Objection Response POWLLA # 19-10-00-0015
[bookmark: _GoBack]Issue: You contend that the FEIS must include an alternative that implements the biologically-preferred old growth reserves (OGRs) identified by the Interagency Review Process in order to comply with the 2008 Forest Plan Amendment.
Response: Incorporating the recommendations from the interagency review is not a requirement. Rather, the 1997 Forest Plan standards and guidelines for OGRs state that “[d]uring project level environmental analysis, for projects areas that include or are adjacent to mapped old-growth habitat reserves, the size, spacing and habitat composition of mapped reserves may be further evaluated (USDA Forest Service 1997, Forest Plan, p. 3-82; emphasis added). Indeed, the recommendations were included in Alternative 4 which was considered but eliminated from detailed study. 
Appendix K of the 1997 Forest Plan (Old-growth Habitat Reserve Criteria), referenced by you, gives guidelines for further evaluating the design of reserves at the project level, but similarly does not require analysis. Appendix D of the 2008 Forest Plan (Old-growth Habitat Conservation Strategy, Wildlife Standards and Guidelines, and Wildlife Viability) describes the history of the OGR designation process, science considered, and changes from the 1997 Forest Plan. As noted in the 2008 Forest Plan, “[t]he Forest Service line officer retained decision authority to implement recommended changes or modify them” (2008 Forest Plan, Appendix D, p. D-27). The 2008 and 2016 Forest Plans include the same language that OGRs “may be further evaluated” (2008 Forest Plan, p. 3-62; 2016 Forest Plan, p. 3-63). Appendix K of the 2008 and 2016 Forest Plans state that “[u]nder limited circumstances, a line officer may decide to modify the size and location of an OGR” (2008 and 2016 Forest Plans, Appendix K, p. K-1). 
Instructions: During my review of the FEIS I noted that while the proposed changes to old growth reserves were included in Alternative 4, it may benefit the reader if this was more clearly stated. Also Alternative 4 included the following statement “All other proposed activities within Alternative 4, besides the expanded timber base and additional telecommunication sites that require a Forest Plan amendment, are included within one of the other alternatives being analyzed in detail” (FEIS, p. 36). This statement is inaccurate and needs to be modified in an errata which identifies that the proposed changes to old growth reserves were not included in other alternatives and the rationale why.

Issue: You assert that the FEIS disregards the Forest Plan recommendation for road densities of 0.7-1.0 miles/square mile and the Wolf Habitat Management Plan recommendation of 0.7 miles per square mile road density in areas of wolf mortality concern, and instead allows road densities to approach and exceed 1.5 miles per square miles
Response: The FEIS (p. 3-229) contains a thorough discussion of the Forest Plan road density guidelines and the potential increased wolf mortality rates related to road densities.  This discussion acknowledges that harvest-related wolf mortality is correlated with road density and type of habitat, and that the rate of harvest increased with density of roads up to 1.5 m/mi2. However, Person and Russell (2008) found that once the roads per square mile exceed 1.5 m/mi2, there was little difference in wolf mortality. The FEIS includes a summary of the potential impacts to wolves as well as a more thorough discussion of mitigation measures and other sources of wolf population influences. This includes a discussion that implies wolf mortality could be reduced; if wolf harvest levels appear unsustainable, Alaska Department of Fish and Game has the ability to implement a wolf harvest cap in Game Management Unit 2.
I find that the FEIS includes a thorough impact analysis of road densities on wolf populations.  The Forest Plan Standards and Guidelines were considered as were other potential impacts and mitigation activities. Because the analysis within the FEIS and supporting documents does not indicate a current concern for unsustainable wolf mortality, the forest plan recommendation would not apply as a hard standard.  I conclude the process was correctly followed and all relevant information was considered.

Issue: You bring to our attention a recently published study concluding that existing wolf den buffers may be inadequate.
Response: I thank you for bringing this recently published study to our attention. Although Roffler & Gregovich (2018) referenced in the objection was not available to the interdisciplinary team at the time of alternative development, the Forest did consider larger wolf den buffers in Alternatives 3 and 5 (FEIS, pp. 2-48 through 2-50). 
As the buffers considered in these alternatives are very similar to the suggested buffer size for breeding wolves recommended in the 2018 Roffler paper (2,400 vs. 2.408 feet), I conclude that this new information would not have resulted in the selection of a different alternative, and that new scientific information will be used in the future to meet our Forest goal of working with Alaska Department of Fish and Game and United States Fish and Wildlife Service to assist in maintaining long-term sustainable wolf populations. 
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 clarifications would benefit the reader. 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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