

PRospector Vegetation Management Project

Scoping Information and Request for Public Comments

PROJECT BACKGROUND

This scoping report summarizes a proposal to manage approximately 4200 acres of National Forest System lands on the Iron River Ranger District of the Ottawa National Forest.  This document includes site-specific information regarding proposed management activities that are designed to progress lands within the project area toward the desired future conditions as outlined in the Ottawa National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan (Forest Plan).  The purpose of this document is to inform interested and affected parties of the proposal and to solicit comments on the proposal’s activities.



OVERVIEW OF THE PROJECT AREA

The Prospector Vegetation Management Project (VMP) area is located approximately 8 miles northwest of Iron River, Michigan, and north of US Highway 2 (Refer to Appendix 1, Map A).  Compartments 39, 40, 55, 57, 58, 61, 62, 65, 73, 75-78, and 84-87 on the Iron River Ranger District delineate the project boundary.  The project area is located entirely in Iron County and encompasses about 23,100 acres of National Forest System lands within the following legal description:

· T. 44 N, R. 35 W, Sections 5-8

· T. 44 N, R. 36 W, Sections 1-8 and 11-30

· T. 44 N, R. 37 W, Sections 1-5, 8-12 and 24

· T. 45 N, R. 35 W, Sections 31 and 32

· T. 45 N, R 36 W, Sections 32-35

· T. 45 N, R. 37 W, Sections 15-17, 20-23, 26-29 and 32-35


Current forests types within and adjacent to the project area are primarily second growth northern hardwoods, with a majority of stands dominated by sugar maple.  Other forest types include aspen and managed pine plantations.  Land Type Association 7 (LTA 7) is the dominant landform within the project area, which consists of rolling; loamy drumlinoid ground moraine.  Another landform, LTA 14a, exists around the area’s stream courses, and is characterized by valley terraces with deep, well drained, moderately course textured soils, underlain by coarser textured soils.  

Similar to the history of Michigan’s Upper Peninsula, the project area was logged over in the late 1800s to early 1900s prior to coming into National Forest System ownership.  Harvest activity within the project area since the implementation of the Forest Plan in 1986 has included the following timber sales:  16 Bass, 33 Vista, Aspen Camp, Basswood Jack, Basswood Ridge, Broken Bridge, Center, East Golden, Eastern Divide, Elmwood North, Goldmine Road, Grand Finale, Jesso, Ketchum Lake, Ketchum South, Mallard Tower, North Tamarack, and Swinger II.  Portions of the North and South Branches of the Paint River, as well as the branch’s convergence into the Paint River at the Paint River Forks National Forest campground, are within the project area.  In addition, segments of Bush, Golden, Lode, Mallard, McAllister, Post and Thirty-three creeks are within the project area.  The project area encompasses portions of three Opportunity Areas (OAs), including the Bush Creek, Powder Pine and the Paint River Opportunity Areas.  An OA is defined as a land area that provides the best opportunities to work toward Forest Plan goals and objectives.  Refer to Map F for a location of the OAs in respect to the project boundary.
A portion of the Prospector project area includes two project areas, formally known as the West 33 and Hay Meadow VMPs.  Although documentation was completed for both projects in 1999, the selected alternative was not implemented.  These areas have been re-analyzed by the ID Team, and changes to the original proposed activities have been made as needed.

FOREST PLAN MANAGEMENT DIRECTION
The Forest Plan sets goals and direction for the management of the Ottawa National Forest.  The Forest is divided into Management Areas (MAs), each with specific standards and guidelines to attain a desired future condition (DFC) of the landscape.  Approximately 85% of the project area is within MA 2.1 and the remaining 15% is within MA 8.1.  Management Areas 2.1 and 8.1 are fully described in the Forest Plan (pages IV 112-120 and IV 187.1-187.12, respectively).  Refer to Appendix 1, Map F for the location of the MAs within the project area.

Management Area 2.1
The Forest Plan (pages IV 112-113) states that MA 2.1 should emphasize late successional community types that are managed to provide conditions for high amounts of hardwood types, along with associated timber products and habitat conditions.  The DFC also states that vegetation management should emphasize the use of an uneven-aged management prescription to provide a continuous canopy of northern hardwoods, interspersed with some aspen and softwoods.  Uneven-aged stands of sugar maple would be the most common forest type throughout this MA, although occasional temporary openings resulting from even-aged management may be present.  Overall, MA 2.1 lands should provide an appearance of a predominantly forested landscape, interspersed with occasional, permanent upland openings, all within a roaded natural recreational environment (Forest Plan, page IV 112).
Management Area 8.1 

This MA 
addresses the management of lands within the designated Wild and Scenic River (W&SR) corridors (Forest Plan, pages IV 187.1 – IV 187.12).  The river corridor is defined as lands within one-quarter mile from the normal high water mark on either side of the designated river.  MA 8.1 in the project area encompasses the Paint River’s mainstream, as well as its North and South branches.  These river segments were all designated with a Recreational River status through the Michigan Wild and Scenic Rivers Act of 1991.  The Forest Plan (page IV-187.5) states that management provides for protecting, maintaining and/or enhancing the character of the river environment for those Outstandingly Remarkable Values (ORVs) for which the river was originally designated.  Typical management practices used to attain the desired future conditions include managing different resources (e.g. timber and recreation) within the Recreational river corridor, to enhance the recreation experience and maintain a Scenic Condition Level of partial retention.  Forest Plan direction states that any proposed vegetation treatment activities within the corridor may be apparent, but must remain subordinate to the character of the landscape, and appear natural when viewed from the river.  Although the Forest Plan does not include specific vegetation composition goals for MA 8.1, the standards and guidelines do state that the lands within this MA be managed to promote the retention of long-lived tree species, leading toward the development of a big tree character throughout the river area (Forest Plan, page IV-187.7).  

