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Re.: Objection on the Twisp Restoration Project #56554
SENT VIA EMAIL
June 13, 2022

Regional Forester, Objection Reviewing Officer
Pacific Northwest Region, USDA Forest Service
Attn: 1570 Appeals and Objection

PO Box 3623 Portland, Oregon 97208-36

Dear Objection Reviewing Officer:

This Objection to the Twisp Restoration Project (“TRP”) is submitted on behalf of Conservation
Northwest (CNW). CNW submitted both Scoping comments, and comments on the Draft EA for
the TRP. In addition, as a member of the North Central Washington Forest Health Collaborative
(NCWFHC), CNW has participated in numerous meetings related to this project and provided
input as a collaborative member.

Conservation Northwest is committed to protect, connect, and restore habitat and wildlife in
the Pacific Northwest. We support efforts across the Okanogan-Wenatchee National Forest that
restore forest and watershed resiliency where lacking, and ecological processes that maintain
quality fish and wildlife habitat based on the best available science and site-specific local
knowledge. CNW staff have walked and driven through many of the proposed treatment areas
over the past decade.

We believe the key to durable decisions requires collaboration with managers, scientists, user
groups, industry, recreationalists, and local communities. In this regard, we continue to be
disappointed to see the district abandon the model of early and often collaboration and
community engagement that has been so successful in other local restoration projects. Only in
an open and transparent process can honest and critical questions be raised, and resources
harnessed to better inform the analysis and build understanding. While the district participated
in a few NCWFHC project committee meetings and held a virtual public meeting to inform the
public of changes made from draft to final, there have been no formal opportunity to review
and comment on the revised proposal and analysis. Both the proposal and environmental
effects are substantively different in both scope and scale from the original proposal, which
covered the entire 77,000 acre Twisp River watershed.
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CNW supported reducing the scale of the proposal (along with other NCWFHC members) to
resolve several of our original concerns and appreciates changes the district has made in the
Final EA to reduce the time horizon to 20 years and the cut diameter down to 21” DBH.
However, the lack of opportunity for public review and comment on the revised proposal and
effects analysis effectively eliminated opportunities for the community to engage in a
meaningful way and resolve their questions short of an objection.

After reviewing the TRP Final EA and Draft Decision (TRPD), CNW has the following objections:

The TRPD fails to adequately address the stated need to “modify vegetation structure,
composition, and patterns to develop, maintain, or restore healthy stand structures in the
project area that respond to disturbances such as wildfire and climate change in a resilient
manner and are consistent with historic and future ranges of variability.” Table 7 in the TRP
Final Vegetation-Silviculture Report (FVSR) identifies Old Forest Multi Story (OFMS)
transitioning from 240 acres currently to 14,730 acres in 40 years (post treatment). If accurate,
64% of the Lower Twisp landscape could be in a structural class suitable for Goshawk, spotted
owl, pine martin, pileated woodpecker, and other species that favor closed canopy, multi story
stands within 40 years. While this seems unlikely given the Rx fire and maintenance burning
identified, from a landscape ecology perspective, the 64% would far exceed the maximum
ranges for OFMS at 24% for Historic Range of Variability (HRV) and 30% for Future Range of
Variability (FRV) and would be inconsistent with the stated need. In addition, the TRPD does
not adequately address the need for proposed thinning in units which are currently
underrepresented or within the HRV and FRV for the following stand structural classes: UR-
Understory Reinitiation, SEOC- Stem Exclusion Open Canopy, and SECC- Stem Exclusion Open
Canopy. These stand structure classes are an important component of the landscape and
provide habitat elements for wildlife and plant species. This general lack of detail in the EA,
particularly for condition-based management, does not provide sufficient information to
evaluate direct, indirect, and cumulative effects, or for the “hard look” required under NEPA.

The TRPD fails to adequately protect large and old trees which have been identified as lacking
across the landscape. While Van Pelt guidelines are to be used to help determine old growth
(OG) trees, some of the characteristics are not always present. In some instances, the use of an
increment borer would be the best method for determining an old growth (> 150 years old)
tree. In addition, tree diameter can often be used as a proxy for tree age. Specifically, on drier
sites within the project area, trees grow relatively slowly making trees greater than 21 inches
DBH likely to be old growth trees. OG trees should be left regardless of spacing and mistletoe
rating. Current prescriptions allow for removal of trees up to 25 inches DBH with limited
reporting and oversight. Exceptions to the 21-inch DBH cut limit should be well documented
and transparent to the public.

