Fire Ecology
This environmental assessment framed salvage logging in terms of maintaining forest health.  According to Neil Sampson of American Forests, “calling salvage logging ‘forest health’ is like calling a coroner’s duties ‘health care’.”  It must be recognized that salvage logging is salvage logging; disrupting the effects of a natural disturbance, such as fire and modifying the system to fulfill human-sculpted management goals of commodity production and altered forest functioning.  This cannot be considered as contributing to ecological health.  The environmental assessment has exaggerated and illegitimately created an illusion of ecological benefits of salvage logging, while in reality the economic benefits of salvage logging come at the expense of ecological health. 
According to University of Idaho fire ecologist Leon Neuenschwander, “Salvage logging is not forest management.  Rather, our forest management options are limited when we are forced to salvage.  And salvage logging is not ecosystem restoration.  Salvage is an economical decision, not an ecological one.” (Lecture 1999). 
Snags and dead logs created by fire are crucial to the ecosystem structure and healthy functioning of the forest.  Snags create habitat not only for wildlife, but for bacteria, fungi, and insects.  They facilitate a crucial setting for organisms that make up the base of the food chain.  Wildlife species are dependent on this food source created by dead logs as well as the diversity of habitats they create.  The structural complexity that dead logs create in the forest is crucial to maintaining healthy populations of organisms within all levels of the trophic system.  Biodiversity, population size, population resiliency and ecosystem structure and function are dependent on fire-induced succession (Neuenschwander lecture 1999).  Fire, both the actual event and the aftermath of what it creates, produces temporal habitats, in a mosaic of size and distribution, which are crucial to the health of the ecosystem.
In addition to all the key ecological functions salvage logging would impair, are the degrading consequences the land would experience due to logging practices, in already sensitive, freshly disturbed systems. Under Alternative 1-No Action, the EA lists indirect effects of not salvage logging as a result of future wildfires.  Every impact they have listed as potential impacts under Alternative 1, which would be the result of natural processes, would undoubtedly occur under alternative 2 and 3 due to extensive salvage logging.  Impacts include: increased sediment production in streams flowing into White Bird Creek, reduced thermal and hiding cover for wildlife, removal of native vegetation, increase in exotic vegetation, as well as impacts to Threatened and Endangered species. Human-induced disturbances such as logging and road building inflict irreversible effects on ecosystems, especially those that are fragile due to recent natural disturbances.  There are countless ecological issues within our national forests that are of major concern, by which legislation and subsequent programs are based on.  Unnatural disturbances such as salvage logging will undoubtedly increase weed populations as well as all of the other impacts listed, which is counterproductive to forest health objectives.  It becomes a vicious cycle when a reactive solution such as spraying herbicides must be used to control the increased levels of noxious weed populations.  How can we even consider actions that are fundamentally destructive to our lands; lands, which need to be naturally restored, not degraded.
Our forests have evolved with these natural disturbances; they know how to adapt to the changes for they have become dependent on these disturbances.  Their dependency includes the full cycle of the natural disturbance, meaning functioning within the new condition the disturbance created. To think the human hand can fix a situation that does not need fixing is ignorant.  Natural recovery from a natural disturbance is the only ecologically responsible option.  Human-induced, superficial changes cannot replace the profound healing effects a forest induces on itself.  There is insufficient scientific evidence presented in this environmental assessment to prove that salvage logging is actually ecologically acceptable for the land.   
The environmental assessment, however, did prove that there really is only one objective in mind, an economic one.  It is a clear testimony of manipulating the ecological health argument to facilitate support for a decision they are economically driven to do.
Fire Research
Beschta et al. (1995) questions the ecological justifications of post-fire salvage logging stating that while “there is little reason to believe that post-fire salvage logging has any positive ecological benefits, there is considerable evidence that persistent, significant adverse environmental impacts are likely to result from salvage logging, based on many past cases of salvage projects.” In a response to Beschta et al. commissioned by R-6 Regional Forester John Lowe, Everett (1995) conceded that there was “little to no evidence” that post-fire salvage removal of trees limits the intensity of future fires. He also found no support for frequent claims by salvage proposals that post-fire logging results in no more environmental damage than green harvest. USDA, 2000 recently addressed this discussion by reviewing the results of 21 studies of post-fire logging. While we summarize some of their findings related to individual elements of the ecosystem below, we note that their general finding was that “we know enough about both logging activity and structural change to recommend caution” in post-fire salvage operations. 
