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October 18, 2017
Patricia Grantham, Forest Supervisor
Klamath National Forest

1711 S. Main St.
Yreka, CA 96097


Dear Patty:

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Elk Creek Watershed Project Environmental Impact Statement.  The American Forest Resource Council (AFRC) has the following comments.
AFRC is a regional trade association whose purpose is to advocate for sustained yield timber harvests on public timberlands throughout the West to enhance forest health and resistance to fire, insects, and disease.  We do this by promoting active management to attain productive public forests, protect adjoining private forests, and assure community stability.  We work to improve federal and state laws, regulations, policies and decisions regarding access to and management of public forest lands and protection of all forest lands.  AFRC represents over 50 forest product businesses and forest landowners throughout the West.  Many of our members have their operations in communities adjacent to the Klamath National Forest, and the management on these lands ultimately dictates not only the viability of their businesses, but also the economic health of the communities themselves.  The state of California forest sector employs approximately 20,000 Californians, with AFRC’s membership directly and indirectly constituting a large percentage of those jobs.  Rural communities, such as the ones affected by this project, are particularly sensitive to the forest product sector in that more than 50% of all manufacturing jobs are in wood manufacturing.  
The proposed project has identified the following purpose and need for action.  It includes:

1. Reduce fuel accumulations and create ridgetop fuel breaks to increase options for managing planned and unplanned ignitions. 
2. Improve water quality to maintain and restore riparian and aquatic habitat.
3. Maximize efficiency of system roads and trails that provide public access to the Forest while minimizing resource impacts.

4. Manage forest stands to be more resilient to future disturbances and improve terrestrial habitat for northern spotted owl and Roosevelt elk.

5. Contribute to local and regional economies by providing forest products and enhancing recreational opportunities.

6. Improve the vigor and prevalence of Karuk cultural resources that were historically present in the planning area.
Proposed actions for the project include eight major components:

1. Commercial Thinning – 1,782 acres
2. Non Commercial Thinning – 1256 acres
3. Hardwood treatments – 76acres
4. Meadow Enhancement – 18 acres
5. Fuels reduction Adjacent to Private Property – 153 acres
6. Defensible Fuel Profile Zone – 823 acres

7. Roadside Fuels Reduction – 1,896 acres
8. Underburning – 4,552 acres


The analysis in the Decision Memo needs to display how long the treatments will be effective in meeting the designed purpose and need.  In order to meet the desired condition for ecological restoration and fuels management the treatments will need to be intensive enough to be effective for a considerable period of time.  Forest health is a major concern on the Klamath National Forest and forests throughout the West.  Regional Forester priorities were stated in the August 10, 2016 letter “FY17 Priorities, Program Direction, Operating Budget, and Performance Contributions.” Regional response to tree mortality from insect and disease is the first priority listed.  AFRC supports thinning over stocked stands to improve forest health. It makes sense to treat as many acres as possible when planning projects in the area. 
AFRC would like to see forest health thinning increased wherever possible.  Please provide a table that includes all stands in the project area.  For each stand, please provide the current and projected conditions including percent of maximum stand density index (see below). Also, please include the reason why stands are/are not proposed for treatment. 
An important Regional objective is to reduce the probability of large-scale tree mortality by reducing high-stand densities.  The forested area within the Project planning area have stand densities that exceed biological potential and are especially susceptible to tree mortality during drought conditions.  Stand Density Index (SDI) is an excellent measure of stand stocking density and vigor and can be used to determine effective tree stocking densities over time to meet forest health objectives.  To accomplish this, the project’s thinning should be designed to ensure that stocking density does not exceed an upper limit of 60% of maximum SDI for at least the next 20 to 40 years. 
Example: Maximum SDI is 550.  Current average SDI is 548. An SDI of 330 is 60% of maximum (550). Thin to tree stocking levels below SDI 220 that will ensure density does not exceed SDI 330 (60% of SDImax) after twenty years of growth. 
AFRC recommends and supports this silvicultural prescription based on one thinning entry every 20 to 40 years.  This would reduce the number of entries over time and provide added assurance against future drought.  Heavier thinning would meet forest health objectives for a longer timeframe, create conditions more conducive to the establishment and growth of shade intolerant species, and provide sufficient value (saw timber) for economically efficient projects that can pay their way out of the woods. 

This approach has been widely used and was endorsed by former Regional Forester Jack 

Blackwell.  See attached Regional Forester letter “Conifer Forest Density Management for Multiple Objectives, 7/14/2004.” 
We understand that the project area is overlaid by the critical habitat layer for the northern spotted owl.  This CHU designation does not preclude vegetation management treatments that are in line with the Matrix land allocation, and in fact encourages land managers to consider implementation of forest management practices recommended by the Revised Recovery Plan (USDI FWS 2011) to restore ecological process where they have been disrupted or suppressed, and application of ecological forestry management practices (including variable retention harvest) within critical habitat to reduce the potential for adverse impacts associated with commercial timber harvest when such harvest is planned within or adjacent to critical habitat.  

