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HFI-Fuels Reduction 2003

The Forest Service has prepared an 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 based on issues that were carried forward.  This Action Analysis discloses additional resource effects not carried forth in the Environmental Assessment, but which are necessary as supporting information to make a determination or Finding of No Significant Impact.  Based on the analysis in the EA, this Action Analysis, Individual Specialists Reports and the project record in its entirety, a conclusion can be made that this project could be implemented without any significant effects on the environment.   A Finding of No Significant Impact is a companion document to the EA. 

Huron-Manistee National Forests
Alcona and Iosco Counties

Huron Shores Ranger Station
Michigan
Management Prescription Areas:  Managment Prescription 4.2 - Roaded Natural Sandy Plains and Hills; Management Prescription 4.3 - Roaded Natural;  Management Prescription 4.4 – Rural; and Management Prescription 4.5 -  Kirtland’s Warbler. 

Introduction:  Historically, the forested lands of Iosco County have been susceptible to wildland fires.  In 1911, most of the structures of Oscoda and Au Sable were destroyed when fire approached from the western jack pine “plains”.  Many wildfires have burned over the last 100 years as a result of the jack pine timber types associated with the sandy soils that are predominant in Iosco and other central Michigan counties.  Areas of sandy soil types 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 increase the intensity and spread of wildland fires.  Recent drought years have also created conditions that have resulted in fires larger than have normally occurred.  Reductions in the Forest’s budgets and reducing timber harvests have affected our ability to thin or complete treatments on stands to reduce the fuel loading.   The fire prone conditions of central Michigan and the potential for catastrophic fire occurrences are nationally recognized by fire management professionals and will continue to be a management focus.  In conjunction with the extreme fire conditions throughout the nation during the current and past few years, Congress has increased budgets for the fuels reduction projects in fire-prone areas.   

Background:  In September of 2001, the Forest Service identified 7 areas for fuels treatment.  These treatment areas were identified as High School Additional; Eastgate Fuels; Red Keg Additional; Knuth Road Additional; Sand Lake Fuels II; Westgate Fuels and the Pine River Fuel Break.  

These potential areas could be treated utilizing a variety of management tools, including: timber harvesting or non-commercial mechanized or hand treatment.  Based on information gathered during preparation for environmental documentation site visits and knowledge of the treatments areas, four treatment areas will be analyzed through this action analysis to determine the scope of the environmental documentation necessary to complete the NEPA process.  

Public notification on this project began in September 28, 2001.  The scoping notice proposed seven (7) treatment areas located within the Tawas and Harrisville Ranger Districts, which are administered by the Huron Shores Ranger Station in Oscoda, Michigan.  On August 28, 2002, District Ranger Charles J. Andrina signed a Decision Memo approving four of the seven areas.  These four (4) areas were approved because the treatments could be achieved non-commercially through a hydro-axe service contract or by hand felling.  The four areas approved were the High School Additional, Eastgate Fuels, Knuth Road Additional, and Westgate Fuels treatment areas.   

The District Ranger determined that the three other areas (Red Keg Additional, Sand Lake Fuels II, and Pine River Fuel Break) included timber, which met minimum merchantability standards and could be treated through commercial timber harvest.  

Subsequent to the signing of the Decision Memo, some of the timber within the High School Additional treatment area was deemed to be too large to effectively removed through a hydro-axe treatment.  Merchantability standards and local markets assist in our ability to treat areas because we are able to commercially sell trees greater than 1-inch diameter breast height (DBH).  This is due to local cogeneration plants and pulpwood markets, which allow us the sell these trees through a commercial timber sale.  

This analysis supports the EA for the Red Keg Additional, Sand Lake Fuels II, Pine River Fuel Break and that segment of the High School Additional area that contain trees too large to be treated non-commercially.   The portions of the original August 28, 2002 decision that do not rely on a timber sale as the tool to remove the hazardous fuels remain authorized under the original Decision Memo. 

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. 

Follow-up treatments will be required in each of these areas to maintain them as effective fuelbreaks.  The frequency of maintenance intervals will be dependent on the establishment and vigor of the new growth.  The use of prescribed fire is the most advantageous tool for maintenance of these fuelbreaks and the most cost effective. Prescribed fire use would be used with in accordance with public support and approved burn plans.   The effectiveness of these treatments could be expanded to private land by informing landowners of how they can reduce the threat of wildland fire on their own properties. 

