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DECISION MEMO

Plantation Lakes Fuels Reduction Project

USDA Forest Service, Eastern Region, Ottawa National Forest

Kenton Ranger District

Houghton County, Michigan

I.  DECISION TO BE IMPLEMENTED

A.  Description of Decision
My decision is to treat a stand (up to 262 acres) of red pine to remove ladder fuels and thereby reduce the potential for a fire that initiates on the ground to transform into a crown fire.  Specifically, the stand would be treated by hand felling or use of a small bobcat with a shear tool attachment, to fell, de-limb (lop and scatter), and lay on the ground, balsam fir and spruce trees less than 5 inches diameter.  

The stand (Compartment 13, Stand 27) is located at the corner of FH16 and FR1300 in section 1 T48NR37W.  The project area is located approximately 7 miles north of Kenton, Michigan and south of Frost Junction, in the Duncan Township (see map).  

The red pine stand is a 30-40 year old plantation that has an understory of balsam fir and white spruce seedlings and saplings.  It is located within the boundary of the Plantation Lakes Vegetation Management Project (VMP).  This action is in addition to the activities described in the larger Vegetation Management Project.  Where appropriate, this decision memo will reference information located within the Record of Decision and Environmental Impact Statement for the Plantation Lakes Vegetation Management Project (June 11, 2001).  This action compliments other fuels reduction benefits achieved through the larger VMP.  
My decision also includes the following design features, 

The stand will be surveyed for sensitive plants in mid June.  A survey at this time would capture all five potential RFSS plants at a stage when they can be identified.  If any sensitive plants are found, the site would be identified and no vehicle traffic or tree removal would be permitted within 250’ of the population edge.  

Work will occur in the fall, so that the subsequent winter season snowfall can help reduce the height of dead/down woody debris created.  No thinning will begin until after August 1, to avoid impacts to potential nesting Connecticut warbler.  
Where appropriate, bough hunters will be informed of the location of the project area when they apply for a permit, and encouraged to cut boughs from the balsam fir trees that have been or would be cut for the fuels reduction project.  

Protect wolf den and rendezvous sites (if such are located) by utilizing the following Michigan Timber Wolf Recovery Plan direction
:  (A) Protect wolf den sites (verified by wildlife biologists) and key rendezvous sites as determined by surveys, that have been used within the last two years: (B) Utilize a year-round restriction on land use activities (including tree harvest and road construction) within 330 feet of a wolf den or rendezvous site (human uses of the area will be passively discouraged, and existing trails and logging roads will be closed or rerouted); and (C) within 330 to 2640 feet of a wolf den or rendezvous site, land use activities such as tree harvest, road construction and maintenance, and mineral exploration will be prohibited between March 1 and July 31.  New road and trail construction will not be permitted within this zone.  Forest roads and trails will be closed on case-by-case basis (exceptions are made for some trails and major public travel ways, e.g., US highways, and town, county, and State roads and highways.)
To avoid impacts to lynx habitat components, the following Project Design Criteria would be applied:  Protection of den sites, should any be discovered during project implementation, and consultation with USFWS, would be undertaken if evidence of a resident lynx (i.e. den site, observation of kits, etc.) is discovered.  
Any closed roads that are opened for this project will be closed when the project is finished.
B.  Purpose of Decision

In order to contribute to fire risk reduction in the Plantation Lakes area, there is an opportunity to break up ladder fuels, while also maintaining the stand structure approved under the Plantation Lakes VMP Decision.  This will not completely eliminate fire risk in the stand, but will reduce it.  Red pine is a long-lived conifer that contributes to the vegetative diversity and habitats on the Ottawa National Forest.  Previous investments were made to plant this site and a stand-replacing crown fire could eliminate this investment.  

The Plantation Lakes VMP is located in the Duncan township which is listed in the 2001 Federal Register Vol. 66 No.160 p.43406 as a community at risk from wildland fire.  Although fires are not frequent, suppression resources are spread over large areas making suppression difficult.

