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The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in all its programs and activities on the basis of race, color, national origin, gender, religion, age, disability, political beliefs, sexual orientation, or marital or family status. (Not all prohibited bases apply to all programs.) Persons with disabilities who require alternative means for communication of program information (Braille, large print, audiotape, etc.) should contact USDA's TARGET Center at (202) 720-2600 (voice and TDD). To file a complaint of discrimination, write USDA, Director, Office of Civil Rights, Room 326-W, Whitten Building, 14th and Independence Avenue, SW, Washington, DC 20250-9410 or call (202) 720-5964 (voice and TDD). USDA is an equal opportunity provider and employer.

The Forest Service has 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 to be considered in determining whether or not to prepare an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS).

Additional documentation is located on the Huron Manistee website at:

http://www.fs.fed.us/r9/hmnf/pages/healthy_forest.htm and in the project planning record located at the Huron Shores Ranger Station in Oscoda, Michigan.

I. PURPOSE AND NEED FOR THE PROPOSAL

On August 22, 2002, President Bush announced the Healthy Forest Initiative (HFI) for Wildfire Prevention and Stronger Communities.  The Healthy Forests Initiative implements core components of the consensus 10-year Implementation Plan agreed to by states, tribes, and stakeholders.  These proposed treatments further the goals of the President’s initiative.  They would reduce the threat of catastrophic wildfires to protect communities, firefighters, wildlife and forest health.   

The Forest Service proposes to reduce the fuel hazards in the vicinity of five subdivisions of the Huron National Forest, by creating and/or expanding fuelbreaks on National Forest System lands adjacent to or near these public and private improvements.  The Forest Service would also continue to work with private landowners to identify treatment on their property that will optimize the effectiveness of this project.

Existing vs. Desired Condition of the Treatment Areas


The proposed treatments are all located within jack pine dependent ecosystems  (Planning Record-Fuels Specialist Report, page 1).  The fuels in the four project areas are primarily dense, young jack pine stands or mixed stands of varying ages containing oak, aspen, red pine and other species within the stand or in adjacent stands.   The primary natural ecological disturbance regime in these areas is wildfire. Historically, large wildfires occurred approximately once in every 28 years (Simard, 1983).

Jack pine, an early successional species, has naturally regenerated on many of these sandy drier sites.  Jack pine regeneration is generally very dense, brushy, highly flammable and prone to running crown fires because of these characteristics.  These areas of sandy soils are very susceptible to fire because rainfall quickly permeates through the sand and below the root systems of the many vegetative types that occur here.  This inability to store and capture water causes early curing of plants and grasses, which can readily put a ground fires flames in direct contact with the lower branches of young jack pine, causing a ladder effect to the crown of the tree.  This continuity of fuels from the surface of the ground to the tree crown creates a very volatile condition, especially when adjacent to public and private improvements.  

Huron National Forest ownership is interspersed with private in-holdings.  Many of the private parcels located within the boundary have developed into residential areas or smaller subdivisions consisting of summer or year-round homes.  Springtime routinely finds local residents cleaning yards of miscellaneous vegetative debris.  Spring fire season parallels this clean-up operation and debris burners pose fire hazards to the surrounding national forest and adjacent properties. The proposed treatment areas are adjacent to or near these subdivisions and because of their fire-prone nature, are considered to be in the Wildland Urban Interface, (WUI) an influence zone where residential lands transition to rural forested areas.  The project areas being considered are within this WUI and are adjacent to identified Communities at Risk within the National Fire Plan.  

The desired condition of the treatment areas would have the appearance of an oak savannah type with severely reduced jack pine fuel-loading, which will decrease the wildland fire threat to personal property and provide a safer environment for firefighters. Fires originating on the private and public property will spread slower and have greater chance of containment at a small size.  

Non-treatment or taking no action would result in the fuels continuing to accumulate and remaining in a highly volatile state adjacent to many public and private improvements.  The probability of man-caused wildland fire ignitions is not expected to significantly change in the near future.  The result may be catastrophic with regards to these improvements.   

Purpose and Need Statement
 

The purpose of this proposal is to increase fire suppression effectiveness and reduce the probability of damage to adjacent private and public improvements from a wildfire.  The elimination of dense young pine species would decrease fire intensities by reducing the probability of crown fire, providing a safer environment for firefighters.  The current fuels situation presents a significant crown fire risk that needs to be reduced to provide defensible space for safe firefighting and the protection of adjacent improvements. 

