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CHAPTER 1

PURPOSE AND NEED

Hazardous Forest Fuels
Currently 190 million acres of federal lands are at risk from high-intensity fires, disease epidemics, and insect outbreaks.  The underlying causes are the buildup of hazardous forest fuels and changes in the composition and health of forests.  The Huron-Manistee National Forests (HMNF) are not immune from this nationwide problem affecting our public lands.  Many areas of the HMNF are threatened by the combination of hazardous fuels, altered condition classes, wildland-urban interface (WUI), and a history of fire starts.
Within the County Line Fuels Project Area, the USDA Forest Service is proposing fuels reduction activities in the form of vegetative treatments, fuel treatments, and wildlife habitat enhancement activities.  Vegetative treatment activities include shelterwood and clearcut harvests in jack pine and jack pine/oak; and, red pine thinning.  Fuel treatment activities include barrens restoration, sanitation harvests, broadcast burning, piling and burning, and fuelbreak construction.  Wildlife habitat enhancement activities include upland opening maintenance, aspen clearcutting, and fish habitat improvement.
This Environmental Assessment (EA) is a site-specific analysis of the proposed activities.  It discloses the direct, indirect, and cumulative environmental effects of implementing the Proposed Action, alternatives developed following public scoping, and the No Action Alternative.  An interdisciplinary team (IDT) of Forest Service managers and specialists prepared this EA (see Chapter 4).

Project Location

The Project Area (see Map 1 at the end of this chapter) is located on the Cadillac-Manistee Ranger District of the HMNF in T20N, R16W, Sections 1-8, 11-14, and 16 of Freesoil Township, Mason County, MI.
The County Line Fuels Project Area occurs within compartments 330, 337, 338, 339, 340, 341, 342, and 343 and is characterized by dry, sandy plains and low, dry, sandy hills that support predominantly red and jack pine, oak, and aspen.  The Project Area totals approximately 14,020 acres.  Approximately 5,014 acres (36% of total) of this are National Forest System (NFS) lands, of which approximately 1,566 acres are treated with the Proposed Action.  The remaining approximately 9,006 acres (64% of total) are in private ownership.
Management Direction

The County Line Fuels Project EA is tiered to the Huron-Manistee National Forests Land and Resource Management Plan (Forest Plan) (HMNF 2006) and Final Environmental Impact Statement (HMNF 2006a).
The management prescription areas (MA) of the Project Area are MA 4.2 and MA 4.4.  Management direction for these areas are outlined in the Forests’ Plan standards and guidelines pages III-4.2-1-15 (MA 4.2) and III-4.4-1-8 (MA 4.4).  The objective for the Project Area is that management activities would implement the Forests’ standards and guidelines along with addressing land management issues.  In addition, the development of this EA considers all pertinent environmental laws, regulations, and national direction.  The management activities that are planned are described in the Proposed Action.

Old growth stands are located in the Project Area; however, no old growth stands are proposed for treatment.

Purpose and Need

The Purpose and Need for a project is arrived at by addressing the differences between the existing condition and the desired future condition.  All management activities that occur within the HMNF are directed by the objectives of the Forests’ Plan.  The plan identifies how different areas of the HMNF are to be managed.  The Purpose and Need of the County Line Fuels Project is to manage hazardous fuels, as well as sustain forest health, conduct vegetation management, enhance and diversify wildlife habitats, and meet the goals and objectives of the Forests’ Plan for MA 4.2 and MA 4.4.
MA 4.2 is characterized by dry, sandy plains and low, dry, sandy hills, as outlined in the Forests’ Plan, page III-4.2-2.  The primary purpose of MA 4.2 is as follows:

“Management activities enhance and increase the variety of wildlife habitats with emphasis given to managing deer, grouse, wildlife…essential habitat.  High volumes of timber products are produced.  Emphasis includes reducing life-threatening and property-damaging wildfire potential and providing a variety of recreational opportunities.”

MA 4.4 is characterized by a rural condition encompasses a broad spectrum of landforms that includes sandy plains, morainal hills, and riparian areas, as outlined in the Forests’ Plan, page III-4.4-2.  The primary purpose of MA 4.2 is as follows:

“Management activities provide…moderate to high volumes of softwood timber products.  Emphasis includes reducing life-threatening and property-damaging wildfire potential.  Some small blocks will be managed to protect isolated, essential areas for endangered, threatened or sensitive species.”
Treatments are proposed to address the Purpose and Need and accomplish the following objectives:

Improve public safety and protect private property by reducing the potential of a wildfire to spread from National Forest System lands onto adjacent private property and from private property to public lands.