PURPOSE AND NEED FOR THE PROPOSAL

The overall Purpose and Need for this project is to progress the area toward the DFC described in the Forest Plan for MA 2.1 and 8.1.  Comparing current conditions within MAs 2.1 and 8.1 (see the Ottawa National Forest Monitoring and Evaluation Report (M&E) Report – FY 1997 and FY 1998, pages 119-123 and 168-172) to the DFCs described in the Forest Plan (pages IV 112-120 and IV 187.1-187.12) revealed that this area has not yet attained all the desired characteristics described in the Forest Plan.  





· 
· 
VEGETATIVE MANAGEMENT
The broad purpose and need for vegetative management is to maintain or move vegetative composition and structure closer to the DFCs for MAs 2.1 and 8.1.  To accomplish this goal, the following measures would be implemented:

· Where regeneration harvest is proposed, management prescriptions would favor natural reforestation practices as emphasized in Forest Plan objectives (Forest Plan, page IV-8).  

· Establish or maintain tree species on sites ecologically suited to their growth and development.  

· Develop a spatial arrangement of a variety of vegetative community types and successional stages to meet multiple-use objectives for the management areas.  

· Contribute to local and regional demands for timber products from suitable timberlands in order to help meet the Forest Plan’s Allowable Sale Quantity.  

· Where consistent with MA direction and multiple-use objectives, a harvest of high-risk aspen, jack pine, paper birch, balsam fir, and white pine would be implemented before insect infestation and/or disease rendered trees un-merchantable for wood products.

More specifically, the purpose for vegetative management is to address the difference between the current conditions of the vegetation and how it compares to the DFC for MAs 2.1 and 8.1.  This is best explained by examining vegetative types as described in the Forest Plan.  The Forest Plan did not assign specific vegetative composition goals for MA 8.1, but it did set specific standards and guidelines for how the vegetation was to be managed.  Table 1 and following narrative corresponds to the Forest Plan’s desired vegetation composition objectives for MA 2.1.  Since MA 8.1 has no written vegetative composition objectives, the management area is only briefly discussed in each of the following sections.  

Table 1.  Summary of the desired and current vegetative composition for Management Area 2.1 at the Forest, district, Opportunity Area and project area scales.

	Desired Vegetative 

Composition of MA 2.11
	Current Vegetative Composition in MA 2.1 at 

Various Landscape Scales (% of all Forested Lands)

	Vegetation Type
	Final Harvest 

Product
	% Of All Forested 

Lands
	Forestwide

MA 2.12

	Iron River District


	MA 2.1 portion of Bush Creek OA
	MA 2.1 portion of Powder Pine OA

	Prospector

Project Area

	Aspen
	Sawtimber and Pulpwood
	15 – 20
	15.5
	19.2
	23.0
	18.3
	22.3

	Softwoods
	Sawtimber
	0 – 10
	8.6
	9.6
	10.4
	26.7
	20.8

	
	Pulpwood
	10 – 20
	17.7
	20.5
	20.6
	27.3
	20.4

	Hardwoods
	Sawtimber and Pulpwood
	50 - 70
	58.2
	50.7
	46.0
	27.7
	36.5

	Total % of 

Forested Lands
	100
	100
	100
	100
	100
	100

	Permanent Forest Openings 

DFC Goal:  1 to 5% of the total area.
	0.90
	0.55
	0.26
	0.42
	0.54

	Forested Lands Classified as Old Growth 

DFC Goal:  8 to 10% of total area.
	5.5
	5.4
	3.1
	13.5
	7.8

	1Information from Forest Plan, page IV-114

	2Information based on M&E Report (USDA 1999, page 122)


Northern Hardwoods

Purpose:  The purpose for action in MA 2.1 is to emphasize late successional community types, maintain moderate to high amounts of hardwood types along with associated timber products, and emphasize uneven-aged management of the hardwood type to provide the following:  1) high visual quality, 2) a production of high quality hardwood sawtimber and veneer, and 3) provide habitat conditions for wildlife species that are representative of this community type (Forest Plan, page IV-112).  Standards and Guidelines for timber management within MA 2.1 calls for 25 to 35% of the hardwood type to be managed with an even-aged prescription (Forest Plan, page IV-119).  Project design criteria within MA 8.1, the Designated Wild and Scenic River (W&SR) corridor, would protect and enhance the values for which the river was originally designated.

The purpose of proposed vegetative management in the Prospector project area would be to develop an uneven-aged structure in northern hardwood stands in order to improve the growth and quality of residual trees, and to secure natural regeneration for the development of a vertical structure of layered canopies for species dependent on this habitat.  Selected hardwood stands would be regenerated through a shelterwood harvest system in order to improve stand quality and tree species diversity.  Harvest would contribute toward the scheduled Forest-wide outputs for hardwood timber products as specified in the Forest Plan.
MA 8.1:  The purpose for proposed vegetative management within MA 8.1, the W&SR corridor, is to promote the retention of long-lived tree species, thereby developing a big tree character throughout the river area.

Need:  Many of the hardwood types proposed for treatment in the Prospector project area are second-growth stands that resulted from extensive cutting in the early 1900’s.  The current conditions of these stands show an imbalance of age classes in trees, and a stocking level that is above levels recommended for vigorous growth.  These stands also contain many trees of poor form and quality, or are infected with disease, which are competing with trees of higher potential value.  In addition, many hardwood stands are over-stocked in the pole-size class.  These over-stocked stands preclude the establishment and growth of seedlings and saplings in the understory. 

The Ottawa National Forest’s M&E Report for fiscal years 1997 and 1998 (page 122) revealed that there is a continuing need to move the hardwood stands toward an uneven-aged condition within MA 2.1.  The selection harvest system is the preferred method in northern hardwoods when a long-term supply of quality sawlogs and vertical stand structure is the objective.  Periodic harvest, at 10 to 20 year intervals, under the selection system would provide for recurring regeneration of desirable tree species, sustained growth and development of trees through a range of age classes, and concentrate growth on the trees with the best potential for producing high quality forest products.  Balanced size and age structures in forested stands provide consistency of wildlife habitat, visual quality and hydrological effects.

