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We make every effort to create documents that are accessible to individuals of all abilities; however, limitations with
our word processing programs may prevent some parts of this document from being readable by computer-assisted
reading devices. If you need assistance with any part of this document, please contact the Coconino National Forest
at (928) 527-3600.

In accordance with Federal civil rights law and U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) civil rights regulations and
policies, the USDA, its Agencies, offices, and employees, and institutions participating in or administering USDA
programs are prohibited from discriminating based on race, color, national origin, religion, sex, gender identity
(including gender expression), sexual orientation, disability, age, marital status, family/parental status, income
derived from a public assistance program, political beliefs, or reprisal or retaliation for prior civil rights activity, in
any program or activity conducted or funded by USDA (not all bases apply to all programs). Remedies and
complaint filing deadlines vary by program or incident.

Persons with disabilities who require alternative means of communication for program information (e.g., Braille,
large print, audiotape, American Sign Language, etc.) should contact the responsible Agency or USDA’s TARGET
Center at (202) 720-2600 (voice and TTY) or contact USDA through the Federal Relay Service at (800) 877-8339.
Additionally, program information may be made available in languages other than English.

To file a program discrimination complaint, complete the USDA Program Discrimination Complaint Form, AD-
3027, found online at http://www.ascr.usda.gov/complaint_filing_cust.html and at any USDA office or write a letter
addressed to USDA and provide in the letter all of the information requested in the form. To request a copy of the
complaint form, call (866) 632-9992. Submit your completed form or letter to USDA by: (1) mail: U.S. Department
of Agriculture, Office of the Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights, 1400 Independence Avenue, SW, Washington,
D.C. 20250-9410; (2) fax: (202) 690-7442; or (3) email: program.intake@usda.gov.

USDA is an equal opportunity provider, employer and lender.
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Introduction

The Rim Country Project includes ecosystem restoration on the Black Mesa and Lakeside Ranger
Districts of the Apache-Sitgreaves National Forests, the Mogollon Rim and Red Rock Ranger Districts of
the Coconino National Forest, and the Payson and Pleasant Valley Ranger Districts of the Tonto National
Forest in northern Arizona. The Rim Country Project is part of the Four Forest Restoration Initiative
(4FRI). The 4FRI is a planning effort designed to restore forest resilience and function across four
national forests in Arizona including the Apache-Sitgreaves, Coconino, Kaibab, and Tonto National
Forests (Figure 1). The 4FRI is a result of many years of planning and collaboration among interested
parties, groups, and organizations, and federal, state, and local government agencies. The focus has been
to restore forest landscapes and reduce the potential for uncharacteristic wildfire effects in a manner that
also benefits the local economy. This record of decision (ROD) documents our selection of Alternative 2
for implementation on National Forest System lands.

Four Forest Restoration Initiative - Landscape-scale Restoration Project
R3 Souths

Four Forest Restoration Initiative -
D Initiative Area
- Rim Country Project Area
4FRI First EIS Project Area

[ Apache-Sitgreaves National Forests

Area
n Regio
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| Kaibab National Forest

Tonto National Forest

Other National Forests

misleading results, The USDA
Date Saved 1452022  Document Path: TAF SINF:

fight to correct, updats
DIFEISWFRI L mixd

Figure 1. Four Forest Restoration Initiative Area, the 15t 4FRI EIS Project Area, and the Rim Country Project
Area
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Background

In 2010, stakeholders developed a comprehensive landscape restoration strategy for the 4FRI National
Forests that documented existing conditions, potential treatment areas, and desired post-treatment
conditions (4FRI Stakeholders 2010). In 2010, 4FRI was selected to receive 10-year funding from the
Collaborative Forest Landscape Restoration Program (CFLRP). The CFLRP supports landscape
restoration on National Forest System lands. In 2019, the 4FRI CFLRP funding expired, and while 4FRI
is no longer receiving funding through the CFLRP, the Rim Country Project purpose and need,
alternatives, and continued collaboration efforts still meet the intent of the eligibility criteria.

In 2015, the Record of Decision for the 13 4FRI Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) was signed,
approving forest restoration activities on the northern portion of the Coconino National Forest and the
southern portion of the Kaibab National Forest. In June 2016, the Notice of Intent for the Rim Country
Project was published continuing the ecosystem restoration in Northern Arizona under 4FRI. The Rim
Country Project Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS) was released for a 90-day comment
period in October 2019.

Purpose and Need for Action

The purpose of the 4FRI Rim Country Project is to restore and maintain the structure, pattern, health,
function, composition, and diversity in forests and grasslands across the landscape to conditions within
the natural range of variation, thus moving the project area toward the desired conditions in the land
management plans. One outcome of restored forests and grasslands is increased ecosystem resilience.
Resilience is the ability of an ecosystem to survive natural disturbances such as fire, insects, disease, and
climate change without changing its inherent function (FSH 1909.12, 05; SER 2004). This project is
needed to:

o Increase forest and grassland resilience and sustainability
e Reduce hazards associated with undesirable fire effects

e Improve terrestrial and aquatic species habitat

e Improve the condition and function of streams and springs
e Restore woody riparian vegetation

e Preserve cultural resources

e Support sustainable forest products industries

e Improve the motorized transportation system and provide for a more sustainable road system where
poorly located roads are relocated or decommissioned.

There is also a need to except the Rim Country Project from portions of the 1985 Tonto National Forest
Land Management Plan with one project-specific amendment containing three different exception areas.
These exceptions are for ponderosa pine vegetation/forest cover types, Mexican spotted owl components,
and mechanical treatments on steep slopes. More information about the amendment can be found below
and in Appendix B of the Final Environmental Impact Statement (FEIS) and Chapter 3 of the FEIS
contains the analysis of the land management plan amendment substantive requirements for the three
exceptions.
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Decision and Rationale

This section describes our decision and the rationale for our decision. This ROD documents two
decisions: one related to the selection of the alternative and one related to a project-specific amendment to
the 1985 Tonto National Forest Land Management Plan.

Decision

Based on our review of the environmental analysis disclosed in the Rim Country Project FEIS, specialist
reports, associated land management plans, the project record, and in consideration of public comments
received on the DEIS, we have decided to implement alternative 2, the modified proposed action (Figure
2) as presented in the FEIS. During project implementation, the Forest Service is required to adhere to all
applicable design features in Appendix C of the FEIS, the Implementation Plan in Appendix D of the
FEIS, the Monitoring and Adaptive Management Plan in Appendix E of the FEIS, and the Mexican
Spotted Owl Conservation Recovery Framework in Appendix F of the FEIS. Documents that provide
direction of management activities including land management plans, recovery plans, and conservation
agreements may be revised over time, in which case the Implementation Plan (Appendix D of the FEIS),
Monitoring and Adaptive Management Plan (Appendix E of the FEIS), and the Mexican Spotted Owl
Conservation Recovery Framework (Appendix F of the FEIS) may be updated.

In the selected alternative, the Apache-Sitgreaves, Coconino, and Tonto National Forests will implement a
suite of restoration activities on approximately 991,060 acres over 20 years or until completed. Table 1
provides an estimate of treatments by National Forest. Figure 3 below portrays the treatments. The
following activities are called out to identify treatments of interest (some treatment acres have overlap):

e Implement mechanical thinning and prescribed fire on approximately 446,020 acres including:
o Approximately 89,880 acres of stand improvement
o Approximately 356,130 acres of uneven-aged thinning
e Implement prescribed fire alone on approximately 103,950 acres in target vegetation cover types

e Implement approximately 7,300 acres of mechanical treatment and prescribed fire and
approximately 9,600 acres of prescribed fire only in eight Inventoried Roadless Areas.

e Mechanically thin and/or implement prescribed fire on approximately 96,890 acres (in target and
non-target vegetation cover types) of Mexican spotted owl protected activity centers including:

o Approximately 13,450 acres of mechanical thinning and prescribed fire
o Approximately 1,190 acres of hand thinning and prescribed fire
o Approximately 82,250 acres of prescribed fire only

e Mechanically thin and/or implement prescribed fire on approximately 169,440 acres of Mexican
spotted owl recovery habitat including:

o Approximately 25,450 acres of mechanical thinning and prescribed fire in Mexican spotted
owl replacement nest/roost recovery habitat

o Approximately 2,830 acres of prescribed fire only in Mexican spotted owl replacement
nest/roost recovery habitat

o Approximately 133,630 acres of mechanical thinning and prescribed fire in Mexican spotted
owl Foraging /Non-breeding recovery habitat

Apache-Sitgreaves, Coconino, and Tonto National Forests 3
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o Approximately 7,540 acres of prescribed fire only in Mexican spotted owl Foraging /Non-
breeding recovery habitat

¢ Conduct facilitative operations in non-target cover types to support treatments in target cover
types, including:

o Approximately 121,470 acres of facilitative thinning and prescribed fire outside of protected
activity centers

o Approximately 3,070 acres of facilitative prescribed fire only outside of protected activity
centers

o Approximately 140 acres of facilitative thinning and prescribed fire in protected activity
centers

o Approximately 8,760 acres of facilitative prescribed fire only in protected activity centers
e Restore aspen on approximately 1,200 acres.

e Restore approximately 135,360 acres that have experienced severe disturbance, including about
130 acres in protected activity centers.

e Restore approximately 18,570 acres of savanna.

e Restore approximately 36,330 acres of grassland, including maintaining or restoring montane
meadow connectivity in pronghorn corridors.

e Restore hydrologic function and vegetation on approximately 6,720 acres of meadows.

¢ Conduct wildland-urban interface and infrastructure protection treatments on approximately
62,690 acres of National Forest System lands within a % mile of non-National Forest System
lands with structures and critical infrastructure (Figure 4).

e Construct or improve approximately 330 miles of temporary roads (new and/or occurring on
existing unauthorized roads) to facilitate mechanical treatments; and decommission all temporary
roads as restoration treatments are completed.

e Decommission up to 490 miles of existing system roads.
e Decommission up to 800 miles of unauthorized roads.

e Relocate and reconstruct existing open permanent roads adversely affecting water quality and
natural resources, or of concern to human safety.

e Restore approximately 184 springs.

e Restore function and habitat on up to 647 miles of streams, including stream reaches that have
habitat for threatened, endangered, and sensitive aquatic species. Heavy mechanical stream
restoration activities could be used on 402 miles of the 647 miles.

e Construct up to 200 miles of protective barriers around springs, aspen, native willows, and big-
tooth maples, as needed for restoration.

e Restore approximately 14,570 acres of riparian areas for aquatic stream habitat.
e Authorize 12 in-woods processing sites.

e Authorize expansion of 11 existing rock pits by 30 percent on the Apache-Sitgreaves National
Forests.