Current Condition: The majority of the Project Area is considered to be at a moderate to high risk for wildfire.  The jack pine and jack pine-oak stands in the Project Area are becoming over-mature, are exhibiting reduced growth rates, are susceptible to disease and insect infestations, and are a greater hazardous fuel risk than other stands in the Project Area.  The presence of red pine plantations in and around the Project Area contributes to the potential spread of wildfire to private property and adjacent resources.  The canopies of these plantations are contiguous and the amount of fuel in these stands is increasing.  Occasional wildfires occur in and around the area.  The majority of wildfires are human caused, and are associated with recreational users throughout the Project Area and permanent residences on adjacent private land.  A wildfire occurring in or near the Project Area has the potential to threaten public and private property and safety.

The Project Area is a good example of WUI.  The general definition of WUI is an area where structures and other human development meet or intermingle with undeveloped wildland or vegetative fuels.  The fragmented ownership pattern in the Project Area plays a large role in the potential for a damaging wildfire.  The potential for a wildfire to start on private land and spread to public lands and the possibility of fires starting on public lands and spreading to private lands is a critical reason for managing the fuels in the Project Area.
In addition, portions of the Project Area have experienced damaging wind events in the past 3 years that have resulted in either an immediate increase in fuel loading, or left damaged stands more susceptible to additional mortality, thus increasing fuel loading for the next approximately 5-10 years.  These wind events were either tornados or straight line winds and occurred on October 4, 2006 and June 13, 2008, resulting in large areas of blowndown trees across the Project Area and especially concentrated in the eastern most compartments.
Desired Condition: Wildfire intensity and rates of spread are reduced to a level that preserves and protects human life and property from wildfires in the area and minimizes the likelihood of a wildfire entering or leaving NFS lands.  Hazardous fuel types are treated to reduce the threat of a wildfire affecting private property and national forest resources.  Areas of blowdown are cleaned up and the fuel loading reduced.  Fuelbreaks are established and maintained.  Blocks of pine plantations in and around the Project Area are not contiguous and their canopies are more open.  Fine fuel loading is reduced.
Need: There is a need to reduce fuels in the Project Area.  Vegetation treatments of over-mature jack pine and jack pine-oak stands would reduce the amount of hazardous fuels in the Project Area.  Pine plantations would be thinned to open the canopies of these stands.  Areas of blowdown timber resulting in high levels of fuel loading need to be reduced and stands rehabilitated.  Fuelbreaks would be created and maintained to slow the spread of wildfires.  Broadcast burning would be used to eliminate fine fuels throughout the Project Area where practical, and pile and burning would be used in more isolated stands or where the boundaries would be difficult to protect during a prescribed burn.  These activities would minimize the potential spread and damage as a result of a wildfire.

Sustain individual tree growth rates, vigor, and increase vegetative diversity in red and jack pine stands.

Existing Condition: Overstocked red and jack pine stands are exhibiting reduced growth rates, are susceptible to insect and disease infestations, and represent plantation conditions established for reforestation purposes.  The overall vegetative diversity in these stands is limited.  Competition exists for sunlight, water, and nutrients, thus reducing the continued growth of the trees.  Plantation red pine stands in the Project Area are unnatural in appearance, have trees of approximately the same height and diameter, a pronounced row effect, and little horizontal and vertical diversity within each plantation.

Desired Condition: Plantations contain more species and structural diversity.  Individual red and jack pines grow at increased rates and native vegetation has the opportunity to become established in the understory, and promote long-term vegetative and structural diversity.  The red pine plantations have a more natural appearance, native herbaceous and shrub vegetation in the understory is established, and the row effect is decreased to enhance visual quality.  Snags, downed woody debris, and den trees are present in these stands.

Need: There is a need to open the canopy in the red and jack pine stands in the Project Area to increase productivity and minimize insect and disease attacks, enhance vegetative diversity, improve wildlife habitat, and improve stand and visual quality.

Enhance and increase the variety of wildlife habitats, including upland openings, oak-pine barrens, and aspen clones.

