March 15, 2004

Randy Carstens

Lynn Kaney

Newport Ranger District

315 North Warren

Newport, WA 99156

RE: Earthquake Timber and Fuels Management Project

Dear Randy and Lynn,

On behalf of The Ecology Center, National Forest Protection Alliance, Kettle Range Conservation Group, Selkirk Conservation Alliance and the Upper Columbia River Group Sierra Club, The Lands Council is submitting the following comments on the Earthquake Timber and Fuels Management Project.

Both The Lands Council and Kettle Range Conservation Group have been actively involved in the Colville Community Forestry Coalition. Together we have been in partnership with providing input to the Forest Service on the recently proposed Orient and Burnt Valley WUI Projects.  

The Lands Council has implemented a successful Wildfire Education  Program in Stevens and Pend Orielle Counties. We will continue to work with the Forest Service in efforts to protect communities and homes by supporting proposed  defensible space treatments close to these places. 

Enclosed with our comments is a letter dated  2003 to Kim DiRienz who was the project leader for the Geophysical Timber Sale . In the letter we offered our assistance and input to develop  defensible space planning for the US Forest Service based on Forest Service's own wildfire science, namely Jack Cohen’s work. To our disappointment we have not heard a response back from either Kim. Through our Wildfire Education Program, we have written nearly over 150 defensible space plans for homeowners in Pend Oreille and Stevens Counties. We feel that by offering our expertise, The Lands Council and the Forest Service could collaborate on a worth while project that will benefit the US Geological Survey facilities.

WUI
We feel that this commercial logging project goes  beyond the scope of the Purpose and Need. If the purpose and need is to reduce the risk of fire, reduce ladder fuels and protect the structures and homes on private property within the ½ mile WUI, commercial logging will not  achieve the project's objective. The purpose and need statements are written such that the preferred way to fulfill them is through a small timber sale.  We  emphasis the point that commercial logging does not decrease the risk of fire, in fact increases the risk of fire (please see Logging and Wildfire section). By conducting heavy commercial logging in close proximity to the homes and structures, you are increasing the risk of wildfire. 

WUI treatments should be made only within a half mile from structures. In reviewing the project map that was included with the scoping document that the proposed treatment area is close to structures, but does not surround the structures. Why is that?

What is the tree size limit to be logged? What is the average dbh sized tree to be logged? 

Any commercial logging units should be dropped form the proposal or treatment prescriptions changed to pre-commercial thinning and under burning. It would be helpful for the FS to disclose to the public timber stand inventories and data for all units.

The WUI Alternative that we propose, should include only pre-commercial thinning, removing ladder fuels, and limbing of large trees(1/3 up trunk) to reduce crown fire potential. The reason crown density is not an issue is that it does not protect the said stands from firebrand ignitions from fires several meters or miles away (Cohen, 1999). Cutting large adult trees, which are the most fire resistant,  to reduce crown fires is inefficient and not necessary, as removing the ladder fuels below these trees will suffice. Most crown fires ignite from ladder fuels. A small percentage ignite from fire brands. We propose that a maximum tree size limit of 8” dbh for trees to be logged. Limbing remaining large trees 1/3 up the trunk further reduces crown fire potential.  The reason crown density is not an issue is that it does not protect the said stands from firebrand ignitions from fires several meters or miles away (Cohen, 1999).

The Commercial logging may increase the risk of catastrophic fire in that the process leaves behind dangerous and highly ignitable slash piles. Please disclose the tree size limit to be removed.

WUI commercial thinning is unproductive and will not reduce the threat of wildfires because:

- WUI treatment will not sufficiently reduce firebrand ignitions threats for homes.

- Wildland fuel reduction for several hundred meters or more around homes is 
greater than necessary for reducing ignitions from flames--this means the area on 
and around the house is the most important, not the WUI hundreds of meters away.

-Treatment in the WUI should only extend 1/2 mile inward, with ladder fuel 
reduction, and small diameter(under 8 inches DBH) tree thinning.


