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July 14, 2022 
Forest Supervisor
Objection Reviewing Officer
Okanogan-Wenatchee National Forest
Attn: Appeals and Objection
215 Melody Lane
Wenatchee, Washington 9880
Dear Objection Reviewing Officer: 
On behalf of the American Forest Resource Council (AFRC) and its members, thank you for the opportunity to provide a letter of support for the Little Naches Upland Restoration Project which is in the Objection period.
AFRC is a regional trade association whose purpose 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.  Many of our members have their operations in communities within and adjacent to the Okanogan-Wenatchee National Forest and management on these lands ultimately dictates not only the viability of their businesses, but also the economic health of the communities themselves. 
The Naches Ranger District is proposing an upland forest restoration project to conduct vegetation and aquatic restoration treatments including thinning, piling, and burning, road decommissioning, and improving fish passage within the 40,820-acre Little Naches Upland Restoration project area.  The project is located in the headwaters of the Little Naches River, and includes commercial harvest on Matrix lands, non-commercial thinning on LSR lands, pile burning in posttreatment units, and road decommissioning in Inventoried Roadless Area.  AFRC provided scoping comments on the Project on September 15, 2020, and Draft EA comments on March 23, 2020.  In addition to providing written comments, AFRC has participated in the Little Naches Working Group (LNWG) which helped to develop this Project as well. We would like to give thanks to Dave Lucas and Jamey Basey on the District who have worked with AFRC and LNWG to listen to our input and provide positive feedback on most issues.  
AFRC supported the Project in both our scoping and Draft EA comments and would like to see the Project implemented using the Proposed Alternative (Alternative 2).  Specifically, AFRC supported the Purpose and Need which would:
· Restore plant and wildlife habitat.  

· Improving conditions for special vegetative habitats, such as huckleberry patches o Maintaining and improving habitat for species of concern Reduce tree density in stands exhibiting closed canopy stem exclusion and in plantations.  

· Reduce tree density in stands exhibiting closed canopy stem exclusion and in plantations.  

· Promoting a change in species composition, reducing stand densities, and trending towards historic conditions in moist and mixed conifer stands.  

· Provide diverse and complex forest structures for associated wildlife habitats.   

· Provide jobs and associated economic benefits to the local community.   

· Maintaining critical infrastructure and workforce for the wood products industry.  

· Supporting local economies and businesses.  o Offsetting the management costs of non-commercial thinning.  

· Harvesting timber sustainably, providing for a future timber base.  

AFRC would like to outline the major reasons for our support along with suggested improvements during implementation:

1. Commercial harvest being done in Matrix Lands only. 
AFRC supported harvesting in the matrix lands only due to complications found in the LSR lands and the fact that much of this land was once in private ownership and is now owned by the Forest Service.  This land has very little merchantable sized timber but does need precommercial thinning.  AFRC wants to reemphasize that since all of the commercial harvest will be done in the matrix lands, we encourage the Forest to use treatments that can successfully regenerate stands of mature timber.  Deferral of any kind of regeneration harvest over the past three decades has resulted in an unbalanced age-class distribution across the Forest, particularly on the Matrix allocation, and has left a void in stands in the 0–20-year age class.  This void concerns AFRC and raises the question of where future timber products off the Forest Service will come from.  Regeneration harvests will also support and develop huckleberry plants which is one of the Purpose and Need for the Project.  We are supportive of the thinning prescriptions that are being proposed on this project as a piece of a larger management model built to ensure a sustainable timber supply; however, by itself, a thinning only regime is ultimately unsustainable.  In areas where thinning is used, again we encourage the District to thin to a 40 sq.ft. basal area to promote tree vigor and for needed fuels reduction.    

The Forest is planning to do a lot of restoration work in the LSR lands which we support, however, as we mention later in our later, we are concerned about where the funding will come from to get that work completed. 
2. District took a second look for additional commercial opportunities:
AFRC commented in both our scoping and Draft EA letters that we wanted the District to look at other opportunities for commercial harvest in the matrix lands.  We appreciated you addressing our comments by your statement in the Draft EA: 

Extensive field reconnaissance and GIS mapping exercises were conducted in the Little Naches Upland project area to identify areas where commercial and non-commercial treatments could be implemented. Timber stands not in riparian reserves, NSO suitable habitat, or IRA are being considered for treatment. Factors such as road access and economic feasibility are considered to determine treatment stands and method. 

