RE: Wayne National Forest “Openlands Maintenance” Scoping Letter.

June 23, 2011

Rachel Orwan, NEPA Coordinator, USFS

Dear Ms. Orwan:

I am writing to comment on the Wayne National Forest’s (WNF) proposed “Openlands Maintenance” project to “maintain” some 2,600 acres of grassland throughout the WNF using prescribed burning, mowing, and brush cutting.  I am concerned both about the inappropriateness of this goal for Ohio’s only national forest and the inappropriate attempt to categorically exclude the project from the NEPA process.

First of all, the scoping letter states that these lands are currently classified as “early successional habitat.”  Thus the WNF seems to be proposing to convert current early successional forest habitat into grassland, rather than to maintain already existing grassland, contrary to the title of the project.

Secondly, this project is a major federal action significantly affecting the quality of the human environment and should therefore not be excluded from NEPA review but should undergo a thorough evaluation in an Environmental Assessment and/or Environmental Impact Statement.  Consider that while only 3,954 acres total were burnt on all federal lands in Ohio during the years 1986 through 1996 (due to both manmade and natural causes) the Wayne plans to burn some 2,600 acres as part of this project. Furthermore, this project should be considered cumulatively with WNF’s other stated prescribed burning goals.  WNF’s 2006 Forest Plan purports to authorize nearly 70,000 acres total of prescribed burning over a 10-year period – vastly dwarfing the scope and scale of fire’s natural role in Ohio. 

Ohio’s forests, flora, and fauna did not evolve to survive repeated large-scale fire. Historical fires were a few acres in size and confined to ridgetops. The destruction of the native ecosystem, including impacts to turtles, amphibians, fungi and other clades that will result from this ecologically inappropriate management is catastrophic and certainly not science-based or of public benefit. In addition, prescribed burning contributes to climate change and to the spread of non-native invasive species.  Smoke and particulate matter pollution from prescribed burns also create significant human health risks. 

The potential impact of this project on the federally endangered Indiana Bat should alone mandate further evaluation.  White Nose Syndrome, a disease that seriously threatens the Indiana Bat with extinction, was recently discovered in Ohio bats.  Adding additional air pollution to the mix may only serve to further jeopardize this species’ chances for survival.  Southeastern Ohio already suffers from some of the dirtiest air in the nation due to the presence of several coal-fired power stations.  The forest and region do not need the added air pollution and loss of the air purification that is provided by maturing forests, which will all be results of the proposed project.

Lastly, the proposed project will only further increase detrimental forest fragmentation.  The Wayne has one of the most fragmented ownership patterns of any national forest.  Nonetheless, WNF contains some of the largest contiguous blocks of forestland in the state.  Mature, un-fragmented forest habitat is in severe short supply in Ohio and is much more valuable than grassland for its provision of vital ecosystem services, including biodiversity, air and water purification, and carbon sequestration. The Wayne’s size and public ownership status make it uniquely suited to provide these vital ecosystem needs.  The Wayne National Forest should not be further fragmented and compromised through the creation and maintenance of grassland.

The proposed grassland project will create a financial loss to the taxpayer and will not maximize net public benefits as mandated by law and Congressional intent. NEPA is certainly relevant to this project. 

I look forward to your reply.
Sincerely,

Heather Cantino

Board Chair, Buckeye Forest Council

33 Cable Lane, Athens OH 45701