A comparison of fuel condition elements is summarized in Table 1.  Reducing fuel height, increasing the spacing between fuels and reducing the amount of fuel on the ground would meet the purpose and need of the treatment areas through vegetative manipulation.

Table 1 - Summary of Key Fire Behavior Parameters (all treatment areas)

	Treatment Scenario
	Rate of Spread (ch/hr)
	Fire line Intensity (Btu/ft/s)
	Flame Length (ft)
	Fire Growth (ac/hr)
	Spotting Distance (mi)

	Mack Lake Fire1 (Worst case scenario for no action)
	168
	8800
	100+
	~4500
	0.25

	No action on an average fire day (Existing Condition)
	114
	5097
	23
	379
	0.6

	Proposed action and Alternative 2 on an average fire day (Desired Condition)
	28-73
	37-707
	6-7

(2-9 for Red Keg)
	36-193


	0.2


1 The Mack Lake Fire was a wind-driven jack pine crown fire that burned 26,000 acres, near Mio, Michigan on May 5, 1984.   
Public Involvement and Issues _________________________

Below is a brief description of the public scoping completed for the HFI-Fuels Reduction 2003 project.  Additional information on scoping and the resolving of issues is located in part B. of the Project Planning Record.  

Letters describing the proposal were sent to 326 individuals including, property owners in all adjacent subdivisions, area fire departments, township and county officials as well as the districts normal scoping list.  An article describing the proposal was also published in the Oscoda Press and Iosco News Herald.  Eight individuals responded to the scoping.  Six were in favor of the proposal.  One had reservations concerning the proposal being immediately adjacent to his property and would like to see a small buffer between the treatment area and his property.  One individual representing two national environmental groups, (Forest Conservation Council-FCC and the National Forest Protection Alliance, NFPA) had a number of issues and concerns.  

The interdisciplinary team (IDT) reviewed these comments for issues that might require development of one or more additional alternatives.  One response to scoping identified an issue that led to the development of a second alternative. That issue suggested that the Forest Service evaluate a non-commercial alternative that prepares for the re-introduction of fire outside the wildland urban interface (WUI) and educates private landowners about fire.  No alternative was developed to treat areas outside of the wildland urban interface, as this would not meet the purpose and need of reducing the fire intensity adjacent to private property and developments.

A non-commercial treatment was considered as a reasonable alternative to accomplishing the purpose and need for this project, and was included in the analysis. 

A list of concerns raised during scoping and their disposition can be found in part B. Public Information and Involvement, in the Project Planning Record.

II. ALTERNATIVES, INCLUDING THE PROPOSED ACTION

This section provides a detailed description of the Proposed Action and alternative methods for achieving the project’s purpose and need statement. The alternatives were developed based on issues raised by the public and other agencies. This section also discusses design criteria for these alternatives. 

Alternative 1, Proposed Action _________________________
High School Additional Treatment Area.  T23N, R9E, section 4, 5 and 9, (see Appendix 1, for treatment area map).  This proposed activity would expand the fuelbreaks that were created in 1997 resulting from the Oscoda/Au Sable Fuel Reduction Project.   The Fuels Reduction 02 decision signed August 28, 2002, approved the partial completion of this project.  The EA considers treating an additional 132 acres by extending the Grass Lake fuel break south from the ORV/ATV Trailhead to Old US-23 on both sides of Grass Lake Road, in order to create a fuelbreak for fires running north and east from ignitions in the south half of section 5 and to create defensible space to the east, should spotting occur across the road.  The existing fuelbreaks south of the Silver Sands subdivision and west of the industrial park would be extended to 500 feet from its existing 150-200 foot width.  Also, these two areas would be connected with a continuous fuelbreak adjacent to private and industrial park properties in the western portions of sections 4 and 9.  Treatment would involve thinning the area through the use of a timber sale, allowing commercial harvest of merchantable and sub-merchantable jack pine.  Approximately 0.50 miles of temporary road would be necessary to complete the treatment and then be obliterated.  Approximately 132 acres will be treated.

After completion of the harvest activity the entire treatment area would be maintained mechanically by mowing. The frequency of maintenance intervals would be approximately every 7 years, dependent on the establishment and vigor of the new growth. 