PURPOSE AND NEED FOR THE PROPOSAL:    The purpose of the proposal is to reduce fire hazards and to create defensible space near private and public improvements.  Reducing the highly flammable fuels in these areas would reduce the wildland fire threat and provide a safer environment for firefighting suppression teams.  Wildland fires in the vicinity of these improvements would be reduced to ground fires which are more easily suppressed.  Hazardous fuels management is currently a major concern of Congress and has become top priority of the Forest Service nationwide.  Loss of life and property throughout the United States has increased the scrutiny of fire management and the need to reduce these types of situations through aggressive fuels management.  

SCOPING AND PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT:  Letters describing the proposed action were distributed to approximately 120 interested publics, including local newspapers and adjacent landowners and special use permit holders using these sites, project record for details. 

AFFECTED ENVIRONMENTS ANALYSIS
I. SCOPING

	Inputs related to:
	YES
	NO
	REMARKS - MITIGATION MEASURES

	a. public issues.
	X
	
	Issues identified in Appendix A of FEIS for the Forest Land and Resource Management Plan.  Issues identified through scoping have been addressed.  See the Resposne to Comments in the Project File.

	b. management concerns
	X
	
	The four (4) proposed fuel reduction project areas have been coordinated with other functional areas at the unit, PETS species and impacts to archeological resources are of concern to management.  Surveys have been completed, and no impacts will occur as a result of implementing this action, (see Wildlife Specialist’s Report and BE/BA).   

	c. opportunities
	X
	
	Opportunities exist to interpret the project as it is implemented through mass media and signing.  Most local Forest Users are aware of the wildland fire and its potential to cause severe damage to the ecosystem.  Interpretive and informational opportunities exist.  


II. COMPLIANCE

	The proposed actions meet:
	YES
	NO
	REMARKS - MITIGATION MEASURES

	a. federal, state and local laws and regulations
	X
	
	The project is designed to be in compliance with applicable laws and regulations.  

	b. Forest Service Policy
	X
	
	The project complies with applicable Forest Service policy for fuels treatments and is currently a high priority nationwide.    

	c. Forest Land and Resource Management Plan Chapter IV and Management Prescription Standards and Guidelines for 4.2, 4.3, 4.4 and 4.5. 
	X
	
	The proposed action meets general Standard and Guidelines and for the specific Management Prescriptions listed. 


III. ECONOMIC/SOCIAL

	The proposed actions will have:
	YES
	NO
	REMARKS - MITIGATION MEASURES

	a. national, regional, statewide consequences.
	
	X
	

	b. local consequences
	X
	
	 An economic report describes the expected local consequences of the action.  The proposed action will have beneficial effect to local contractors  (see Economic Report). 

	 c. uncertain, unique, or unknown effects.
	
	X
	The proposed treatments are consistent with past fuels treatments projects on the Huron Shores Ranger District.  Since 1997, the Station has proposed and implemented five (5) similar fuels reduction projects.   


	Affected Environment
The 1990 U.S. Census shows 45% of the population of Alcona County, and 46% of the population of Iosco County being low income.  The census shows 29% of the population of the state of Michigan as low income. For that portion of the analysis area that is in Iosco County, the percent of low income population is more than twice the average of the state of Michigan.

Based on 1997 census results, the minority population in Alcona County is 1.6%, and in Iosco County is 5.2%.  The state of Michigan is 18% minority.

Direct, Indirect, and Cumulative Effects

None of the alternatives is expected to disproportionately impact human populations.  There are no human health or safety factors associated with, or physical or biological factors influenced by the alternatives that would affect low-income or minority populations in or around the project area.  The laws, rules, and regulations governing nondiscrimination conduct in government employers and by government contractors and subcontractors would be employed in all actions associated with the alternatives.  

A portion of this project lies within a census block identified as a low-income community.  However, the annual timber sale program across the Huron-Manistee National Forests does not show a higher percentage of sales in low-income block groups.  The proposed action and its alternatives would not affect environmental justice.




III. ECONOMIC/SOCIAL

	The proposed actions will adversely affect:
	YES
	NO
	REMARKS - MITIGATION MEASURES

	a. state agencies.
	
	X
	The Michigan DNR could be positively affected by increased Wildland Urban Interface measures taken on other public lands.  Cooperator response to fires could be reduced due to reduced fire activity and the ability for local FS to respond to these fires and control them.  

	b. other federal agencies.
	
