1/9/2020
Ms. Betty Jewett

Forest Supervisor

Chattahoochee and 

Oconee National Forest

1755 Cleveland Highway

Gainesville, Georgia 30501

Re: USFS Project: 52509
Foothills Landscape Project

Ms. Jewett:

Thank you for providing this opportunity to review the NEPA Environmental Assessment (E.A.) for the Foothills Landscape Project.  Coordination with the public is time-consuming process that can result in projects that better meet public interests and concerns, while still allowing the U.S. Forest Service (USFS) to conduct its activities.  The 1600+/- comments (and counting, 600+ in the past 2 days) from the general public reflect that approximately 95% have deep concerns and are opposed the project for lack of specificity and future exclusion of the public interest participation.  This proposed 157,000-acre+/-; perpetual project constitutes nearly 18% of the entire Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forest. 

This massive project includes lists of potential actions and locations, but lacks the details of which actions, at what locations and at what time/durations; without future opportunities for public-interest information or comments.  There are many unanswered questions that can only be addressed through the full analysis on an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS).  These concerns are expressed by over 95% of the respondents. 
INTRODUCTION
The following excerpts are taken from the Draft E.A. Introduction and description sections: 
"The right work in the right places for the right reasons"

The Foothills Landscape project will create, restore and maintain forests and waters
that are resilient, sustainable and productive for wildlife and people
“Proposed Project Location” 

The project area is located in northern Georgia and encompasses the landscape where the mountains are visibly reduced to foothills. It includes portions of the Cohutta Wildlife Management Area and Dawson, Fannin, Gilmer, Habersham, Lumpkin, Murray, Rabun and White Counties. According to 2017 population estimates, almost a quarter-million people (est. 244,000) reside in the counties included across the Foothills Landscape, with the ninth largest metropolitan area in the country, Atlanta (est. 5.8 million), within a few hour drive of the project area.”
“Purpose and Need”
This proposal is needed because active restoration on a landscape scale is critical to moving existing conditions within the project area towards meeting desired, achievable future conditions.”
The Foothills Landscape is an integrated, ecological landscape restoration project. The need for the project is organized into four categories required to maintain and improve watershed and ecological conditions: 
· improving biologic integrity
· increasing the ecosystem’s resilience to disturbance
· maintaining or restoring connectivity
· supporting high water quality and soil productivity.

It is based on these statements that the following comments are made. There are numerous specific comments on specific actions and locations made by others. I have taken the effort to make specific comments on specific sections and references in previous USFS E.As, FONSIs and other documents, only to have those comments lumped into generic categories and dismissed in “canned” drop-down menu responses. These comments will be more “global” in nature, but reflect many of the comments and concerns posted by others.
ISSUES

· The timing, comment period and release of this document over extended holiday periods is highly suspect and limits public attention, review and response.  Dropping 1000 pages+/- of documents and back-up material on the public for a 30-day review period over the Christmas and New Year’s Holidays does not facilitate public involvement. 
· Will the public’s “specific comments” be lumped together in broad categories and “addressed” in generic responses as represented in the “Comments Summary” under the “Analysis” Tab.?

· Detailed, specific responses, some of which are pages long and took considerable thought and effort by the interested public are lumped into generic responses that do not address the specific comments and concerns made in the public interest.

· One can see that some modified alternatives were included in the E.A. for “consideration”. Did Scoping comments result in any consideration/discussion/direction of the E.A.?  
· Scoping comments are overwhelmingly opposed to the project. As presented in the E.A., it does not appear that many of them have been considered/addressed in the E.A.
· “Transparency and lack of “specificity” are cited as primary reasons for opposition to the project.  The “devil” is in the details, and they are not there.

· The comments of the general public have little/no faith in the USFS Chattahoochee Office to consider/facilitate/implement actions consistent with the public interest. 

· Is the purpose of the E.A. to determine whether to go to a full EIS or FONSI a true statement?  It appears that the E.A. is intended to lead to a FONSI shortcut and to preclude the public from further involvement and comment.
· Will these and other public comments assist in that decision or is this a placebo for the public?