The Final Critical Habitat Rule recognizes the need and the appropriateness of such treatments throughout the document:

•
We recognize that ecological restoration is not the management goal on all NWFP land use allocations (e.g. matrix) within designated critical habitat, and we provide a discussion of options land managers could consider to tailor traditional forest management activities on these lands to be consistent with conservation of current and future NSO habitat (pg. 27).

•
On Matrix lands under the NWFP where land managers have a range of management goals, the Service anticipates that not all forest management projects in critical habitat will be focused on the development or conservation of northern spotted owl habitat (pg. 283).

•
Targeted variable-retention harvest could be considered where the conservation of complex early seral forest habitat is a management goal (pg. 284).

As the second bullet point suggests, is important to note that the CHU is not defacto LSR.  Nor does the CHU suggest that the entire unit be maintained in some level of spotted owl habitat.  These are important distinctions to make and will likely drive the silvicultural prescriptions on the Skillem stands.  

To fully illustrate the range of treatments that are appropriate on lands within the CHU, we encourage you to review a project that was analyzed and implemented by the Roseburg BLM District called ‘Here’s Your Sign,’ which was analyzed under the ‘Camus Valley EA.’ The BLM analyzed and implemented a variable retention harvest (regeneration harvest) in a 70-year old stand in Matrix lands designated as CHU.  We think it’s important to be aware of the full suite of treatments appropriate within this CHU, regardless of whether the Klamath National Forest plans to propose such treatments.

http://www.blm.gov/or/districts/roseburg/plans/files/Heres_Your_Sign_Decision_Document.pdf

http://www.blm.gov/or/districts/roseburg/plans/files/Camas_Valley_2011_Harvest_Plan_EA.pdf

The Camus Valley project also illustrates and validates an important reality about managing within the CHU.  And that is that there is no need or requirement to maintain NSO habitat on any given acre within the NSO CHU.  This fact will be important on the Elk Creek Watershed Project whether the Klamath National Forest attempts to do any regeneration harvest or not.  We have seen the stand types that exist and believe that the correct treatment on the ground (heavy thinning and/or patch cuts) may require the removal of certain primary constituent elements that are often associated with owl habitat.  

The NSO Recovery Plan also support active management even if such treatment temporarily degrades habitat’

“Long-term spotted owl recovery could benefit from forest management where the basic goals are to restore or maintain ecological processes and resilience. Therefore, we recommend application of disturbance-based principles to such decisions (Franklin et al. 2002, 2006, 2007, Drever et al. 2006, Noon and Blakesley 2006, Carey 2007, Long 2009, Swanson et al. 2010). For example, some treatments may accelerate the development of spotted owl nesting habitat (Wimberly et al. 2004, Andrews et al. 2005), even if it temporarily degrades existing dispersal habitat (Franklin et al. 2006).” (Page II-18).

Among other findings, a NSO Canopy Condition study concluded that partial-harvest forestry, primarily commercial thinning, has the potential to improve foraging habitats for spotted owls. The treatments being proposed will likely affect NSO habitat to some degree.  Often this level of effect is quantified by the amount of forest canopy that remains following thinning treatments.  AFRC has general concerns with how the Klamath National Forest has been measuring these effects to NSO habitat, specifically regarding canopy cover/closure.  There is no scientific or biological justification for canopy closures greater than 40% in regards to providing dispersal habitat for the northern spotted owl. 

Please see the attached document titled ‘NSO Canopy Condition’ as an addendum to these comments for consideration in how the treatments on this project are designed and how this design affects the NSO. 
Currently there are planned 1,782 acres of harvest of forest products.  Economics need to be considered due to the variety of logging systems historically used on the Klamath National Forest.
It is hard to understand why with a project area of over 45,000 analysis acres that there are only 1,782 acres of commercial harvest.  When investing in the cost of an Environmental Impact Statement we believe the Forest should attempt to maximize the value returned to the treasury through the removal of Forest products.
The timber products provided by the Forest Service are crucial to the health of our membership.  Without the raw material sold by the Forest Service these mills would be unable to produce the amount of wood products that the citizens of this country demand.  Without this material, our members would also be unable to run their mills at capacities that keep their employees working, which is crucial to the health of the communities that they operate in.  These benefits can only be realized if the Forest Service sells their timber products through sales that are economically viable.  This viability is tied to both the volume and type of timber products sold and the manner in which these products are permitted to be delivered from the forest to the mills.  There are many ways to design a timber sale that allows a purchaser the ability to deliver logs to their mill in an efficient manner while also adhering to the necessary practices that are designed to protect the environmental resources present on Forest Service forest.
AFRC wants to go on record in support of the Elk Creek Watershed Project if it is economically feasible to remove commercial volume.  Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the proposed project and please keep us informed on the progress of NEPA.  We are also interested in any field trips that may be set up for this project.

 Sincerely,

s/Gerard MJ van Hees
Gerard MJ van Hees
AFRC, Northern California Representative

17911 Fisher Road
Weed, CA 96094
Cell Phone:  541-892-2945
E-mail:  jvanhees@amforest.org
5100 S.W. Macadam Avenue, Suite 350
Portland, Oregon 97239
Tel.  (503) 222-9505   (   Fax  (503) 222-3255


