



































May 15, 1999





District Ranger Thomas K. Reilly


Walla Walla Ranger District


1415 West Rose


Walla Walla, WA  99362





Dear Ranger Reilly,


 


The Lands Council, Blue Mountain Biodiversity Project and League of Wilderness Defenders would like to respond to the ambitious proposal to log 48 million board feet, which you are calling the Plentybob Ecosystem Restoration Project.   A project this size raises concerns, since your District has the largest timber sale program in Oregon and Washington.  We are concerned that your District does not have the staffing for the monitoring and implementation of recent sales, such as Walla Wall, Abla, Grande Ronde, Umatilla Breaks, etc.





EIS is NEEDED





We expect that such a large project will require an EIS.  We are concerned that it will have impacts on the adjacent Hellhole Roadless area and would like a detailed analysis of those impacts.  We also wonder where the unroaded boundaries are and whether the District has looked at recommending Wilderness status for all areas that are unmanaged in the Hellhole and adjacent non-RARE II areas?


	


We support restoration projects, but question whether further logging is restoration.  We also believe that you are limiting the purpose and scope of analysis to exclude grazing, long term restoration and other issues that are very pertinent to this area.


�NO COMMERCIAL LOGGING ALTERNATIVE





The Lands Council (TLC), along with over 200 other conservation, religious, and a substantial portion of the American public has adopted a policy of no-commercial logging on federal lands. Since NEPA analysis requires consideration of a reasonable range of  alternatives, a restoration without commercial timber sale alternative should be analyzed, and we believe is required.  The action alternatives should provide a range.





We cite the recent Summit Timber Sale EIS, Malheur National Forest,  the Sand Project, Wenatchee National Forest, and the Upper Charley project on the Umatilla as examples where the Forest Service analyzed or is analyzing no timber sale alternatives. Please show how the environmental modifications that the District believes is necessary could be achieved with prescribed fire, grazing and soil restoration, and road removal and obliteration would occur without a timber sale,  and simply allowing natural processes to occur?  What would be the cost of a restoration/no commercial logging alternative?�


Since the public shows support for this effort (57% opposed to commodity extraction in a FS Poll in 1994, and 68% in a national poll in 1998 - I have attached them to these comments. We ask that a restoration only/no logging alternative be created for this and other projects on your District.





ECONOMIC ANALYSIS MUST BE COMPREHENSIVE





Economic analysis, as described by the Economic and Social Analysis Handbook, indicates that a quantitative market assessment for a variety of priced and non-priced outputs, employment effects on sectors other than timber, an economic analysis of detrimental "outputs" such as increased soil erosion and degradation of wildlife habitat, or changes in social and cultural conditions which directly or indirectly result from the timber sale.  Most importantly, the EA should follow specific Handbook procedures for analyzing and selecting an alternative that generates the highest net public benefits.  There should be a ranking or comparison of alternatives based upon the single most important measure used by the Forest Service in economic and social analysis: present net value (FSH 1909.17 11.2).





Please show how the project meets NFMA and RPA requirements regarding management of Forest Service lands for the highest net public benefits.  The entire Umatilla National Forest is becoming a recreational forest.   Recent analysis by the Forest Service has shown the recreational value is up to thirty times higher than that by logging.  Chief Dombeck has asked his staff to become conservation leaders and seek out new areas for wilderness designation, is there any potential in the Plentybob area?





HRV AND SILVICULTURE IS A SIGNIFICANT ISSUE





As to the specifics of this project, thinning trees up to 21 inches seems arbitrary and many trees 15 inches dbh and above would have been on-site, whether fire was suppressed or not.    The site would also dictate whether the optimal leave species was Ponderosa Pine, larch and Douglas-Fir and the stocking density -  will the thinning vary, depending on aspect, plant communities,  and stump history?   There has been an assumption in many of the recent projects that the area is outside the historic range for tree density and species.  Please provide the documentation to support this theory. Please send the HRV analysis for this project area, and supporting documents.   Our reading of the Fremon Journals, the Lieberg reports, and the Lewis and Clark journals find many areas were dense with trees a century or more ago, and only the broad valleys at low elevations had the open ponderosa pine stands that are presumed to occur throughout the Blue Mountains.  This has important considerations for your management objectives, since most of the thinning and shelterwood cuts are not leaving enough trees for the system to  recover or attain a historic range. What is the tree density and species mix that you are trying to attain?





