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To All Who Commented on the Proposed Etna Skid Trail Project Scoping Notice: 
 
Enclosed is a copy of the Decision Memo documenting my decision to issue a short-term Special 
Use Permit for a temporary crossing of the Appalachian Trail and a log decking area near the 
trail in the community of Etna, New Hampshire.  This project has generated a fair amount of 
interest and I want to thank you for sending us your comments, questions and concerns.  This 
was one of the more difficult land use decisions I have had to make, and your comments 
provided me with important information to consider. 
 
The summary of comments and responses attached to the Decision Memo will give you a 
complete picture of the range of views and questions we received.  Hopefully our responses will 
answer the questions you raised and clarify more of the details of this project.  I also want to 
explain the main factors that lead me to my decision. 
 
First, I visited the project area several times to determine if reasonable access to the private 
woodlot already existed across private land.  I determined that the landowner does have legal 
access to Partridge Road and the Etna-Hanover Center Road because his property has frontage 
on both of these roads.  It would be possible to haul the timber out to these roads without 
crossing the Appalachian Trail, but in my view, the substantial amount of road building, clearing, 
and filling in wetlands required with these routes is not prudent or reasonable.   
 
Second, our employees have years of experience with timber harvest during the winter months.  
Most of the timber sales on the White Mountain National Forest are operated only during frozen 
ground conditions.  Our timber sales include skid trails, stream crossings and log landings similar 
to what is proposed by the private landowner in this project.  Done correctly, operating under 
these conditions minimizes ground disturbance and prevents erosion and sedimentation.  
Revegetation of landings and skid trails is quickly and easily accomplished. 
 
Third, our natural resource specialists (hydrologist, archaeologist, wildlife biologist, and timber 
harvest inspector) conducted a field review of the project area and concluded that the skid trail 
and landing would cause no environmental effects that could not be avoided or mitigated. 
 
Finally, we worked closely with employees from the National Park Service and the Appalachian 
Trail Conservancy in evaluating this proposal and visited the site with them several times.  After 
reviewing all the options for access, they are in agreement with the Forest Service that the AT 
crossing is acceptable in this circumstance.   
 
I balanced all these factors along with your comments and our rules for granting Special Use 
Permits and made a decision to approve the project.   The Permit will require payment of a fee 



 

 

and will include clauses and conditions that the permittee is required to follow.  Forest Service 
employees and a consulting forester hired by the permittee will administer the project on a 
regular basis to make sure all the requirements of the permit are met.    
 
The harvesting operations will end prior to spring thaw, but final cleanup and revegetation of 
disturbed areas will have to wait until the site is dry enough to work (probably late May or early 
June).   
 
If you have any questions, feel free to give me a call.   
 
Thank you for your interest in the management and protection of the White Mountain National 
Forest and the Appalachian Trail. 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Sincerely, 
 
 
 
  
JOHN J. SERFASS 
District Ranger 
 
enclosures 
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Decision Memo 

for the  
Etna Skid Trail Project on the 

Ammonoosuc/Pemigewasset Ranger District 
White Mountain National Forest 

USDA Forest Service  
 
 

I have decided to issue a Special Use permit to authorize the establishment and one-season use of 
a temporary skid trail and log landing on the White Mountain National Forest in the town of 
Hanover, New Hampshire.  The purpose of the skid trail and landing is to allow an adjoining 
landowner to remove wood products from the adjacent woodlot.  This decision is categorically 
excluded from further documentation and is not subject to appeal.   
   

I. REASONS FOR CATEGORICALLY EXCLUDING THE DECISION 
 
Decisions may be categorically excluded from documentation in an Environmental Assessment 
(EA) or Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) when they are within one of the categories 
identified by the U.S. Department of Agriculture in 7 CFR part 1b or one of the categories listed 
in Forest Service Handbook (FSH) Chapter 30, Section 31.12 or 31.2 and there are no 
extraordinary circumstances related to the proposal.   

 
A. Category of Exclusion 

 
I have determined that the Etna Skid Trail Project is within FSH 1909.15-2004-3, Chapter 31.2-3 
that permits “Approval, modification, or continuation of minor, short-term (one year or less) 
special uses of National Forest System lands that require less than five contiguous acres of land.”   

