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DECISION MEMO 
South Mountain Return Trail and Base Lands Access Trail Project 

 
USDA Forest Service 

White Mountain National Forest 
Ammonoosuc-Pemigewasset Ranger District 

Grafton County, NH 
 
 

I. DECISION 
 

A. Description of the Decision 
 

This Decision Memo documents my decision to approve trail construction on National Forest 
System (NFS) lands administered by the USDA Forest Service at Loon Mountain Ski Resort 
(Loon) in Lincoln, New Hampshire.  The project area is on the Ammonoosuc-Pemigewasset 
Ranger District of the White Mountain National Forest (WMNF) (Figure 1.1). 
 
This project is a modification to the improvements authorized at Loon in the February 2002 
Record of Decision for the Loon Mountain Ski Resort Development and Expansion Final 
Environmental Impact Statement (Loon FEIS, 2002).  Specifically, when Loon Mountain 
Recreation Corporation (LMRC) opens the G Lift terrain on South Mountain, two new ski trails 
(Return Trail and Base Lands Access Trail) will be constructed on approximately 3,680 feet or 
5.2 acres.  This project will provide trail access to one of their five parking lots (South 
Mountain parking lot), which currently requires a 2-mile shuttle bus ride to/from Loon’s base 
area.  It will also provide trail access to homes and condominiums outside the SUP boundary 
from the lower portion of Trail 40 (Figure 2.1). 
 
The Return Trail construction will result in the disturbance (grading and removal of the 
timber) of approximately 3,680 feet or 5.2 acres (1,907.5 feet or 2.8 acres on NFS lands and 
1,773 feet or 2.4 acres on lands owned by Loon).  The trail will be 60 feet wide.  Construction 
activities will involve mechanical removal of stumps and large rocks, surface grading, as well 
as installation of drainage ditches, waterbars, and culverts.   

 
The Base Lands Access Trail makes use of an existing cross-country skiing and hiking trail, 
widening it by approximately fifteen feet and adding snowmaking to it.  Widening this trail will 
result in disturbance (removal of the timber) of approximately .2 of an acre, and will slightly 
alter the G Lift trail design authorized in the Loon FEIS, 2002. 
 
Implementation for the project will occur during the summer months, when soil conditions are 
favorable for any soil disturbing activities, and will be completed by Sept 15.  All trail 
construction mitigations (i.e., only a maximum of 600 slope feet of exposed mineral soil will be 
exposed at one time, grading, seeding and mulching will occur incrementally with construction, 
etc.) identified in the Loon FEIS, 2002 will apply. 

 
Factors considered when choosing the trails’ location included topography, proximity to a 
previously recorded cultural site, and proximity to other trails.  The Return Trail route offers 
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the most efficient egress from South Mountain to the South Mountain parking area, while 
avoiding impacts to wetlands, wildlife and cultural resources located on NFS lands.  
Approximately half of the trail takes advantage of an old (c1930's) woods road. 

   
The cut trees will be removed by skidder along the route of the trail and landed in the South 
Mountain base area.  Most of the tops and non-merchantable wood will be chipped on site.  The 
timber value will be charged to LMRC and deposited with the Department of Treasury.  It is 
anticipated that no more than ten trees (less than ten inches in diameter) will need to be 
removed for the Base Lands Access Trail. 
 
B. Purpose of the Decision 

 
Improvements were authorized at Loon in the February 2002 Record of Decision. Loon 
Mountain Recreation Corporation (LMRC) operates a four-season resort known as Loon 
Mountain Ski Resort (Loon), a portion of which is under three permits; a 30-year-term Special 
Use Permit (SUP) authorized under the Occupancy Act of 1915, a 30-year SUP authorized 
under the Organic Act of 1897, and an annual SUP authorized under the Land and 
Conservation Act of 1965.  These permits are issued and administered by the WMNF of the 
U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service (the Forest Service).   
 
LMRC would like to modify the authorized improvements to provide trail access to one of 
their five parking lots (South Mountain parking lot), which currently requires a 2-mile shuttle 
bus ride to/from Loon’s base area, as well as provide trail access to homes and condominiums 
outside the SUP boundary from the lower portion of Trail 40 (Fig. 2.1). 
 
This decision will: 
 

• Fully comply with all goals, objectives, and standards and guidelines provided in the 
WMNF Land and Resource Management Plan, as amended; 

• Provide access to the South Mountain parking lot; 
• Enhance the guest experience; 
• Provide improved egress from the ski area; and 
• Reduce noise, traffic and air emissions. 

