								May 2, 2006


Doug Gober


North Fork District Ranger


12730 Hwy 12


Orofino, ID  83544��Dear Ranger Gober,��Thanks for sending us a copy of the Little Wash/Independence and Trap Point Projects in the mail as per the letter I sent you from Friends of the Clearwater on April 11, 2006.  For some reason, we did not receive those scoping notices in December of last year.  Once in a while we don’t get something through the mail.  We sent in comments for Little Wash with the Charlie project some time ago and had a similar problem with Little Wash.





I spoke with Tam White today and we are submitting these comments on the Independence project for your consideration.  We will also submit comments on the Trap Point EA as we received it in the mail recently.


The following comments on the Independence project are on behalf of Friends of the Clearwater, the Ecology Center, the Alliance for the Wild Rockies, the Lands Council and Idaho Sporting Congress.  Please also incorporate the letters dated June 30, 1998 and February 3, 1999 as part of these comments from Friends of the Clearwater, the Ecology Center, and the Lands Council.





The North Fork is a unique area.  Much of the North Fork is wild and undeveloped.  Even the developed portions of the Ranger District are remote.  This remoteness not only lends the area its special character, it makes logging an economically dubious enterprise.  With the acquisition of the checkerboard area to the north of the project in public hands, there is a great opportunity for the Forest Service to showcase the natural and recreational values of this drainage.  Commodity extraction projects like this one, even though it is small, do not fit well with the concept of the North Fork as a unique and remote area.





Many adverse consequences to soil, ecological processes, wildlife, and other elements of the natural environment are associated with logging, including thinning. (Ercelawn, 1999; Ercelawn, 2000.) For example: “Salvage or thinning operations that remove dead or decayed trees or coarse woody debris on the ground will reduce the availability of forest structures used by fishers and lynx.” (Bull et al., 2001.) 





Any forest condition that is maintained through intense mechanical manipulation is not maintaining ecosystem function.  Are the proposed management activities designed to foster the processes that naturally shaped the ecosystem and resulted in a range of natural structural conditions, or are they designed to create plantation-like stands? 





Roads often have devastating impacts on water quality and fish habitat by increasing landslides, erosion, and siltation of streams.  While the scoping letter indicates no slides occurred in the area, some of it is steep, up to 55% slopes.  What characteristics does this area have that are different than areas that had landslides in 1995 and 1996?  Is there a physical difference in soil and parent material or is it simply a matter of random chance that the area did not slide?





Please disclose how stands to be logged compare to old-growth criteria. In order to disclose such information, please provide all the details, in plain language, of these areas’ forest characteristics (the various tree components’ species, age and diameter of the various tree components, canopy closure, snag density by size class, amounts of down logs, understory composition, etc.).�


Please disclose if the proposed cutting units will, in the foreseeable future, qualify as old growth.  What criteria or definition(s) of old growth are you using, the forest plan’s or the 1993 North Idaho Guidelines?  Please disclose how the project will impact the old-growth wildlife species, and mature forest associated species.





Please disclose, using tables and maps, the amounts, locations, sizes, and connectivity of all old-growth stands in the project area.  Disclose whether it is actual old growth (meets all criteria) or whether it is “recruitment” old growth.  Disclose whether or not you have compared all stands proposed for logging and/or burning to the old-growth criteria. Please disclose the methodology used to identify each stand as old growth, recruitment old growth, or not old growth.  These questions are important, as the CNF may not be meeting its old growth standard of 10%.





It is our experience there may not be much old growth in this area.  There has been past logging as well as mining activity (to the north and west of the project) in the past.  A couple of parcels of private land, the result of patenting mining claims, are found near here.  The cumulative impacts of these past activities along with historical fire are such that little old growth remains.





For the proposal to be consistent with the Forest Plan, enough habitat for viable populations of old-growth dependent wildlife species is needed over the landscape. The Clearwater National Forest failed to insure viability of MIS and TES species to date as documented in the forest plan monitoring reports.�


The agency (region I) has acknowledged that viability is not merely a project area consideration, that the scale of analysis must be broader:





Population viability analysis is not plausible or logical at the project level such as the scale of the Dry Fork Vegetation and Recreation Restoration EA.  Distributions of common wildlife species as well as species at risk encompass much larger areas than typical project areas and in most cases larger than National Forest boundaries.  No wildlife species that presently occupy the project area are at such low numbers that potential effects to individuals would jeopardize species viability.  No actions proposed under the preferred alternative would conceivably lead to loss of population viability.  (Lewis and Clark NF, Dry Fork EA Appendix D at p. 9.)