The 262 acre stand was not treated under the Plantation Lakes VMP.  The stand is a 30-40 year old red pine plantation, and no commercial entry was required at that time.  No other objectives were identified for the stand, other than to allow it to continue to grow towards maturity.  Removing understory trees to reduce fuel ladders will not change this original objective.  

The stand is bordered on two sides by roads frequently used by hunters, campers, and people traveling to private land inholdings.  These roads are Forest Highway 16 and Forest Road 1300.  High traffic increases the risk of a fire start along these roads.  The red pine stand is in Fire Regime Group I and Condition Class 3.

II. REASONS FOR CATEGORICALLY EXCLUDING THE DECISION

Decision may categorically excluded from documentation in an environmental impact statement or environmental assessment when they are within one of the categories identified by the US Department of Agriculture in 7 CFR part 1b.3 or one of the categories identified by the Chief of the Forest Service in Forest Service Handbook (FSH) 1909.15 sections 31.1b or 31.2, and there are no extraordinary circumstances related to the decision that may result in a significant individual or cumulative effect on the quality of the human environment.  
I have concluded that this decision is appropriately categorically excluded from documentation in an environmental impact statement or environmental assessment as it is a routine activity within a category of exclusion and there are no extraordinary circumstances related to the decision that may result in a significant individual or cumulative effect on the quality of the human environment.  My conclusion is based on information presented in this document and the entirety of the Project Record.  

A.  Category of Exclusion
The decision is within the category of exclusion 31.2 10 that includes, 
“Hazardous fuels reduction activities using prescribed fire, not to exceed 4,500 acres, and mechanical methods for crushing, piling, thinning, pruning, cutting, chipping, mulching, and mowing, not to exceed 1,000 acres. Such activities: a. Shall be limited to areas; (1) In wildland-urban interface; and (2) Condition Class 2 or 3 in Fire Regime Groups I, II, or III, outside the wildland-urban interface; b. Shall be identified through a collaborative framework as described in “A Collaborative Approach for Reducing Wildland Fire Risks to Communities and Environment 10-Year Comprehensive Strategy Implementation Plan”; c. Shall be consistent with agency and Departmental procedures and applicable land and resource management plans; d. Shall not be conducted in wilderness areas or impair the suitability of wilderness study areas for preservation as wilderness; e. Shall not include the use of herbicides or pesticides or the construction of new permanent roads or other new permanent infrastructure; and may include the sale of vegetative material if the primary purpose of the activity is hazardous fuels reduction.”
This project meets this category description as follows.  The project is less than 1,000 acres in size.  The Plantation Lakes VMP is located in the Duncan township which is listed in the 2001 Federal Register Vol. 66 No. 160 as a community at risk from wildland fire.  A collaborative discussion with other agencies has occurred that supports reducing fuels in the area.  Letters documenting this effort are located in the project file.  The red pine stand is in Fire Regime Group I and Condition Class 3.  
This action shall be conducted consistent with agency and Departmental procedures and applicable land and resource management plans.  This action will not affect wilderness or wilderness study areas and does not include the use of herbicides, pesticides or the construction of permanent roads.  
B.  Relationship to Extraordinary Circumstances

	Extraordinary Circumstance
	Relationship to Project

	1.  Federally listed threatened or endangered species or designated critical habitat, species proposed for Federal listing or proposed critical habitat, or Forest Service sensitive species.  
	See Discussion Below

	2.  Floodplains, Wetlands, or Municipal Watersheds
	A review of Ecological Landtype Phase (ELTP) maps shows no floodplains or wetlands present.  There are no municipal watersheds on the Ottawa forest. 

	3.  Congressionally designated areas, such as wilderness, wilderness study areas, or national recreation areas, 
	There are no wilderness, wilderness study areas, national recreation areas or wild and scenic rivers within or adjacent to the project area. See Overview of the Project Area page 2 of the Record of Decision for the Plantation Lakes Vegetation Management Project (copy located in project file).