 
At this time, the WMNF is revising its Land and Resource Management Plan, and this project 
meets the current Plan’s goals and objectives, as well as those being proposed in the revised 
Plan.   

 

II. 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 U.S. 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) 1909.15-2004-3, sections 
31.12 or 31.2 (1), and there are no extraordinary circumstances related to the decision that may 
result in a significant individual or cumulative environmental effect. 
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A. Category of Exclusion 
 

The South Mountain Return Trail and Base Lands Access Trail project is within the category 
of exclusion 31.2 (1) that includes the “[c]onstruction and reconstruction of trails”.  I have 
reviewed the proposed action and the environmental analysis, which is documented in the 
project Planning Record, and have determined the South Mountain Return Trail and Base 
Lands Access Trail project falls within this category of exclusion.  
 
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 
environmental effects associated with the proposed activities are not likely to be substantial, 
and that the proposed project therefore fits squarely within the class of actions listed in FSH 
1909.15, Amendment No. 1909.15-2004-3, Section 31.2(1).  This section categorically 
excludes from documentation in an environmental impact statement or environmental 
assessment “[c]onstruction and reconstruction of trails.”  
 
C.  No Existing Extraordinary Circumstances 
I have reviewed the analysis in the Project File and have determined that this decision will not 
have a significant effect on the resource conditions listed in FSH 1909.15-2004-3, section 
30.3(2), and thus an instance of extraordinary circumstances does not exist.  A summary of 
how this decision affects each resource condition is disclosed below: 
 
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 
 
No extra-ordinary circumstances are present, including no observed Threatened, 
Endangered, Proposed or Sensitive Species and/or their Critical Habitat, Management 
Indicator Species (MIS) and invasive species (see Habitat Guided Visual Encounter Survey 
Summary in Project File).  The activities planned for this project will not adversely affect 
the continued existence of any species federally listed or proposed as threatened or 
endangered, or result in adverse modification to such species’ designated critical habitat. 
Therefore, I have decided that this action will have ‘no effect’ on listed species or their 
critical habitats. 

 
2. Floodplains, Wetlands, or Municipal Watersheds 

 
This area is not in a municipal watershed.  The project is not located in or near floodplains 
and will not affect floodplains or wetlands.  This has been validated by site-review, as well 
as a review of the Wetlands Chapter 4 in the Loon FEIS.  Hydrologic or water quality 
effects from minor soil disturbance or puddling are also not anticipated.  
 
For these reasons, this decision will have no significant effect on floodplains, wetlands, or 
on the municipal water supply. 
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3. Congressionally Designated Areas, Such as Wilderness, Wilderness Study Areas, or 
National Recreation Areas 

 
The project area is not within or near any Congressionally designated wilderness, 
wilderness study areas, or natural recreation areas. 
 
Wilderness is designated in the Forest Plan as Management Area (MA) 5.1.  The closest 
wilderness to the project area is the Pemigewasset Wilderness located approximately six 
miles to the northwest.  There are no Wild and Scenic Rivers nearby.  This decision, with 
impacts limited to the immediate area of the project area location, will not affect these 
resources. 

 
This decision, with impacts limited to the immediate area of the project area location, will 
not affect the future consideration of the proposed wilderness additions. 

 
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.  The closest candidate RNA to the project area is Church Ponds and 
Bog (MA 9.3) located approximately twenty miles to the east.  This decision, with impacts 
limited to the immediate area of the project area location, will not affect this resource. 

 
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 resource. 

     
7. Archeological Sites, or Historic Properties or Areas 

 
One site (FS Site #4-186), recorded previously (Hrdlicka, 1986 and Bunker 1999) as a 
Timbering Camp, ca. 1924-1960 was found in the project area. Cultural Sites, 
Archaeological Sites, or Historic Areas will not be affected by the project as trail will be 
located to avoid impacting it.  Therefore, the project will not affect this resource. 
 

All trail construction mitigation measures listed in the Loon FEIS, 2002 will apply.  No other 
extraordinary circumstances related to the project were identified. 
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D. Other Resources 
 
I have reviewed the documentation of direct and indirect effects to other resources such as 
soils, water, and socio-economics (Loon FEIS, 2002).  Based on this review, I have determined 
this decision will have no significant direct, indirect, or cumulative environmental effects to 
these other resources. 