Additionally USDA (2000) states that “no studies have specifically looked at how postfire logging alters the size distribution of fuel and the concomitant changes in future fire risk.” In light of these findings, we request that you provide specific cites of scientific support that the proposed logging activities will reduce future fire risk or impacts of fire.
Although post-fire logging has some potential for reducing overland flow through the placement of logging debris, the Forest Service’s own study (USDA 2000) concludes that salvage logging  could “produce more sediment than that produced by the fire.” The authors cite several studies that find that “post-fire logging associated with road building, conducted with ground-based log retrieval systems, or undertaken in stands having steep slopes and sensitive soils likely will have the greatest potential for exacerbating the erosion problems typically observed in burned watersheds.”  The potential for the destabilization of soils associated with logging-related ground disturbance and road construction should be thoroughly reviewed in the planning process for this proposal.
Seeding and reforestation may alter habitat composition and alter competition, which could result in a favoring of non-native species. As the USDA (2000) notes “Salvage logging may decrease plant regeneration, by mechanical damage and change in microclimate.”  Seeding and reforestation aspects of the must be carefully detailed and should be discussed in reference to the potential natural forest post-fire regeneration. Potential impacts of logging related disturbance on natural regeneration must be thoroughly analyzed.
Vegetation
The EA does not clearly analyze what species would be logged, the size of the trees, what prescriptions would be used (clearcut, individual tree mark, shelterwood), and what constitutes dying trees.  In fact, the EA is inconsistent on whether only dead or dead and dying would be logged.  How can the decision-maker reach an informed decision when the EA lacks such crucial information that NEPA requires.
Wildlife/Old Growth
NFMA and the forest plan provide clear direction to maintain habitat for all native species.  The EA claims this will be met, but provides little evidence of how this will be met.
For example, the EA admits that negative impacts will occur to black-backed, pileated and white-headed woodpeckers, other cavity nesters, flammulated owls, and other old growth and security dependent species.  In conjunction with cumulative impacts from adjacent land, this could be severe.  However, the EA fails to quantify these impacts, simply concluding there is sufficient habitat.  How does this meet forest plan and NEPA requirements?
Furthermore, the EA fails to consider old growth at all, claiming instead that no management area 20 would be logged.  Given the lack of monitoring, the fact that many projects and analyses determine that MA 20 stands are improperly located, and the fact that the forest has not verified old growth stands either in this project area or the forest as a whole, how can forest plan requirements be met either on a forest-wide or site-specific basis for old growth habitat?  
The EA does not analyze the impacts, if any, from the fire to old growth.  The EA also fails to analyze in context of the two action alternatives and what cumulative impacts might be on old growth habitat.
The EA claims snag habitat will be more than sufficient to meet forest plan standards.  Nowhere is blow down from logging considered in the EA.  how can such a conclusory statement be made without analyzing that potential?
Regardless of the fact that the EA has adopted improved snag standards, monitoring of snags and snag-dependent species on the Forest has been dismal as documented in forest plan monitoring reports.  (see also FOC Monitoring Report, referenced in this comment and sent to the Forest).  How can even the improved snag standards, which did not go through NEPA, guarantee adequate snag habitat in the absence of required monitoring?
Soils/Water Quality/Fisheries
The EA mentions the draft Northern Region Soil Quality Standards.  Ironically, it does not analyze and detail how or even if those standards will be met.  How will they be met?
Mass wasting is a significant concern.  The EA notes that high landslide prone areas will be avoided under alternative 2, but does not include a reference or map to types that are prone to mass wasting.  How can the decision-maker determine these areas will be avoided without adequate information?
How will forest plan and Clean Water Act (CWA) standards be met regarding the 303(d) listed streams, which includes the entire White Bird drainage?  The EA clearly shows (page 113) that the forest plan and CWA requirements won’t be met. in three important categories.  First, there is no TMDL for the drainage.  Second, sediment yield will be increased in 303(d) streams.  Third, sediment will be increased in streams not meeting forest plan appendix A requirements (page 98).