Most hardwood stands within the Prospector project area are dominated by sugar maple, with minimal tree species diversity.  There are some hardwood stands proposed for even-aged management.  These stands have a component of mid-tolerant tree species, which would lend to the establishment of more diversified stands.  Also, some hardwood stands have a high percentage of exceptionally poor quality trees with no potential for sawlog production.  Even-aged management would allow for the establishment of a new age-class of potentially higher quality trees.

MA 8.1:  Hardwood stands within the W&SR corridor currently contain more smaller size-class trees.  Vegetative management would improve tree growth and alter stand structure to favor the development of a long-lived, larger sized class of trees.

Aspen

Purpose:  The desired vegetative composition within MA 2.1 calls for 15 to 20% of the forested land to be in an aspen forest type (Forest Plan, page IV-114).  The DFC for MA 2.1 is described as a continuous canopy of northern hardwoods, interspersed with some aspen and softwoods (Forest Plan, page 113).  To complement MA objectives, there are also Forest-wide Standards and Guidelines that specify long-term objectives for providing habitat types to support management indicator species (MIS).  For example, the long-term management objective for ruffed grouse habitat is to provide at least 16,000 acres of the 0-10 year old aspen age class to be maintained across the Forest (Forest Plan, page IV-39).
The purpose of proposed vegetative management in the Prospector project area would be to maintain the existing aspen ecosystem within the range specified in the Forest Plan for MA 2.1. The objective is to create a young age class of aspen through even-aged management on those sites ecologically suited to its growth and development.   Harvest would contribute toward the scheduled Forest-wide outputs for aspen timber products as specified in the Forest Plan before disease renders trees un-merchantable for wood products.

Need:  Currently the aspen stands proposed for treatment in the Prospector project area are between 40 and 70 years old.  In the Lake States, aspen stands older than 40 years old are subject to decay and breakup from the disease known as white trunk rot, Phellinus tremulae.  Once aspen is lost to mortality, conversion to a new forest type is rapid.  Field reviews of aspen stands have validated the presence of white trunk rot and on-going mortality.  Without a major natural disturbance or application of a regeneration harvest method, the aspen stands within the Prospector project area will be lost to succession to another forest type.

The Forest Plan has set a goal of 138,000 acres of aspen to be maintained across the Ottawa.  To achieve this goal, an average annual harvest and regeneration of about 3,280 acres of aspen per year would be required.  The 1997-1998 M&E Report (page 50) showed that the Forest’s 12-year average of aspen harvest was 2,267 acres, which is well below planned levels.  Additionally, this M&E Report concluded that aspen regeneration within MA 2.1 needed additional efforts to move the age class distribution of aspen closer to the DFC (USDA 1999, page 116).

MA 8.1:  Selected aspen stands, within the W&SR corridor, are proposed for old growth classification and would be allowed to convert naturally to longer-lived tree species to be consistent with MA 8.1 direction.

Softwoods

Purpose:  The DFC for MA 2.1 calls for some inclusions of softwoods throughout the management area.   The desired vegetative composition for MA 2.1 calls for 0-10% of the softwoods to be managed for a final harvest product of sawtimber and 10-20% for pulpwood production. 

The purpose for proposed vegetative management of softwoods within the Prospector project area includes: 1) regenerating high-risk conifer stands where establishment and maintenance is ecologically suited to the site, 2) enhancing growth, quality, and vigor in red and white pine stands proposed for thinning, 3) re-establishing genetically superior, white pine on sites suited to its development, and where an adequate seed source no longer exits due to past logging practices, 4) salvaging high-risk conifers in danger of being lost to insect and disease problems, and 5) contributing to the scheduled Forest-wide outputs for softwood products as specified in the Forest Plan.
Need:  Jack pine is a short-lived tree species that reaches maturity at an age of 40 to 55 years.  Recommended commercial rotation ages are generally between 40 and 70 years.  Overmature stands have trees that are low in vigor, and less likely to survive stressful events associated with insect and disease outbreaks.  Jack pine stands proposed for final harvest in the Prospector project area are approximately 68 years old.  Regenerating these stands would maintain a forest type currently not well represented in the analysis area before the stands begin to deteriorate with age. 

Red pine stands within the project area are plantations that were established in the 1940’s. Current stand densities are higher than what is recommended for good growth.  The close spacing between trees is resulting in smaller crowns, reduced growth rates, and mortality.  Overcrowded conditions reduce tree vigor, which makes trees more susceptible to insect and disease problems.  

White pine was once a major component of the forested landscape on the drier sites across the Ottawa.  Extensive logging between 1880 and 1910 harvested much of the white pine throughout the Forest.  Both natural and man-caused fires created site conditions required for natural white pine regeneration.  Active vegetative management is now required to help perpetuate the white pine ecosystem due to the current fire suppression policy.  White pine provides many ecological values including wildlife habitat, timber products, as well as aesthetic and spiritual values.  For this reason it is important to maintain and expand this forest type through regeneration harvest methods.  Some white pine stands are at higher densities, resulting in mortality of some trees and suppression of natural regeneration.  An intermediate thinning harvest would remove poor quality and high-risk trees, which would allow for crown expansion and better future seed production.

The fungal disease, white pine blister rust (Cronartium ribocola), is evident in all of the white pine stands within the Prospector project area, and is responsible for on-going mortality.  The understory balsam fir is mature and becoming more susceptible to insect and disease problems.  Harvest would salvage a component of the disease-infected pine and most of the high-risk balsam fir, while these trees are still merchantable for wood products.  

