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Chapter 1 - Project Background

The White Mountain National Forest (WMNF) is proposing an administrative project to
address a Forest safety issue concerning hand held radio coverage. This is a Forest-wide
project with the proposed action focused on five summits: Carr Mountain, Mount
Carrigain, Mount Cabot, Wildcat Mountain, and Milan Hill in the towns of Wentworth,
Livermore, Kilkenny, Beans Purchase, and Milan, NH, respectively (see map, page iii).
The Radio Improvement Project is designed to increase employee and public safety by
enhancing on-Forest communications through the expansion of the existing Forest radio
system. Chapters 1 and 2 of this document provide background information, public
involvement, issues, and detailed descriptions of the Proposed Action and alternatives
considered for the project. The effects of alternatives analyzed in detail, including the
Proposed Action, on the Forest radio system, recreation, scenery, wildlife and plants,
including Federal Threatened, Endangered, and Proposed Species (TEPS) and Regional
Forester Sensitive Species (RFSS), soils and water, roadless, and heritage resources are
described in Chapter 3.

Current Condition

The WMNF is administered by the Supervisor’s Office (SO) in Campton, NH and three
Ranger Districts. The Pemigewasset (Pemi) Ranger District Office is co-located with the
SO in the Forest Headquarters (FHQ) in Campton, NH; the Androscoggin (Andro)
Ranger District Office is located in Gorham, NH; and the Saco Ranger District Office is
located in Conway, NH. The Forest radio system consists of ten stand-alone Very High
Frequency repeaters spread across the Forest. The system is for administrative use only;
it does not support commercial use. There is no dispatch center or other

communications system in place on the Forest.

In October 2012, the Chief Information Office (CIO) conducted a review of the WMNF
radio system (USDA-FS-CIO 2012). The review was requested by the Forest Supervisor
as a result of concerns raised by employees about areas without radio coverage on the
Forest. Concerns focused on areas of regular use where there are frequent search and
rescue efforts, high recreation use, timber harvest activity, and Forest responsibility for
management of the Appalachian National Scenic Trail (ANST) outside the Forest
boundary. The review provides a detailed summary of the existing WMNF radio
system, coverage findings, current issues, recommendations, and cost estimates for

improvements.



Radio Improvement Project — Environmental Assessment

User input verifies what computer generated Radio Frequency coverage models
indicate, that the system is performing as designed. However, there are several large

areas with little to no coverage (see map, page 6).
Continuity of Operations (COOP)

There is another project currently being implemented that will provide the FHQ with
Forest-wide communication ability for COOP. However, no other office is able to moni-
tor Forest-wide communications or send out critical communications Forest-wide. The
CIO’s review indicates that there is an opportunity to provide the Andro office with ac-
cess to the complete Forest radio system by relocating the Wildcat Mountain radio an-

tenna to the summit of Wildcat Mountain and upgrading the radio equipment.
Summary of the Proposed Action

The WMNF Land and Resource Management Plan’s (also called the “Forest Plan”) goals,
objectives, standards and guidelines provide resource management direction for the
WMNF (USDA-FS 2005a). Applicable Forest Plan goals, objectives and standards and
guidelines were used to design the Radio Improvement Project. The proposed action for
the Radio Improvement Project is described in detail in Chapter 2. In summary, this pro-
ject proposes to enhance the existing Forest radio system by establishing three new radio
repeater sites on or near the summits of Carr Mountain, Mount Carrigain, and Mount
Cabot, relocating one existing radio antenna from a location near the summit of Wildcat
Mountain to the actual summit of Wildcat Mountain and upgrading the radio equip-

ment, and discontinuing one existing site on Milan Hill.

The proposal for the new sites includes two components, a repeater shelter and a heli-

copter landing zone.

The project was designed to minimize adverse effects to scenic quality from newly
cleared areas, protect cultural resources, limit effects to Forest visitors recreating in the
project area, and minimize negative effects to wildlife to the degree possible, while

achieving the desired level of radio coverage across the Forest.

All proposed project activities would be undertaken within the scope of the Forest Plan’s
standards and guidelines. The project would likely be implemented within the next 5

years.

The Proposed Action and alternatives for the Radio Improvement Project, as well as the
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analysis of their effects described in this document, are confined in scope to the area of
the WMNF within which they are contained. Neither the environmental analysis, nor
the actual decision document, will apply to or set precedent for any area outside of this

project.
Tiering to the Forest Plan

The analysis for this project is tiered to the Final Environmental Impact Statement (FEIS)
and Record of Decision (ROD) for the WMNF Land and Resource Management Plan
(USDA-FS 2005b). Tiering is described in Forest Service Handbook (FSH) 1909.15 as a
process of summarizing and incorporating by reference from other environmental doc-
uments of broader scope to eliminate repetitive discussions of the same issues and to fo-
cus the actual issues ready for decision (USDA-FS 2010).