· Will this E.A., if approved as a FONSI, eliminate the need for future SOPAs if those activities are viewed as being included/covered (CEs?) in this document?

· It would appear that the “direction has been set in Washington” and that a FONSI determination is a foregone conclusion and that this “process” is merely to make the appearance of compliance with NEPA.

· Compliance with NEPA is an agency requirement and professional obligation, not an “option”. 

· A full EIS could address/answer the generic treatments/locations that have been presented.

· An EIS would force a full and serious look/description at the proposed actions, locations and timing.

· An EIS could have more enforceable descriptions, locations and schedule for the restoration activities.

· Does this proposed project (as is) meet the 4 goals highlighted in the Intro. Section above? 

· Is this really a restoration project or a project to continue “business as usual” while eliminating opportunity for public involvement?
· If this is a “restoration project, what is the baseline that we are restoring too?  Do we have baseline data and assessment of the targeted treatment areas?
· Will the active forestry/harvesting lead to restoration activities?
· Will there be active follow-up/monitoring/remediation of the restoration activities?
· Are the 10-15-year old references cited in the document the most current and appropriate for use in such a large and broad-reaching project with no expiration date? 
· How long is the "Forest Plan" for, 10 years?  It is overdue for updating and if so, how will this project become a part of that plan?
· Should this and similar plans be assessed (audited) for implementation/effectiveness every 5(?) years if they are to be used as part of the Forest Plan? This should not be a "get outta jail" free plan for life.
· If the Foothills project is a "restoration implementation plan", shouldn't it be subjected to a 5(?) year review in light of performance goals (are they any specific, enforceable ones?) and newer, more current technology?

· What the USFS "intends" and "accomplishes" don't always seem to be consistent, often based upon budgets.  Are there sufficient resources to implement and complete this proposal?
· Periodic audits ought to be part of any long-term restoration or land management plan as natural and man-made conditions are not static.  
SPECIFIC FOCUS AREAS
USFS Foothills E.A. excerpts are shown in Italics with comments following.

 Aquatic Habitat  
A purpose of the project is to restore or maintain aquatic ecosystem components to support viable populations of all native and desired nonnative aquatic plants and animals.   

The stability of some aquatic habitats is at risk due to changes in stream morphology and embeddedness as a result of sediment delivery. Stream habitat inventories in the Chattahoochee National Forest indicated that pool habitat is lacking for many streams.

Comment: How will this proposed project help to resolve those issues?  Do we know where, when and how these measures will be applied?  

There is a need for habitats to be distributed but connected across the landscape. The field of landscape ecology includes theories, technologies, and research which point to the fact that the landscape scale is well suited for management decisions.

Comment: Does this mean generic large-scale (landscape) decisions or does it mean individual strategies applied to specific locations/conditions?
Properly functioning watersheds exhibit a high degree of connectivity longitudinally along streams, laterally across floodplains and valley bottoms, and vertically between surface and subsurface flow (Williams et al. 1997). Watersheds that are functioning properly create and sustain functional terrestrial, riparian, aquatic, and wetland habitats that are capable of supporting diverse populations of native aquatic- and riparian-dependent species (USFS 2011). 

Comment: Does the USFS have or collaborate/participate in an active stream monitoring network with associated database and evaluation?  If so, are there generic/specific remediation strategies?

Additionally, providing opportunities for forest users to connect to their public lands is an important component of land management. National forests and grasslands provide some of the greatest diversity of outdoor recreation opportunities in the world, connecting people with nature in an unmatched variety of settings, activities, and traditional beliefs. 

Comment: “Our Forest Supervisor” has publicly stated that this is an “urban forest/wilderness”, not a true “wilderness” and that this experience is not the same.  Nevertheless, this forest is within a 1-2 hour drive of an urban population of nearly 6 million people for whom this may be as close as many ever get to a forest/wilderness experience. Does mean that they should expect less?  Will the area within the Foothills project contribute to that experience, or does it merely serve as a “buffer”?  Will the general public ever see/know/appreciate the implications/impacts of these proposed activities?