Dave Lucas in particular walked the group through why no more areas were being treated in the Matrix areas.  His reasonings made sense, due to access, recently treatments or just very little volume.  
AFRC will continue to emphasize this point on other Projects because we believe that maximizing commercial treatments is important for many reasons including the fact that we have several members that depend on timber from the Okanogan-Wenatchee National Forest for their raw material needs.  The timber products provided by the Forest Service are crucial to the health of our membership.  Without the raw material sold by the Forest Service these mills would be unable to produce the amount of wood products that the citizens of this country demand.  Without this material, our members would also be unable to run their mills at capacities that keep their employees working, which is crucial to the health of the communities that they operate in.  Studies have found that between 12-15 jobs are created with every million board feet of timber that is harvested.    

3. Economic analysis was thorough, but could be improved:
As you implement the Project, we strongly believe that there are two factors that could favorably enhance the economic value of the Project.  These include the use of DxP for harvest tree selection and our belief that thinnings should be designed to retain 40 sq. ft. of basal area per acre.   

Looking at table 12 below, AFRC is pleased to see that the Project might yield 9.3 mmbf, however, we believe more volume could be generated.  With only the 9.3 mmbf, the economic analysis above shows that the Project can be cash positive with a return to the Treasury of $323,742.  However, as stated in the document this does not cover all of the non-commercial thinning work planned on 6,852 acres.  AFRC supports the fact that the District has increased the amount of precommercial thinning from scoping to the Draft EA.  The IDT is now proposing 4,300 acres of non-commercial thinning in LSR, with another 2,500 acres in matrix and acquired lands. If all of this restoration cost were to be included, we believe the Project would be negative regarding returns to the treasury.   

Additionally, as listed in the Draft EA, the Forest is proposing treatments in both the commercial harvest and non-commercial treatment units have been designed to retain a minimum average canopy cover of 40% after treatment. A combination of 24.9" DBH diameter cap for trees to be cut and the listing of priority tree species to retain in the DxP prescription will result in a residual stand comprised of different age classes and species composition.   


[image: image2]
AFRC strongly supports the use of DxP which should help to reduce timber sale layout costs.  Secondly, we strongly encourage the District to retain less than 40% crown closure where appropriate to both reduce the risk of wildfire and enhance the vigor of residual trees.  As noted in our scoping comments, we suggest thinning down to 40 sq. ft. of basal area which should increase the volume per acre, reduce logging costs, increase the stumpage returns, and meet the desired forest health end results.   

4. AFRC supports management in the Riparian Areas-Could more be done?
Currently, there are 14 acres of riparian reserve in these units where trees may be thinned and removed but ground-based logging/yarding equipment will not operate in the corresponding riparian reserve buffers. Trees within these units may be felled or tipped over with attached root wads. Trees removed with attached root wads are most beneficial for stream restoration. Thinned trees would be removed with log forwarders and logging trucks, stockpiled, and made available for instream restoration projects.  AFRC supports these tree placements in the streams, but we question if that kind of work can be done to enhance in-stream habitat, why can’t commercial thinning in the riparian reserve be done to enhance forest and riparian health? 

The document outlines how “Streams and other water features are essential to the survival and lifecycle of many fish and wildlife species. Restoration of the Little Naches watershed is vital to maintaining and enhancing the Forest experience for all.”  AFRC strongly encourages the Forest to actively manage the riparian areas to remove some of the fuel loading and reduce densities.  Recent large wildfires have shown that some of the most severe burns and resource damage have occurred in the riparian areas where the fuel loads are the highest.  Creating openings in the riparian areas also allows more sunlight to enter which can enhance other vegetation and insect production for a variety of species that depend on them for food.    

