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I.  INTRODUCTION

The USDA Forest Service has prepared an Environmental Assessment (EA) for the Prospector Vegetative Management Project (VMP).  The EA is available for public review at the Iron River Ranger District office.  The Prospector VMP EA documents the environmental analysis that was completed, and discloses the environmental effects of the proposed actions and alternatives to those actions.  The Deciding Official for this project is Tracy J. Tophooven, District Ranger.

Development of this EA is in accordance with the requirements of the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), National Forest Management Act (NFMA), and the Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) regulations at 40 CFR 1500-1508.  The Prospector VMP EA is hereby incorporated by reference.  The project includes timber harvest to regenerate and manage various forest types; classification of both managed and unmanaged old growth; road construction, reconstruction, maintenance and decommissioning; enhancement projects for wildlife and fisheries habitat, as well as watershed condition; and improvement of an existing dispersed access facility.  Projects associated with this decision are scheduled for implementation beginning in 2004.

II. DECISION

This Decision Notice and Finding of No Significant Impact (DN/FONSI) documents my selection of management activities for the Prospector project area.  As stated in the Prospector VMP EA (p. 1-1), the Deciding Official may decide to defer activities, select an alternative, or select portions of alternatives to implement.  The Prospector VMP EA analyzed three action alternatives and a no action alternative.  I have decided to implement timber management and other actions from a combination of the three action alternatives.  The scope of the management activities has been adequately addressed in the description of environmental and cumulative effects analyses in the Prospector VMP EA.  I feel that this combination of management activities provides the greatest opportunity to meet the purpose and need of the project, while addressing specific resource concerns raised during scoping.  These choices are outlined in the following decision summary.

The Prospector VMP EA includes the following eight timber sales:  West 33, Snocat, Duck Shot, Bicep, Bush Tiger, Haymeadow, Basswood Dam, and Prospector.  The EA identified treatments by alternative.  Appendix B, of this Decision Notice, identifies the specific compartment, stands, approximate treatment acres, and type of harvest by timber sale included in this decision.  These activities will implement the Ottawa National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan (Forest Plan).  This decision is tiered to the Forest Plan, its Final Environmental Impact Statement (FEIS), and Record of Decision (ROD).

Decision Summary – Item 1

The amount, type and site-specific locations of vegetative management practices.  Included in this decision are silvicultural prescriptions, logging systems, slash treatment, riparian enhancement, reforestation practices, classification of old growth and project design criteria.
This decision includes harvest of approximately 3,667 acres resulting in an estimated 27,136 hundred cubic feet (CCF) or approximately 17 million board feet (MMBF) of timber.  

Refer to Appendix A, Maps C and D displaying vegetative treatments and locations; Appendix B (pp. B-1 to B-12) for a list of stands identified receiving treatment; and to the Project File for the vegetative management analysis.  Where applicable, the following descriptions include a reference to the specific alternative selected.  The selected actions include the following:

Silvicultural Prescriptions:  Vegetation management practices (timber harvest) will be implemented

through the use of the following silvicultural prescriptions:
· Clearcutting will be implemented as described and analyzed in the Proposed Action (Alternative B) of the Prospector VMP EA.  This decision includes approximately 304 acres of overmature, high-risk aspen, and fir/spruce forest types, and about 79 acres of jack pine.  The aspen and fir/spruce stands will regenerate primarily to aspen due to the aggressive root suckering abilities of this species. 

· Salvage harvest will be implemented on approximately 56 acres of aspen and fir/spruce forest types as described and analyzed in the Proposed Action.  This harvest will remove most aspen, fir, paper birch and high-risk hardwoods, while retaining those needed for wildlife goals, aesthetics, or other purposes.
· Overstory Removal will be implemented on approximately 10 acres of aspen, as described and analyzed in the Proposed Action.  Treatment will remove aspen, fir, paper birch and hardwoods from the overstory to release established white spruce and white pine poles.

· Thinning will be implemented on about 893 acres of conifers to reduce stand density and improve growth, as described and analyzed in Alternatives B and D in the EA.

· Individual tree selection harvest in hardwood stands will be implemented on approximately 2,253 acres of northern hardwoods as described and analyzed in Alternatives B and D.  Treatment will improve stand growth and quality, establish regeneration, and continue the process of developing and maintaining an uneven-aged structure in these stands.  

· Shelterwood harvest will be implemented as described and analyzed in the Proposed Action.  This includes approximately 33 acres of conifer that will be regenerated to white pine, about 27 acres of northern hardwoods that will be regenerated to hardwoods, and about 12 acres of aspen of which 10 acres will be underplanted to white pine and the remaining 2 acres will be regenerated to hardwoods.

Other Vegetative Management Actions

· Classification of Old Growth:  Approximately 1591 acres of old growth will be classified within the project area boundary as described in Alternative D.  Of this total, about 984 acres will be managed to achieve old growth characteristics, and approximately 698 acres will be allowed to develop an old growth condition without management intervention.
· Riparian Underplanting:  As described in Alternative C, conifer underplanting will be implemented on approximately 83 acres adjacent to, and within 500 feet of, selected portions of seasonal and perennial streams.  This underplanting effort will assist to accelerate the natural conversion of these stands to long-lived, non-aspen types.  Stands identified for an underplanting treatment occur within and outside of the WSR corridor.  
Logging Systems

· All silvicultural prescriptions will be implemented using ground based skidding.

Slash treatment

a) Slash will be evenly redistributed throughout red pine thinning stands within the cutting units for LTA 7.  Some selected areas will include piling of slash to create wildlife denning opportunities.  These brush piles will occur at approximately one slash pile per ten acres.

b) Within stands proposed for clearcutting, slash resulting from harvest operations will be either left at the stump or evenly redistributed within the cutting unit.  Some selected areas will include piling of slash to create wildlife denning opportunities.  These brush piles will occur at approximately one slash pile per five acres.

c) All tops and slash will be left at the stump in jack pine clearcut stands to ensure that seed is well distributed over the site for natural regeneration.

d) No logging slash will be deposited on private property.

e) In order to meet VQO standard of retention (Compartment 78, Stand 20) and partial retention (Compartment 78, Stand 22), the following design criteria will be implemented:  remove slash from a 50-foot zone measured from the forested edge of FH16; lop to within 36 inches of the ground and scatter for an additional 25-foot zone; and low or flush cut stumps within the 50-foot slash removal zone if visible from FH16.

f) Remove all slash within 25-foot of the forested edge of collector roads.  Within the next 25-foot zone, lop to within 36” of the ground and scatter.  

g) Remove sediment basin spoils from the visible area of Thirtythree Creek.  Scatter any slash that may result from creating equipment access. 

h) Permanent Forest Openings used during timber sale operations, such as for landings or decking areas, will be maintained to protect the integrity of the opening.  No piles of slash, logs or ends of logs will remain, and chip piles will be evenly scattered over the opening.

Riparian Enhancement

· Design criteria described in the Prospector VMP EA, (DN/FONSI, Appendix C (pp. C-6 to C-7), would be utilized for activities associated with riparian influenced areas.

Reforestation Practices

· Site preparation for the natural regeneration of aspen through hand felling of residual sub-merchantable trees to reduce shade conditions will be conducted on approximately 304 acres in those stands receiving a clearcut harvest.

· Site preparation for natural jack pine regeneration through mechanical ground scarification activities will be conducted on approximately 79 acres in those stands receiving a clearcut harvest.

· Site preparation for the natural regeneration of hardwoods through hand felling of residual sub-merchantable trees to reduce shade conditions will be conducted on approximately 27 acres receiving a shelterwood harvest.

· Site preparation for natural regeneration of white pine through hand felling of residual sub-merchantable trees, and mechanical ground scarification will be conducted on approximately 35 acres receiving a shelterwood harvest.  Both pathological pruning and corrective terminal pruning will be performed in these stands.

· Site preparation for the natural regeneration of oak through mechanical ground scarification to incorporate acorns, and reduce shade conditions on approximately 6 acres.

· Stocking surveys will be conducted on approximately 2708 acres to monitor regeneration success in all stands that receive clearcuts, selection cuts, and shelterwood cuts.

· Pathological pruning for white pine blister rust control measures will be performed on about 20 acres.

· Hand release of established white pine seedlings will be conducted on about 6 acres.

Design Criteria

· In addition to the standards and guidelines included in the Forest Plan (pp. IV 34 - 36), and the Michigan Best Management Practices (BMPs) published by the Michigan Department of Natural Resources (MDNR 1994), site-specific design criteria developed by the Interdisciplinary Team will be implemented (refer to Appendix C).

Decision Summary – Item 2

The amount, type, and site-specific location of appropriate transportation system management activities.  Included in this decision are road closures, road decommissioning, reconstruction, maintenance, and construction necessary to provide access to suitable timberlands and achieve resource objectives.  Also included will be road access restrictions or other actions necessary to protect or meet resource needs.  

Refer to Appendix A, Maps B and C for visual displays of transportation management activities, and to the Project File for the transportation analyses.  Where applicable, the following descriptions include a reference to the specific alternative selected.  These selected actions include:

Illegal Ford Closure

· Closure of an illegal ford crossing the South Branch Paint River, which currently allows both ATV and passenger vehicle traffic, will be conducted.  The approaches of the ford will be closed and rehabilitated to decrease the risk of further erosion and sedimentation into the river.  This action is described and analyzed under the Proposed Action, and is consistent among all of the action alternatives.

Road Closures

· Approximately 61 miles of existing roads will be closed to passenger vehicle traffic as described and analyzed in Alternative C.  These closures will occur through the use of approximately 86 earthen berm structures.  ATV use will be permitted.  These closures will be in addition to the closures planned for newly constructed roads used for timber harvest.  These roads could be re-opened for use in a future project.

Road Decommissioning

· Approximately 76 miles of existing roads will be decommissioned as described and analyzed in Alternative D.  Road decommissioning will occur through maintenance and repair of existing and potential soil erosion problems by removing culverts and crossing structures where needed.  Decommissioning includes berming roads to prohibit passenger vehicle traffic, and allowing the roadbed to return to a naturally vegetated state.  
Road Reconstruction

· An estimated 3 miles of road reconstruction has been selected.  This includes 2.8 miles of reconstruction as described and analyzed in Alternative D.  This also includes a modification of 0.2 miles to allow timber harvest in one stand located outside the Wild and Scenic River corridor (Compartment 62, stand 17).  This 0.2-mile segment of reconstruction is included under Alternative B.  Reconstruction activities will 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 required.

Road Maintenance

· An estimated 76 miles of road maintenance will occur as described and analyzed in Alternative D.  Maintenance activities will consist of brushing, repair of culverts and crossings, and shaping of existing prism, where necessary to facilitate drainage and runoff patterns.  Culverts will be installed at approximately 40 crossing locations, and will be left in place to protect riparian resources and accommodate ATV use following implementation of proposed management activities.

Road Construction

· Approximately 1.2 miles of new system roads will be constructed within the project area to facilitate timber harvest, as described and analyzed in Alternative C.

Decision Summary – Item 3

The amount, type, and distribution of habitat enhancement projects associated with wildlife, fisheries, watershed and recreation management.  
Refer to Appendix A, Map D for visual displays of projects, Appendix B, pp. B-12 to B-14 for a list of selected projects, and to the Project File for the wildlife, fisheries, watershed and recreation management analyses.  Where applicable, the following descriptions include a reference to the specific alternative selected.  This decision includes:
Wildlife Habitat Enhancement Projects

The following actions have been selected from the Proposed Action:

· Creation of approximately 53 acres of permanent forest openings will be performed within 12 stands.  This project is consistent among all of the action alternatives.

· Construction and placement of approximately 210 brush piles will be conducted within stands receiving clearcut, salvage, shelterwood and thinning harvests as described and analyzed in the Proposed Action.  The brush piles will be constructed using logging debris at an average rate of one brush pile per seven acres.  The numbers of brush piles within thinning harvests are consistent among all alternatives, therefore the selection of thinning harvest acres under Alternative D will have no effect on the number of brush piles constructed.

The following actions have been selected from Alternative D:

· Retain existing snags and create new snags, as necessary, to achieve the standard goal of 3 to 5 snags per acre within hardwood stands receiving an individual tree selection harvest as described and analyzed in Alternative D.  Selected stands will be reviewed to identify the number of existing snags, and additional low quality, hardwood trees will be girdled to create new snags as needed, to achieve goals.

Fisheries Habitat Enhancement Projects

The following actions have been selected from Alternative D:

· Release of existing conifer seedlings along a one-mile portion of Thirtythree Creek

· Installation of four K-dams along 1,000 linear feet of Thirtythree Creek.

· Installation of thirty-five, one-half logs along 1,500 linear feet of Thirtythree Creek.

· Removal of beaver and dams will be conducted within approximately eight locations in the lower reaches of Thirtythree Creek.

Watershed Habitat Enhancement Projects

The following actions have been selected from Alternative D:

· Improvement of an existing dispersed access site to the South Branch Paint River off Forest Road 3243 near the Basswood gravel pit, as described and analyzed in Alternative D.  This activity will include a partial realignment and hardening (i.e. gravel) of an existing short road spur and hardening of the existing parking area.
· Girdling trees in areas adjacent to perennial streams to help accelerate the natural processes of recruiting large woody debris into stream systems and associated habitats.  About five to ten trees, with diameters of ten inches and above, will be treated per acre within about 20 stands as described and analyzed in Alternative D.
Decision Summary – Item 4

Whether or not site-specific monitoring requirements are needed to ensure design criteria are 

implemented and effective.