Aquatic Organism Passage  
A purpose of the Foothills Landscape would be to restore or maintain aquatic ecosystem components to support viable populations of desired aquatic plants and animals, including removing aquatic organism barriers. The Watershed Condition Framework defines the desired aquatic condition as having no artificial habitat barriers or fragmentation. The proposal is to provide for aquatic organism passage at road/stream crossings to restore habitat connectivity.

Comment: To what extent does this plan contribute to that goal? Are we going to upgrade culverted/bridged crossings to allow for aquatic organism passage? Would we consider larger structures (box culverts/bridge spans) as possible terrestrial animal highway/corridor crossings to reduce road kills and enhance population viability and diversity? What are the threshold/timing/priorities for these improvements, only when/as required by maintenance? Are there identified MAJOR impediments that could be corrected to enhance habitat over larger areas?    

Recreational Activity/Connectivity

There is also a need to right size the road system in order to balance environmental impacts with access needs. The Travel Analysis Report (TAR) identifies travel related concerns and management opportunities across the forest, including roads within the Foothills Landscape and provides the framework for comparing the risk of a road for environmental impacts to the benefit of the road for access.

Comment: How is this risk/benefit evaluated?  It seems that the risk might be lower in the Foothills area than in the “core area” of the Forest/Wilderness?  How much/close road access do we want to allow to intact/undisturbed areas?  Should roads be terminated within a parking area and then foot traffic only?  Do we know where these areas would be?   

The road system is failing to meet the needs of both the recreating and travelling public, and to provide for adequate resource access for forest management activities. Public use is increasing while the roads are becoming less usable by visitors.  

Comment: Do we need to terminate roads into parking areas to reduce environmental/fragmentation impacts of roads? Do we have a current list of possible roads to terminate?

Funding for road maintenance is often inadequate to meet the increasing need. The Forest receives less than 35% of the funding needed to maintain its current road system. Current road conditions range from good to poor depending on Maintenance Level (ML) and available funding. Priorities for road maintenance go to areas that access recreation sites.  

Comment: Do we need to “write off” (gate off) some roads?  “Write-offs” might be viable alternatives for areas that continually require more financial and other resources than they are worth (negative cost/benefit/environmental impact ratio) with no realistically achievable positive results.  Where no amount of money will solve the problem, “strategic withdrawal” may be the only viable solution.  It would appear that many roads pass through the Foothills area to get to other destinations/areas within the core forest areas/attractions.  Would this imply that they are more important than remote/dead-ends?  

Roads affect watershed condition because more sediment is contributed to streams from roads and road construction than any other land management activity (Elliot et al. 2009). Roads directly alter natural sediment and hydrologic regimes by changing streamflow patterns and amounts, sediment loading, transport, and deposition, channel morphology and stability, water quality, and riparian conditions within a watershed. Roads are also necessary, however, to provide access for recreation and management. 

Comment: Does the road inventory identify erosion-prone roads due to either grade, maintenance easement/area or illegal use/abuse? With limited maintenance funds can we focus on the “biggest improvement for the funds available?  

The transportation system should be safe, environmentally sustainable, financially sound, and provide effective access to national forest lands. The Watershed Condition Classification technical guide indicates that no more than 10% of road length should be located within 300 feet of streams and water bodies. The Foothills Landscape has 149 NFS system roads that are within this 300-foot stream buffer totaling 81 miles. This would be approximately 29% of the total road length within 300 feet of a stream channel in the Foothills Landscape. Most of the 305(b) and 303(d) listed streams within the Foothills Landscape have road segments encroaching the 300-foot stream buffer.   

Comment: Where did the 300’ buffer come from, a matter of convenience?  Is it a viable universal standard? Should we be basing an assessment on grade, erosion potential, and stream or road classification?   

Proposed Action and Alternatives 
Alternative 1 – No Action 

For the purpose of this environmental assessment, a No Action Alternative was considered and analyzed in detail to serve as a baseline. 

Comment: Do we know what that “baseline” is and can we measure it?

Alternative 2 – Proposed Action

The Forest Service proposes to use a variety of management activities to meet the restoration needs within the project area as long as the goals and objectives of the Forest Plan are current.