MA 8.1: Thinning of pine within the designated W&SR corridor would promote the development of large diameter trees and produce a more natural appearing forest (refer to the Visual Resources discussion, page 13).
Old Growth Classification

Purpose:  As part of the DFC for MA 2.1, 8-10% of the forested land is to be managed as old growth.  MA 8.1 did not assign old-growth percentages, but many characteristics of old growth are consistent with the standards and guidelines developed and approved in the Forest Plan for river corridors.  The Forest Plan recognized old growth as a dynamic part of the Forest’s ecosystems that provides for vegetative variety and ecological functions.  The Forest Plan also recommends which locations to favor for the classification of old growth stands.  

The Prospector VMP would classify old growth to meet Forest Plan objectives for both MAs 2.1 and 8.1, and at a larger landscape scale than the defined project area.  This proposal would allow the application of Forest Plan direction at a scale that would create a mosaic of old growth to promote ecological function through spatial connectivity and complexes.  

Need:  Analysis of currently classified old growth stands within the project area, and at several larger landscape scales, both management areas and opportunity areas (OAs), has revealed that the percentage of old growth is below desired Forest Plan levels for MA 2.1.  Refer to Table 1 (page 5) for these percentages.  The identification of old growth is part of Forest Plan implementation, and allows for old growth stands to be formally classified through the NEPA process. 

MA 8.1:  Classification of old growth within MA 8.1, the designated W&SR corridor, would help to protect and enhance many of the values for which the river was designated.  

ACCESS MANAGEMENT

The transportation system is an important feature of the National Forest that facilitates the multiple-use management of Forest resources, and provides safe public access.  The broad purpose and need for access management is to develop a cost efficient, low impact transportation system to meet the MA objectives and overall Forest Plan goals (pages IV 2-5).
Roads or bridges within the project area should be consistent with the Recreation Opportunity Class (ROS) and Scenery Condition Levels (SCL) classification as described in the Forest Plan (Chapter IV), and Section 7 (a) of the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act requirements.  The project’s transportation system is affected by roads under non-Forest Service jurisdiction.  These roads include County 208, County 657, Basswood Road and Gibbs City Road, all under County jurisdiction; and FH-16 and U.S. Highway 2 under State jurisdiction.  There are no specific projects on these roads known at this time.  Road access on State or County roads, including those road portions crossing major drainages, may be contingent upon obtaining appropriate permits. Potential changes to non-Forest Service jurisdiction roads, out of Forest Service control, could affect the Forest Service transportation system.

Purpose:  The purpose of access management is to provide a transportation plan within the project area that provides access for current project needs, and for foreseeable management activities.  The DFC for MA 2.1 states that the average open road density objective should be 3 to 4 miles per square mile (mi/sq.mi) for Forest Service collector and local roads (Forest Plan, page IV-120).  A large portion of the MA 2.1 portion of the project area falls within Remote Habitat Area (RHA), an area managed to provide habitat for those species that require an area with some degree of remoteness from human disturbance (Refer to Appendix 1, Map D).  Standards for this area call for no more than one mile of Forest Service road open to passenger vehicles per square mile of area (Forest Plan, page IV-41).  A road density target has not been established for Management Area 8.1.  
Need:  The Prospector project area was reviewed to determine access needs, and current road densities.  The total system road density within MA 2.1, including both open and closed roads (e.g. bermed, gated, or impassable due to vegetation), is about 5.5 miles per square mile.  Within the RHA, the existing open road density is approximately 2.4 miles per square mile.  There is a need to close roads to passenger vehicle traffic to accomplish the road density objectives in MA 2.1 and the RHA as described in the Forest Plan (pages IV-41, IV-120 and IV-187.12).  
To assist with this effort, some existing, system roads are proposed for closure and some unclassified (non-system) roads are proposed for decommissioning.  In addition, those roads identified as adversely impacting resources or are not needed for current or long-term access, are proposed for decommissioning.  Refer to Appendix 1, Map D for a location of these activities.

The following resource concerns present within the transportation system would be addressed during project implementation, if necessary:

· Reduce ponding of water caused by road fill.

· Reduce sedimentation caused by poor drainage or failed culverts on roads.

· Reduce chances of rutting and sedimentation from vehicle use, including all terrain vehicles (ATVs).

· Reduce long-term maintenance by rehabilitating soil and erosion problems.

· Use of limited road construction and/or reconstruction may occur to increase or upgrade access, or control road caused erosion and sedimentation.

WILDLIFE RESOURCES

The broad purpose and need for wildlife resources within the project area is to maintain and enhance wildlife habitat conditions to support a diverse mix of game and non-game wildlife species.  
Purpose (MA 2.1): 
The Forest Plan directs that MA 2.1 be managed to emphasize late successional community types with uneven-aged hardwood forest types dominating approximately 50 to 70% of the landscape (Forest Plan, page IV-114).  The older hardwood stands provide habitat for a host of Neotropical Migratory Birds, as well as, northern goshawk, fisher, broad-winged hawk, spotted salamander, and other species.   

Approximately 15 to 20% of the landscape within MA 2.1 is to be managed as aspen forest types, maintaining low to moderate populations of ruffed grouse and white-tailed deer (Forest Plan, page IV-112).  In addition, early seral stages of these habitat types are beneficial to woodcock and chestnut-sided warblers, and the older sawtimber sized aspen stands are attractive to the woodpecker species, as well as secondary cavity nesters.

Approximately 10 to 20% of the landscape is to be managed as conifer habitat (Forest Plan, page IV-114).  Early seral stages of these habitat types provide conditions for low to moderate populations of snowshoe hare, deer, and grouse.  Older sawtimber sized conifer stands provide important habitat types for pine marten, barred owls, pine warblers, grosbeaks, and a host of other species.


