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Mr. Queen and Ms. Seth:

The following comments are being submitted concerning the proposed Lonesome Wood Vegetation Management project (the 2-6-07 letter), on behalf of WildWest Institute and Alliance for the Wild Rockies.

Your letter states, “(The project) is focused on the Wildland Urban Interface (WUI) and evacuation route adjacent to the west shore of the Lake.” The project’s goals are elaborated on in the 
“Scoping Summary” section, and seem primarily focused on reducing the chances that fire will destroy the mentioned structures and harm people. Seemingly unrelated goals deal with “aspen management” and “forest health” which increases the scope of the project significantly. 

Thank you for posting a color version of the Scoping Map on the website and including a link to it in the Scoping Summary letter, since the mailed black-and-white version of the map is hard to read.

Whereas the Scoping Map shows the areas proposed for treatment, and thus implies the fuel condition of those areas post-treatment, the forthcoming NEPA document would be enhanced by a color map that shows the fuel/fire hazard situation on land of all ownerships within the WUI (at least the WUI that’s relevant to this area), both current and post-project. It must be discernable why some areas are included for treatment and others are not. Perhaps that map could also be displayed on the project website.
 
The Forest Service (FS) must have a detailed long-term program for maintaining the safer conditions, including how areas will be treated in the future following proposed treatments, or how areas not needing treatment now will be treated as the need arises. The public at large, and private landowners, must understand the implications of the long-term efforts, including the amount of funding necessary, and the likelihood based on realistic funding scenarios for such a program to be funded both adequately and in a timely manner.

Whereas the Scoping Summary states that “Fuel reduction work is in progress on many of summer home lots on NFS lands,” it is not clear that private land owners understand the risk that they must deal with by altering conditions on their own property. It would be refreshing for such scoping letters to state, as did a recent one for a project proposal on another National Forest:
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Whereas the FS lost an opportunity to inform the public in its omission of such a statement from the Scoping Summary, we request the NEPA document integrate such a statement into its “Purpose and Need” section.

Please evaluate the concepts of Community Protection Zone (CPZ) and Home Ignition Zone (HIZ) (Nowicki, 2002), as they might apply to this project. The CPZ is an overlapping area where vegetation manipulation can provide opportunities for firefighters to protect other flammable features of a community (Id.). Treatment beyond approximately 400 meters (1312 feet) from the house is not necessary for safety for most communities (Id.).

The FS (Cohen, 1999) reviewed current scientific evidence and policy directives on the issue of fire in the wildland/urban interface and recommend the focus be on structure ignitability in the HIZ rather than extensive wildland fuel management:
The congruence of research findings from different analytical methods suggests that home ignitability is the principal cause of home losses during wildland fires… Home ignitability also dictates that effective mitigating actions focus on the home and its immediate surroundings rather than on extensive wildland fuel management.
[Research shows] that effective fuel modification for reducing potential WUI fire losses need only occur within a few tens of meters from a home, not hundreds of meters or more from a home. This research indicates that home losses can be effectively reduced by focusing mitigation efforts on the structure and its immediate surroundings. Those characteristics of a structure's materials and design and the surrounding flammables that determine the potential for a home to ignite during wildland fires (or any fires outside the home) will, hereafter, be referred to as home ignitability.

The evidence suggests that wildland fuel reduction for reducing home losses may be inefficient and ineffective. Inefficient because wildland fuel reduction for several hundred meters or more around homes is greater than necessary for reducing ignitions from flames. Ineffective because it does not sufficiently reduce firebrand ignitions (Cohen, 1999)

That research also recognizes “the imperative to separate the problem of the wildland fire threat to homes from the problem of ecosystem sustainability due to changes in wildland fuels” (Id.). In regards to the latter—ecosystem sustainability—Cohen and Butler (2005) state:

Realizing that wildland fires are inevitable should urge us to recognize that excluding wildfire does not eliminate fire, it unintentionally selects for only those occurrences that defy our suppression capability—the extreme wildfires that are continuous over extensive areas. If we wish to avoid these extensive wildfires and restore fire to a more normal ecological condition, our only choice is to allow fire occurrence under conditions other than extremes. Our choices become ones of compatibility with the inevitable fire occurrences rather than ones of attempted exclusion. (Emphasis added.)
The FS should avoid making this project a part of a wider, continuing indiscriminate fire suppression strategy, without consideration of sensible wildland fire use, which would ultimately elevate the odds for the type of extreme events most feared. 

Cohen and Butler (2005) made recommendations regarding fuel treatment in an interface zone in the Boulder River canyon on the Gallatin NF, following a two-day field trip. The purposes of FS proposed activities for the Boulder River canyon are in very similar to the purposes expressed for the present proposal. Based upon research, and investigation following other instances of wildland fire, Cohen and Butler (2005) specify the need to focus primarily on the HIZ. They state, “(W)e cannot mitigate a highly vulnerable HIZ with fuel reduction activities beyond the HIZ; a highly vulnerable HIZ remains highly vulnerable even when surrounded by a fuel break. …The high intensity wildfire has no direct flame effect on the building ignition potential outside the HIZ.”