The purpose of a TMDL is to establish the allowable load of the identified pollutant that can be permitted to enter the stream plus the required additional margin of safety  necessary to restore the waterbody to compliance with the goals of the CWA and the water quality standards of the State of Idaho. Idaho standards are both numeric and narrative and include the support of the designated and existing beneficial uses. 
Specifically, Idaho Code does not allow for any further impairment of the beneficial use of a 303(d) waterbody while a TMDL is being conducted.  The selected alternative increases sediment into the White Bird drainage.
The EA is very confused regarding the projects in Little White Bird and Pinnacle Creeks.  Are improvement projects for these watersheds planned under the action alternatives that are not planned under no-action?  Is so, why is the EA contradictory on this point?  Since the forest plan determination was made before the fire, how can mitigation that was designed solely to soften the negative effects of the fire also contribute to an upward trend in water quality when the baseline is a pre-fire condition?
The watershed analysis is based upon NEZSED.  However, the EA admits serious limitations of NEZSED.  How can this analysis be accurate given these limitations in a degraded area where no restoration is be proposed in this document?
What justification is there that ECA won’t be affected by salvage logging, when it is one of the only quantitative standards in the forest plan to assess the effects of logging?  What evidence is there that this standard can be ignored in salvage logging?
BMPs must be verified, especially in areas affected by recent fire.  In the Status of the Interior Columbia Basin, Summary of Scientific Findings, page 104, (1996) doubts are raised regarding the efficiency of buffers:  “The sufficiency of interim riparian habitat conservation areas (RHCAs) to maintain ecological functions and prevent undesirable cumulative effects is a subject of both social and scientific debate.  Interim RHCAs in the range of anadromous fishes and bull trout are prescribed at 300-foot-minimum widths for fish-bearing streams to maintain stream function and prevent sediment inputs from nonchannelized sources....The likelihood of disturbance resulting in discernible instream effects increases as adjacent slopes become steeper.  Thus, greater protective measures to protect or rehabilitate riparian function and structure on steeper slopes may be required to prevent or reduce in-stream effects.” (Emphasis added).
Even helicopter yarding, usually considered to not affect watersheds, has impacts.  According to Rhodes (1995), “Available research indicates that helicopter logging in the Idaho batholith elevates sediment delivery to streams at increased rates even with “no-cut” buffers.  Megahan (1987) found that sediment delivery from helicopter logging and prescribed burning in the Idaho batholith increased sediment delivery by more than 100% in a watershed where 75 foot buffers were provided.  Despite the buffers, the statistically significant increases in sediment delivery persisted for more than 9 years.”
Locating roads away from streams does not eliminate increased levels of sediment delivery from roads.  Based on field investigations and simple modeling verified by field surveys, Montgomery (1994) concluded:  “Contrary to current land management paradigms in the Pacific Northwest, drainage concentration of ridgetop roads may cause both landsliding and integration of the channel and road network.”  Rhodes, (1995)
According to the recommendations of the Scientific Findings larger riparian buffers should be put in place in sensitive areas which includes steep slopes and areas affected by recent fire.  This project area has both.  In light of the questionable effectiveness of even 300 feet buffers, the FS needs to present strong scientific evidence that these buffers are sufficient.
This view is also supported by case law.  Magistrate Judge Erickson sided with plaintiffs on the adjacent Clearwater National Forest on the Fish Bate timber sale.  The judge noted (NO. CV-97-208-M-LBE):
Because BMPs have not been assessed for their effectiveness against landslide events and because a high risk of landslides is acknowledged in the Fish Bate preferred alternative, the Court finds it is not reasonable for the Defendants to just summarily rely on BMPs to mitigate this environmental impact. Therefore, the Court finds the FEIS conclusion that the project will have no effect on water quality to be arbitrary and capricious based on the undisputed risk of landslides in the FEIS. Accordingly, the decision is reversed and remanded.
Furthermore, the Cuddy Mountain and Miners Creek decisions make clear that the agency must have hard data on which to base agency professional opinion and discretion.  These cases are explicit in the requirements the agency must fulfill in order to be in compliance with NEPA and NFMA.