An area totaling approximately 256,000 acres has been classified as a Remote Habitat Area (RHA) on the Forest to provide habitat for species requiring some degree of remoteness from human activities.  The RHA encompasses Compartments 61, 62, 65, 73, 75-77 and 84-87 within the Prospector project area boundary (Refer to Appendix 1, Map D).  Standards for this area call for no more than one mile of Forest Service road open to passenger vehicles per square mile of area.  Proposed measures to decrease the road density within the RHA is discussed in the Access Management section.
Additional objectives in MA 2.1 include managing 1 to 5% of the area as permanent upland openings, 8 to 10% of the area as classified old growth, and retaining a minimum of 2 to 5 larger diameter, cavity trees per acre, as well as all existing snags, in hardwood stands.
Need (MA 2.1):  Review of the project area has revealed that there is a need to manage lands within MA 2.1 to enhance wildlife habitat conditions.
  The northern hardwood stands are currently in an even-aged, over-stocked pole-size condition.  Stands in this condition generally lack structural habitat diversity, such as snags and downed woody debris, which can provide wildlife denning opportunities.  
To achieve the standard goal of 2 to 5 snags per acre in hardwood stands, the stands proposed for individual tree selection harvests (refer to Appendix 1, Map E) would be reviewed to obtain information on the number of existing snags.  Additional low quality, hardwood trees would be selected for girdling to complement the number of existing snags as necessary.
As stated in Table 1 (page 5), the current percent of permanent upland openings within the project area is approximately 0.54%, which is below the desired level of 1 to 5% as stated in the Forest Plan (page IV-114).  There is a need to 
increase the amount of permanent upland opening habitat by a minimum of 40 acres.  This would meet the needs of both the early successional species that utilize this habitat, and the Forest Plan objectives for the percent of land in the upland opening habitat type.

In the RHA, there is a need to decrease the overall open road density of approximately 2.4 miles per square mile to 1.0 mile per square mile or less, to provide habitat for those wildlife species that require some degree of remoteness from human activities.   
In addition, there is a need to classify additional acres of old growth, on the OA landscape scale (Refer to Table 1, page 5).  Classification of old growth habitat within this portion of the project area would not only meet the Forest Plan objectives for the percent of land in old growth classification, but would also provide habitat supporting a late successional community to benefit a variety of species. 

Purpose (MA 8.1): 
The Forest Plan directs that MA 8.1 be managed to emphasize maintenance of essential habitat for wildlife associated with late successional stages of vegetation in stream corridors designated National Wild and Scenic Rivers (Forest Plan, page IV-187.9).
Need (MA 8.1):  A need has been identified to maintain and enhance wildlife habitat within MA 8.1 to 
support a diverse mix of game and non-game wildlife species.  Specifically, there is a need 
to reserve the existing long-lived conifer species within the W&SR corridor, such as white pine, hemlock, and cedar, as well as propagate these long-lived conifer species in some stands within the river corridor.  Maintaining these habitat characteristics would provide the essential habitat needed for wildlife species associated with late successional stages of vegetation, such as bald eagle and pine marten.  In addition, retaining long-lived tree species within MA 8.1 would enhance the ORVs for which the river corridor was originally designated (Forest Plan, page IV-187.9). 

AQUATICS RESOURCES



















Underplanting in Riparian Habitat
Purpose:  Underplanting long-lived tree species would help generate large woody debris over the long-term in riparian areas.  Large woody debris provides habitat and microclimate for aquatic insects and animals, amphibians, and perching sites for raptors.

In general, stands adjacent to permanent and seasonally flowing streams that are open or dominated by aspen do not provide ideal large woody debris conditions for aquatic and terrestrial needs within riparian habitats.  Aspen is a short-lived species reaching a relatively small diameter size when fully mature and it decomposes relatively rapidly when dead.  

Need:  A need has been identified to add a component of longer-lived conifers and hardwoods through underplanting in some open and/or early successional stands.  Of the stands immediately adjacent to permanently and seasonally flowing streams within the Prospector project area, there are some stands that have been identified as not providing sufficient long-term large woody debris for aquatic and terrestrial needs due to the lack of long-lived tree species within them.  An underplanting effort would improve both riparian terrestrial and stream aquatic habitats through affording these systems the future opportunity to recruit large trees, large woody debris, and shade.  Stands have been identified for an underplanting treatment both within and outside of the W&SR corridor.


Wild & Scenic River Corridor
The Paint River and its North and South Branches were designated with a recreational river status through the Michigan Wild and Scenic River Act of 1991 (Forest Plan, page IV-187.2).  The overall purpose and need for action within the Wild & Scenic River (W&SR) corridor is to enhance habitat conditions through management of riparian habitats to maintain and enhance the Outstandingly Remarkable Values (ORVs) for which the river was originally designated.  Timber management within the W&SR corridor is addressed in the Vegetative Management section of this document.  The following associated management activities would also enhance habitat conditions within the corridor:
Ford Closure

Purpose:  A ford crosses the South Branch of the Paint River at T44, R36, section 20.  Field review confirmed that the ford is being used by both ATV and passenger vehicles.

The purpose of closing this ford is to stop the current vehicle traffic from crossing at this location, thereby minimizing future resource damage.  Closing this ford would assist in the overall reduction in road/stream crossings within the project area, resulting in a reduced chance that this road would contribute sediment into the stream and adversely impact the aquatic community.  In addition, there are safer, alternate crossings for vehicle traffic at the river’s intersection with FR 3270 (upstream from the ford’s location) and FR 3470 (downstream from the ford’s location). 

Need:  This ford has existed for several years with periodic use by both passenger vehicles and ATVs.  This use has caused soil erosion problems on the ford’s approaches and subsequently has increased sediment contributions into the river.  Michigan law prohibits off road vehicle operation in or upon the waters of any stream, river (MCL 324811, Part 8-11:  Off Road Recreation Vehicles).  Resource specialists have concurred that closure of this site would minimize further soil erosion and sedimentation, enhance the ORVs for which the South Branch was originally designated, and comply with State law.  Closure of this ford would not bar access across the river since safer, alternate crossings currently exist.

