	[image: image1.jpg]



	United States

Department of

Agriculture
	Forest

Service
	Black Hills National Forest

Supervisor’s Office

www.fs.usda.gov/blackhills
	1019 N. 5th Street
Custer SD  57730-8214
Tel.  605/673-9200
FAX  605/673-9350



	File Code:
	1950 – MPB Response Project

	Date:
	August 2, 2011


	Greetings from the Black Hills National Forest:
	


The Forest Service is working hard to manage the increasing populations of mountain pine beetle (MPB) and to help protect communities, watersheds, and natural resources from severe wildfire by treating hazardous fuels across the Forest.  As part of that effort the Black Hills National Forest is proposing further actions to address the MPB epidemic.  The MPB Response Project is proposed as an authorized hazardous fuels project under the authority and guidelines of the Healthy Forests Restoration Act (HFRA) of 2003.  I ask that you spend a few minutes reading this letter to learn about the actions we are proposing for the National Forest System lands in South Dakota and Wyoming.

The Area - The project area encompasses approximately 325,000 acres of National Forest System lands (see attached map).  No actions are proposed on lands not managed by the Forest Service.

The Process - Decisions on how to manage your National Forest follow a public process that we often refer to as the “NEPA” process.  NEPA stands for the National Environmental Policy Act.  This law requires that we disclose the effects of our proposed actions and include public participation in our decisions.  The Revised Black Hills National Forest Plan provides the overall direction on how we manage the Forest.  We also have many other laws and regulations to follow; however, we do have some flexibility on the actions we will take, precisely where they will happen, and when they will get done.

The project’s main focus is to reduce the threat to ecosystem components from the existing insect (MPB) epidemic; help protect forested areas on adjacent private and state lands; and to alleviate potential adverse effects of the beetle epidemic on Forest resources.  Processes provided under HFRA can be used to expedite vegetation treatment; such as, mechanical thinning in the project area.  The MPB Response Project also integrates goals and objectives established in the July 2011 ‘The Western Bark Beetle Strategy for Human Safety, Recovery, and Resiliency.’ 

The project area also contains wildland-urban interface, as defined by the Community Wildfire Protection Plans (CWPPs) for Crook, Custer, Fall River, Lawrence, Meade, Pennington, and Weston counties.  This project would help accomplish goals of those plans by developing an accelerated program on certain Federal lands to combat insect infestations (Crook County); reduce the risk, and help restore, recover, and mitigate the damage caused by fire, insects, invasive species, and damaging weather (Meade, Lawrence County); and reduce fire and forest health risks within and around Wildland Urban Interface (WUI) areas and At-Risk Communities (ARC) (All Counties).  

This is the beginning of the public process that we refer to as “scoping.”  Through the scoping process, we are able to inform you, the public, of what we have observed and the actions we believe will best sustain a healthy forest.  The scoping process allows you the opportunity to inform the Forest Service on whether you agree with the proposed project or if you believe that there is a different solution or other issues we need to consider and/or examine further.

What We Have Observed – Since 1997, the Black Hills has seen a noticeable increase in pine tree mortality due to the MPB.  Surveys show substantial increases in MPB populations and pine tree mortality across the Forest.  In many places, they are approaching or are already at epidemic levels.  This epidemic is changing vegetation structure and wildlife habitat on a landscape scale.  As trees are killed, they fall to the ground adding dead, dry fuels within an area already rated as having high wildfire hazard.  The rate of infestation is increasing and the epidemic is likely to spread over a large area over the next three to five years.  MPB prefer stands of dense, mature pine trees, which is abundant and continuous throughout the area.  The stands identified are high risk areas for a MPB infestation.  The primary management tool for reducing MPB-caused mortality is to remove the infested trees and to reduce the density of the remaining trees through mechanical thinning.  

