Objection Response POWLLA # 19-10-00-0012
[bookmark: _GoBack]Issue: 	You assert that the draft ROD, if implemented, will have significant negative impacts to the region’s important fish and wildlife habitat and to the local economy.
Response: The standards and guidelines developed and implemented in the Forest Plan are all carried forward through the POWLLA process. These standards are designed to help protect aquatic as well as terrestrial wildlife species and the regional economic drivers that rely on these species and their habitat. These standards are described in the Fisheries and Hydrology sections of the FEIS and Appendix A, Activity Cards.
The FEIS discusses the fisheries resources, protection, and possible impacts in numerous places which include: pp. 25-26, 136,138-139, 145, and 140-166. The Forest Plan FEIS includes an analysis of forest management on salmonid stocks on the Tongass on pp. 3-103 to 3-108. The analysis suggests that past activities have resulted in negative habitat impacts. Current standards and guidelines reduce initial and long-term impacts from management activities. Using salmon harvests as an index of stock abundance shows that negative trends have not been realized due to timber harvest activities on the Tongass.  
The analysis found the application of current standards and guidelines and the effects from past management activities have not led to downward trends in salmon stocks. This leads me to conclude that the proposed Project will not impact the aquatic and riparian habitat in such a way that will result in negative impacts to the region’s fish and wildlife related economic drivers.

Issue: 	You allege that without unit cards or detailed information about where and how logging will occur, it is impossible for the public to be informed of the details of the project and there is no way for meaningful public participation. Because the FEIS and draft ROD fail to include sufficient detail for informed public participation, you argue that the POWLLA is arbitrary and capricious in violation of the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). 
Response: NEPA requires that the agency should be able to demonstrate that it has taken a careful look at its actions and engaged in reasoned decision-making by using a reasonable and reliable process to identify potential environmental effects, and, if adverse impacts are found, use that information to explore options to reduce those impacts while still achieving the project’s objectives. The agency must also be able to explain clearly why the data it has collected and the methodologies it used were adequate to inform the public and the decision-maker of a project’s environmental effects.
The POWLLA Project is consistent with these requirements in that it employs a condition-based management strategy, where implementation of specific actions (described in Activity Cards) varies according to clearly identified on-the-ground and site-specific conditions. This allows flexibility when new information or changed circumstances arising during implementation are discovered, while staying within the design parameters and legal sideboards of the decision’s implementation plan. This level of analysis meets the requirement of NEPA although the analysis is not acre-by-acre (nor is that required), all the potential actions have been identified and analyzed at the maximum level of implementation allowable within each alternative.
The FEIS identifies that unit cards will be developed for any timber sales when specific harvest units and road locations are determined. The final road and activity cards, in combination with the Record of Decision and Implementation Plan, will be used throughout the implementation process to ensure that all aspects of the project are implemented within the scope of effects analyzed in the FEIS. Resource specialists would review and/or survey field locations before any activity would be implemented (draft ROD Appendix 1, p. 1-1) and unit cards would be made available for public review within the process outlined in Appendix 2.
I found that the Activity Cards, combined with the process for developing and making unit cards publically available, fully complies with NEPA requirements and provides sufficient information to inform the Responsible Official’s decision. However, in response to this objection I am directing the Responsible Official to further clarify his rationale for use and timing of activity and unit cards.
Instruction: 
The Responsible Official will clearly explain the rationale of how developing and making public the activity cards and implementation plan best informed the public during this stage of the decision process and how developing unit cards, as specific harvest units and transportation routes are identified, is the most appropriate approach for this project, and meets the intent of the Forest Plan guideline. The Responsible Official should also tie into this explanation how opportunities for public input to the proposed sales will be solicited and used and how the unit and transportation cards would be available and used for this process.

Issue: 	You assert that the Forest Service has provided no rationale or basis for its decision to disregard the Tongass Advisory Committees recommendation to plan young growth harvest in high-value fish watersheds such as Sweetwater Lake only after scientific review and adoption of more stringent standards or guidelines.
Response:
The decision as to what Tongass Advisory Committee (TAC) recommendations are incorporate into the Forest Plan can be found in that documents ROD. The ROD (pp. 7-8) states: 
Alternative 5 also incorporates TAC recommendations to protect certain watersheds known as the “Tongass 77” (T77), that have been identified by Trout Unlimited as high priority watersheds for protection due to their outstanding habitat values, fish production, and diversity of fish species present. In addition, the TAC recommended protection of “conservation priority areas” identified by The Nature Conservancy and Audubon Alaska (Albert and Schoen 2007). These watersheds and conservation areas are not a separate Land Use Designation (LUD) under Alternative 5; they will be managed according to the direction applicable to the underlying LUD in which they are located. Old-growth harvest will not be allowed, however, and old-growth acres within these watersheds and conservation areas that are allocated to development LUDs are classified as unsuitable under Alternative 5. Young-growth timber harvest will be allowed in some of these watersheds and conservation areas.
The Tongass Advisory Committee recommendations and advice informed the amending of the Forest Plan. In response to the TAC’s recommendations, the State of Alaska and USDA State and Private Forestry entered into a Challenge Cost Share Agreement that addresses the inventory of young growth. The information gained from the inventory, in combination with existing information on Tongass young-growth stands, will provide a rich data set from which sound estimates can be developed for use with young-growth project planning as transition implementation occurs (Forest Plan ROD p. 34).
I conclude that because the TAC recommendation concerning scientific review and additional standards and guides for young growth harvest in “high-value fish watersheds” was considered and discussed in the development of the Forest Plan and ROD, it is not appropriate to address it again in this process.  