Comment: How are we going to implement a variety of management activities when we don’t have a current Forest Plan?  If this Landscape Plan is adopted, it has no expiration date and may or may not be consistent with any current or future Forest Plan. 

The range of actions described below serve as the suite of treatment options (tools) which could be applied across the Foothills.  In addition, decision matrices, found in Appendix E, have been created to serve as a guide for ensuring the proposed site-specific activities are implemented with the bounds of the analysis and the decision to be made. These matrices provide a step-by-step guide to show what conditions found on the ground warrant specific tools.

Comment: Will these matrices be used and if so the decisions documented for restoration, reconstruction and evaluation?

The implementation of management activities proposed in Alternative 2 would be accomplished in increments over time, prioritized and sequenced using a systematic process (implementation plan) that evaluates restoration needs, determines appropriate treatments to address those needs (through use of decision matrices) and balances implementation of those activities across the three ranger districts with operational feasibility, agency capacity, and social considerations, to the extent possible.

Comment: This is a wide-open “garbage-can” statement that means absolutely nothing when inserting the words “extent possible”.  There would appear to be no future opportunity for public comment on the selected activities, measures or locations.  There are some general responses to the Scoping comments which indicate that the USFS may allow future comments, suggestions.  However, it doesn’t say that they will implement any.  An EIS is the more appropriate process to review, comment, implement and measure this “tool box”. 

Wetland/Bog Restoration 

There is a total of approximately 35 acres of wetland/of bog habitat known to occur in the Foothills Landscape with surrounding footprints (up to 103 acres) that could benefit from restoration treatments.  If bogs have previously been modified prior to USFS management through ditching or trenching and natural processes no longer function, then hydrologic restoration of the bogs using on-site spoil piles to plug or fill those ditches to restore stream sinuosity and elevate the stream profile would occur. Stretches of existing ditches may be left open, when necessary, to provide enhancements for salamander habitat.  

Comment: Bogs are a significant habitat that are noticeably missing in the N. Georgia mountains, primarily due to elevation, topography, river segments, related natural features and drainage/modification.  Bogs provide an opportunity for aquatic habitat, flood attenuation and water-quality enhancement. Bogs also provide habitat for amphibians which are all on a rapid world-wide decline.  Amphibians can serve as a “sentinel (indicator) species” for water and air quality changes. Bogs could be reestablished in selected areas by allowing the creation of beaver dams, which have previously (perhaps currently) viewed as undesirable.  This is a “no construction cost” option.

Maintenance and enhancement of existing stream structures is proposed to provide important cover for many species of amphibians, reptiles, invertebrates, and fish. In order to maintain their effectiveness, stream structures need to be repaired and upgraded occasionally.
Comment: Is the creation of brook trout habitat detrimental to other species? Where, how and to what extent will these habitats be reestablished/created?

Lake Habitat Improvement 

The GaDNR proposed during collaboration efforts the continuation of the lake fertilization programs. This work is not included in this proposal because it is completed using a categorical exclusion category that does not require a decision memo and would be considered an on-going action.    

Comment: What other activities are we effectively lumping into CEs by adoption of this “Plan”.

There may also be opportunities to create vernal pool habitat by creating shallow depressions to allow for high groundwater to gather at the surface during the wet part of the year and immediately after substantial rain events. The potential location of these small pools would be focused in former agricultural areas where forest vegetation has recovered but small wetland habitats have not. Vernal or seasonal pools provide breeding habitat for Cope’s gray tree frog, wood frog, chorus frogs (Eastern spadefoot toad), several Ambystoma species of salamander, and many invertebrates.  

Comment: This goes along with and supports the bogs comment above.  Can we consider “ditch blocks”/tree snags to accomplish some of these goals? Small pools/ponds could provide habitat to monitor indicator species.  Success could be measures and documented by the condition/number of listed species.

Replace Barriers to Aquatic Organism Passage 

There are an estimated 225 stream crossings known to occur in the Foothills Landscape, with that number likely being much higher. Barriers to aquatic organism passage (mainly culverts) exist at many, but not all, of these locations along important Foothills Landscape streams. The replacement of barriers with appropriate structures (bottomless culverts, bridges, or low-water fords) is proposed in conjunction with other treatments, i.e. stream habitat and road improvement projects. This would involve removal of existing structures, installation of new structures (if warranted), and associated road reconstruction.  

