Objection Response POWLLA # 19-10-00-0019
[bookmark: _GoBack]Issue: 	You assert that the FEIS does not provide for further review and adjustment of timber sale offerings and other components of the project in the event of changes to roadless area restrictions under the Alaska Roadless Rule making. 
Response: Prior to the publication of a draft EIS on the Alaska Roadless Rulemaking, alternatives remain uncertain, and the effects of those unknown alternatives cannot be meaningfully evaluated. The Forest acknowledges that once published it might result in changes to the Forest Plan as well and changes to ongoing projects. The National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA)sufficiency reviews may need to be conducted at that time which may or may not result in additional NEPA analysis. 
Instruction: In my review of the FEIS I noted the following error which I am instructing the Responsible Official to correct prior to signing the Record of Decision (ROD):
An errata is needed to remove the following from the FEIS (p. 21): 
“The Alaska Roadless Rule will not make any changes to the 2016 Forest Plan or projects currently being implemented or proposed for implementation.“

Issue: 	You assert that the old-growth small sale strategy uses arbitrary metrics that do not adequately take into account market demands and that the old-growth small sale strategy could result in a significant excess of small/micro sales volume at a time when there is a severe shortage of timber for the few remaining larger mills. 
Response: The Selected Alternative offers the most timber volume out of all the alternatives, including the most old-growth volume. This would provide the most flexibility and opportunity for the Forest Service to design the size of potential timber offers that could help meet industry demands, market conditions, and local needs identified through public involvement. This involvement included small operators and mill owners on Prince of Wales Island who rely on a dependable supply of small sales. The old-growth small sale strategy, which was analyzed for various volume amounts across alternatives, was developed to meet this need (FEIS, p. 3-104). The strategy associated with the Selected Alternative would ensure economical old-growth timber is available for small operators within the project area, including availability beyond the 15-year timeline of this project, until sufficient young-growth timber is available to supplement their volume needs while not committing excessive timber resources to small sales only. For small operators, an annual average of 2 mmbf is identified for small sales and future old-growth demand for 25 years, which is the time estimated for the volume of young growth available for harvest to reach sufficient levels, size, and characteristics for this use.
The FEIS and draft ROD supports the decision which is sensitive to the amount of old-growth volume committed to small sales through the small sale strategy for Alternative 2. No evidence was found that indicates the old-growth strategy for Alternative 2 is excessive for the needs of small sale purchasers. Furthermore, nothing prohibits larger operators from purchasing small sales. 

Issue: 	You assert that unplanned salvage of old-growth volume should not be counted or otherwise used to the detriment of an adequate volume of planned old- growth sale offerings in the FEIS.
Response: Salvage activities may be included in the implementation process and as indicated in the FEIS (pp. 28 and 107) would count towards the project’s allowable harvest. However, you do highlight a potential situation where catastrophic disturbance events on the forest, such as wind or insect outbreaks, could result in enough timber volume available in a short period of time that may negate the phased implementation of this project (e.g. more volume was damaged than allowed for during the entire 15 years and is counted against the volume to be offered). 
The analysis for the FEIS considered the small amounts of salvage that regularly occur within the project area. These small events result in a small amount of volume and most are sold as micro sales and were incorporated into the analysis of other resources. However, catastrophic events cannot be predicted and the effects may be large ranging depending on the size and location. Regularly occurring salvage harvest activities were addressed to the extent possible for the analysis for watershed function and wildlife, but no assumptions were made as to the frequency or magnitude of catastrophic events. When and if any occur, salvage harvest opportunities will be considered during the implementation process, which allows for checking against the FEIS – (“The FEIS analyzes the effects of alternatives and will need to be checked to verify that the effects of the proposed activity is within the effects analyzed for the Selected Alternative” (draft ROD Appendix 2)). 
You are correct in that the draft ROD would benefit from additional clarification as to how potential salvage harvest associated with catastrophic type disturbance events that create large amounts of blow-down, may count towards the project’s phased implementation of both old-growth and young-growth harvest. 
Instruction: The Responsible Official needs to address in the final decision how catastrophic blowdown would be treated if it occurs. This clarification would assist with future management actions. Flexibility could be allowed to decide during the Implementation Plan process whether it would be part of the timber offered from this decision or, if a large enough area, it should be covered under another analysis. 
I recommend the Responsible Official consider splitting Activity Card 15 into two separate cards (15a for individual trees/ small patches and 15b for large catastrophic events) or adding it to one of the decision trees for the Final ROD. 
Special consideration would need to be given if the catastrophic damage was large enough to negate the phased implementation of this project (e.g. more volume was damaged than allowed for during the entire 15 years and is counted against the volume to be offered).

