David Lacy
61 Hudson Terrace, Pittsford, VT 05763

ESCH Project comments & concerns

[bookmark: _GoBack]Dear Brett:   Thanks for the opportunity to participate in the process.  My comments and concerns about your Early Successional Habitat Creation Project do not focus on the substance of the initiative’s goals or Desired Future Condition (about which I have relatively little knowledge and trust are commendable).  Rather I am concerned about the process, administration and funding of your project, and specifically how the Cultural/Heritage Resource program is integrated into making the project a success.

First, in regard to the extent to which this is a reasonable NEPA process I have a basic question:  

· My observations are that: 
· the ESHC proposal appears to be a nicely comprehensive look at part of the near-term timber/habitat management future, and is similar to the traditional “out year planning” for Timber programs of the past; and 
· the “Design Criteria” concept strikes me as an adaptation or abstract of the existing Plan-approved Standards-and-Guidelines.  

· So my question is:  If the proposal is essentially a planning document which is consistent with the already approved Forest Plan goals and S&Gs, but will require event- or project-specific NEPA and NHPA-Section 106 review on a case-by-case basis in the future to achieve a FONSI (that is, it will have no ground-truthed identification of “potential effects” to resources nor specific relevant mitigation measures put in place in the near term), why is the proposal cast as a new environmental review-type document at all?  


Secondly, I have some questions and concerns specific to Cultural/Heritage Resources:

· My past experience and current understanding is that there are usually between 3-5 Integrated Resource Projects (IRPs) on the books at any one time (e.g., at planning, scoping, NEPA, implementation, and monitoring stages).  [And of course Small Projects and walk-in reviews are ubiquitous parts of the Program of Work].  Does this Early Successional project represent projects above-and-beyond current, planned and future Integrated Resource Projects?
  
· If this is a new and additional work load, how are you going to provide a reasonable budget for the Cultural/Heritage Resources Program to produce NHPA-Section 106 required inventories, assessments and reports done to the Vermont State Standard, consistent with the Programmatic Agreement with the State Historic Preservation Office?  

· I would note that historically none of the Regional Office budget support for the Heritage Program (NRFW or current equivalent) has been targeted for “compliance” work in support of other projects (with the exception of underwriting some training and significant program overhead costs).

· Will additional permanent and/or seasonal archaeologists be hired through Timber/Habitat or other relevant budgets?
 
· Would you generate an IDIQ contract with a qualified consulting firm to conduct the necessary work?

· At present the archaeologists are drowning in compliance work, thus risking neglecting other basic program needs.  I would venture to say that without accounting and planning for this substantial additional labor/cost your proposal is a non-starter when it comes to getting NHPA-Section 106 approval done in a timely manner.


· Will you continue to use the “Harvest Zone” concept in project implementation? In my experience this has been a poorly conceived and implemented timber operational device from a NEPA/NHPA perspective.  Specialists are tasked/focused on proposed implementation areas to help decision makers achieve a FONSI, yet (usually) late in the process they are informed about the often much larger “Harvest Zone” areas where adverse effects are just as liable to occur (from transportation infrastructure and other activities) – but where inventory and assessment has been conducted at only the most broad brush intensity level.  It seems to me that this is inconsistent with the general intent of environmental review (i.e., identifying and protecting significant resources from potential effects).  If the Harvest Zone concept is considered essential to the project why isn’t it planned and identified in advance, considered equally important to review, and funded accordingly? 

· I am concerned that the Heritage Resources section of Appendix B (“Design Criteria”) is not robust enough given the length of the proposed ESHC plan’s existence and the wide geographic distribution of the proposed activities. In addition, the likely turn-over of personnel over the next 15 years is sufficient reason to spell things out to ensure consistency. If you are going to use this concept I suggest that using some variation of the following additions would be appropriate: 

· Consistency with the Forest’s Programmatic Agreement with the State Historic Preservation Office, including:
· Specific approval for each ESHC NHPA-Section 106 report.
· Direct site-specific written or personal involvement of a Forest Archaeologist in establishing buffer zones for Heritage sites.
· In the absence of that specific level of input a predetermined/known standard default buffer approved by the SHPO shall be used.
· Monitoring of sites and potential areas during and after implementation.
· 

I look forward to hearing from you and seeing the next iteration of the proposal.  Good luck with the process.


/s/ David Lacy