The TRPD fails to incorporate the best available science in addressing treatment of large tree
sustainability. The TRPD identifies the lack of large and old trees across the landscape and
proposes to protect the remaining ones through matrix thinning. However, the analysis fails to
incorporate moisture deficit and suitable large tree sustainability modeling completed by the
Washington Department of Natural Resources (DNR). Utilizing the DNR information, 9667 acres
or 40% of the Lower Twisp project area fall within the DNR large tree suitability layer. These
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are areas with the greatest potential for retaining or developing OFMS stand structure.
However, based on moisture stress modeling, not all these acres are likely capable of
maintaining the density required for a mature multi story stand. Using reference conditions for
this ESR, it is reasonable to assume about half of these acres (or 20% of the landscape) would
have adequate moisture to sustain OFMS condition. The current proposal includes treating 334
acres of these lower drought stress sites. Specifically, units 315, and 404 in Poorman Creek and
units 368, 405, and likely 477 in Newby Creek. Treatment in these units should be dropped and
stands allowed to develop naturally. Some understory ladder and surface fuels could be
treated to reduce fire risk.

The TRPD overly generalizes the effectiveness of the proposed shaded fuelbreaks and fails to
adequately address the need for fuelbreaks along specific road segments considering the
cumulative and beneficial effects of matrix thinning across the landscape on fire behavior. The
example cited in the TRPD inappropriately applies the effectiveness of shaded fuelbreaks along
roads in an untreated landscape with the effectiveness of shaded fuelbreaks along roads in a
thinned and underburned landscape. The proposed matrix thinning carried down to the road
with proposed Rx burning will provide comparable protection. The analysis does not provide
any fire modeling that shows the benefit from the 200 ft shaded fuelbreak post landscape
treatment. In addition, shaded fuelbreaks in areas such as the small timber patch along the
road to McClure Mtn. would make no difference in fire spread or behavior given surrounding
fuel type, topographic position, and prevailing wind direction. Ingress and Egress to the
communication site would also not be enhanced by the proposed fuelbreak treatment. Each
road segment proposed for shaded fuelbreaks should be evaluated for their anticipated
effectiveness incorporating the planned matrix thin and Rx burning surrounding them
combined with environmental factors such as topographic position and drought stress. | have
attached a researched white paper related to shaded fuelbreaks vs thinning and Rx burning.
Based on the maps provided, it was impossible to see where shaded fuelbreaks were proposed
along ridges. However, the prescription seems appropriate for the dry and often rocky ridges
found in the project area and could be incorporated within the Matrix thin prescription rather
than a stand-alone shaded fuelbreak prescription.

The TRPD fails to adequately disclose the effects of ground-based harvesting on slopes greater
than 35%. Tethered logging and use of slash mats have met with mixed results and are often
associated with operator skill and experience. Slash migrates downhill and often results in soil
displacement and compaction. Logging on sustained slopes greater than 35% should be winter
logged over frozen ground. Given the large range in efficacy of slash mats and tethered logging,
it’s surprising that a more robust monitoring process has not been identified for ground-based
logging on steep slopes up to 80%.

The TRPD fails to adequately protect suitable goshawk habitat. Recent wildfires in the Twisp
River drainage have substantially reduced suitable goshawk habitat making the 885 acres of
suitable goshawk habitat an important landscape component to protect. The proposed
thinning would reduce suitable habitat by over 50%. Treatment within suitable goshawk
habitat should retain the structural components that make it currently suitable.



Finally, the TRPD fails to adequately disclose the ability of the Forest Service to conduct Rx
burns in a timely manner so that increased fuel loading created by treatment activities are not
left on site for years and effectively adding rather than diminishing the fire risk. Since only
20% of a HUC 6 watershed can be burned in any given year, how will the district meet it’s fuel
reduction and landscape Rx burns in a timely manner?

CNW commends the district for the improvements made from draft to final and acknowledges
the need for thinning and prescribed burning within the project area. We believe our
objections can be easily resolved. In addition, we believe within stand diversity would be
improved if silvicultural prescriptions included retention of pockets of healthy advanced
regeneration that are protected during Rx burn operations.