To the degree that this proposal focuses on dead and dying trees, it is not about reducing crown fires. Cohen and Butler (2005) note that dead trees that have lost their needles pose minimal crown fire risk as compared to trees with canopy intact—live or dead:

When needles fall from the tree canopy the tree loses the principal crown fire fuel. These needles are now part of the more compact and much less intensively burning surface fuel bed. Thus, the crown fire spread is impeded at this location. Primary attention for removing insect killed trees that retain their needles should occur within the HIZ and in any areas where intense fire behavior will produce a life safety concern (falling dead trees usually do not become a problem until after the needles have dropped.)

Cohen and Butler (2005) explain the “life safety” concept, defining it as “…about preventing fatalities during an extreme wildfire that includes all reasonable options.” The researchers focus on the need to treat fuels to establish safe areas in the event of extreme wildfire events, and treat fuels to reduce potential extreme case fire intensity along evacuation routes to these safe areas or well beyond the fire’s danger zone. Outside these safe areas, the evacuation routes, and the HIZ, these researchers indicate no need to focus on fuel reduction for life safety reasons in the CPZ.

The Scoping map doesn’t clearly delineate the evacuation route(s) to be featured by the proposed project. The FS should also provide scientific justification for fuel treatments that are seemingly excessive, as far as “400 feet either side of the roadway.”

Please consider that thinning can result in faster fire spread than in the unthinned stand. Graham, et al., 1999a point out that fire modeling indicates:

For example, the 20-foot wind speed
 must exceed 50 miles per hour for midflame wind speeds to reach 5 miles per hour within a dense Stand (0.1 adjustment factor). In contrast, in an open stand (0.3 adjustment factor), the same midflame wind speeds would occur at only a 16-mile-per-hour wind at 20 feet.

Cohen and Butler (2005) state similarly for fuel reduction along road corridors:

It should be noted that areas of such fuel reduction become windier and drier in the surface fuels. The fuel reduction significantly decreases the overall fire intensity along both sides of the road but does not prevent fire occurrence and may enhance surface spread. (Emphasis added.)

Graham, et al., 1999a also state: 

Depending on the type, intensity, and extent of thinning, or other treatment applied, fire behavior can be improved (less severe and intense) or exacerbated.” … Fire intensity in thinned stands is greatly reduced if thinning is accompanied by reducing the surface fuels created by the cuttings. Fire has been successfully used to treat fuels and decrease the effects of wildfires especially in climax ponderosa pine forests (Deeming 1990; Wagel and Eakle 1979; Weaver 1955, 1957). In contrast, extensive amounts of untreated logging slash contributed to the devastating fires during the late 1800s and early 1900s in the inland and Pacific Northwest forests.

In their conclusion, Graham, et al., 1999a state:

Depending on intensity, thinning from below and possibly free thinning can most effectively alter fire behavior by reducing crown bulk density, increasing crown base height, and changing species composition to lighter crowned and fire-adapted species. Such intermediate treatments can reduce the severity and intensity of wildfires for a given set of physical and weather variables. But crown and selection thinnings would not reduce crown fire potential.

Since the scientific literature suggests that the proposed thinning activities will actually increase the rate of fire spread, the upcoming NEPA analysis must reconcile this, and other factors that will actually increase some aspects of fire risk to people or ecosystem components and processes, such as the short-term risk of activity fuels until they are fully treated.

The Scoping Summary, as noted above, brings into the project’s scope “forest health” issues, which is problematic in the context of reducing fire risk. This is mainly because of the scientific controversy, including many scientific publications, that suggest proposed efforts in “preventing mortality from insects and disease” is non-ecological and ultimately damaging to the health of the ecosystem. Although there are many scientific articles we can directly cite that elucidate this point, we only include a couple since we anticipate greater opportunities in upcoming public involvement phases for this project, if necessary. 

Cherry (1997) states:

The black-backed woodpecker appears to fill a niche that describes everything that foresters and fire fighters have attempted to eradicate. For about the last 50 years, disease and fire have been considered enemies of the ‘healthy’ forest and have been combated relatively successfully. We have recently (within the last 0 to 15 years) realized that disease and fire have their place on the landscape, but the landscape is badly out of balance with the fire suppression and insect and disease reduction activities (i.e. salvage logging) of the last 50 years. Therefore, the black-backed woodpecker is likely not to be abundant as it once was, and continued fire suppression and insect eradication is likely to cause further decline.