	X
	  

	   c. special interest groups.
	
	X
	

	d. commerical/industrial organizations. 
	
	X
	By creating a larger degree of defensible space along Grass Lake Road, the ability exists to knock down fires prior to reaching the Oscoda/ Au Sable Industrial Park.  This should reduce impacts to these properties if/when a fire occurs west of Grass Lake Road. 

	e. individuals. 
	
	X
	Individual homeowners near the Silver Sands Subdivision, Brodieville subdivision; homes adjacent to Sparton Road, Old State Road and Indian Lake Road in the Sand Lake Area of Grant Township; Improvements near East Gate and Westgate.  The treated areas will provide for a greater degree of defensible space for fire departments when dealing with wildland fires adjacent to these fuelbreaks.  

	   f. public health and safety.
	
	X
	The projects are designed to improve public health and safety of landownowners and their public health and safety by creating defensible space near their improvements.  


IV. PHYSICAL/BIOLOGICAL
	The proposed actions will:
	Potential Change
	REMARKS - MITIGATION MEASURES

	a. have significant cumulative effect.
	O
	No significant cumulative effects will occur through the implementation of this project. 

	b. impact timber resources (sales, TSI, reforestation, standing volumes), e.g. conversion of productive northern hardwoods to wildlife openings.
	O
	Smaller submerchantible trees will need to be cut by hand or hydro-axe, and the slash disposed of to reduce the fuel loading.  The submerchantible trees will be mostly jack and other pine which at the submerchantible stage are prone to fire and create a ladder of fuel capable of causing running crown fires.  Three projects can only be completed between September 1 and April 31.  All snags greater than 9” DBH shall be retained.    

	c. impact wildlife resources, e.g. pine planting adjacent to a deer yard, reduction in vegetation diversity.
	O
	A Biological Assessment and Evaluation has been completed and is on file as a part of this project assessment, (See Wildlife Specialist Report and the specific BA, BE.

	d. impact fisheries resources (include stream access and crossings), e.g. increased access to a stream tributary used by trout  for spawning.
	O
	  No stream, tributaries or crossings are located within the treatment areas.  

	e. impact visual resources (address retention and partial retention areas).
	O
	The openings will alter the views adjacent to private developments, but as these areas are partially developed it will be within the scope of character of the areas.  The visual variety class would eb described as common. 

	f. impact heritage resources (impact area survey intensity will be in relation to heritage resource zone sensitivity and anticipated management effects). 
	O
	A survey of the proposed project sites have been completed and will not cause impacts to heritage resources.  All sites will be protected and will not receive impact due to this project.  However, if during implementation, new artifacts or an artifact is discovered, the fuel reduction project will stop and the Forest Archeologist will be notified to evaluate the discovery.    


	g. impact recreation resources (include potential sites and developments).
	O
	Due to timing of the project, recreational activities will not be impacted.  Also, no vehicles or commercial equipment will be allowed on the snowmobile trails in the High School Additional and Pine River Fuel Break treatments areas between 12/1 and 3/15.

	h. impact water resources (include quality and quantity of surface and subsurface), e.g. wells and dams.
	O
	Water resources will not be impacted by implementing this project.

	i. impact soil resources (compactibility, erodibility, productivity).
	+
	The dominant soils [Grayling sands] within the project area have very low water holding capacity, very low nutrient reserves, are highly erodible, and have low productivity recovery potential.  A high percentage of the available nutrients are contained in the soil organic matter and above ground biomass.  Activities that remove large amounts of organic matter, or have frequent removals of organic matter, may lead to a significant loss of site productivity.  Significant adverse impacts to site productivity can be avoided if the recommendations in Cleland, 1982 are followed, and if the use of prescribed fire does not result in a net loss of soil organic matter.  

Current information indicates a seven (7) year interval on maintenance burns unless leguminous Nitrogen fixing plants are dominant in the under-story. 

Mowing would not remove any organic materials from the site, and therefore will not in itself adversely affect site productivity.   Mowing could occur yearly if needed, because materials would remain on site.  

If these measures are included in the proposal as design criteria, no direct, indirect or cumulative affects should occur.