The Forest Plan is the “principal tool for preserving, protecting, and managing the re-
sources that comprise the WMNF, while at the same time making those resources avail-
able to the public for a variety of uses” (USDA-FS 2005b). The Forest Plan is a program-
matic document which sets management direction for the WMNF through the estab-
lishment of short term and long-range goals and objectives. It also prescribes the stand-
ards and practices used to achieve these goals and objectives, along with guidelines for

monitoring and evaluating the effectiveness of our actions.
About the Radio Improvement Project Area

The Radio Improvement Project project area is made up of five sets of areas spatially
separated across the general WMNF area. Four are located on Carr Mountain, Mount
Carrigain, Mount Cabot, and Wildcat Mountain. The project area in each of these
locations is limited to the area of any proposed activities, plus a 200" buffer around these
areas. The project also proposes to remove Forest radio equipment from the state owned

fire tower on Milan Hill.
Purpose of and Need for this Project

The WMNF Health and Safety Plan serves as the primary guidance for the Safety Pro-
gram on the Forest and builds upon our current safety policy, awareness, and culture.
To achieve our safety goals, such as providing a safe work environment to employees,
volunteers, and cooperators, safety must be integrated into all programs and be the
highest priority in all that we do. The Forest Leadership Team identified improving the

Forest communications system as one of the primary Safety Emphasis Items for 2014

3
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(USDA-FES 2014).

Radios provide a means of communication where landline or cellular phone use is not
an option. They also provide the ability to share information with a lot of people simul-
taneously, which is often a daily necessity. Having reliable communications to send and
receive information during normal operations and during emergencies is vital to em-
ployee safety and the safety of the visiting public during emergencies. Due to the com-
plex topography of the WMNF and the current radio system design, there are several
large areas on the Forest that have little to no radio coverage. Some of these areas are
where there are frequent search and rescue (SAR) efforts, high recreation use, timber
harvest activity, and Forest responsibility for management of the ANST outside the For-
est boundary. The lack of reliable communications is a significant safety hazard for peo-

ple working in and visiting these areas.

In addition to coverage gaps, Forest-wide communication ability is limited. There is an-
other project currently being implemented that will provide the FHQ with Forest-wide
communication ability for COOP. However, no other office is able to monitor Forest-
wide communications or send out critical communications Forest-wide, which can in-
clude alerts on approaching extreme weather, pertinent and immediate threats that re-

quire action, or other essential announcements (e.g., SAR in progress).

Thus, there is a need to improve the existing radio system to provide more reliable
communications and a safer environment for employees and the public, especially in

times of emergency.
CIO Recommendations

The CIO radio system review resulted in a set of recommendations that included estab-
lishing new radio repeater sites on Carr Mountain, Mount Carrigain, and Mount Cabot,
relocating the Wildcat Mountain repeater to the summit of Wildcat Mountain, and dis-
continuing the Milan Hill site. In addition, in order to allow the Andro office to access
the complete Forest radio system for COOP, the Wildcat site would be upgraded to a
remote base station. This combination of actions would result in filling the majority of
coverage gaps with the least amount of changes to the existing system and the lowest
number of new repeater sites (USDA-FS-CIO 2012).
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Public Involvement

This project was listed in the WMNF Schedule of Proposed Actions (SOPA) beginning
on January 1, 2014. A scoping report for this project was published and the public
scoping period was conducted in February, 2014. Notification of the availability of this
report was sent out on February 3, 2014 to individuals from state, private, and

government groups, as well as everyone who responded to this project from the SOPA.

Comments from six individuals were received in response to scoping. All comments re-
ceived in response to scoping were analyzed and used to refine the proposed action,
identify the issues and develop a modified proposal for this project. Original scoping

comments are in the project record.

On August 6, 2014, a legal notice for the 30-Day Comment Report was published in the
New Hampshire Union Leader. Notification of this report was sent to six commentors as
well as other individuals who requested project notification but had not commented
during initial scoping. Six individuals provided comments during this period. The orig-
inal comments are located in the project record and Forest Service responses are located
in Appendix D of the EA.

Additional information on the Forest Service National Environmental Policy Act
(NEPA) Process and where this project is in that process can be found at the end of this

document.
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Chapter 2 - Proposed Action, Issues and Alternatives

This section of the environmental analysis:

* Describes the issues identified for this project, which arose through the interdiscipli-
nary and public scoping processes

¢ Shows how the Forest Service used these issues to develop alternatives to the pro-
posed action

¢ Provides detailed descriptions of the alternatives analyzed in Chapter 3 and infor-

mation on alternatives that were considered but not analyzed in detail
Development of Issues and Alternatives

Public scoping brought forth ideas, suggestions, and important information used in de-
veloping this project. Some commentors were concerned with visual and recreational ef-
fects of the proposed activities. One commentor had concerns with the kind of technolo-
gy being proposed for implementation. One commentor questioned if the benefits of the
increase in radio coverage would outweigh the effects to the project area and had con-
cerns that the proposed clearings and new structures would detract from the character
of the area. One commentor did not think it was necessary to create new clearings for
helicopter landing zones (HLZ). All public scoping comments were considered during

project refinement and development of alternatives to the proposed action.

An issue is a point of debate, dispute, or disagreement regarding anticipated effects of
implementing the proposed action. Issues were identified by the interdisciplinary team
(IDT) from comments received in response to project scoping. Some issues were
identified as being conjectural, outside the scope of the project or already decided by law
or regulation (see project record). Mitigation measures either already exist (in Best
Management Practices, Forest Plan Standards and Guidelines or other established
protocols) or have been developed to respond to other concerns. The remaining issues

were used to develop alternatives to the proposed action.
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Issues Used to Develop Alternatives

Two issues were used to develop alternatives to the proposed action.
Issue 1

The proposed activities would detract from the scenic integrity and recreation experi-

ence in these areas.