 

B. Rationale for Using the Category 
 
Based upon the environmental analysis contained in the Project File and on experience with 
similar activities on the WMNF and other National Forest Lands, I have determined that the 
proposed project fits squarely within the class of actions listed in FSH 1909.15-2004-3, Section 
31.2 Category (3).  I have reviewed the proposed action and the environmental analysis and have 
determined that the Etna Skid Trail falls within this category of exclusion because it is less than 
one acre in size, will occur under frozen conditions primarily across an existing hay field and 
will avoid harvest of trees larger than 6 inches in diameter.  

 

C.  No Existing Extraordinary Circumstances 



 

 

I have considered the following resource conditions to determine whether extraordinary 
circumstances related to the proposed action warrant additional analysis and/or documentation in 
an Environmental Assessment or an Environmental Impact Statement.  The mere presence of one 
or more of the following conditions does not preclude the use of a Categorical Exclusion. 

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 
 
The District Biologist reviewed the proposal on-site and observed no federally listed 
Threatened, Endangered, or Sensitive Species and noted that there is no federally 
designated critical habitat within the project area.  Precautions will be taken in the permit 
operating plan to reduce the risk of introducing any Non-Native Invasive Species to the 
Project Area. 
 
Therefore, I have determined that this action will have ‘no effect’ on listed species or their 
critical habitats. 

 
2. Floodplains, Wetlands, or Municipal Watersheds 

 
The Project Area contains a wetland on land owned by the proponent.  All authorized 
activities will avoid this sensitive area.   The skid trail will cross a tributary to Mink Brook.  
A temporary bridge will be installed to cross this brook with full bank suspension to protect 
the stream banks and its associated, localized floodplain.  The Hanover municipal water 
supply areas are upstream of the project area or are in different watersheds; they will be 
unaffected by any activities related to this project.   
 
This decision, with impacts limited to the immediate area of the skid trail and landing, and 
temporally limited to winter season operations will not result in any extraordinary 
circumstances. 

   
3. Congressionally Designated Areas, Such as Wilderness, Wilderness Study Areas, or 

National Recreation Areas  
 

The Project Area does not include any Wilderness, Wilderness Study Areas, or National 
Recreation Areas. The Project Area includes a portion of the Congressional designated 
Appalachian National Scenic Trail.  
 
I have determined that the permit will have a negligible and temporal impact to the Trail 
and the values for which it is managed.  In making this determination, I have considered 
the following factor: 

• The proposed skid trail will cross the Appalachian National Scenic Trail at right 
angles where the Trail is located in a hayfield; 

• Any visual effects of a temporary skid trail and landing will be brief and 
thoroughly mitigated at the time of project completion; 

• The permit will authorize a one-season entry and will not establish any on-going 
use of the Project Area;  

• The conservation easement indicates clearly that management of the sugarbush, 
including improvement cuts, would be allowed in Parcel 198-29 and that access to 
remove forest products is an implied use of the adjacent parcel;  

• The permit operating plan will stipulate that the proposed activities will occur in 
frozen conditions which will minimize any site disturbance to soil or vegetation; 



 

 

• The permit operating plan will stipulate that warning signs will be posted along 
the trail a minimum of 200 feet on either side of the location of the AT crossing to 
warn visitors of logging activity along the trail and that visitors using the trail will 
be delayed for no more than 15 minutes; 

• The permit operating plan will stipulate that the skid trail will include minimal 
trimming of small brush in a limited area. This trimming will be virtually 
imperceptible to Trail users.   

• The permit operating plan will stipulate that slash and logging debris will be 
removed to private lands.  No burial of logging debris will be permitted.   

• The permit operating plan will stipulate that the AT tread will be restored to its 
original condition during the permit period by June 30, 2006.  

• The permit operating plan will stipulate that clearing for the skid trail crossing 
will be minimized, all apple trees will be retained and brown ash seedlings and 
saplings will be avoided.   

 
In addition, I have consulted with the National Park Service Park Manager who confirms 
that the proposed use will result in minimal impacts to the Trail.   

 
 

4. Inventoried Roadless Areas   
 

The project area is not within, or in close proximity to, an inventoried roadless area, and 
thus this decision will have no effect on this resource.   