Existing Condition: A variety of tree species are encroaching on the existing openings within the Project Area, leading to the gradual loss of early successional and upland opening species habitat.  Oak-pine barrens, once a common type of habitat in the Project Area, are no longer found in the area.  Many of the aspen clones in the Project Area are over-mature and are gradually converting to late successional species.
Desired Condition: Upland openings maintain existing vegetative composition of grasses, forbs, and berry-producing shrubs.  Oak-pine barrens, and their associated species, are an integral part of the ecosystem in the Project Area.  The aspen forest type and early successional habitat is maintained, and age classes are more evenly distributed within the Project Area.
Need: There is a need to provide a diversity of wildlife habitats, including those habitats that used to be an integral part of the ecosystem, but that are now scarce or missing.  There is a need to maintain upland openings to prevent the encroachment of tree species, and stimulate the growth of opening vegetation, berry-producing shrubs, and mast producing trees for wildlife habitat diversity.  There is a need to maintain the aspen forest type and to improve aspen age class diversity and early successional habitat in the Project Area.
Proposed Action

The County Line Fuels Project’s Proposed Action was described in the March 24, 2008, scoping letter.  The proposed activities are described below:

Thin selected red pine plantations to improve stand quality, reduce competition within these stands for sunlight, water, and soil nutrients, improve wildlife habitat, and reduce the row effect in the pine stands.  Approximately 315 acres of red pine stands are being considered for treatment.
Harvest selected jack pine and jack pine-oak stands through clearcut harvest method to greatly reduce the canopy of jack pine dominated stands and promote the establishment of hardwoods, especially oak regeneration.  The size of each clearcut would not exceed 40 acres.  Approximately 305 acres of jack pine and jack pine-oak stands are being considered for treatment.

Treat selected jack pine and jack-pine stands utilizing the sanitation harvest method.  This would reduce the amount of critical forest fuels, while leaving the majority of the stand intact.  Approximately 349 acres of jack pine and jack pine-oak stands are being considered for treatment.
Harvest selected jack pine-oak stands utilizing the shelterwood method to maintain an open overstory in jack pine dominated stands and promote the establishment of hardwoods, especially oak regeneration.  The size of each shelterwood treatment would not exceed 40 acres.  Approximately 103 acres of jack pine-oak stands are being considered for treatment.

Manage existing upland openings to provide vegetative diversity and promote improved plant and animal habitat diversity for species such as the eastern bluebird, wild turkeys, and various plant species.  Approximately 120 acres of openings are being considered for treatment, with 16 acres treated mechanically and the remaining 104 acres treated utilizing prescribed fire.

Use controlled broadcast burns throughout the Project Area to reduce fine fuel loading, improve wildlife habitat, and increase the diversity of understory and herbaceous vegetation.  Roads and trails in and adjacent to these treatment units may be temporarily closed during periods of implementation to ensure public safety.  Approximately 309 acres are being considered for prescribed fire treatment (this does not include the broadcast burning of openings described in the previous paragraph).
Piling and burning of fuels would be conducted to reduce the fuel loading in the Project Area.  This treatment entails the collection of surface fuels in the one-inch to approximately eight-inch diameter class in various size piles.  This would be accomplished using machinery or hand piling, depending on site-specific characteristics.  This treatment would occur on selected jack pine and jack pine-oak stands, as well as fuelbreak corridors.  Approximately 356 acres of red pine, jack pine, and jack pine-oak stands are being considered for treatment.

A series of linear fuelbreaks and oak-pine barrens would be created and maintained.  These fuelbreaks would reduce the fuel loading in these areas and create areas where wildfires can be slowed and more easily contained.
Approximately 1.65 miles (20 acres) of linear fuelbreaks would be treated throughout the Project Area.  These fuelbreaks would be managed along the private land boundaries and transportation routes in red pine, jack pine, and jack pine-oak stands.

The barrens would be thinned to maintain a permanent open overstory in jack pine dominated stands and promote the establishment of an oak overstory.  These barrens would also reestablish the pine-oak barren habitat that is currently missing form the ecosystem, but which was historically a habitat type that was once found in the Project Area.  These stands would be removed from the HMNF’s timber base and would remain as open areas with widely scattered trees.  Approximately 241 acres of jack pine and jack pine-oak stands are being considered for treatment.
There are additional stands within the Project Area which would not be treated; however, we have limited this project to the acres that would be reasonable to complete in the next ten years.  The Proposed Action is only one approach to meeting the Purpose and Need objectives for this project.  Additional alternatives were developed in response to issues identified from comments received during scoping.
Decision to be Made

Based on the analysis of the environmental effects in the EA, the responsible official (the District Ranger), must decide whether or not to implement the proposed management activities, including fuels management, vegetation management, and wildlife habitat improvement, and decide on the amount, type, and location of these activities.