	4.  Inventoried roadless areas
	None present or affected- see Overview of the Project Area page 2 of the Record of Decision for the Plantation Lakes Vegetation Management Project (copy located in project file)

	5.  Research Natural Areas
	None present or affected – see Overview of the Project Area, page 2 of the Record of Decision for the Plantation Lakes Vegetation Management Project

	6.  American Indian and Alaska native religious or cultural sites

7.  Archaeological sites, or historic properties or areas
	No sites affected.  See page 21 and 129 of the Draft EIS for the Plantation Lakes Vegetation Management Project (copy located in project file).  As with the larger project area, any new sites found during project implementation would be recorded and protected as recommended by the Forest Archaeologist.  


There are no federally-listed, state-listed, or Regional Forester Sensitive Species (RFSS) plants known within the treatment stand.  The proposed treatment stand has never been surveyed for rare plants.  Adjacent and nearby areas were surveyed in 1993, 1996, and 2000 for the Plantation Lakes project, and no rare plants were found.  The stand was visited a Forest Service botanist on April 15, 2004, and potential habitat for dry-mesic northern forest sensitive plants was observed.  Surveys will occur prior to implementation as noted in the design criteria section of this document.  Based on the potential habitat found in the area, implementation of the proposed project, including mitigation measures, would not contribute to a loss of viability of threatened, endangered, or sensitive plant species, species or cause the species to move toward federal listing. (Biological Evaluation located in project file).   
A biological evaluation has been completed and entered into the project file that states the following conclusions.  This project will have no effect on gray wolf, Canada lynx, Kirtland’s warbler and bald eagle.  This project will have no impact on eastern pipistrelle, and northern goshawk.  Species or suitable habitat are not present for LeConte’s sparrow, red-shouldered hawk, black tern, trumpeter swan and peregrine falcon.  
There are no species proposed for federal listing within either the fuels reduction project, or the larger vegetation management project.  

III. PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT
On March 1, 2004 a letter was mailed to 137 individuals, agencies or organizations that have interest in Forest management projects.  This letter described a proposal different from the decision described above.  The original proposal reduced fuels in the Plantation Lakes VMP area by felling and delimbing dead trees, trees with broken tops, and root sprung trees from selected stands.  Three letters/e-mails were received.  Because the stand location changed, individuals that expressed interest in the project were called by telephone, to describe the revised treatment and location in the red pine stand.  Comments are taken over the phone and documented in the project file.  One individual requested written information about the project and letter was provided.
Two of the commenters asked why the stand was not proposed for commercial thinning.  It was explained that review of the stand occurred during the Plantation Lakes Vegetation Management project analysis, and that commercial thinning was not necessary at this time.  The third commentor did not send comments in response to the letter describing the project.  
District staff reviewed the location of the red pine stand and found no special use permittees, adjacent landowners or other potentially affected people at the new location.  

IV. FINDINGS REQUIRED BY AND/OR RELATED TO OTHER LAWS AND REGULATIONS

My decision will comply with all applicable laws and regulations.  I have summarized some pertinent ones below.

Federal Land Policy and Management Act - This Act allows the granting of easements across National Forest System Lands.  The regulations at 36 CFR 251 guide the issuance of permits, leases, and easements under this Act.  Permits, leases, and easements are granted across National Forest System lands when the need for such is consistent with planned uses and Forest Service policy and regulations.  This decision is consistent with this Act.

Forest Plan Consistency (National Forest Management Act) - This Act requires the development of long-range land and resource management plans (Plans).  The Ottawa Forest Plan was approved in 1986, as required by this Act.  It has since been amended six times.  The amended plan provides for guidance for all natural resource management activities.  The Act requires all projects and activities be consistent with the Plan.  The Plan has been reviewed in consideration of this project.  This decision is responsive to guiding direction contained in the Plan, as summarized in Section I of this document.  This decision is consistent with the standards and guidelines contained in the Plan.
Vegetation Manipulation (National Forest Management Act) – Proposed actions often carry out management prescriptions selected and scheduled during land and resource management plan development.  This decision is consistent with the requirements for management prescriptions.  The regulations found at 36 CFR 219.27 require that “Management prescriptions that involve vegetative manipulation of tree cover for any purpose shall” comply with the following seven requirements:
Be best suited to the goals in the Forest Plan. The applicable goals are stated in the Section I of this document.  This decision is responsive to those goals and is best suited to meet those goals.

