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1.0 Decision 

1.1 Background 
 
The Lawrence Trail is a rugged trail 2.1 miles in length beginning at the junction of the Old Mast 
Road and the Walden and Square Ledge Trails, 2.0 miles from the Ferncroft Road parking area.  
Continuing to the east, it passes junctions with the Oliverian Brook Trail, Cabin Trail and Kelly 
Trail and links the substantial rock ledge known as the Overhang to its terminus on the west 
shoulder of Mount Paugus.  The Lawrence Trail provides several route options in the area 
because of the many trails it intersects and also links the eastern edge of the Sandwich Range 
Wilderness to the trails to the west.  The trail lies entirely within the Sandwich Range 
Wilderness, traversing impressive terrain and conveying a sense of wildness not readily found in 
the region.   

1.2 Purpose and Need 
Built 100 years ago this year, the Lawrence Trail has a lengthy history.  For several decades the 
Wonalancet Out Door Club (WODC), established in 1890’s, has taken on the responsibility of 
the annual maintenance for this trail and many others in the area and continues to do so today.  
Over the years, club members have witnessed severe degradation and erosion occurring on the 
trail.  Attempts have been made to slow the rate of weathering but have not been very successful 
over time due to the loose soils, steepness of terrain, and use. 
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The WODC has been working with the Forest Service over the past several years to sustain the 
Lawrence Trail and come up with a long-term solution.  After many meetings and discussions 
with WODC members, Forest Specialists, and Saco District Trails staff; and several visits to the 
trail and exploring its relocation possibilities, it was decided that the most suitable and 
sustainable alternative for the Lawrence Trail is to relocate the most severely eroded segments 
onto a more consistent grade to prevent resource damage, sustain a variety of route options in the 
area, and preserve access to a wild and unique part of the Forest.   
 
In addition to resource damage, the segment being relocated poses a threat to public safety with 
no viable option for repair using standard and accepted methods of trail stabilization in 
Wilderness.  The segment of trail being relocated is severely affected with two extremely steep 
pitches that are vastly eroded with no means to adequately stabilize the gravel, also known as 
“rotten rock”, produced from the decaying granite soils.  After ascending the first pitch, as 
described above, and arriving atop the Overhang, the trail follows a narrow ledge to the second 
steep and eroded ascent.  One significant concern is the large car-size boulder that is precariously 
perched at the top of the first eroded pitch, heading east.  It is held in place by a small tree whose 
root system is rapidly being undermined.  If this boulder were to let loose while someone were 
ascending or descending, there would be no escape due to the narrow chute that is walled with 
large rock ledges.  The segments linking these two pitches, and beyond, are compromised as 
well. The numerous seeps along the trail have accelerated erosion, removing roots and soils that 
once served as the trail tread.  The degraded trail tread features sections of steep, wet ledges, 
loose rocks and gravel, and poor footing.   

1.3 Description of Decision 
Based on the review of the project file and visiting the site, I have decided to implement the 
relocation of the Lawrence Trail.  The relocation will begin near the mid-point of the trail, just 
west of the Overhang, and continue east for a half mile.  At this point the trail ties back into the 
existing trail in a col before the climb toward the shoulder of Mount Paugus.   

1.4 Alternatives Considered but Eliminated 
Other alternatives that were considered were 1) No action 2) Removing the trail from the 
Forest’s system of trails with no relocation, 3) Stabilizing the existing trail and 4) Relocating the 
trail in locations other than the proposed route.  Taking no action was decided against due to the 
rate at which the trail is deteriorating and the safety concerns it poses.  To leave it as is would 
allow the trail to be further degraded, in part by promoting use, and ignore the hazards present on 
the trail.  The second alternative was not favored because the removal of the Lawrence Trail 
would eliminate a variety of route options in the area and the primary link between the eastern 
portion of the Sandwich Range Wilderness and the network of trails to the west.  Stabilizing the 
existing trail was dismissed based on the input of trail specialists and the discussion regarding 
maintenance standards, as described above, particularly in Wilderness.  Forest Service personnel 
and WODC members surveyed other potential routes for the relocation.  The chosen route was 
selected for its relative lack of topography and the stability associated with this, well drained 
soils and anticipated ease of trail building due to ground cover and moderate tree and rock 
density.  
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2.0 Reasons for Categorically Excluding the Decision 
Decisions may be 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 present. 

2.1 Category of Exclusion 
The proposed action falls within the categories of actions described in the FSH 1909.15, 
Amendment 1909.15-2004-3, Section 31.2. 
 