! Relocation and reconstruction would occur on an “as needed” basis applying the Aquatics and Watershed
Condition-based Management approach in Appendix D of the FEIS.
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Table 1. Estimated treatments by National Forest

. Apache- s g 1 1
Treatment Type Proposed Activity Sitgreaves' Coconino Tonto Grand Total
Mechanical Stand |rT1pr.ovement 41,410 acres 29,340 acres | 19,130 acres | 89,880 acres
Treatments thinning
Mechanical Une\{en.-aged 133,680 acres 111,380 acres 111,070 356,130
Treatments thinning acres acres
Mechanical Aspen restoration 800 acres 400 acres 0 acres 1,200 acres
Treatments
. Facilitative
Mechanical operations 58,510 acres 17,650 acres | 45,450 acres 121,610
Treatments . acres
mechanical
Mexican spotted owl
Mechanical recovery - 6,320 acres 8,860 acres 7,840 acres 23,010 acres
Treatments replacement
nest/roost
Mechanical protected act|V|t_y 1,190 acres 0 acres 0 acres 1,190 acres
Treatments center - hand thin
Mechanical protected aCt'V'.t y 3,950 acres 4,800 acres 2,240 acres 10,990 acres
Treatments center - mechanical
Mechanical Savanna 2,750 acres 15,820 acres 0 acres 18,570 acres
Treatments
. Severe disturbance
Mechanical area 89,360 acres 6,290 acres 39,840 acres 135,490
Treatments acres
treatment
Wildland Urban
Mechanical Interface (WUI) & 23,580 acres 14,990 acres | 24,120 acres | 62,690 acres
Treatments Infrastructure
Protection
Mechanical Grassland
restoration?3 6,770 acres 29,520 acres 0 acres 36,290 acres
Treatments .
Mechanical subset
Mechanical Riparian
restoration24 4,280 acres 2,300 acres 6,200 acres 12,790 acres
Treatments .
Mechanical subset
Mechanical Wet meadow
restoration? 3,880 acres 2,520 acres 10 acres 6,410 acres
Treatments .
Mechanical subset
Mechanical Total mechanical 373,840 acres | 243,700 acres 255,880 873,420
Treatments treatment acres acres acres
. . Prescribed fire along
Prescribed Fire with mechanical 373,840 acres | 243,700 acres 255,880 873,420
Treatments acres acres
treatment
Prescribed Fire Prescribed fire only 65,480 acres 23,790 acres 28,370 acres 117,640
Treatments acres
. . Total prescribed
Prescribed Fire fire 439,320 acres | 267,490 acres 284,260 991,060
Treatments acres acres
treatment acres
Various
Comprehepswe Springs restored 48 99 37 184
Restoration (number)
Treatments
. Protective barriers
Various
Comprehensive . around .
. springs, aspen, As needed As needed As needed 200 miles
Restoration . .
Treatments na.tlve willows
and bigtooth maples

Apache-Sitgreaves, Coconino, and Tonto National Forests
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Apache-

Treatment Type Proposed Activity . q Coconino’ Tonto! Grand Total’
Sitgreaves
. General stream
Various restoration
Comprehensive (Heavy mechanical 328 miles 268 miles 55 miles 647 miles
Restoration )sl.tream (229 miles) (126 miles) (27 miles) (402 miles)
Treatments . 5
restoration subset)
Various
Comprehensive Existing road 100 miles 100 miles 290 miles 490 miles
Restoration decommission
Treatments
Various
Comprehensive Unauthorized route 350 miles 220 miles 230 miles 800 miles
Restoration decommission
Treatments
Various
Comprehensive Temporary road
. construction As needed As needed As needed 330 miles
Restoration o
and decommission
Treatments
Various
Comprehepswe Road relocathn and As needed As needed As needed As needed
Restoration reconstruction
Treatments
Construction In-woods processing No processing . . .
o ; sites 6 new sites 6 new sites 12 new sites
and Utilization and storage sites . .
identified
30% expansion 30%
. No .
. . of No expansion . expansion of
Expansion Rock Pits e . o expansion e
11 existing rock identified ; o 11 existing
. identified .
pits rock pits

" Acre displayed are rounded to the nearest 10 acres and represent the most accurate available estimates based on existing data.

2Qverlap exists between the riparian, grassland, and wet meadow restoration categories (approximately 3,120 acres). Includes
mechanical and prescribed fire and prescribed fire-only treatments.

3 Total grassland restoration using either mechanical and/or prescribed fire treatments is approximately 36,330 acres.
4 Total wet meadow restoration using either mechanical and/or prescribed fire treatments is approximately 6,720 acres.
5Total riparian restoration using either mechanical and/or prescribed fire treatments is approximately 14,570 acres.

6 Overlap exists where streams form the boundary between the Apache-Sitgreaves and Coconino National Forests.
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Rim Country Project - Final Environmental Impact Statement
Alternative 2: Modified Proposed Action
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Rim Country Project - Final Environmental Impact Statement
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Condition-based Management

Condition-based management is included in our selected alternative and will be used for mechanical
treatments, prescribed fire, aquatics, and watershed restoration activities. A decision tree for the
mechanical treatments will be applied based on vegetation or stand conditions to determine the
appropriate mechanical and/or fire treatments to prescribe. For aquatic and watershed restoration
activities, a different decision matrix for implementation and prioritization will be applied. The condition-
based management decision tree and matrix are included in the Implementation Plan (Appendix D of the
FEIS).

Condition-based management does not assign specific treatments to specific acres, but rather assigns
treatments to a set of stand-level conditions that occur in the project area. Once these conditions are
identified by an interdisciplinary team, the implementation plan will be applied to identify the appropriate
treatment. Condition-based management applies adaptive management considerations and lessons learned
from past related projects.

The condition-based management approach for vegetation-focused restoration treatments allows
predetermined treatments to be aligned, before implementation, with current conditions on the ground. A
combination of selection criteria and vegetation conditions are used to determine habitat and forest cover
filters and modifiers, as well as the appropriate treatments for each. Using existing stand data, these
conditions and criteria will be quantified to estimate the acreages of specific treatments. Site-specific field
reviews will be conducted before implementation to verify that ground conditions match those predicted.
If they do not, we expect the same selection criteria to be applied again based on the actual ground
conditions to be sure that the right treatment occurs on the right acres.

The condition-based management approach for aquatic and watershed restoration enables managers and
partners to find the best solutions for site-specific problems using a suite of tools available for designing
restoration projects. Aquatic and watershed restoration treatments will be reviewed and evaluated by an
aquatic restoration review team. Treatments will be assessed through a decision matrix to identify the
need for restoration treatments, identify potential restoration options and constraints, and prioritize
projects for implementation.

To ensure that the two condition-based management approaches are integrated, if an aquatic management
zone is identified within or near a potential upland restoration treatment unit, riparian and aquatic values
will be assessed and opportunities for upland and aquatic integration will be discussed.

Project Specific Land Management Plan Amendment

This decision approves a project-specific amendment, with three exceptions, to the 1985 Tonto National
Forest Land Management Plan. The project-specific amendment applies only to National Forest System
lands on the Tonto National Forest (Figure 1) within the Rim Country Project Area and will not apply to
any other projects on the Tonto National Forest. The date the final Record of Decision for the Rim
Country Project is signed marks the date when the amendment will be effective. A detailed description of
the standards and guidelines that are amended is presented in Appendix B of the FEIS.

The amendment will not be needed if the record of decision for the Revised Tonto National Forest Land
Management Plan is signed before this decision is signed. The alternatives analyzed within the FEIS for
the Rim Country Project were reviewed for consistency with the in draft Revised Tonto National Forest
Land Management Plan and found to be in conformance, therefore, issuance of the Land Management
Plan before this decision is signed will not change the analysis, proposal, or implementation of the Rim
Country Project; it will only eliminate the need for the project-specific amendment.

Apache-Sitgreaves, Coconino, and Tonto National Forests 10
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The deciding official for the Tonto National Forest is Forest Supervisor, Neil Bosworth. His signature will
approve the project-specific amendment of the 1985 Tonto National Forest Land Management Plan. A
land management plan amendment is not needed for the 2015 Apache-Sitgreaves and the 2018 Coconino
National Forest Land Management Plans because the activities included in our decision are consistent
with the land management plans’ objectives, desired conditions, standards, and guidelines.

Decision Rationale

We believe the selected alternative best meets the purpose and need of the Rim Country Project by
identifying a combination of restoration treatments that will put almost 991,060 acres on a trajectory
toward increased resiliency and sustainability.

Responsiveness of Alternative 2 to the Purpose and Need, Issues, and
Public Input

Our decision to select alternative 2 (selected alternative) is based on how well the alternative responded to
the purpose and need and public comments received during the public involvement process. Our decision
facilitates a change in the current trajectory of the forests in the planning area from their current unhealthy
path to one that moves them toward healthy and resilient forests while also providing a sustainable supply
of wood fiber. Our decision also best meets the purpose and need to protect the Rim Country project area
from uncharacteristic wildfire, while complying with applicable laws and regulations and addressing the
public’s concerns. In making this decision, we thoroughly considered issues identified during scoping and
comments received from the public during the 90-day DEIS comment period. Our decision balances
public concerns and the need to restore and promote a resilient landscape.

Furthermore, the selected alternative provides practicable environmental safeguards, including design
features to avoid or reduce environmental impacts, as well as monitoring to ensure resulting impacts
comply with applicable laws and regulations and are as predicted in chapter 3 of the FEIS.

Responsiveness to the Purpose and Need

The following outlines the project’s responsiveness to the purpose and need as outlined in the purpose and
need section above.

Increase Forest and Grassland Resilience and Sustainability: We believe the selected alternative best
meets the purpose and need of the project by identifying a combination of restoration treatments that will
put approximately 991,060 acres on a trajectory toward increased resiliency and sustainability. On a
landscape scale, forest composition, structure, and pattern will all be improved to the greatest extent under
the selected alternative. Composition will be improved by increasing understory diversity and returning
species composition to within the natural range of variation. Structure will be improved by moving stands
towards more uneven-aged conditions and reducing basal area and trees per acres to the desired condition.
The percentage of acreage in the project area within the desired condition for basal area increases from 25
percent in the existing condition to 66 percent after 20 years of treatments. The percentage of acreage in
the project area within the desired condition for trees per acres increases from 17 percent in the existing
condition to 93 percent after 20 years of treatments. Pattern will be improved in the project area by
creating a more natural spatial distribution of vegetation on the landscape. The distribution of trees across
size classes in the project area will be more representative of a historic size class distribution as many
trees in the smaller size classes will be removed or burned. Restoration treatments will also move the
project area toward the desired conditions identified in the land management plans and initiate the re-
establishment of fire-adapted, resilient, diverse, and sustainable forested ecosystems.

Reduce Hazards Associated with Undesirable Fire Effects: The selected alternative provides the
project area with the greatest protection from the undesirable effects of fire by treating the greatest extent
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of the project area with a combination of mechanical and prescribed fire treatments. Through
implementation, the selected alternative will attain and maintain desired conditions, ensuring forest stands
are less susceptible to uncharacteristic wildfire.

The selected alternative best meets the purpose and need by moving the project area towards the desired
condition by 1) reducing the potential for active crown fire under extreme conditions from 30 percent to
less than 10 percent, 2) decreasing the fire hazard index from 36 percent to 21 percent within the
moderate to extreme fire hazard index and increasing the area rated as very low-low fire hazard index,
and 3) reducing surface fuel loading after prescribed burns are implemented in areas that exceed
recommended fuel loadings, from 60,023 acres to 23,984 acres of ponderosa pine and 12,262 acres to
8,763 acres of mixed conifer frequent fire vegetation types. The reductions in the potential for active
crown fire, fire hazard index, and surface fuel loading are the greatest under the selected alternative and
will lessen post-fire detrimental effects, create a safer and more effective firefighting environment in the
project area, and reduce the potential for home and asset loss from crown fires, high-intensity surface
fires, and ember lofting from fires on National Forest System lands. Our selected alternative will also help
protect the wildland-urban interface (Figure 4) areas on National Forest System lands across the treatment
area as they will become more fire-adapted.

We also recognize there will be an increase in smoke from prescribed fires to communities. Although
smoke emissions will occur as a result of this decision, the degree (intensity and duration) of emissions
will be variable. During implementation, we will work with ADEQ to ensure that smoke impacts on
human health are avoided or minimized to the degree possible. Although the selected alternative will not
reduce prescribed fire emissions to the greatest extent, this is an acceptable tradeoff for reducing the
potential for uncharacteristic wildfire in the project area that would have detrimental effects on resources
and the nearby communities.

Improve Aquatic and Terrestrial Species Habitat

Agquatic Habitat: The selected alternative will improve overall watershed condition as well as riparian
condition by moving forests towards desired conditions and the natural range of variation. The selected
alternative will also reduce the risk to aquatic habitat quality, quantity, and populations from
uncharacteristic wildfire by conducting mechanical and prescribed fire treatments on the greatest extent of
the landscape. The selected alternative will also improve stream habitat and stream function through
comprehensive restoration activities. Comprehensive restoration activities will limit the loss or decline of
wetland, riparian, or aquatic plant species and restore native and/or rare wetland, riparian, and aquatic
plant species. Projects will be designed to protect or restore existing native biodiversity, aid in erosion
control and restore soil function, or create wildlife forage and habitat. Overall, restoration activities will
provide for long-term habitat, population viability, and species recovery.

Activities will follow the Aquatics and Watershed Restoration Condition-based Management approach
and the Integration of Aquatic and Upland Management Activities section of the implementation plan
outlined in Appendix D of the FEIS. In the short-term, negative effects such as increased sedimentation
and direct disturbance to occupied habitat may result in displacement of individuals, and a temporary
reduction of riparian vegetation cover and change in channel structure. Our decision to select alternative 2
includes the design features in Appendix C which will be especially important to mitigate effects to
aquatic species habitat during the successful implementation of the project.

