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Subj:  Comments for the current scoping period for the “TBB IRMP”

Mr. Hall:
We submit these comments on behalf of Alaska Rainforest Defenders and Center for Biological Diversity (collectively “Respondents”) regarding the Thorne Bay Basin Integrated Resource Management Project.  The proposed action bundles three distinct projects in one NEPA analysis:  (1) efforts to mitigate the effects of past clearcutting through treatments in some previously clearcut areas described as “habitat emphasis units;” (2) clearcutting second-growth forests in “timber emphasis units” and (3) road-related activities.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  USDA Forest Service.  2023.  Scoping Notice: Thorne Bay Basin Integrated Resource Management Project at 5. Tongass National Forest, Thorne Bay Ranger District, September 2023 (hereinafter 2023 TBB IRMP Scoping Notice).] 

We request that you cease planning on this large timber project or at a minimum develop several downscaled alternatives with substantially reduced timber volumes.  
If you continue planning the proposed action which includes over 2,200 acres of clearcuts, it will be necessary to restart the scoping process and publish a Notice of Intent to prepare a full EIS prior to any further planning on the project.  This project will be, by far, the Tongass National Forest’s largest second-growth timber sale. 
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[bookmark: _Toc148104501]I.   Introduction
Our major concerns about this project pertain to adverse impacts to wildlife and fish and further loss of socio-economic benefits and ecosystem services resulting from the proposal to implement short-rotation clearcut harvests for recovering second-growth forests.  The second-growth clearcuts will prevent those recovering forests from achieving old-growth characteristics, and reduce long-term habitat values for wildlife by prolonging the stem exclusion phase of forest succession.  Winter deer habitat and project area watersheds have already been seriously impacted due to past industrial scale logging. Any additional impacts to remaining habitat, even if of lesser quality, will exacerbate an already bad situation for deer, wolves and hunters, harm forest dependent species such as goshawks, and pose unjustifiable risks to project area watersheds and fishery values. As currently planned, the project will sacrifice maturing forests that have high carbon sequestration potential and currently stored carbon. We request the agency provide detailed analysis regarding the following broad categories:
· Evaluate and disclose significant adverse environmental impacts to wildlife associated with the second-growth logging plan for the project area including long-term impacts caused by delaying forest succession;
· Take a hard look at impacts to aquatic habitat and fish populations given the cumulative risks of climate change and short-rotation timber management, which prevents watershed recovery;
· Consider the extent to which this project establishes a precedent for short-rotation management of federally-owned recovering forestlands that favors raw log exporters over small local mills and recreation providers.
[bookmark: _Toc148104502]II.  The Forest Service should re-scope this project and prepare an EIS
We request that you restart the scoping process and publish a Notice of Intent to prepare a full EIS prior to any further planning on the project.  NEPA requires federal agencies to analyze the foreseeable environmental impacts, including direct, indirect, and cumulative impacts, of “major Federal actions.”[footnoteRef:2]   If the action may cause degradation of some human environmental factor, the agency must prepare an EIS.[footnoteRef:3]   In other words, the threshold issue for determining whether or not to prepare an EIS is not whether significant effects will in fact occur.  Instead, the trigger is if there are substantial questions about whether a project will have a significant effect on the environment.[footnoteRef:4]   [2:  42 U.S.C. § 4332(2)(C).]  [3:  Idaho Sporting Congress v. Thomas, 137 F.3d 1146, 1149 (9th Cir. 1998).
Foundation for N. Am. Wild Sheep v. United States Dep’t of Agric., 681 F.2d 1172, 1178-79 (9th Cir. 1982)(emphasis added); see also Blue Mountains Biodiversity Project v. Blackwood, 161 F.3d 1208, 1212 (9th Cir. 1998).   ]  [4:  Idaho Sporting Congress v. Thomas, 137 F.3d 1146, 1150 (9th Cir. 1998).  ] 

The main component of this project is a large timber sale. The scoping notice discloses plans to sell between two and five million board feet (MMBF) of timber each year over a fifteen year period, or between 30 and 75 MMBF over the life of the project.[footnoteRef:5]  Most of the logging – 1,797 acres - will occur in 61 clearcut units.[footnoteRef:6] 34 of those clearcut units that range between 21 and 80 acres in size will provide most of the timber volume.[footnoteRef:7]  There will also be “two-aged management” which entails clearcuts of up to 20 acres on 406 acres.[footnoteRef:8] Smaller clearcuts and some selective cutting units will add another 233 acres for a total cut of 2,437 acres.[footnoteRef:9]  [5:  2023 TBB IRMP Scoping Notice at 8, Table 2.]  [6:  Id. at 8, Table 2 & 19-22; Figures 7-10.]  [7:  Id. at 22, Figure 10.]  [8:  Id. at 6.]  [9:  Id. at 8 Table 2.] 