Red Keg Additional Treatment Area.  This area is located in T25N, R5E, sections 4 & 5, north of the Brodieville subdivision in the Curtisville area (see Appendix 2, for treatment area map).  Treatment will involve thinning the area (approximately 70 acres), through the use of a timber sale, allowing commercial harvest of merchantable and sub-merchantable jack pine.  Larger oak, red and white pine as well as some aspen will be left for wildlife diversity. Approximately 0.25 miles of temporary road would be necessary to complete the treatment and then be obliterated.  The area is adjacent to an existing 9-acre wildlife opening. 

The entire 79 acres would be managed by prescribed fire and/or mechanically through mowing on a regular interval to maintain the area in an open condition. The frequency of maintenance intervals would be approximately every 7 years, dependent on the establishment and vigor of the new growth.   
Sand Lake Fuels II Treatment Area.    The treatment area is located in T22N, R6E, sections 3, 10 and 15, to the south and west of Sand Lake and adjacent to Indian Lake and Old State Roads, (see Appendix 3, for treatment area map).  Treatment would include thinning the area through the use of a timber sale, allowing commercial harvest of both merchantable and sub-merchantable jack pine and red pine, south and west of Indian Lake Road and the Grant Township fire hall property.  For 350 to 400 feet immediately adjacent to roads, this thinning would result in removal of all jack pine and most of the smaller diameter red pine.  Most oaks and larger red and white pine would be retained to maintain the area in a savannah type.  All existing roads would remain open.  However, approximately 0.25 miles of temporary road would be necessary to complete the treatment and then be obliterated. The entire treatment area would encompass approximately 192 acres.  

The area would be maintained in an open state mechanically through mowing.  The frequency of maintenance intervals will be approximately every 7 years; dependent on the establishment and vigor of the new growth.  

Pine River Fuelbreak Treatment Area.  This area is located in T24N, R7E, sections 5 and 8; and T25N, R7E, section 32, (see Appendix 4, for treatment area map).  Treatment would involve straightening the western edge of an existing 291 acre shaded fuelbreak through the use of a timber sale, allowing spacing of the existing canopy trees to be reduced and mowing of the understory dense jack pine seedlings. This would result in removing all but the largest trees to create a sparsely stocked oak stand with a few super canopy red pine interspersed.  The remaining trees would be well spaced at about 50-75 feet apart. In addition, on approximately 30 acres of densely mixed jack pine/red pine and oak, the area would be harvested through the use of a timber sale, allowing commercial harvest of merchantable and sub-merchantable jack pine and red pine.  Larger size red pine and oak trees would remain well spaced on site.  All existing roads would remain open, but approximately 1.0 mile of temporary roads would be necessary to complete the project would then be obliterated.   Approximately 321 acres would be treated in this project proposal area. 

The entire treatment area would be maintained through the use of prescribed fire and/or mechanical means, and would be managed as an open, park-like savannah. The frequency of maintenance intervals will be approximately every 7 years, dependent on the establishment and vigor of the new growth. 

Alternative 2, Non-Commercial Treatment_________________
This alternative would essentially remove the same vegetation as the Proposed Action, except that unwanted vegetation would be cut or pushed over and piled for later burning rather than being utilized through the use of a commercial timber sale.  This work would have to be contracted out.

Alternative 3, No Action _______________________________

The No Action alternative would result in no fuels reduction work being carried out on any of the proposed treatment areas at this time. The treatment areas would remain in dense young jack pine adjacent to or near improvements and be highly susceptible to catastrophic fires due to man-caused starts, as discussed in Section 1 of this document. 

Design Criteria Common to the Proposal and Alternative 2  

1. No vehicle use would be permitted on the snowmobile trails between 12/1 and 3/15, (High School Additional and Pine River Fuelbreak treatment areas) to avoid conflict of uses.

2. Tree harvesting, mechanical chopping (mowing), hydro-axe, and hand cutting can only occur between September 1 and April 31 to avoid critical nesting periods for the Kirtland’s Warbler and roosting periods for the Indiana Bat; thereby avoiding impacts to these species.  All snags greater than 9” dbh will be retained as potential future roosting trees. (all treatment areas). 

3. Prescribed burning would be limited to periods of time in which the Eastern Massasauga rattlesnake is in hibernation.  These burns would occur prior to May 1 for spring burns and after September 1 for fall burns. 

4. Landings, skid trails, and fire lines would avoid known Hill’s Thistle locations.

5. All new temporary roads and landings used in harvest activity would be obliterated by ripping to eliminate compaction and potential for erosion and then reseeded to native vegetation.

6. To minimize impacts to skippers (Regional Forester Sensitive species) that rely on nectaring plants, mowing would not occur between April 15 and July 15 (High School Additional). 

