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Introduction

The District Ranger on the Poteau-Cold Springs Ranger District, Ouachita National Forest, proposes to implement management activities in Compartment 1297 located in the Nella Ecological Management Unit 19, henceforth referred to as the Shiloh Church project.  Activities proposed include commercial thinning, prescribed burning, and midstory reduction. These activities should improve community protection and safety from wildland fires (Revised Forest Plan, USDA Forest Service. 2005a, pg. 25).

Shiloh Church project area (Compartment 1297) is located within the Wildland Urban Interface (WUI) of the Nella Community, approximately 7 miles southwest of Waldron, AR.  This project area is completely surrounded by private property.  Shiloh Church project lies in Township 1 North, Range 30 West (all of section 3 and portions of sections 4, 9, 10) and Township 2 North, Range 30 West (sections 33 and 34).  

The WUI is that area of Federal land immediately adjacent to at-risk communities and typically extends one-quarter to one-half mile either side of National Forest System lands.  In the WUI, specific vegetation management is often needed to reduce the risk of destructive wildland fires.  Management of the Shiloh Church project would be focused on changing fuel loading and fuel profiles to a more “natural” condition, one less likely affected by catastrophic wildfire.

The goals within the Shiloh Church project are to reduce the risk of loss of human life, enhance protection of homes and improvements, and provide an area where firefighters can safely conduct tactical operations to stop the spread of a wildland fire.  Vegetation management to restore, maintain, or enhance fire-adapted ecosystems to an approximate “reference condition” would be vigorously undertaken.  Stands would be treated by reducing the number of overstory trees per acre (to an approximate target basal area of 50-70 square feet per acre) and removing woody midstory and understory vegetation. A “park-like” or “woodland” condition is the goal in both pine and oak types.  

The Shiloh Church project area falls within Management Area 22 (Renewal of the Shortleaf Pine-Bluestem Grass Ecosystem and Red-cockaded Woodpecker [RCW] Habitat).  These activities should begin in 2008. The Shiloh Church project area contains 1,190 acres of national forest lands. The project area falls within two large watersheds.   Both watersheds have a risk level of low. Where a watershed risk is low, the probability (or potential) is low for adverse effects on aquatic species.  

An environmental assessment (EA) was prepared by the interdisciplinary team to address ecosystem management treatments in Shiloh Church.  The EA is available for public review in the Cold Springs Ranger District Office in Booneville, Arkansas.

The purpose and need for management actions is to work toward or achieve the desired conditions.  On August 22, 2002, President Bush announced the Healthy Forest Initiative (HFI) for Wildfire Prevention and Stronger Communities.  The Healthy Forests Initiative implements core components of the consensus 10-year Implementation Plan agreed to by states, tribes, and Stakeholders.  These proposed treatments in this project further the goals of the President’s initiative.  They will reduce the threat of catastrophic wildfires to protect communities, firefighters, wildlife and forest health.  In addition, the actions protect habitat for the endangered Red-cockaded woodpecker.

Field examinations and inventories of the Shiloh Church project area determined that the existing conditions do not meet the desired conditions and objectives of the Revised Forest Plan (USDA Forest Service, 2005a) for Wildland Urban Interface.  The Proposed Actions in this environmental document would move the Shiloh Church project towards the desired conditions established by the Interdisciplinary Team and the design criteria in the Revised Forest Plan.  

Commercial thinning is needed to reduce vegetation to a “park-like” condition to meet the objectives of the Wildland Urban Interface (USDA Forest Service. 2005a, 25).  The current conditions pose a threat to the Nella Community because high tree densities and lack of prescribed burnings have resulted in an accumulation of a heavy fuel condition that could threaten private and public property and resources.  In addition, increasing the distance between trees decreases the probability of spread of SPB to neighboring trees.  

Prescribed burning is needed to address the WUI objectives of community protection and safety.  It would reduce the wildfire hazards as a result natural fuel buildup, lack of prescribed burning, and from the Ice Storm of 2000.   