Comment: Can water conveyance structures be set at lower elevations to support aquatic species passage? Can “v-notch” or bleed-down structures be used to create upstream pools/bogs while allowing for passage of aquatic species and maintain base flow?

Change Motorized Access Designations 

The Forest is proposing changes to the maintenance levels or the season of use to the Forest Service road system that would restrict or change motorized access on some roads or trails.  
Seasonal closures would occur on roads as suggested by the Travel Analysis Report and Forest Service staff to reduce traffic therefore reducing erosion and sediment rates. Identifying and implementing these changes on roads that are hydrologically connected to a waterbody (defined by Watershed Condition Framework as within 300 feet of a waterbody) would be a high priority.  

Comment: Will it be a priority and where/how does this fit with other road “priorities”?

The proposal includes converting 54.3 miles of road to Maintenance Level (ML) 1 or ML 2 – Administrative Use Only and upgrading 2.9 miles of the Tibbs ATV Trail to ML 2 – Administrative Use Only. These roads and trails are currently open to the public, would be closed to the public year-round.  

Comment: Does this meet or conflict with the goals of water quality, public-recreational access, etc.?  Would/could they buffer roadless areas to further restrict illegal access?

There are  also15.9 miles of road and 3.4 miles of the Rocky Flats full-sized jeep trail (ML1) currently open year-round proposed for seasonal closure (ML 2 – Seasonal Restriction). Seasonal changes would include an update to the Motorized Vehicle Use Maps, and would require barriers such as berms, rocks, or gates to restrict motorized access during the closure period.  

Comment: Seasonal access, as appropriate, would be an improvement, if enforceable.  Can environmental organizations help to monitor the effectiveness/compliance with these measures? 

Proposed Actions to Improve Soil and Water Quality: 
Improve Existing Road System
It is proposed to improve the condition of existing roads including culverts, stream crossings, surface material, and configuration using recommendations in the Riparian Restoration, Roads Field Guide (USFS 2005) and Georgia’s Better Backroads Field Manual (Georgia Resource Conservation and Development Council, Inc. 2009 

Comment: Are these the best and most current “Best Available Technology” (BAT)?

Decommission Forest Roads and Motorized Trails 

Decommissioning Forest Service System roads and motorized trails is proposed to reduce the risks to water quality where sediment is being delivered to stream channels. Non-motorized, low-use, and user-created trails are also proposed for decommissioning.

Comment: Lightly used and abused roads/trails should be abandoned and closed.  Can some of these roads be terminated in parking areas and foot trails continued from that point onward?

Connected Actions  

Road Related Actions 
Temporary road construction would occur to provide access for the timber harvest and could include removal of vegetation, brushing of roadside vegetation, surface blading, spot placement of gravel, improvement or installation of drainage structures, and erosion control (including reclamation of sites).  
Temporary roads would be rehabilitated to restore to original condition once all connected actions where road access is needed are completed.  

Comment: GaFW inspection/monitoring indicated that not all road rehabilitation has been undertaken/completed in a successful fashion. What is the desirable timeframe for rehabilitation from start to finish? Will there be a “completion” inspection/report when the road is deemed to be successfully rehabilitated?   

Road reconstruction activities could include curve widening or realignment to accommodate timber hauling activities, removal of vegetation in roadbed surface, replacement of existing culverts and drainage structures to address present and future resource needs and BMPs, spot surface placement of gravel, and erosion control. An assumption of 142 – 213 miles of reconstruction is estimated over the life of the project based on average of historic needs associated w/ timber harvest (CCF).  

Comment: 42-213 miles of road reconstruction is a pretty large range of estimates.

Road maintenance activities would be conducted on segments of the existing miles of Forest Service System roads in the project area that could be utilized for the vegetation management activities included in this proposal.  