Several commentors expressed concerns that the new structures and clearings would
have a substantial negeative effect on the scenic integrity and recreational experience on

Carr Mountain, Mount Carrigain, and Mount Cabot.

Alternative 3 was developed to address this issue. Indicators for this issue in the analysis

are the number of shelters installed and the acres of vegetation cleared.
Issue 2
Creating a new clearing to allow a helicopter to land is not a necessity.

Some commentors expressed that the repeaters could be installed and maintained with-

out having landing zones nearby.

Alternative 3 was developed to address this issue. The indicator for this issue in the

analysis is the number of helicopter landing zones created.
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Alternatives Considered in Detail

The following three alternatives were analyzed in detail by the IDT:
Alternative 1 - No Action

This alternative proposes no changes to the Forest radio system at this time. Large areas
without radio coverage would still exist and radio communication ability in these areas
would continue to be absent. The FHQ would still have Forest-wide communications
ability, but there wouldn’t be a second office with that ability to act as a backup. Ongo-

ing repair and maintenance of the existing radio system would continue.

While this alternative would not meet the “need for action”, analysis of “no action” pro-

vides a baseline from which to compare the effects of the action alternatives.
Alternative 2 - Proposed Action

The Proposed Action is the same as the proposal described in the initial public scoping
document, with additional details. The Proposed Action was designed to improve safety
by addressing concerns regarding the Forest radio system and areas with no radio cov-

erage that exist on the Forest.

A radio repeater site consists of a shelter, with an antenna and power source, and the
radio equipment, which is installed inside the shelter. The Standard shelter is approxi-
mately 6" wide by 6’deep by 8’ tall with antenna mast heights that can vary from 20" to
52’. The Micro shelter is 38” wide by 45” deep by 67” tall with an antenna mast height
limited to 20". Appropriate antenna mast height is determined by the desired level of
coverage and site specific characteristics. The standard power source is a pair of solar
panels mounted to the shelter and batteries that are housed inside the shelter. The shel-
ters have built in anchoring systems so no excavation or foundations are necessary for

installation. (See project record for more detailed information.)
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There are tradeoffs to installing one type of shelter over the other. The Micro shelter has

several limitations that would preclude its use in some situations.

Micro Shelter Standard Shelter
Less expensive More expensive
Smaller overall footprint Larger overall footprint
Limited storage capacity Large storage capacity
Limited antenna mast height of 20’ Maximum antenna mast height of 52’
More susceptible to vandalism Less susceptible to vandalism
Maintain from outside Maintain from inside
(emergency shelter for technician)

Shelters are delivered to remote sites by helicopter using long-line transport techniques.
A 30" diameter (maximum) clearing is needed to safely deliver the shelter. The actual
size of the clearing is dependent on site specific characteristics and requirements for safe
operations. In the long term, the clearing would be allowed to revegetate though any
vegetation that blocks the antenna or solar panels, brushes against the equipment, or

blocks access to the shelter would be cut back.

If vehicular access to within a reasonable distance of the new radio repeater location is
not present, an HLZ would be created. The HLZ would be located within a reasonable
distance to the new repeater location. The installation crew would have to travel from
the HLZ to the site while carrying tools and any replacement equipment. Also, in most
cases, the helicopter would have to stand by for the majority of the time that the installa-
tion crew travels to the site, installs the shelter, and travels back to the helicopter, which
would increase costs due to long travel times. For these reasons and considering that
most potential new repeater sites on the White Mountain National Forest (WMNF)
would occur on high summits with the only access being steep hiking trails, “a reasona-
ble distance” is considered to be within approximately one mile of the shelter site. (See

Radio System effects analysis in Chapter 3 for more details.)

The HLZ also would be utilized for site maintenance in the future and to service the site
in the case of an emergency. The helicopter used to deliver the shelter for installation
would be larger than the helicopter used for maintenance and therefore would have dif-
ferent HLZ size requirements for safe operations. The “Type 2” installation helicopter

requires a 100" diameter clearing and the typical “Type 3” maintenance helicopter re-

10
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quires a 75" diameter clearing. The area would have to be relatively flat and be cleared
down to brush level. The actual landing footprint, “landing pad”, of the helicopter, an
approximately 20" x 20" square in the center of the clearing, would be cleared to ground
level (no soil disturbance) to create an obstacle free area for the helicopter to set down
(NWCG 2013). (See the Project Record for more details.)

In summary, an HLZ would be created for any new radio repeater site that does not
have vehicular access within approximately one mile of the site. The HLZ would be lo-
cated within one mile of the new repeater location. The HLZ would initially be created
as a 100" diameter clearing in order to accommodate the helicopter used for the shelter
installation. The HLZ would be maintained as an approximately 75" diameter clearing in
order to accommodate the helicopter used for future maintenance (See Appendix A —

Mitigation Measures and Design Features).

