimize soil compaction, protect riparian resources and minimize or eliminate off site transport of sediment that might affect riparian resources.  Riparian protection measures identified in the SNFPA will be implemented along with Best Management Practices.

Diversity, Sensitive Species, and Management Indicator Species (MIS - The project design features and standard management requirements are designed to protect plant and animal diversity in the project area. They include measures to conserve soil resources, protect unique and sensitive species.  The project would not remove suitable habitat for species at risk nor would it change the characteristics of remaining live vegetation after the fire.  BE/BAs for wildlife, aquatic species and plants, have determined that implementation of action alternatives of the McNally Fire Hazard Abatement Project would not lead to loss of viability or create a trend leading to federal listing of any sensitive species.  This determination was made based on the limited area of the proposed action, effects on riparian habitats would be unlikely due to buffers used on riparian areas and use of BMPs, and the use of limited operating periods for species that may be adversely affected by noise and mitigation for/protection of sensitive plant populations within the project.

Management Indicator Species Assessments for wildlife and aquatic species have been completed for the Project, and are available upon request. The species considered by this assessment include mule deer, pileated woodpecker, gray squirrel, rainbow trout, goshawk, and spotted owl.  This assessment supports the conclusion that the action alternatives would not cause cumulatively significant effects to these MIS species.

Noxious weeds - A Weed Risk Assessment was completed with the determination that there is a low risk of increased spread of California State listed noxious weed species as a result of the McNally Fire Hazard Abatement Project.  Equipment will be cleaned and inspected prior to use off roads.  Little or no use off roads is anticipated.
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Appendix A:  Public Comment

Fifty-two comment letters were received in response to scoping of the public and other agencies.  The Forest Service tried to capture comments or concerns beyond neutral acknowledgement, support and/or adverse comments without specific detail.  The following substantive comments were identified:
1. Request NEPA analysis for Districts not be separated: 

Response:  It was decided to combine the two documents since the issues and proposed action are similar.

2. Determine if an EIS is needed: 

Response:  After consideration in the Environmental analysis, it was determined that the scope of the proposed action is appropriately addressed within an EA and a Finding Of No Significant Impact is appropriate. (request not a point of debate)
3. Consider directional felling and leaving trees> 20”: 

Response:  This opinion is considered in alternative 3. The main arguments for leaving down logs are for wildlife and soil improvement. 

4. Use service contracts to avoid controversy of logging: 

Response:  This issue is addressed under alternative 3.

5. Treat only ML 3, 4 & 5 roads only, do not treat level 1 or 2: 

Response:  Selected level 1 and or 2 roads currently open to the public are addressed under the proposed action.  No reason was given to support the need to avoid treatment of level 1 and 2 roads currently open to the public. The opinion was considered but not used in developing alternatives.
6. Are trees (to be removed) really dead or dying? 

Response:  Wording added to EA for clarification. 

7. Urges the Forest Service to use salvage logging to remove dead trees. 

Response:  Where economically feasible salvage logging will be used to offset costs and ensure competent and professional felling and clean up of dead trees under the proposed action.

8. Extend salvage beyond roadsides: 

Response:  This is a larger and more controversial question than the scope of this EA and will be addressed in a larger EIS in the future.  The purpose of this analysis is to expedite removal of trees that may become a hazard to the public or force road closures.

9. Will the area be reforested? 

Response:  This is a larger question that will be addressed in an EIS at a later date and is beyond the scope of immediate treatment of potential road hazards.

Appendix B:  List of Roads

	Road
	Name
	Mi. within fire
	Total mi.
	Mntnce level

	21S19
	Beartrap North
	2.2
	5.4
	3

	21S19B
	Beartrap North
	0.7
	0.7
	2

	21S26 
	East Danner Mdw
	1.4
	1.4
	1

	21S26A
	East Danner Mdw
	0.4
	0.4
	1

	21S26B
	East Danner Mdw
	1.4
	1.4
	1

	21S28
	Bonita West
	1.5
	1.5
	2

	21S34
	Station
	1.0
	2.5
	3

	21S34A
	Station
	0.9
	0.9
	2

	21S46
	Danner Meadow
	0.5
	0.5
	1

	21S57
	Danner Cr.
	1.2
	1.2
	3

	21S60
	Lion Meadows
	2.6
	2.6
	2

	21S60D
	Lion Meadows
	0.4
	0.4
	1

	21S84
	Ursa
	0.8
	1.2
	1

	21S84B
	Ursa
	0.1
	0.1
	1

	22S05
	Sherman Pass
	21
	31.8
	5

	22S05A
	Camp Road
	1.6
	1.6
	1

	22S05H
	Sherman Pass
	0.3
	0.3
	1

	22S05J
	Sherman Pass
	0.5
	0.5
	1

	22S12
	Cherry Hill
	7.0
	17
	4

	22S12B
	Cherry Hill
	0.9
	0.9
	1

	22S14
	Trout
	1.5
	1.5
	2

	22S16
	Rattlesnake East
	1.1
	1.1
	1

	22S16A
	Rattlesnake East
	0.2
	0.2
	1

	22S19
	Mosquito Mdw
	2.9
	2.9
	3

	22S24
	West Rd
	1.0
	1.0
	2

	22S26
	Corral Mdw
	2.6
	2.6
	4

	22S26C
	Corral Mdw
	0.1
	0.1
	1

	22S29
	Beartrap South
	2.8
	2.8
	3

	22S30
	Bonita Mdw
	2.4
	2.4
	2

	22S30A
	Bonita Mdw
	0.3
	0.3
	1

	22S33
	Bonita
	0.9
	0.9
	1

	22S33A
	Bonita
	0.1
	0.1
	1

	22S35
	Peak
	0.7
	0.7
	1

	22S41
	Lookout Mtn
	4.8
	4.8
	4

	22S51
	Rincon Camp
	0.7
	0.7
	3

	22S54
	Paloma
	1.0
	1.0
	2

	22S54A
	Paloma
	0.5
	0.5
	1

	22S57
	Corral Mdw
	1.9
	1.9
	1

	23S14
	Poison Mdw
	3.3
	3.3
	3

	23S14A
	Poison Mdw
	0.5
	0.5
	3

	23S19
	Limestone CG
	0.3
	0.3
	4

	23S36 
	Packsaddle Cyn
	1.8
	1.8
	2

	West Pvt.
	West Mdw Pvt 
	1.0
	1.0
	2

	M 99
	Mountain 99  TC
	9.1
	9.1
	5

	Total
	CMRD
	87.9
	113.8
	

	22S82
	
	8.4
	
	

	22S82F
	
	.1
	
	

	22S82H
	
	.1
	
	

	22S53
	
	.8
	
	

	22S55
	
	.3
	
	

	22S56
	
	.4
	
	

	22S83
	
	2.2
	
	

	FH211
	
	.8
	
	5

	22S10
	
	3.2
	
	

	23S16
	
	4.0
	
	

	23S33
	
	.8
	
	

	23S16
	
	1.4
	
	

	Total
	HSRD
	22.5
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Appendix C:  Maps




















































































































































































































































































� McIver, James D.; Starr, Lynn, tech. eds. 2000. Environmental effects of postfire logging literature review and annotated bibliography. Gen. Tech. Rep. PNW-GTR-486.Portland, OR: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service, Pacific Northwest Research Station. 72 p.


� Referenced sections of the BAER Report will be included in the working papers of the McNally Fire, Hazard Tree Abatement Project.
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