We reviewed recent analyses of Tongass second-growth timber sales in order to better understand the actual scale of this project. The estimated volume from the 2016 Kosciusko project was 29.9 million board feet from roughly 1,500 acres logged through a combination of complete and partial clearcuts (i.e. “two-aged management” and “uneven-aged management” which defer half and two-thirds of the units for future logging).[footnoteRef:10]  Another alternative from that project would have produced 30.2 MMBF from 861 clearcut acres, or 35 thousand board feet (MBF) per acre.[footnoteRef:11] The largest clearcut alternative from the pending Thomas Bay project proposed to extract 19.3 MMBF from 841 acres, or 23 MBF per acre.[footnoteRef:12] In other words, depending on the volume per acre, the clearcut/even-aged and clearcut/two-aged management units could yield between 50 and 77 MMBF. [10:  USDA Forest Service. 2016. Kosciusko Vegetation Management and Watershed Improvement Project Environmental Assessment, Final Decision Notice and Finding of No Significant Impact.  Alaska Region, Tongass National Forest, Thorne Bay Ranger District.  R-10-M-762(c). September 2016; Brand, G. 2015. Kosciusko Vegetation Management and Watershed Improvement Project Environmental Assessment Timber Resource Report at 5.]  [11:  Id.]  [12:  USDA Forest Service. 2023.  Thomas Bay Young-Growth Timber Sale Environmental Assessment and Finding of No Significant Impact.  Alaska Region, Tongass National Forest, Petersburg Ranger District. R10-MB-880a. April 2023.] 

The proposed action is thus a very large timber sale that the agency intends to clearcut, triggering questions about significant environmental effects.[footnoteRef:13]  The Tongass National Forest’s own past practices for doing environmental analyses indicate the need to produce an EIS. The agency has consistently prepared an EIS for timber sales that entail industrial scale clearcutting of large amounts of timber.  Between 1998 and 2006, the agency produced 10 timber project EAs for timber volumes that ranged from 2.6 to 8.7 MMBF, or an average volume of about 5.5 MMBF.[footnoteRef:14]  Conversely, between 1998 and 2011 the agency had, after producing an EIS, issued decisions on 19 timber sales. Compared to the proposed action, many of these projects removed similar or even considerably smaller amounts of forest.[footnoteRef:15]   [13:  16 U.S.C. § 1604(g)(3)(E)(iv).  NFMA’s directives on clearcutting mean that it is only acceptable in “exceptional circumstances” or, at a minimum, the Forest Service “must proceed cautiously in implementing an even-aged management alternative and only after a close examination of the effects that such management will have on other forest resources.”  Sierra Club v. Thomas, 105 F.3d 248 (6th Cir. 1997); Sierra Club v. Espy, 38 F.3d 792, 799 (5th Cir. 1994).  ]  [14:  These projects were the 1998 Nemo, Todahl and Twin Creek projects, the 2000 Doughnut and Polk projects, the 2004 Boundary and Shady projects, and the 2006 Goose Creek, Overlook and Soda Nick projects.]  [15:  These projects include the 1998 Crane and Rowan Mountain and Crystal Creek Projects (24 and 13 MMBF); the 1999 Canal Hoya Project (13 MMBF); the 2000 Kuakan, Luck Lake and Skipping Cow Projects (12, 12.9 and 19 MMBF); the 2001 – 2003 Woodpecker Project (16.3 MMBF); the 2003 Finger Mountain, Licking Creek and Madan Projects (21.4, 17 and 27 MMBF); the 2004 Three Mile Project (19.5 MMBF); the 2005 Couverden and Emerald Bay Projects (23 and 16.4 MMBF); the 2006 Scott Peak and Tuxekan Projects (8.3 and 18.3 MMBF); the 2007 Scratchings and Traitors Cove Projects (21 and 17.1 MMBF); the 2008 Baht Project (4.3 MMBF) and the 2011 Central Kupreanof Project (26.3 MMBF).  ] 