7. Dozer piles would be placed to minimize the damage to residual trees or the potential to scorch nearby structures.  When possible the piles would be at least 15 feet from leave trees and 50 feet from private property lines.  Piles would be covered with plastic to facilitate burning during wet periods or with a snow cover when chance of escape is lowest (Alternative 2). 

8. The three known cultural resource sites would be eliminated from treatment as reserve areas.  If new cultural resource sites are discovered during activities, all actions in the vicinity would be stopped until the site was surveyed and evaluated by a professional archeologist, and the State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO) had been afforded the opportunity to review the report.  The site area would be excluded from all treatments until this review could be completed.  After evaluation of the site and review by SHPO, harvest activities would be modified, if necessary, to protect cultural resources.

9. All harvest activities would follow Michigan DNR's best management practices for the protection of water quality.   Timber purchasers and non-commercial vendors would be required to guard against spills of fuels, lubricants and other materials.

10. Maintenance by prescribed burning and/or mechanical mowing would occur at intervals of approximately 7 years (depending on the establishment and vigor of the new growth) to avoid impacts to soils and site productivity.     

III. ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACTS OF THE PROPOSED ACTION AND ALTERNATIVES

This section describes the environmental impacts of the proposal and alternatives in relation to whether there may be significant environmental effects as defined at 40 CFR 1508.27.  Further analysis, and conclusions about the potential effects, including cumulative effects are available in Resource Specialists Reports and other supporting documentation located in part D. of the Project Planning Record. 

This assessment is consistent with the National Forest Management Act and tiers to the Final Environmental Impact Statement (FEIS) and Land and Resource Management Plan (Forest Plan) for the Huron-Manistee National Forest, dated July 16, 1986, as amended.  The assessment is specifically consistent with Forest Plan Chapter IV - Management Direction, pages IV-34 to IV-53 and IV-95 to IV-144. 

Wildlife, Threatened and Endangered Species, and Management Indicator Species.

Introduction

This section describes current wildlife conditions in the project areas and the expected changes in those conditions based upon implementation of the proposed alternatives.  Detailed analysis including the Biological Assessment, Biological Evaluation, and the Wildlife Specialist Report, can be found in section D of the Project Planning Record, Analysis and FONSI Support. 

Threatened, Endangered, and Sensitive Species

The Endangered Species Act of 1973 requires federal agencies to prepare a Biological Assessment (BA) to ensure that actions authorized, funded, or carried out by the agency are not likely to jeopardize the continued existence of listed or proposed endangered or threatened species or adversely modify critical habitat.  

Six federally listed species were considered for the project areas, three of these were dropped from further consideration because they are known not to occur in this area of Michigan and/or their specific habitat requirements are not found in the project area.  The Indiana bat, Kirtland’s warbler, and bald eagle were analyzed further to determine potential effects from implementation of the project.  The BA determined that:

Indiana bat and Kirtland’s warbler:  Alternatives 1 and 2 - may affect but are not likely to adversely affect because:   

· Alternatives include design criteria limiting tree harvesting, mechanical treatment and hand cutting to occur only between September 1 and April 31st to avoid critical nesting seasons for the Kirland’s warbler and roosting seasons for the Indiana bat thereby preventing impacts to these species. 

· Each alternative would result in a net gain of 9 acres of essential habitat for Kirtland’s warbler, thus benefiting the species.

· Existing roost trees would be maintained. In addition, the proposed treatments involve thinning of trees, allowing remaining trees to have a greater growth potential. Thinning of an area allows the remaining trees to have the potential for improved growth due to increased ability to acquire sunlight, nutrients etcetera. As a result, it is expected that overtime some of these remaining tees would grow into potential roost trees for the Indiana Bat thus creating additional habitat for the Indiana Bat. 

Alternative 3 – no effect because:
· The no-action alternative would not result in significant changes to the already marginal habitats for these species in the treatment areas.

Bald eagle - all three alternatives would have no effect because:
· None of the treatment areas contain breeding habitat, and they provide only marginal foraging habitat for bald eagles.  

Critical Habitat – there is no designated critical habitat for threatened or endangered species in the treatment areas.