- Assure that technology and knowledge exists to adequately restock lands within five years after final harvest when trees are cut to achieve timber production.  Restocking is not applicable; the area treated will remain fully stocked after treatment 

- Not to be chosen primarily because they give the greatest dollar return or the greatest output of timber (although these factors shall be considered).  This decision was based on a variety of reasons and was not chosen for output of timber.

- Be chosen after considering potential effects on residual trees and adjacent stands.  The effects on residual trees and adjacent stands were considered in development of the Plan.  The decision, including adherence to applicable Plan Standards and Guidelines, is designed to provide the desired effects of management practices on the resource values.  

- Be selected to avoid permanent impairment of site productivity and to ensure conservation of soil and water resources. This decision does not changes site productivity.

-Be selected to provide the desired effects on water quality and quantity, wildlife and fish habitat, regeneration of desired tree species, forage production, recreation users, aesthetic values, and other resource yields.  The decision, including adherence to applicable Plan Standards and Guidelines, is designed to provide the desired effects of management practices on the resource values.
- Be practical in terms of transportation and harvesting requirements and total costs of preparation, logging, and administration.  The project area is adequately roaded, no new permanent or temporary roads are necessary to implement this decision.  The treatment in this decision is appropriate to accomplish project objectives, and is economically practical. 
Endangered Species Act - See Section II.
Sensitive Species (Forest Service Manual 2670) - See section II. 

Clean Water Act – This project is located on an upland site and ground disturbance is expected to be very minor with no potential off-site runoff
Wetlands (Executive Order 11990) – None present.  

Floodplains (Executive Order 11988) – None present.    

Clean Air Act – This project will not affect air quality. 
Federal Cave Resources Protection Act – None present.

National Historic Preservation Act - See Section II,
Archaeological Resources Protection Act - See Section II
Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act - See Section II
Wild and Scenic Rivers Act – See Section II.
Environmental Justice (Executive Order 12898) - This Order requires consideration of whether projects would disproportionately impact minority or low-income populations.  This decision complies with this Act.  Public involvement occurred for this project, the results of which I have considered in this decision-making.  Public involvement did not identify any adversely impacted local minority or low-income populations.  This decision is not expected to adversely impact minority or low-income populations.

National Environmental Policy Act - This Act requires public involvement and consideration of potential environmental effects. The entirety of documentation for this decision supports compliance with this Act.

V.  ADMINISTRATIVE REVIEW OR APPEAL OPPORTUNITIES
This decision is not subject to administrative review or appeal pursuant to 36CFR 215. 
VI.  IMPLEMENTATION DATE

This decision may be implemented immediately.
VII.  CONTACT PERSON

Further information about this decision can be obtained from Bob Mayer, Fire Management Office during normal office hours (weekdays, 8:00 a.m. to 4:30 p.m.) at the Watersmeet Ranger District office (Old US 2 East, PO Box 276, Watersmeet, MI  49969); Phone: voice 906-358-4551, TDD  906-358-0289 (hearing impaired); Fax:  906-358-4829; e-mail rmayer@fs.fed.us ).

VIII. SIGNATURE AND DATE
/s/Ralph Miller       _______________________________           May 5, 2004
RALPH MILLER……………………………………………………Date 

Kenton District Ranger
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� This paragraph describes some activities that would not occur under the Plantation Lakes Fuels Reduction project.  This paragraph describes activities that may occur on the District, and how they would be handled should a wolf den be discovered.  
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