The selected alternative addresses the high road density in the project area which is a major factor in the
current condition of aquatic species habitat. The relocation and decommissioning of these existing roads
will improve stream function and morphology. The long-term benefits of reduced road density will
include many beneficial effects such as improved riparian condition from a reduction in runoff and
sedimentation, fewer road crossings, and restored riparian vegetation.
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Terrestrial Habitat: The selected alternative best meets the purpose and need by reducing the risk of
uncharacteristic wildfire and potential for large-scale disturbances that can result in the loss of terrestrial
species habitat to the greatest extent of the landscape. Mechanical thinning, prescribed fire, and
comprehensive restoration activities will move the project area toward re-establishment of a fire-
dependent, resilient, diverse, and sustainable forest ecosystem and overall, maintain or improve desired
conditions. This alternative will benefit terrestrial wildlife the most because it lowers the risk of high
severity wildfire to the greatest extent and restores the most habitat through silvicultural prescriptions and
comprehensive restoration. Short-term effects include but are not limited to noise disturbance, alteration
of understory and habitat that cause displacement, and effects on water quality. Design features are
expected to minimize these short-term impacts.

Habitat for terrestrial species will benefit from improved individual tree growth rates, retention and
recruitment of old and large trees, and improved forest structure. The selected alternative improves this
habitat the most while also reducing the risk of high severity wildfire across the landscape. Improving
resilient late-successional forests will increase habitat diversity and improve nesting habitat for species
such as Mexican spotted owls and northern goshawks, among others. Moving towards a forest structure
with all age and size classes represented and retaining large snags will improve Mexican spotted owl
recovery habitat and overall habitat for northern goshawks. Retaining large trees in accordance with the
Large Tree Implementation Plan (Appendix D of the FEIS) and targeting young to mid-aged trees for
removal will improve the health, vigor, and longevity of large trees as the selected alternative is
implemented.

Our selected alternative will improve forest structure for Mexican spotted owls as defined in the 2012
Mexican spotted owl Recovery Plan per the condition-based management approach for mechanical
treatments included in the Implementation Plan (Appendix D of the FEIS). Treatments will also reduce
the overall wildfire threat to Mexican spotted owl habitat and reduce the threat of high-severity fire
starting within the project area and potentially burning Mexican spotted owl habitat outside the project
area.

Improve the Condition and Function of Streams and Springs: The restoration of approximately 184
springs that are in declining or degraded condition is authorized using the Aquatic and Watershed
Condition-based Management approach outlined in Appendix D of the FEIS. Treatments will include
reducing tree encroachment, returning fire to the system (through prescribed fire), placing protective
barriers, restoring flow to historic areas of influence, restoring or repairing damaged infrastructure, and
removing dilapidated or non-functioning infrastructure where appropriate. Approximately 647 miles of
streams will be restored to improve stream and spring function and threatened endangered, and sensitive
species habitat. Specific treatments will be identified before mechanical thinning and prescribed fire
treatments to ensure riparian and aquatic values are integrated into the overall timber and fuels restoration
designs.

We included stream and spring restoration activities in our decision to reestablish hydrological processes
such as increasing subsurface storage and groundwater levels as well as increasing frequency and duration
of floodplain inundation Hammersmark et al. (2008). A more stable hydrologic regime will move streams
and springs in the project area towards desired conditions under our selected alternative.

Restore Woody Riparian Vegetation: The selected alternative best meets the purpose and need because
it will improve riparian, stream channel, wetland, and spring conditions and functionality through the use
of a suite of tools such as mechanical thinning, prescribed burning, and comprehensive restoration
activities including spring and stream restoration, relocating existing roads, and construction of protective
barriers. The project design features will limit the extent and degree of effects from mechanical thinning,
prescribed burning, and comprehensive restoration activities. Specifically, treatments under the selected
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alternative will reduce high fuel loads on the landscape to the greatest extent, therefore reducing the
potential for high severity fires that can reduce riparian vegetation abundance and diversity.

Our selected alternative will improve riparian vegetation and increase ecosystem resilience by making
riparian areas less susceptible to invasion by noxious and invasive weeds, reducing the potential for high
severity effects to riparian vegetation from uncharacteristic wildfires, and mitigating the effects from a
changing climate. Healthy riparian areas provide habitat for a diverse community of plant and wildlife
species including cover, forage, available water, microclimate, and nesting/breeding/transport habitat. The
selected alternative will restore the riparian functioning condition throughout the watershed meeting
desired conditions by providing the quantity and quality of riparian habitat within the natural range of
variation.

Preserve Cultural Resources: Uncharacteristic fire behavior poses a high risk to cultural resources by
increasing soil erosion, physically damaging artifacts, and indirectly, fire suppression actions can damage
or destroy sites. Mechanical thinning and/or prescribed fire on up to 991,060 acres will result in improved
protection to cultural resources because the potential for high severity fires will be lessened to the greatest
extent. By reducing the unnatural fuel loading in and around archaeological sites, site and artifact damage
will be reduced in our selected alternative. The likelihood of erosion on cultural resources will be minimal
as reduced fuel loads and low to moderate-severity prescribed fires do not cause soil sterilization or
hydrophobic soils like high-severity wildfires.

Ground disturbing treatments have the potential to adversely affect cultural resources and traditional uses
of areas or resources by Native American tribes. These concerns will be addressed through ongoing
consultation and the design features identified in appendix C of the FEIS. The design features will
minimize effects on cultural resources through avoidance or prescription modification. The physical
removal of encroaching trees and other fuels will have the added benefit of protecting sites from the
effects of wildfire. Road closures included in the decision will also reduce unauthorized access to some of
these areas.

Support Sustainable Forest Products Industries: Our selected alternative increases forest product
supplies to the greatest extent, which will contribute to the development of the local forest products
industry in northern Arizona. Increasing wood volume will increase the amount of economic contributions
that stay in the region as the activity boosts the infrastructure and capacity to process the harvested wood.

The selected alternative will also improve the financial viability of locating forest product industries,
including logging firms, sawmills, and biomass facilities, in northern Arizona. This will lower the costs of
transporting wood products for secondary processing thereby increasing the financial viability of
treatments. The local forest products industries will increase local employment and labor income from
restoration activities and will also contribute to the growth of supporting industries. The treatments
included in the decision are also estimated to reduce wildfire suppression costs in the project area by
reducing the risk and hazard of uncharacteristic wildfire.

Improved Motorized Transportation System and Provide for a More Sustainable Road System
Where Poorly Located Roads are Relocated or Decommissioned: Our selected alternative will provide
an improved and more sustainable motorized transportation system in the project area by performing road
maintenance, reconstruction, decommission, relocation, and temporary road construction to support forest
thinning and other restoration activities.

System road maintenance and/or construction will occur on up to 79 percent, 86 percent, and 94 percent
of the roads in the project area on the Apache-Sitgreaves, Coconino, and Tonto National Forests
respectively. In total, up to 5,127 miles of current, permanent roads used for hauling of forest products
will be maintained or reconstructed to meet road management standards under National Best Management
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Practices for Water Quality Management (USDA FS 2012) on National Forest System lands. Up to 800
miles of unauthorized roads currently causing resource damage within the project area will be
decommissioned under our decision. Approximately 490 miles of existing roads that are not open for
public use on all three forests will be decommissioned under the selected alternative. No roads designated
for public motorized use would be decommissioned without additional decision-making in accordance
with the Travel Management Rule. Roads may be relocated as needed under the selected alternative to
reduce adverse resource effects, facilitate use for restoration activities and improve public safety. Overall,
road decommissioning will aid in improving watershed conditions.

Our decision includes maintenance and reconstruction of roads that will protect or improve soil and water
quality and improve access for timber harvest, recreation, administration, and other uses. Following
implementation, the combination of road maintenance and reconstruction will provide long-term public
and administrative access within the project area. As part of our decision, these improvements will leave
the road system in a more stable and functional condition, minimizing adverse resource impacts. Road
decommissioning will also improve surface conditions and drainage feature functions and provide long-
term resource benefits to all resource areas. Road relocation will result in less resource damage by
moving existing roads to a location that will require less maintenance. When roads are relocated, their
former location will be decommissioned, and this will result in little, if any, net gain or loss in road
mileage. The analysis did not identify specific road segments for relocation, rather it provided the basis to
relocate roads and road segments at the time task orders or other activities are implemented.

Our decision also authorizes the construction or utilization of up to 330 miles of temporary road to
facilitate mechanical treatments. Although the selected alternative represents the most miles of temporary
road construction, all temporary roads will be decommissioned immediately following thinning and
related restoration work, and required design features and best management practices will be followed for
minimization of adverse effects. Temporary roads will also be placed in locations that minimize
environmental effects to the greatest possible degree and constructed in the shortest distance possible.

Responsiveness to the Issues

The public comments received during the scoping period from June 27 to August 11, 2016, presented
seven significant issues that are within the scope of the analysis, and relevant to the decision to be made.
These significant issues and their accompanying statements were used to modify the proposed action and
formulate a new action alternative. The selected alternative is responsive to the significant issues
regarding; treatments in Mexican spotted owl protected activity centers and northern goshawk habitat,
large tree retention, dwarf mistletoe mitigation, and economics. Alternative 3 responded to the other
significant issues of smoke and air quality and roads.

Issue 1 Treatments in Mexican spotted owl Protected Activity Centers

The proposed action may have negative effects on Mexican spotted owls by cutting trees up to 18
inches in diameter in Mexican spotted owl protected activity centers. The Forest Service should act
conservatively to protect Mexican spotted owl habitat and consider all cautions identified in the
revised Recovery Plan for Mexican spotted owl (USDI Fish and Wildlife Service 2012). There was a
concern about how Mexican spotted owls will respond to the removal of trees up to 18 inches in
diameter, given a lack of monitoring data.

The selected alternative will reduce encroached forest conditions while increasing the number of trees in
the larger tree size classes. The current condition shows that trees in the intermediate size classes are
highly departed from the natural range of variation and the selected alternative will restore the most acres
of this habitat. In Mexican spotted owl protected activity centers, the stands will be thinned and/or burned
to improve the structure, maintain and develop large trees, and reduce the risk of high-severity fire. The
objective of Rim Country Project treatments in Mexican spotted owl protected activity centers is to
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reduce fire hazard while maintaining habitat for Mexican spotted owls as defined in the 2012 Mexican
spotted owl Recovery Plan and condition-based management approach for mechanical treatments
(Appendix D of the FEIS). The selected alternative Forest Vegetation Simulator modeling shows that all
tree classes are represented and that the number of trees in each size class will more closely resemble
desired conditions after implementation.

Treatment in protected activity centers will be consistent with the land management plans and the 2012
Mexican spotted owl Recovery Plan management recommendations and desired conditions which include
a diversity of trees with the goal of trees greater than 16 inches diameter at breast height contributing
greater than 50 percent of the stand basal area (Table C.2 from the Revised Mexican spotted owl
Recovery Plan, 2012). Forest Vegetation Simulator modeling for the selected alternative demonstrated
average basal area is reduced for both mixed conifer and ponderosa pine-oak cover types. Estimates of
canopy cover indicate treatments will align with the 2012 Mexican spotted owl Recovery Plan
recommendations with post-treatment canopy cover at 58 percent in ponderosa pine-oak and 61 percent in
mixed conifer. Design features in appendix C of the FEIS will mitigate disturbance to the Mexican
spotted owl, including maintaining trees 18 inches DBH and larger, timing restrictions for completing
activities, prohibiting temporary roads in protected activity centers, completing surveys before
implementation, protection of nest trees, and coordination with USFWS before prescriptions and marking.
Old and large trees will be managed per the Old and Large Tree Implementation Plans (Appendix D of the
FEIS) and condition-based management will follow special management considerations to ensure
treatments achieve management objectives.