The FS should firmly establish that the species that exist, or historically are believed to have been present in the analysis area are still part of viable populations. Since Forest Plan monitoring efforts have failed in this regard, it must be a priority for project analyses. Identification of viable populations is something that must be done at a specific geographic scale.  The analysis must cover a large enough area to include a cumulative effects analysis area that would include truly viable populations. Analysis must identify viable populations of MIS, TES, at-risk, focal, and demand species of which the individuals in the analysis area are members in order to sustain viable populations.





The fact that the Clearwater National Forests has not adequately monitored the population trends of its old-growth management indicator species (MIS) as required by the Forest Plan bears repeating.  Considering potential difficulties of using population viability analysis at the project analysis area level (Ruggiero, et. al., 1994), the cumulative effects of carrying out multiple projects simultaneously across the Forest makes it imperative that population viability be assessed at least at the forestwide scale (Marcot and Murphy, 1992).  Also, temporal considerations of the impacts on wildlife population viability from implementing something with such long duration as a Forest Plan must be considered (id.) but this has not been done.   It is also of paramount importance to monitor population trends (as mandated by the Forest Plan) during the implementation of the Forest Plan in order to validate assumptions used about long-term species persistence i.e., population viability (Marcot and Murphy, 1992; Lacy and Clark, 1993).





Unfortunately, region-wide the FS has failed to meet Forest Plan old-growth standards, does not keep accurate old-growth inventories, and has not monitored population trends in response to management activities as required by Forest Plans and NFMA (Juel, 2003).





State-of-the-art conservation biology and the principles that underlie the agency’s policy of “ecosystem management” dictate an increasing focus on the landscape-scale concept and design of large biological reserves accompanied by buffer zones and habitat connectors as the most effective (and perhaps only) way to preserve wildlife diversity and viability (Noss, 1993).





The FS has stated: “Well distributed habitat is the amount and location of required habitat which assure that individuals from demes,� distributed throughout the population’s existing range, can interact. Habitat should be located so that genetic exchange among all demes is possible.” (Mealey 1983.)





Please include in your analysis the possible effects of noxious weed introduction on Sensitive plant populations and other components of biodiversity.  Please include in the analysis the results of monitoring of noxious weed infestation from past management actions in the North Fork.





We request the FS adopt the Restoration Principles (DellaSala, et al., 2003) as a screen for proposed actions such as this one. We incorporate them by reference, into this scoping response letter.





We request a careful analysis of the impacts to fisheries and water quality, including considerations of sedimentation, increases in peak flow, channel stability, risk of rain-on-snow events, and increases in stream water temperature, and landslide potential.  As noted above, the immediate area was landslide free in 1995 and 96, but that may be due more to chance than to geology.  





Please disclose in the NEPA document the results of up-to-date monitoring of fish habitat and watershed conditions, as required by the Forest Plan.  Discuss the actual effectiveness of proposed BMPs in preventing sediment from reaching water courses in or near the analysis area.  What BMP failures have been noted for past projects with similar landtypes?  We would like to see a thorough discussion of the BMPs and mitigation measures you would propose. Also, pleased disclose which segments of which roads in the watersheds to be affected by this proposal will not meet BMPs following project activities.  These questions are important because they fit in with Judge Erickson’s ruling on the Clearwater in this Ranger District.





The North Fork drainage has bull trout, Westslope cutthroat and according to NOAA Fisheries, now landlocked steelhead.  Also, Osier and Independence Creeks flow into Moose Creek near its confluence with Kelly Creek.  Kelly Creek is a world-renowned fishing stream.  The claim in the scoping letter that there will be no harm to listed fish because INFISH buffers will be avoided is based upon the erroneous assumptions that all of the buffers are currently intact. 





Please fully analyze and disclose cumulative impacts on soil productivity. Disclose the areas of unstable and highly erosive soils that would result in mass movement and erosion. Include maps that show all land and soil types in the NEPA document. Please analyze how much soil compaction and surface erosion has occurred in the proposal area because of past actions and what the likely increases will be for the alternatives proposed.  This is important to meet the forest plan soils standards.