Cutting large adult trees, which are the most fire resistant,  to reduce crown fires is inefficient and not necessary, as removing the ladder fuels below these trees will suffice. Most crown fires ignite from ladder fuels. A small percentage ignite from fire brands. Crown fires are best prevented by removing ladder fuels (pre-commercial thinning), with a DBH maximum of 8  inches. (Cohen,  1999)

In preparing for the Earthquake Timber and Fuel Management Project, did you contact adjacent land owners to assess their wildland fire risk? 

In reviewing the project map that was issued with the scoping announcement, it is hard to determine land ownership adjacent to and near the project area.  Is there any state or BLM  or tribal lands within the vicinity of the project area?

The Lands Council would like to offer our assistance through our Wildfire Education Program  to those home owners and land owners adjacent to the project area that need defensible space planning and ask to be directly involved with the Forest Service's project planning for the Earthquake Timber and Fuels Management Project

RANGE OF ALTERNATIVES

We strongly suggest that a non-commercial fuels reduction alternative  be developed and fairly analyzed to fulfill the range of alternatives required by NEPA. The alternative would focus solely on pre-commercial logging of trees up to 8” dbh followed by prescribed burning be considered.  Treatments under this alternative would take place within the WUI  boundary, that being ½ to 1 mile. ALL treatment MUST be for fire protection only; pre-commercial thinning and handpiling, and prescribed fire.

Please consider this a request that this project include a non-commercial WUI alternative.  

CUMULATIVE EFFECTS  

The proposed logging may seem to be limited in size and duration, but please take a good hard look at the significance of impacts of all past, presently ongoing, and reasonably foreseeable proposed and future activities, including those on nearby land of all ownership within the same watersheds in which this action is proposed.  Additional impacts from the proposed project may be too adverse on some resources.  Such factors as current water yields above natural, open and total road densities, timber stand age class dispersal, wildlife travel corridors, large wood debris requirements for soil maintenance, and needs for snag and green tree replacement retention should be thoroughly considered. 

Please disclose the name of any other past logging projects (implemented during the life of the Forest Plan) whose analysis area(s) encompass the areas to be logged under this proposal. Please disclose the impacts of that logging. Please disclose whether or not the FS has performed all of the monitoring and mitigation required or recommended in those NEPA documents, and the results of the monitoring. Lacking such knowledge, justification for use of a CE is missing.

We are not yet convinced that the action can legally be categorically excluded from more detailed NEPA analysis. 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 (emphasis added). 

NEPA requires all projects to analyze past, present and any foreseeable future projects for direct and indirect impacts. 

SNAGS

The removal of dead, dying and damaged trees by this proposed project would potentially have negative effects on the many species dependent on snags and down woody debris for food, nesting, and protection.  We request the analysis disclose snag density before and (predicted) after the sale, and the subsequent effect this will have on snag-dependent species. 

Have snag habitat and snag-dependent species been monitored in this area?Is the Colville National Forest meeting MIS viability as required by NEPA?

WATER QUALITY/ FISHERIES

We are concerned about the effect of this project on water quality and fisheries.  The analysis should disclose how many previous landslides occurred in the project area.  We expect the Forest Plan standard concerning not reentering degraded watersheds to be upheld, as well as the Clean Water Act .

Please do not rely on INFISH as a magical sediment shield, as it is not.  The INFISH buffers are merely an interim plan-- it is not designed as permanent protection for fisheries.  As such, do not lean on the implementation of INFISH as proof of the benign nature of the timber sale.  The science does not support this. 

Are the slopes steep in the project area?  Are there any soils prone to mass wasting?  

How much sediment is estimated to enter the water bodies from the sale and what is the estimated increase in water yield?  

How was this calculated? 

Please include in the NEPA document a description of the current state of the streams in the project area, including a discussion of if the streams and fisheries are meeting all Forest Plan standards (including those specified in the PACFISH/INFISH Forest Plan amendment).  