A Biological Evaluation (BE) determined the potential effects of proposed actions on Regional Forester’s Sensitive Species (RFSS).  Surveys were conducted for sensitive species with suitable habitat within the treatment areas.  The BE addressed 49 Regional Forester’s Sensitive Species. The BE determined that:

1) For Alternatives 1 and 2 there would be no impacts or beneficial impacts to 46 species because:

· All alternatives include design criteria to ensure no impacts to sensitive species would occur (e.g. limiting burning periods to timeframes in which the Eastern Massasauga is in hibernation, and mowing to timeframes in which nectaring plants for skippers would not be impacted).

· Species without suitable habitat would not be directly or indirectly impacted by the project actions.  Those species with suitable habitat would benefit from the more open conditions created. 

2) Alternatives 1 and 2 may impact individuals but are not likely to cause a trend toward federal listing for Michigan bog grasshopper, dusted skipper, and southern grizzled skipper because: 

.

· All alternatives include design criteria that states mowing would not occur between April 15th and July 15th to avoid mowing down nectaring plants which skippers rely on, thereby avoiding potential impacts to skippers (High School Additional).

· Some over-wintering individuals may be adversely impacted by treatments that damage host plants.  However, the actual number of individuals this could affect is expected to be small in number and thus not have an adverse impact on the population. In addition, overall the habitat for these species is expected to improve as more open conditions allow increased sun exposure to host plants (Refer to Biological Evaluation page 32-34 in the Project Planning Record, part D).

  3) Alternative 3 would have no impact to all 49 species because:

· For those species with suitable habitat, the no-action alternative would not provide direct or significant indirect impacts.  For those species without suitable habitat, conditions would not change significantly in the foreseeable future.

Habitat Diversity (Plant Community Type and Species Viability)

Habitat diversity is dictated by several factors including plant community type and associated wildlife species diversity (including fragmentation) within the landscape.  The proposed actions (the removal of trees, etc.) would primarily affect these vegetative factors.  Therefore, changes in these factors will be described to predict wildlife diversity.  Effects of these changes on designated forest management indicator species (MIS) will be discussed in order to predict trends and cumulative impacts to wildlife at the project level and at the Forest level.

Plant Community Types and Associated Wildlife

The project area is composed of pine barren and dry northern forest communities and dominated by such species as jack pine, red pine and mixed oak forests with well developed vegetative structure.  Much of the project areas are smaller forested stands surrounded or intersected by roads and trails.  These high road densities result in increased effects from forest fragmentation such as increased predation and parasitism on songbirds.  As a result of this current fragmented condition, area sensitive neo-tropical migrants (e.g. cerulean warbler) do not occur in the project area. 

Species that historically may have been present in the pine/oak barrens include elk, badger, sharp-tail grouse, and prairie warbler. The jack pine forests between the ages of 5 and 15 years old may have supported Kirtland’s warbler, Lincoln’s sparrow, and brown thrasher.  Other species using the jack pine type would include white-tailed deer, red & fox squirrel, blue jay, and hairy woodpecker.

Sand Lake Fuels II

The Sand Lake Fuels II area is in a dry northern forest community dominated by mixed black oak, white oak, and jack pine, with a few black cherry trees. Ground vegetation is primarily Pennsylvania sedge, blueberry, huckleberry, and bracken fern.  Wildlife species associated with this community include white-tailed deer, blue jays, pine warblers, and gray squirrels.

A 5-acre non-forested stand located near the center of the Sand Lake site is currently being used as an illegal ORV playground, with numerous user-made trails radiating out through the project area.  Private subdivisions adjacent to the project areas have further fragmented the landscape.

High School Additional

This area is also a dry northern forest community.  It is composed of middle-aged jack pine stands with open understories.  These stands largely lack horizontal and vertical structure as the aging jack pine sloughs its branches.  Sheep laurel, huckleberry, blueberry, wintergreen, Pennsylvania sedge, and bracken fern dominate ground vegetation. Wildlife species associated with this community include white-tailed deer, blue jays, pine warblers, and gray squirrels.

Red Keg Additional

Forested stands are composed of jack pine and aspen.    The aspen is mostly older aged and decadent and of little value to most wildlife species.  Pileated woodpecker and other gleaners may forage for insects in these stands.  Understories are fairly open with oak, juneberry, hawthorne, blueberry, sweet fern, moss, and orange hawkweed.  Part of this area was burned in 1999 and oak, pine, and aspen are now encroaching at the edges. The opening would be maintained by prescribed burning.  