Historically, insects and fire were a major force in shaping and determining the structure and composition of the ponderosa pine forests in the western United States, including the Black Hills.  The Black Hills had a fire history of frequent low to moderate intensity ground fires, which thinned the forest and removed much of the ladder fuels, along with less frequent crown fires that created openings in the forest.  Insect infestations, especially the mountain pine beetle, also played a role in thinning dense stands. 

The Black Hills have also been greatly affected by large, intense forest fires due to the lack of forest openings, continuous forest, increasing forest density and the impact of drought.  Since 1980, we have seen a dramatic increase in the amount of acreage burned.  Recent wildfires, including but not limited to, the Jasper Fire, Roger’s Shack, Elk Mountain II, Grizzly Gulch, Galena,Cicero Peak, Flagpole, Westberry Trails, Battle Creek, West Hell Canyon, Red Point, Ricco, Alabaugh, Whoop-up, and Barrell Fires.  These fires have burned approximately 225,554 acres to date.  Such fires can have a significant impact on our environment, economy, cultural and forest resources, as well as human life and property.  

The current Forest Plan (FP), as amended, sets management allocations for specific uses of land (Management Areas) within the Forest to meet multiple use objectives (FP Chapter III).  The Management Area (MA) emphasis for the MPB Response Project Area are principally:

· Backcountry Motorized (5,000 acres)
· Backcountry Non-Motorized (5,700 acres)
· Limited Motorized Use and Forest Product Emphasis (8,026 acres)
· Resource Production Emphasis (145,671 acres)
· Southern Hills (21,947 acres)
· Fort Meade VA Hospital Watershed (2,600 acres)
· Big Game Winter Range (122,677 acres)
· Big Game and Resource Production (4,646 acres)
· Forest Products, Recreation Big Game Emphasis (9,307acres)
· Developed Recreation Complexes (670 acres).
What We Are Proposing – The MPB Response Project is designed to reduce the threat to ecosystem components from the existing insect and disease (MPB) epidemic; help protect forested areas on adjacent private and state lands; and to alleviate potential adverse effects of the beetle epidemic on Forest resources.  

The Proposed Action would treat newly infested MPB areas on approximately 325,000 acres of National Forest System lands to reduce and slow the spread of MPB.  Specifically, newly infested areas detected annually would be treated using a variety of treatment options to address conditions encountered on the infested sites.  These Integrated Pest Management techniques would be applied to reduce the spread of MPB across the lands in the Black Hills and to manage and protect ecosystem components.  

Treatment and methods used at any specific locations would be determined prior to implementation rather than during initial project planning.  The forested stands selected for treatment through the NEPA process may need to be evaluated before project implementation due to rapidly changing conditions (i.e., the MPB infestation).  It is important to emphasize that MPB activity is always part of this ecosystem and outbreaks of varying size and intensity may continue to occur in treated stands and in adjacent untreated stands.

The management focus is to develop a vegetation condition in the project area that:

· Reduces the threat to ecosystem components, including forest resources, from the existing mountain pine beetle epidemic.

· Help protect local communities and resources from large scale wildfire by reducing hazardous fuels.

Treatment Actions and Methods we are proposing include one or a combination of the following: 

· Thinning: Removing some of the trees in a stand to meet desired conditions. Thinning may include commercial and non-Commercial operations with the objective of reducing MPB infestations and fuel loads.  Sanitation harvest to remove trees occupied by MPB may be conducted to reduce populations and limit their spread. 

· Cut/Chunk: Hand felling of MPB hit trees and bucking into one to one and one half foot lengths.

· Chipping: taking felled trees through a machine producing wood chips and blown into trucks or onto the ground.  

· Spraying: Application of chemicals on trees with the objective to prevent MPB from infesting the tree(s).

· Ground based: Operations that would generally occur on slopes less than 40 percent.

· Cable: Operation that takes trees from the stump area to a landing using an overhead system of winch-driven cables to which the trees are attached with chokes.  Cable operations would generally occur on slopes greater than 40 percent.

· Helicopter: Operation that takes trees that are hand felled from the stump to a landing using a helicopter.  Helicopter operation would generally occur on slopes greater than 40 percent.