 

	 j. impact transportation (include impacts of transportation on other resources with regard to access and density).
	O
	 Transportation would not be affected.  Current transportation planning and system roads would remain in there current status.  Roads in the Red Keg, High School Additional Pine River Fuel Break and Sand Lake Fuels II treatment areas will remain unchanged.  No specified roads will necessary and only 2.0 miles of temporary road will be be necessary.  All temporary roads will be obliterated upon project implementation.   

	k. impact special uses, e.g. road access permits, event permits, and utility permits.
	O
	 No special uses are permitted in the treatment areas. 

	l. impact fire prevention (consider fuels, fuelbreaks, and slash).
	O
	Positive or beneficial impacts to the destructiveness of future fires would occur if these treatments were implemented. 

	m. impact the Old Growth design or Standards and Guidelines. 
	O
	Need to reserve older oak trees in one stand within the Sand Lake Fuels II treatment area:  Compartment 450, stand 1, about 65 acres.  As per direction and decision for the Old Growth Settlement Agreement Forest Plan Amendment, pages 3 and 8, minor modifications, this stand was deleted from the design but all long-lived species were to be protected and mainatained.  No direct, indirect or cumulative effects to the Old Growth design should occur due to the implementation of these treatments. 


V. OTHER

	The proposed actions will:
	YES
	NO
	REMARKS - MITIGATION MEASURES

	a. cause irreversible or irretrievable damage to resource productivity.
	
	X
	There are no irreversible or irretrievable commitments to the resources anticipated with the three alternatives.  Removal of the hazardous vegetation will not limit the vegetation from growing back into a new stand of trees if we chose not to maintain the areas in an open condition.  

	b. adversely affect consumers civil rights, minority groups, and  women.
	
	X
	The proposed fuels projects will not have an adverse affect on the civil rights of those persons utilizing the area.   No concerns were identified through the scoping process or consultations with affected publics.      

	c. impact flood plains or wetlands.
	
	X
	The project does not impact flood plains or wetlands.     

	d. impact prime timberlands.
	
	X
	

	e. impact endangered, threatened, or sensitive plants or animals.
	
	X
	Forest Service biologists have completed a biological assessment for the proposed fuels projects. This assessment is on file and attached to the final decision document for this analysis.  Implementation  will only occur between September 1 and April 31 for all projects except the Westgate project which will be completed during the time period September 1 to February 1.  This is incorporated in the design criteria as an implementation requirement and will eliminate possible impacts to those species identified in the analysis.   Review BE/BA and Wildlife Specialist Report in Section D of the Planning Record.  

	f. impact known special environmental areas or Research Natural Areas.
	
	X
	There are no RNA’s within the proposed treatments areas.


Interdisciplinary Team:

Team Leader:

                                                    
PSTL, Huron Shores-Team Leader                   
                _              
Nicholas T. Schmelter
Discipline
Date
Reviewed By: 

                                                    
Ecosystem Team Leader                                         _             _             
Carl Racchini
Discipline
Date

It is my decision to proceed with formal documentation in an environmental assessment (EA) for the proposed projects.  The proposed action may be implemented through the proposed action or an issue driven alternative that may result during the environmental analysis process.  The implementing decision will be recorded in a Decision Notice and FONSI upon completing the appropriate analysis.     

                                                         
          District Ranger                           
               _              
Charles J. Andrina 
Title
Date

POTENTIAL CHANGE IMPACT RATINGS

The impacts  of the potential changes refer to Section IV of the Categorical Exclusion.  Four ratings representing the degree of potential impacts are used.  The activities' impacts or effects are either adverse or beneficial/negligible.  If the impacts are adverse, symbols indicate to what extent.  Symbols are used rather than numbers to avoid the tendency to mathematically average numbers and perhaps arrive at erronous conclusions.  Graphic representation of the potential impacts  of a project's effects also provide instant visual communication to the activity's impacts, particularly to identify the more damaging impacts.  It is important to note that the impact ratings refer to potential changes without mitigating measures.  The ratings are as follows:

	Symbol
	Rating
	Rating Guide

	!
	Critical Adverse Impact
	Activities planned would require extraordinary mitigating actions beyond those normally used.

	*
	Substantial Adverse Impact
	Normal mitigating measures with more than usual supervision.

	+
	Moderate Adverse Impact
	Normal/Standard mitigating measures with nominal supervision.

	O
	Beneficial or Negligible Adverse impact.
	No significant  adverse impact foreseen or beneficial impact of planned activities.


Specialist input on recommendations for mitigating measures is included in the documentation as necessary, along with specialist input on design of planned projects.
Young jack pine, typical of the dense, ladder fuels associated with the Huron National Forest








2-15