Issue: 	You assert that some of the projects and activities identified as restorative are not restorative, and should be evaluated and considered separately from activities designed to return fish and wildlife habitat to its natural condition. You are concerned about the impacts of non-restorative activities (enhancement projects), and believe the Forest Service should focus on restoration within the Staney, Shaheen, Ratz, Flicker/Buster, Hatchery and 108 watersheds.
Response: This concern was responded to in FEIS, Appendix D – Response to Comments p. D-28.  The response states that fish habitat restoration and fish habitat improvement activities are addressed separately in the draft EIS and that Forest Plan direction prioritizes restoration over improvement (Forest Plan, p. 4-12 “Use the following priority for fish habitat project work: mitigation for unplanned impacts, rehabilitation/restoration, and enhancement”).  
I agree with you on the premise of prioritizing restoration work over habitat enhancement work. I also agree that enhancement projects should be critically looked at prior to the decision to initiate design. This commitment to critical decision making is expressed in the Forest Plan, Fish Standards and Guidelines, pp. 4-9 to 4-14.

Issue:	You assert that multiple subwatersheds within the project area already exceed standards identified in the Forest Plan for the amount of harvest area and the amount of roaded area. Additional subwatersheds have been identified as having a high potential for sediment impacts to aquatic resources. you state that the Forest Service should avoid logging activities that will cause or exacerbate exceedances of the 20 percent standard and it should also avoid any road construction or reconstruction if the activity that will increase or cause exceedances of the 2.5 percent standards.
Response: The standards you referenced are not recognized specifically by the Tongass National Forest. The road density recommendations within the Forest Plan are specific to Alexander Archipelago Wolf, and the plan does not contain additional numeric road density thresholds for timber harvest or road impacts on aquatic resources. 
The FEIS analysis was done by incorporating relevant numeric literature thresholds for a method of analyzing effects to aquatic resources. Additional information is provided in Table 34 (FEIS, p. 152) and in Appendix D, Response to Comments in the draft EIS (Appendix D, p. 24). The FEIS states that additional analysis will be conducted during the implementation process to ensure that effects are within the decision space and do not degrade streams. 
I find that the FEIS properly analyzed disturbance within the planning area using required guidelines and regulations and best available science.   

Issue: 	You assert that the Forest Service should remove, replace or repair all the existing red pipes and conduct an inventory to seek out additional, not yet discovered red pipes. You further assert that the fact that these issues persist and will be compounded by new road construction activities under the FEIS and draft ROD without any meaningful plan to address the significant backlog of road maintenance and restoration needs is unacceptable. You claim that the lack of justification for this decision is arbitrary.
Response: The red pipe remediation program is an important part of the Forest’s program of work and is part of all action alternatives FEIS (p. 27). The FEIS contains a thorough discussion and analysis of the need, effects, and implementation process for the red pipe remediation program which is common to all alternatives.   
Per the FEIS, all newly installed fish-stream crossing structures must meet fish passage requirements (FEIS, p. 44). Additional information is available in the Appendix A, Activity Cards as well (Card 25, Activity: Stream Crossing Structures). The analysis found that the proposed activities would not increase the number of red pipe crossings within the planning area. 
For existing red pipe crossings within the project area and across the Forest, replacement of the red pipe crossing is an ongoing and important process that is funding dependent. While obtaining a full inventory of all the red pipe crossings is not within the scope of the proposed action, red pipe crossing remediation can be continued under all POWLLA action alternatives. The remediation and prioritization of red pipe crossings are further discussed in Appendix A (Activity Card 26), and in the decision trees in Appendix B (B-9 thru B-14). The restoration efforts discussed in the FEIS work towards the advancement of the Forest’s red pipe crossing remediation efforts and the overall improvement of the watershed conditions. 
As the FEIS requires that all newly constructed crossings meet fish passage requirements, and harvesting activities could generate additional funding to advance restoration efforts of red pipe crossings created by past activities, I conclude the selected actions identified within the draft ROD would have a positive effect on remediation efforts.

Issue: 	You assert that the range of alternatives is inadequate given that the various action alternatives have very little difference in how much new road construction would occur within 300 feet of fish habitat—ranging from a low of 118 miles for Alternative 5 to 122 miles for Alternatives 2 and 3.
Response:
The range of alternatives do not have to display a wide range of variation between each aspect of the alternatives, rather 40 CFR 1502.14(a) requires agencies to “[r]igorously explore and objectively evaluate all reasonable alternatives, and for alternatives which were eliminated from detailed study, briefly discuss the reasons for their having been eliminated.” As established in case law interpreting the NEPA, the phrase “all reasonable alternatives” has not been interpreted to require that an infinite or unreasonable number of alternatives be analyzed, but does require a range of reasonable alternatives be analyzed; no specific number of alternatives is required or prescribed. 
The record and decision fully comply with the applicable rules and regulations to consider a reasonable range of alternatives, and the purpose and need is consistent with the Forest Plan Goals and Objectives related to local and regional economies.
Summary
I have reviewed your objections and note that your concerns have been generally addressed in the FEIS. My review finds the Project complies with all applicable laws and the Forest Plan. However, during my review of the FEIS I noted that additional clarifications would be beneficial. As such I have issued the above instructions to the Responsible Official. My review constitutes the final administrative determination of the Department of Agriculture; no further review from any other Forest Service or Department of Agriculture official of my written response to your objection is available (36 CFR 218.11(b)(2)). The Responsible Official may sign the Record of Decision for this project once all instructions are completed.
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