General monitoring as described in Chapter 2 of the Prospector VMP EA (p. 2-23) will be implemented to monitor some of the design criteria described in Appendix C of this document.  These design criteria will be implemented during sale preparation, sale administration, and site preparation.  They include criteria related to timber, transportation, heritage, watershed, soil, fisheries, visuals, recreation, wildlife and botany.  In addition, approximately 2708 acres of stocking surveys will be conducted in all stands that receive an individual tree selection cut, shelterwood seed cut, and clearcut, to monitor regeneration success.

Decision Summary – Item 5

Whether or not an EIS is necessary. 
I have determined that there are no significant impacts associated with this project as documented in Section IX of this decision document, therefore an Environmental Impact Statement will not be prepared (DN/FONSI, pp. 42-44).

III. OVERVIEW OF THE DECISION AREA

The Prospector VMP is located on the Ottawa National Forest’s Iron River Ranger District in the western Upper Peninsula of Michigan.  The project area is located approximately 8 miles northwest of Iron River, Michigan, and north of US Highway 2 on the Ottawa National Forest (NF).  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 23,000 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; and T. 45 N, R. 37 W, Sections 15-17, 20-23, 26-29 and 32-35.

The Forest Plan provides overall direction for management of the Forest for a wide variety of goals and objectives.  These Forestwide goals and objectives are divided between 16 different Management Areas (MAs).  For the Ottawa NF these MAs were delineated based upon ecological land units and overall ecological potential of the areas in regards to vegetation composition, wildlife habitat, aquatic resources and other multiple use goods and services.  

Figure 1.  Map A - Vicinity of the Project Area
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MA 2.1 emphasizes late successional community types that are managed to provide conditions for high amounts of hardwood types, along with associated timber products and habitat conditions (Forest Plan, pp. IV 112-113).  These conditions are met primarily through the use of an uneven-aged management prescription to provide a continuous canopy of northern hardwoods, interspersed with some aspen and softwoods.  Overall, MA 2.1 lands should provide an appearance of a predominantly forested landscape, interspersed with occasional, permanent forest openings, all within a roaded natural recreational environment (Forest Plan, p. IV-112).

MA 8.1 addresses the management of lands within the designated Wild and Scenic River (WSR) corridor.  The river corridor is defined as lands within one-quarter mile from the normal high water mark on either side of the designated river (Forest Plan, pp. IV 187.1 – IV 187.12).  Although the Forest Plan does not include specific vegetative 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, p. IV-187.7).

IV.  PURPOSE AND NEED

The overall Purpose and Need for this project is to move the area toward the desired future condition (DFC) described in the Forest Plan for MAs 2.1 and 8.1.  Comparing current conditions within MAs 2.1 and 8.1 (FY 2001 Ottawa National Forest Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) Report:  Fifteen Year Review [revised,  June 2003], pp. 105-110 and 158-159) to the DFCs described in the Forest Plan (pp. IV 112-120 and IV 187.1-187.12) revealed that this area has not yet attained all the DFCs as described in the Forest Plan.  

The Interdisciplinary (ID) Team conducted field reviews of the project area, which revealed the need to modify the following components of the project area:  

· Maintain or move the existing vegetative composition and structure closer to the DFCs for MAs 2.1 and 8.1.

· Develop a cost efficient, low impact transportation system to meet the MA objectives, and overall Forest Plan goals.

· Enhance the structure, function and composition of riparian habitats, both within and outside the Wild and Scenic River corridor, through underplanting and generating large woody debris in selected stands.

· Improve habitat conditions within the Wild and Scenic River corridor through the management of the rivers and associated riparian habitats.  Management would be geared toward maintaining and enhancing the Outstandingly Remarkable Values for which the river segments were designated.  

· Maintain and enhance both wildlife habitat conditions to support a diverse mix of game and non-game wildlife species.

Specifically, the Purpose and Need for this project 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, p. 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 unmerchantable for wood products.

These actions selected in this decision will promote and maintain species diversity within the project area, and assist to move the project area towards the desired conditions.  Vegetative management will produce timber outputs over several years to promote a stable timber based economy.  Design criteria for vegetative management and reforestation practices (see Prospector VMP EA, pp. 2-3, 2-10, and 2-13) will also improve vegetative conditions within the project area.

Develop a cost efficient, low impact transportation system to meet the MA objectives and overall Forest Plan goals.  

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 purpose of access management within the project area is to develop a transportation plan that provides access for current project needs, and future management activities.  The following resource concerns within the transportation system will 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.

The actions selected for the transportation system in this decision will move the area toward the DFC by the following measures:  1) utilizing existing roads for access, 2) maintaining and reconstructing existing roads (including culvert installation at approximately 40 locations), 3) closing roads to passenger vehicles, and 4) decommissioning roads not needed for long-term management, allowing them to return to a vegetated state.  Design criteria for Transportation and Water and Soil Resources (see Prospector VMP EA, pp. 2-13 to 2-15) will also improve conditions for soil and water.

Enhance the structure, function and composition of riparian habitats, both within and outside of the Wild and Scenic River corridor

· Add a component of longer-lived conifers through underplanting in some open aspen and/or early successional stands. 

· Increase the opportunity for large woody debris recruitment through girdling within selected stands adjacent to perennial streams that currently lack sufficient amounts for long-term riparian habitat needs.

The actions selected for this decision will meet the purpose and need as stated by assisting the selected stands to undergo an accelerated improvement of both riparian terrestrial and stream aquatic habitats, more rapidly than conditions occurring through the natural succession of these stands.  These actions will allow these stands to recruit potential large woody debris (in underplanted and girdled stands), and profit from the growth of longer-lived, large trees and the subsequent shade provided within underplanted stands.  

Improve habitat conditions within the Wild and Scenic River corridor through management of the rivers and associated riparian habitats.  Management would be geared toward maintaining and enhancing the Outstandingly Remarkable Values for which the river segments were designated. 

· Close an illegal ford crossing the South Branch Paint River to comply with State law and minimize further sediment contributions into the river.

· Provide habitat to maintain viable populations of native and desired, non-native fish species, specifically by restoring aquatic ecosystems through maintaining and enhancing fish habitat conditions that are currently degraded by the loss of large woody debris.

· Maintain and enhance Outstandingly Remarkable Values through vegetative management to adhere to the visual management system established in the Forest Plan.

· Provide recreation opportunities to meet the public’s needs.

The actions selected for this decision will meet the purpose and need as stated above by enhancing the Outstandingly Remarkable Values of the South Branch Paint River.  These measures will minimize sedimentation delivery into the river, therefore enhancing the Outstanding Fisheries value.  The closure of the illegal ford will decrease the risk of further erosion and sedimentation into the river by closing the site to both passenger vehicles and ATVs, and rehabilitating the ford’s approaches.  The provision of a hardened parking area, as well as partial realignment and hardening of the road leading to this site will enhance the Recreation Opportunities value.

Maintain and enhance wildlife habitat conditions to support a diverse mix of game and non-game wildlife species.
· Enhance habitat structural diversity in selected northern hardwood stands through increasing the amount of snags available for wildlife denning opportunities, and consequently increasing the opportunity for future recruitment of dead and down woody debris into these stands.

· Increase the amount of permanent forest openings to meet the needs of species that utilize this habitat, and progress the area towards the 1-5% of upland openings required to meet Forest Plan objectives.

· Reserve the existing long-lived conifer species within MA 8.1, the WSR corridor, to maintain essential habitat characteristics needed for wildlife species associated with late successional stages.

· Maintain a total open road density of 1.0 mile per square mile or less in the Remote Habitat Area (RHA), to provide habitat for those species requiring some degree of remoteness from human activities.

· Classify additional acres of old growth on the project area and Opportunity Area (OA) landscape scales, to provide habitat supporting a late successional community, and to benefit a variety of species.

The actions selected for this decision will meet the purpose and need for not only wildlife, but also vegetative management and transportation goals.  These activities include:  1) retaining existing snags and create new snags via girdling in northern hardwood stands, 2) creating wildlife denning opportunities through brush pile construction, 3) increasing the amount of upland openings within the project area, 4) classifying old growth both within and outside of the WSR, and 5) decreasing the open road density within the RHA

V. SUMMARY OF ALTERNATIVES CONSIDERED

I considered three action alternatives and a no action alternative in selecting actions for this decision.  These three alternatives provided a reasonable range of alternatives to consider in this decision based upon the issues identified and the scope of the proposal.  In addition, ten alternatives were considered but not analyzed in detail (Prospector EA, pp. 2-11 and 2-12).  The following discussion summarizes the alternatives considered in detail.  

Alternative A - No Action

This alternative was developed in response to NEPA requirements [40 CFR 1502.14(d)] for a No Action Alternative.  This alternative serves as a baseline for comparison to the action alternatives.  Current activities, such as dispersed and developed recreation use, fire protection and road maintenance within the project area will continue.  The existing land and resource conditions would be unaffected, except through natural occurrences and processes.  

Alternative A does not propose any new ground disturbing activities.  No timber harvest would occur on National Forest System lands within the project area, as a result of this alternative.  Alternative A would not assist to progress the project area toward the desired future conditions as described in the Forest Plan for MAs 2.1 and 8.1 (Forest Plan, pp IV 112-120 and IV 187.1-187.12).  

The transportation system would not be refined as a result of Alternative A.  No roads would be constructed or reconstructed.  Currently scheduled road maintenance would continue.  Several roads that are currently open to passenger vehicles and are experiencing problems of rutting, sedimentation, poor drainage, or other erosion problems would not be addressed under this alternative.  

Habitat enhancement projects served to improve conditions both within and outside of the WSR corridor segments would not be supported under this alternative.  This alternative represents a lost opportunity to accomplish many of the projects enhancing wildlife, fish, and watershed habitats as well as improving visual quality and dispersed recreation opportunities.

The Proposed Action – Alternative B

The proposed action was developed by the Interdisciplinary (ID) Team in response to the purpose and need and utilizing information and data gathered from the project area and with direction from the Deciding Official.  This alternative 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 (pp. IV 112-120 and IV 187.1-187.12, respectively).  

The ID Team looked at opportunities to implement the following:  1) move the existing vegetative composition and structure closer to the desired future conditions; 2) develop an efficient, low impact transportation system to meet MA objectives; 3) enhance the structure, function and composition of riparian habitats both within and outside of the Wild and Scenic River corridor; 4) improve habitat conditions within the Wild and Scenic River corridor to maintain and enhance the Outstandingly Remarkable Values for which the river segments were designated by improving fish, riparian, and dispersed recreation opportunities; and 5) enhance fisheries, wildlife and watershed habitat, as well as provide improvement to an existing dispersed recreation site (Prospector EA, pp. 2-2 to 2-5). 

Specifically, Alternative B would include implementation of the following activities:

Vegetative Management

· Clearcutting on about 300 acres of aspen and fir/spruce types

· Salvage harvest on approximately 60 acres of aspen and fir/spruce types

· Partial overstory removal harvest on about 10 acres of aspen types

· Thinning harvest of approximately 1,200 acres of conifers

· Clearcut harvest on about 80 acres of jack pine

· Shelterwood harvest on approximately 45 acres with a white pine objective

· Individual tree selection harvest on about 2,400 acres of northern hardwoods

· Shelterwood harvest on about 30 acres of northern hardwoods

· Classification of approximately 3,400 total acres of old growth

In addition, the following reforestation activities would be implemented to enhance post-harvest regeneration:

· Site preparation for the natural regeneration of aspen through hand felling of residual sub-merchantable trees to reduce shade conditions on approximately 300 acres receiving a clearcut harvest.

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

· Site preparation for the natural regeneration of hardwoods through hand felling of residual sub-merchantable trees to reduce shade conditions on approximately 30 acres receiving a shelterwood harvest.

· Site preparation for natural regeneration of white pine through hand felling of residual sub-merchantable trees, and mechanical ground scarification on approximately 35 acres receiving a shelterwood harvest.

· Site preparation for the natural regeneration of oak through mechanical ground scarification to incorporate acorns, and reduce shade conditions on approximately 6 acres.

· Stocking surveys to monitor regeneration success in all stands that receive clearcuts, selection cuts, or shelterwood cuts; approximately 2,875 acres.

Transportation - Access Management

· Construction of about 1.4 miles of new road.  These road segments would be closed to passenger vehicle use after harvesting activities, but ATV use would be permitted.
· Reconstruction would take place on about 3 miles of existing road.
· Maintenance would take place on about 83 miles of existing road.
· Closure of approximately 70 miles of road to passenger vehicle use through the placement of earthen berms (about 100 structures may be required).  ATV use would be permitted.
· Decommissioning of about 77 miles of existing roads to allow the roadbed to return permanently to a naturally vegetated state.
· Installation of approximately 40 culverts may be required.  These structures would remain in place following implementation of proposed activities to protect riparian resources and accommodate ATV use.