(Emphasis added.) Also, Dudley & Vallauri, 2004 state:
The most threatening pest for forest managers is the bark beetle and deadwood is often blamed for allowing the bark beetle to infest forests. In fact the evidence suggests that reasonable levels of dead trees are no danger for the forest. On the contrary, several studies seem to show that they shelter a significant group of parasitoids and predators, which more or less control the populations of pests. Although bark beetle numbers increase near significant numbers of fallen logs, research found little evidence for increased tree death as a result, mainly because the species attracted are already highly specialised to dead timber.
By attempting to “offset the cost of (noncommercial fuel treatment) work” by selling larger trees, the project also risks adverse ecosystem effects beyond that necessary for attaining the project’s main goals. It also costs a lot of money doing NEPA analyses of such unnecessary effects, as well as administering bigger timber sales. Widening the scope of project objectives beyond legitimate fire risk reduction close to threatened structures and evacuation routes also risks a lot of debate and analysis of many other biological diversity issues that would be affected, which the Gallatin NF has heard from us on many occasions.

We have to wonder if these “forest health” objectives, with their associated small clearcuts, are masking any unspoken timber production agenda, or might be serving a perceived need to acquire timber value to reduce fuels. Large trees are also the most fire-resistant and provide a degree of resiliency to fire and other disturbances. We suggest that at least one alternative drop such “forest health” and money-generating goals. This would also avoid or reduce the adverse environmental affects of the “3.5 – 4.5 miles of temporary road …needed to facilitate logging in thinning units with trees larger than 6 inches in diameter”—effects such as wildlife habitat degradation, weed spread, and water sedimentation. We believe it just makes sense to eliminate controversy, and also be transparent about just how much it costs society to compensate for its tendency to spread homes into areas of naturally high fire risk.

Since aspen is a species that has suffered from fire suppression, it does make sense to consider its needs since prescribed burning would be done in the area. However, if livestock grazing occurs on national forest land in this vicinity, we ask that the analysis also consider the negative cumulative effects this grazing has, for example, on regenerating aspen clones. Also, it would also behoove the FS to be very conservative in proposing to log larger trees—which provide other ecosystem services and serve wildlife habitat needs.

I’ve seen wild bison in other places around Hebgen Lake, and ask that the analysis include consideration of potential effects of project activities on bison.

Thinning a forest would artificialize the forest ecosystem. As one example, some trees are particularly subject to blowdown, once thinned. And any forest condition that is maintained through repeated manipulation is not maintaining ecosystem processes. Artificial manipulations of vegetation may work against the processes that naturally shaped the ecosystem and resulted in a range of natural structural conditions. Thus, the need for limiting where such artificializing fuel reduction actions may take place.

Even though ecological restoration is not the project’s priority, we request that the NEPA document at least identify the existing ecological liabilities caused by past management actions. This includes poorly located or poorly maintained roads, high-risk fuel situations caused by earlier vegetation manipulation projects, wildlife security problems by open motorized roads and trails plus those that are closed but violated—and include their impacts in cumulative effects analyses.
 
Any desire to keep a road in the project area WUI must be in harmony with the alleged priority goals (again, to reduce the chances that fire will destroy private structures and harm people). The analysis must show how all roads will in fact be in harmony with the priority goals. 

The Scoping Map shows a lot of roads in the general project area, the purposes of which are not all clear. We request that the Roads Analysis Process be used to formulate alternatives to merely keeping all such travel routes. In fact, since some roads are within Inventoried Roadless Areas, we request that all action alternatives obliterate at least those roads.

We ask that action alternatives not leave any deferred or outstanding road maintenance needs/BMP upgrades in the analysis area. Roads often have devastating impacts on water quality and fish habitat by increasing landslides, erosion, and siltation of streams. 
Please include in the NEPA analysis the effects of possible noxious weed introduction via project activities.
The amount of detrimental soil disturbance would increase with the implementation of the proposal, therefore soil productivity would be reduced. The NEPA analysis should address the fact that activities such as log landing construction and intensive log skidding would essentially permanently reduce the productivity of the soil on those sites directly affected. 

Please disclose how the proposed activities would be consistent with cavity habitat needs of wildlife, as well recommendations for fine and coarse woody debris (for example, Graham, et al., 1994) which is a necessary consideration for sustaining long-term soil productivity as well as providing wildlife habitat.

It is our intention that you include in the record and review all of the literature and other incorporated documents we’ve cited herein. Please contact the WildWest Institute if you have problems locating copies of any of them. 

Thank you for your attention to these concerns.  Please keep us on your list to receive further mailings on the proposal. 

Sincerely,

 /s/

Jeff Juel
And on behalf of:

Michael Garrity






Alliance for the Wild Rockies 




P.O. Box 505






Helena, Montana 59624 





406-459-5936
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� Velocity of the wind 20 feet above the vegetation, in this case tree tops.
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