In protected activity centers, the fire hazard index under the selected alternative will decrease the
moderate, high, and extreme fire hazard index treatment categories to 49 percent from the existing
condition of 62 percent. The high and extreme need for treatment categories are reduced from 45 percent
of all protected activity centers modeled in the existing condition to 27 percent. The selected alternative
will reduce the fire hazard index to the greatest extent, therefore, benefiting Mexican spotted owl
protected activity centers by reducing the potential for high severity fire that could result in a loss of
occupied habitat for Mexican spotted owls. The potential for active and conditional crown fire in
protected activity centers is decreased in the selected alternative compared to the existing condition from
51 percent to 34 percent. Reducing active and conditional crown fires by this magnitude is a benefit to the
Mexican spotted owl that will conserve foraging and non-breeding recovery habitat over time.

Short-term disturbance to Mexican spotted owls is expected, however, overall, the effects of treatments
will benefit the Mexican spotted owl and its habitat. The selected alternative treatments will put forested
stands on a trajectory toward desired conditions, making them more diverse and resilient to disturbances
such as fire, disease, insects, and climate change. These treatments will promote irregular tree spacing to
create canopy gaps more conducive to treatment with prescribed fire, retain old-growth attributes, protect
large oaks, and ensure snags and coarse woody debris post-treatment. Improved forest structure,
composition, pattern, and process will improve resiliency thereby benefiting Mexican spotted owl habitat.

Issue 2 Treatments in Northern Goshawk Habitat

The proposed action may have negative effects on northern goshawk and canopy-dependent prey
species by reducing late seral, dense understory, and old-growth habitat. Specifically, there was a
concern that treatments will reduce the mix of densities and cover types, including later seral stages.

The selected alternative will reduce encroached forest conditions while increasing the number of trees in
the larger tree size classes. The current condition shows that trees in the intermediate size classes are
highly departed from the range of natural variation and the selected alternative will restore the most acres
of this habitat. The habitat variables important to the northern goshawk will be retained or improved to
the greatest extent with our selected alternative. The combination of thinning and prescribed burning will
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improve species richness in the herbaceous understory, increase plant abundance, improve fruit and seed
production, sustain old forest structure over time, and move forest structure toward desired conditions.
Treatments will also reduce the risk of crown fire in northern goshawk habitat and reduce fuel loads.
Overall, restoration treatments will contribute toward improving forest health, vegetation diversity, and
vegetation composition in northern goshawk habitat.

Design features in Appendix C? in the FEIS have been included to reduce effects on northern goshawks.
Old and large trees will be managed per the Old and Large Tree Implementation Plans (Appendix D of
the FEIS) and condition-based management will follow decision tree modifiers to ensure treatments
achieve management objectives.

In northern goshawk post-fledging family areas, the Forest Vegetation Simulator modeling demonstrated
the averages of all basal area and canopy cover will decrease from 134 square feet (existing) to 76 square
feet, which will move toward desired conditions. Trees greater than 18 inches will increase from 27
percent of all trees in these age classes to 57 percent. Snags of all size classes important to prey species
will also continue to increase. Coarse woody debris and downed logs important to prey species will
increase over 20 years and the understory herbaceous and shrub layers will increase over time.
Improvements in these variables are important because large trees are valuable for nesting opportunities
and this alternative treats the most acres across the landscape.

The selected alternative reduces the potential for high or extreme severity fire in post-fledging family
areas from 28 percent in the existing condition to 7 percent. The selected alternative reduces the risk of
crown fire in post-fledging areas from 36 percent in the existing condition to 12 percent. Fuel loads post-
fledging family areas will decrease from 17 tons per acre (existing condition) to less than 10 tons per acre.
The fire hazard index and risk of crown fire will decrease by 36 percent in post-fledging family areas. The
selected alternative reduces these variables to the greatest extent and moves the largest extent of the
landscape toward desired conditions, thereby providing the greatest benefit to the northern goshawk
habitat.

Issue 3 Large Tree Retention

The proposed action may cause the loss of large trees which may significantly affect old-growth
recruitment. Proposed management actions in old-growth, future old trees (large young trees), and
high-canopy patches should be very explicit, and no old trees should be cut.

The issue of conserving large trees has been recognized in our decision. A Large and Old Tree
Implementation Plan (see Appendix D of the FEIS) is incorporated into our decision that will conserve
these features on the landscape. Under our selected alternative, old and large trees will only be cut under
certain conditions, as specified in the large and old tree implementation plans (see Appendix D of the
FEIS). Removal of old trees will be rare, regardless of diameter. However, rare exceptions will be made
for threats to human health and safety and where necessary to prevent habitat degradation caused by
operations associated with thinning and burning operations (i.e. cutting an old tree instead of rerouting a
road and causing increased habitat degradation). Old trees will not be cut for forest health reasons or to
balance age or size class distributions. Large diameter, post-settlement trees will be managed following
the guidelines in the Large Tree Implementation Plan (Appendix D of the FEIS).

Under the selected alternative, forest structure and tree arrangement will be improved through the creation
of openings, interspaces, and tree groups and clumps to the greatest extent. This improved structure will
result in reduced fire severity and facilitate the reintroduction of low to moderate severity fire, which is

2 Unless subsequent finalized revised Land Management Plan Species of Conservation Concern determinations do
not include northern goshawk, design features pertaining to northern goshawks will apply.
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necessary for the maintenance of openings and interspaces. Under our selected alternative, the acreage of
stands with an abundance of large trees will increase from 44,742 acres to 77,397 acres in the next 20
years. Trees meeting the large and old tree implementation plan criteria will be retained, resulting in more
old and large trees being left. In comparison to alternatives 1 and 3, the selected alternative will decrease
the susceptibility of old and large diameter trees mortality due to drought, insects, disease, and wildfire to
the greatest extent.

Issue 4 Dwarf Mistletoe Mitigation

Commenters were concerned that the treatments presented for scoping and the DEIS comment period
may remove the largest trees in some stands and that the scale and intensity of mistletoe mitigation
should be more clearly defined as far as scale, that where it occurs at natural levels it be allowed to
remain to provide essential food and occupancy needs to wildlife, and that the mitigation treatments
not focus on removing the largest trees.

After a review of comments on the DEIS and subsequent collaboration, dwarf mistletoe treatments were
removed from the Rim Country Project. Dwarf mistletoe will instead be managed through individual tree
removal to increase the resilience and sustainability of ponderosa pine ecosystems in the selected
alternative. The management of dwarf mistletoe through individual tree removal will focus on
southwestern dwarf mistletoe, and its most common host, ponderosa pine.

Issue 5 Economics

The proposed action does not include measures to make it economically viable. A wide range of
options should be considered in the action alternatives that will allow for biomass removal where
economically feasible but will also allow other options to dispose of uneconomically feasible
biomass.

One objective for 4FRI is to create, support, and sustain a wood products industry. Our selected
alternative will provide a stable supply of forest products to encourage private sector engagement in forest
restoration activities, which will in turn reduce the cost to taxpayers. A stable and increased supply of
forest products could improve the financial viability of locating forest product industries including
logging firms, sawmills, and biomass facilities in northern Arizona. The selected alternative will produce
approximately 5.4 million cubic feet of forest products over the life of the project with approximately
269,280 hundred cubic feet harvested annually. As a result, 2,040 jobs and $86 million dollars in labor
income, or approximately $43,000 per job, on an average annual basis over the life of the Rim Country
Project are possible.

The treatments included are most likely to reduce wildfire suppression costs in the project area. The costs
of a single large wildfire routinely amount to millions of dollars in direct suppression expenditures alone
and the selected alternative costs for restoration will result in reduced risk of high severity wildfire.

The increase in jobs and labor income during the implementation of our selected alternative will add to
job contributions from other current and foreseeable projects in the area adding to positive economic
impacts overall. The increased forest product supply from implementing the selected alternative will
contribute to the development of a local forest products industry and local economic benefits. These
benefits include lower costs of transporting wood products for secondary processing thereby increasing
the financial viability of treatments, increasing the probability that employment and labor income
associated with forest restoration activities will occur in the local area, and contribution to the growth of
supporting industries.

While the area of northern Arizona where the Rim Country Project is located has seen limited growth of
jobs and income from 4FRI phase one implementation activities, with the implementation of our selected
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alternative there will be an increase of wood volume available to the market, thus increasing wood
utilization employment opportunities, and increasing the number of economic contributions that stay in
this region as the activity boosts the infrastructure and capacity to process the harvested wood in the
region.

Issue 6 Smoke/Air Quality

The proposed prescribed burning may have negative effects on air quality and human health. Some
commenters are concerned that the smoke from prescribed burns will degrade the air quality and the
health of northern Arizona residents.

All prescribed fire included in our selected alternative will comply with National Ambient Air Quality
Standards. Smoke and associated impacts on air quality will primarily result from prescribed fire, and
smoke from wildfires will continue to occur, but per acre emissions for wildfires occurring post-treatment
will be reduced as a result of the implementation of our selected alternative. Variability from year to year
in total smoke-related emissions will be high, but overall, smoke effects will be more predictable and less
concentrated. The selected alternative will result in the greatest reduction of risk of high severity wildfire,
which is most likely to result in high impact events to smoke-sensitive individuals in nearby communities.

Issue 7 Roads

The miles of temporary roads in the proposed action may negatively affect watershed and stream
conditions, and wildlife habitat and connectivity. Commenters asked that the Forest Service limit road
networks to those roads needed for access and management. Commenters requested an alternative
that dramatically reduces temporary road mileage.

Our selected alternative does include construction of up to 330 miles of temporary roads and while the
selected alternative does not reduce temporary road mileage, as compared to alternative 3, the advantage
of implementing it will result in the greatest extent of forest mechanical restoration treatments, and result
in a higher proportion of resilient acres that are fire-adapted. The greater number of acres treated
mechanically under our selected alternative will result in a corresponding increase in short-term adverse
effects to soils, water quality, and watershed condition for 3 to 5 years. However, these treatments will
also result in long-term benefits by reducing the risk of high-severity fire and increasing understory
vegetation and ground cover, which will support watershed function and wildlife habitat.

The selected alternative includes design features to mitigate the short-term and long-term effects of
implementation. With the implementation of design features, no long-term effect on water quality and
quantity will occur concerning the road activities. In the short-term, sediment inputs to area watercourses
will increase slightly from re-opened roads, constructed temporary roads, or improved roads. However, all
opened roads and temporary roads will be closed and decommissioned, respectively, immediately after
restoration treatments are completed. Short-term effects on water quality will be minimized by employing
the design features including best management practices from Appendix C in the FEIS which are effective
in preventing sediment from reaching streams when followed.

Project Specific Land Management Plan Amendment Rationale

Exception 1: This exception will align the 1985 Tonto National Forest Land Management Plan standards
and guidelines for ponderosa pine/bunchgrass, ponderosa pine/Gambel oak, ponderosa pine/evergreen
oak, dry mixed conifer, and old-growth with the best available science (e.g., Reynolds et al. 2013) and
with the Apache-Sitgreaves and Coconino National Forests Land Management Plans and Tonto National
Forest’s proposed revised Land Management Plan. The 2015 Apache-Sitgreaves and the 2018 Coconino
National Forests revised land management plans currently reflect the change in conditions and ecological
understanding that have occurred since the 1980s that acknowledge vegetation conditions (structure,
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composition, and function) are divergent from reference conditions and the natural fire regime. The Tonto
National Forest’s proposed revised plan provides for old-growth through desired conditions and
objectives for restoring fire-adapted ponderosa pine in the Southwest. This exception also clarifies the
current interpretation for meeting the canopy cover requirements in the land management plan (Reynolds,
2013).

Exception 2: This exception will align the 1985 Tonto National Forest Land Management Plan with the
2012 Mexican Spotted Owl Recovery Plan, First Revision and replace the direction, from the former
(1995) recovery plan including the outdated and unaligned definitions and management direction, with
current management direction and best available science. The exception updates definitions and
management direction for protected activity centers, recovery habitat, and other forest and woodland
types, updates language and management direction related to prescribed cutting and fire treatments in
protected activity centers to be consistent with the current recovery plan, updates survey information and
except the project from the land management plan requirements for population and habitat monitoring.
The exception also excepts the Rim Country Project from the direction for treating habitat in incremental
percentages. The exception will ensure the greatest protection for Mexican spotted owls to ensure
continued occupancy, reproduction, and survival.