We would like to see how the proposed thinning will provide for site sustainability.  What is the current site class in all proposed units, before and after the proposed logging?   Will this become a stand conversion toward a species that historically was not the dominant species and how will the mycorhizal fungi respond?     Will this operation increase the possibility of bark beetle attacks or root diseases?





Insects, or the threat of, are invoked frequently by your District as something you need to take action on.   What is the historic range of insects in this area, including endemic and less frequent outbreaks?  What are the natural processes, including predators, climate, etc. that control insects, and are these processes functioning at this time?   How will the proposed alternatives impact natural processes, such as fire, insects, root disease, blowdown, hydrology, etc.?





What is the existing condition, as monitored, of soils within each proposed unit?  How will the alternatives impact soil resources, including detrimental impacts, soil nutrients and microbes, underground woody debris and long term productivity.  What are the current and historic site classes for the proposed units? How far from rocky outcroppings will logging be restricted?  Why not use winter logging on frozen ground?





How is the Region 6 FEIS for Managing Unwanted Vegetation and Mediated Agreement being met?  Please show the required analysis of prevention steps and strategies.  What is the site-specific condition of noxious weeds in the Plentybob project area?





What are the grazing issues in the Plentybob area? Cumulative impacts analysis require the consideration of all impacts, including grazing, since logging will change cattle movement and riparian access.





THE FOREST SERVICE SHOULD DISCLOSE THE RELATIONSHIP OF THE PLENTYBOB PROJECT TO THE FEDERAL WILDLAND FIRE MANAGEMENT POLICY


	


The 1995 Federal Wildland Fire Management Policy and Program Review (FWFMPPR), signed by Secretaries Dan Glickman and Bruce Babbitt, gives explicit direction to all levels of management to change Forest Service fire management philosophies, programs, and practices.  At the top of the list of action items in the x1996 Implementation Action Plan Report listed for immediate implementation is the development of new fire management plans for all areas subject to wildland fires--this clearly includes the Idaho Panhandle and Colville National Forests.  The need for new fire management plans is necessary for a number of important reasons such as increased safety of firefighters, cooperation of interagency fire management partners, the reintroduction of fire into forest and rangeland ecosystems, and avoidance of unnecessary economic costs and environmental impacts from fire suppression operations.  These new fire management plans must utilize the best available science and public involvement in accordance with NEPA. 	





The fact that the FWFMPPR is existing policy and gives explicit direction for Forest Service fire management was emphasized in a national teleconference, "Managing Wildland Fire: From Policy to Implementation," broadcast on April 8, 1998 and billed as a "wake up call" to agency employees.  The teleconference provided over thirty different statements from key managers and supervisors that emphasized the vital importance of fire management planning in order to implement the Federal Fire Management Policy. The FEIS needs to disclose the relationship of the Plentybob Project to the successful implementation of the Federal Fire Management Policy.


	


THE PROJECT SHOULD DISCLOSE THAT PROPOSED COMMERCIAL LOGGING WOULD INCREASE HAZARDOUS FUEL LOADS


	


Numerous studies by Forest Service researchers and independent fire scientists have determined that commercial logging increases hazardous fuel loads, resulting in increased fire intensity and severity, especially if activity fuels (i.e. logging slash) are left on site (Olson and Fahnestock 1955, Countryman, 1955; Fahnestock, 1960; Maxwell and Ward, 1976; Anderson, 1982, DellaSala, Olson and Crane, 1995; Omi, 1997).  The landscape of the Blue Mountains already suffers from excess surface fuel loads in the form of natural fuels accumulated due to fire suppression and activity fuels left untreated from previous logging.  The additional load of activity fuels will create an immediate short-term fire risk as standing fuels are converted to surface fuels where they will be available to most ignition sources and fire incidents.





We ask that the relationship of the project to the following be considered:





FIRE WEATHER . . . A Guide For Application Of Meteorological Information To Forest Fire Control Operations, by Mark J. Schroeder, Weather Bureau, Environmental Sciences Administration, U.S. Commerce Department and Charles C. Buck, Forest Service, U.S. Department of Agriculture U.S. Government Printing Office : 0-244 :923, first published in May 1970. Reviewed and approved for reprinting August 1977, Stock No. 001-000-0193-0 / Catalog No. A 1.76:360 This joint U. S. Department of Commerce and U. S. Department of Agriculture document, FIRE WEATHER, is a 229 page detailed, scientific explanation, which describes the closed canopy forest as one which provides a variety of benefits that decrease the risk of forest fires and states that all features of the environment that affect heating and cooling are significant.   