Issue: 	You assert that the conclusion in the FEIS that deer populations tend to decline in the long-term in timber harvest areas as the canopy closes does not appear to be supported by empirical evidence.
Response:  The FEIS (pp. 3-91 through 3-201 and pp. 3-218 through 3-229, and Appendix D) includes discussion on the environmental impacts on deer. The discussion includes stem inclusion stage of stands, potential short term beneficial effects to deer habitat (increased forage) of harvesting stands, change in abundance and distribution of deer, deer mortality, and deer and wolf harvest. The discussion is supported by scientific data, Alaska Department of Fish and Game (ADF&G) Deer Management Reports, and local information received during opportunities to comment as indicated in the FEIS and project record. 
While the FEIS does not specifically refer to the forage abundance provided by the “edge effect” it does in fact include many qualitative referrals to the potential short term benefits to some species by reverting the stem exclusion stands back into the stand initiation stage (i.e. clearcutting of the older young growth stands) including any acres converted from stem exclusion back into the early seral stage would be assumed to provide a beneficial effect to deer and thus wolves. 
The short-term benefits of harvesting are supported in the FEIS as clearcutting does produce an immediate flush of high quality understory biomass, though it typically only lasts 10 to 25 years, and is not available to deer during periods of heavy snow (Alaback 2010). The FEIS also states that the Forest Plan ROD also indicates that thinning of young-growth stands in the stem exclusion stage will also improve the forage for deer for 15 to 25 years (Chapter 3 of the Forest Plan FEIS).
I find that the FEIS and project record adequately discuss the environmental impacts on deer.  In summary, the draft decision fully complies with the applicable rules.

Issue: 	You assert that the FEIS includes insufficient analysis or discussion of the negative economic impacts continued timber harvest declines will have for local communities.
Response:
The FEIS provides discussion and analysis of the correlation between timber harvest levels associated with each alternative and local timber industry jobs. Table 19 (FEIS, p. 118) portrays the relationship between old growth harvest amounts and local jobs. Table 20 (FEIS, p. 119) shows the relationship between alternatives for young growth and local jobs. The FEIS (p. 117), acknowledges that “alternative 1 would not support timber-related jobs since no timber would be offered”.  
This Forest-level issue was addressed in the responses to objections to the 2016 Tongass Forest Plan Amendment. The FEIS (Chapter 1, p.5) Purpose and Need and the preferred alternative (Alternative 2) both specify that the POWLLA Project will contribute to the economic viability of Prince of Wales area communities by providing a stable level of forest products to help maintain the expertise and infrastructure of the timber industry. The need for the POWLLA Project comes in part from the Forest Service’s obligation under the Tongass Timber Reform Act to seek to provide a supply of timber from the Tongass National Forest that meets market demand annually and for the planning cycles. Alternative 2, the preferred alternative, was selected in part because it provides the most timber volume of the alternatives. It is not practical or feasible – and not within the scope of the purpose and need – to study the full range of positive and negative economic effects of every potential outcome of the Amended Plan. NEPA regulations do not require the Forest Service to study the effects of a failed alternative. 
The Forest Plan Logging Systems and Transportation Analysis was refined to attempt to identify those stands which would have the most economic value. The section - Factors Affecting the Economics of Timber Offers (pp. 3-113 to 3-116) further discusses potential ways to influence the economics and costs for future timber harvest offers from the Project.
The Tongass National Forest conducted regular monitoring through a formal monitoring and evaluation program, which included an annual monitoring report. The results of that monitoring was provided in the Annual Tongass Monitoring and Evaluation Report. In 2016 Forest Plan the Tongass met the intent of the 2012 Planning Rule by converting their monitoring plan to, at a minimum, respond to the eight questions stated in 36 CFR 219.12 (a)(5)(i – viii). After the Forest transitioned the reporting became biennial and their biennial monitoring report will be completed soon. 
The Reviewing Officer’s responses to objections to the Forest Plan already includes a commitment to monitor the effects of the Amendment on the timber industry in Southeast Alaska to determine if the Amendment is achieving its goals, and will include similar indicators that will help the Tongass verify the assumptions used in the Forest Plan FEIS.

SUMMARY:
I have reviewed your objections and note that your concerns have been generally addressed in the FEIS. However, during my review of the FEIS I noted the above mentioned error and clarification. As such I have issued 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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