Large Woody Debris Recruitment Within the Riparian Corridor 
Purpose:  The purpose of adding large woody debris (LWD) to the riparian corridor habitat associated with stream courses serves to enhance the structure, function and composition of the riparian habitat.  In general, large woody debris appears to be lacking within streams and associated riparian corridors within the project area due to late 1800 and early 1900 logging practices.

Need – Riparian Habitat:  The lack of large woody debris within MA 8.1 has been particularly noted along the South Branch of the Paint River where red pine plantations replaced natural forested stands within the riparian area.  To ensure the riparian areas within MA 8.1 have the potential to recruit LWD in the future, resource specialists have identified a need to generate LWD within stands along the North and South Branches of the Paint River, as well as Bush, Golden, Lode, Mallard and Thirty-three Creeks.  These stands were deemed candidates for treatment by the project’s silviculturist due to the lack of LWD noted in each area.  
Large Woody Debris Placement Within the South Branch of the Paint River

Purpose:  Forest Plan management direction for fisheries is to provide habitat to maintain viable populations of native and desired non-native species (page IV-12).  Streams found within the project area, specifically Golden Greek, Cooks Run, and the North and South Branches of the Pain River are still recovering from past logging and log driving practices.  These practices included the removal of riparian trees, splash dams, log driving, and road construction.  Many actions have already been taken on each of these streams to restore aquatic habitat conditions, particularly the need for overhead cover, deep-water refugia, and spawning habitat.  Adding LWD to streams would also maintain and enhance fish habitat conditions to support a diverse mix of native and desired non-native fish species.
Need:  Review of the stream portions within the Prospector project area has revealed the need to add woody debris to the South Branch of the Paint River.  Adding LWD to stream systems lacking this component enhances the stream’s fish habitat through the creation of channel diversity.  This stream habitat restoration project would help restore habitat conditions to insure productive, stable, and healthy aquatic ecosystems and to act as a bridge to the future, when natural processes will take over to create these habitat conditions.  
To complement the LWD project described above, and where the opportunity exists, some trees would also be hand felled into the South Branch of the Paint River.  This project would be implemented within that are proposed for the girdling treatment as described on page 12.  Trees selected for felling would be chosen from those areas identified as having a high tree density.  The residual stand would benefit from the resulting canopy gap left by the felled tree, and the gap would serve to release the understory vegetation.


Visual Resources  

Purpose:  The Forest Plan directs that management of visual resources be emphasized in all foreground areas of the visual management system, including Sensitivity Levels I and II travel routes, use areas, and water bodies to meet the visual quality objectives (VQOs) established in each management area prescription (Forest Plan, page IV-30).  The North and South Branches of the Paint River, and the main branch of the Paint River up to the East boundary of the Ottawa National Forest, have been designated as Recreation Rivers in the Wild and Scenic River system.  The VQO for these rivers is Partial Retention, or Moderate Scenic Integrity.

Need:  
One of the Outstandingly Remarkable Values (ORVs) of the North Branch and main branch of the Paint River is outstanding scenery.  To maintain or enhance this ORV, there is a need in some hardwood and white pine stands in these river corridors to improve tree growth and alter stand structure in order to develop a big tree character and to promote the retention of long-lived species.  

A need has also been identified to manage the red pine plantations within the South Branch Paint river corridor.  Management of these stands would improve tree growth that would promote the development of a big tree character and the retention of this long-lived species.  These red pine plantations were planted in distinct rows, resulting in an artificial appearance.  There is a need to begin or to continue the process of breaking up the obvious rows within these stands to create a more natural appearance in order to meet the visual quality objective. 

RECREATION MANAGMENT
Purpose:  The purpose of recreation management within the project area is to provide recreation opportunities to meet the publics’ needs.  
Existing recreation opportunities in this area include hunting and associated ATV use, developed camping at the Paint River Forks Campground, dispersed camping, fishing, berry picking, fire wood gathering, driving for pleasure, and snowmobiling on a designated trail with some incidental snowmobiling on unplowed Forest roads.  

Need:  The DFC for the MAs is to provide developed and dispersed recreation opportunities, including motorized use, while adhering to the Standards and Guidelines of the Forest Plan for resources and the transportation system (Forest Plan, pages IV 116-117 and IV-187.5).  There is a need to continue to provide access to rivers at developed and dispersed sites, and to provide dispersed parking and camping opportunities.  Resource concerns do need to be addressed, while continuing to provide desired recreation opportunities.  Changes in the transportation system, including a provision for dispersed parking facilities, and improving access to the South Branch Paint River would help move the area toward the desired future condition.







PROPOSED ACTION
The Proposed Action was designed by the project’s Interdisciplinary Team, and is intended to specifically address the differences between the current conditions within the project area and the DFCs for MAs 2.1 and 8.1 as described in the Forest Plan (pages IV 112-120 and IV 187.1-187.12, respectively).  Resource specialists developed the Proposed Action with information and data gathered from the project area.  In developing the Proposed Action, the ID Team reviewed the purpose and need for action and looked for opportunities within the project area to move current conditions towards the DFC.

The appendix attached to this report contain additional information, in the form of map representations, which show the existing conditions of the project area, and the proposed activities for each resource area outlined in this scoping report.  Maps include:

Appendix 1 

· Map A - Vicinity Map of Prospector Project Area

· Map B – Existing Transportation System

· Map C – Proposed Transportation System:  Road Construction, Reconstruction and Maintenance
· Map D – Proposed Transportation System:  Open, Closed and Decommissioned Roads
· Map E – Proposed Vegetative Treatments

· Map F – Existing and Proposed Classification of Old Growth Stands

· Map G – Associated Projects (Includes Ford Closure, Recreation Projects, and Fish, Wildlife and Watershed Habitat Enhancement Projects
Vegetative Treatments
The Proposed Action includes the following proposed timber harvest activities (refer to Appendix 1, Maps E and F):
· Individual tree selection harvest on about 2400 acres of northern hardwoods.
· Thinning harvest of approximately 1200 acres of conifers.
· Clearcut harvest of approximately 300 acres of aspen types and about 80 acres of conifer types.