Implementation

All activities proposed in the selected alternative would be implemented within approximately ten years of the signing of the Decision Notice for this project.  The decade-long timeframe is the amount of time the activities would likely start and finish within.  It can take 3-5 years to conduct a timber harvest, after the preparation and administration of the sale has been completed.  There are additional activities, such as site preparation and planting, that would follow the harvest in order to adequately regenerate the stands.  The entire process would likely take place within this 10-year timeframe, although unforeseen circumstances could alter timelines.
Scoping and Public Involvement

The Forest Service uses public involvement and an IDT of resource specialists to determine issues of concern and develop possible solutions.  Scoping is a process for gathering comments about a site-specific proposed federal action to determine the scope of issues to be addressed and for identifying unresolved issues related to the proposed action (40 CFR 1501.7).  Opportunities for comments enable concerned citizens, resource specialists from other agencies, and local governments to express their ideas and views.

Public involvement for the project included listing in the HMNF’s Schedule of Proposed Actions; a direct mailing on March 24, 2008 to approximately 194 individuals, organizations, and adjacent landowners; and, a listing on the HMNF’s website.

Public Comments

During the scoping period, 25 responses were received.  The following table generally 
	Comment
	Number

of Respondents

	No position / Request for additional information
	4

	General - support
	17

	General - do not support
	4

	Substitute shelterwood for other activities
	1

	Concerns about pile and burning
	5

	Concerns about broadcast burning
	7

	Concerns about clearcutting
	3

	Impacts of activities on roads
	4

	General road issues
	2

	Maximize aspen harvesting
	2

	Inclusion of private property in planning
	2

	Impacts from harvesting
	3

	No selective harvesting of jack pine
	1

	Treatments too concentrated
	1

	Wildlife concerns
	4


summarizes the comments.  Some responses contained more than one comment.

Relevant Issues
Issues result from discussion, debate, or disagreement regarding the effects of the proposed activities.  They are developed from comments received from within and outside the Forest Service.  In order to provide a concise analysis, the agency distinguished between those issues that were used in the analysis for formulating alternatives, developing mitigation, and tracking effects.  Issues that drove the development of alternatives were identified as relevant issues.  Other issues and management concerns are addressed in the Environmental Effects section in Chapter 3 of the EA, but were not used to develop alternatives.  The relevant issues identified for this project are:
Risk to Public Health, Safety, and Private Property from Prescribed Burning
This analysis will address the primary issue of fuel loading in the Project Area.  The analysis will look at the management of forest fuels that might contribute to damaging wildland fires and the effects the management would have on the overall fuel loading in the Project Area.  Comments were received that support the improvement of public safety by decreasing fire hazard as well as concerns about the use of controlled burns.

Issue:  This issue addresses the general concern about conducting controlled burning within the Project Area.

Comments:  Concerns were raised in regards to burning within the Project Area.
Measurement:  Acres of controlled burns conducted in the Project Area.
Increase the Use of Shelterwood Harvesting in Lieu of Clearcut Harvesting
This analysis will address the use of clearcut harvesting as a means of reducing fuel loading and regenerating stands of primarily jack pine and jack pine-oak stands in the Project Area, and replace some of these treatments with shelterwood harvesting.  The amount of shelterwood harvests would also be increased (but individual treatments would not exceed 40 acres) due to the two episodes of blowdown in the Project Area that have occurred in the last couple of years.  Comments were received questioning the efficacy and visual impacts of clearcut harvesting. 

Issue:  This issue addresses the general concern about the widespread use of clearcut harvesting in the Project Area.
Comments:  Concerns were raised in regards to the use of clearcut harvests as management tool in the Project Area.
Measurement:  Acres of clearcut harvesting versus acres of shelterwood harvesting conducted in the Project Area.