Watershed Habitat Enhancement Projects

· Conifer underplanting on approximately 160 acres adjacent to and within 500 feet of selected portions of seasonal and perennial streams, to accelerate the natural conversion of these stands to long-lived, non-aspen types.  Stands are identified to underplant both within and outside of the WSR corridor.  This project includes proposed underplanting along the North and South Branches of the Paint River, Bush, Lode, Mallard, McAllister, and Thirtythree Creeks.  
· Large woody debris recruitment through the girdling of trees in areas adjacent to perennial streams.  This treatment would help to accelerate the natural processes of recruiting LWD into stream systems and associated habitats.  About five to ten trees, with diameters of ten inches and above, would be treated per acre.  About 20 stands have been proposed for this treatment.  
Projects within the Wild and Scenic River Corridor 

· Closure of an illegal ford crossing the South Branch Paint River, which currently allows both ATV and highway vehicle traffic.  The approaches to the ford would be closed and rehabilitated to decrease the risk of further erosion and sedimentation into the river.

· Construction and placement of 15 to 25 large woody debris structures into the South Branch Paint River to enhance fish habitat conditions.  Each structure would be approximately 16’ to 20’ long, spaced about 100 feet apart, and composed of natural materials.  The structures would not be anchored in place, but would be ballasted using rock to minimize movement within the stream.  Structures would be placed in locations that allowed the structures to:  1) be oriented upstream to move the current to the center of the river, 2) be completely covered during normal bank-full conditions, 3) facilitate canoe passage, and 4) minimize lateral erosion.

· Where the opportunity exists, some trees would be hand felled into the South Branch Paint River as an additional effort to increase the large woody debris component within the river.  A maximum of about 5 trees would be hand felled per 100 feet of linear stream length.  Identified trees would be hand-felled perpendicular to the stream so that the bole of the tree remained on the river bank.  The trees would be felled in a manner that would not impede canoe passage, where possible.  This project would be implemented within 10 stands, which are also included in the proposed, riparian habitat girdling treatment project (refer to Watershed Habitat Enhancement Projects).

· Improvement of an existing dispersed access site to the South Branch Paint River off Forest Road 3243 near the Basswood gravel pit.  This activity would include a partial realignment and hardening (i.e. gravel) of an existing short road spur, and hardening of both the existing parking area and trail to the river.  

Wildlife Habitat Enhancement Projects
· Creation of approximately 53 acres of permanent forest openings within 12 stands.

· Construction and placement of brush piles using logging debris, to provide denning and cover opportunities for a variety of wildlife species.  An average of 1 brush pile per 7 acres would be constructed in selected stands proposed for thinning, salvage and clearcut harvests.

· Retain existing snags and create new snags, as necessary, to achieve the standard goal of 3 to 5 snags per acre in hardwood stands.  Stands proposed for individual tree selection harvests 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.

Alternative C

This alternative was developed to respond to the issues of vegetative management, access management, and protection measures for heritage resources, while meeting the purpose and need for action as described in Chapter 1 (refer to pp. 1-4 to 1-12).  This alternative would treat approximately 4,140 acres.  Specifically, this alternative includes:  1) an increase in the level of aspen harvest within the project area to help achieve Forest Plan objectives; 2) a reduction in acres classified for old growth, 3) a reduction in roads proposed for closure; 4) no ground disturbing management activities within the Historical Travel Corridor (HTC); and 5) fewer acres proposed for underplanting.

Vegetative Management

· Clearcut harvest of approximately 390 acres of aspen and fir/spruce types

· Salvage cut on approximately 5 acres of aspen types
· Thinning harvest of approximately 1,200 acres of conifers

· Clearcut harvest on about 80 acres of jack pine

· Shelterwood harvest on approximately 35 acres with a white pine objective
· Individual tree selection harvest on about 2,400 acres of northern hardwoods

· Shelterwood harvest on about 30 acres of northern hardwoods
· Classification of approximately 1,600 total acres of old growth

· No vegetative management within the Historic Travel Corridor

In addition, the following reforestation activities would be implemented to enhance post-harvest regeneration: 

· Site preparation for the natural regeneration of aspen through hand felling of sub-merchantable trees to reduce shade conditions will be conducted on approximately 390 acres receiving a clearcut harvest.

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

· Site preparation for natural regeneration of white pine through hand felling of sub-merchantable trees, and mechanical ground scarification will be conducted on approximately 30 acres receiving a shelterwood harvest.

· Site preparation for the natural regeneration of hardwoods through hand felling of sub-merchantable trees to reduce shade conditions will be conducted on approximately 30 acres receiving a shelterwood harvest.

· Site preparation for the natural regeneration of oak through mechanical ground scarification to incorporate acorns, and reduce shade conditions will be conducted on approximately 6 acres.

· Stocking surveys to monitor regeneration success in all stands that receive clearcuts, selection cuts, or shelterwood cuts will be conducted on approximately 2,930 acres.

· About 20 acres of pathological pruning will be conducted for white pine blister rust control measures.

· About 6 acres of hand release of established white pine seedlings will be conducted.

For other resource areas, the activities proposed for Alternative C are the same as the Proposed Action, Alternative B, with the following exceptions:

Transportation - Access Management

· About 0.2 miles less would be constructed
· About 0.2 miles less would be decommissioned

· About 7 miles less would be closed

· Approximately 14 less earthen berms would be needed for road activities

Watershed Habitat Enhancement Projects

· About 80 acres of underplanting activities would be implemented.

Fisheries Habitat Enhancement Projects

· Release of existing conifer seedlings along a one-mile portion of Thirtythree Creek.  Exact locations to be determined.

· 4 K-dams would be installed along 1,000 linear feet of Thirtythree Creek.

· 35 one-half logs would be installed along 1,500 linear feet of Thirtythree Creek.

· One sediment basin and associated spawning riffle would be constructed in the lower reaches of Thirtythree Creek, where stream gradients are most suitable.

· Beaver and dam removal in about 8 locations in the lower reaches of Thirtythree Creek would be conducted.

Recreation Management

· Improvement of an existing dispersed access site to the South Branch Paint River off Forest Road 3243 near the Basswood gravel pit.  This activity would include a partial realignment and hardening (e.g. gravel) of an existing short road spur, and hardening of the existing parking area.  However, the trail leading to the river would not be hardened.  
Wildlife Habitat Enhancement Projects

· An increase in the construction and placement of about 4 additional brush pile structures, commensurate with the increase of aspen clearcutting harvest.
Alternative D

This alternative was developed to respond to the issues of vegetative management, access management, protection measures for heritage resources and values of the Wild and Scenic River corridor, while meeting the purpose and need for action described in Chapter 1 (refer to pp. 1-4 to 1-12).  Specifically, this alternative addresses:  1) objections to clearcut harvest; 2) a reduction in acres classified for old growth; 3) no new road construction; 4) no ground disturbing management activities within the HTC; and 5) no vegetative management or in-stream habitat projects within the WSR corridor.  Alternative D would treat approximately 3,900 acres.

Specifically, Alternative D would include implementation of the following activities:

Vegetative Management

· Salvage harvest on approximately 490 acres of aspen types and about 220 acres of conifer types
· Partial overstory removal cut on about 10 acres of aspen types
· Thinning harvest of approximately 885 acres of conifers

· Shelterwood harvest on approximately 110 acres with a white pine objective  
· Individual tree selection harvest on about 2,170 acres of northern hardwoods

· Shelterwood harvest on about 30 acres of northern hardwoods
· Classification of approximately 1,680 total acres of old growth 

· No vegetative management within the Wild and Scenic River Corridor

· No vegetative management within the Historic Travel Corridor or those stands immediately adjacent to the corridor boundary

In addition, the following reforestation activities would be implemented to enhance post-harvest regeneration:

· Site preparation for natural regeneration of white pine through hand felling of sub-merchantable trees, and mechanical ground scarification on approximately 15 acres receiving a shelterwood harvest.

· Site preparation for the natural regeneration of hardwoods through hand felling of sub-merchantable trees to reduce shade conditions on approximately 30 acres receiving a shelterwood harvest.

· Site preparation for the natural regeneration of oak through mechanical ground scarification to incorporate acorns, and reduce shade conditions on approximately 6 acres.

· Stocking surveys to monitor regeneration success in all stands that receive clearcuts, selection cuts, or shelterwood cuts; approximately 2,300 acres.

For other resource areas, the activities proposed for Alternative D are the same as the Proposed Action, Alternative B, with the following exceptions:

Transportation - Access Management

· No new road construction
· About 0.2 miles less would be reconstructed
· About 1.0 mile less would be decommissioned
· About 2.1 miles less would be closed.
· About 7 miles less would be maintained

· Approximately 14 less earthen berms would be needed for road activities

Fisheries Habitat Enhancement Projects

· No large woody debris structures would be placed within the South Branch Paint River.

· No trees would be hand felled into the South Branch Paint River in those stands identified for watershed habitat enhancement.

· Release of existing conifer seedlings along a one-mile portion of Thirtythree Creek.  Exact locations to be determined.

· 4 K-dams would be installed along 1,000 linear feet of Thirtythree Creek.

· 35 one-half logs would be installed along 1,500 linear feet of Thirtythree Creek.

· One sediment basin and associated spawning riffle would be constructed in the lower reaches of Thirtythree Creek, where stream gradients are most suitable.

· Beaver and dam removal in about 8 locations in the lower reaches of Thirtythree Creek.

Watershed Habitat Enhancement Projects

· About 250 acres of underplanting activities would be implemented.  All sites identified as suitable for underplanting within the project area have been included.  These acres comprise some stands proposed under both Alternatives B and C.  

Recreation Management

· Improvement of an existing dispersed access site to the South Branch Paint River off Forest Road 3243 near the Basswood gravel pit.  This activity would include a partial realignment and hardening (e.g. gravel) of an existing short road spur, and hardening of the existing parking area.  However, the trail leading to the river would not be hardened.  
Wildlife Habitat Enhancement Projects

· An increase in the construction and placement of brush pile structures, by about 9 piles, commensurate with the increase of vegetative management via salvage harvest.

· A decrease in the number of acres proposed for tree girdling for wildlife habitat enhancement, by approximately 52 acres, due to no vegetative management within the WSR corridor.

VII. RATIONALE FOR THE DECISION

My decision is based upon three principal criteria:

Consistency with Forest Plan goals, objectives, and standards and guidelines 

The Forest Plan, and the process used to develop it, represents agreements on the management and uses of the Ottawa National Forest among a wide variety of publics, agencies, Native American tribes, organizations, and individuals.  It is a negotiated understanding with the public.  I view the achievement of the desired conditions described by the Forest Plan for this area as a decision goal.  

The rate at which Forest Plan implementation occurs is also a key element in my decision.  The Ottawa National Forest is currently in the process of revising its Forest Plan, and the Notice of Intent was published in the Federal Register in September 2003.  The anticipated completion of the Forest Plan’s revision will be in fiscal year 2006.  The Forest Plan is currently in its 17th year of implementation.  Management practices were projected for two decades (20 years) in the Forest Plan, and the current plan is expected to be implemented for the full two decades or until the Plan is revised (2001 M&E Report, Abstract, page i).   

The relationship to environmental issues and public comments  

Organizations and the general public submitted comments that provided insight on the issues associated with this project.  As a result, I took a hard look at the issues and how they were addressed by each alternative.  Public and organization comments helped me identify a reasonable range of alternatives and design criteria requirements.  Overall, comments on the proposed action and 30-day comment period provided me the necessary framework to base my decision.  Documented responses for comments received during the scoping and 30-day comment periods are located in the Project File, and are available upon request.

Compatibility with other agency and Native American Tribe goals  

Coordination with the Lac Vieux Desert Band of Lake Superior Chippewa Indians, Keweenaw Bay Indian Community, Sokaogon Chippewa Community Mole Lake Band, and the Great Lakes Indian Fish and Wildlife Commission were considered in making my decision.

A. CONSISTENCY WITH FOREST PLAN GOALS, OBJECTIVES, AND STANDARDS AND GUIDELINES

I have evaluated the alternatives considered and compared them to Forest Plan goals, objectives, and standards and guidelines for the Prospector Decision Area.  Several considerations pertaining to Forest Plan consistency are reflected in my decision.  I support my decision for the activities listed below through the following Forest Plan references and narrative discussions:

VEGETATIVE MANAGEMENT ACTIONS

1)  Clearcut harvest of aspen and fir/spruce forest types

2)  Salvage harvest of aspen and fir/spruce forest types

3)  Partial overstory removal harvest of aspen

4)  Thinning and clearcut harvest of conifers

5)  Shelterwood harvest of northern hardwoods, aspen and white pine

6)  Selection harvest of northern hardwood stands

Goals

Emphasize natural reforestation practices to reduce cost, improve species diversity, and provide for a more natural appearance of the landscape.  Provide a variety of vegetative community types by maintaining a mix of cover types of different age classes, to create a variety of habitat conditions for game and nongame species of wildlife and to provide for the long-term production of a mix of timber products approaching the demand level (Forest Plan, p. IV-3).

Reduce risk of insect and disease outbreaks through application of integrated pest management principles (Forest Plan, p. IV-11).

Objectives

Emphasize aspen and conifer cover in high and medium wildlife opportunity areas.  Emphasize management practices to enhance wildlife habitat on high and medium wildlife opportunity areas (Forest Plan, p. IV-6)

Manage northern hardwoods to provide a mix of uneven-aged and even-aged conditions.  Uneven-aged management of hardwoods is emphasized Forestwide with particular emphasis for the production of high quality hardwood sawtimber and veneer (Forest Plan, p. IV-6).

