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VIA: https://www.fs.usda.gov/project/?project=57625
April 5, 2022
Shaun McKinney, Forest Supervisor

Wallowa-Whitman National Forest

ATTN: Objections

1550 Dewey Avenue, Suite A 

Baker City, OR 97814
RE: 
Sheep Creek Vegetation Management Project
Pursuant to 36 C.F.R. § 218.7, the American Forest Resource Council files this objection to the proposed draft decision for the Sheep Creek Vegetation Management Project (Sheep Creek).  La Grande District Ranger Bill Gamble is the responsible official. The Sheep Creek Project occurs on the La Grande Ranger District on the Wallowa-Whitman National Forest. 

Objector 
American Forest Resource Council 

700 NE Multnomah, Suite 320
Portland, Oregon 97232
(503) 222-9505 

AFRC is an Oregon nonprofit corporation that represents the forest products industry throughout Oregon, Washington, Idaho, Montana, and California.  AFRC represents over 50 forest product businesses and forest landowners.  AFRC’s mission 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.  The Sheep Creek Project will, if properly implemented, benefit AFRC’s members and help ensure a reliable supply of public timber in an area where the commodity is greatly needed. 
Objector’s Designated Representative
Irene Jerome, Eastern Oregon Consultant
408 SE Hillcrest Rd
John Day, OR 97845 
541-620-4466
ijerome@amforest.org
The content of this objection below is based on prior specific written comments submitted by AFRC in response to the Draft Environmental Assessment (EA), which are hereby incorporated by reference.

1. Project is not economically viable and will not meet the purpose and need to support the local community’s economies and wellbeing.
AFRC appreciates that our input on the economic viability of cable/tethered logging was seriously considered and that those acres were dropped.  We suggest that the La Grande District work with the Forest Supervisor’s office and draft a forest-wide forest plan amendment that allows for ground-based logging on slopes greater than 30 percent utilizing tethered systems when resource conditions are suitable to eliminate the need for project specific amendments.  Cable logging infrastructure has almost entirely disappeared in eastern Oregon and tethered systems must be utilized to remove material from steep slopes.
Unfortunately, the ground-based commercial logging acres in the Sheep Creek Project area are not commercially viable either.  We stated in our scoping comments that “the information in the scoping letter regarding acres of treatments is somewhat confusing. However, the letter states that there will be 523 acres of skyline and 7,010 acres of ground-based treatments and the estimated merchantable timber generated will be 5.6 mmbf.  That’s less than 1,000 board feet per acre which isn’t even close to being economically viable.”

Although changes were made between scoping and the Draft EA, the result is still inadequate.  An estimated 6.1 million board feet (MMBF)would be removed from 2,877 acres, which is 2.1 thousand board feet (MBF) per acre. This volume per acre is not enough for a logging company to implement these treatments in an economically viable manner or for revenue to be returned to the Forest Service.  This lack of viability is further affected by the average size and value of timber to be removed, and by the requirement of 13 miles of road reconstruction.
Furthermore, the deferral of treatments in Riparian Habitat Conservation Areas (RHCAs) and connectivity corridors, and the omission of shelterwood treatments in Alternative 3 would, if incorporated into the Final Decision, further exacerbate the economic viability of this project.  These elements of Alternative 3 would also inhibit obtaining components of the purpose and need associated with terrestrial diversity, mitigation of fire risk, and forest structure restoration.  We stated in our scoping comments that “the consideration of active management on every acre of appropriate land, regardless of its land allocation, is important to our membership as each year’s timber sale program is a function of the treatment of aggregate forested stands across the landscape.”  
Resolution Requested 
· Increase merchantable volumes per acre to create commercially viable timber sales. 
· Consider increasing patch cut sizes in both dry pine sites and cool moist sites.  Cool moist sites have a fire return interval that is less frequent, but often create larger openings than the 2 to 5 acres described in the Sheep Creek Project.
· In dry sites, look for opportunities to expand patch cuts by following historic natural openings and taking advantage of existing stand conditions.

AFRC also requests the Deciding Official not incorporate elements of Alternative 3 into the selected alternative that would reduce the number of acres treated or the amount of timber volume generated.  As the current decision is a draft decision, potential exists for both the reduction of the level of acres treated and for the intensity of those treatments that would compromise the attainment of multiple components of the purpose and need.

2. RHCA and wetlands management is shortsighted and will not fully achieve the desired conditions outlined in the purpose and need.
AFRC fully supports management, both commercial and noncommercial, in RHCAs and wetlands to remove encroaching conifers and to enhance shrub and hardwood growth. However, the Sheep Creek Project only proposes felling and leaving undesirable conifers less than 12 inches diameter at breast height (dbh).  The Draft EA indicates that excess fuel created by leaving these trees on site would be mitigated by burning them.  We are unable to identify any element of the purpose and need that would be met by burning this material instead of selling it to local industry.  We strongly assert that removing this material and selling the merchantable component to local industry would better meet the purposes of reducing fuel loads to mitigate wildfire risk and supporting local economies, whereas leaving it on site and/or burning it would inhibit these objectives.

Furthermore, leaving the overstory trees greater than 12 inches dbh, especially in these very productive areas, will lead to rapid conifer reestablishment.  Stream shade is provided primarily by hardwoods and shrubs, not by conifer crowns.  The need to reenter these areas to remove unwanted conifers will be rapid with all the associated disturbance and costs from operations and equipment.  Landscape ecology requires planning and implementation in longer timeframes, as well as in large areas.
We stated in our EA comments that “RHCAs are the most productive areas on the landscape and change rapidly over time.  The next entry may be too late given the extreme fire seasons that this area has been experiencing over the last decade.”  Deferral of or ineffective implementation of these treatments will thus inhibit attaining the purpose and need of improving watershed conditions that promote processes and habitat conditions to support sustainable fish and wildlife populations and improve water quality.
Resolution Requested
· Permit the removal and sale of felled trees where appropriate to fully attain the purpose and need of the project.
· Remove sufficient volume from wetlands and RHCAs to enhance the growth of shrubs and hardwoods, and to eliminate the need for frequent reentry to keep conifer growth in check.
Request for Resolution Meeting

Pursuant to 36 C.F.R. § 218.11, the objectors request to meet with the reviewing officer to discuss the issues raised in this objection and potential resolutions.  In the event multiple objections are filed on this decision, AFRC respectfully requests that the resolution meeting be held with all objectors present.  AFRC believes that having all objectors together at one time, although perhaps making for a longer meeting, in the long run will be a more expeditious process to either resolve appeal issues or move the process along.  As you know, 36 C.F.R. § 218.11 gives the Reviewing Officer considerable discretion as to the form of resolution meetings.  With that discretion in mind, AFRC requests to participate to the maximum extent practicable and specifically requests to be able to comment on points made by other objectors in the course of the objection resolution meeting.

Thank you for your efforts on this project and your consideration of this objection.  AFRC looks forward to our initial resolution meeting.  Please contact our representative, Irene Jerome, at the address and phone number shown above, to arrange a date for the resolution meeting.

Sincerely, 
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Travis Joseph
President
American Forest Resource Council
700 N.E. Multnomah, Suite 320 ( Portland, Oregon 97232
Tel. 503.222.9505 ( Fax 503.222.3255


