RE: 1950 - Pleasant Bear Habitat Improvement Project
I realize these comments are late - unfortunately, I was consumed with a burst water line in my home last week and am finally getting an opportunity to comment.  I hope they will be considered.
 

PURPOSE AND NEED
Current Condition
With absence of American chestnut, it would be unreasonable to expect composition of the recovering forest to be the same as at time of settlement.  Anywhere there is a healthy forest (and oak dominance is not necessarily the only indication of a healthy forest), I do not believe any harvest is wise.  The forest is still adjusting.  Not enough is known about effect of management to go straight to what was there 230 years ago.
Pleasant Bear is one of the WNF blocks with fairly solid federal ownership.  As is stated in the scoping letter, such continuous forest blocks are resilient enough to function and able to bear the brunt of natural disturbance processes.  However, harvesting and heavy-handed management will whittle away at that resilience.
Native Americans did use burning to achieve their ends but one has only to look at the topography and soil types on the Marietta Unit to know that burning was not as successful in this part of the state.  During some very dry years, burns would have been more complete but even then, it would have been more of a leaf litter fire and perhaps some of the understory depending on the time of year.  When there is the kind of buildup of Coarse Woody Debris on the forest floor that there would have been at that time, the CWD would not have dried out sufficiently to burn.  The relatively tight valleys sometimes receive very little direct sun.  
I submit that the low diversity in wildflowers and medicinal herbs is more a function of grazing history than a lack of fire or disturbance.  Open grazing was the norm for more than a hundred years.  Seed dispersal of wildflowers is measured in feet if not inches/year so recovery takes a very long time. Any interruption will be a setback.  The forest is on its way to becoming more mature and, as it does, the so-called symptoms of a degraded forest will change.  l find it difficult to understand that a forest in recovery would be judged half way through the process by comparing with what the finished product might be.
 

Ground disturbance is one of the largest causes of degradation of forest health and resiliency.  It has been my experience that ground disturbance allows Non-Native Invasive Species to become established and some of these flourish, whether or not under canopy, to the detriment of composition and health of forest community.  Efforts to "patch up" the disturbance are difficult because there is no source of local seed or plants for forbs especially.  
 

I do not understand how the management practices described are going to restore "seed banks, nurse logs, source populations of wildlife, old clones of medicinal and root herbs and a rich herbaceous plant layer on the forest floor".  The "mosaic" of stands described may have more wildlife species but it is not going to restore those conditions listed only time can achieve that.  
 

Fire and ground disturbance will only exacerbate the Non-Native Invasive Species (NNIS) invasion which is recognized as interfering with oak regeneration and native species replacement.  Such artificial construct should not be imposed on this recovering forest.  
 

Project Area Location
There is sufficient early successional habitat on adjacent private lands - this is no reason to further disturb a recovering patient.  It is not known but is being presumed that red maple will be canopy replacement.  Is enough really known about the resilience (or lack thereof) a naturally functioning forest to be able to predict the outcome 100 years hence?  It is not known how many times the pre-settlement forests went through exactly this stage to emerge with the composition it did.  How many canopy trees at time of settlement were only 173 years old?  It seems thinking is being done in terms of human years instead of forest maturation years.  If the intent is to have the equivalent of an oak plantation for fiber production, then justify that intent.  I do not believe these management practices can be justified on the basis of reaching a mature forest.
 

PROPOSED ACTION
Thinning of overcrowded white pine plantations is acceptable.  They are not a natural forest type in this area.  Is the intent to grow larger white pine for harvest or for the plantations to revert to natural forest type?
 

Native pine regeneration:  Do small areas, monitor before and after treatment to prove there is reason to continue.
 

Treat non-native invasive species: Excellent but do it with a scalpel and not a bulldozer or wholesale-any activity in order to protect native species that might still be present.
 

Fuel accumulation is not a major concern in a Mixed Mesophytic Forest Type.  The treatments proposed, I fear, will lead to a further degradation of the forest.   The fast invasion of tree-of-heaven, stiltgrass, garlic mustard, bush honeysuckle, burning bush, etc. must be weighed against any assumed advantages of such practices.
 

Recommendation:  Ridgetops often already have NNIS present because of presence of roads, former or present, and because of prior land use.  Eliminate any female tree-of-heaven at least 2 years (or whatever seed viability studies indicate the time should be) before any burn.  Do small burns and monitor the results - within 3 years, has there been an increase in NNIS?  And is there any indication that oak regeneration is actually occurring?  And it must be asked, with gypsy moth in the area is an oak forest something to strive for with all the other needs for funding?
Do not build additional roads - the last thing a recovering forest needs is more avenues for NNIS entry.
If there are degraded forest areas (dominance of unhealthy trees, NNIS, or other symptoms), cutting the trees makes sense but so does leaving them as the nurse logs and coarse woody debris that are part of a healthy forest and will assist in reaching a really mature forest which could be a show piece of forest management practices.
Thank you for the opportunity to make these comments.

Marilyn Ortt

701 Colegate Dr.

Marietta, OH  45750
 