What data does the Forest Service have to show that BMPs for logging, which have been designed for unburned areas, are effective in areas burned by recent wildfire?  Please provide scientific evidence that these measures will work.
Given the fact that sediment will increase, how can a no effect determination be made for federally listed salmonid species and how can a determination that that this project will not cause a trend toward listing for sensitive salmonid species?  This is crucial because impacts to these species must be viewed in a cumulative context and on a larger scale.
Finally, we refer you to a paper prepared by the Western Montana Level I Bull Trout Team, Reducing Fire Risks to Save Fish--A Question of Identifying Risk.  Among other issues, that paper makes a couple of important points:
Therefore, attempting to reduce fire risk as a way to reduce risks to native fish populations is really subverting the issue.  If we are sincere about wanting to reduce risks to fisheries associated with future fires, we ought to be removing barriers, reducing road densities, reducing exotic fish populations, and re-assessing how we fight fires  At the same time, we should recognize the vital role that fires play in stream systems, and attempt to get to a point where we can let fire play a more natural role in these ecosystems.
and
While salvage can be accomplished with minimal impacts in some areas, many burned areas are extremely sensitive to ground disturbance due to loss of vegetation.  Further disturbance can result in increased erosion, compacted soils, and a loss of nutrients from these areas (USDA 2000, Beschta et al. 1995).
General Monitoring
There is a monitoring crisis on the Nez Perce National Forest.  The Forest has serious difficulties completing its mandated monitoring.  The monitoring completed on the forest each year and reported in the annual Monitoring and Evaluation Reports is severely deficient from that which is required in Forest Plan Appendix O and the NFMA.  Friends of the Clearwater outlined the Forest's compliance with most monitoring items in their report submitted to each District Office in October, 2000.  
We see this as one of the most serious problems facing the Nez Perce National Forest.  You continue to impose heavy-handed management activities on the land, while failing to grasp the "success" of the management actions, the true impacts of the actions, or how they affect the Forest's compliance with forest plan standards.  This problem permeates every management proposal on the forest.  Every action is unsupported by monitoring. 
Just one example of the deficiencies in the Forest's monitoring is the water and fisheries monitoring, hardly a trivial issue.  
The fisheries section was completely omitted from the FY95, FY97 and FY98 Monitoring and Evaluation Reports;  there is essentially no monitoring reported in the FY99 fisheries section, which consists of two pages.  The amounts of fish habitat improvements are far less than 10% of the Forest Plan targets (the standard for further evaluation);  however, no further evaluation has been initiated.  Very few waterbodies on the Forest have fish habitat baseline data;  for those that do, the data is criticized as having "inexplicable variations."  The Hydrologic Data Summary and Monitoring Analysis has not been published since 1991.  
In order to make informed comments on any project, the public must know the conditions of the creeks and fish habitat in the project area.  The Forest Service is failing to provide us with this information.
In this EA, monitoring analysis is referred to the forest plan (pages 6 and 17).  This is inadequate.  This is particularly disturbing for a post-fire logging proposal which presents it own set of unique problems.
Monitoring is particularly important to verify BMPs, especially in a situation that has the potential for severe impacts like post-fire logging.  In the absence of sound monitoring information, the conclusions about BMPs in the EA are highly questionable (pages 14 - 16).
Noxious Weeds
The EA is very uncertain about the effects of fire and post-fire logging on noxious weeds.  For example, the EA notes on a few occasions that surveys have not been conducted, that weed population knowledge is limited, and that fire effects for all weeds is not available.  Given the fact that 87 percent of the area is at moderate to high risk for weed expansion, isn’t this kind of information necessary prior to making an informed decision?
Furthermore, the analysis of impacts is rather confusing.  There is no qualitative nor quantitative comparison between alternatives.  The EA notes that the no-action alternative would not reduce fire risk, and that in turn, could cause weeds to expand.  What scientific evidence is there for this conclusory statement, either general or site-specific?  How can this be when the EA admits that the past fire had an overall “low intensity” and produced conditions that moved the area closer to historic conditions?