Decrease or Eliminate the Use of Sanitation Harvesting and Use Shelterwood Harvesting Instead
This analysis will address the use of sanitation harvesting as a means of reducing fuel loading of primarily jack pine and jack pine-oak stands in the Project Area, and replace most or all of these treatments with shelterwood harvesting.  The size of the shelterwood harvests would also be increased (but individual treatments would not exceed 40 acres) due to the two episodes of blowdown in the Project Area that have occurred in the last couple of years.  Comments were received questioning the efficacy, efficiency, and the cost of sanitation harvesting.
Issue:  This issue addresses the general concern about the widespread use of sanitation harvesting in the Project Area.

Comments:  Concerns were raised in regards to the use of sanitation harvests as management tool in the Project Area.
Measurement:  Acres of sanitation harvesting versus acres of shelterwood harvesting conducted in the Project Area.

Resource Areas Considered for Analysis

The following issues and management concerns were also used to analyze the alternatives.  These issues were not used to develop alternatives, but their environmental and social effects are discussed in Chapter 3.
Other Issues and Management Concerns

The following issues and management concerns were also used to analyze the alternatives.  These issues were not used to develop alternatives, but their environmental and social effects are discussed in Chapter 3.  The following issues and resources have been discussed and/or evaluated in past projects.  Some may be determined to be minor because they would not be affected by the project design.  Only issues and resources that would be implemented by an action alternative or vary greatly between alternatives would be used to evaluate the alternatives for this project.

Wildlife, Fisheries, and Management Indicator Species

The effects of the proposed activities on wildlife, fisheries, and Management Indicator Species will be evaluated as part of the analysis.  A comment was received that vegetative treatments associated with fuels treatments might adversely impact the wildlife of the area.  Other comments were received that supported the activities if they improve wildlife habitat in the Project Area.
Vegetative Composition

The current vegetative composition and the expected changes as a result of implementing the proposed vegetative treatments, including the timber harvest treatments and fuels reduction activities will be evaluated as part of the analysis.  Comments on the proposed vegetative treatments varied: including support of the vegetative treatments, support for additional red pine thinning, concern over harvest methods, and concern that the roads and treated stands are left in an acceptable condition after the timber harvest operations.

Soil Productivity and Water and Air Quality
Potential impacts to soil, water, and air resources will be evaluated as part of the analysis.  Measures to minimize impacts to soil, water, and air resources will be incorporated into the project.
Threatened, Endangered, and Sensitive Species
Threatened, endangered, and sensitive plant and animal species have been identified in the Project Area.  A biological evaluation will be completed as part of the analysis to determine the effects on threatened and sensitive plant and animal species.  Recommended protection measures and management for threatened and sensitive species will be incorporated into the design of the project.  The analysis will address how the proposed activities protect endangered, threatened, and sensitive plant and animal species and maintain and/or improve habitat conditions.
Non-Native Invasive Plant Species
This analysis will address the measures taken for invasive plant control of species already present in the Project Area and measures to reduce additional spread or introduction of invasive plants in areas that are to be managed.
Heritage Resources
Heritage resources have been identified in the Project Area.  Recommended protection measures for these resources will be incorporated into the design of the project.
Social Economics

The environmental analysis addresses the effects of the proposed vegetative treatments on social economics and evaluates the cost-revenue of the alternatives.  Comments were received expressing a desire to get some financial return from the proposed activities.
Recreation and Visual Quality
The analysis will evaluate how the proposed activities affect the visual quality and recreational use in the Project Area.  Comments were received expressing a desire to see treated stands left in a good condition following harvesting and other proposed activities.  One comment received inquired about expansion of recreational opportunities in the Project Area.
Transportation
The analysis addresses the effects of the management activities on the transportation system.  Several comments were received requesting that no roads be closed in the Project Area and that roads used for management activities be left in an acceptable condition.
Civil Rights and Environmental Justice
The analysis addresses the civil rights and environmental justice impacts with implementation of the project.
Irreversible and Irretrievable Commitment of Resources

Potential irreversible and irretrievable impacts are disclosed with the implementation of the alternatives.

Availability of the Planning Record

An important consideration in preparation of this Environmental Assessment has been the reduction of paperwork as specified in 40 CFR 1500.4.  In general, the objective is to furnish enough site-specific information to demonstrate a reasoned consideration of the environmental impacts of the alternatives and how these impacts can be mitigated.  The planning record contains detailed information used in creating the Environmental Assessment.  This and other reference documents are available at the Cadillac-Manistee District Office in Manistee, Michigan.
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