Standards and Guidelines

MA 2.1 Standards and Guidelines - Feature uneven aged management as the predominate silvicultural system for hardwoods.  Provide conditions to support late successional community types and manage for high amounts of hardwood types, interspersed with some aspen and conifer (Forest Plan, pp. IV 112-113).  

Discussion
The Prospector VMP EA (pp. 1-5 to 1-7, and 3-1 to 3-5) adequately described the need for these activities.  Clearcutting is conducted as part of an even-aged management system.  Clearcutting is recognized as the optimum method to regenerate aspen because of this species’ intolerance for shade.  Stands to be clearcut include aspen, fir/spruce types, and jack pine.  Regeneration of these species creates early-successional habitat beneficial to many wildlife species.  Clearcutting mature stands of aspen, fir/spruce and jack pine will produce a new young age class of each of these forest types, and help to ensure that these types will be maintained for vegetative variety and use by various wildlife species within MA 2.1.  The appropriateness of even-aged management for all forest types for which it is prescribed and the optimality of clearcutting for aspen, fir/spruce and jack pine, along with the effects of each type of treatment, are discussed in the Prospector VMP EA (pp. 3-10 to 3-14).  

Partial overstory removal is conducted as part of an even-aged management system.  This practice is intended to remove the upper canopy layer in order to release trees or other vegetation established in the understory.  An overstory removal cut will be conducted in a stand to release the understory white pine and spruce component, allowing for accelerated diameter growth of these species.

In general, salvage harvests are intended to remove dead and dying trees, in excess of those needed for wildlife, aesthetics, or other purposes.  A salvage harvest will be conducted in aspen and fir/spruce stands that have been deemed to have an aspen component that is too variable for a successful regeneration to aspen via a clearcut harvest.  The salvage cuts in aspen will remove most of the aspen, fir, and paper birch currently in a high-risk condition due to over-maturity.  In the fir/spruce stands, salvage would remove aspen, fir, paper birch, and any high-risk hardwoods.  In both forest types, these stands would likely succeed to hardwoods and conifer.  In addition, these salvage cuts would remove only live trees, and standing dead trees would remain unharvested to serve as structural components of the stand.  

Thinning is conducted as part of an even-aged management system.  Thinning is an intermediate treatment, not intended to result in regeneration.  Thinning harvests reduce overstocking and improves growing conditions for the remaining trees.  Thinning will be conducted in white pine stands with an objective of harvesting high-risk trees that would soon be lost to mortality, and thinning of overstocked areas to promote crown expansion in the residual pine.  Red pine thinning will remove trees in a suppressed and intermediate crown position, along with removal of trees with poor vigor and form.  

Shelterwood seed cutting is conducted as part of an even-aged management system.  It is a regeneration treatment appropriate for species that require nearly full light to regenerate.  Shelterwood harvests will be conducted in aspen, white pine and hardwood stands.  Shelterwood harvest within an aspen stand will be conducted to partially remove of the overstory of the aspen.  This will be followed by a white pine underplanting effort serving to assist conversion of the stand to conifer.  In the white pine stands, the crown cover will be reduced to promote the natural regeneration of white pine.  Shelterwood harvest within the white pine stands will remove the majority of hardwoods, aspen and fir would be removed first, followed by removal of blister rust infected white pine, and suppressed or intermediate crown positioned trees or those exhibiting poor form or vigor.

In hardwood stands, shelterwood harvests will be conducted with an objective of regenerating a more diverse mix of tree species and stands of higher quality hardwoods.  In the areas containing a red oak component, the shelterwood will reduce overstory crown closure, which is necessary to properly regenerate oak.  The dominant and vigorous oaks will be left within the residual stand.  In non-oak stands, shelterwood cuttings have been proven to be one of the most reliable methods for establishing even-aged stands of northern hardwoods (Prospector VMP EA, p. 3-16).  The residual stand would retain approximately 70% crown closure in those dominant trees with the best form and vigor.  Where present, tree species other than sugar maple would be favored as leave trees.

Selection harvest is part of an uneven-aged management system.  It is appropriate for species that can regenerate in partial shade, such as sugar maple and some other northern hardwood species.  Selection harvest is a silvicultural treatment designed to achieve natural regeneration, as well as to reduce overstocking and improve growing conditions for the remaining trees.  Uneven-aged management in northern hardwoods tends to produce higher quality sawtimber than even-aged management, and uneven-aged management provides for continuous establishment of hardwood regeneration.  MA 2.1 calls for primarily uneven-aged management of hardwoods to provide for high visual quality, production of high quality hardwoods, and habitat conditions for wildlife species representative of this community type (Forest Plan, IV-112).

The 2001 M&E Report [revised, June 2003] revealed that the level of selection/improvement harvest within MA 2.1 is below second decade projections.  Within MA 2.1, the average annual acres of timber sold, with a harvest method of selection/improvement has been 2779 acres through the first 5 years of the second decade (1997-2001) of Forest Plan implementation (2001 M&E Report [revised, June 2003], page 108).  The Forest Plan projected a planned annual average of 4750 acres of selection/improvement cuts for decade two.

The Ottawa NF is also well within the 20-year projections for the total amount of selection/improvement cuts within MA 2.1 (refer to Project File).  The Forest Plan’s projected 20-year total for selection harvest within MA 2.1 is 75,500 acres.  To date, including fiscal years 1987 through 2003, the Ottawa has implemented selection harvest on about 64,189 acres, which is approximately 85% of the 20-year projection.  

The Prospector VMP decision will add approximately 2,253 acres of selection harvest to this total.  Other projects currently planned within MA 2.1 include about 2,677 acres of selection harvest.  Together, these projects will bring the total acres of selection harvest in MA 2.1, to date, up to an estimated 92% of the 20-year Forest Plan projected acres.  It should be noted that although a decision is been made for project in FY 2004, the actual implementation of selection harvests will most likely take place over the period from FY 2004 through FY 2006.  If any additional projects are planned in MA 2.1 prior to Forest Plan revision being completed, the total selection/improvement cut acres for the management area will not exceed the total 20-year projections disclosed above.

Harvest of timber contributes to local and regional demands for timber products from suitable timberlands in order to help meet the Forest Plan’s Allowable Sale Quantity as stated in the Prospector VMP EA, (p. 1-6).

Based upon the discussion of vegetative management on pages 3-1 to 3-27 in the Prospector VMP EA and associated maps, I find that the stands selected for timber harvest meet Forest Plan and project objectives.

OTHER VEGETATIVE MANAGEMENT ACTIONS


1) Classification of forest stands for old-growth objectives


2) Underplanting of conifer in riparian areas

Objectives

Classify stands as old growth to assist areas in developing desired old growth characteristics.  Some stands will receive vegetative management to assist in achieving old growth characteristics, and some stands will be allowed to develop an old growth condition without management intervention.
Manage riparian areas to give preferential consideration to riparian-dependent resources (Forest Plan, page IV-11).  

Establish a potential source for future coarse and large woody debris through underplanting long-lived conifer species in adjacent to selected portions of seasonal and perennial streams.  This project would enhance stream characteristics and adjacent riparian habitats.

Standards and Guidelines

Manage for stands of old growth.  Designate stands of old growth during the integrated resource management process.  Favor water-influenced landscapes, including riparian areas for old growth management (Forest Plan, pp. IV-88 and IV-91).

MA 2.1 Standards and Guidelines - Manage 8 to 10% of the forestland as old growth as part of the desired vegetative composition of Management Areas 2.1 (Forest Plan, pp. IV-114).  

MA 8.1 Standards and Guidelines – There are no specific guidelines for managing stands as old growth or underplanting within the Wild and Scenic River corridor.  However, vegetative management activities within recreational river segments can include practices that 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).

Discussion

Old Growth Classification:  The Prospector VMP EA (pp. 1-8 to 1-9) has adequately described the need for both old growth classification and riparian underplanting activities.  The ID Team of resource specialists looked at the project area for old growth opportunities based upon Forest Plan direction.  Areas considered for old growth classification included water-influenced or riparian area landscapes, areas providing connectivity of old growth landscapes, and where opportunities are greatest to provide habitat for species dependent upon areas old growth condition.

Riparian Underplanting:  The Interdisciplinary Team of resource specialists looked at the project area for opportunities to underplant riparian areas based on sites that do not currently provide ideal conditions for aquatic and terrestrial needs within riparian habitats.  Site selection was also based on the area’s current vegetation type, riparian area category (i.e. perennial stream), accessibility of area, and suitability of stand for an underplanting effort.

Based upon the discussions of old-growth and underplanting on pages 3-6, 3-9, 3-41 to 3-42 in the Prospector VMP EA and associated maps, I find that the stands selected for underplanting and old growth classification meet Forest Plan and project objectives. 

TRANSPORTATION/ACCESS MANAGEMENT ACTIONS

1) Road construction, reconstruction and maintenance


2) Road closures


3) Road decommissioning


4) Ford closure

Goals

Provide, in the long-term, a network of roads that will minimize the total amount of road needed through transportation planning conducted within an integrated resource management process (Forest Plan, p. IV-4).

Provide intermittent access to semiprimitive areas; use low road densities and lower road standards; close roads when not being used for removal of forest products or administrative purposes (Forest Plan, p. IV-4).

Objectives

Emphasize the roaded natural recreation opportunity spectrum class.  Provide a modest amount of semiprimitive motorized and semiprimitive nonmotorized recreation opportunities.  Emphasize low-standard roads Forestwide and apply traffic management strategies to minimize operation and maintenance costs.  (Forest Plan, p. IV-8).

Standards and Guidelines

Provide maintenance, resource protection, and drivability commensurate with road use, the recreational setting, and experience associated with the management area  (Forest Plan p. IV-60).  Control access to winter or winter/dry weather roads where needed to prevent damage to the roadway to protect the resources ( Forest Plan, p. IV-61).

Close all new and existing local roads as necessary to meet road density requirements of one mile per square mile of roads open to passenger vehicles (2 and 4-wheel drive) in areas of the Forest where management is to provide habitat for wildlife species requiring remoteness (Forest Plan, p. IV-61).

Close selected roads and trails as necessary to provide endangered and threatened wildlife habitat (Forest Plan, pp. IV-126 and IV- 135).

Maximize use of existing roads.  Emphasize the use of road design and construction standards that are no greater than needed to meet the intended use (Forest Plan, p. IV-56).

Identify all existing roads.  Determine those needed for administrative and public use.  Obliterate unneeded roads in an orderly and cost-effective manner as projects are scheduled in those areas.  (Forest Plan, p. IV-57).

MA 2.1 Standards and Guidelines – Provide an average of 3 to 4 miles of collector and local roads per square mile for the management area.  This density may vary with the mix of vegetative types present (Forest Plan, p. IV-120).  

MA 8.1 Standards and Guidelines – Limited construction or reconstruction may occur to increase or upgrade access or control road-caused erosion and sedimentation.  Existing corridors and river access points should be used whenever possible (Forest Plan, p. IV 187.12).

Discussion

The Prospector VMP EA (pp. 1-8 to 1-9) has adequately described the need for these activities.  Transportation analysis was completed for the entire Prospector project area.  Transportation analysis determined that it is adequate to meet the multiple-use objectives for the project area.  All roads were inventoried for current condition and maintenance needs.  Most of the road maintenance is the lowest level of investment necessary to protect the road and insure drainage is functional.  Most roads to be closed are built to a winter-only standard and closures are recommended for resource protection and to maintain the desired recreational experience.

Road closure and decommissioning will bring road densities in the project area within management area objectives.  Roads no longer needed have been identified for decommissioning considering MA objectives and road locations.  Road closures will help meet the objectives for open road densities within the Remote Habitat Area (RHA), as described in the Forest Plan (p. IV-61).

Road construction, reconstruction and maintenance will utilize design and construction standards no greater than what is necessary to protect soil and water resources and allow access to stands classified as suitable for timber production.  Road construction segments would be closed to passenger vehicle use after harvesting activities.

Closure of the illegal ford crossing the South Branch Paint River and rehabilitation of the ford’s approaches on the riverbanks will decrease the risk of further erosion and sedimentation in the river.

Based upon the discussions of transportation and access management on pages 3-28 to 3-29, 3-76, and 3-92 to 3-93 in the Prospector VMP EA and associated maps, I find that the stands selected for underplanting and old growth classification meet Forest Plan and project objectives. 

Wildlife, Fisheries, and WATERSHED HABITAT ENHANCEMENT and RECREATION MANAGEMENT ACTIONS:

1) Wildlife habitat enhancement projects include determining the need and implementation of tree girdling in hardwood treatment stands, construction of brush piles, and construction of permanent forest openings.

2) Fisheries habitat enhancement projects in Thirtythree Creek include release of existing conifer seedlings along the creek shoreline, installation of K-dams, installation of one-half logs, and beaver and dam removal conducted in the lower reaches of the creek.
3) Watershed habitat enhancement project includes large woody debris recruitment through the girdling of trees in areas adjacent to perennial streams.
4) Recreation management includes improvement of an existing dispersed access site to the South Branch Paint River.
Goals

Maintain a mix of forest conditions over time to provide a diverse mix of timber products, habitats for wildlife species, and settings for a variety of recreation opportunities (Forest Plan, p. IV-2).