Exception 3: This exception will update the 1985 Tonto National Forest Land Management Plan to be
consistent with advances in technology for operations on steep slopes. Since 1985, specialized equipment
has been developed that can cut and remove trees and mechanically treat other vegetation on steep slopes
without adverse effects to soil and water resources (Holzfeind et al 2020). The exception for treatment on
steep slopes will ensure that implementation of the Rim Country Project will meet desired conditions on
steeper slopes and allow for advances in technology into the future. The exception also allows for
continuity of treatments throughout the Rim Country Project area because the Apache-Sitgreaves and
Coconino National Forest Land Management Plans allow for treatments on steep slopes.

Other Alternatives Considered in Detail

In addition to the selected alternative, we considered two other alternatives, which are discussed below. A
more detailed comparison of these alternatives can be found in chapter 2 of the FEIS.

Alternative 1 — No Action

Alternative 1 is the no action alternative as required and represents no changes to current management,
and the current land management plans would continue to be implemented. Ongoing vegetation
treatments and fire management activities, as well as road maintenance, recreation, firewood gathering,
authorized livestock grazing, and other activities already authorized in separate decisions, would
continue. There would be no other restoration activities approved with the Rim Country Project. The no
action alternative was the baseline for assessing the action alternatives.

Reasons for Not Selecting Alternative 1

Alternative 1 does not improve forest structure, and forests in the project area would continue to remain in
a closed canopy condition, lacking groups, openings, and randomly spaced trees. Grasses, forbs, and
shrubs would continue to be underrepresented, and forest structure would continue to be departed from
historic conditions.

With no treatment, high severity fire effects would become more widespread, and extreme fire behavior
would become more common. In recent years, fires in the general area have destroyed homes, property,
and infrastructure, and produced high severity effects across large areas not adapted to high severity fire
including the 2002 Rodeo/Chediski fire (469,000 acres), 2011 Wallow fire (538,000 acres), and 2012

Apache-Sitgreaves, Coconino, and Tonto National Forests 20



Four Forest Restoration Initiative Rim Country Project Draft Record of Decision

Whitewater Baldy Complex fire (~297,000 acres). There is broad consensus that such fires will continue
to burn in this area if no action is taken. Wildland urban interface areas across the project area would
continue to be threatened by the increasing extent of high severity of wildfires. Wildfires would produce
the most emissions in the project area under this alternative. On a per-acre basis, potential smoke
emissions would increase by 10 to 20% percent, due to the increase in surface fuel loadings and lingering
smoke, stand densities, fire behavior intensity.

Terrestrial species habitat would continue to be at high risk for severe effects from wildfire. Riparian and
watershed condition would remain the same or degrade over time. The hazard of undesirable fire behavior
and negative fire effects to aquatic resources would remain, and riparian condition and instream aquatic
habitat would remain in the current state or degrade further over time. Employment and labor income in
the project area would not be improved, and this alternative would not provide for a sustainable forest
products industry. The motorized transportation system would not improve or provide for a more
sustainable road system where poorly located roads are relocated or decommissioned. There would be no
decrease in road density or improvement of riparian condition from decommissioning or relocating roads,
and degrading contributors to water quality would continue to persist.

Alternative 3 — Focused Restoration

Alternative 3 was designed to focus restoration treatments in areas that are the most highly departed from
the natural range of variation of ecological conditions, and/or that put communities at risk from
undesirable fire behavior and effects. High-value assets near areas identified for treatment under
alternative 3 would have been protected to a similar degree as compared with alternative 2. However,
high-value assets that exist outside of those areas would not have been protected. Focusing on the higher
priority ecological restoration would have resulted in fewer acres being treated.

Alternative 3 responded to the smoke/air quality, and roads issues. Restoration activities in alternative 3
include vegetation treatments (mechanical thinning and prescribed burning) and comprehensive
restoration treatments such as grassland and meadows, springs, streams, riparian habitat restoration.
Alternative 3 includes the same comprehensive restoration activities as the selected alternative. In areas
already covered by National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) decisions, comprehensive restoration
activities such as spring and stream channel restoration and road decommissioning were proposed to
complement the activities already analyzed in the project areas.

Reasons for Not Selecting Alternative 3

Alternative 3 was not selected because fewer acres would be treated at a landscape scale, therefore the
purpose and need would be met to a lesser extent than the selected alternative. Forest composition,
structure, pattern, and process would be improved to a lesser extent than our selected alternative. Stand
and landscape resilience to disturbances such as multi-year drought, pests, and diseases such as bark
beetle and mistletoe, and wildfire would increase (Abella, et al. 2007), although to a lesser extent than
with the selected alternative. While short-term effects from disturbance would be reduced in Alternative 3
from fewer acres treated and less miles of temporary roads, the long-term effects and risk of habitat
degradation from stand-altering wildfire or insect infestations would be greater than under our selected
alternative.

After 20 years, Alternative 3, would 1) reduce the potential for active crown fire under extreme conditions
from 30 percent to 18 percent, 2) decrease the fire hazard index from 36 percent to 26 percent within the
moderate to extreme fire hazard index and increase the area rated as very low-low fire hazard index, and
3) reduce surface fuel loading after prescribed burns are implemented in areas that exceed recommended
fuel loadings, from 60,023 acres to 46,894 acres of ponderosa pine and 12,262 acres to 9,846 acres of
mixed conifer frequent fire vegetation types. Under alternative 3, wildland urban interface areas on Forest
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Service lands across the treatment area would be more fire-adapted because of the alternative’s treatment
focus, however, increasing smoke from prescribed fires would be present next to homes. The potential for
home and asset loss from crown fires, high-intensity surface fires, and ember lofting from fires on Forest
Service land would decrease.

Alternative 3 treats fewer acres and in treated areas, smoke and associated effects on air quality would
come primarily from prescribed fire and be less than the selected alternative but, smoke from untreated
areas would be greater from wildfires than under the selected alternative.

Terrestrial species habitat would continue to be at high risk for severe effects from wildfire where
treatments would not occur. Alternative 3 would treat fewer acres of Mexican spotted owl habitat as
compared to the selected alternative with 24,045 fewer acres thinned and burned in protected activity
centers. In Recovery Nest/Roost Habitat, 7,545 fewer acres would be treated in alternative 3. Riparian and
watershed condition would be improved over time, however to a lesser extent than the selected
alternative, because portions of the project area would remain at risk of high severity wildfire, erosion,
and sediment delivery from un-decommissioned roads.

Alternative 3 would produce a somewhat lower wood product volume of approximately 3.6 million cubic
feet of forest products over the life of the project than the selected alternative. Therefore, alternative 3
would support fewer jobs and less labor income than the selected alternative. Alternative 3 is estimated to
support approximately 1,360 jobs and $58 million in labor income, approximately 33 percent less than the
selected alternative. Alternative 3 could also increase the costs associated with high severity wildfire and
post-fire effects such as flooding and sedimentation compared to the selected alternative.

Consideration of Unavoidable Adverse Effects

We considered the tradeoffs between short-term adverse effects (i.e., environmental harm) and long-term
benefits when we made our decision and recognize there will be adverse effects from implementing the
selected alternative. These will be limited in extent and duration because the activities are consistent with
standards and guidelines from the land management plans. Project design features, found in Appendix C
of the FEIS, along with mitigations and protocols in Appendix J of the Programmatic Agreement between
the Southwestern Region of the Forest Service, the Arizona, New Mexico, Texas, and Oklahoma State
Historic Preservation Offices, and the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation, and the Mexican
Spotted Owl Conversation Recovery Framework in Appendix F of the FEIS, will apply to our selected
alternative and will provide additional means and mitigations to avoid or minimize adverse effects while
still meeting the purpose and need of the project.

Implementation of activities in our selected alternative could result in some of the following unavoidable,
short-term, adverse effects: individuals of some threatened and endangered species, as well as some
sensitive species, may be harmed; habitat for some threatened and endangered species, as well as some
sensitive species, may be temporarily adversely affected; short-term disturbances to grasses, forbs, shrubs,
and small trees may occur; air quality may temporarily decrease; erosion and soil compaction may
temporarily increase; water quality may be temporarily affected; cultural artifacts, features, and sites may
be disturbed or damaged; tribal access to traditional cultural properties and forest products may be
temporarily hindered during the implementation of treatments; temporary decreases in access to
recreation opportunities and deviations from scenic integrity objectives may occur; forage availability
may decrease temporarily; and noxious weed infestation may increase.

The selected alternative does not have any expected energy requirements or conservation potential (40
CFR 1502.16(e)). Nor will the selected alternative affect the design of the built environment. The effects
of implementing the selected alternative on urban quality and historic and cultural resources (40 CFR
1502.16(g)) are displayed in chapter 3 of FEIS.
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There could be short-term, temporary effects on land special uses and mineral projects as site-specific
restoration activities were implemented. For example, access to sites may be temporarily restricted while
thinning or burning is occurring. The duration of these effects will be only as long as the site-specific
activities were occurring; for example, the amount of time that thinning was occurring in the vicinity of a
particular permit area or mineral site. Before any site-specific implementation, the Forest Service will
work with affected permit or claim holders to determine site-specific concerns, such as timing restoration
activities to avoid periods of high use or access needed by the permit holders. Such mitigation will
minimize potential adverse effects on these resources.

We considered all comments received during public meetings, field trips, and formal notice and comment
periods when making our decision. Our selected alternative also considers the input received from
stakeholders throughout the process. We recognize that there is a range of public opinion regarding the
variety of treatments identified in the selected alternative, particularly the use of mechanical thinning and
prescribed fire. However, we have concluded that our decision is an informed one that best meets the
project’s purpose and need, moves the project area toward desired conditions, and considers the
environmental consequences (both positive and negative) of the restoration activities. Monitoring,
evaluation, and the use of condition-based management and adaptive management during implementation
will continue to inform us of the effects of this decision.

Irreversible and Irretrievable Commitments of Resources

Irreversible commitments of resources are those that cannot be undone, such as the extinction of a
species or the removal of mined ore. Irretrievable commitments are those that are lost for a period of time
but are reversible, such as the long-term loss of canopy cover in forested areas that are kept clear for use
as a power line right-of-way or road. See discussions of environmental consequences for individual
resources in chapter 3 of the FEIS for more detail.

Our selected alternative includes mechanical thinning and prescribed burning on up to 991,060 acres.
Potential cultural resource damage from thinning, burning, and related activities represent an irreversible
commitment of these resources, however, design features and established mitigation measures and
protocols will help avoid and minimize potential negative effects on cultural resources.

Our decision includes the construction of up to 330 miles of temporary roads. Decreases in soil and
vegetation productivity, while these roads are used, will represent irretrievable commitments of resources
however, all temporary roads will be decommissioned after restoration treatments are completed.
Inadvertent damage to cultural resources from construction and use of temporary roads will be an
irreversible commitment of these resources. Design features, along with established mitigation measures
and protocols to protect cultural resources, will help avoid and minimize the potential negative effects of
construction and the use of temporary roads.

The selected alternative includes the expansion of 11 existing rock pits to provide adequate sources of
road surfacing material for project-related activities. The expansion of these pits will represent an
irretrievable commitment of resources due to the removal of developed soils needed for vegetative growth
on approximately 29 acres. The differences in soil productivity within the pit and in the surrounding area
will be distinct and unavoidable, though effects on other resources will be mitigated through design
features. The loss of productive topsoil from rock pit expansion will be offset by decreases in soil erosion
on and along roads from the proper maintenance of road surfaces to manage runoff. The effects on
minerals will be permanent, as consumption of non-renewable mineral resources in our decision will
remove the availability of these resources in the future.

The selected alternative includes the potential for the creation of up to 12 in-woods processing and
storage sites to facilitate the use of forest resources, increase transportation efficiencies, and reduce
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implementation costs. The surface area for all 12 processing sites will be approximately 127 acres, with
individual sites ranging in size from 4 to 21 acres. Sites were chosen to minimize potential effects on soils
and water quality, and design features were developed to further mitigate potential effects on these and
other resources. Nonetheless, the clearing and preparation for use of any of these sites will result in
irretrievable commitments of vegetation and soil productivity resources, since vegetation will be cleared,
and topsoil displaced and compacted if any of these sites are used.