Environmental Impacts 
An interdisciplinary team of professional resource specialists assessed two alternatives, a no-action alternative (Alternative 1) and the proposed action (Alternative 2), to determine the potential for significant impacts in terms of context and intensity. Each resource was analyzed in relation to these alternatives using indicators and measures to evaluate the change in conditions which would result as they relate to applicable law, policy, Forest Plan standards, applicable issues, and/or purpose and need. The projected changes are expressed as direct, indirect, or cumulative effects, summarized briefly in the “impacts” section below. For full detailed analyses, technical reports can be found in the project record and on the project website. 

Issues 

Comment: Who are the members of the IDT and what are their qualifications? How/were these determinations made by individuals, teams, consensus, questionnaire, matrices? 

As a result of scoping, the Forest received 72 letters from interested and affected parties and agencies that contained about 310 comments. Individual comments from each document were considered and categorized to help focus the analysis. “Relevant Issues” were identified as a result of public scoping. These issues were addressed by modification of the proposed action or development of alternatives.

Comment: These responses are included in supporting documents and summarized in the Analysis section. Any modification to the E.A. are referenced in the comments summary section. 

Impacts 

This section discloses the environmental impacts of Alternative 1 (No Action) and Alternative 2 (Proposed Action) on issues, and/or the intensity factors as they relate to potential significance, or ability to meet the purpose and need of the project.

Alternative 1 Direct, Indirect and Cumulative Effects 
• Restoration actions that reduce sedimentation in aquatic habitats would not be implemented and would therefore result in continued degradation of aquatic biota habitat.
Comment: Is that degradation worse in the “no action” than the proposed action? 

Alternative 2 Direct, Indirect and Cumulative Effects  
• Most activities proposed under Alternative 2 would occur in upland habitats that are not directly connected to riparian corridors and therefore would not pose a significant risk or affect aquatic resources.  

Comment: “Riparian corridor”, is this the 300’ for setback roads or something else?

• Activities proposed under Alternative 2 that would occur in riparian corridors could result in a change in acres of ground disturbance, change in percent canopy cover, change in amount of aquatic habitat connectivity, and a change in the amount of impervious surface. 
Comment: Does the USFS have the resources to manage these changes, or are we adding to the backlog of activities that we cannot manage?
• Cumulatively, any effects from ground disturbing activities would be short term and small scale and would result in a low level of effects on aquatic resources. In addition, any effects on the change in aquatic habitat connectivity would be long term and small scale where barriers are resolved (AOP) but would benefit aquatic resources for watersheds.

Comment: Will BMPs be followed/implemented and any follow up take place? 

• Alternative 2 may affect, not likely to adversely affect finelined pocketbook, Alabama moccasinshell, Coosa moccasinshell, Southern clubshell, Southern pigtoe, Georgia pigtoe, ovate clubshell, Triangular kidneyshell.  

Comment: Can this be substantiated/documented?

• Alternative 2 may affect, not likely to adversely affect Blue shiner, Etowah darter, and the Conasauga logperch. 

Same comment as above.

• Alternative 2 may affect, not likely to adversely affect on Designated Critical Habitat Unit 

Comment: Under the “May Affect” determination, have we MADE a determination, or is it in need of further study to DETERMINE if it WILL or WILL NOT have an AFFECT? This would be one of the roles of an EIS?
Hydrology 

For specific and complete information regarding hydrology, the resources considered, the determined indicators, the affected environment, and the methodology of the analysis, please refer to the Hydrology Specialist Report. 

Alternative 1 Direct, Indirect and Cumulative Effects  
• Alternative 1 is not expected to produce direct effects to the risk of sediment in the short or long term. No vegetation treatments, prescribed fire, decommissioning of roads, trails, or campgrounds, or AOP or other aquatic habitat improvements would be implemented and thus no direct effects are expected. 

• Indirect adverse effects to water quality may be expected in the short and long term under Alternative 1. Roads, trails, campgrounds, dispersed campsites and user-created trails that impact water quality would not be restored and the risk of sediment is expected to persist in the short and long term. 