RCW treatments/activities, including the use of cavity restrictors, snake and squirrel excluder devices, artificial cavities, single-bird augmentations, multiple-bird group-initiations, southern pine beetle (SPB) control efforts, removal of southern flying squirrels, population/nest monitoring, and cavity maintenance are needed to encourage habitat expansion.  Deer spotlight survey work is needed for inventory and monitoring.  

Midstory reduction treatments (wildlife stand improvements - WSI) are needed to improve the habitat that currently exists for RCW.   WSI will help produce a grass/forbs understory and enhance hard mast production by residual hardwood crowns within the treated stands.  WSI may be completed by the use of hand tools.  

Temporary roads, approximately 3.9 miles with 40 decks, are needed because they provide access to harvest units, but are not needed for long-term management of the natural resources.  Prehaul maintenance is needed on approximately 3.3 miles of roads because of surface and ditch erosion and rusted-out drains.  Some spot rock would be necessary.

The existing conditions present two primary concerns within the Shiloh Church project:

· The potential for catastrophic wildland fire to create unacceptable risks to public and firefighter safety and habitat for the endangered RCW; and

· The high southern pine beetle hazard in the pine-dominated forests and the risk of SPB infestation to cause unacceptable loss of future RCW habitat.

This project purpose is to change the potential fire behavior in the national forest and to reduce the wildland fire hazard.  Reduced flame lengths, fire intensity, and rates of spread provide greater effectiveness in fire management, greater safety for firefighters and the public, and protection and improvement of habitat for the endangered RCW.  Reduced understory vegetation, surface fuels and fuel ladders; increased spacing between individual trees and shrubs; and encouraging grass and herbaceous vegetation reduces the potential for fires to move into or through the wildland urban interface or to adversely affect RCW habitat.   Addressing the wildfire hazard would in turn address the Southern Pine Beetle hazard.

Decision

Based on the analysis documented in the EA, it is my decision to adopt the Proposed Action, which meets the desired conditions for the Shiloh Church project. 

Proposed Action

A summary of the Proposed Action and a detailed description follows.

Summary of Proposed Action in the Shiloh Church project area.  These are approximate acres only based on field examinations, GIS, and GPS.

	Actions
	Acres
	Miles

	Commercial Thinning to a target 60 BA 
	*752 
	

	Prescribed Burning on an approximate 3-5 year rotation
	1,176
	

	Midstory Reduction by Hand Tools (maintenance by prescribed burning)
	752
	

	Temporary road construction
	
	3.9

	Prehaul maintenance 
	
	3.3


*Red-cockaded woodpecker (RCW) treatments/activities, including the use of cavity restrictors, snake and squirrel excluder devices, artificial cavities, single-bird augmentations, multiple-bird group-initiations, southern pine beetle (SPB) control efforts, removal of southern flying squirrels, population/nest monitoring, and cavity maintenance are needed to encourage habitat expansion.  Deer spotlight survey work is needed for inventory and monitoring.

Timber salvage of merchantable and/or non-merchantable stems would be allowed for all catastrophic or isolated events.  These salvage activities would be for both pine and hardwood species.  Events may include, but are not limited to, harvest of residual material from implemented activities, i.e. woodland ponds, midstory reduction, thinning, etc., or beetle outbreaks, fire, wind, or any other natural occurrence.  This proposal would be conducted in accordance with applicable design criteria found in the Revised Forest Plan pg. 73-122 and would follow all reasonable and prudent measures and conservation measures as established in biological opinions, biological assessments and species recovery plans for species documented in the biological evaluation for this proposal.

Detailed Description of Road System for the Proposed Action in Shiloh Church.  These are approximate miles based on field examinations, GIS, and GPS.  See appendices for Transportation map. 

	Road Name
	Type of Work
	Description


	P97 
	Prehaul Maintenance
	Includes shaping existing roadbed, pulling ditches, and spot gravelling on .7mi.

	8000 
	Prehaul Maintenance
	Includes shaping existing roadbed, pulling ditches, and spot gravelling on 1.7 mi.

	8000A
	Prehaul Maintenance
	Includes shaping existing roadbed, pulling ditches, and spot gravelling on  .9 mi.

