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Decision Memo
Pit Lake Gravel Pit Expansion and Rehabilitation Project

USDA Forest Service

Watersmeet Ranger District, Ottawa National Forest

Watersmeet Township, Gogebic County, Michigan

(T45N-R40W Section 25)

Background:  The purpose and need of this project is to initiate the long term expansion, development and rehabilitation of the Pit Lake Gravel Pit esker.  The existing Forest Service portion of the pit is approximately 560 feet long and 220 wide covering approximately 3.0 acres.  Local landowners who purchased mineral material from the Forest Service have traditionally used the pit.  This proposal was developed by an interdisciplinary team in response to Forest Service, other public users, and private needs for gravel in this area.  This project also provides the opportunity to rehabilitate some steep pit faces.  Estimated height of pit faces are 80 to 100 feet which presents a safety hazard.  
The project area is located within Management Area 2.1 which allows for “common variety minerals [to be] available to the public and to local, state, and federal government agencies in accordance with management direction under Forestwide Standards and Guidelines – 2800 Minerals and Geology” (Forest Plan, p. IV-138).  The Forestwide Standards and Guidelines (pp. IV-50 to IV-52) were utilized in the development of the Pit Lake Development Plan.  The Pit Development Plan also incorporates guidance provided in Forest Service Manual (FSM 2850). 
Decision:  I have decided to implement the expansion, development and rehabilitation of the Pit Lake Gravel Pit as proposed in the October 15, 2003 scoping document.  The pit will be expanded on the northern edge, with initial rehabilitation efforts conducted on the east and west pit faces.  The combined expansion and rehabilitation area is about 3.4 acres, and will result in the removal of approximately 20,000 to 25,000 cubic yards of mineral materials within the next two to four years.  An estimated 300,000 cubic yards of mineral materials would be removed as the pit expansion continues.  Please refer to Appendix A for a project vicinity map.  
My decision includes the following actions:  (1) removal of mineral material [e.g. sand and gravel] on the east and west pit faces to shape and rehabilitate these areas and achieve a 2:1 gradient slope; (2) vegetation removal on 3.4 acres of the northern portion of the esker to allow for pit expansion; (3) removal of mineral material on the 3.4 acres, and shaping of the pit faces to achieve a 2:1 gradient slope; and (4) placement of two gates, one at the junction of FSRs 6331 and 6331A, and the other about ½ mile to the northeast on the road paralleling the pit (see Appendix A).  
My decision also includes approval of a Pit Development Plan prepared for this area.  This plan includes guidelines established for long term pit management, including the actions resulting from this decision.  The development plan also offers operational procedures to ensure protection of soil and water resources within and adjacent to the pit.  In addition, the plan will ensure rehabilitation is continuously performed whenever excavation activities occur for the removal of mineral materials, as well as completion of a final rehabilitation effort following pit closure.  The Pit Development Plan is part of the project record file, and is available for public review upon request.  
I have determined that this project falls under the category, established by the Chief of the Forest Service, for which a project or case file and decision memo are required.  This category is described in Forest Service Handbook 1909.15, Chapter 30, Section 31.2, category number 3.  This category includes the “approval, modification, or continuation of minor special uses of National Forest System lands that require less than five continuous acres of land” and includes the “removal of mineral materials from an existing community pit or common-use area”.  

Decision Rationale:  The Pit Lake Gravel Pit Expansion and Rehabilitation Project meets the needs of providing for the development and rehabilitation of the Pit Lake gravel pit, provides a source of sand and gravel for public and private uses, and mitigates a safety hazard by sloping pit faces.  I have considered the scoping comments received and the Pit Lake Gravel Pit Development Plan in my decision.  This categorical exclusion is appropriate because the combined area for pit expansion, development, and rehabilitation is less than 5 acres in size.  I have also determined that no extraordinary circumstances are affected by this pit expansion, development and rehabilitation project.  
Findings – Extraordinary Circumstances:  Resource conditions were evaluated to determine whether extraordinary circumstances related to the proposed action warrant further analysis and documentation in an Environmental Assessment or and Environmental Impact Statement.  Analysis by the Interdisciplinary Team (ID team) resulted in the finding that no extraordinary circumstances exist.  Following is a summary of the findings for each of the resource conditions listed in Forest Service Handbook 1909.15, Chapter 30.3, which were considered for the presence of extraordinary circumstances.  
· 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 ID team has determined that there are no listed T&E plant, wildlife, or fish species or their critical habitat affected in the project area.  Therefore, there is ‘no effect’ to listed species or their critical habitats.