• Overall, the direct and indirect effects of Alternative 1 plus the cumulative effects resulting from other projects is likely to result in a “low risk” to beneficial uses because the combination of project design, project design features, and best management practices are designed to minimize sedimentation and effects to water quality; and the foreseeable future actions are not anticipated to result in total impervious area (TIA) to rise above 10%. 

Alternative 2 Direct, Indirect and Cumulative Effects 
The potential project effects to hydrologic function and water quality were analyzed assessing existing watershed conditions and the potential effects in the context of applicable law, regulation, and policy. For specific information regarding hydrology resources considered, the determined indicators, the affected environment, and the methodology of the analysis, please refer to the Hydrology Specialist Report. 
• Road decommissioning is not likely to appreciably contribute sediment to the waterway over the short or long term. 

• Access changes can reduce risk of damage such as rutting, which in turn reduces risk of sediment loading to waterbodies. 

• Decommissioning of camping and trail areas located in close proximity to water is expected to have a low risk of increased sediment loading. 

• Aquatic organism passage and stream habitat restoration projects could have a low risk of increasing sediment loading during and immediately after implementation

• Alternative 2 would result in a “low risk” to beneficial uses due to the combination of project design, project design features, and best management practices. 

• Overall, the direct and indirect effects of Alternative 2 plus the cumulative effects resulting from other projects is likely to result in a “low risk” to beneficial uses. 

Comment: If the BMPS and other potential management actions were implemented in the “No Action” Alternative would we LIKELY See an improvement? 

Inventoried Roadless 

For specific and complete information regarding Inventoried Roadless, the resources considered, the determined indicators, the affected environment, and the methodology of the analysis, please refer to the Inventoried Roadless Specialist Report. Table 14 shows the parameters used in the specialist report for analysis.  

Comment: Have they made A DETERMINATION of the AFFECT? Does this need more analysis?

Alternative 1 Direct, Indirect and Cumulative Effects 
• Under Alternative 1, Inventoried Roadless Areas (IRAs) would be managed according to the 2001 Roadless Area Conservation Rule (Roadless Rule) and the Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan and would be maintained in the short term. Over the long term, effects to water quality within the IRAs would occur from dispersed recreation sites continuing or increasing sediment delivery to streams. Forest health would continue to decline from insect and disease and habitats for TES would be slightly degraded over time from inaction. 

Alternative 2 Direct, Indirect and Cumulative Effects 
• The overall soil, water and air resources will be improved through the implementation of the Watershed Condition Framework to restore watershed processes. 
Comment: Enforcement of existing roadless area regulations would likely accomplish many of these same goals.  Current legal activities within the roadless areas do not appear to create a great threat to the quality of the resources within the roadless area.

• Alternative 2 would improve up to 35 acres of bog habitats and may impact individual bog turtles but is not likely to cause a trend towards federal listing or loss of viability. 
Comment: Improvement/increase of bog habitat would be a positive impact of the project.

SUMMARY OF COMMENTS

· THIS IS A VERY LARGE, AMBIGUOUS AND OPEN-ENDED PROJECT

· THE PROPOSED PLAN WOULD OUTLIVE ANY CURRENT OR FUTURE FOREST PLAN

· IT MAY OR MAY NOT BE A COMPATIBLE COMPONENT OF ANY FUTURE FOREST PLAN

· THE PROPOSED E.A. IS FAR TOO OPEN ENDED TO DETERMINE A FONSI IS APPROPRIATE 
· TOO MANY GENERIC STRATEGIES

· GENERAL LOCATIONS W/MULTIPLE POSSIBLE ACTIVITIES

· NO STRATEGIC IMPLEMENTATION PLAN/SCHEDULE

· NOT MUCH ON CONNECTIVITY IN THE GaFW CONTEXT (DOESN’T APPLY HERE?)

· NO OPPORTUNITY FOR FUTURE PUBLIC COMMENT (NO MORE SOPAs?)