	
	
	Total Prehaul Maintenance – 3.3 miles

	Temp Roads
	
	3.9 miles – Many of these are old roads that would be opened.  A few would be new.  All temporary roads would be closed after harvest.

	Various
	Decks
	Decks to be seeded as wildlife openings.  (Approximately 40 decks)


Forest Plan Mitigations

The Forest-wide Design Criteria for Management Area 22 are incorporated by reference as mitigating measures into the Proposed Action and are located on the website (as of 02/08) at http://www.fs.fed.us/r8/ouachita/planning/plan.shtml.  

Project Specific Protective Measures

Soils

Compaction:  Soils in this project area have areas of a compaction hazard ratings of moderate-high (soil type #32) and severe (soil type #57, Leadvale Silt Loam).  These are on landscapes rated as suitable for timber harvest.  Stand 8 in Shiloh Church has a severe hazard rating.  Soils with a severe hazard rating would have a limited equipment-operating season from July to November.  Areas with a moderate-high compaction rating would be considered as a high rating and would have a limited equipment operating season from April through November.  Even during these drier periods, extra care would be taken to monitor soil conditions and suspend operations when soils become wet.  Operations during December through June are allowed with the use of methods or equipment that does not cause excessive soil compaction.  A map of these soil locations is available in the project file and will be made available to specialists involved in implementing any management activities.  

Erosion:  There are no areas with erosion hazard ratings greater than moderate.  These areas have timber harvest, prescribed burning, and midstory treatments proposed. An approved prescribed burn plan would be followed during the prescribed burn to ensure a duff layer remains to protect the soil from erosion.  All ground disturbing activities throughout the project area will be treated while complying with Best Management Practices (BMPs) as established by agency policy and guidelines.  A soils map is available in the project file and will be made available to specialists involved in implementing any management activities.  

PETS 

American Burying Beetle 

The American Burying Beetle Area (ABBA) “project evaluation process” will be followed to determine whether or not surveys are required prior to project implementation. Under Step 2, surveys will not be conducted for projects impacting fewer than 3 areas or when certain other conditions exist (e.g., high stem counts in areas with proposed logging; see Step 2B). If Step 2 conditions do not exist and a survey has not been conducted within 5 miles within the previous year, the assumption will be that ABBs are present and appropriate surveys will be undertaken.  If ABBs are found during surveys, or if a survey cannot be undertaken during the activity season, appropriate forms will be submitted stating reasons, and the “Bait Away” process will be used prior to project implementation (Step 5a).  If an “infrequent or unexpected project” must occur during the ABB inactive season, the F&WS will be notified and appropriate forms prepared. 

Public Involvement

Public involvement began in 2005.  Portions of this project were previously listed on the Schedule of Proposed Actions for the Forest.  District personnel also consulted with Jimmy Hudgens, Firewise Director for Scott County, and David Yandell, County Ranger with the Arkansas Forestry Commission, to discuss the need to address hazardous fuel loadings within the project area.  Both were supportive of efforts to reduce fuel loading and fire hazards in the project area.

On February 21, 2008, a letter was sent to the district mailing list with a detailed description of the Proposed Action and a stand map for this project area requesting comments concerning the Proposed Action.   No comments were received.  There were no issues that would drive additional alternatives.  In addition to this mailing mentioned above, a 30-day comment period was provided to the public prior to signing this decision.  
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What Will Happen If the Proposed Action Is Not Implemented

The Healthy Forests Initiative and Healthy Forests Restoration Act Interim Field Guide (Feb. 2004 pg. 10) states that agencies are not expected to develop a full no-action alternative.  However, they should evaluate the effects of failing to implement the project.  There would be continued development of the existing fuel condition. The treatment areas would remain as described in the Existing Condition section and current trends would continue.  Fuel conditions are dependent on the current condition and development of the vegetation.  The pine-dominated forests would continue to grow and the amount of fuel on the forest floor and in the understories would increase. Continued growth of the pine overstory would also increase the density of the forest.  If no action is taken, potential fire behavior would continue to be at an elevated risk and fire suppression would grow increasingly difficult and dangerous.   As a result, the adjacent private structures and potential habitat for the endangered RCW would continue to be threatened.  The shortleaf pine forests would continue to grow, resulting in increased stand basal areas, which would increase the southern pine beetle hazard.  The increase in stand density would increase competition between trees, which decreases their resistance to SPB attack. 