· Flood Plains, Wetlands, Or Municipal Watersheds – The ID team determined that the project area is not located within or adjacent to floodplains or municipal watersheds.  The projects area is also not located within wetlands however; wetland areas are located adjacent to the project area.  Project design specifications (e.g. set back limits) have been incorporated into the Pit Development Plan which will prevent effects to the adjacent wetlands as a result of pit development and rehabilitation activities 
· Congressionally Designated Areas, Such As Wilderness, Wilderness Study Areas, Or National Recreation Areas – The project leader determined that the project area is not located within or adjacent to congressionally designated areas such as wilderness, wild and scenic river corridor or national recreation area.  
· Inventoried Roadless Areas – The project leader determined that the project area is not located within an inventoried roadless area.
· Research Natural Areas – The project leader determined that the project area is not located within a research natural area. 
· American Indians And Alaska Native Religious Or Cultural Sites – Cultural resource inventories have been completed for the project area and no religious or cultural sites were identified.  
· Archaeological Sites, or Historic Properties or Areas. – An archaeological survey was completed for the project area and no archaeological sites or historic properties were identified.  

Public Involvement:  The proposal was outlined in a scoping letter mailed in October 2003 to a total of 42 individuals, public agencies and local Native American governments.  A legal notice inviting public comments and outlining the proposed action was published in the October 16, 2003 edition of the Ironwood Daily Globe (Project Record B4).  The proposal was also listed in the Ottawa Schedule of Proposed Actions, beginning with the Fall 2004 Edition (Project Record B2).  
Several responses were received during the scoping period, and the comments were used in the analysis and development of this project.  As a result of two of the comments received, a clarification of the gate installation action has been made.  The gates will be installed on a road segment that does not access either the pit or adjacent, State-owned lands.  These gates will serve to avoid potential user conflicts, as well as bar passenger vehicle access, which could pose potential impacts to the adjacent wetland as the pit is expanded.  
Another comment dealt with keeping exotic plant species on site or their elimination.  The site has some exotic weeds.  The weeds within the pit will be contained within the pit, and although material from the pit would likely contain weed seeds, the pit does not contain any priority invasive plants. Weed containment preventive measures have been made part of the Pit Development Plan.  
All comments received about the project are included in the project file, and are available for review upon request.  

Findings Required by Other Laws:  My decision complies with all applicable laws and regulations.  I have summarized some pertinent ones below:  

National Forest Management Act (NFMA) of 1976 - requires that all projects and activities be consistent with the Forest Plan.  This decision is consistent with the Ottawa’s Forest Plan as required by NFMA.  The project was designed in conformance with Forest Plan decisions, specifically the Forestwide and Management Area standards and guidelines (Forest Plan, pp. IV 50-52 and IV 112-120). 
Clean Water Act – The integrity of the project area’s water and riparian features will be maintained as the result of application of Forest Plan standards and guidelines (Forest Plan, pp. IV-11, and IV-34 to IV-36) and State of Michigan’s Best Management Practices, as well as site specific design elements listed in the Pit Development Plan (Project Record, D15).  Implementation of the Pit Development Plan will also control non-point source pollutants by containing any runoff water and sediments within the gravel pit.
Endangered Species Act (ESA) – As required by the ESA, a Biological Evaluation was prepared addressing the potential effects to threatened, endangered or sensitive species utilizing the project area.  The analysis concluded that the project is not likely to adversely affect any federally listed species (Project Record, D4).  

National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA) – This decision is compliant with this NHPA.  Surveys were conducted, and no archaeological sites or historical properties were identified within the project area.  Any unknown sites found within the area of potential effect would be avoided and protected following the standards set forth under the guidelines of the Memorandum of Agreement between the USDA Forest Service and the Michigan State Historic Preservation Officer (SHPO).  No tribal concerns were identified during the scoping process.  
Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act – The decision is compliant with this Act as stated under NHPA above.  
Wetlands (Executive Order [EO] 11990) – This decision is compliant with this EO as the project does not take place within any wetlands.  Protective measures have been established in the Pit Development Plan to ensure protection of adjacent wetlands during pit expansion.
Floodplains (Executive Order 11988) – This decision is compliant with this EO as the project does not take place within any floodplains.
National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) – This act requires public involvement and consideration of potential environmental effects.  The entirety of documentation for this decision supports compliance with NEPA. 

Implementation Date:  This decision may be implemented immediately. 

Administrative Review or Appeal Opportunities:  This decision is not subject to an administrative review or appeal pursuant to 36 CFR 215.12(f).
Contact Person:  Further information about this decision can be obtained from project leader Jay Wittak at the Bessemer Ranger District, 500 N. Moore Street, Bessemer, Michigan 49911, or FAX (906) 667-0007, phone (906) 932-1330 Extension 524, or by e-mail at:  jwittak@fs.fed.us.  

/s/Norman E. Nass                                                                              10/27/2004
____________________________
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NORMAN E. NASS
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