· LITTLE/NO SPECIFICITY ON MONITORING OF SUCCESS OR FOR FUTURE ACTIONS

· NO MONITORING OR REPORTING DISCUSSION

· NO DISCUSSION OF INCLUSION OF NGOS IN THR PROCESS/PROJECT
· NO DISCUSSION OF CORRECTIVE/MITIGATION MEASURES ON RESTORATION EFFORTS

· NO DISCUSSION OF IMPACTS OF PROPOSED ACTIONS ON ADJACENT NON-FOREST LANDS

· YES, ABOVE EXLUDED FROM SCOPE, BUT THE FOREST DOES NOT EXIST IN ISOLATION

· THE FOREST IS PART OF THE LANDSCAPE, NOT THE LANDSCAPE 

COMMENTARY

The USFS slogan on the Foothills Project cover sheet says: 

"The right work in the right places for the right reasons"

Perhaps it would be better phrased: “Whatever, wherever, whenever, forever”.
There, now that the “niceties” are over, we would respectfully request that the USFS seriously consider the comments (over 1600 and counting) that have been presented in the public interest on this project and its requirements under NEPA.  The public has been given limited opportunity to review, analyze and comment on the 1000 pages+/- of documents provided to them as a “Merry Christmas and Happy New Year” gift from the Chattahoochee-Oconee National Forest.  
We recognize the directives and attempts from the highest levels “in Washington” to eliminate, and at the least, gut the NEPA process and exclude the public from that decision-making process.  The recent NEPA revision proposals may or may not be implemented, but at the Agency level we can observe blatant attempts to do administratively and procedurally what may not be possible legislatively. It is necessary to recognize that these are PUBLIC LANDS, paid for with PUBLIC MONEY, and managed by PUBLIC SERVANTS in the PUBLIC INTEREST and that the public’s voices, interests and concerns should be considered and represented. 

With the above “political statement” made, we would request that the USFS to consider the public interest comments and concerns and recognize that the E.A. does not answer important questions, yet has potentially long-lasting decisions.  If the E.A. has not definitively addressed these issues, a FONSI cannot be the “final decision”.  
CONCLUSION
An EIS is required to provide the answers to the questions that have been raised.  Completion of an EIS could resolve these issues without the likely need for costly and time-consuming objections and resolution decisions.           

Potential Ways to Comply with NEPA (Paraphrased and repeated here from other’s comments)  

We believe that there are ways that the USFS could make use of the substantial data collected as part of the Foothills project while meeting its NEPA requirements.. 

An option is to simultaneously move forward with the landscape-scale and site-specific analysis fulfilling all NEPA obligations for the Foothills project. This would require the agency to complete site-specific analysis and alternatives assessment in the NEPA decision to begin implementing the project. 

A second approach is to break the Foothills project into smaller, EAs or EISs. The USFS could develop projects using information collected during the Foothills meetings and use the Foothills Restoration Plan to begin assessing cumulative impacts. This could be effective if the USFS is considering implementing portions of the Foothills project five or more years out. This could also allow flexibility for future decisions if the Forest Plan is revised while the projects are being developed.  

A third option is to complete a programmatic environmental analysis now and then tier subsequent site-specific environmental assessments to it in the future. This would gain efficiencies by using collected information to (1) narrow priorities for future actions, (2) identify limitations for those actions to ensure that they will not have significant cumulative impacts, and (3) assess landscape-scale impacts of the prioritized actions. That broad-level analysis would not have to be duplicated in the future but could be more limited environmental analysis documents assessing the site-specific impact of the actions in the programmatic document. 

The fourth approach combines the second and third approaches. The USFS could move forward with programmatic analysis and simultaneously conduct site-specific analysis for portions of the project. This could also gain NEPA efficiencies from with programmatic analyses while also more expeditiously conducting portions of the project. The CEQ Guidance on Effective Use of Programmatic NEPA Review endorses this approach. Additional environmental analysis documents could be tiered to the programmatic analysis in the future. 

Thank you for your consideration of these comments.  We look forward to a successful project through the continued inclusion of the public in the NEPA decision-making process. 

Sincerely,

[image: image1.emf]
Nick Nichols

Cc: 

Sonny Perdue, Secretary of the USDA (agsec@usda.gov)
Ken Arney, Region 8 Director, USFS, (Ken.Arney@usda.gov)
Vicki Christiansen, Chief, USFS, (Victoria.Christiansen@usda.gov)