· Roads: Use of existing road templates with limited new construction of temporary roads.

Integrated Pest Management techniques are proposed for areas most susceptible to MPB infestation, with the objective of removing infested trees before beetles can disperse.  Adhering to project design criteria, all trees infested by MPB would be targeted for removal.  Some surrounding mature trees at risk of infestation may also be considered for removal.  The advantage of deferring silvicultural prescriptions is the ability to appropriately (efficiently) and accurately (timely) address levels of MPB infested stands.  For example:

· Green trees recently hit by mountain pine beetles in patch of 5 or less trees in a visible area and no logging equipment is close by or equipment is close by.  Likely treatment is cut & chunk.  No ground disturbing activity.

· Green trees recently hit by mountain pine beetles in patch of 5 or less trees in a visible but inaccessible area.  Likely, no treatment or possible cut & chunk.

· Green trees recently hit by mountain pine beetles in patch of 5 or less trees not in a visible area, not accessible by existing roads and no logging equipment close by.  Possible cut & chunk.

· Green trees recently hit by mountain pine beetles in groups 5 trees up to 20 acres that is accessible by existing roads and logging equipment nearby.  Results in a small sale or add-on volume if possible to nearby active sale.   

· Green trees recently hit by mountain pine beetles in groups 5 trees and up to 20 acres that is accessible by existing roads and logging equipment is not nearby.  Green trees around the patch(es) are marked to be thinned and temporary roads used in order to make viable small sale.  Total area treated may be up to 2-3 times the green hit patch size.  

· Green trees recently hit by mountain pine beetles in a patch of 20+ acres that is accessible by existing road.  Green trees around the patch(es) are marked to be thinned and temporary roads used.  Timber sale contract for a harvest using ground-based tractor logging and creates slash pile(s) for later burning.  

· Green trees recently hit by mountain pine beetles in a patch of 20+ acres that are not accessible by existing roads.  Consideration for access for viable small sale.  Green trees may be marked around the patch(es) to be thinned and temporary roads used.  Timber sale contract for a harvest using ground-based tractor logging and creates slash pile(s) for later burning.

Your Role – National Forests are your lands.  We need your help in identifying opportunities, concerns, and issues related to these proposed activities.  You can also get more involved by obtaining more detailed information on our proposal such as maps and additional data.  To give us your opinion or to request more information, please fill out and mail the enclosed comment form or write to us at the above address.  Electronic comments may be sent to:  comments-rocky-mountain-black-hills@fs.fed.us with ‘MPBRP’ as the subject.  Please respond to this letter or contact us if you wish to receive subsequent mailings regarding the MPB Response Project.  

You can also get more involved by attending public meetings scheduled for the MPB Response Project:

· Tuesday August 23, 2011

6:00 pm – 8:00 pm
Sundance Courthouse - Community Room




Sundance, Wyoming

· Thursday August 25, 2011
6:00 pm – 8:00 pm
Hill City High School Theater




Hill City, South Dakota

· Tuesday August 30, 2011
6:00 pm – 8:00 pm
Holiday Inn




Spearfish, South Dakota

Next Step – The next step after this process is to further develop and refine the actions proposed based on your comments and other information collected, conduct an analysis, and prepare a Draft Environmental Impact Statement (EIS).  We will then ask for public comments on the Draft EIS and use those comments to refine the Draft EIS and issue a Final EIS and Record of Decision.  

If you have any questions or need additional information, please contact Katie Van Alstyne, Team Leader at the Mystic Ranger District office in Rapid City, SD, at (605) 343-1567 or Dennis Jaeger, Deputy Forest Supervisor at the Supervisors Office in Custer, SD at (605) 673-9200.  

Sincerely,

	
	

	/s/ Craig Bobzien
	 

	CRAIG BOBZIEN
	 

	Forest Supervisor
	 


cc:  
Edward Fischer

Marie M Curtin

Katie Van-Alstyne   
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