Pine River Fuelbreak

This area is a pine barren community with well-drained sandy soils.  The majority of the area consists of overgrown oak savannah that lacks vertical structure but has good horizontal structure.  The southern portion was burned in 1998 and small jack pine and shrubby oaks and chokecherry are common.  Ground vegetation is dominated by Pennsylvania sedge, blueberry, bearberry, sand cherry, poverty grass, and sweet fern. The area also includes parts of red pine plantations with open understories, and two stands with thick, 19 year-old jack pine.  
Species Viability

In order to estimate the effects of each alternative on fish and wildlife populations, certain vertebrate and/or invertebrate species present in the area shall be identified and selected as management indicator species… because their population changes are believed to indicate the effects of management activities (36CFR 219.19(a)(1).  The Forests’ Plan identifies twelve wildlife and three fish management indicator species used to track habitat and wildlife trends on the Forest and ensure biological diversity.  Forest-level monitoring ensures that Forest Plan objectives are being met and that viable populations are maintained or increase in the foreseeable future (Huron-Manistee National Forests, Monitoring and Evaluation Report, 2001).  

Wildlife species currently found using the project areas tend to be species that use a variety of forest types such as white-tailed deer, squirrels, and species associated with pine types, such as pine and yellow-rumped warbler and related non-area sensitive neo-tropical migrants.  Due to a lack of wetlands and riparian zones, there are no aquatic species known to occur within the project area.  Amphibians and reptiles may occur as transients, but were not observed.  The lack of open water also impacts upland wildlife species and the populations present.

Proposed Action

Direct Effects

The use of timber harvest equipment and tree removal may directly affect individual wildlife species present at the time of harvest, September 1 to May 1, a period when most migratory species, (birds and bats) are no longer using the area.  Direct effects to resident species such as squirrels and porcupines would be adverse, but insignificant, given the small number of acres to be treated.  The proposed action would not affect the viability of any of the species present.

Indirect Effects

The proposed action would change the forest type within the project areas from small fragmented stands of dense pine and mixed oak forest to a pine/oak savannah. These changes in habitat and vegetative structure would benefit species that use a more open forest condition such as deer, non-area sensitive neo-tropical migrants such as chestnut-sided warbler and eastern bluebird.  Dense forest habitat for black-throated green warbler would be reduced and would adversely affect individuals at the project level but these habitat conditions are common across the Forest so this action would have no effect on species viability.  The proposed action would not add significantly to fragmentation.

Cumulative Effects

Over the past 50 years, many of the private lands and recreation special use areas on public land have become year round or summer home subdivisions.  The main activities that have occurred on private lands in the project areas are home construction and associated activities such as road construction. Additional wildlife habitat would be altered, and direct mortality from people, motor vehicles, and pets would continue.  Feeding of wildlife and nest box placement may increase.  These activities on private lands would continue to play a role in the numbers and types of wildlife on the adjacent public lands. These impacts within the project areas would add to similar impacts across the Forests, especially the Manistee National Forest, with its high percentage of non-Forest land. Species that can adapt to highly altered human habitats such as gray squirrels, blue jays, and mourning doves may thrive in these areas, while species not adapted to these altered conditions may not be found or only rarely found.  Examples of species that cannot thrive in these altered environments would be goshawks, red-shouldered hawks, ovenbirds, and black bears.  Other future non-federal actions within the Forests’ boundaries are difficult to predict although timber harvest would no doubt occur on a certain amount of non-federal lands, providing additional early successional habitats (Wildlife Specialist Report pages 2, 4, 5, 11, 12, and 15; Silviculturist Specialist Report pages 2-3).   

The proposed action would not add significantly to Forest-wide cumulative effects to wildlife.    Less early successional habitat would be provided across the Forests in the future, while the amount of late successional habitat would increase proportionally.   Effects from the proposed action would provide a small countermeasure to overall adverse impacts to species requiring early-successional habitats.  

Non-commercial Treatment Alternative

Direct Effects

Direct effects to wildlife would be similar to the Proposed Action and would also include some individuals potentially killed or injured from the burning of slash piles.

Indirect Effects

Changes to wildlife habitat resulting from the non-commercial alternative would be essentially the same as the changes identified for the proposed action.  An equal number of acres of fuelbreaks, openings, and semi-open areas would be produced, using similar treatments, only without the use of commercial timber harvest methods.

Cumulative Effects

The cumulative effects related to this alternative would be the same as those for the proposed action. 