Of the proposed locations for new radio repeater sites, Carr Mountain, Mount Carrigain,
and Mount Cabot would include the creation of HLZs. The Wildcat Mountain site does
not require the use of helicopter for installation or future maintenance, so no HLZ is

proposed.

The IDT visited each site in the fall of 2013, except Mount Cabot which was visited on
June 2, 2014. The IDT chose locations for the shelters and HLZs to achieve the purpose
and need for the project while minimizing effects to resources to the extent possible. Due
to the physics of radio communication systems, the repeaters would have to be located
on or very near the summits of each peak in order to achieve the desired level of cover-
age. These would be remote sites so housing the repeaters in strong and secure shelters
is also of high importance. This results in relatively little flexibility in the placement of
the repeater and type of shelter proposed for each site. Potential locations for helicopter
landings zones were identified in the field and discussed at length by the IDT. The final
proposed locations for HLZs were chosen to minimize effects to resources to the extent

possible, while still being within “reasonable distance” of the repeater.
Site-specific Details

The proposed action for this project consists of a set of actions for each of the following
locations: Carr Mountain, Mount Carrigain, Mount Cabot, and Wildcat Mountain. Each
set of actions addresses four items: type of radio shelter (Standard versus Micro), place-
ment of radio shelter, placement of HLZ, if needed, and resulting access. Also included

are the activities associated with discontinuing the Milan Hill repeater site.

11
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The clearing sizes stated here are in feet and indicate the maximum diameter of a circu-
lar clearing. Actual clearing size would be dependent on site specific factors and re-

quirements for safe operations, but would not exceed the sizes stated here.
This project proposes the following activities:

Carr Mountain
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e Install a Standard radio shelter to assure sufficient antenna mast height (~30") to
achieve the desired level of coverage and to minimize the potential for destructive

vandalism.

e Place the shelter directly on the summit of Carr Mountain. The summit is an exposed
ledge knob with four large concrete tower footings and a staircase embedded into
the ledge. The shelter would be placed in the existing opening between the tower

footings. No tree clearing and no effect to the tower footings is expected.

e Create an HLZ adjacent to the Carr Mountain Trail approximately 1.0 mile down
from the summit. The area is currently forested and would have to be cleared. The
resulting 100" clearing would be directly adjacent to the trail. The maintained 75’

clearing could incorporate a forested buffer between the trail and the clearing.

e Access Route, HLZ to summit: Begin on the Carr Mountain Trail near the HLZ; Fol-

low for approximately 1.0 mile to the summit of Carr Mountain:

o Total: Approximately 1.0 mile and 780" of elevation gain

12
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Mount Carrigain
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Install a Micro radio shelter to allow the unit to be moved and installed underneath

the existing observation tower.

Place the shelter directly on the summit of Mount Carrigain underneath the existing
observation tower. The shelter would be set down in the existing clearing adjacent to
the observation tower. No tree clearing is expected. The shelter would be manually
moved and installed underneath the observation tower. The mast and antenna (~15")
would be mounted to the top of the tower and attached to the shelter by a cable. The
solar panels would be mounted on a separate structure and installed in close prox-
imity to the shelter where it would receive adequate sun exposure. The solar panels
would be attached to the shelter with a cable that would be buried or pinned down

to avoid creating a safety hazard.

Create an HLZ centered on the Signal Ridge Trail, on Signal Ridge, approximately
0.5 miles down from the summit. Most of the area is currently forested and would
have to be cleared. The resulting 100" clearing would be centered on the trail, as

would the maintained 75" clearing.

Access Route, HLZ to summit: Begin on the Signal Ridge Trail near HLZ; Follow for

approximately 0.5 miles to the summit of Mount Carrigain:

o Total: Approximately 0.5 miles and 260" of elevation gain

13
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Mount Cabot
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e Install a Standard radio shelter to assure sufficient antenna mast height (~40") to
achieve the desired coverage and to minimize the potential for destructive vandal-

ism.

e Place the shelter approximately 130" south/south-east of the true summit. The area is
south facing, relatively open, and approximately 8-10 feet below the elevation of the
true summit. This location is in close proximity to the Kilkenny Ridge Trail, though
the site could incorporate a small forested buffer between the trail and the clearing.
To achieve the 30" clearing, minimal tree cutting of mostly dead or dying balsam firs

would need to occur.

e Create an HLZ centered on the Kilkenny Ridge Trail, approximately 0.3 miles south-
east from the summit. This is the site where a fire tower once stood. It is now an ap-
proximately 25" diameter clearing of exposed bedrock surrounded by dense fir for-
est. The historic Mount Cabot Cabin is another 100" down the trail. The ground
drops off to the north-east and south-west and follows a relatively flat grade on the
ridgeline to the north-west and south-east. A landing pad would need to be con-
structed due to the bedrock being insufficiently uniform to land a helicopter directly
on the ground. The HLZ and landing pad would be designed to accommodate a
Type 3 Helicopter only. Because this site requires constructing a permanent struc-
ture, it is most appropriate to design it for its primary use. A Type 2 Helicopter
would be used only once, during installation of the new shelter; The Type 2 would

still be used to deliver the shelter, but would not be able to land nearby, so the crew