Sincerely,

s/ Michael Liu

Michael Liu
Okanogan Wenatchee Forest Lead
mliu@conservationnw.org

Attachment: Shaded Fuelbreak vs Rx Thin white paper
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Thinning Coupled with Rx Burning vs Shaded Fuelbreaks
By Ali Palm

Over the past century or more, landscape patterns of many western U.S. forests have changed and
are now highly departed from historic conditions. This is largely due to aggressive logging of large old
trees, fire suppression and fire exclusion within these forests. Within the lower Twisp River drainage in
Washington, historic fire return intervals were generally 16-20 years. However, many places have not
seen fire for more than 100 to 150 years (see the comprehensive review by Hagmann et al. 2021, in
press). These drier forests no longer reflect the patterns and structures that once conferred fire resilience
and constrained uncharacteristically large or severe wildfires. Fire exclusion has led to an increase in the
area, density, and layering of many forests, and in turn, an increase of shade-tolerant and fire intolerant
tree species. These changes coupled with more drought and heat from a changing climate are fueling
increasingly large, high severity fires that do not resemble historic fire regimes. We have all experienced
the unprecedented number of large recent fires in the Pacific Northwest and it is clear that something
must be done to restore forest conditions and allow frequent smaller fires to create and maintain landscape
vegetation patterns.

The 77,000-acre Twisp Restoration Project (TRP) was working to tackle this problem when the
Cedar Fire (2021) burned into a portion of the project area, highlighting the urgency for treatment. Within
the project, there are thousands of acres of thinning and prescribed burning (thinRx) proposed to work
towards returning some forest areas to more open conditions and in turn, slowing the movement of fire
across the landscape by decreasing the fuel continuity and lessening the intensity and severity of inevitable
forest fire. The spatial locations and arrangement of these treatments are as important as addressing the
departure of these stand structures. The project also includes many proposed shaded fuelbreaks. These
shaded fuelbreaks are long, linear strips of land between 200 and 600 feet wide, typically proposed along
roads and ridgetops, where emphasis is placed on removing small trees and shrubs, and reducing the canopy
cover below 40%. The shaded fuelbreaks are meant to “reduce vegetation and fuel loading [...] and help
break the flow of fire and reduce fire intensity” by creating a gap in the continuity of fuel (TRP EA, 2020).
However, the changing climate is creating drier fuels and longer fire seasons. This increases the potential
for extreme fire behavior where embers can travel long distances during high fire growth periods and render
shaded fuelbreaks ineffective at stopping or slowing fire spread. This paper attempts to address the limited
scenarios in which shaded fuelbreaks may be effective as well as the value and preference for landscape
restoration thinRx (thinning coupled with Rx burning) in reducing fuel continuity, fire severity and
returning forests to a more natural historical regime.

The main ecological concern with shaded fuelbreaks is that they create unnatural linear features
across the landscape that can impact wildlife movement patterns and create edge effect and modify the
presence and abundance of certain wildlife species (Conner and McCoy, 2013), all while doing little to stop
the spread of wildfires. In the case of the Twisp River Project, shaded fuelbreaks would “result in the loss
of suitable owl habitat on most of those acres. These stands would no longer have a high enough canopy
cover to provide habitat for northern spotted owls.” (John Rohrer, district wildlife biologist, TRP 2020).
Shaded fuelbreaks can also have the opposite effect as intended by acting as “wicks” for fire spread, if not
maintained routinely to remove ingrowth (Fox and Ingalsbee 1998). Additionally, current research suggests
that shaded fuelbreaks along ridgetops might not be as effective as previously thought. A recent study found
that “ridgetops provided minimal control on fire spread across all ecoregions. This may be due to the way
in which ridgetops influence fires. Ridges do not always provide hard breaks for fire spread, rather fires
cross over ridges and continue downhill under decelerating winds” (Povak, 2018). Compared to
ecologically-based landscape level thinning and prescribed (Rx) burning treatments, which strategically
reduce surface and ladder fuels and create gaps and openings within forested stands at a broad scale, shaded



fuelbreaks have limited effect on reducing fire severity or spread. In addition, the falling of large old growth
snags within shaded fuelbreaks in old-growth reserves (as observed in the Cedar Fire 2021) demonstrates
the impact to scarce old forest wildlife habitat.

Despite the shortcomings of linear shaded fuelbreaks, there are specific scenarios/locations where
they may be helpful when maintained over time. These include cases where they connect thinRx treatment
areas in strategic locations such as along an emergency egress route or in the wildland-urban interface where
there are high values at risk, such as life and homes. In these cases, fuelbreaks connecting thinRx areas can
provide strategic anchor or control points near communities for suppression forces under active but not
extreme fire conditions. Placement of these fuelbreaks should be based on fire flow assessments relative to
values at risk and be coordinated with Firewise education and actions in and around homes.

