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	MEMORANDUM 

	DATE: 
	June 29, 2010

	TO: 
	Patricia A. Grantham, Forest Supervisor, Klamath National Forest

	FROM: 
	Michael Hampton, Forest Service Representative to the REO

	SUBJECT: 
	Regional Ecosystem Office Review of the Black Rock Aspen Restoration Project, Goosenest Ranger District, Klamath National Forest




Summary:  The Regional Ecosystem Office (REO) interagency Late-Successional Reserve (LSR) Work Group has concluded its review of the Black Rock Aspen Restoration project on the Klamath National Forest.  You asked us to review the project which is located within Late-Successional Reserve (LSR) on the Goosenest Ranger District.  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 Black Rock Aspen Restoration Project.

Basis for the Review:  The proposed project is a habitat restoration treatment for aspen and high elevation meadows that are currently in decline due to encroaching conifers.  The project also includes thinning of overcrowded young plantations to reduce the number of off-site conifers, release the naturally established Shasta red fir, and hasten the development of large tree components.  In addition, the proposal includes the creation of Fuel Management Zones (FMZ) along strategically selected roads for fire suppression thereby reducing risk to the LSR. 

The district requested REO review of the project to provide concurrence that it is consistent with the NWFP.  The need for review includes the removal of large trees, using a silvicultural activity for a habitat improvement project, and the creation and maintenance of FMZs along roads.   

As required by the NWFP S&G (C-11), the Forest has prepared a Late-Successional Reserve Assessment (LSR assessment).  The LSR assessment provides guidance for the retention of large tree components and recommends retaining trees over 20 inches within LSRs unless special exceptions are made by the REO.  The Forestwide LSR assessment did cover shaded fuel breaks on ridge systems, but did not specifically address the types of FMZs along roads as proposed in this project. 

The LSR Workgroup reviewed the project to determine if the activities are consistent to provide late-successional habitat benefits, or if their effect on late-successional associated species is negligible.  Standards and Guidelines for Multiple-Use Activities Other Than Silviculture include Habitat Improvement Projects (C-17) and B-1, Ecological Principles for Management of Late-Successional Forests were used as the basis for determining consistency.  The proposed FMZs were evaluated for consistency with Standards and Guidelines for risk reduction (C-12 and C-13).
Background and Project Description: The project area is located primarily within the upper montane ecological zone of the Southern Cascades bioregion, dominated by Shasta red fir and white fir forests.  Plant communities throughout the 8,690-acre project area have changed significantly from their historic condition due to fire exclusion, past logging, and planting of off-site pines in forest openings and historic harvest units.  Historic vegetation components of quaking aspen and meadows have declined across the landscape because of fire exclusion and conifer encroachment.  Loss of meadows and aspen stands due to conifer encroachment has increased the probability of widespread, high severity wildfire, and habitat loss within the LSR.  The regeneration of aspen in the project area is poor due to dense forest conditions and browsing pressure on aspen saplings.  Without restoration treatment, aspen populations and meadow communities will likely continue to decline and be replaced by coniferous forests.

Overall 1,565 acres across the 8,690-acre project area would be treated.  The treatment acres include 590 acres of plantation thinning and 42 acres of small conifer (1-10” dbh) removal for meadow enhancement, but do not need REO review.  The following treatments were reviewed for consistency:

Aspen restoration treatments.  To stimulate aspen regeneration from underground roots, the conifer canopy cover will be reduced near existing live aspen stems on 641 acres.  Treatments were designed to mimic historical levels and size classes of conifer cover to the extent possible as evidenced by 1944 photos and relic forest components.  In order to maintain large tree components while opening canopy to stimulate aspen growth, conifers less than 26 inches dbh will be felled from around all live aspen (including sprouts) for a distance of 150 feet on the west, south, and east sides and 100 feet on the north side.  If there are more than 13 trees per acre greater than 26 inches dbh, they will be girdled or cut and left for large coarse woody debris (CWD) to help reduce conifer canopy cover and promote aspen regeneration.  If there are fewer than 13 trees per acre greater than 26 inches dbh, the largest trees will be left on site to achieve the 13 trees per acre retention level except where there is no evidence of historical large conifer components.  Grazing management strategies will be implemented to minimize aspen regeneration damage.