14
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would need to be shuttled to the summit in a separate Type 3. The result would be
an approximately 15" square wooden landing platform, centered in the existing
clearing, astride the Kilkenny Ridge Trail, and anchored to the bedrock (NWCG
2013, Chapter 8). The landing pad could incorporate design elements to accommo-
date hikers visiting the area, such as steps on to and off of the pad and a safety rail-
ing. Because this HLZ is designed for a Type 3 Helicopter only, the resulting clearing

would not exceed 75" in diameter.

e Access Route, HLZ to summit: Begin on the Kilkenny Ridge Trail near HLZ; Follow

for approximately 0.3 miles to the summit of Mount Cabot:
o Total: Approximately 0.3 miles and 100" of elevation gain

Wildcat Mountain
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A radio repeater site is currently operating on Wildcat Mountain in a ski patrol building

just below the summit. Coverage is limited with the existing layout.

e Keep the radio equipment in the ski patrol building. The equipment would be isolat-
ed by constructing a separate room in the existing building; the size of the room
would have to be sufficient to house the equipment necessary to upgrade the site to
a remote base station (approximately 6 foot square). To increase coverage, the mast
and antenna (~15") would be mounted to the top of the observation tower which is
located at the summit of Wildcat Mountain. The antenna would be attached to the

repeater with a cable. The cable would be run aboveground and placed to minimize
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the potential for damage to the cable, creating a safety hazard and being seen by visi-
tors, particularly those hiking the Appalachian National Scenic Trail (ANST). No tree

clearing is expected.

e A helicopter would not be needed to accomplish this action. All necessary materials,
equipment and crew would be transported to the site via alternative methods of
transportation commonly used for work done by the Wildcat Ski Area (e.g., chairlift,

gondola, Snowcat [winter], Muskeg [summer]). No additional clearing is necessary.

e Discontinue the existing Wildcat Mountain repeater and upgrade the equipment to
create a remote base station, allowing the Androscoggin Ranger Office (Andro) to

have Forest-wide radio communication ability.
Milan Hill

Included in the proposed action for this project is to discontinue the existing Milan Hill
radio site. Currently, the repeater is housed in a small shelter inside an existing fire tow-
er (owned by the state) with the antenna attached to the exterior of the fire tower. The

proposed action would simply remove the equipment, leaving the tower in place.
Forest Plan Consistency

The Forest Plan states the WMNF standards and guidelines. A standard is a course of ac-
tion that must be followed to achieve management goals and objectives, and can only be
changed through an amendment to the Plan. A guideline also is a required course of ac-
tion, but permits operational flexibility to respond to variations in conditions. Guide-
lines can be modified or not implemented, but the rationale for doing so must be docu-

mented in a project-level analysis and designed decision. (USDA-FS 2005a, p. 2-3.)

The Proposed Action would be consistent with all Forest Plan standards except one For-
est-wide standard designed to protect Bicknell’s thrush habitat (USDA-FS 2005a, p. 2-
16):

S-1: Projects must not result in a net decrease of suitable Bicknell’s thrush habi-
tat.

Generally speaking, dense softwood stands above 2800 feet elevation are suitable Bick-
nell’s thrush habitat. Suitable habitat can change based on latitude, elevation, and site
conditions, so suitability should be reviewed site-specifically by a wildlife biologist if

potentially suitable habitat will be affected by a project. All proposed repeater locations
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in this alternative are in or adjacent to suitable Bicknell’s thrush habitat based on field

review.

New repeater shelters must be placed in a clearing 30 feet in diameter to allow for safe
placement by a helicopter. The repeater shelter location at the Mount Cabot site would
need to be cleared; all other shelters would be placed in existing openings. The entire
summit of Mount Cabot is suitable Bicknell’s thrush habitat so about 0.02 acres of suita-
ble habitat would be lost when this clearing is created. In the long term, the clearing
would be allowed to revegetate though any vegetation that blocks the antenna or solar

panels, brushes against the equipment, or blocks access to the shelter would be cut back.

In the Proposed Action, the creation of HLZs near the Mount Carrigain and Mount Cab-
ot sites would clear approximately 0.3 acres of suitable Bicknell’s thrush habitat and
maintain most of it in an open, unsuitable condition for the foreseeable future. A suitable
site for the helicopter landing zone near Carr Mountain was identified that is outside of
suitable Bicknell’s thrush habitat.

An interdisciplinary team made up of specialists representing resources that may be af-
fected by the project helped to develop the proposed action. The IDT explored alterna-
tive project designs that would minimize effects to Bicknell’s thrush habitat, such as
placing some sites in existing openings and the Carr Mountain landing zone outside
suitable habitat. While effects were reduced, the team could not find a way to avoid ef-
fects to habitat entirely and still install repeaters in locations that would address identi-
fied deficiencies in coverage, so implementation of the Proposed Action would require a

Forest Plan amendment.

Therefore the following site-specific Forest Plan amendment is proposed as part of this

alternative (italics indicate proposed amendment text):

S-1:  Projects must not result in a net decrease of suitable Bicknell’s thrush habi-
tat. The radio shelter site and associated helicopter landing site at
Mount Cabot and helicopter landing site near Mount Carrigain are the
only allowed exceptions to this standard.