 If not, which ones are not being met?  

What is the restoration plan for these streams?  

How will this project  help achieve the restoration? 

What fish species are in the water bodies in the project area?  

Please provide the most recent sighting/ monitoring data.  Are these species listed under the ESA?  

What causes their habitat to become degraded, and what is the limiting factor of their habitat?  

SENSITIVE PLANTS

We are concerned about sensitive plants within the project area.  Please discuss the current status and potential effects of the project on sensitive plants, including the effects of logging, soil compaction, and any (slash) burning.  Please do not rely on INFISH to protect sensitive plants, as some FS documents do.  Please reference any monitoring done on sensitive plants in the project area or refer readers to where they could find it.  None is apparent in the recent Monitoring Report and Evaluations.

BIODIVERSITY/ ECOSYSTEM MANAGEMENT

Please analyze biodiversity in the sale area, including an evaluation of the existing condition of the important elements of the ecosystem:  composition, structure, and processes;  then, the projected state of these elements after of the proposal.  Also, please include a discussion of how these elements will be changed due to each alternative.  Since the boundaries of the natural system clearly do not coincide with the boundaries of the National Forest, please take into account the impacts of activities occurring on the private lands when evaluating the impacts of the agency's activities.

SOILS

We are concerned that mechanical treatments will adversely affect soil productivity. NFMA requires the Forest Service to not allow significant or permanent impairment of the productivity of the land. [36 C.F.R. § 219.27(a)(1).] NFMA requires the Forest Service to ensure that timber will be harvested from National Forest System lands only where soil, slope, or other watershed conditions will not be irreversibly damaged. [16 U.S.C. 1604 (g)(3)(E).]

TES AND MI SPECIES

Please include in the analysis any baseline data, population trends, and recent monitoring results conducted on the populations of these species.  Please clearly explain how they will be protected.  Please provide supporting documentation to any conclusion of how the sale will fail to affect TES and MI species.  If the decision does not include TES monitoring which has occurred in or near the project area, please refer readers to the document which does contain this information (there doesn't seem to be much in the recent Monitoring Report and Evaluations).  

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 Colville National Forest has failed to insure viability of MIS and TES species to date.


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.  Please send copies of the Biological Evaluations/Assessments for all Threatened, Endangered, Proposed, and Sensitive fish, wildlife, and plant species for this proposed project.

FIRE and LOGGING

The analysis should disclose the timing of all proposed fires.  The analysis must investigate the effects of off-season burning on the biota of the project area, including sensitive plants and all TES and MIS. The  potential rate of spread and intensity of fires associated with recently cut logging residues is high, especially the first year or two as the material decays. High fire-behavior hazards associated with the residues can extend, however, for many  years depending on the tree. Even though these hazards diminish, their influence on fire behavior can linger for up to 30 years in the dry forest ecosystems of eastern Washington and Oregon." (1)

What the government's own scientists say about logging and wildfire: 


"Timber harvest, through its effects on forest structure, local microclimate, and 
fuels accumulation, has increased fire severity more than any other recent human 
activity."

-Sierra Nevada Ecosystem Project, 1996. Final Report to Congress


"Logged areas generally showed a strong association with increased rate of spread 
and flame length, thereby suggesting that tree harvesting could affect the potential 
fire behavior within landscapes. In general, rate of spread and flame length were 
positively correlated with the proportion of area logged in the sample watersheds."

-Historical and Current Forest Landscapes in Eastern Oregon and Washington. Part 
II: Linking Vegetation Characteristics to Potential Fire Behavior and Related Smoke 
Production (PNW-GTR-355)


"As a by-product of clearcutting, thinning, and other tree-removal activities, activity 
fuels create both short- and long-term fire hazards to ecosystems. The potential rate 
of spread and intensity of fires associated with recently cut logging residues is high, 
especially the first year or two as the material decays. High fire-behavior hazards 
associated with the residues can extend, however, for many years depending on the 
tree. Even though these hazards diminish, their influence on fire behavior can 
linger for up to 30 years in the dry forest ecosystems of eastern Washington and 
Oregon."