Provide habitat to maintain viable populations of native and desired non-native fish species (Forest Plan, p. IV-12).

Design management activities to minimize impacts on water quality and other riparian values (Forest Plan, p. IV-11).  

Protect and enhance scenic values, especially those adjacent to travel corridors, recreation use areas, and water bodies by meeting visual quality objectives.

Objectives

Increase the acreage of permanent upland openings while meeting visual quality objectives with emphasis on northern hardwood management (Forest Plan, p. IV-9).

Protect and enhance habitat for endangered, threatened, and sensitive plant and wildlife species.  Accomplish habitat management objectives to the extent possible through commercial timber sales (Forest Plan, p. IV-11).  

Manage riparian areas to give preferential consideration to riparian-dependent resources (Forest Plan, IV-11).

Place half-log cover in top quality trout streams where natural cover is insufficient for trout (Forest Plan, p. IV-49).

In existing or potential top quality trout streams, removal of active beaver and beaver dams will be coordinated with wildlife resources (Forest Plan, p. IV-49).

Standards and Guidelines

Upland openings are constructed primarily through timber sales in areas where management objectives cannot be met through temporary openings (Forest Plan, p. IV-47).

Habitat improvement projects will emphasize using natural materials and will have a natural appearance when completed (Forest Plan, p. IV-99).  

MA 2.1 Standards and Guidelines - Manage 1 to 5% of the forestland as permanent forest openings (Forest Plan, p. IV-114).  Give high priority to rehabilitating existing recreation developments by correcting safety problems, protecting environment and investments, and to complement and enhance recreation visitors opportunities in conformance with the designated ROS class (Forest Plan, p. IV-116).
MA 8.1 Standards and Guidelines - Habitat improvement will emphasize maintenance of essential habitat for wildlife associated with late successional stages of vegetation.  Habitat improvement which is natural appearing and which enhances those values that are uniquely a part of the recreation river experience are permitted (Forest Plan, IV 187.9).
Discussion

The Prospector VMP EA (pp. 1-9 to 1-12) has adequately described the need for these activities.  I believe these actions are consistent with Forest Plan direction for providing habitat for wildlife and viable populations of fish species, riparian habitat enhancement and recreational access.  Design criteria for water and soil resources, listed in Appendix C (pp. C-6 to C-7), will also improve habitat for aquatic communities and associated riparian values.  Habitat improvement projects such as brush pile construction, snag creation in hardwood stands via girdling, and large woody debris recruitment to riparian upland habitats will be accomplished using materials generated from harvest activities or utilize existing trees, and will generally have a natural appearance.

Based upon the discussion of wildlife, fish and watershed habitat enhancement and recreation management (EA, pp.  2-2 to 2-11, 3-41 to 3-42, 3-50 to 3-51, 3-64 to 3-65, and 3-67 to 3-68), I find that these projects meet Forest Plan and project objectives. 

B.  THE RELATIONSHIP TO ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES AND PUBLIC COMMENTS

I chose to implement the actions as described in the Section II of this decision (pp. 1-11), because they represent a reasonable compromise between the public comments that formed the major issues.  Initial public involvement began on January 1, 2003 when a legal notice announcing the start of project analysis was published in the Reporter (Iron River, Michigan).  Prior to public scoping, Tribes were contacted concerning this project.  Scoping letters were mailed to all known interested individuals, organizations, and public agencies asking for comments on the proposed action.  The scoping letter was also available on the Web Page for the Ottawa National Forest.  The Prospector VMP was also listed in the Ottawa Quarterly, an Ottawa NF document used to inform the general public of proposed projects. 

Thirty responses were received as a result of the scoping process.  Four issues were identified from the responses received by the Interdisciplinary Team with the Deciding Official.  The issues center around the following:  1) vegetative management, 2) transportation – access management, 3) protection of heritage resources, and 4) management within the Wild and Scenic River corridor.

The following summary describes how this decision incorporates particular aspects of the three action alternatives to respond to the major issues described.  

Issue - Vegetative Management:  Scoping responses identified three main areas of concern with vegetative management treatments of the Proposed Action.  Specifically: 
1) Management and maintenance of early successional ecosystems to meet Forest Plan objectives:  Concerns were expressed that the level of aspen harvest proposed and the resulting age-class distribution is inadequate to meet goals established in the Forest Plan (p. IV-14).  More specifically, some members of the public believe that an increased level of even-aged management (clearcut) is needed in the project area to help achieve the annual harvest acres and regeneration of aspen as described in the Forest Plan.  There were objections to salvage, shelterwood and partial overstory removal harvest prescriptions in aspen types, which would result in converting these stands to other species.  Concerns regarding the management of aspen for wildlife species such as ruffed grouse, woodcock and some Neotropical Migratory Birds, as well as the resulting recreational benefits for wildlife viewing and hunting opportunities were also raised.  Conversely, an objection to all proposed clearcut harvest of aspen and conifer was also received.  

I selected the Proposed Action (Alternative B) for the level of aspen harvest, because it was specifically designed to address the concerns listed above, while meeting the purpose and need of the project.  The Proposed Action assists to maintain the Forest Plan goal of maintaining 15-20% of forested lands in the aspen type, at the project and OA levels.  Alternative B provides a balance of aspen management techniques to create a young age class of aspen through even-aged management on those sites ecologically suited to its growth and development (Prospector VMP EA, page 1-6).  The regeneration of aspen under Alternative B would increase the age-class distribution from the current 3.9% to 10.5% at the project level.  In addition, Alternative B results in a no net loss of aspen acres associated with the probable type conversions, since an almost equal amount of non-aspen types would be regenerated to aspen (Prospector VMP EA, p. 3-10)

I did not select Alternative C for this action because although it would address a public concern, meet the purpose and need for the project and adhere to the Forest Plan goals as stated above, this alternative included clearcut harvest of some stands lacking a good distribution of aspen.  Due to this factor, these stands would not regenerate to achieve the recommended stocking levels of 4,000 to 5,000 stems per acre of aspen sprouts (Prospector VMP EA, p. 3-18).  

I did not select Alternative D for this action because although it would address one public concern, it would not meet the purpose and need for the project.  In addition, Alternative D includes no clearcut harvest of aspen, and would not assist to increase the age-class distribution, as described in the Forest Plan, at the project or OA levels.  The amount of aspen salvage and resulting forest type conversions under Alternative D also would not meet the DFC of MA 2.1 (Forest Plan, pp. IV 112-115).

2) Classification of old growth to meet Forest Plan objectives:  An objection to additional acres of old growth classification was received.  Specifically, concern was expressed that a sufficient amount of classified old growth currently exists, and the stands proposed for old growth classification were not required.
I selected the classification of old growth action from Alternative D because this alternative was specifically designed to address these concerns, while meeting the purpose and need of the project.  For this action, Alternative D also helps progress the project area toward the goal of managing 8-10% of the lands classified as old growth (Forest Plan, page IV-114).  

I did not select this action from the Proposed Action (Alternative B) because although it would meet the purpose and need of the project and assist to adhere to Forest Plan guidelines, the Proposed Action includes an increased acreage of old growth classified old growth beyond the project area.  In addition, this aspect of the Proposed Action does not address the public’s concerns regarding old growth as strongly as Alternative D.  

I did not select this action from Alternative C because although it would meet the purpose and need of the project and address public concerns, the decreased acreage classified as old growth (as compared to Alternative D) would not assist to adhere to Forest Plan guidelines as strongly as Alternative D.

3) Underplanting long-lived tree species in riparian areas:  Opposition to the underplanting project, including the areas proposed, scale of the project, planting methods, planting stock considered, and costs of project implementation were all expressed.  In addition, concerns were voiced that the proposed underplanting project would serve to assist conversion of early successional habitats to other forest types, and therefore would not meet the Forest Plan objectives established for aspen harvest and the percentage of land managed as permanent forest openings (Forest Plan, pp. IV-14 and IV-114, respectively).  Public comment included concerns regarding the importance of young forest habitats, such as aspen, adjacent to riparian areas for benefiting woodcock and other wildlife species.  

I have selected this action from Alternative C because this alternative was modified to include only those stands with the highest probability of success.  Alternative C was specifically designed to address these concerns listed above, while meeting the purpose and need of the project. 

I did not select this action from either Alternatives B or D for this action due to the increased amount of underplanting proposed under each alternative.  Although selection of either of these alternatives would meet the purpose and need of the project, neither alternative would address the concerns expressed as strongly as Alternative C.

Based on the above rationale and analysis in the Prospector VMP EA, and Project File, I have determined that these selected actions best address the issues raised by the public, and meet the purpose and need of the project.

Issue – Transportation/Access Management:  Scoping responses identified several concerns with the access management of the Proposed Action.

Both public and private lands exist within the project area, and the majority of these lands can be accessed via the current road system.  Opposition to constructing new roads, concerns that too many roads were being closed, or too many roads would be left open were all raised during scoping.  More specifically, public comments included concerns that roads can impact wildlife species, allow the spread of exotic plant species, and affect trends in motorized recreational uses.  Concern was expressed that the proposed construction of roads was unnecessary due to the number of miles of existing roads within the project area, and also that the closure of newly built roads would further bar access for publics interested in road use.  Opposition to closing roads within the project area, closing roads outside the RHA, and any road closure or decommissioning that could potentially affect access for private lands, fire suppression, hunting, fishing, trapping, and other recreational opportunities was also expressed.  Conversely, objections were also noted to leaving too many roads open, which could affect trends in motorized vehicle access (including ATVs) within the RHA, and the project area as a whole were also noted.

1) Road Construction:  I have selected this action from Alternative C because it offers the needed amount of construction to facilitate timber harvest in stands currently inaccessible for vegetative management, and provides some permanent roads in appropriate locations for the long-term management needs of the project area.  Alternative C meets the purpose and need for the project, and represents the alternative with the least amount of necessary construction to partially address public concerns.  Newly constructed road segments will be closed after completion of timber harvest.

I have not selected this action from the Proposed Action, because although it meets the purpose and need for the project, this alternative includes road construction into stands that are not included in the selected actions for vegetative management.  

I have not selected this action from Alternative D because this option does not include a proposal for road construction.  This aspect of Alternative D would not provide a transportation system adequate to facilitate timber harvest in the stands selected for treatment in this decision.

2) Road Closures:  I selected this action from Alternative C because it offers the needed amount of road closures to address resource protection, meets the purpose and need of the project, but leaves some roads open for timber harvest and recreational access.  Alternative C was specifically designed to address concerns that too many roads were being closed including those outside the Remote Habitat Area.  Alternative C provides for an efficient use of existing roads, meets the requirements of system road densities in the project area, provides additional miles of open road for public access, and does not preclude the option of accessing timber in the suited landbase in the future.  

Although Alternatives B and D meet the purpose and need for the project and provide for the goals as listed above, I did not select this action from either of these alternatives since they do not address public concerns for leaving more roads open within the project area for public access needs.  

3) Road Decommissioning:  I selected this action from Alternative D because it meets the purpose and need of the project, and was specifically designed to address concerns that too many roads were being managed in an open condition that could affect trends in motorized vehicle access (including ATVs), within the RHA and the project area as a whole.  This alternative decommissions roads for resource protection and those identified to be no longer needed for long-term management purposes.  This component of Alternative D provides for an efficient use of existing roads, and helps to meet the requirements of system road densities within the project area, and the open road density within the Remote Habitat Area. 

Although the Proposed Action and Alternative C meet the purpose and need for the project and provide for the goals listed above, I did not select this action from either of these alternatives since they do not address public concerns for exclusion of ground disturbing activities, such as road decommissioning, within the Historical Travel Corridor. 

Based on the above rationale and analysis in the Prospector VMP EA, and Project File, I have determined that these selected actions best address the issues raised by the public, and meet the purpose and need for the project.

Issue - Protection of Heritage Resources:  Scoping responses identified a primary area of concern with any proposed ground disturbing activities that could potentially impact an area containing heritage resource sites.  Concerns were expressed that a Historic Travel Corridor (HTC) may be impacted by proposed vegetative management and associated road management activities.  

1) Vegetative Management within the HTC:  I have selected this action from Alternative D.  Although the protection of heritage resources will be implemented in accordance with all Federal laws and regulations as well as Forest Service policy (Prospector VMP EA, p. 3-36), this alternative meets the purpose and need of the project, and specifically addresses concerns regarding the exclusion of vegetative management within the Historic Travel Corridor.  This alternative also excludes vegetative management within two stands adjacent to this boundary.  

I did not select this action from the Proposed Action because although this portion of the alternative meets the purpose and need for the project, this action includes vegetative management within the HTC, and would not address concerns raised.  

I did not select this action from Alternative C because although this portion of the alternative meets the purpose and need for the project and excludes vegetative management within the HTC, it includes treatment of the stands adjacent to the HTC boundary.  This action under Alternative C would not address concerns raised regarding providing protective measures within stands adjacent to the HTC.

2) Transportation - Access Management within the HTC:  I have selected this action from Alternative D because it meets the purpose and need of the project, and addresses concerns raised regarding ground disturbing activities associated with transportation management within the Historic Travel Corridor.  This portion of Alternative D was specifically designed to refrain from implementing road closures or road decommissioning within the HTC to address public concerns.  As described above, the protection of heritage resources will be implemented in accordance with all Federal laws and regulations as well as Forest Service policy.
I did not select this action from the Proposed Action because this portion of the alternative does not prohibit ground disturbing activities within the HTC.  The Proposed Action does not address public concerns for this action.