Please disclose the scientific research information you have to indicate that any possible mitigation measures such as cable yarding, winter logging, and skidding on slash mat materials will minimize damage to soils.





The FS in this region has essentially admitted that it is in the dark as far as doing scientific research on soil productivity changes following management activities. In response to comments on the Black Ant Salvage DEIS, Lewis & Clark NF, USDA Forest Service, 2002 states:





Soil Quality Standards “provide benchmark values that indicate when changes in soil properties and soil conditions would result in significant change or impairment of soil quality based on available research and Regional experience” (Forest Service Manual 2500, Region 1 Supplement 2500-99-1, Chapter 2550 – Soil Management, Section 2554.1).





A formal research study, the “Long Term Soil Productivity Study,” is currently being conducted by the Research Branch of U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service to validate these soil quality standards.





The Forest Management Handbook at FSH 2509.18 directs the FS to do validation monitoring to “Determine if coefficients, S&Gs, and requirements meet regulations, goals and policy” (2.1 – Exhibit 01). It asks what we are asking: “Are the threshold levels for soil compaction adequate for maintaining soil productivity? Is allowing 15% of an area to be impaired appropriate to meet planning goals?” The Ecology Center recently asked the Northern Region if they have ever performed this validation monitoring of its 15% Standard, in their February 26, 2002 Freedom of Information Act request to the Regional Forester, requesting:





The Forest Management Handbook at FSH 2509.18 provides the Forest Service with examples of validation monitoring to “Determine if coefficients, S&Gs, and requirements meet regulations, goals and policy.” It asks “Are the threshold levels for soil compaction adequate for maintaining soil productivity? Is allowing 15% of an area to be impaired appropriate to meet planning goals?” We request all documentation of validation monitoring by the Forest Service in the Northern Region that answers those two questions.





The Regional Office’s reply letter stated that there is no documentation that responds to this request. If the Clearwater National Forest employees are aware of any new documentation that would respond to this request now, we ask that you please disclose it.





Harvey et al., 1994 state:





The ...descriptions of microbial structures and processes suggest that they are likely to provide highly critical conduits for the input and movement of materials within soil and between the soil and the plant. Nitrogen and carbon have been mentioned and are probably the most important. Although the movement and cycling of many others are mediated by microbes, sulfur phosphorus, and iron compounds are important examples.





The relation between forest soil microbes and N is striking. Virtually all N in eastside forest ecosystems is biologically fixed by microbes... Most forests, particularly in the inland West, are likely to be limited at some time during their development by supplies of plant-available N. Thus, to manage forest growth, we must manage the microbes that add most of the N and that make N available for subsequent plant uptake.  (Internal citations omitted.)


 


Please disclose your inventory or monitoring of indicators, including lichens, fungi, insects, etc. since these can and do define existing and probable future forest conditions, especially related to natural recovery following fire.  Lichens in particular, while capturing atmospheric nitrogen for later release to higher plants and trees, are sensitive indicators of atmospheric and ground conditions and cannot be ignored in attempts at ecosystem management. Fungi and insects indicate and largely drive forest condition. Those that act as antagonists or parasites to destructive forms like root disease fungi or bark beetles should be recognized, as should tree pathogens and pests.


 


Enumeration of and monitoring of specific small, non-game birds and animal populations that are important in keeping destructive insect populations at low levels must also be disclosed.





Precommercial thinning and soil disturbance led to an increased risk of infection and mortality by black-stain root disease (Leptographium wageneri) in Douglas-fir, with the majority of infection centers being close to roads and skid trails (Hansen et al. 1988).  Also another Black-stain root disease (Verticicladiella wagenerii) occurred at a greater frequency in Douglas-fir trees close to roads than in trees located 25 m or more from roads (Hansen 1978).  Witcosky et al. (1986) also noted that precommercially thinned stands attracted a greater number of black-stain root disease insect vectors.





Complex interactions involve mechanical damage from logging, infestation by root diseases, and attacks by insects. Aho et al. (1987) saw that mechanical wounding of grand fir and white fir by logging equipment activated dormant decay fungi, including the Indian paint fungus (Echinodontium tinctorium).





Trees stressed by logging, and therefore more susceptible to root diseases are, in turn, more susceptible to attack by insects. Goheen and Hansen (1993) reviewed the association between pathogenic fungi and bark beetles in coniferous forests, noting that root disease fungi predispose some conifer species to bark beetle attack and/or help maintain endemic populations of bark beetles.  