Environmentally Preferable Alternative

Under the National Environmental Policy Act, the USDA Forest Service is required to identify the
environmentally preferable alternative (40 CFR 1505.2(b)). This is interpreted to mean the alternative that
would cause the least damage to the biological and physical components of the environment, and which
bests protects, preserves, and enhances, historic, cultural, and natural resources (Council on
Environmental Quality, Forty Most Asked Question Concerning CEQ’s National Environmental Policy
Act Regulations, 46 Federal Register 18026).

In the short term, it could be argued that alternative 1 would best meet the definition of “environmentally
preferable” because it would not alter the existing biological and physical environment and, thus, would
not result in any short-term impacts to vegetation, water, wildlife, or social values. In addition, it does not
have any of the impacts associated with building temporary roads or of the increased traffic associated
with treatments. However, in the long-term, alternative 1 does not address the pressing environmental
issues identified in purpose and need. Further, taking no action would likely lead to undesirable and
unintended consequences because the environmental conditions of the area would continue to trend away
from the desired watershed, wildlife habitat, and fuel loading conditions.

When considering the long-term, alternative 2, is the environmentally preferred alternative because it
balances the short-term impacts with the long-term benefits that will result from implementing the project
and meets the purpose and need, and moves the landscape towards directed conditions as identified in the
land management plans. The alternative will restore and maintain the structure, pattern, health, function,
composition and diversity in vegetation cover types to conditions within the natural range of variation,
thus moving the project area toward the desired conditions in the land management plans.

Alternatives Considered and Eliminated from Detailed
Study

Federal agencies are required by the NEPA to rigorously explore and objectively evaluate all reasonable
alternatives and to briefly discuss the reasons for eliminating any alternatives not developed in detail (40
CFR 1502.14). The range of alternatives includes both those considered in detail and those eliminated
from detailed study. Alternatives not considered in detail may include, but are not limited to, those that are
outside the scope of the project, fail to meet the purpose and need, are technologically infeasible or
illegal, or would result in unreasonable environmental harm.

Under 40 CFR 1502.14, a Federal agency must analyze those alternatives necessary to permit a reasoned
choice. CEQ regulations direct that an EIS “rigorously explore and objectively evaluate all reasonable
alternatives, and for alternatives that were eliminated from detailed study, briefly discuss the reasons for
their having been eliminated” (40 CFR 1502.14(a)). The range of alternatives discussed in environmental
impact statements shall encompass those to be considered by the ultimate agency decision maker (40 CFR
1502.2(e)). Section 102(2)(C) provides only that an agency should prepare a detailed statement
addressing, among other things, “alternatives to the proposed action” (42 U.S.C. 4332(2)(C)). Section
102(2)(E) requires that agencies “‘study, develop, and describe appropriate alternatives to recommended
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courses of action” (42 U.S.C. 4332(2)(E)). Statements shall be concise, clear, and to the point, and shall
be supported by evidence that the agency has made the necessary environmental analyses. 40 CFR 1502.1
specifically directs agencies to consider reasonable alternatives to avoid or minimize adverse
environmental impacts.

The FEIS documented four alternatives recommended in public comments that were considered and
eliminated from detailed study, including alternatives that would: (1) eliminate the use of prescribed fire,
(2) use the original Large Tree Retention Strategy, (3) return the forest to historic reference conditions,
and (4) prioritize strategic treatments for fire use. Each alternative was evaluated to determine how well
the proposal would have meet the purpose and need for the Rim Country Project.

Eliminate the Use of Prescribed Fire

Chapter 2 of the FEIS (pg. 64-66) contains additional details on the consideration of this alternative.
Some public comments suggested eliminating all prescribed fire (broadcast burns, pile burns, jackpot
burning) to reduce hazards from particulate matter and other substances released during burning, to
protect the health of the public, to provide cleaner air, and to reduce carbon emissions. Recommendations
for alternatives to prescribed fire include logging for fire breaks, chipping, thinning, and goat or cattle
grazing. After an initial review, it was determined that it would not meet various elements of the purpose
and need for the Rim Country Project or move toward the desired conditions in the Land Management
Plans.

This alternative would respond to Issue 6—Smoke/Air Quality, and while it would have been possible to
use mechanical treatments to move biomass offsite and reduce surface fuels that would have been burned
and produced smoke, the costs to implement biomass removal could be significant. There would have also
been a large increase in truck traffic that would increase emissions, dust, and degradation to roads.
Additionally, mechanical treatment would not replace the role fire has in improving vegetation
composition and diversity. The use of alternative fuel reduction methods in lieu of prescribed fire could
reduce some surface fuels, but would not meet the ecological need for a fire-dependent landscape and
would add significantly to the cost of restoration. Fire that did occur on the landscape would only be
wildfire, and the effects and behavior would be more severe than on a landscape which prescribed fire had
been part of the restoration treatments.

Use the Original Large Tree Retention Strategy (LTRS)

Scoping comments recommended incorporating the LTRS as written by the 4FRI Stakeholder Group for
the 1% 4FRI EIS analysis. The Forest Service used the original strategy to inform the development of the
Rim Country Project Large Tree Implementation Plan (Appendix D of the FEIS). The Large Tree
Implementation Plan has the same eight categories as the LTRS but is more straightforward, incorporates
specifics of the Rim Country Project, and will facilitate more effective implementation (Appendix D
FEIS).

Return the Forest to Historic Reference Conditions

Chapter 2 of the FEIS (pg. 66-67) contains additional details on the consideration of this alternative. An
alternative that analyzes the effects of returning the forest to a state closely approximating historic
reference conditions and incorporates an aggressive strategy to achieve the stated goal of comprehensive
landscape restoration was proposed during public scoping. This proposal would have complied with
requirements such as the Endangered Species Act. The comments suggested a full restoration alternative
would treat the landscape to the fullest extent that mimics historic conditions based on studies that
projected far fewer trees per acre.
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This type of alternative was considered similar to the evidence-based full restoration alternative
considered and evaluated in the 1st 4FRI EIS. The exception was that it provided additional provisions to
meet current direction for retention and improvements to certain habitat types (such as in the Endangered
Species Act). Part of the purpose and need for the Rim Country Project was to support sustainable forest
product industries that in turn help the Forest Service gain and retain desired forest conditions, provides
jobs, and provides products to the American people. The best model for industry sustainability is to
provide flow of wood, and there was concern this alternative would demand treatment of a large area of
the project near term resulting in a small acreage available longer term (boom-bust model). This does not
provide for industry long-term sustainability, which is needed to help maintain the forest over time and
would not meet the purpose and need for supporting sustainable forest product industries. The alternative
was also eliminated from detailed study because it would warrant more open conditions than desired and
may lead to removal of larger trees to meet the prescription.

Strategic Treatments for Fire Use Alternative

The Center for Biological Diversity submitted an alternative for consideration in the Rim Country Project
analysis that proposed expanded use of prescribed and resource benefit fire, coupled with strategic
placement of mechanical treatments using a three-tiered management area system(as defined in FEIS
Chapter 2). The alternative as submitted to the Forest Service was reviewed and we determined that the
alternatives necessary to permit a reasoned choice were analyzed (40 CFR 1502.14) and in accordance
with 40 CFR 1502.2(e), we also determined we had enough information to consider and eliminate from
detailed study the Strategic Treatments for Fire Use Alternative. The FEIS Chapter 2 pgs. 67-70 contain
more detailed consideration of the alternative and rationale for our decision to eliminate this submitted
alternative from detailed study.

After review, it was determined that the Strategic Treatments for Fire Use Alternative would not meet the
purpose and need as well as the selected alternative because it proposed to 1) mechanically treat fewer
acres, moving the landscape toward desired conditions to a lesser degree and 2) and also has the potential
to slow the pace of movement towards desired conditions in the areas identified in the proposal as tier 3.
Additionally, relative to alternative 2, this proposal would support fewer jobs and provided less labor
income in the local economies from reduced forest product removal. Although the Strategic Treatments
for Fire Use Alternative may ameliorate some conflicts over mechanical harvest, there is some concern
that it would have raised the risk of some forms of environmental damage resulting from an increased use
of prescribed fire and susceptibility to unplanned ignitions in areas that have not been mechanically
treated. Additionally, the Strategic Treatments for Fire Use Alternative did not address whether actions
such as road decommissioning or aquatic restoration were included. If these treatments were not included,
then the purpose and need for aquatic species habitat would not have been met.

There is the potential for alignment with the selected alternative, including alignment of prescribed fire
only acres and prioritization of treatments around non-Forest Service land with structures and critical
infrastructure. There is clear alignment between treatments on what would be tier 1 acres in the Strategic
Treatments for Fire Use Alternative and the WUlI/critical infrastructure areas of the two action
alternatives. Conversely, there is little alignment in management strategy on most of the landscape
proposed for treatment. The proposed mechanical treatments would have occurred primarily on areas of
the landscape with the highest probability to propagate undesirable fire effects. As a result, the proposal
did not focus mechanical treatments within stands where primary objectives are to improve forest health
such as stand structure, age class diversity, and species diversity. In some places, it would be have been
more difficult to control fire behavior, fire severity, and resulting undesirable post-fire effects in areas
where mechanical treatments are needed in the proposal.

Smoke and its impact to communities was raised as a key issue during scoping and the alternative 3 was
developed partially in response to this issue. The Strategic Treatments for Fire Use Alternative may have

Apache-Sitgreaves, Coconino, and Tonto National Forests 26



Four Forest Restoration Initiative Rim Country Project Draft Record of Decision

required more burning days and increased burn acreages in comparison to alternative 3. Common to all
action alternatives, broader windows for burning would have had to meet the requirements of Arizona
Department of Environmental Quality especially in areas that would affect large populations. This could
have restricted the opportunities for burning in some areas and/or under certain weather conditions.

Under the Strategic Treatments for Fire Use Alternative, Tier 3 acres may be on a slower or less certain
trajectory towards the natural range of variation, especially if implementation of prescribed fire treatments
lags in these areas. As with all alternatives, ultimate progress toward desired conditions will depend not
only on the pace and prioritization of implementation, but also on the extent and severity of wildfire.
Some forest stands in Tier 3 areas may remain outside of the historic range of variation with regard to
structure, pattern, and composition for a longer period and therefore may slow progression towards
desired conditions.

Public Involvement and Collaboration

Collaboration with interested publics, agencies, tribes, and other organizations has been critical to shaping
the planning process and alternatives analyzed. Collaboration and public involvement have occurred
consistently throughout the development of the Rim Country Project through informal and formal
opportunities. Informal opportunities have consisted of 4FRI Stakeholder and Working Group meetings,
field trips, and feedback provided to the Forest Service interdisciplinary team. Formal opportunities have
consisted of the scoping and comment period, public meetings, workshops, and opportunities for
document review and a more detailed list of these opportunities is presented in Chapter 2 of the FEIS.

The Rim Country Project has been published in the Apache-Sitgreaves, Coconino, and Tonto National
Forests’ Schedule of Proposed Actions (SOPA) since January of 2016. The notice of intent to prepare an
EIS was published in the Federal Register on June 27,2016 (81 FR 41517) initiating a 45-day scoping
period. Public workshops were held on July 14, 2016 in Show Low, AZ and on July 21, 2016 in Payson,
AZ to discuss the proposed action and accept comments. Fifty responses (e-mails, letters, and public
meeting comment forms) were received from this scoping effort. Preliminary alternatives considered for
Rim Country were first posted to the Forest Service 4FRI website and shared with the 4FRI Stakeholder
Group in March of 2017. Alternative development workshops were held on April 13, 2017 in Payson, AZ
and on April 18, 2017 in Show Low, AZ to gain input on the preliminary alternatives.

On October 19, 2019, a notice of availability for the DEIS was published in the Federal Register (ER—
FRL-9047-5) initiating a 90-day comment period. The Forest Service hosted three public meetings on
November 12, 2019 in Payson, AZ, on December 2, 2019 in Overgaard, AZ, and on December 3, 2019 in
Flagstaff, AZ. The Forest Service received 52 comment letters and emails regarding the DEIS from
individuals, Tribal governments, Federal, State, and local agencies, organized interest groups, and
businesses. Comments were received from several government agencies including Coconino County,
Arizona Department of Environmental Quality, US Environmental Protection Agency, and Arizona Game
and Fish Department.