No Action Alternative

Direct and Indirect Effects

The No Action Alternative would maintain the existing plant communities and allow natural succession to occur, resulting in a future loss of habitat for species that require open forested conditions, with their lack of vertical structure, such as eastern bluebird and species which require early successional and regenerating stands with thick horizontal structure such as chestnut-sided warbler and Lincoln’s sparrow.  Forested stands would mature and result in continual snag, cavity tree and downed woody debris recruitment.  Species requiring older aged forest conditions, snags or cavities, and increased mast foods such as pileated woodpeckers, squirrels, and deer would have increased habitat and foraging opportunities over the long term (approximately 25-50 years). 

The small amount of aspen within the project areas would diminish without disturbance and regeneration in the foreseeable future, thus reducing numbers of ruffed grouse and perhaps eliminating this habitat type from the project areas.  

Under this alternative, fragmentation would decrease slightly as existing openings within the project areas become forested through successional processes.

Cumulative Effects

Activities used in analyzing potential cumulative effects for the no action alternative are the same as disclosed for the action alternatives.  Overall, the no-action alternative would not add significantly to Forest-wide cumulative effects to wildlife.  A small loss of future opening acres would be outweighed by a variety of fuels reduction and wildlife projects, expected to create future openings.    Overall, less early successional habitat for management indicator species would be provided, while the amount of late successional habitat would increase proportionally; however, upland opening acreage is expected to remain constant.  

Consistency

Based on the above effects analysis and supporting documentation located in the project record (Wildlife Specialist Report, Biological Assessment and Biological Evaluation), all alternatives are considered consistent with the National Forest Management Act, Huron-Manistee Land and Resource Management Plan (Forest Plan Chapter IV - Management Direction, pages IV-34 to IV-53 and IV-95 to IV-144) and the Endangered Species Act. 

Fire Behavior and Effects to Public Health and Safety

Fire behavior is dependent on many factors, which under certain conditions may cause slow moving ground fires to climb into the tree-tops and become plume dominated crown fires.  The components of wildland fire behavior will not be elaborated on here, but the effects of fire behavior can be shown by looking at flame length, rate of spread and fire type, (see Project Planning Record part D, Fuels Specialist Report).  

Fires require three ingredients that are affected to varying degrees by weather, topography, and the fuel type, size and arrangement.  The only ingredient that may be manipulated is the amount and type of fuel, which in forested areas, are the ground litter, grasses and woody vegetation.    

The alternatives provide options to affecting changes in the type and spacing of fuels which cause reductions in intensities, slow rates of spread and in turn result in fires that would more easily be suppressed.  The alternatives also describe the indirect effects to adjacent property and public health and safety 

Proposed Action and Non-commercial Treatment Alternative

The proposed action and the non-commercial treatment alternative applied on each of the treatment areas would remove ladder fuels and the existing continuous forest canopy.  Resulting fires would be ground or surface fires with reduced flame lengths and rates of spread.  Approaching crown fires would become surface fires within the treatment areas.  The direct effect would be shorter flame lengths and reduced spread rates and lower intensities that would allow for direct attack by suppression forces on an average fire day due to the increased defensible space provided by the fuelbreaks.  Air quality is not expected to be adversely impacted.  Smoke emissions would occur only for a temporary duration. This coupled with the absence of topographic features and generally good atmospheric dispersal found in the Great Lakes region, including the Huron-Manistee National Forests, lends to no adverse impacts to overall air quality and therefore proposed activities are considered consistent with the Clean Air Act (Fuels Specialist Report page 7). 

Indirect affects could be considered the losses that may occur to adjacent properties.  Losses would be less severe, because fires should be controlled within the fuel breaks, reducing adjacent property damage (Fuels Specialist Report, page 12).  Attaining the desired condition through non-commercial means is weather dependent, requiring approved burn plans, satisfactory burning conditions and a carefully developed prescription, which could affect the timing of the treatment.  

No Action Alternative

The no-action alternative would change none of the fire behavior characteristics on the proposed treatment areas.   Without treatment, fuel-loading would remain high and fire spread would be significant due to continuous vegetation and ladder fuels which make crown fires highly susceptible.  Risk to public health and safety would continue to increase each year due to added leaf litter, needle cast and increased biomass accumulation due to growth.  On an average day, intensity and rate of spread would most likely require only indirect attack by fire suppression forces.   Running crown fires could occur given low fuel moisture values.  Firefighter safety and property would be especially at risk from running crown fires during the spring season when weather and low fuel moistures provide the greatest likelihood of extreme and severe fire behavior.   Indirect and cumulative affects would be left to chance, the weather and firefighter response times, with severe outcomes to adjacent properties and public health and safety possible (see Fuels Specialist Report page 12).