I did not select this action from Alternative C because although this portion of the alternative excludes ground-disturbing activities associated with road closures, certain segments were identified to undergo decommissioning activities.  Alternative C does not address public concerns as strongly as Alternative D for this action.

Based on the above rationale and analysis in the Prospector VMP EA, and Project File, I have determined that these selected actions best address the issues raised by the public, and meet the purpose and need for the project.

Issue - Wild and Scenic River Corridor:  Scoping responses identified concerns with some proposed activities within the Wild and Scenic River (WSR) corridor.  Concern was voiced regarding management activities, specifically the harvest of trees, within the river corridors.  More specifically, there was an objection to thinning harvests of red pine plantations along the South Branch Paint River.  This objection includes belief that the existing condition of the stands provides required habitat elements of scenery, shade for cooling the stream, wildlife habitat, and they could serve to provide future recruitment of large woody debris into the river. 
1) Vegetative Management within the WSR Corridor:  I have selected this action from Alternative D because this portion of the alternative was specifically designed to exclude all vegetative management from all segments of the Wild and Scenic River corridor occurring within the project area.  Although this action only partially adheres to the purpose and need for the vegetative and scenery management as described (DN/FONSI, pp. 9-10), it does address public concerns raised. 

I did not select this action from the Proposed Action or Alternative C because these alternatives include vegetative management within the WSR corridor and would not address concerns raised.

2) Effect on Oustandingly Remarkable Values:  The Prospector VMP EA summarizes the effects of project implementation on either maintaining, enhancing or degrading the Outstandingly Remarkable Values of the WSR corridor (Prospector VMP EA, p. 2-20).  These projects (described under Section IV Purpose and Need, p. 10; Section V; Summary of Alternatives, pp. 11-18) include the following
a) Enhancement of visual resources via vegetative treatment within the Wild and Scenic River corridor:  The ID Team determined that this project would enhance the Outstandingly Remarkable Value of Outstanding Scenery and Recreational Opportunities in Alternatives B and C, and maintain this value in Alternative D (Prospector VMP EA, p. 2-5 and 2-20).

I have selected this action from Alternative D to exclude using vegetative management as a tool for visual management.  The rationale supporting this decision is listed under Vegetative Management within the WSR Corridor (DN/FONSI, p. 30).
b) Placement of large woody debris (both natural and constructed) within the South Branch Paint River:  The ID Team determined that these projects would enhance the Outstandingly Remarkable Value of Outstanding Fisheries in Alternatives B and C, and maintain this value in Alternative D (Prospector VMP EA, p. 2-20).

I selected Alternative D because this alternative excluded all in-stream projects within the Wild and Scenic River corridor.  Although the in-stream projects described in Alternatives B and C would enhance the South Branch Paint River’s Outstandingly Remarkable Value of Outstanding Fisheries, I am deferring the decision to place any large woody debris into the river until the needs of the entire Wild and Scenic River segment can be assessed and analyzed for the whole system

c) Improvement of an existing dispersed access site to the South Branch Paint River:  The ID Team determined that this project would enhance the Outstandingly Remarkable Value of Recreation Opportunities in Alternatives B and C, and maintain this value in Alternative D.  

I have selected this action from Alternative D since it meets the purpose and need for the project and maintains the Recreation Opportunities Outstandingly Remarkable Value.  The Recreation Opportunities Value is dependent upon the condition of the fisheries opportunities within the area.  Although this project improves the dispersed access site, it does not provide additional access, and therefore the Recreation Opportunities Value is maintained in its existing condition.

This portion of the Alternative D includes hardening and realignment of the road spur, and hardening of an existing parking area.  The hardening of the trail leading to the South Branch Paint River is excluded because this trail occurs within the river’s flood plain, and efforts to harden the trail would be subject to washouts of installed structures during the spring thaw runoff.  The effect of not hardening the trail would not appreciably change the access to the river area (Prospector VMP EA, p. 3-66).  This discussion and rationale is also applicable for this action under Alternative C. 

I did not select this action from the Proposed Action because although it meets the purpose and need for the project and enhances the Recreation Opportunities Value, this alternative includes hardening of the trail leading to the South Branch Paint River.  

Based on the above rationale and analysis in the Prospector VMP EA, and Project File, I have determined that these actions selected from Alternative D best address the issues raised by the public, and the Outstandingly Remarkable Values of the Wild and Scenic River Corridor.

C.  COMPATIBILITY WITH OTHER AGENCY AND NATIVE AMERICAN TRIBE GOALS.

State and local agencies were notified of this project during project scoping.  Tribal governments from the Lac Vieux Desert (LVD) Band of Lake Superior Chippewa, Sokaogon Chippewa Community Mole Lake Band, and Keweenaw Bay Indian Community (KBIC) Tribes, and the Great Lakes Indian Fish and Wildlife Commission (GLIFWC) were contacted prior to initiation of public involvement.  Comments were raised by the LVD and KBIC Tribes in regards to protection measures for the Historic Travel Corridor.

The Michigan Department of Natural Resources was contacted during the scoping and EA comment periods.  A comment was raised by the Michigan Department of Natural Resources (DNR) during the scoping period about state-listed plant species.  These locations provided by the DNR show these species as outside the project area, and the information was given to the project’s Botanist.  This decision is consistent with the State of Michigan "Water Quality Management Practices on Forest Land" (BMPs).

A Biological Evaluation (BE) was prepared.  Copies of the BE and supporting documents are located in the Project File, and are available upon request.  Refer to the Section VIII, Part A (Sensitive Species, DN/FONSI, p. 40) and Part C (Endangered Species Act, DN/FONSI, p. 41) for summaries of the effects determinations described in the BE.

VII.  SUMMARY OF RATIONALE

I have decided to implement selected actions of all three action alternatives, because these actions adequately achieve the purpose and need for the project, while providing a compromise to address the major issues raised.  These actions will provide a spatial arrangement of a variety of vegetative community types and successional stages to meet multiple-use objectives for the management areas, provide a cost efficient, low impact transportation system to meet the management area objectives and Forest Plan goals; enhance the structure, function and composition of riparian habitats, improve habitat conditions within the Wild and Scenic River corridor, and maintain and enhance both fish and wildlife habitat conditions to support a diverse mix of species.

I have determined that this decision provides the best balance of resource management while utilizing economical methods to protect resource values.  This decision is consistent with the Forest Plan and helps the project area to progress toward the desired future conditions for MAs 2.1 and 8.1.
My rationale for NOT selecting Alternative A (No Action) is as follows: 

1) Without vegetative treatment within the project area, aspen would continue to suffer volume loss to decay and mortality, softwoods would begin to experience increased mortality related to suppression and disease factors, and hardwood growth rates would decline as densities increased (Prospector VMP EA, pp. 3-6 to 3-9).

2) No wood products would be produced for local and regional demands in order to help meet the Forest Plan’s Allowable Sale Quantity (Prospector VMP EA, pp. 1-6).

3) Alternative A would not help meet the purpose and need of the Prospector project or Forest Plan direction for achieving the multiple-use objectives of MAs 2.1 and 8.1 (Forest Plan, pp. IV-112 to IV-120 and IV-187.1 to IV-187.12).

4) The transportation system would not be refined, and impacts occurring to the riparian and soil resources would continue to occur where roads may be experiencing problems of rutting, poor drainage, or other erosion problems.

5) No fisheries, wildlife, or watershed habitat enhancement projects, or recreation access improvements would occur.

My rationale for NOT selecting the following actions of the Alternative B (Proposed Action), is as follows:

After studying the effects analyses and the current conditions within the project area, I have determined that these actions described under the Proposed Action (DN/FONSI, pp. 12-14) are not necessary at this time.

1) Vegetative Management

· Northern Hardwood Selection Harvest

· Red and White Pine Thinning Harvest

· Classification of Old Growth

· Riparian Habitat Underplanting

The Proposed Action as described in the Prospector VMP EA (p. 2-2 to 2-5) was selected for vegetative management with the exception of the above actions.  These actions were not selected due to the issues identified during scoping (Prospector VMP EA, pp. 1-12 to 1-15).  Hardwood selection and conifer thinning harvest actions under Alternative B do not address public concerns for the exclusion of treatment within the Wild and Scenic River Corridor. 

However, the following actions have been included from Alternative B (compartment/stand): 

· Northern Hardwood Selection Harvest of 62/17, 65/27 and 78/25

· White Pine Thinning Harvest of 62/41

Due to the inclusion of road construction in this decision, as described on page 29, the above stands can be accessed for timber harvest.  These stands are located outside of the Wild and Scenic River corridor, and the effects of timber management within these stands have been adequately addressed under Alternative B.

The classification of old growth action was not selected because although the ID Team considered the classification of old growth at the Opportunity Area level, this decision includes classifying old growth at the project level only to address public concerns of the amount and scale of old growth classification.  In addition, the riparian underplanting action was not selected from Alternative B because of public concerns regarding the amount of underplanting proposed under this alternative.

2) Transportation - Access Management Actions

· Road Construction to Facilitate Timber Harvest

· Road Reconstruction to Facilitate Timber Harvest

· Road Maintenance to Facilitate Timber Harvest

· Road Closures to Protect Resources and Adhere to Road Density Goals

· Road Decommissioning to Protect Resources and Adhere to Road Density Goals

The Proposed Action was not selected for the above transportation system actions because of the issues identified during scoping (Prospector VMP EA, pp. 1-12 to 1-15).  Public concerns relating to road construction, decommissioning, and the amount and density of roads managed both open and closed were all raised.  After studying the effects analysis and the current condition of stands in the project area, I have determined that some road construction, reconstruction and maintenance is not necessary at this time to access stands for timber harvest due to the exclusion of vegetative management within the Wild and Scenic River corridor.  The Proposed Action was not chosen for road closures, since this alternative provides the least amount of open roads available to the public and would not address concerns raised.  In addition, the Proposed Action was not selected for decommissioning because it includes this action within the Historic Travel Corridor, and therefore does not address public concerns for exclusion of ground disturbing activities within this area.

3) Projects within the Wild and Scenic River Corridor

· Placement of Large Woody Debris (natural and constructed) in South Branch Paint River 

· Improvement of Existing Dispersed Recreation Access Site, including trail improvement

The Proposed Action was not selected because the placement of large woody debris into the South Branch Paint River has been deferred until the needs of the entire Wild and Scenic River segment can be assessed and analyzed for the whole system.

The Proposed Action was not selected for the improvement of the existing dispersed site because this action includes hardening an access trail leading to the South Branch Paint River.  The ID Team determined that efforts to harden this trail may be subject to washouts during spring thaw runoff due to the trail’s location within the river’s flood plain (Prospector VMP EA, p. 3-66).

4) Wildlife Habitat Enhancement Projects

· Survey/Implementation of tree girdling for snag creation within hardwood treatment stands to achieve objective of 3-5 snags/acre

The Proposed Action was not selected for this action because this alternative includes tree girdling within stands excluded for hardwood selection treatment.  These stands include those within the Wild and Scenic River corridor, which are not included in this decision due to public concerns as previously discussed (DN/FONSI, p. 31).  

My rationale for NOT selecting the following actions of Alternative C, is as follows:

After studying the effects analysis and the current conditions within the project area, I have determined that these actions described under Alternative C (DN/FONSI, pp. 14-16) are not necessary at this time.
1) Vegetative Management

· All vegetative management, with the exception of Riparian Habitat Underplanting

I did not select Alternative C for any of the silviculture treatments to harvest timber or classification of old growth actions because of issues identified during scoping (Prospector VMP EA, pp. 1-12 to 1-15).  The vegetative management strategy of Alternative C was developed to respond to public concerns regarding the level of aspen harvest, the scale and amount of old growth classification, and the exclusion of vegetative management within the Historic Travel Corridor.  

Although Alternative C does address concerns raised regarding the level of aspen harvest, the stands chosen for additional regeneration opportunities lacked a good distribution of aspen and included minimal opportunities to regenerate aspen within each stand, at this time.

I did not select the classification of old growth action from Alternative C, because although this alternative includes a reduction of acres classified, this alternative does not progress the project area toward area toward the objective of managing 8-10% of forest land as old growth (Forest Plan, p. IV-114) as strongly as Alternative D.

2) Access Management – Transportation

· Road Maintenance to Facilitate Timber Harvest

· Road Reconstruction to Facilitate Timber Harvest

· Road Decommissioning to Protect Resources and Adhere to Road Density Goals

I did not select maintenance and reconstruction actions from Alternative C because this alternative does not provide the required amount of maintenance and reconstruction activities to facilitate timber harvest in the stands selected under this decision.  In addition, I have not selected the decommissioning action from because this alternative includes decommissioning within the Historic Travel Corridor, and therefore does not address the issue identified to exclude of ground disturbing activity within the Historic Travel Corridor (Prospector VMP EA, pp. 1-15).

The action to close the illegal ford on the South Branch Paint River consistent among all action alternatives, and this action is included for implementation under the Proposed Action by this decision.

