EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) Report was developed to document the progress of implementing the 1996 Revised Forest land and Resource Management Plan (the Plan) for the National Forests and Grasslands in Texas (NFGT).  Last year’s report - covering three fiscal years, 1997, 1998, and 1999 – explained our inability to completely implement significant portions of the Plan due to court injunctions and mandates.  That situation remained unchanged through 2000, although significant developments have occurred in the litigation arena in 2001.  Specifically, the Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals reversed the Eastern District Court’s findings regarding the entire timber management program on the National Forests in Texas, and vacated the injunction that has been in effect since August 1997.  Plaintiffs appealed to the Supreme Court, who denied the request to review the case, effectively upholding the Fifth Circuit’s ruling.  Remaining issues were remanded to the jurisdiction of the District Court.  

Even with these constraints, the Forest has made progress toward the Desired Future Conditions (DFCs) in areas where we have been able to implement actions in accordance with Plan direction.  In addition, significant steps have been taken within the court imposed constraints to manage the NFGT to achieve, as closely as possible, the desired condition envisioned in the Plan and to manage these valuable natural resources and produce the expected mix of goods and services from the public’s lands.

Biodiversity remains a major goal and is being assured --

--through planned reforestation that relies heavily on ecological classification and 

  emphasizes restoration to naturally occurring species on over 13,000 acres that

   were damaged by the 1998 windstorm;

 --through continuing efforts to inventory and document older age classes of  

    timber;

--by maintaining the health and sustainability of a small percentage of the forest 

  through precommercial thinnings, and prescribe burning, although a severe

  drought in FY 2000 caused a reduction in our normal burning accomplishments

--through continuous monitoring of use by the public to minimize or 

   mitigate damage from over-use;

--by continuing to gather and document baseline data for Management 

   Indicator Species (MIS) and Threatened and Endangered Species.

The protection of soil and water resources is another vital area that receives emphasis in our management practices.  Additional measures have been initiated to minimize erosion from ground disturbing activities; water quality studies were conducted on the streams in the areas damaged by the 1998 windstorm; use by off-road vehicles is being analyzed and areas closed where such use is determined to be detrimental to soil and water.

Earlier the NFGT identified the need to assess the effectiveness of post-sale erosion control measures to prevent sediment from entering streams.  Specialists from the Supervisor’s Office conducted several reviews of conditions on the ground.  The overall conclusion was that all sites appeared to be meeting the DFC stated in the Plan.  Although there were few active timber sales on the NFGT during 2000, during 2001 the Texas Forest Service (TFS) conducted Best Management Practices type reviews of logging operations and determined that the forest achieved 100 percent compliance with these regulations.  The forest received an “excellent” rating by TFS. 

We are continuing to train personnel in the identification of ephemeral, intermittent and perennial streams.  A guide has been developed and is being used to provide practical guidance to field personnel and other professionals in the identification of various stream segments in the field.

The drought situation in FY 2000 affected the watershed program on the National Grasslands (NG).  Erosion control work planned for the Caddo NG on lands severely disturbed by past agricultural crop practices could not be completed due to lack of soil moisture.

Water resources, supply and transfer of water, are emerging as major issues in the State of Texas and have the potential of impacting the NFGT. 

Minerals activity is increasing across all Forests and Grasslands.  There has been some non-compliance of existing well permits, primarily by permit holders without sufficient financial resources. We have and will continue to address this issue, and believe satisfactory progress is being made. 

There were no new oil well spills or salt-water discharges in FY 2000; however, in FY 2001 an oil well spill occurred on the Davy Crockett National Forest (NF).  Containment and clean up efforts were completed to Forest Service standards.  In addition, an abandoned oil well site on the Angelina NF was discovered to be discharging a mixture of water and crude oil.  Endeavors to properly close and plug the wellhead began immediately and are continuing.

Providing a variety of outdoor recreation activities remains one of the challenges in meeting the public’s demands on the NFGT.  New public private venture (PPV) initiatives on large lake areas such as on the Caddo NG and Sam Rayburn and Toledo Bend Reservoirs are being actively pursued.  We are continuing to prepare all developed recreation sites for the fee demo program.  

The forest continues to request and receive Recreational Grant monies from Texas Parks and Wildlife Department to assist in providing new or improved opportunities for users by constructing and rehabilitating NFGT trails. 

To address ever-increasing off-road vehicle use, we continue to look for optimal locations for the 250 miles of designated multi-use trails as provided in the Plan.   In December 1999, a Forest Supervisor’s order was issued that implemented certain decisions in the 1996 Plan for the Davy Crockett, Angelina and Sabine NFs.  Certain areas, including RCW clusters, replacement and recruitment stands, streamside management and lakeshore zones, research natural areas, protected river and stream corridors, scenic areas, natural heritage areas, cultural heritage areas and bog sites were closed to off-road vehicle traffic.

Facilities at the Texas Arabian Distance Riders Association (TADRA) Horse Trailhead on the LBJ Grasslands, Stubblefield Recreation Area on the Sam Houston NF, and construction of the Angelina District office were improved or constructed to meet Accessibility standards.

NFGT is one of the leading Forests in Region 8 in data gathering for costs and trend analysis for facilities and roads.  We have made strides in bringing recreation facilities up to accessible standards, and partnering through public/private ventures to restore and operate facilities we could no longer afford to operate.  Significant progress has been made in replacing functionally obsolete facilities such as office buildings and work center structures through innovative, cost-saving methods.  

The NFGT continues to actively obliterate roads that are unneeded for public use or for the administration of public lands.

Because of our inability to fully implement the Plan due to court orders prohibiting timber harvesting, we are not meeting necessary habitat, forest health, age class and restoration objectives.  Failure to meet those objectives over a sustained period of time will constrain options future managers of the NFGT have and may result in catastrophic insect and disease infestations.

Working relationships with our congressional delegation and staffs are excellent; a mutually beneficial, informal rapport exists with the NFGT staff and staff of the congressman whose district includes the majority of National Forest in Texas counties.  The recent passage of the Secure Rural Schools and Community Self-Determination Act has enhanced the working relationships and communications with local county and school officials. 

As confirmed by the 2000 census, Texas is the second most populous state.  Much of the population growth is occurring in the major metropolitan areas of Dallas/Fort Worth and Houston and places increasing demands on the NFGT in close proximity to these population centers.  Increasing challenges to managing the resources and increasing visitor use will have significant impacts on a decreased workforce.

With the favorable ruling from the Fifth Circuit Court of Appeals, we are optimistic that much of the challenge to the timber management program on the National Forests has been resolved, and a final ruling from the Eastern District Court could dispose of the few remaining issues in this long-standing litigation.  We expect to then be able to pursue complete implementation of the Plan, within allocated budgets, and move the NFGT toward the desired future conditions outlined in the Plan.  We will continue to be mindful of resource related issues of management that were of concern to the Court.
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