The Proposed Action would be consistent with all Forest Plan guidelines except one

Forest-wide guideline related to scenic integrity objectives (USDA-FS 2005a, p. 2-26):

G-1: Al management activities should meet or exceed Scenic Integrity Objectives
established for the Forest through the Scenery Management System (SMS)
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outlined in Agricultural Handbook 701, Landscape Aesthetics — A Handbook
for Scenery Management

The Scenic Integrity Objective (SIO) for the area around all shelter sites and helicopter
landing zones as proposed is “High”. The definition of the High SIO states that things
should “appear unaltered... appear intact... [and] deviations may be present but must
repeat the form, line, color, texture and pattern common to the landscape character so
completely and at such scale that they are not evident (USDA-FS 1995, p. 2-4).” Neither
of the two action alternatives would be consistent with the guideline for Carr, Carrigain
and Cabot. The new clearings, shelters, solar arrays, and masts would not fit within the
landscape character of the environments they are proposed for and therefore would not
meet the scenic integrity objective. At Wildcat Mountain, structures already exist. The
Alternatives would result in the radio mast moving from a ski building to a nearby
tower, both of which are visible from scenic viewpoints. Therefore consistency with the

SIO will not change as a result.

Therefore the following site-specific rationale for not implementing this guideline is

proposed as part of this alternative:

The IDT explored alternative project designs intended to minimize effects to scenery,
such as placing some sites in existing openings so as not to create new openings,
installing the smaller Micro-shelter at Mount Carrigain, and requiring mitigation
measures such as paint color and mast materials that would best blend in to the existing
environment. In recognition of cultural and historic context, the proposed actions would
not be creating the first human-made features at these locations: large concrete tower
footings and a concrete staircase exist on Carr Mountain, an observation tower exists on
Mount Carrigain, and a cabin, outbuilding, and old fire tower clearing (with remnants of
footings and rebar) exists on Mount Cabot. While effects were reduced, the team could
not find a way to make the project consistent with a High SIO and still install repeaters
in locations that would address identified deficiencies in coverage and the resultant
safety issue. Therefore, this guideline could not be met while still achieving the purpose

and need of the project.
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Alternative 3

This alternative was developed to address public comments regarding, 1) the effect of
the Proposed Action on the scenic integrity and recreation experience in the project area;
and 2) the need for the creation of helicopter landing zones within reasonable distance of

the proposed new repeater locations.

In this alternative, radio equipment would be added or altered as described in Alterna-
tive 2, but all activities included in Alternative 2 that involve the creation of new HLZs

are eliminated. Specifically:

e The clearing of new HLZs on Carr Mountain, Mount Carrigain, and Mount Cabot

would be dropped.

e A helicopter would still be used to deliver the shelters to the shelter locations during

installation.

e A helicopter could still be used to deliver materials to the shelter locations during fu-

ture maintenance and repair activities.

e The shelter installation crew would need to access the shelter locations by trail from
the nearest trailheads to perform the on-the-ground activities of the installation and
the

e Radio technicians would need to hike to the shelter locations from the nearest trail-

heads to perform all future maintenance and repair activities.
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Carr Mountain

e Shelter and equipment to be installed as described in Alternative 2.

e Access Route, trailhead to summit: Begin at the Three Ponds Trail trailhead; Follow
for approximately 0.5 miles to the junction with the Carr Mountain Trail; Follow the

Carr Mountain Trail for approximately 2.7 miles to the summit of Carr Mountain:
o Total: Approximately 3.2 miles and 2,160’ of elevation gain

Mount Carrigain

| Legend
Hiking Trail

| e Access Route i

([ ] wwnr

e Shelter and equipment to be installed as described in Alternative 2.
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e Access Route, trailhead to summit: Begin at the Signal Ridge Trail trailhead; Follow

for approximately 5.1 miles to the summit of Mount Carrigain:
o Total: Approximately 5.1 miles and 3,280 of elevation gain

Mount Cabot

Legend

******** Hiking Trail

Access Route

e Shelter and equipment to be installed as described in Alternative 2.

e Access Route, trailhead to summit: Begin at the York Pond Trail trailhead; Follow for
approximately 0.2 miles to the junction with the Bunnell Notch Trail; Follow the
Bunnell Notch Trail for approximately 3.1 miles to the junction with the Kilkenny
Ridge Trail; Follow the Kilkenny Ridge Trail for approximately 1.2 miles to the

summit of Mount Cabot:
o Total: Approximately 4.5 miles and 2,480" of elevation gain

Wildcat and Milan

e Same proposal as described in Alternative 2.

Forest Plan Consistency

As in the Proposed Action, Alternative 3 would be consistent with all Forest Plan stand-
ards except one Forest-wide standard designed to protect Bicknell’s thrush habitat
(USDA-FS 20053, p. 2-16):
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S-1:  Projects must not result in a net decrease of suitable Bicknell’s
thrush habitat.

All proposed repeater locations in this alternative are in or adjacent to suitable Bicknell’s

thrush habitat based on field review.