How will canopy be affected in the Plentybob area? The forest canopy of dense timber stands shades the ground and the forest fuels from elevated temperatures from solar radiation. The forest canopy radiates out the heat accumulated from solar radiation. The forest canopy provides moisture by transpiration through the leaves to the air and forest fuels, which decreases the possibility of forest fires. Transpiration from an area of dense vegetation can contribute up to eight times as much moisture to the atmosphere as can an equal area of bare ground. The forest canopy slows down wind movement and fire progress, due to its large friction area. A forest with a dense understory is an effective barrier to downslope winds.





The two most important weather, or weather-related, elements affecting wildland fire behavior are wind and fuel moisture. Wind affects wildfire in many ways. It carries away moisture-laden air and hastens the drying of forest fuels. Logs under a forest canopy remain more moist (approximately 25% more moist) through the season than those exposed to the sun and wind. The flow beneath a dense canopy is affected only slightly by thermal turbulence, except where holes let the sun strike bare ground or litter on the forest floor, causing local heating. Convective winds have their origin in local temperature differences. The nature and strength of convective winds vary with many other factors. Since they are temperature-dependent, all features of the environment that affect heating and cooling are significant. Even small openings in a moderate to dense timber stand may become warm air pockets during the day. These openings often act as natural chimneys and may accelerate the rate of burning of surface fires. Temperature of forest fuels, and of the air around and above them, is one of the key factors in determining how wildland fires start and spread.





Logging and logging roads open the forest canopy and increase the temperature of the air, the ground and the forest fuels, which accelerate the rate of burning of surface fires. Logging and logging roads open the forest canopy and lower humidity of forest fuels, which increases the flammability of forest fuels and critically influences the behavior of wildland fires. Logging and logging roads open the forest canopy and may cause rapid and intense fire spread. In summary logging and logging roads change the fire prevention characteristics of the closed canopy forest and increase the chance of wildland fire.   We would like to see all of these issues discussed in the Plentybob analysis, which is a landscape project where these issues are all significant.





ELK ISSUES


	


J.W. Thomas's recommendations for elk in "Wildlife Habitat in the Managed Forests of the Blue Mountains of Oregon and Washington"  must be used to assess impacts to elk. Thomas recommends that no trees within 400 ft of a road be cut in order to maintain a visual screen for wildlife.  Also he describes placements of slash piles and other logging methods that would reduce impact on elk.  Any edge around natural openings within the units must be maintained.  


	


What is the plan to close and obliterate roads that are within the analysis area.  Reducing roads density and increasing cover on roads would greatly benefit elk.  What is the elk HEI for the Plentybob project area?





MONITORING


	


Monitoring plans must include:  observations of change in mistletoe infestation in sale area; noting if blow-down increases do to increase of opening of stand; rate of soil compaction; soil compaction in areas were a harvester forwarder is used versus tractor logging; and monitor current any change of water temperature in fish bearing streams.   Monitoring of sale marking must also be written into the contract and marking guide.





ROADS and HYDROLOGY


	


How many miles of roads are within RHCA’s?  All roads within riparian areas/RHCA's should be obliterated and closed.  How have the commitments made in INFISH and PACFISH been met, with regards to bull trout and steelhead.





We are concerned that there has been slide activity within the sale area (as there was lower in Looking Glass Creek last spring).  What assurances do we have that this won't occur again?  Why are these roads not planned for closure?  What is the distance of the bottom of the landslide and other erosion prone areas in relation to class I-IV streams?  Is there any current erosion problems within RHCA's.? 





Road closures are welcomed by The Lands Council.  For a road to be closed,  it should be hydrologically closed,   closed to vehicles of any type,   obliterated and restored.   Too often, roads that are still functionally open are listed as closed.  We oppose any new road construction, temporary or not.





We are now requesting, under the Freedom Of Information Act, the following information.  Upon receipt of this information (within 10 days). 





1.	Any correspondence with US Fish and Wildlife Service regarding compliance with INFISH commitments and schedules for bull trout


2.	Percentage of green trees, by unit, of trees that are proposed for logging in this sale.


3.	The location of all Research Natural Areas watersheds, and compliance with the Regional plan to provide RNA’s in all plant communities.





	


Please send the information  to The Lands Council Forest Watch Coordinator, Mike Petersen at 88 Storm King Lane (renamed from 8506 West Fork Trout Creek Rd),  Republic,  WA  99166. Thank you,  please keep us informed of your any progress on this important matter.





Sincerely,








Mike Petersen


Forest Watch Coordinator