FMZ treatments.  Fuel management zones (FMZs) will be strategically located along roadways on 291 acres, extending 150 feet on either side of National Forest System (NFS) roads 70, 3, and 47N10Y in the project area.  Fuel Management Zones will remove small diameter surface and ladder fuels (i.e., brush and trees) to reduce the risk of active crown fires and potential fire behavior.  Conifers <10 inches dbh will be thinned to a variable spacing (approximately one crown width) except where openings already exist.  Some clumps (approximately 20 by 20 feet) of small diameter trees may be retained for wildlife screening and to lessen fragmentation.  Activity fuels not removed as biomass will be piled and burned. Mowing may occur within the FMZs.

Though sparsely distributed, large trees were an important component of historical aspen stands.  Large trees are valuable for providing future large snags and downed woody debris for wildlife habitat and are an important component of LSRs.  Trees over 26 inches DBH will be retained under the Proposed Action to leave large tree components while, at the same time, remove conifers to a level where a positive aspen response is anticipated.

Direct effects upon Northern Spotted Owls (NSOs) are limited.  An estimated 3.82% of foraging and 0.72% of dispersal habitat will be removed.  Eighty-six percent of the project area and 91% of the treatment areas have an elevation of greater than 6,000 feet.  This elevation is just above that typically used for nesting by NSOs (Gould 1975; Pearson and Livezey 2003) and likely explains why the ten nearest NSO nests in the project vicinity are located outside of or along the periphery of the project area at slightly lower elevations (ERG 2009k).  NSO telemetry survey data also show that while the project area is used by NSOs, the level of use is light compared with adjacent, lower elevation areas.

Direct effects also include a very limited acreage of nesting/roosting, foraging, and dispersal degraded by FMZs.  These losses are offset by the indirect effects of reduced wildfire severity risk.  Lands at risk of active crown fire are expected to decline from 44.6% to 13.1% of the project area. 


Review of the Project: The LSR Work Group reviewed the proposed action and Environmental Analysis for the Black Rock Aspen Restoration Project.  Members of the LSR Workgroup held conference calls with members of the project Interdisciplinary Team on September 26, 2008 and January 5, 2010.  The interagency LSR Work Group review concluded that the proposed treatment in the LSR meets the objectives for managing LSRs.  This conclusion was reached in part for the following reasons:
· The project is consistent with Standard and Guidelines for Habitat Improvement Projects (C-17) in that “the effect to late-successional associated species is negligible”.
· 
· The project is consistent with the goal to “maintain biological diversity associated with native species and ecosystems” (B-1).
· Trees over 26 inches DBH will be retained to leave large tree components while, at the same time, remove conifers at a level where a positive aspen response is anticipated.  

· If there are more than 13 trees per acre greater than 26 inches dbh, they will be girdled or cut and left for large coarse woody debris (CWD).  This prescription will help reduce conifer canopy cover to promote aspen regeneration and yet meet the CWD characteristic of late successional forests.

· The use of FMZs along roads is consistent with risk reduction Standards and Guidelines C-12 and C-13.  Lands at risk of active crown fire declined from 44.6% to 13.1% of the project area.  Thinning the dense coniferous forests and restoring the mosaic of open meadows in the project area will also reduce the hazardous fuel conditions and potential for active crown fire.  These changes in the fuels complex should reduce the risk of large high-severity fire within the LSR and may prevent damage to important large-tree wildlife habitat components and already weakened aspen clones. 

Conclusion:  Based on the interagency REO LSR Work Group’s review of relevant documentation and discussion with Goosenest Ranger District staff, the REO concurs with the Klamath National Forest’s conclusion that the Black Rock Aspen Restoration Project on the Goosenest Ranger District is consistent with the Northwest Forest Plan.

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


/s/ Michael Hampton

MICHAEL HAMPTON
Forest Service Representative to the REO

cc: Christy Cheyne, Klamath NF
Debbie Pietrzak, BLM
Kim Mellen-McLean, LSR Workgroup Chair
Nancy Lankford, LSR Workgroup, FS
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