5. Road Decommissioning likes and dislikes and recommendations:
There are 7.3 miles of ML1 and ML2 roads and 0.9 miles of unauthorized road, primarily located in IRA, proposed to be decommissioned and hydrologically stabilized. The objective of road decommissioning is to return unneeded road segments to a more natural forested state restoring hydrologic conditions, soil productivity, and aquatic organism passage.  The document also suggests “The first best solution for rehabilitating watersheds is decommissioning roads. The sediment delivered from degrading roads, both system and non-system roads, continually impairs nearby streams with silt and soil during rain events and spring melt. The roads proposed for decommissioning in the Little Naches Upland Restoration project are found in an Inventoried Roadless Area adjacent to proposed commercial harvest units.” 
While AFRC agrees that there is a lot of work needed in the IRA’s and other areas of the Project area for road decommissioning, we would like to remind the Forest that when implementing this Project, an intact road system is critical to the management of Forest Service land, particularly for the provision of timber products in the matrix lands.  Without an adequate road system, the Forest Service will be unable to offer and sell timber products to the local industry in an economical manner.  The land base covered in the Project area are to be managed for a variety of forest management objectives.  Removal of adequate access to these lands compromises the agency’s ability to achieve these objectives and is very concerning to us.   For roads to be decommissioned in the IRAs those road miles being decommissioned should be done by use of barriers or blockage of the road entrances.   

AFRC generally does not support obliteration or recontouring roads that are to be decommissioned because of the high cost involved unless those roads are not needed for future management and also pose a significant risk to critical resources.   

Furthermore, there are alternative methods to mitigating potential resource damage caused by poorly designed or poorly maintain roads aside from full decommissioning.  Removing or replacing ineffective culverts, installing waterbars, and blocking access are all activities that can mitigate resource damage while maintaining useful roads on the landscape for future use.  Please consider these methods as an alternative to full decommissioning.    

AFRC believes that a significant factor contributing to increased fire activity in the region is the decreasing road access to our federal lands.  Recent fires include the Table Mountain fire in 2012, the Carlton Complex fire in 2014, The NorthStar fire in 2015, the Norse Peak fire in 2017, the Cougar Creek fire in 2018, and the recent Schneider Springs fire in 2021. This factor is often overshadowed by both climate change and fuels accumulation when the topic of wildfire is discussed in public forums.  However, we believe that a deteriorating road infrastructure has also significantly contributed to recent spikes in wildfires.  This deterioration has been a result of both reduced funding for road maintenance and the federal agency’s subsequent direction to reduce their overall road networks to align with this reduced funding.  The outcome is a forested landscape that is increasingly inaccessible to fire suppression agencies due to road decommissioning and/or road abandonment.  This inaccessibility complicates and delays the ability of firefighters to attack nascent fires quickly and directly.  On the other hand, an intact and well-maintained road system would facilitate a scenario where firefighters can rapidly access fires and initiate direct attack in a more safe and effective manner.    

If the Forest Service proposes to decommission, abandon, or obliterate road segments from the Little Naches Upland planning area we would like to see the analysis consider potential adverse impacts to fire suppression efforts due to the reduced access caused by the reduction in the road network.  We believe that this road network reduction would decrease access to wildland areas and hamper opportunities for firefighters to quickly respond and suppress fires.  On the other hand, additional and improved roads will enable firefighters quicker and safer access to suppress any fires that are ignited.    

We would like the Naches District to carefully consider the following three factors when deciding to decommission any road in the project area:     

· Determination of any potential resource risk related to a road segment.    

· Determination of the access value provided by a road segment.   

· Determination of whether the resource risk outweighs the access value (for timber management and other resource needs).    

We believe that only those road segments where resource risk outweighs access value should be considered for decommissioning.  
Thank you for the opportunity to provide a letter of support for the Little Naches Upland Restoration Project during the Objection Period.  We look forward to this Project being implemented.  

Sincerely,  
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Tom Partin

AFRC Consultant

921 SW Cheltenham Street
Portland, Oregon 97239
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Proposed Action
Timber Volume (MBF)* 9,300

Total Acres 1,168
Volume (MBFyAce 80

Total Present Value Benefits

Gross Benefits - Delvered Log Value 53990115
Total Present Value Costs

FS Prep & Admin 5125848
LogginglHaulng 52,720,745
Siash Disposal 598,242
Road Work (Reconstruction & Maintenance) 282,000
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Erosion control

521256

Restoration Actvties potentially funded by stumpage | $350,187
Total Cost 52,598,228
CostMBF 5387
CostAcre 53,080

Not Prosent Value 5391887
Stumpage (2021 dollars) 5924978
Predicted Stumpage Price/MBF 59946
Potental Retun to the Treasury® 533,742
BC Ratio® 11