3) Projects within the Wild and Scenic River Corridor

· Placement of Large Woody Debris (natural and constructed) in South Branch Paint River 

· Improvement of Existing Dispersed Recreation Access Site, including trail improvement

I did not select the placement of large woody debris into the South Branch Paint River as described under Alternative B (DN/FONSI, p. 34).
The action to improve the existing dispersed access site is consistent under Alternatives C and D, and this action is included for implementation under Alternative D by this decision.
4) Watershed Enhancement Project

· Tree Girdling in Riparian Areas  

The action to girdle trees in upland areas adjacent to perennial streams to allow stands the future opportunity to recruit large woody debris is consistent among all action alternatives, and this action is included for implementation under the Proposed Action by this decision.

5) Fisheries Habitat Enhancement Project

· Release of existing conifer seedlings along the banks of Thirtythree Creek.

· Installation of K-dams within Thirtythree Creek

· Installation of half-logs within Thirtythree Creek

· Construction of sediment basin and associated spawning riffle within Thirtythree Creek

· Removal of beaver and dams in the lower reaches of Thirtythree Creek

I did not select the construction of the sediment basin and spawning riffle within Thirtythree Creek as described under Alternative C (DN/FONSI, p. 15).  These actions are deferred at this time to allow the future opportunity to assess, monitor and enhance design features of these actions, if necessary.

The actions to release existing conifer seedlings, installation of K-dams and half-logs, as well as beaver and dam removal are consistent among both Alternatives C and D, and these actions are included for implementation under Alternative D by this decision.

6) All Wildlife Habitat Enhancement Projects

· Creation of permanent forest openings 

· Construction and placement of brush piles using logging debris, to provide denning and cover opportunities for a variety of wildlife species

· Survey/Implementation of tree girdling for snag creation within hardwood treatment stands to achieve objective of 3-5 snags/acre
The action to construct permanent forest openings is consistent among all action alternatives, and this action is included for implementation under the Proposed Action by this decision.

The construction and placement of brush piles is based on treatment acres for the following harvest types:  clearcut, salvage, shelterwood and thinning.  I have not selected Alternative C for these actions because this alternative includes these structures within stands or portions of stands that have been excluded from vegetative management through this decision in order to address major issues identified (Prospector VMP EA, pp. 1-12 to 1-15).  
I have not selected Alternative C for the tree girdling for snag creation action because this alternative includes tree girdling within stands excluded for hardwood selection treatment.  These stands include those within the Wild and Scenic River corridor, which are not included in this decision due to public concerns as previously discussed (DN/FONSI, p. 30).  

My rationale for NOT selecting the following components of Alternative D, is as follows:

After studying the effects analysis and the current conditions within the project area, I have determined that these actions described under Alternative D (DN/FONSI, pp. 16-18) are not necessary at this time.

1) Vegetative Management

· All vegetative management, with the exception of hardwood selection, conifer thinning and classification of old growth

Alternative D was not selected for the following actions:  clearcutting, partial overstory removal, salvage, or shelterwood silvicultural practices.  Alternative D excludes all clearcutting harvest, which severely limits future options to manage identified stands for aspen regeneration (Prospector VMP EA, p. 3-21).  Although this alternative serves to partially address public concerns raised regarding aspen management, and partially meets the purpose and need for the project, I have not selected these actions from Alternative D because the Proposed Action provides a more balanced compromise between major issues, purpose and need for the project and Forest Plan objectives. 

2) Transportation Management – Access Management

· Road Construction

· Ford Closure

Public concerns were raised regarding road construction.  Alternative D was designed to directly address this concern.  However, this component of Alternative D was not selected for the transportation system because the absence of road construction would not facilitate timber harvest in those stands identified for vegetative treatment in this decision.  

The action to construct permanent forest openings is consistent among all action alternatives, and this action is included for implementation under the Proposed Action by this decision.

3) Watershed Enhancement Projects

· Tree Girdling in Riparian Areas

The action to girdle trees in upland areas adjacent to perennial streams to allow stands the future opportunity to recruit large woody debris is consistent among all action alternatives, and this action is included for implementation under the Proposed Action by this decision.

4) Fisheries Habitat Enhancement Projects

· Construction of sediment basin and associated spawning riffle within Thirtythree Creek

I have not selected Alternative D for this action.  As described on page 36, these projects have been deferred at this time to allow the future opportunity to assess, monitor and enhance design features of these actions, if necessary.

5) Wildlife Habitat Enhancement Projects

· Creation of permanent forest openings

· Construction and placement of brush piles using logging debris, to provide denning and cover opportunities for a variety of wildlife species

The action to construct permanent forest openings is consistent among all action alternatives, and this action is included for implementation under the Proposed Action by this decision.

The construction and placement of brush piles is based on treatment acres for the following harvest types:  clearcut, salvage, shelterwood and thinning.  I have not selected Alternative D for these actions because this alternative includes these structures within stands or portions of stands that have been excluded from vegetative management through this decision in order to address major issues identified (Prospector VMP EA, pp. 1-12 to 1-15).  

VIII.  FINDINGS REQUIRED BY LAW, REGULATION, AND AGENCY POLICY

Numerous laws, regulations and agency directives require that my decision be consistent with their provisions.  I have determined that my decision is consistent with all laws, regulations, and agency policy.  The following summarizes findings required by major environmental laws:

A.  NATIONAL FOREST MANAGEMENT ACT (16 USC 1600 ET SEQ)

The National Forest Management Act (NFMA) and accompanying regulations require that several specific findings be documented at the project level.  These are:

1) Consistency With Forest Plan (16 USC 1604(i))

The Prospector VMP EA discussed the Forest Plan and Management Area goals and objectives, and the standards and guidelines applicable to the Prospector VMP Decision Area (Prospector VMP EA, Chapter 1, pp. 1-2 to 1-4).  The alternative development process (Prospector VMP EA, Chapter 2) and the management goals of the alternatives in relation to Forest Plan standards and guidelines and effects are also displayed in the EA (Chapter 3).

As stated previously (DN/FONSI, p. 18), the Ottawa National Forest is currently in the process of formally initiating the Revision of its Forest Plan, with an anticipated completion in fiscal year 2006.  The Forest Plan has completed its 17th year of implementation and management practices were projected for two decades (20 years) in the Forest Plan.  The current plan is expected to be implemented for the full two decades or until the Plan is revised (2001 M&E Report, Abstract, p. i).   

Based upon review of the pertinent information, I find the actions and activities described in this decision are consistent with the Forest Plan.  I have determined the actions are appropriate and needed to further the goals of MAs 2.1 and 8.1.

2) Suitability for Timber Production 

All acres proposed for harvest have been identified as suitable for timber production as stated in the Ottawa Forest Plan (pp. IV–14 to IV-15), and the Prospector VMP EA (p. 3-2).  The classification of land as suited or unsuited is tied closely to the Ecological Classification and Inventory and Monitoring system, which provided ecological potential and capabilities for various landtype phases.  Land suitability is verified during stand inventory and is recorded in the CDS database located in the Prospector Project File.

3) Optimality Determination and Appropriateness of Even-aged Management (16 USC 1604(g)(3)(f)(i))
When the silvicultural treatment of clearcutting is selected for use on National Forest System lands, a determination must be made that it is the optimum method to meet the objectives and requirements of the relevant Forest Plan.  Where used, even-aged management must be the appropriate silvicultural system to meet the objectives and requirements of the Forest Plan.  The EA discusses the appropriateness of even-aged management and the optimality of clearcutting for the various forest types for which each is prescribed (Prospector VMP EA, pp. 3-10 to 3-11, and 3-14).  The optimality of clearcutting to regenerate the forest types for which it is prescribed is further supported by the discussion of clearcutting rationale in the Forest Plan (Forest Plan pp. VI C-11 through VI C-14).

I find that even-aged management is an appropriate management system for the portion of the Prospector project where even-aged treatments are prescribed.  Further, I find that for those forest types for which clearcutting is prescribed, it is the optimal regeneration method to meet the objectives and requirements of the Forest Plan and purpose and need of the Prospector VMP.

4) Vegetative Manipulation

All proposals that involve vegetative manipulation of tree cover for any purpose must comply with seven requirements found at 36 CFR 219.27(b).  Based upon my review of the Prospector VMP EA, BE, and Project File, I find that the vegetative treatments selected for implementation will meet the seven requirements discussed below.

a) Be best suited to the multiple-use goals stated in the Forest Plan.  Development of the Prospector VMP and subsequent analysis was completed in an integrated fashion utilizing an interdisciplinary team and public input (Prospector VMP EA, p. 2-1).  This team made use of the Ecological Classification System, which provided site-specific capability information to determine appropriate land uses within the framework of the Forest Plan (Prospector VMP EA, pp. 3-2 and 3-55).  In addition, the purpose and need section in the Prospector VMP EA (pp. 1-4 to 1-12) discusses the link to the goals and objectives for MAs 2.1 and 8.1.

b) Assures that technology and knowledge exists to adequately restock lands within 5 years after the final harvest.  The knowledge and technology currently exists to adequately restock the harvested areas and is documented in the Project File.  Analysis of current and historical regeneration data for similar treatments across the forest supports the conclusion that adequate stocking of the proposed harvest units is assured with site preparation efforts occurring in a timely manner following harvest.  This conclusion is supported by an NFMA stocking report for Fiscal Years 1988 through 1993, which reported that for acres of final harvest, 99% of those acres have been surveyed and determined to be adequately stocked (M&E Report (1997 –1998), p. 54).

c) Not to be chosen primarily because they will give the greatest dollar return.  The decision is based on a variety of reasons as discussed earlier in this decision, not solely on economics.  Economic analysis on pages 3-94 to 3-102 in the Prospector VMP EA showed that Alternative B produced the greatest revenues, however, this decision also incorporates vegetative management as described in Alternative D, for both hardwood selection and conifer thinning.  The Prospector VMP EA shows (p. 3-98) Alternative D as rated last for providing return revenues, however, this alternative remains economically viable.

d) Be chosen after considering potential effects on residual trees and adjacent stands.  In this decision, I considered the effects on residual trees and adjacent stands as discussed in the Prospector VMP EA (pp. 3-6 to 3-27).  I considered the impacts of reducing the tree density along with the need to provide wildlife and fisheries habitat and watershed benefits, and determined, based on the analysis disclosed in the EA, BE, and Project File, that the selected actions provide the best balance of management practices to meet all resources values.

e) Be selected to avoid permanent impairment of site productivity and to ensure conservation of soil and water resources.  By adhering to Forestwide Standards and Guidelines, and site-specific design criteria, the selected actions will avoid impairment of site productivity and ensure conservation of soil and water resources.  This determination is supported by the disclosures in the Prospector VMP EA, Chapters 2 (pp. 2-13 to 2-18), and Chapter 3 (pp. 3-38 to 3-50, 3-54 to 3-66, and 3-85 to 3-88). 

f) Be selected to provide the desired effects on water quality and quantity, wildlife, regeneration of desired tree species, forage production, recreation uses, aesthetic values, and other resource yields.  This decision provides the desired effect on the above resources.  All harvest units were designed to maintain the ecological function of adjacent riparian types, using logging systems and layout that minimize ground disturbance, implementing buffers to all streams by category, and applying Michigan Department of Natural Resources BMPs to all activities (Prospector VMP EA, pp. 2-13 to 2-18, and EA Appendix B, pp. B-39 to B-40).  Standards and Guidelines contained in the Forest Plan are designed to provide the desired effects of management practices on other resource values.  

g) Be practical in terms of transportation and harvesting requirements and total costs of preparation, logging and administration.  Transportation analysis selected for implementation under this decision will utilize the lowest level of construction, reconstruction and maintenance required to meet project needs and protect the soil and water resources.  The selected actions will be used to facilitate timber harvest.  Access to the project area was designed to utilize existing roads to access treatment areas to the extent possible.  Economic analysis conducted in the Prospector VMP EA considered the costs of preparation, logging, and administration.  Total revenues for all action alternatives exceeded total costs of project implementation (Prospector VMP EA, p. 3-98). 

5) Sensitive Species
Federal law and direction applicable to sensitive species include the National Forest Management Act and the Forest Service Manual (2670).  In making my decision, I have reviewed the analysis and projected effects on all sensitive plant and animal species listed as possibly occurring on the Ottawa National Forest (BE, pp. 12-14).  I concur with the findings documented for these species in the BE (p. 74), summarized here:  “…individuals of the following Regional Forester’s Sensitive animals may be impacted: Accipiter gentilis”.  Alternatives B, C and D are not expected to cause a trend toward federal listing or loss of viability for this species (BE, p. 83).

For plants, Alternatives B, C and D may have impacts on individuals of the following twelve species of plants and two species of lichen taxa occurring on the Regional Forester’s Sensitive Species list:   “plants - Botrychium mormo, Botrychium oneidense, Cardamine maxima, Cypripedium arietinum, Disporum hookeri, Erythronium albidum, Juglans cinerea, Orobanche uniflora, Panax quinquefolius, Phegopteris hexagonoptera, Pterospora andromedea, Tiarella cordifolia; and lichens - Cetraria aurescens, Lobaria quercizans, Sticta fuliginosa, and Usnea longissima.   For these taxa, Alternatives B, C, and D may impact individuals but are not likely to cause a trend to federal listing or loss of viability” (BE, p. 84).  
B.  THE CLEAN WATER ACT AND STATE WATER QUALITY STANDARDS

The integrity of the decision area’s water and riparian features will be maintained as a result of the application of general Forest Plan standard and guidelines (Forest Plan, p. IV-11 and Forest Plan, Amend.  No. 2(8/92), pp. IV-34 to IV-36) and Michigan Best Management Practices, as well as site- specific protective design criteria (Prospector VMP EA, pp. 2-13 to 2-18).  Site-specific practices include design criteria that are described in detail in Appendix C of this document.  See Appendix C, (pp. C-6 to C-7) for design criteria relating directly to riparian areas, and provides additional site-specific measures to assure riparian areas retain their ecological function.  