 

III. PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT 
 

A public scoping notice was mailed to individuals, organizations, and government agencies on 
May 18, 2005 to invite comments regarding the proposed South Mountain Return Trail and 
Base Lands Access Trail project.  The formal scoping period ended on June 17, 2005 (Project 
File).  Included on the mailing list were 257 interested parties.  The scoping notice was also 
posted on the WMNF webpage under “Projects” on May 27, 2005 (Project File).  Twenty six 
comments regarding the scoping notice were received.  Appendix A of this document lists these 
comments and how they were used in the analysis of this project (Appendix A). 
 
I have reviewed the results of public scoping and I have determined there are no significant 
effects to any resource conditions from the proposed action.  

 

IV. FINDINGS REQUIRED BY OTHER LAWS AND REGULATIONS 
 

My decision complies with all applicable laws and regulations, and these are summarized 
below.  

 
A. National Forest Management Act (NFMA) 

 
The NFMA requires the development of long-range land and resource management plans. The 
WMNF Forest Plan was approved in 1987 and it has been amended eight times. The amended 
Forest Plan provides for guidance for all natural resource management activities on the 
WMNF.  The NFMA requires all project and activities be consistent with the Forest Plan. 
 
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, as well as those being proposed in the revised Plan.   

 
B. Endangered Species Act 

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

 
C. Regional Forester’s Sensitive Species 

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

D. Floodplains (Executive Order 11988) 
 
 See Section II, Item C.2 of this document. 
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E. Wetlands (Executive Order 11990) 

 
 See Section II, Item C.2 of this document. 
 

F. Wild and Scenic Rivers Act  
 
 See Section II, Item C.3 of this document. 
 

G. Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act  
 
 See Section II, Item C.6 of this document. 
 

H. Archeological Resources Protection Act  
 
 See Section II, Item C.7 of this document. 
 

I. National Historic Preservation Act 
 
 See Section II, Item C.7 of this document. 
 

J. 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 (p. 4-326, Loon FEIS, 2002).  There were no issues 
related to either of these population groups raised during public scoping.  

 
K. 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.  

 

V. IMPLEMENTATION DATE 
 

This decision may be implemented immediately.  Implementation is scheduled to begin in the 
summer of 2006.   

 

VI. ADMINISTRATIVE REVIEW OR APPEAL OPPORTUNITIES 
 

This decision is not subject to a higher level of administrative review or appeal pursuant to 36 
CFR 215.8. Detailed records of the environmental analysis documented by this Decision 
Memo are available for public review upon request at the USFS Rochester Ranger District 
Office, 99 Ranger Road, Rochester, VT 05767. 
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VII. CONTACT PERSON 
 

Further information about this decision can be obtained by contacting Susan Howle at: 
Rochester Ranger District, 99 Ranger Road, Rochester, VT, 05767; 802-767-4261 x543 
(Voice); 802-747-6765 (TTY); 802-767-4777 (Fax); or showle@fs.fed.us (email).  

  

VIII. SIGNATURE AND DATE 
 

I have concluded that this decision may be categorically excluded from documentation in an 
environmental impact statement or environmental assessment, because it is within one of the 
categories identified by the Chief of the Forest Service in FSH 1909.15-2004-3, Sections 31.12 
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 Project File for the South 
Mountain Return Trail and Base Lands Access Trail project analysis. 

 
 
 

_/s/ Joseph Gill_______________________   ________9/1/2005_____________ 
Joseph Gill (Acting)      Date 
District Ranger /Team Leader 

 
 
 
 
 

 

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in all 
its programs and activities on the basis of race, color, national origin, age, 
disability, and where applicable, sex, marital status, familial status, parental 
status, religion, sexual orientation, genetic information, political beliefs, 
reprisal, or because all or part of an individual's income is derived from any 
public assistance program.  (Not all prohibited bases apply to all programs.)  
Persons with disabilities who require alternative means for communication 
of program information (Braille, large print, audiotape, etc.) should contact 
USDA's TARGET Center at (202) 720-2600 (voice and TDD).  To file a 
complaint of discrimination, write to USDA, Director, Office of Civil 
Rights, 1400 Independence Avenue, S.W., Washington, D.C. 20250-9410, or 
call (800) 795-3272 (voice) or (202) 720-6382 (TDD).  USDA is an equal 
opportunity provider and employer. 
 