Consistency

Based on the above effects analysis and supporting documentation located in the project record (Fuels Specialist Report and Action Analysis Report), all alternatives are considered consistent with the National Forest Management Act, Huron-Manistee Land and Resource Management Plan (Forest Plan Chapter IV - Management Direction, pages IV-34 to IV-53 and IV-95 to IV-144) and the Clean Air Act.

Cultural Resources

Direct effects to cultural resources are those that would cause immediate disturbance or desecration of an archaeological site, such as bulldozing a site in the road building process.  These actions could cause permanent loss of information and affect the site’s eligibility for nomination to the National Register.  Indirect effects could also result from management activities.  Examples may include the disturbance of a site due to “windthrow” of trees as a result of harvesting an adjacent stand or the increased visibility of a site resulting from harvest operations. 

Direct and Indirect Effects of the Alternatives on Cultural Resources.  

Proposed Action and Non-commercial Treatment Alternative  

Both of the action alternatives have the potential to affect historic and prehistoric sites.  Three sites have been identified within or adjacent to proposed ground disturbing activities.  Design criteria have been developed to help protect the three known sites from potential adverse impacts if either action alternative were implemented.

The potential exists for unidentified cultural resources sites to be encountered as the project proceeds.  If such sites were encountered, they would be protected under conditions of the timber sale contract (avoidance through creation of additional reserve areas).  Timber Sale Contract provision CT6.24-Protection of Cultural Resources (required for all timber sale contracts) provides that the Forest Service may unilaterally modify or cancel the contract to protect cultural resources, regardless of when they are identified (see design criteria).  

Cultural resources should not be negatively affected through implementation of this alternative with design criteria in place.  Therefore, no direct, indirect or cumulative effects are anticipated with either of these alternatives. 

No Action Alternative

No direct or indirect effects to cultural resources would result because no ground- breaking activities would occur.  Existing sites would be undisturbed and would remain intact.  There is a slight possibility of disturbance from the general public, but such a disturbance is unlikely and would be minor.  The no action alternative will not require protection or disturb this site.  There will be no direct, indirect of cumulative effects with this alternative.

Consistency

For the above reasons, all alternatives are considered consistent with the National Historic Preservation Act and the Archeological Resources Protection Act, Huron-Manistee Land and Resource Management Plan (Forest Plan Chapter IV - Management Direction, pages IV-34 to IV-53 and IV-95 to IV-144) and the National Forest Management Act. 

Water and Soil Resources

Water and soil resources were raised as a point of question or concern by some members of the public during scoping. This section describes expected changes in water and soil conditions based upon implementation of the proposed alternatives.

Proposed Action and Non-Commercial Treatment Alternative 

Direct, Indirect and Cumulative Effects

No direct, indirect or cumulative effects are expected with implementation of either action alternative. All proposed treatments would occur outside known riparian areas.  In addition, no impact is expected due to overall design of the proposed treatments, such as application of Michigan best management practices and requiring timber purchasers to guard against spills of fuels, lubricants and other materials (Design Criteria 9).  Soils within the area are not expected to be adversely impacted due to design criteria, e.g. 7-year interval on maintenance activities and previous experience with similar treatments on similar land/soil types (Action Analysis page 7).  In addition, there are no wetlands, floodplains or wild and scenic rivers located within the proposed treatment areas (Action Analysis page 7 sections d, h and i, and page 8 part a and c.).

No Action Alternative

The No Action alternative would result in no fuels reduction work being carried out on any of the proposed treatment areas at this time. The treatment areas would remain in dense young jack pine adjacent to or near improvements and be highly susceptible to catastrophic fires due to man-caused starts, as discussed in Section 1 of this document.  

Consistency

For the above reasons, all alternatives are considered consistent with the Clean Water Act, Huron-Manistee Land and Resource Management Plan (Forest Plan Chapter IV-Management Direction, pages IV-34 to IV-53 and IV-95 to IV-144) and the National Forest Management Act. 
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APPENDIX 1 

High School Additional Treatment Area

APPENDIX 2

Red Keg Additional Treatment Area

APPENDIX 3

Sand Lake Fuels II Treatment Area

APPENDIX 4

Pine River Fuelbreak Treatment Area


















































































 Young jack pine, typical of the dense, ladder fuels associated with the Huron National Forest
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