It is extremely important the FS disclose the environmental baseline for watersheds.  Generally, this means their condition before development or resource exploitation was initiated.  For example, the baseline condition of a stream means the habitat conditions for fish and other aquatic species prior to the impacts of road building, logging, mining, etc. Therefore, proper disclosure of baseline conditions would mean estimates of stream stability, pool frequency conditions, water temperature range—essentially the values of Riparian Management Objectives along with such parameters as sediment levels. When such information is provided, comparison with the current conditions (after impacts of development) will aid in the assessment of cumulative effects of all alternatives.





For every project proposal, it is important that the results of past monitoring be incorporated into planning.  All Interdisciplinary Team Members should be familiar with the results of all past monitoring pertinent to the project area, and any deficiencies of monitoring that have been previously committed to.  For that reason, we expect that the following be included in the NEPA documents or project files:


·	A list of all past projects (completed or ongoing) implemented in the proposed project area watersheds.  


·	The results of all monitoring done in the project area as committed to in the NEPA documents of those past projects.  


·	The results of all monitoring done in the proposed project area as a part of the Forest Plan monitoring and evaluation effort.  


·	A description of any monitoring, specified in those past project NEPA documents or the Forest Plan for proposed project area, which has yet to be gathered and/or reported.





Please disclose the name of any other past mining and logging projects (implemented during the life of the Forest Plan) whose analysis area(s) encompass the areas to be logged under this proposal (including any logging that would have a cumulative impact on ECA or other factors on the formerly private land in the headwaters of Osier Creek). Please disclose if the FS has performed all of the monitoring and mitigation required or recommended in any NEPA documents, and the results of the monitoring (for example, the Hi-Lead mining project of the late 1990s). Lacking such knowledge, justification for use of a CE is missing.





Before approving a further set of activities that are known causes of ecosystem damage—activities such as logging and road construction—the agency must complete the revision of the Forest Plan in order to elucidate a truly sustainable ecological vision of forest management. The agency proposes to continue to implement a Forest Plan that has in many ways expired, both legally and ecologically. Project-level decisions based upon an out-of-date Forest Plan and in an absence of adequate monitoring are inadequately informed, are likely illegal, and will result in more of the same kind of damage that has occurred continuously under the first Forest Plan.  For the record, the Forest Plan is now 18 years old.





Cumulative effects are defined by NEPA at 40 C.F.R. 1508.7 as:   





. . . the impact on the environment which results from the incremental impact of the action when added to other past, present, and reasonable foreseeable future action regardless of what agency (Federal or non�Federal) or person undertakes such other actions.  Cumulative impacts can result from individually minor but collectively significant actions taking place over a period of time.





This means the FS must consider the cumulative effects of activities on land of all ownerships in or adjacent to the affected watersheds.  This includes activities that occurred in the upper Osier Creek drainage prior the land exchange.





It has been well-established that site-specific Biological Evaluations (BEs) or Biological Assessments (BAs) must be prepared for all actions such as this.  Further, the Forest Service Manual requires that BEs/BAs consider cumulative effects.  The Forest Service Manual states that project BEs/BAs must contain “a discussion of cumulative effects resulting from the planned project in relationship to existing conditions and other related projects” [FSM 2672.42(4)].  “Existing conditions” obviously are the current conditions of the resources as a result of past actions.  The scoping letter indicates this will be done.





Given the fact listed species occur in the area, the reality of mass wasting on the Clearwater National Forest, and the history of development in this part of the Forest, a CE appears inadequate.





Thank you for your attention to these concerns.  Please keep Friends of the Clearwater on your list to receive further mailings on these proposals. 





Sincerely,





//s//





Gary Macfarlane					Jeff Juel


Friends of the Clearwater				The Ecology Center, Inc. 


PO Box 9241						 314 North First Street West


Moscow, ID  83843					 Missoula, MT  59802


--and for--							


Alliance for the Wild Rockies					


PO Box 8731 						


Missoula, MT  59807					





Mike Petersen						Ron Mitchell


The Lands Council					Idaho Sporting Congress


423 W. First Ave. Suite 240				PO Box 1136


Spokane, WA  99201					Boise, ID  83701
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