-Historical and Current Forest Landscapes in Eastern Oregon and Washington. Part 
II: Linking Vegetation Characteristics to Potential Fire Behavior and Related Smoke 
Production (PNW-GTR-355)


"It appears significant that many large fires in the western United States have 
burned almost exclusively in slash. Some of these fires have stopped when they 
reached uncut timber; none has come to attention that started in green timber and 
stopped when it reached a slash area."


-G.R. Fahnestock, 1968. "Fire hazard from pre- commercially thinning ponderosa 
pine." U.S. Forest Service


"Fire severity has generally increased and fire frequency has generally decreased 
over the last 200 years. The primary causative factors behind fire regime changes 
are effective fire prevention and suppression strategies, selection and regeneration 
cutting, domestic livestock grazing, and the introduction of exotic plants."

-Integrated Scientific Assessment for Ecosystem Management in the Interior 
Columbia Basin (PNW-GTR-382)


"The high rate of human-caused fires has generally been associated with high 
recreational use in areas of higher road densities."

-An Assessment of Ecosystem Components in the Interior Columbia Basin and 
Portions of the Klamath and Great Basins-Volume II (PNW-GTR-405)



“The majority of the material that we need to take out is not commercial timber. It 
is up to three and four inches in diameter. We can’t sell it. Fire suppression and 
drought are to blame. ” - Denny Truesdale, USDA Forest Service Fire Specialist (C-
SPAN 8-10-00) 


"Logged areas generally showed a strong association with increased rate of spread 
and flame length, thereby suggesting that tree harvesting could affect the potential 
fire behavior within landscapes…In general, rate of spread and flame length were 
positively correlated with the proportion of area logged in the sample watersheds." 
(USFS)


According to Reed Noss in the Road Rippers Handbook (1995), research has shown

that 78% of human-caused fires occurred within 265 feet of a road and in New 
Jersey it was determined that 75% of all forest fires were traced to roadsides. Other 
studies have estimated that humans cause 90% of wildfires and that over half are 
started from roadsides.


OLD GROWTH AND EAST SIDE SCREEN

The analysis must disclose whether verified mature, verified old growth, tentative old growth, and replacement old growth will be affected in this sale.  

No trees greater or equal to 21"dbh, either dead, dying or damaged, should be cut and removed in the project area, as large snags provide critical nesting and foraging habitat for a host of wildlife species. Eastside screens applies to all trees 21"dbh and greater.


Please disclose how stands to be logged currently compare to Forest Plan or Region One 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.).

ROADS

The Forest Service must utilize the Roads Analysis Process and analyze travel management, including road obliteration possibilities, in the analysis area.

We also expect the Forest Service to  disclose responsible opposing scientific opinion and indicate its response in the text of the final statement itself. 

Per CE authority this project will operate as a "collaboration among citizens, conservation and commodity groups and governments at all levels". We hope ALL groups are involved and invited to participate in the planning process including the local land owners in the Earthquake Timber Sale and Fuels Reduction Project. 

Please add each group to the mailing list for this project.

Sincerely,

Rein Attemann

Forest Watch/Selkirk Project Coordinator

423 W. First Ave Suite 240

Spokane, WA 99201

on behalf of:

Jeff Juel

The Ecology Center, Inc. 

801 Sherwood Street, Suite B

Missoula, MT  59807

Mike Petersen

National Forest Protection Alliance

PO Box 8264

Missoula, Montana  59807

David Heflick

Kettle Range Conservation Group

PO Box 150

Republic, WA 99160

Mark Sprengel

Selkirk Conservation Alliance

Po box 1809

Priest River, Idaho 83856

Hal Rowe

Upper Columbia River Group Sierra Club

PO 413

Spokane, WA 99210-0143
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