New repeater shelters must be placed in a clearing 30 feet in diameter to allow for safe
placement by a helicopter. The repeater shelter location at the Mount Cabot site will
need to be cleared; all other shelters are expected to be placed in existing openings. The
entire summit of Mount Cabot is suitable Bicknell’s thrush habitat so about 0.02 acres of
suitable habitat will be lost when this clearing is created. In the long term, the clearing
would be allowed to revegetate though any vegetation that blocks the antenna or solar

panels, brushes against the equipment, or blocks access to the shelter would be cut back.

The IDT explored alternative project designs that would minimize effects to Bicknell’s
thrush habitat. Although the amount of habitat loss in this alternative would be so small
as to be discountable, according to the Forest Plan projects must not result in a net de-
crease of suitable Bicknell’s thrush habitat, so implementation of Alternative 3 would

require a Forest Plan amendment.

Therefore the following site-specific Forest Plan amendment is proposed as part of this

alternative (italics indicate proposed amendment text):

S-1:  Projects must not result in a net decrease of suitable Bicknell’s
thrush habitat. The radio shelter site at Mount Cabot is the only
allowed exception to this standard.

Alternative 3 would be consistent with all Forest Plan guidelines except one Forest-wide
guideline related to scenic integrity objectives (USDA-FS 2005a, p. 2-26):

G-1: All management activities should meet or exceed Scenic Integrity
Objectives established for the Forest through the Scenery Manage-
ment System (SMS) outlined in Agricultural Handbook 701, Land-
scape Aesthetics — A Handbook for Scenery Management

The Scenic Integrity Objective (SIO) for the area around all shelter sites as proposed is
“High”. The definition of the High SIO states that things should “appear unaltered...
appear intact... [and] deviations may be present but must repeat the form, line, color,
texture and pattern common to the landscape character so completely and at such scale
that they are not evident (USDA-FS 1995, p. 2-4).” Neither of the two action alternatives

would be consistent with the guideline for Carr, Carrigain and Cabot. Under Alterantive
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3, the new shelter clearing, shelters, solar arrays, and masts would not fit within the
landscape character of the environments they are proposed for and therefore would not
meet the scenic integrity objective. At Wildcat Mountain, structures already exist. The
Alternatives would result in the radio mast moving from a ski building to a nearby
tower, both of which are visible from scenic viewpoints. Therefore consistency with the

SIO will not change as a result.

Therefore the following site-specific rationale for not implementing this guideline is

proposed as part of this alternative:

The IDT explored alternative project designs intended to minimize effects to scenery,
such as placing some sites in existing openings so as not to create new openings,
installing the smaller Micro-shelter at Mount Carrigain, and requiring mitigation
measures such as paint color and mast materials that would best blend in to the existing
environment. In recognition of cultural and historic context, the proposed actions would
not be creating the first human-made features at these locations: large concrete tower
footings and a concrete staircase exist on Carr Mountain, an observation tower exists on
Mount Carrigain, and a cabin, outbuilding, and old fire tower clearing (with remnants of
footings and rebar) exist on Mount Cabot. While effects were reduced, the team could
not find a way to make the project consistent with a High SIO and still install repeaters
in locations that would address identified deficiencies in coverage and the resultant
safety issue. Therefore, this guideline could not be met while still achieving the purpose

and need of the project.
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Comparison of Alternatives Regarding Issues and Purpose and Need
of the Project

The action alternatives vary in how they address the main elements of the purpose and
need for this project, as well as the identified issues. Table 2-1 summarizes how these el-

ements are addressed by each alternative.

Table 2-1. Comparison of Alternatives Regarding Issues and Purpose and Need of the Project

Purpose and Need Issue 1 Issue 2
Recreation
Total WMNF Area coor Experience and HLZ
with Radio Coverage | Ability at S pe (; fe - ¢ °
Andro cenic Integrity
office number of | acres of new number of
percent shelters openings HLZs
Alternative 1-
88% N 0 0 0
No Action & ©
Al ive 2-
fernative = 96% Yes 3 0.48 3
Proposed Action
Alternative 3 96% Yes 3 0.02 0

Alternatives Considered but Eliminated from Further Study

In developing the proposed action, the IDT and responsible official discussed the project
and considered several options. For the reasons provided below, the following was not

analyzed in detail in the environmental assessment.

Do not continue to enhance the existing radio system; instead use satellite phones for

communication where radios do not currently work.

A member of the public suggested that we consider the use of satellite phones as an al-
ternative to radios. Radio systems are modern and dependable forms of communication.
The radio system that currently exists on the Forest consists of ten stand-alone sites that
incorporate modern repeater equipment, energy supply mechanisms, and new shelters.

Where coverage is provided, functionality of the system fulfills the needs of the WMNF.

25



Radio Improvement Project — Environmental Assessment

Such systems are commonly used today by many groups that depend on reliable com-
munications such as police, fire, US military, Coast Guard, Homeland Security, and a
wide variety of commercial businesses. The action alternatives were designed to aug-
ment the existing system which already provides coverage to 88% of the WMNF land
base. In addition, satellite phones lack some functionality necessary for an effective For-
est-wide field communication system on the WMNF. A critical function lacking is the
ability to broadcast messages to multiple recipients simultaneously across large geo-
graphic areas. Much of the radio communications on the Forest pertain to coordinating
crews, checking in throughout the day, and sending out important safety messages and
warnings. Being able to broadcast to multiple radio users at one time is essential to daily
effective, efficient, and safe work practices. Furthermore, satellite phone reception can be
variable, especially under dense canopy cover and steep mountainous terrain like that of
the WMNF. The action alternatives were designed to enhance the existing radio system
by filling coverage gaps and upgrading equipment. If implemented, coverage gaps
would be minimized, users would have a more comprehensive, reliable communications
system to utilize, and the Andro district office would have the ability (along with the

FHQ) to broadcast messages Forest-wide when necessary.
Consider other peaks as locations for the new repeaters.