1.) 
2.) 
· Shelterwood harvest on approximately 35 acres of conifer and about 30 acres of northern hardwoods.
· Partial overstory removal cut on about 45 acres of aspen types.
· Salvage cut on approximately 60 acres of aspen types.
· Classification of approximately 3000 total acres of old growth (includes classification of old growth acres at the project area and opportunity area scales).
In addition, the following reforestation activities would be implemented to enhance post-harvest regeneration in some treated stands:

· Site preparation for natural jack pine regeneration through ground scarification activities on approximately 80 acres receiving a clearcut harvest.

· Site preparation for the natural regeneration of hardwoods through hand felling of sub-merchantable trees to reduce shade on approximately 30 acres receiving a shelterwood harvest.
· Site preparation for natural regeneration of white pine through hand felling of sub-merchantable trees and mechanical ground scarification on approximately 50 acres receiving a shelterwood harvest.
· Site preparation for the natural regeneration of aspen through hand felling of sub-merchantable trees to reduce shading on approximately 300 acres receiving a clearcut harvest.

· Hand planting of approximately 10 acres of white pine to convert the stand’s vegetation composition from aspen to white pine in a riparian area.  This activity is in addition to the underplanting project described in the Aquatic Resources section.
Individual Tree Selection Harvest:  a harvest system that removes trees individually in a scattered pattern or in small groups throughout the stand from the various age classes.  Regeneration is established under the partial shade of the overstory canopy after each cut resulting in an uneven-aged, multi-structured stand.

Thinning Harvest:  an intermediate treatment performed in an even-aged stand.  A thinning removes the smaller trees that are less able to compete for light, so the larger, more vigorous trees remain after thinnings.
Clearcut Harvest:  Clearcutting is a regeneration method used to establish even-aged stand whereby all merchantable trees are removed in one harvest.  Project design criteria would include retaining some clumps of trees for wildlife or riparian concerns.
Shelterwood Harvest:  The mature stand is removed in a series of two or three cuts.  The early cuts are designed improve vigor and seed production, while preparing the site for new seedlings.  The final harvest is made when a sufficient amount of desirable reproduction has become established, and before the regeneration has reach 20% of its rotation age.
Overstory Removal:  The cutting of trees comprising an upper canopy layer in order to release trees or other vegetation already established in an understory.

Salvage Harvest:  The harvest of dead or dying trees, in excess of those needed for wildlife, aesthetics, or other purposes, for utilization as commercial timber products.
Access Management
The Proposed Action includes progressing the project area’s transportation system toward the allowable road densities as defined in the DFCs for the management areas and remote habitat area.  The Forest Service road system is mostly in place within the project area.  When supplemented by road construction, reconstruction, maintenance, and decommissioning, the transportation system should meet management and access needs.  Due to the number of roads within the project area, only those roads proposed for construction, reconstruction and maintenance have been labeled with a road number.  More detailed road maps are located in the project file and are available for review.
Specifically, transportation projects would include the following (Refer to Appendix 1, Maps B, C and D):
· Road Decommissioning:  Approximately 80 miles of road would be decommissioned.  Road decommissioning would occur through the maintenance and repair of existing and potential soil erosion problems by removing culverts and crossing structures where needed.  Decommissioning also would include berming these roads to prohibit passenger vehicle traffic, and allowing the roadbed to return permanently to a more natural, vegetated state.  
· Road Closures:  Approximately 70 miles of existing roads would be closed to passenger vehicle traffic through the use of earthen berms.  ATV use would be permitted.  These closures would be in addition to those closures taking place on newly constructed roads used for timber harvest.  Closed roads could be re-opened for use in future vegetative management projects.

· Road Construction:  Approximately 3.0 miles of new road would be constructed to access stands proposed for harvest.  Road construction would include clearing trees and brush, grubbing stumps, widening clearings, placement of aggregate material, installing culverts and crossings, shaping the road prism, and ditching.  These roads would be closed to passenger vehicle use by an earthen berm upon completion of harvest activities, but could be re-opened for use in future vegetative management projects.  Where soil conditions allow, a parking area for 2 to 3 vehicles, and access for non-prohibited vehicle and foot travel to bypass the closure would be created at new road closure locations.
· Road Reconstruction:  An estimated 2.5 miles of existing road would be reconstructed.  Reconstruction would consist of clearing brush and widening existing clearing, placement of aggregate material, installation and/or repair of culverts and crossings, shaping the road prism, and ditching where necessary.

· Road Maintenance:  An estimated 100 miles of existing road would be maintained.  Maintenance would consist of needed brushing, repair of culverts and crossings, and shaping of the existing prism where needed to facilitate drainage and runoff patterns. 
· Culverts and Earthen Berms:  Some culverts and earthen berms would have to be installed at necessary locations to facilitate the use of this transportation plan.  Approximately 80 earthen berms and 17 culverts would need to be placed for project implementation.  Berm locations have not been determined at this time.  Refer to Appendix 1, Map D for culvert locations.
Wildlife Resources – Habitat Enhancement Projects
Wildlife habitat enhancement projects would include the following activities:
· Creation of approximately 50 acres of permanent upland openings within 12 stands (refer to Appendix 1, Map G).

