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Composite Strategy C: 

Developing a planning process that is responsive to declining forest health, invasive species, and safety 
concerns.  

What the ANF is doing in the next 12 months  

1. Signing decisions on eight environmental assessments for vegetation management. Combined, these 
projects look at nearly 20% of the ANF land base and propose more than 13,000 acres of even-aged 
management. Uneven-aged management (less than 200 acres), thinning (less than 600 acres), and salvage 
are also proposed. 

2. Signing a decision on daylighting and hazard tree removal along State Route 59. The ANF is working with 
PennDOT to clear encroaching vegetation and remove hazard trees along 3.6 miles (from the 
Warren/McKean county line to State Route 321 south). 

3. Changing the Forest Service’s approach to project development. A nationwide effort has begun to improve 
the Forest Service’s approach to environmental analysis and decision making. The goal is to authorize 
projects in a timelier manner, eliminate unnecessary steps, and increase the amount of on the ground work. 

The procedural options we have for future projects 

1. Categorical exclusions, which involve a comparatively brief analysis of the proposal to determine whether 
extraordinary circumstances are present and merit a more in-depth review. There are categorical exclusions 
for: 
a. Regenerating areas to native tree species. 

a. Restriction: cannot use herbicide or convert vegetation type. 
b. Improving timber stands. 

a. Restriction: cannot use herbicide; limited road construction. 
c. Harvesting up to 70 acres of live trees. 

a. Restriction: cannot be used for even-aged management; cannot convert vegetation type; limited 
road construction. 

d. Salvaging up to 250 acres of dead or dying trees. 
a. Restriction: limited road construction. 

e. Forest restoration treatments to reduce the risk or extent of, or increase resilience to, insect and 
disease infestations (often called the Farm Bill CE). 

a. Restrictions: 
i. must either occur within the WUI or condition classes 2 or 3 of fire regime groups I, II, 

and III; 
ii. maximum size of 3,000 acres in size; 

iii. cannot build permanent roads; 
iv. must maximize the retention of old-growth and large trees, as appropriate; 
v. must be developed through a collaborative process. 

2. Environmental assessments, which are what the ANF currently prepares for most moderate to large 
vegetation management projects. A decision based on an EA can only be signed after finding that the project 
will not have significant impacts.  

3. Environmental impact statements, which are somewhat longer than EAs and have additional requirements 
about content and procedure. One benefit of an EIS is that a decision can be signed even if the project will 
result in significant impacts.  
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Future Considerations: 
1.  New categorical exclusions. The Forest Service intends to create new categorical exclusions as one way to 

improve our approach to project development. Early discussions suggest there could be a new restoration 
category that allows for more harvesting than our current categorical exclusions. Specifics regarding the new 
categories, and any potential restrictions, are still under development. 

2. Re-ordering the project development process to expedite implementation. The ANF currently completes 
most or all field work required for a project before signing a decision. While this approach often makes it 
easier to analyze effects in detail, it also means that we might need to conduct field surveys on several 
thousand acres before implementation occurs in any single stand. As a result, work on one stand can be held 
up by survey needs in an unrelated area. Shifting from pre-decision to post-decision survey work could help 
us avoid this situation. 

3. Developing an adaptive management project to regenerate declining stands. Our current approach to 
forest health largely focuses on identifying stands on a downward trajectory, developing a proposal for 
vegetation management, and then completing the environmental analysis and decision-making process. 
Depending on the specifics, several years can elapse between when a treatment need is first identified and 
when action is ultimately approved. We could potentially reduce that timeframe down to a few months by 
developing a forestwide NEPA document that allows us to regenerate declining stands in general. This is 
fairly different than our traditional NEPA approach, and would likely rely on a set of fixed parameters that 
identify when to act, what to do, and how to mitigate effects. Additional work would still be needed before 
implementation occurs (like biology surveys, cultural resource surveys, and consultation), so 
implementation would not occur instantaneously. It could, however, provide rapid response ability in a way 
that complements our current vegetation management program.  

4. Streamlining field survey methodologies. Field surveys are needed to assess proposed treatment areas in 
order ensure protections are provided for threatened and endangered species, Regional Forester Sensitive 
Species, water courses and wetlands, and historic/archaeological resources. We are evaluating ways to 
streamline these processes, including evaluating survey protocol and methodologies, sampling intensities, 
timing, the degree of information/data is needed, and what measures are appropriate to provide suitable 
protection for these resources. 