Considering alternate peaks to those proposed was deemed outside the scope of this
project. The proposed sites are located on some of the tallest peaks in the vicinity of each
site. This allows just one repeater to give the maximum amount of coverage for the giv-
en area. Because of this, it would take multiple alternate sites to provide a similar extent

of coverage that each of the proposed sites would provide.
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Chapter 3 - Environmental Analysis

This section describes the direct, indirect, and cumulative effects on resources found in
the Project Area resulting from Alternatives 1, 2, and 3. Analysis of effects to resources is

summarized from detailed Specialist Reports that are located in the project record.

Project Area

The Radio Improvement Project project area is made up of five sets of areas spatially
separated across the general White Mountain National Forest (WMNF) area. This area
includes the summit areas of Carr Mountain, Mount Carrigain, Mount Cabot, and
Wildcat Mountain, in the towns of Wentworth, Livermore, Kilkenny, and Beans
Purchase, NH, respectively. The project area in each of these locations is limited to the
area of proposed activities plus a 200" buffer around these areas (Table 3-1). The area of
proposed activities is defined as the shelter site (shelter footprint and 30" diameter
clearing) and, in the Proposed Action, the helicopter landing zone site (the helicopter
touch-down footprint and the 100" diameter clearing). Including a 200" buffer around
these areas as part of the Project Area accounts for any potential effects the proposed
activities may have on adjacent areas. The project also proposes to remove Forest radio

equipment from the fire tower on Milan Hill in Milan Hill State Park.

The project area falls within Management Areas 6.1- Semi-Primitive Recreation (Carr
Mountain), 6.2- Semi-Primitive Non-Motorized Recreation (Mount Carrigain and Mount
Cabot), 7.1- Alpine Ski Area (Wildcat Mountain), and 8.3- Appalachian National Scenic
Trail (Wildcat Mountain) (USDA-FS 2005a). It does not contain any Congressionally-
designated Wilderness Areas. Part of the project area, specifically that on Carr
Mountain, Mount Carrigain, and Mount Cabot, falls within the lands that were part of
the 2001 Roadless Area Conservation Rule. The project area does not contain any

Congressionally-designated Wild and Scenic Rivers.

This project proposes to enhance the existing Forest radio system which consists of ten
repeater sites spread across the Forest. The system is for administrative use only; it does
not support commercial use. The proposal for the new sites considers two components, a

repeater shelter and a helicopter landing zone (HLZ).

The project was designed to minimize adverse effects to scenic quality from newly
cleared areas, protect cultural resources, limit effects to Forest visitors recreating in the

project area, and minimize negative effects to wildlife to the degree possible while
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achieving the desired level of radio coverage across the Forest.

Table 3-1. Radio Improvement Project project area (acres)

Shelter! Shelter Buffer HLZ? HLZ Buffer Total
Carr 0.02 3.32 0.18 4.33 7.85
Carrigain 0.02 3.32 0.18 4.33 7.85
Cabot 0.02 3.32 0.10 4.00 7.44
Wildcat 0 0 0 0 0
Milan Hill 0 0 0 0 0
Grand Total 23.14

The Shelter clearing would be a 30’ diameter circle (maximum)
’The Helicopter Landing Zone clearing would be a 100° diameter circle (maximum); except for the Mount
Cabot HLZ which is limited to a 75 diameter circle

Effects Analysis

Although the current conditions in this relatively small project area were described
broadly, covering all resources of concern, effects will be discussed by resource. The in-
terdisciplinary team (IDT) for this project consisted of specialists in radio systems, recre-
ation, scenery management, wildlife and botany, water and soils, inventoried roadless
areas, and heritage resources. Those specialists reviewed the project on the ground and
considered the best available information to evaluate potential effects from the alterna-
tives on their resources. Each section below is a summary of a more detailed effects anal-
ysis, which is available in the project record. The rationale for identified analysis areas

and timeframes, and all literature cited also are located in the project record.

Direct and indirect effects are those effects that result from implementation of the pro-
ject. Cumulative effects are the combined effects of the direct or indirect effects with ef-
fects from past, ongoing, and known future actions in the identified timeframe and anal-
ysis area. All past, ongoing, and future actions within the various analysis areas used by

specialists are listed in the project record.
Radio System

The affected environment for the Radio System analysis includes the entire extent of the
WMNF, including where the Forest has management responsibility of the ANST. The
radio system consists of the physical infrastructure on the ground as well as the radio
coverage that infrastructure provides across the Forest. In order to fill the majority of
existing gaps in radio coverage with the least amount of new sites, the 2012 Radio

System Operational Assessment recommended enhancing the existing Forest radio
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