 
5. Research Natural Areas 

 
Special Areas including candidate Research Natural Areas (RNA) are designated as MA 
9.3 in the Forest Plan.  This decision will not affect any RNA’s.  

 
6. American Indians and Alaska Native Religious or Cultural Sites  

 
The Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act covers the discovery and 
protection of Native American human remains and objects that are excavated or 
discovered on federal lands. See the discussion below for the potential effects to this and 
other heritage resources.  

     
7. Archeological Sites, or Historic Properties or Areas  

 
The WMNF Cultural Resources Atlas shows no known cultural sites in the project area.  If, 
in the course of the project implementation, artifacts or cultural features are discovered, 
that information will be provided to the District Cultural Resource Paraprofessional and 
Forest Archaeologist for an evaluation.   
 
No other extraordinary circumstances related to the project were identified. 

 
 

II.  PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT 
 

This public scoping notice was mailed to individuals, organizations, and government agencies 
on October 26, 2005 to solicit comments regarding the Proposed Etna Skid Trail Project and 



 

 

was scheduled to end 30 days from the date of publication in the newspaper of record, the 
Manchester Union Leader.  The formal scoping period was subsequently extended for an 
additional 20 days in response to public requests.  The scoping notice were also posted on the 
WMNF website under “Projects”.  The project was also published in the WMNF 4th Quarter 
Schedule of Proposed Actions.   

 
I reviewed the results of public scoping and I have considered them in my final decision. 

 

III. FINDINGS REQUIRED BY OTHER LAWS AND REGULATIONS 
 
My decision complies with all applicable laws and regulations and are summarized below.  

 
A. National Forest Management Act (NFMA) 

 
The NFMA requires the development of long-range land and resource management plans. The 
Forest Plan provides guidance for all natural resource management activities on the WMNF. 
The NFMA requires all projects and activities be consistent with the Forest Plan. 
 
The Appalachian National Scenic Trial is administered by the Secretary of Agriculture in 
consultation with the Secretary of Interior and managed as a partnership between the National 
Park Service, the USDA Forest Service, local Appalachian Trail Clubs and the Appalachian 
Trail Conservancy (ATC).   
 
The White Mountain National Forest Plan specifies that the purpose of management of the 
Project Area is the conservation and enjoyment of the nationally significant scenic, historic, 
natural, and cultural qualities of the land through which the trail passes.  The Plan 
acknowledges that the Area’s Desired Future Condition will vary by location, but the 
management area will emphasize a remote backcountry recreation experience in a 
predominantly natural or naturally-appearing landscape.  This landscape condition is 
commonly found along the AT where the trail traverses large unroaded areas, alpine areas, 
Wilderness Areas, etc.  
  
In other portions of the AT, however, including the Project Area, the trail traverses rural roads 
and small communities, and urbanized areas.  This Project Area, and its included section of the 
AT, is located in a very narrow corridor of federally managed land that is entirely surrounded 
by private land and residences.  The Trail corridor in the immediate vicinity of the Project Area 
is bisected by and bounded on two sides by paved, all season, rural residential town roads.  
 
The Forest Plan provides for Special Use Permits and motorized trail crossings to be granted 
on a case by base basis provided that the proposal is the only feasible and prudent alternative 
and environment effects and management direction are reviewed and mitigation measures 
appropriately prescribed.  Rather than strictly allowing or precluding the proposed use, this 
language allows for site-specific analysis of the proposal, including implementation of all 
appropriate mitigation.   
 
The Forest Plan has been reviewed in consideration of this project.  I have determined that this 
decision is consistent with all relevant Forest Plan goals, objectives, and standards and 
guidelines.  

 



 

 

B. Endangered Species Act 
 

See Section I, Item C.1 of this document. 
 

C. Environmental Justice (Executive Order 12898) 
 

This Executive Order requires consideration of whether this project will disproportionately 
impact minority or low-income populations. This decision is not expected to adversely impact 
minority or low-income populations.  

 
D. 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 NEPA.  

 
 
Sincerely,  
 
/s/ John J. Serfass 
 
JOHN J. SERFASS  Date  12/20/2005 
District Ranger   
  

 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 


