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	Memorandum 

	Date: 
	October 2, 2009

	To: 
	Sharon Heywood, Forest Supervisor, Shasta-Trinity National Forest

	From: 
	Shawne Mohoric, Acting Forest Service Representative to the REO

	Subject: 
	Regional Ecosystem Office Review of  the Gemmill Thin Project, Shasta-Trinity  National Forest



Summary:  The Regional Ecosystem Office (REO) interagency Late-Successional Reserve (LSR) Work Group has concluded its review of the documents provided by the Shasta-Trinity National Forest.  You asked us to review the proposed Gemmill Thin project which occurs within the Chanchellula Late-Successional Reserve (LSR) within the Shasta-Trinity National Forest to provide concurrence that this project is consistent with the NWFP. The REO, based upon review by the LSR Work Group, concurs with the Forest in its finding of consistency with the Standards and Guidelines (S&G) under the Northwest Forest Plan (NWFP) for the Gemmill Thin Project.

Basis for the Review:  Silviculture, risk reduction, and salvage treatments in LSRs are subject to REO review under the NWFP S&Gs (C-12-15).  As required by the NWFP S&Gs (C-11), the Forest prepared a Late-Successional Reserve Assessment (LSRA), which was reviewed and found to be consistent under the NWFP S&Gs (C-11).  The Gemmill Project came before the LSR Workgroup for review because the LSRA limited the size of trees that could be removed during risk reduction. The Gemmill Project proposes to remove some trees larger than 20 inches dbh. The NWFP S&Gs (C-12-13) for risk reduction treatments do not limit the size of trees that can be removed when reduction of risk of large-scale disturbance is the primary objective of treatments within LSRs. However, by referencing letters that exempt specific silvicultural activities from REO review, dated July 9, 1996 and updated on September 30, 1996, the LSRA limited trees to be removed to less than 20 inches dbh. The LSR Work Group recommends updating the LSRA so that future risk reduction projects will be exempt from REO review on this issue.
Background and Project Description:  The Shasta-Trinity N.F. lies within two physiographic provinces: the CA Klamath and the CA Cascades.  Both of these provinces fall into the increased fire risk category due to drier conditions described in the Northwest Plan (NWFP S&Gs C-12). 

In addition, the Forest-wide LSRA states that LSR lands are at elevated risk to large-scale disturbance due to changes in the characteristics and distribution of the mixed-conifer forests resulting from past fire suppression. 

The Chanchellula LSR currently includes about 16,800 acres of late-successional (mature and old-growth) habitat.  Within the Gemmill Thin Project area there are about 7,700 acres of late-successional habitat, of which roughly 33% are at high risk of stand replacing fire. Field reviews in the area revealed that many of the largest/oldest conifers in old-growth stands are displaying obvious signs of stress due to shade tolerant trees encroaching into the understory and competing for limited site resources.  Existing and developing tree mortality within these mature and old-growth stands is reducing canopy closure with a concurrent increase in fuel build-up, indicating that a late summer ground fire ignition would climb into the canopy and lead to a loss of canopy below suitable northern spotted owl habitat conditions.

The Gemmill Thin project was developed primarily to reduce the intensity and size of future wildfires.  Additional benefits from the risk reduction treatments will occur over time that will help maintain/improve ecosystem function and wildlife habitat in the Chanchellula Late-Successional Reserve (LSR). 
The proposed action consists of thinning from below in mixed conifer late-successional stands with associated post-harvest fuel reduction treatments; it also includes other hazardous fuels reduction activities in plantations, fuelbreaks, and fuel buffers. The project would implement a variable density marking technique designed to replicate the natural variation in stand structure and development, providing for richer stand structural complexity and diversity. In all treatment units, the largest and healthiest trees would be retained, and no trees more than 150 years old will be removed. A sufficient number of trees would be removed to a level that maintains or increases growth rates of dominant trees and removes fuel ladders. Existing canopy closure ranges from 60-90% in project units, and the project would reduce overall canopy closure to approximately 60% (75% when hardwood trees are included).  
Thinning from below is proposed on 751 acres of mature (about 80-100 years old) mixed conifer and hardwood forest. These stands are classified as late-successional, but do not yet exhibit old growth characteristics although there is potential to attain them in most areas. Thinning from below, using the same harvest prescription, is proposed on 528 acres of old growth mixed conifer and hardwood forest. These older stands are approximately 100-150 years old and contain areas of high quality old growth habitat as well as younger late-successional stands.

Post-harvest fuels reduction activities were designed to reduce existing and activity-generated surface fuels to approximately 5 tons per acre and remove potential fuel ladders. Fuel hazard reduction proposed for most late-successional thinning units (approximately 1,103 acres) is referred to as “treat on site” (TOS), which includes the removal, mastication, chipping, or concentration for burning of excess surface fuels. The standards for snag and down wood retention from the Forest-wide LSRA will be met in treatment units.
Review of the Project: The LSR Work Group reviewed the proposed action, purpose and need, and the preferred alternative for the Gemmill Thin Project. In addition, the Forest submitted an REO LSR Project-Level Consistency Review document dated September 29, 2009 that facilitated review of the project. Members of the LSR Work Group also met via conference call with Forest staff on August 5, 2009 and on September 25, 2009.  The Work Group’s review was based on information obtained from these resources.
The interagency LSR Work Group review concluded that the proposed treatment is consistent with Standard and Guidelines for Risk Reduction Projects in LSRs(C-12-13).  While the NWFP encourages risk reduction treatments to focus on younger stands, it is recognized that risk reduction treatments may occur in late successional habitat. Treatments in older stands are appropriate in this situation for the following reasons (NWFP S&Gs C-13):
· The result of the management activities will clearly result in greater assurance of long-term maintenance of habitat.

· The activities are clearly needed to reduce risks. 
· The activities will not prevent the LSR from playing an effective role in the objectives for which they were established. 
The Forest has done the analysis and modeling necessary to demonstrate that treatment of older stands is appropriate. It is recognized that effective treatment in the older stands will require removal of some trees larger than 20 inches dbh. The analysis indicates:

· Fire in untreated stands would reduce canopy closure well below owl nesting/roosting habitat suitability and below even connectivity habitat conditions. Thus, without thinning, the stands would likely not provide owl habitat after a late-summer fire. 
· The proposed thinning treatments will dramatically reduce the likelihood of loss of overstory conifers (canopy closure) due to late summer fire into the future. Fire after the thinning treatments would likely not reduce canopy below owl nesting/roosting habitat conditions.
· Interdisciplinary field reviews revealed that much of the existing and developing owl habitat was at risk to being lost to fire.  

· Proposed prescriptions maintain existing key late-successional habitat components (e.g., largest/oldest trees, large snags/logs, viable hardwoods). Proposed treatments maintain canopy at or above the threshold of suitable northern spotted owl habitat. 
· The Gemmill Thin Project would result in greatly improved fire resistance in 1,224 acres of the existing 1,472 at risk acres of spotted owl nesting, roosting and foraging habitat
Conclusion:  Based on the interagency REO LSR Work Group’s review of relevant documentation and discussion with Shasta-Trinity NF staff, the REO concurs with the Shasta-Trinity National Forest’s conclusion that the Gemmill Thin Project is consistent with the Northwest Forest Plan.

If you have questions regarding this review, please contact Kim Mellen-McLean at 503-808-2677.

/s/ Shawne Mohoric
SHAWNE MOHORIC
Acting Forest Service Representative to the REO
cc:  Arlene Kallis – Shasta-Trinity NF
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