Reasons for the Decision
· The potential for catastrophic wildland fire to create unacceptable risks to public and firefighter safety and habitat for the endangered RCW would be reduced; 
· The high southern pine beetle hazard in the pine-dominated forests and the risk of SPB infestation to cause unacceptable loss of future RCW habitat would be reduced;

· Prescribed burning would be used to contribute to a healthy forest condition that allows trees to withstand and overcome insect or disease infestations and also to respond to silvicultural treatments.  This activity would also reduce safety hazards from falling dead and dying trees, wildfire hazards, and heavy smoke hazards.  Prescribed burning would reduce the fuels that create wildfire hazards for communities in the wildland/urban interface and cause resource damage (timber mortality).  

Other Considerations
In making this decision, I considered the effects of the Proposed Action on erosion and sedimentation, and water quality and found these to be within an acceptable range and with short term effects (EA p. 10).
As part of the analysis for Shiloh Church, the District Wildlife Biologist used all the information currently available for this project and the surrounding area to evaluate the area for PET and Sensitive species.  The Biological Evaluation for Shiloh Church is dated April, 2008. 

Vegetation Management Requirements From National Forest Management Act (1921.12a) Timber Management Requirements

The minimum specific management requirements for projects and activities that must be met in carrying out projects and activities for the National Forest System (NFS) are set forth in this section.  Under 16 U.S.C. 1604 (g)(3)(E), a Responsible Official may authorize site-specific projects and activities to harvest timber on NFS lands only where:  

1. Soil, slope, or other watershed conditions will not be irreversibly damaged (EA pg. 10-11).  

2. There is assurance that the lands can be adequately restocked within five years after final regeneration harvest (FSM 1921.12g) (EA pg. 12).  

3. Streams, streambanks, shorelines, lakes, wetlands, and other bodies of water are protected from detrimental changes in water temperatures, blockages of water courses, and deposits of sediment where harvests are likely to seriously and adversely affect water conditions or fish habitat (EA pg. 10-11, 17-24).
4. The harvesting system to be used is not selected primarily because it will give the greatest dollar return or the greatest unit output of timber.  

I have determined that actions included in this decision are consistent with the Revised Forest Land and Resource Management Plan for the Ouachita National Forest based on the EA disclosing that the Proposed Action has been planned and will be implemented in accordance with all applicable design criteria of the Revised Forest Plan.

Finding of No Significant Impact
I have determined that the proposed actions are not a major federal action, either individually or cumulatively, and will not significantly affect the quality of the human environment based on the EA and from past experience with similar forest management activities.  Therefore, an environmental impact statement is not necessary.  This determination is based upon the following factors:

1.  Both beneficial and adverse effects have been considered and this action will not have a significant effect on the quality of the human environment.

2.  The actions will not affect the public health or safety (EA p. 11).
3.  The project will not affect any unique characteristics of the geographic area (historic or cultural resource, wetlands, and floodplains, etc.).  This is based on information gathered through records and site specific field inventories (EA p. 10, 13)
4.  Based on public involvement and the analyses conducted in the EA, the effects on the quality of the human environment are not likely to be highly controversial (EA p. 9-29).

5.  The actions do not involve highly uncertain, unique, or unknown environmental risks to the human environment.  All actions described have been conducted before, and district staff members have considerable expertise in carrying out these actions (EA p.10-29).

6.  The actions in this decision will not establish a precedent for future actions with significant effects nor does it represent a decision in principle about a future consideration.

7.  The cumulative effects of the proposed actions have been analyzed with consideration for past and foreseeable future activities on adjacent public and private land (EA, Chapter 3 Environmental Disclosures).