· Construction of brush piles using logging debris, and placement over approximately 1,030 acres, to provide denning and cover opportunities for a variety of wildlife species.  An average of 7 brush piles per acre would be constructed.
· Retain existing snags and create new snags, as necessary, to achieve the standard goal of 2 to 5 snags per acre in hardwood stands.  Stands proposed for individual tree selection harvests (refer to Appendix 1, Map E) would be reviewed to identify the number of existing snags, and additional low quality, hardwood trees would be girdled to create new snags, as needed.
Riparian Habitat Enhancement Projects
Riparian 
habitat enhancement projects would include the following activities (refer to Appendix 1, Map G):
· Underplanting approximately 160 acres with long-lived conifers and hardwoods adjacent to and within 500 feet of selected portions of seasonal and perennial streams. 
The following habitat enhancement projects are proposed within the Wild and Scenic River corridor (refer to Appendix 1, Map G):
· Closure of a ford crossing the South Branch of the Paint River, which currently allows both ATV and passenger vehicle traffic.  The approaches to the ford would be closed, and the site would be rehabilitated to decrease the risk of further erosion and sedimentation into the river.
· Large woody debris recruitment through the girdling of trees in the riparian corridor in approximately 18 stands adjacent to perennial streams to accelerate the natural processes of recruiting LWD into stream systems and associated habitats.  Areas proposed for treatment include the North and South Branches of the Paint River, Bush Creek, Golden Creek, Lode Creek, Mallard Creek and Thirty-three Creek.
· Where the opportunity exists, some trees would be hand felled into the South Branch of the Paint River.  This project would be implemented within the same stands that are proposed for the girdling treatment as described above.
· Construction and placement of 15 to 25 large woody debris structures into the South Branch of the Paint River.  Each structure is approximately 16’ to 20’ long and composed of natural materials.


Visual Resources 

The proposed silvicultural activities of thinning and selection generally provide the enhancement of visual resources in the long term, by favoring long-lived species and the development of a big tree character.  
The treatments proposed on the Paint River and its North and South Branches, have a primary purpose to enhance the visual resources in the area.
Specifically, the treatments include the following silvicultural practices within the designated Wild and Scenic River corridor (Refer to Appendix 1, Map E):
· Paint River (main stream):  Approximately 30 acres of northern hardwood selection harvests.
· North Branch of the Paint River:  Thinning of approximately 70 acres of natural white pine stands, and about 15 acres of northern hardwood selection harvest.
· South Branch of the Paint River:  Thinning of approximately 190 acres of red pine plantations and about 5 acres of natural white pine stands, and approximately 15 acres of hardwood selection harvests.

Recreation
To provide for quality dispersed recreation settings and experiences in a motorized environment, the Proposed Action includes the following projects: (Refer to Appendix 1, Map G):
· Construction of a parking area to facilitate dispersed recreational activities on Forest Road 3243 near the Basswood gravel pit.
· Realignment and hardening (i.e. gravel) of a short road spur, the parking area, and trail to the South Branch Paint River near the Basswood gravel pit. 
The Prospector VMP would be implemented through about eight commercial timber sales expected to be sold in approximately 2004 through 2006.  Each sale would likely be harvested over a three to five year period.  Associated reforestation, wildlife, fisheries, watershed, and recreation projects would be accomplished using Knutsen-Vandenburg (KV) funds collected through the timber sale revenues.

DESIGN CRITERIA

The following practices, standards, and guidelines would be used to reduce or eliminate potential adverse effects of the proposed management activities.  These include:

· Forest Plan standards and guidelines for water and soil resource management (page IV 34-36).

· Water Quality Management Practices on Forest Land issued by the State of Michigan’s Department of Natural Resources (1992).

Specific actions, in addition to the above would be incorporated into the project’s design during the analysis.

DECISIONS TO BE MADE
The ID Team of resource specialists will conduct an environmental analysis of the project area and document the results in an Environmental Assessment (EA).  Based on Forest Plan goals, objectives, standards and management practices, together with public issues and concern and management opportunities, the ID team will consider the affected area, formulate alternatives, estimate environmental consequences and compare the alternatives.  The purpose of an EA is to disclose the effects and consequences of alternative strategies being considered in detail and aid the Deciding Official in determining whether or not an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) should be prepared.  Based upon the information disclosed in the EA, associated project file, and public feedback, the Deciding Official will make a decision.

The Deciding Official for the Prospector VMP is the Iron River/Watersmeet District Ranger.  The District Ranger may decide to select the no action alternative, defer activities, or may select a management alternative or portions of alternatives to implement.  Specifically, the Deciding Official will determine:

1) Selection and site-specific location of appropriate vegetative management practices, if any.  Included in this decision will be silvicultural prescription, logging systems, slash treatment, riparian protection, travel corridors, reforestation, mitigation measures and design criteria.

2) Selection and site-specific location of appropriate transportation system management, if any.  Included in this decision will be road closures, reconstruction, maintenance, construction, and temporary construction necessary to provide access to suitable timberlands and achieve resource objectives.  Also included will be road access restrictions or other actions are necessary to meet resource needs.

3) What amount, type and distribution of fisheries, wildlife, watershed and recreation improvement projects, if any, would be implemented.

SCOPING INPUT/PUBLIC COMMENT
Comments are specifically requested on the Proposed Action.  Any suggestions that you have for additional actions to move the existing condition to the desired future condition are welcome.  Comments made on this proposal are most helpful if they pertain directly to the project area.  Issues identified that are outside the scope of this proposal will not be addressed at this level of planning.  

To ensure that we have the opportunity to consider your comments throughout the planning process, they should be postmarked or received 30 days from publishing date in the Iron River MI, Reporter newspaper. The projected date for completion of the analysis is August 2003.  If you have any questions or would like more information about this project, please contact Marlanea French-Pombier, Team Leader, at the Watersmeet Ranger District, P.O. Box 276, Watersmeet, MI 49969, or (906) 358-4551.  

A reduction of paper as specified in 40 CFR 1500.4 has been an important consideration in preparation of this document.  More detailed information is available at the Iron River Ranger District and in the Ottawa National Forest planning records that are available for public inspection.
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