Data on the efficacy of varying widths and prescriptions for shaded fuelbreaks is lacking, as
“experimental treatments where fires would be ignited against fuelbreaks of varying prescriptions have not
historically been possible to conduct” and therefore, not much is known about their overall effectiveness
(Agee, 2000). However, there is “a substantial body of evidence that fuel reduction treatments that include
mechanical thinning followed by prescribed fire are most effective at reducing fire severity relative to
untreated forest” (Kennedy, 2019). Rather than focusing on linear fuelbreaks, thinning coupled with
prescribed burning treatments in specific areas can restore resiliency to our forests and create more options
for fire suppression resources when they are needed. When considering management actions, it is important
to maintain complex forest habitats that are typical on north facing slopes, valley bottoms, and elsewhere
since natural active fire regimes created a mosaic of stand structure types across the landscape. Management
and location of these complex habitats are determined by scientifically rigorous landscape departure
assessments and landscape prescriptions. ThinRx landscape treatments “are standard vegetation
management practices whose implementation has been guided by hundreds of scientific investigations and
years of professional experience. When properly conducted with safeguards developed from experience,
past research, and emerging scientific findings, these practices can be combined in a treatment regime to
improve forest health, reduce fire risk, and minimize side effects on environmental conditions and
ecological processes” (USDA, 2003). Safeguards include protecting and restoring large old tree and snag
populations.

Aiding in Firefighter Safety by Reducing Crown Fire Initiation

ThinRx areas reduce surface and ladder fuels and aid in reducing crown fire initiation and
firefighter safety. However, arguments for more aggressive reduction of overstory canopy to reduce
potential crown fire spread have been presented as justification for a shaded fuelbreak prescription within
an existing thinRx unit. However, the most effective way to reduce crown fire initiation is to take away the
fire’s ability to move from the ground into the canopy. This is done by thinning the understory to reduce
the surface and ladder fuels “which enable fires to climb upward into the crowns and help to sustain crown
fires once they are started. [...] Thinning, especially when directed at the smaller and medium-sized trees,
can be quite effective in reducing the conditions conducive to crown fire spread” (USDA, 2003). There are
conditions where standard thinning and under burning are not adequate to stop canopy initiation, such as
severe weather with high winds. However, in these types of extreme fire conditions, firefighters will retreat
to safer areas because a linear shaded fuelbreak is also inadequate under these conditions. In these cases,
fire can become very volatile and advance quickly, even over large unforested and wet area such as the
Columbia River.

Slowing Fire by Acting as an Extended Shaded Fuelbreak

One of the main intentions of shaded fuelbreaks is to provide control and anchor points for
management of wildfire. However, the best anchor and control points is where thinRx has been completed



and where maintenance burning is performed (Prichard, 2021). The broad scale of landscape thinRx
provides additional options for firefighters instead of constraining them to a predetermined location that
may not be the most beneficial for the current weather and fire activity. ThinRx is essentially an expansive
shaded fuelbreak that makes up thousands of acres. A highly debated issue of shaded fuelbreaks is the
width. It is unknown at what width they are the most effective for the most conditions (Elizabeth, 2016).
With thinRx, the width is as wide as it needs to be to alter fire behavior. Proof of the effectiveness of thinRx
has been shown in a study implemented on the 2006 Tripod Complex fires. Within the study, fire severity
was evaluated and compared in various thinRx and control stands, it was found that “most fire severity
measures in thinRx units significantly differ from those in thin and control units” (Prichard, 2010). In 2009,
when the study occurred, it was found that in thinRx units, 57% of all trees survived versus 14% in control
units (Prichard, 2010). It was also found that “differences in tree severity are more evident when only large-
diameter trees (>20” DBH) are considered. Over 73% of large-diameter trees survived in thinRx units
versus [...] 29% in control units” (Prichard 2010). In conifer forests, implementing thinRx treatments greatly
reduces the severity of fires and is extremely effective at decreasing crown initiation. Since thinRx areas
already reduce surface and ladder fuels, as well as, crown bulk density; there is no need to create an artificial
linear feature within thinRx units.

Since the recognition that fire exclusion has caused forest overgrowth, thinning coupled with
prescribed burning has been the main treatment to reduce forest density and wildfire severity. However,
the scale and pace of implementation has not matched the urgency of the issue. The results of the
implementation of thinRx is the closest that we can get to restoring healthy, resilient forests. These
treatments work to alter the environment in natural ways that imitate the natural stand structures and spatial
pattern of the forest that would exist if it were not for past fire exclusion. This results in conditions that
allow wildfires to burn more characteristically and maintain natural ecological processes. This is less
damaging to the forest environment as well as to human life and property. In general, shaded fuelbreaks
provide little advantage to thinRx and can be ecologically harmful. Thinning coupled with prescribed
burning is proven to be the best treatment to lower fire intensity and severity across the landscape and
should be the main focus of any forest restoration project with the goal of having a more resilient forest.
Treatment areas and stand level prescriptions should be informed by a landscape assessment and landscape
prescriptions.
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