8.  The actions will not affect any sites listed in or eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic Places nor will they cause loss or destruction of significant scientific, cultural or historic resources.  This is based on site specific cultural resource surveys conducted on the analysis area and consultation on the proposed project with the Arkansas State Historic Preservation Officer (EA p. 13).
9. The Biological Evaluation concluded the following from the Proposed Action on the following (EA p. 25-29).
	Indiana Bat
	Not likely to adversely affect

	Red-cockaded woodpecker
	No effect

	American burying beetle
	ABBA may affect individual ABBs.  In an effort to minimize individual take of this species, all Reasonable and Prudent Measures (R&PM) of the 2005 BO will be followed. The long-term indirect effects would be to improve habitat and the prey base.  Under the BO (2005, p. 36) incidental take allowed for the Ouachita NF ABBA is 34,954 acres, as expressed in gross acres of annual forest management activities. Acres of treatment in Shiloh will be documented. The cumulative incidental take for the Ouachita ABBA will not exceed the maximum allowable incidental take.  No other ground disturbing activities that would affect the ABB for known to be planned in Shiloh so there will be no cumulative affect.

	Bald eagle
	No impacts

	Bachman’s sparrow
	Beneficial impacts

	Diana fritillary
	Beneficial impacts

	Kiamichi shiner
	No impacts

	Mollusk:  Louisiana fatmucket
	No impacts

	Mollusk:  Southern hickorynut
	No impacts

	Mollusk:  Purple liliput
	No impacts

	Mollusk:  Ouachita creekshell
	No impacts

	Riparian Area Plant:  Ouachita leadplant
	No impacts

	Riparian Area Plant:  Narrowleaf ironweed
	No impacts

	Riparian Area Plant:  Sand grape
	No impacts

	Riparian Area Plant:  Waterfall’s sedge
	May impact individuals but is not likely to cause a trend to Federal listing or a loss of viability


10.  None of the actions threaten to lead to violation of federal, state, or local laws imposed for the protection of the environment.  This will be ensured by carrying out the decision in a way that is consistent with the forest-wide design criteria, management requirements and mitigation measures established in the Revised Forest Plan.  For water quality management, State approved Best Management Practices will be used for this project.  The project will be monitored to ensure BMPs are implemented.  If implementing BMPs on a specific site results in effects significantly higher than anticipated, because of unforeseen site factors or events, appropriate corrective measures will be considered and implemented.  This project will fully comply with State approved BMPs and the Clean Water Act.

My decision is based on a review of the record that shows a thorough review of relevant scientific information, a consideration of responsible opposing views, and the acknowledgement of incomplete or unavailable information.  See “Technical Requirements and Forest Plan Mitigations” (EA p. 7-8) and “Literature Cited”(EA p. 31).  Also, see Response to EA Comments in project file..  

This decision is subject to appeal pursuant to 36 CFR 215.11(a) (2003).  A written appeal, including attachments, must be postmarked or received within 45 days after the date this notice is published in the Arkansas Democrat/Gazette.  The appeal shall be sent to the Ouachita National Forest, ATTN:  Appeals Deciding Officer, PO Box 1270, Hot Springs, AR 71902.  Appeals may be faxed to 501-321-5353.  Hand-delivered appeals must be received within normal business hours of 8:00 a.m. to 4:30 p.m.  Appeals may also be mailed electronically in a common digital format to appeals-southern-ouachita@fs.fed.us.  
Appeals must meet content requirements of 36 CFR 215.14.  For further information on this decision, contact District Ranger, Cold Springs Ranger District, PO Box 417, Booneville, AR 72927; phone (479) 675-3233.
If no appeal is filed within the 45 day time period, 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 filed within the 45-day time period, implementation may not occur for 15 business days following the date of appeal disposition (36 CFR 215.9).

Responsible Official:

	/s/KEITH D. HOTUBBEE acting for
	
	5/19/08


STEVEN N. COLE, District Ranger
                  Date
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