Category 1 of Section 31.2: “Construction and Reconstruction of trails”    
This category requires a project file and Decision Memo. 

2.2 Relationship to Extraordinary Circumstances 
Permitting of these improvements involves minimal earth disturbance, with the exception of the 
tread width itself.   
 
Steep slopes or highly erosive soils.   
This project will move recreational activity off of steep and highly erosive soils onto more stable 
and sustainable ground. 
    
Threatened and endangered species or their critical habitat.     
No Federally Listed Threatened or Endangered Species or Designated Critical Habitat, Species 
Proposed for Federal Listing or Proposed Critical Habitat, or Forest Service Sensitive Species 
have been observed or are known to be present.  A rare plant survey was conducted in this area 
during the summer of 2005.  Rare plants were not found in the project area. 
 
Flood plains, wetlands, or municipal watersheds. 
This trail relocation will have no negative impacts to flood plains, wetlands, or watersheds.  No 
wetlands permit is required.  
 
Congressionally designated areas, such as wilderness, wilderness study areas, or National 
Recreation Areas. 
Because the trail is in Wilderness, the Forest Service’s actions have and continue to be guided by 
Wilderness direction per the White Mountain National Forest (WMNF) Land and Resources 
Management Plan (the Forest Plan).  In the WMNF Forest Plan, Management Area (MA) 5.1 is 
representative of lands in Wilderness.  It states that within this MA, Wilderness will be 
“managed as part of the National Wilderness Preservation system in accordance with the 
Wilderness Act of 1964, the Eastern Wilderness Act and individual Wilderness enabling 
legislations”.  These acts and legislations prohibit the use of motorized equipment and encourage 
the most minimal and unobtrusive management action.   
 
The WMNF has created four zones (A-D, going from most primitive to least primitive) within 
Wilderness to better adapt our management practices to the different landscapes and experiences 
to be found in Wilderness.  Zone B, the zone in which the Lawrence Trail lies “must be managed 
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according the FSH [Forest Service Handbook] Level I standards and according to primitive ROS 
[Recreation Opportunity Spectrum] standards”.  The primitive ROS calls for “an essentially 
unmodified natural landscape with little evidence of others and almost no onsite management 
controls”.  Level I maintenance standards (the most unobtrusive) dictate that the construction of 
drainage structures is permitted however, tread maintenance work is not.  The problem areas on 
this trail have not responded to Level I trail maintenance and construction methods such as 
installing drainage structures because there is nothing to hold them in place due to rock ledge or 
loose decomposing granite.  The methods that stand the best chance of stabilizing the trail over 
time would require action incongruent with the guidance found in the WMNF’s Wilderness 
Management Plan.  Because of the severity of the trail’s condition and only the most minimal 
means of addressing these conditions, relocation onto more sustainable terrain was selected as 
the best alternative. 
 
The new trail will be constructed using only hand tools and in accordance with primitive ROS 
direction and Wilderness trail construction standards.  Bench construction techniques will be 
used, as the trail follows a nearly consistent contour across the slope.  The tread width, back 
slope ratios, grade limits, and percent side slope for Class I (or Primitive) trails will be taken into 
consideration.  The trail will be slightly outsloped to encourage drainage across the slope, and 
will further facilitate drainage due to the well drained soils found here. 
 
Once the new trail is constructed, the old segment of trail will be rehabilitated to the extent 
possible and will no longer be a part of the Forest trail system, thus creating no net gain in trail 
mileage.   
  
Inventoried roadless areas. 
There are no inventoried roadless areas within the project area. 
 
Research Natural Areas.  
There are no research natural areas within the project area (White Mountain National Forest 
Land and Resource Management Plan 2005).   
 
Native American religious or cultural site, archaeological sites, or historic properties or 
areas. 
A cultural resource survey was conducted in the summer of 2005.  The State Historic 
Preservation Office (SHPO) is in the process of reviewing the survey.  Implementation will not 
begin until we are assured concurrence from the SHPO. 
 
Summary 
No other extraordinary circumstances related to this project were identified.  Based on past 
experience with similar activities of this type on the Saco Ranger District, I have determined that 
the environmental effects associated with the proposed action are not likely to exceed those 
associated with Category 3 actions. 

3.0 Public Involvement 
Public involvement included written notification that was sent to 17 individuals and agencies, 
including private landowners and the Town Sandwich.  In response to the project Scoping 
Report, the Forest Service received eight comments via mail and e-mail.  Seven of these 
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responses were in favor of the Lawrence Trail relocation, and one preferring No Action.  These 
correspondences can be viewed as part of the project file, as can the list of recipients. 
 