Stakeholder Involvement

As part of CFLRP eligibility and to ensure the project was developed and implemented through a
collaborative process, 4FRI has an active stakeholder group that is transparent, nonexclusive, and includes
many interested persons representing diverse interests. The stakeholder group, and in particular their
associated work groups, have been active and worked tirelessly to ensure the success of the Rim Country
Project. Throughout the lifetime of 4FRI, the extensive engagement between the Forest Service and the
4FRI Stakeholder Group has resulted in a high level of agreement surrounding landscape-scale forest
restoration that is unprecedented. This tireless work and success has resulted in recommendations for
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landscape-scale restoration, spatial priorities for treatments, general intensities for treatments, overall
scale of restoration needed, and the need for and quantity of wood and biomass available for appropriately
scaled wood products industries.

A memorandum of understanding (MOU) between the Forest Service and the 4FRI Stakeholder Group
was signed in February 2011. The MOU outlines a framework of collaboration by all parties involved and
interested in the restoration of northern Arizona's forests and grasslands, and the cooperative relationship
among the parties, in accordance with three main goals. The MOU states that the Forest Service, the 4FRI
Stakeholder Group, along with the public at large, will work together at multiple stages prior to, during,
and following the NEPA process to establish expectations for landscape-scale restoration and on such
products as the purpose and need statement, proposed action, alternatives, collection and use of data, and
development of monitoring and adaptive management processes, subject to/consistent with applicable
federal laws, regulations, land management plans, and other management direction. The 4FRI forests and
the interdisciplinary team have worked closely with the stakeholder group to meet the intent of the MOU
for the Rim Country Project.

Large and old tree retention has been a central focus of the 4FRI Stakeholder Group as expressed in The
Path Forward (March 24, 2010), the Old Growth Protection and Large Tree Retention Strategy
(September 13, 2011), The Statewide Strategy for Restoring Arizona’s Forests (Governor’s Forest Health
Council 2007), and in developing guidance for Stands with a Preponderance of Large Young Trees
(September 27, 2017).

The 4FRI Stakeholder Group has also worked with researchers and managers to incorporate monitoring
science within the collaborative planning processes. A collaborative, science-driven, monitoring and
adaptive management strategy was developed to address long-term ecological questions through
systematic, applied, and question-driven science (Appendix E of the FEIS). Results of such efforts will be
used to inform ongoing planning and implementation of the Rim Country Project.

After the DEIS comment period, from 2019 to 2021, extensive collaboration between the 4FRI
Stakeholder Group and the Forest Service occurred to respond to the comments received from the 4FRI
Stakeholder Group. The 4FRI Stakeholder Group formed an FEIS working group that included
stakeholders, USFWS, AGFD, and other partners that met regularly with the Rim Country Project
interdisciplinary team to address concerns including the condition-based management approach,
openness, old and large trees, dwarf mistletoe treatments, pre-treatment conditions, and the need for
collaborative implementation. Extensive collaboration with the 4FRI Stakeholder Group’s Multi-Party
Monitoring Board also occurred including input and review of Appendix E in the FEIS: Monitoring and
Adaptive Management Plan.

Cooperating Agency

On July 15, 2015, the Arizona Game and Fish Department (AZGFD) became a cooperating agency for the
Rim Country Project. The AZGFD specialists served on the interdisciplinary team for the Rim Country
Project, helped develop the proposed action and other action alternatives, provided existing conditions for
species and their habitat, and reviewed, edited, and augmented species analysis. The AZGFD specialists
attended interdisciplinary team meetings, held workshops to gather aquatics and terrestrial wildlife data,
and provided existing condition and location information (tabular and spatial) for priority species.

Coordination with Federal, State, County, and Other
Organizations

The Forest Service coordinated with relevant federal, state, county, local, and non-governmental
organizations throughout development of the Rim Country Project. Most notably, the AZGFD and U.S.
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Fish and Wildlife Service played key roles in the project. Both agencies participated in many of the
interdisciplinary meetings and field trips and provided input throughout the project. The Forest Service
also collaborated extensively with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service throughout all phases of project
development, particularly as it pertains to conservation of threatened and endangered species, including
the Mexican spotted owl, Chiricahua leopard frog, and narrow-headed gartersnake.

A complete list of agencies consulted is found in Chapter 5 of the FEIS. Some organizations include the
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, AZGFD, Arizona State Historic Preservation Office, Arizona Department
of Environmental Quality, and the 4FRI Stakeholder Group. Continued coordination with Federal, State,
and County representatives, and other organizations will be an important component of implementing the
project.

Tribal Consultation

The Rim Country Project Forests’ each coordinated with specific tribes to avoid redundancy of outreach
and collection of information while ensuring that all affected Tribes were consulted. Seventeen Tribes,
including ten Navajo Nation chapters received invitations to consult on the project, they include: the Hopi
Tribe, Havasupai Tribe, Hualapai Tribe, Kaibab Band of Paiute Indians, San Juan Southern Paiute Tribe,
Fort McDowell Yavapai Nation, Yavapai-Apache Nation, Yavapai-Prescott Indian Tribe, Mescalero
Apache Tribe, San Carlos Apache Tribe, Tonto Apache Tribe, White Mountain Apache Tribe, Pueblo of
Acoma, Pueblo of Zuni, Gila River Indian Community, Salt River Pima—Maricopa Indian Community,
Navajo Nation, and Navajo chapters in proximity to the project area including; the Alamo, Bodaway/Gap,
Cameron, Coalmine Canyon, Dilkon, Lechee, Leupp, Ramah, Tolani Lake, and To’Nanees’Dizi Chapters.
Consultation with the tribes will be ongoing prior to and during implementation of specific projects or
treatment areas under this decision.

On July 1, 2016 the Rim Country Project proposed action was sent to each Tribe along with an invitation
to formally consult with the Forest Service. This initial outreach was followed by phone calls, emails, and
numerous consultation meetings. One written scoping response was received from the Hopi Tribe, in
requesting continued consultation on implementation and review of cultural resource surveys, Traditional
Cultural Properties, and ethnographic studies.

As a result of consultation, design features were added to protect and enhance traditionally used plants,
(including Emory oak, sumac berries, tobacco) that are at risk or have been identified as culturally,
medicinally, or economically important to tribal communities. Opportunities to harvest plants before
implementation will be provided to Federally recognized tribes whose traditional territory is within the
project area.

During tribal consultation, tribes expressed their desire to work collaboratively with the Forest Service
within the 4FRI footprint through the use of tribal crews on a variety or forestry protection projects such
as fire prevention, fuels management, insect and disease control, tree planting and seeding, erosion
control, water testing and projection, and land restoration. A request was also made to identify and protect
Emory oak (Quercus emoryi), a critical traditional food. In response to tribal concerns, the three national
forests are continuing to work with tribes to explore methods to address these concerns.

The tribal relations section in chapter 3 of the FEIS provides more information and complete
documentation of consultation and engagement opportunities through the project.
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Findings Required by Other Laws and Regulations

Our decision to select alternative 2 is consistent with the intent of the three national forest land
management plans’ long-term goals and objectives. The Rim Country Project was designed to be in
conformance with land management plan standards and incorporates appropriate land management plan
guidelines. After considering the environmental effects analysis documented in Chapter 3 of the FEIS we
have determined that the selected alternative is consistent with applicable federal laws, executive orders,
and regulations. The following is not an all-inclusive listing, but summarizes conformance with laws and
other authorities most relevant to this decision:

National Forest Management Act

The National Forest Management Act (NFMA) requires the development, maintenance, amendment, and
revision of land and resource management plans for each unit of the National Forest System. Under
NFMA, the Forest Service is to ensure coordination of the multiple uses and sustained yield of products
and services under the National Forest System.

There is a need to amend the Tonto National Forest Land Management Plan to fully implement the

project®. The amendment is described in the “Decision Rationale” section above. The evaluation of
substantive requirements for the amendment are analyzed in Chapter 3 of the FEIS. The public was
notified of the amendment as required at 36 CFR 219.13(b)(2).

The Rim Country Project was reviewed for consistency with the direction in the Apache-Sitgreaves
National Forests Revised Land Management Plan as amended (USDA Forest Service 2015), the Coconino
National Forest Revised Land Management Plan (USDA Forest Service 2018), and the Tonto National
Forests Land Management Plan, as amended (USDA Forest Service 1985). Land management plan
consistency evaluations can be found in the project record. Additionally, this project was reviewed for
consistency with the revised Tonto National Forest Land Management Plan and will be consistent when it
goes into effect.

National Environmental Policy Act

On July 16, 2020, the Council on Environmental Quality published a final rule to amend its regulations
implementing the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (Council on Environmental Quality 2020).
The final rule went into effect on September 14, 2020. In accordance with 40 CFR 1506.13, the amended
regulations apply to any National Environmental Policy Act review process begun after September 14,
2020; however, an agency may apply the amended regulations to ongoing activities and environmental
documents begun before September 14, 2020. For this project, the Council on Environmental Quality
1978 regulations, as amended, are the guiding regulations for this NEPA process.

The National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) requires public involvement and consideration of
potential effects to the quality of the human environment of implementing federal actions. The
environmental analysis and public involvement process outlined in the FEIS for the Rim Country Project
comply with the requirements set forth by the Council on Environmental Quality for implementing NEPA
(40 CFR 1500-1508 (prior to 2020)). These include: 1) considering a range of reasonable alternatives; 2)
disclosing direct, indirect, and cumulative effects; 3) using best available scientific information; 4)
considering long-term and short-term effects; and 5) disclosing unavoidable adverse effects.

3 The amendment will not be needed if the record of decision for the Tonto National Forest Land Management Plan
Revision is signed, selecting the draft land management plan or other action alternatives detailed in the FEIS for this
project.
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Clean Air Act

The Clean Air Act of 1970 and its amendments provide for protecting and enhancing the nation’s air
resources. Implementation of our selected alternative for the Rim Country Project will comply with the
Clean Air Act of 1970 and at the state level with the Arizona Department of Environmental Quality’s
regulations that require the project to not cause exceedances of the National and State Ambient Air
Quality Standards. This decision is consistent with the Clean Air Act.

Clean Water Act

The Federal Clean Water Act provides the structure for regulating pollutant discharges into waters of the
United States. In Arizona, the designated agency for enforcement of the Clean Water Act is the Arizona
Department of Environmental Quality. Design features, best management practices, and soil and water
conservation practices are included as part of our decision. These resource protection measures will
minimize nonpoint source pollution as outlined in Memorandum of Understanding between the Arizona
Department of Environmental Quality and the Forest Service Southwestern Region (ADEQ 2019). These
measures will minimize or mitigate most adverse effects to water quality or riparian areas at the site-
specific or localized scale. Based on the water quality and riparian analysis, we find the selected
alternative is consistent with the Clean Water Act.

Endangered Species Act

The Endangered Species Act (ESA) provides for the conservation of endangered and threatened species
and the ecosystems upon which they depend. As described in the FEIS, the Rim Country Project area
contains critical habitat for, and populations of, several species listed under the ESA. This decision is
compliant with the legal requirements set forth under Section 7 of the ESA. The Forest Service prepared a
biological assessment, and formal consultation with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service under Section 7 of
the ESA was conducted for project effects on listed species and critical habitat. The biological opinion
(BO # 2022-0013274-S7-001) for the project was signed on March 4, 2022. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service concurred with the following determinations: may affect, likely to adversely affect the Gila trout,
Little Colorado spinedace and critical habitat, Chiricahua leopard frog and critical habitat, narrow-headed
gartersnake, Mexican spotted owl and critical habitat, and Western yellow-billed cuckoo; May affect, not
likely to adversely affect for loach minnow critical habitat, spikedace and critical habitat, and Gila
topminnow; Not likely to adversely modify or destroy for Narrow-headed gartersnake critical habitat; Not
likely to Jeopardize the Continued Existence for the nonessential experimental population of Mexican
gray wolf; and no effect determinations for loach minnow, Gila Chub and critical habitat, and Western
yellow-billed cuckoo critical habitat. Our decision is compliant with the legal requirements under Section
7(a)(2) of the ESA.

Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act

Bald and golden eagles are protected under the Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act. As described in
Chapter 3 of the FEIS, implementing the Rim Country Project will not result in take as defined by the
Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act. Golden eagles occur in the project area and under the selected
alternative, there will be no direct adverse effects on nesting eagles as project design features will
eliminate disturbance near known nesting sites. Bald eagles are a Forest Service Sensitive Species and
nest in the project area, there will be no direct adverse effects on nesting eagles as project design features
will eliminate disturbance near known nesting sites. This decision is compliant with the Bald and Golden
Eagle Protection Act.

Migratory Bird Treaty Act and Executive Order 13186

Under the Migratory Bird Treaty Act, agencies shall identify potential effects of actions on migratory
birds and their habitats, avoid or minimize adverse effects, and restore and enhance habitats. Management
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direction and resource protection measures included in the analysis will support protection of migratory
birds. As described in Chapter 3 of the FEIS, treatments will improve habitat for most bird species
associated with the ponderosa pine cover type in the long term (for example, bark gleaners, woodpeckers,
and flycatchers), but may negatively affect foliage gleaners in the short term (Patton and Gordon 1995,
George et al. 2005). Overall, habitat will be improved for migratory birds in the long term.

Regional Forester Sensitive Species

Regional Forester Sensitive Species are analyzed in Chapter 3 of the FEIS. Effects to these sensitive
species may occur, but management direction and resource protection measures will support protection of
Forest Service sensitive species and it is not anticipated these effects will cause a trend toward listing or
loss of viability of these species.

Forest Service Management Indicator Species

The Tonto National Forest is the only forest that includes management indicator species in its land
management plan (USDA 1985). Effects to Forest Service management indicator species may occur, but
management direction and resource protection measures will support protection of Forest Service
sensitive species and it is not anticipated these effects will cause a trend toward listing or loss of viability
of these species.

National Historic Preservation Act

Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA) requires Federal agencies to conduct
inventories and evaluate the potential effects of a preferred alternative on historic, architectural, or
archaeological resources that are eligible for inclusion on the National Register of Historic Places
(NRHP).

Because of the size of the undertaking, implementation will be phased over several years. Appendix J, of
the Programmatic Agreement (PA) between the Southwestern Region the New Mexico Historic
Preservation Office, and the Arizona State Historic Preservation Office Regarding Historic Property
Protection and Responsibilities allows for the phasing of compliance with Section 106 of the National
Historic Preservation Act of 1966. Appendix J of the Programmatic Agreement and the Rim Country
Sampling Strategy (Hangan 2022), developed in consultation with tribes and the Arizona SHPO,
describes the methods to be used to achieve a no adverse effect determination for the Rim Country
analysis as a whole, while providing a strategy for a phased Section 106 evaluation for individual
undertakings. All other undertakings, that are not addressed in Appendix J, such as road maintenance and
expanding existing borrow pits can be addressed through other provisions contained within the
Programmatic Agreement or by using the provisions in 36 CFR 800, the implementing regulations for the
NHPA.

Individual undertakings will be inventoried when each specific project area is identified and all
stipulations of the NHPA will be complied with prior to implementing the undertaking.

Executive Orders 12898, 13985, 13990, 14008

Executive Order 12898 directs federal agencies to identify and address the disproportionately high and
adverse human health or environmental effects of their actions on low-income and minority populations,
to the greatest extent practicable and permitted by law. The order is also intended to promote
nondiscrimination in federal programs that affect human health and the environment, as well as provide
low-income and minority communities access to public information and public participation. Low-income
and minority populations are present within the Rim Country Project area. All sectors of the public were
provided equal opportunity to participate throughout the project development process. Employment and
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labor income may have a small, but positive, effect on economic opportunities in low-income and
minority communities; smoke emissions may have a disproportionate effect on low-income and minority
communities.

On January 25, 2021, Executive Order 13985 (Advancing Racial Equity and Support for Underserved
Communities Through the Federal Government) was published in the Federal Register and states
“...Federal Government should pursue a comprehensive approach to advancing equity for all, including
people of color and others who have been historically underserved, marginalized, and adversely affected
by persistent poverty and inequality. Affirmatively advancing equity, civil rights, racial justice, and equal
opportunity is the responsibility of the whole of our Government” (p. 7009). Currently, the analysis in the
FEIS and our consideration in this decision demonstrate compliance with this Executive Order.

Also published to the Federal Register on January 25, 2021 was Executive Order 13990 (Protecting
Public Health and the Environment and Restoring Science To Tackle the Climate Crisis), which states
“...the policy of my Administration to listen to the science; to improve public health and protect our
environment; to ensure access to clean air and water; to limit exposure to dangerous chemicals and
pesticides; to hold polluters accountable, including those who disproportionately harm communities of
color and low-income communities; to reduce greenhouse gas emissions; to bolster resilience to the
impacts of climate change; to restore and expand our national treasures and monuments; and to prioritize
both environmental justice and the creation of the well-paying union jobs necessary to deliver on these
goals” (p. 7037). Currently, the analysis in the FEIS and our consideration in this decision demonstrate
compliance with this Executive Order.

Then on February 1, 2021, Executive Order 14008 (Tackling the Climate Crisis at Home and Abroad)
was published to the Federal Register and states, “It is the policy of my Administration to organize and
deploy the full capacity of its agencies to combat the climate crisis to implement a Governmentwide
approach that reduces climate pollution in every sector of the economy; increases resilience to the impacts
of climate change; protects public health; conserves our lands, waters, and biodiversity; delivers
environmental justice; and spurs well-paying union jobs and economic growth, especially through
innovation, commercialization, and deployment of clean energy technologies and infrastructure” (p.
7622). Currently, the analysis in the FEIS and our consideration in this decision demonstrate compliance
with this Executive Order.

Implementation and Monitoring

The 4FRI Stakeholder Group and the Forest Service collaborated on the design of the monitoring and
adaptive management plan to guide monitoring and inform adaptive management. A Multi-party
Monitoring Board will work with the 4FRI Stakeholder Group and the Forest Service to prioritize
monitoring, implementation, data storage, and data assessment. Based on monitoring information, the
Multi-party Monitoring Board may make recommendations to the Forest Service on adaptive
management. All monitoring information, including progress toward desired conditions and unexpected
benefits or challenges, will be used for stakeholder and Forest Service learning.

The project implementation plan (Appendix D of the FEIS) describes the connection from the FEIS to the
project specific work without the need for additional NEPA analysis above and beyond the environmental
analysis. It must be considered in conjunction with appendix C of the FEIS which provides the design
features, best management practices, and mitigation measures. The implementation plan provides
guidance for Forest Service personnel to ensure treatments and activities are implemented to meet the
purpose and need for Rim Country Project and follow land management plan standards and guidelines.
The implementation plan includes: the implementation checklist, the old tree implementation plan, the
large tree implementation plan, description of condition-based management for mechanical and aquatic
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and watershed restoration activities, desired conditions and treatment design, the Arizona Game and Fish
Department aquatic restoration treatment priority table, and permits and other laws, regulations and policy
requirements the project will follow.

To meet the requirements of Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation and its implementing
regulations 36 CFR. 800, initiation of all work under this FEIS will be contingent upon completion of the
identification and protection of historic properties and consultation with the State Historic Preservation
Office and Tribes, as appropriate, prior to implementation. Appendix J (Standard Consultation Protocol
for Large Scale-Fuels Reduction Vegetation Treatment and Habitat Improvement Projects) of the 2004
Amended Region 3 Programmatic Agreement was developed specifically to provide guidance for large
fuels reductions projects. All other activities can be addressed using other provisions contained within
other portions of the Region 3 Amended Programmatic Agreement, or the provisions contained in 36 CFR
800.

The Rim Country Project also includes a biophysical and socioeconomic monitoring and adaptive
management plan (Appendix E of the FEIS) designed to be integral to the successful implementation of
the selected alternative and activities and details the framework and process for monitoring. The included
monitoring indicators for ecosystem response and social and economic factors will determine if desired
effects are achieved and will inform treatment implementation and ongoing management within the Rim
Country Project area through an adaptive management framework.

Administrative Review Opportunities

This proposed project and project-specific amendment are subject to the objection process pursuant to 36
CFR 218 Subparts A and B. Objections to the Rim Country Project will only be accepted from those who
have previously submitted timely comments regarding these planning efforts during the designated
opportunity for public comment, unless based on information not available during an earlier designated
opportunity for public comment (i.e., new information).

Objections on the Rim Country project must be submitted within 45 calendar days following the
publication of the notice in the Arizona Daily Sun. The Arizona Daily Sun is the newspaper of record and
is the exclusive means for calculating the time to file an objection.

Those wishing to object should not rely upon dates or timeframe information provided by any other
source. A timely submission will be determined by USPS postmark, the agency’s electronically generated
posted date and time for email and facsimiles; or shipping date for delivery by private carrier. It is the
responsibility of the sender to ensure timely receipt of any objections submitted. The regulations at 36
CFR 218 prohibit extending the time to file an objection.

Objections, including attachments, must be addressed to the Reviewing Officer, Southwestern Regional
Forester, filed via mail or express delivery to 333 Broadway Blvd SE, Albuquerque, NM, 87102; by
facsimile to FAX: 505-842-3173; or by email to objections-southwestern-regional-office@usda.gov. An
automated response will confirm the electronic objection has been received. If an automated response is
not received, it is the sender’s responsibility to ensure timely filing by other means. Electronic objections
must be submitted in MS Word, portable document format (PDF), or rich text format (RTF). The subject
line for electronic submissions should contain 4FRI Rim Country Project.

Eligible objections must be filed, in writing, with the reviewing officer of the project, and must be open to
public inspection during the objection process. At a minimum, an objection must include the following:

1. The objector’s name and address, with a telephone number, if available;
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A signature or other verification of authorship upon request (a scanned signature for email may
be filed with the objection);

When multiple names are listed on an objection, identification of the lead objector (verification of
the identity of the lead objector shall be provided upon request);

The name of the proposed project, the name and title of the Responsible Official, and the name(s)
of the National Forest(s) and/or Ranger District(s) on which the proposed project will be
implemented,

A description of those aspects of the proposed project addressed by the objection, including
specific issues related to the proposed project if applicable, how the objector believes the
environmental analysis or draft decision specifically violates law, regulation, or policy; suggested
remedies that would resolve the objection; supporting reasons for the reviewing officer to
consider; and

A statement that demonstrates connection between prior specific written comments on the
particular proposed project or activity and the content of the objection, unless the objection
concerns an issue that arose after the designated opportunity(ies) for comment.

Incorporation of documents by reference is permitted only as provided in §218.8(b).

The Reviewing Officer must set aside and not review an objection when one or more of the following

applies:

L.
2.

they are not filed in a timely manner;
the proposed project is not subject to the objection procedures;

the individual or entity did not submit timely and specific written comments during opportunities
for public comment;

except for issues that arose after the opportunities for comment, none of the issues included in the
objection are based on previously submitted written comments and the objector has not provided
a statement demonstrating a connection between the comments and the objection issue;

the objection does not provide sufficient information as required;
the objector withdraws the objection;

an objector’s identity is not provided or cannot be determined from the signature, and a
reasonable means of contact is not provided; or

the objection is illegible for any reason, including submissions in an electronic format different
from that specified in the legal notice, and

the responsible official cancels the objection process underway to reinitiate the objection
procedures at a later date or withdraw the proposed project or activity.

Effective Date

If no objections are filed, implementation may begin on, but no sooner than the fifth business day
following the end of the 45-day objection filing period (36 CFR 218.12 (¢)). If an objection is filed,
implementation may begin immediately following the date of the final decision.
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Contact Person

For additional information concerning this decision or the Forest Service objection process, contact,

Kara Kirkpatrick-Kreitinger,

Four Forest Restoration Initiative Planning Coordinator
Kara.kirkpatrick-kreit@usda.gov

(928) 526-3600

Responsible Official Signatures

JUDITH PALMER Date
Forest Supervisor
Apache-Sitgreaves National Forests

LAURA JO WEST Date
Forest Supervisor
Coconino National Forest

NEIL BOSWORTH Date
Forest Supervisor
Tonto National Forest
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