The analysis also indicates that implementation of this decision will not produce appreciable impacts on aquatics (Prospector VMP EA, pp. 3-48 to 3-50 and 3-58).  The Clean Water Act and State Water Quality Standards will be met.

C.  THE ENDANGERED SPECIES ACT (16 USC 1531 ET. SEQ.)

As required by the Endangered Species Act (ESA), a Biological Evaluation was prepared addressing the potential effects to threatened or endangered species utilizing the project area.  The analysis concluded that this decision would have no effect on any federally listed animals.  One Federally listed species, the Gray Wolf, is known to occur within the project area (Prospector VMP BE, pp. 12 and 15), and the Michigan Gray Wolf Recovery and Management Plan guidelines apply.  Since the Canada lynx does not occur on the Ottawa National Forest, no ESA Section 7(a)(2) determination is required (See USFWS letter of May 19, 2000, Project File).  The Prospector project area is within two Lynx Analysis Units, and the standards and guidelines of the Lynx Conservation Assessment and Strategy apply (Prospector VMP BE, p. 20). 

D.  NATIONAL HISTORIC PRESERVATION ACT 

Fifty-six archaeological sites and one historic landmark lie within the project area.  All sites will 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).  A project-specific inventory of all activity areas has been conducted, and has been placed in the archaeological files.  If any unknown sites are found within an area of potential effect, the project will be redesigned to avoid the site, or measures will be designed to mitigate the effects of the project on the site and submitted to the Michigan State Historical Preservation office as required by law for their review and consultation.  Any future projects would require additional cultural resource inventories prior to project implementation, ensuring compliance with section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act, as amended (1999).  Based upon analysis in the Prospector VMP EA (Chapter 3, pp. 3-34 to 3-37), I determined that there are no direct, indirect, or cumulative effects to heritage resources from implementation of this decision.

E.  WILD AND SCENIC RIVERS

There are three segments of rivers included in the National Wild and Scenic River System within, or bordering, the Prospector VMP area, and they include the Paint River and its North and South Branches.  All three segments are designated with a Recreational River status.  Several segments of tributary streams to these Recreation River segments also lie within the project area, including Bush, Cooks Run, Golden, Lode, Mallard, McAllister, and Post creeks.  Proposed vegetative management and in-stream projects have been excluded from this decision, and will not occur within the Wild and Scenic River corridor.  It was determined that other activities as previously described (DN/FONSI, p. 31), associated with this decision will not invade the area, or unreasonable diminish the identified Outstandingly Remarkable Values of the Wild and Scenic Rivers.  The policies and standards of the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act will be met.

F.  COMPLIANCE WITH OTHER LAWS, REGULATIONS, AND POLICIES 

I have considered the effects of this project on low income and minority populations and concluded that this project is consistent with the intent of the Environmental Justice Act of 1994, (EO 12898).  The local community was notified of this project through the public participation process.  This project was designed to contribute to the economic well being of regional and local communities (Prospector VMP EA, p. 1-6). 

IX.  FINDING OF NO SIGNIFICANT IMPACT
My review of the analysis prepared by the ID Team indicates this decision responds to public concerns and is consistent with management direction in the Forest Plan.  Provisions of 40 CFR 1508.27(b) indicate project significance must be judged in terms of the project context and intensity.  Based on a review of these provisions, I have determined it is not necessary to prepare an environmental impact statement for this project.  My rationale includes:

1) Context:  The effects of the proposed project are localized with implications for only the immediate area.  Cumulative effects of past management, combined with the current proposal, and reasonably foreseeable future actions for each resource are displayed in the Prospector VMP EA (Chapter 3), pp. 3-23 to 3-27, 3-33 to 3-34, 3-36 to 3-37, 3-48 to 3-50, 3-51 to 3-54, 3-58, 3-60 to 3-62, 3-66 to 3-67, 3-76 to 3-79, 3-83 to 3-85, 3-88, 3-91, 3-94, and 3-101 to 3-102.  These effects were considered in my determination.  This decision is consistent with the management direction and standards and guidelines outlined in the Ottawa National Forest Plan.  Therefore, regionally and nationally the Prospector VMP is not significant. 

2) Intensity:  The intensity of activities in the selected alternative is outlined below.

a) Consideration of both beneficial and adverse impacts.  I considered beneficial and adverse impacts associated with the alternatives as presented in Chapter 3 of the Prospector VMP EA, pages 3-6 to 3-102.  These impacts are within a range of effects identified in the Ottawa National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan Final Environmental Impact Statement (FEIS), (Chapter IV, pages IV-1 to IV-35).  The overall impact of this decision will have a minor beneficial effect, with no significant adverse impacts.  Impacts from this decision are not unique to this project.  Previous projects involving similar activities have had non-significant effects (i.e. Slate Vegetative Management Project).  Therefore, I determined that the specific and cumulative effects of this decision are not significant. 

b. Consideration of the effects on public health and safety.  This alternative will not significantly affect public health and safety.  Logging is a common activity within the Western Upper Peninsula of Michigan and local residents and seasonal visitors are accustomed to seeing harvest activities.  Maintaining a transportation system that facilitates a multiple use management of Forest resources, and provides safe public access (Prospector VMP EA, p. 1-8) is part of the purpose and need for the Prospector VMP.  Based on all information, I have determined the selected alternative will have no significant effects on public health and safety.  This project does not involve national defense or security.

c) Consideration of the unique characteristics of the geographic area.  This decision will not effect any unique areas, historic features, park lands, prime farmlands, wetlands, or ecologically critical areas.  It is expected that the implementation of this decision would protect the waters within the analysis area and would improve conditions over time by reducing the amount of water and sediment routed to streams (Prospector VMP EA, Chapter 3 pp. 3-38 to 3-50).  All ground-disturbing activities proposed would be implemented using design criteria developed to protect heritage, soil, water, fisheries, visual, botany and wildlife resources (Prospector VMP EA, pp. 2-13 to 2-17).  In addition, this decision will not invade or unreasonably diminish the identified outstandingly remarkable values of the designated Recreation river segments and or their tributaries, within the project area (Prospector VMP EA, pp. 3-54 to 3-67) and DN/FONSI p. 41).  Based on this information, I conclude that this decision will have no adverse effects on unique resources.

d) The degree to which the effects on the quality of human environment are likely to be highly controversial.  All actions to be implemented are similar in type and intensity to activities that have occurred in the past in the area (Prospector VMP EA, Chapter 3, pp. 3-24 to 3-26, 3-33, 3-48 to 3-49, 3-58, 3-67, 3-76 to 3-77, 3-83, 3-88, 3-91, 3-94, and 3-101).  Based upon my experience on similar projects, I do not expect the effects of these actions on the quality of the human environment to be highly controversial.  Although I anticipate this decision will not be acceptable to all, there is general public support for the selected activities.  Therefore, I have determined that the effects as displayed in the Prospector VMP EA and supporting documentation in the Project File are not likely to be highly controversial.

e) Consideration of the degree to which effects are highly uncertain or involve unique or unknown risks.  This decision is similar to many past actions in this analysis area and across the Forest, and its effects are reasonably expected to be similar.  The timber sale activities involve common logging practices and contractual requirements that have been used many times on similar sites.  Based upon my knowledge of past actions and professional and technical knowledge and experience, I am confident that we understand the effects of these activities on the human environment.  There are no unique or unusual characteristics about the area or selected alternative that would indicate an unknown risk to the human environment.

f) The degree to which this action may establish a precedent for future actions with significant effects or represents a decision in principle about future considerations.  This decision is similar to many past actions in this analysis area and across the Forest and its effects are reasonably expected to be similar.  The associated effects analysis is site-specific to the Prospector project area and is consistent with the Forest Plan.  Therefore, this is not a decision in principle about future considerations and does not establish a precedent.

g) Consideration of the action in relation to other actions with individually insignificant but cumulative significant effects.  Cumulative effects analysis by resource area was conducted in the Prospector VMP EA (Chapter 3, pp, 3-23 to 3-27, 3-33 to 3-34, 3-36 to 3-37, 3-48 to 3-50, 3-51 to 3-54, 3-58, 3-60 to 3-62, 3-66 to 3-67, 3-76 to 3-79, 3-83 to 3-85, 3-88, 3-91, 3-94, and 3-101 to 3-102).  No significant effects were identified for the selected actions as a result of this analysis.  Cumulative effects of this decision, and other past, ongoing and reasonably foreseeable activities are not expected to be significant due to protective measures developed in the project design features and application of Forestwide Standards and Guidelines.  Administrative use and post-sale compliance work will not result in significant cumulative effects.  I have therefore determined that there are no significant cumulative effects associated with this project.

h) The degree to which the action may affect listed or eligible historic places.  This project meets federal, state and local laws for protection of historic places (Prospector VMP EA, p. 3-35 to 3-36).  A project specific inventory of the area has been conducted.  As described in the Prospector VMP EA and in the Project File, known heritage sites are located within the Prospector project area, but through design criteria and administration of timber sale contracts, all known sites will be protected.  If any additional sites are found within the project area at a later time, the same design criteria will be implemented to protect them. 

i) The degree to which the action may affect an endangered species or their habitat.  A Biological Evaluation (BE) was prepared for the Prospector project area and is hereby incorporated into this decision document by reference.  The following excerpt from Section 8 of the BE states the conclusions reached for threatened, endangered, and sensitive species.  This decision “would have no effects on any Federally-listed animals   and is also not expected to cause a trend toward federal listing or loss of viability for any Regional Forester Sensitive species” (BE, p. 83).

“If any Federally proposed or listed animal or plant species are found at a later date or, if any new information relevant to potential effects of the project on these species becomes available, then the project would be stopped and the Section 7 consultation process, as per the Endangered Species Act of 1973, as amended, would be initiated” (BE, page 84).

Due to the above findings and conclusions, I do not believe that this decision would adversely affect an endangered or threatened species or its habitat, nor lead to a trend toward listing for any Regional Forester Sensitive species.

j) Whether the proposed action threatens a violation of Federal, State, or local law or requirements imposed for the protection of the environment.  Actions to be implemented under this decision do not threaten a violation of federal, state, or local environmental protection laws.  Project design criteria listed in Appendix C of this Decision Notice will assure compliance with these laws.  The Prospector VMP EA also meets National Environmental Policy Act disclosure requirements.

X.  APPEAL PROVISIONS AND IMPLEMENTATION

This decision is subject to appeal pursuant to 36 CFR 215.  A written notice of appeal must be submitted within 45 calendar days after the Legal Notice is published in the Iron River Reporter.  However, when the 45-day filing period would end on a Saturday, Sunday, or Federal holiday, then filing time is extended to the end of the next Federal working day.  The date of the publication of the Legal Notice is the only means for calculating the date by which appeals must be submitted; do not rely upon any other source for this information.  

The Notice of Appeal must be sent to:  USDA, Forest Service, Gaslight Building, Suite 700, 626 East Wisconsin Avenue, Milwaukee, WI 53202.  The Notice of Appeal may alternatively be faxed to:  414-944-3963, Attn:  Appeals Deciding Officer, USDA, Forest Service, Eastern Regional Office.  Those wishing to submit appeals by email may do so to appeals-eastern-regional-office@fs.fed.us.  Acceptable formats for electronic comments are text or html email, Adobe portable document format, and formats viewable in Microsoft Office applications.  Hand-delivered appeals may be submitted at the above address between 7:30 and 4:00 pm CT Monday through Friday, except on Federal holidays.  Appeals must meet the content requirements of 36 CFR 215.14 and will only be accepted from those who have standing to appeal as outlined at 36 CFR 215.13.

Detailed records of the environmental analysis are available for public review at the Watersmeet Ranger District, P.O. Box 276, Watersmeet, MI  49969.  For more information, contact Tracy J. Tophooven, District Ranger at (906) 358-4551, or Marlanea French-Pombier, ID Team Leader at (906) 358-4551, ext. 22; TTY (906) 358-0289

If no appeal is received, implementation of this decision may occur on, but not before, five business days from the close of the appeal filing period.  If an appeal is received, implementation may not occur for 15 days following the date of appeal disposition.
/s/ Tracy J. Tophooven     



Date:  October 28, 2003
TRACY J. TOPHOOVEN
District Ranger

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in all its programs and activities on the basis of race, color, national origin, gender, religion, age, disability, political beliefs, sexual orientation, or marital or family status.  (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 USDA, Director, Office of Civil Rights, Room 326-W, Whitten Building, 14th and Independence Avenue, SW, Washington, DC 20250-9410 or call (202) 720-5964 (voice and TDD).  USDA is an equal opportunity provider and employer. 
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