The Forest Service also met with members of the Wonalancet Out Door Club, expressly 
discussing the current condition of the Lawrence Trail and the most viable alternatives in 
addressing its erosion problems and hazards.  The WODC has expressed concerns about the 
declining condition of the trail for several years, challenged to find a solution to sustain the 
existing trail.  After several independent site visits by Forest Service trail specialists and the 
WODC, the Forest Service and members of the WODC met for a site visit to look at and discuss 
the proposed route.  There was unanimous support for the relocation.  The primary adopter of 
this trail, also a WODC member, supports the decision to relocate given his years of experience 
on this trail and the many efforts he has taken in attempt to stabilize the trail.   
 
Summary of Responses in Support of Project 
 
Comment #1  “I am generally supportive of the proposed relocation, in that it addresses long-
standing erosion problems”  “Lawrence Trail presents a truly unique situation, in which there are 
no viable options for stabilizing and restoring the current trail, while also adhering to low-impact 
Wilderness management objectives.”  “The steep unstable soils are not only a safety concern, but 
have made it impossible to implement suitable standards of resource protection.” 
 
Comment #2  “I’ve walked the proposed relocation route as marked by you or your staff last 
year.  It’s a workable route and, with the input offered by [fellow WODC members], I imagine 
it’s the best solution available.” 
 
Comment #3  “The WODC Trail Committee endorses the plan to relocate the Lawrence Trail” 
 
Comment #4  “I support the Lawrence Trail relocation.  I agree that the old segment is unsafe 
and that there is no practical method of maintenance, particularly in Wilderness.” 
 
Comment #5  “Thank you for proposing the relocation of the overhang section on the Lawrence 
Trail.”  “[this] project would benefit the environment and I’m hopeful [it] will be implemented.” 
 
Comment #6  “I support this trail project” 
 
 
Summary of Comments Not in Support of Project 
 
Comment #7   “This language implies an emergency situation, and therefore a need for action, 
which in fact does not exist.”  “Given the long history of this unique and lovely trail, and its 
endurance, wouldn’t it be prudent to not rush into a major relocation construction, especially 
given that this is a Wilderness area?” 
 
Comment #7a  Forest Service Response:   
We agree that this is not an “emergency” and did not intend to characterize it as such.  But it is a 
serious public safety issue that warrants some form of corrective action.  There are two 
extremely steep pitches requiring hand-over-fist climbing, and both have hazards perched 
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precariously atop these gullies.  One has a large, Volkswagon-sized boulder set loosely in the 
rotten granite scree which covers the length of the slope; the other has a tree with exposed root 
system that is providing tentative stability to the top third of the chute.  In both cases it is only a 
matter of time before these objects let loose; there is no route for escape given the topography 
and no way to stabilize the degraded slope left in their wake.   
 
The erosion issues on the Lawrence Trail and concerns regarding its sustainability have been a 
long standing issue and the topic of much discussion by the WODC and the Forest Service.  
WODC members, as the adopters of the trail for the past decades, have witnessed the decline of 
the trail year by year and have made efforts to stabilize it using standard trail construction 
methods acceptable in Wilderness.  These efforts have proved temporary with no viable solution 
to stabilize the trail in its current location.  Having reached this point, we needed to identify 
another alternative.  This has not been a rushed decision but rather a well-considered 
collaboration of years of hands-on experience on the trail, trail construction and maintenance 
expertise and what was learned from many visits to the trail and the site of its proposed 
relocation.   
 
 
 

4.0 Findings Required by and/or Related to Other Laws and 
Regulations 

My decision will comply with all applicable laws and regulations.  See Section 2.2 above. 
 

5.0 Administrative Review or Appeal 
This decision is not subject to a higher level of administrative review or appeal pursuant to 36 
CFR 215.8. 
 

6.0 Implementation Date 
This decision may be implemented immediately. 
 

7.0 Contact Person 
Further information about this decision can be obtained from Jana Johnson at the Saco Ranger 
District: 
33 Kancamagus Highway 
Conway, NH  03818 
Voice: 603 447-5448 Ext. 106 
TTY/TDD: 603 447-3121 
Email: janajohnson@fs.fed.us 
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8.0 Signature and Date 
I have concluded that this decision may be categorically excluded from documentation in an 
environmental impact statement or environmental assessment as it is 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 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 environmental effect.  My conclusion is based on information presented in this 
document and the entirety of the planning record. 
 
 
 /s/ Terry Miller        5/16/06 
TERRY MILLER        Date 
District Ranger 
 