The only similar Tongass National Forest project analyzed in an EA was the Kosciusko Vegetation Management EA - a 29.9 MMBF timber sale.  We filed a formal objection to that project based primarily on the need to prepare a full EIS because the project was a large timber project that authorized the extraction of 29.9 MMBF of timber through 396 acres of clearcuts, 856 acres of clearcuts with reserve patches (two-aged management) and 209 acres of partial clearcuts (uneven-aged management).[footnoteRef:16]  We also disagree with the decision to analyze the pending Thomas Bay timber sale in an EA.[footnoteRef:17] [16:  See https://www.fs.usda.gov/project/?project=45037 ]  [17:  https://cara.fs2c.usda.gov/Public/Letter/3927855?project=60639 ] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]  	The proposal to analyze this project in an EA is inconsistent with the widespread recognition that the very nature of large-scale clearcutting results in significant, adverse environmental effects. In Wyoming Outdoor Coordinating Council v. Butz, the Forest Service refused to prepare an EIS analyzing a 15 MMBF sale occurring on 670 acres.[footnoteRef:18]  The court concluded that the agency needed to prepare an EIS, recognizing that “[t]he clearcutting of the timber planned obviously will have a significant effect on the environment for many years.”[footnoteRef:19]  In 1995, a federal district court in Vermont considered a Forest Service project that would remove 3.2 million board feet of timber through 300 acres of clearcuts and increase road access to wildlife habitat.[footnoteRef:20]  The court determined that “[o]n its face, the proposed action, which includes clearcutting of over 300 acres and its admitted attendant effects such as intrusion into bear and neotropical bird habitats, is ‘significant’ under any reasonable construction of the term.”[footnoteRef:21] Similarly, in 1997, a Pennsylvania federal district court required the Forest Service to prepare an EIS for a 31 MMBF timber sale.[footnoteRef:22]  The court identified a number of relevant factors that are or may be applicable to this project:  (1) a large number of acres; (2) the predominant use of clearcutting; (3) the presence of sensitive species and (4) the proximity of the project to old-growth forest and to important watersheds.[footnoteRef:23]   [18:  Wyoming Outdoor Coordinating Council v. Butz, 484 F.2d at 1247, 1251, n. 5 (10th Cir. 1973).]  [19:  Id. at 1250-1251 (emphasis added).]  [20:  National Audubon Society v. Hoffman, 917 F.Supp. 280, 287-288.]  [21:  Id. at 280, 288.]  [22:  Curry v. Forest Service, 988 F.Supp. 541, 545, 556 (W.D. Penn. 1997).]  [23:  Id. at 551-552.] 

9th Circuit courts have also recently required the timber agencies to prepare an EIS for large timber projects.  An Oregon court required the Forest Service to prepare an EIS for the Crystal Clear Restoration Project, a large project that primarily involved experimental variable density thinning.[footnoteRef:24]  An Oregon federal district court also required an EIS for the Forest Service’s Goose Project which sought to improve stand conditions, reduce hazardous fuels and provide timber.[footnoteRef:25]  The project consisted of 1,255 acres of commercial and non-commercial thinning (1,255 acres and 800 acres, respectively) rather than clearcutting.[footnoteRef:26]  One issue these cases share with this project involved controversy over clearcutting maturing, second-growth forests.  [24:  Bark et al. v. U.S. Forest Service, 958 F.3d 865, 868 (9th Cir. 2020); see also Oregon Wild v. Bureau of Land Management, Case No. 6:14-CV-0110AA (D. Or. 2015)(requiring the Forest Service to prepare an EIS for the 6.4 MMBF White Castle Project in large part because the agency proposed to clearcut 180 acres of “mature forest” – stands over 80 years old, which had wildlife habitat values).]  [25:  Cascadia Wildlands v. U.S Forest Service, 937 F.Supp.2d 1271, 1274, 1284 (D. Or. 2013).   ]  [26:  Id. at 1274.  ] 

[bookmark: _Toc148104503]III.  NEPA’s intensity factors require an EIS
The determination of a significant effect on the environment requires consideration of “context and intensity.”[footnoteRef:27]  The context is the scope of the agency’s action, including affected interests.[footnoteRef:28]  Intensity is the degree to which the agency action affects the locale and interests identified in the context part of the inquiry.[footnoteRef:29]  Intensity requires evaluation of various factors, including “[u]nique characteristics of the geographic area, such as … ecologically critical areas[,]” …  “[t]he degree to which the effects on the quality of the human environment are likely to be highly controversial[,]” … “[t]he degree to which the possible effects on the human environment are highly uncertain or involve unique or unknown risks[,] … “[w]hether the action is related to other actions with individually insignificant but cumulatively significant impacts.”[footnoteRef:30]  “[O]ne of [the NEPA intensity] factors may be sufficient to require preparation of an EIS in appropriate circumstances.”[footnoteRef:31] In some timber sale cases, no significance factor by itself required an EIS, but collective controversies and uncertainties and other factors triggered the need for analysis in an EIS.[footnoteRef:32] [27:  40 C.F.R. § 1508.27.   ]  [28:  National Parks & Conservation Ass’n v. Babbitt, 241 F.3d 222, 731 (9th Cir. 2001).  ]  [29:  Id.]  [30:  40 C.F.R. § 1508.27(b).  ]  [31:  Ocean Advocates v. U.S. Army Corps of Eng’rs, 402 F.3d 846, 865 (9th Cir. 2005).]  [32:  Cascadia Wildlands v. U.S Forest Service, 937 F.Supp.2d 1271, 1274 (D. Or. 2013).  ] 

[bookmark: _Toc148104504]A. The project entails unique or unknown risks to wildlife
Clearcutting may have significant adverse impacts to project area wildlife that vary by species and may potentially worsen over time because maturing forests may otherwise provide increasing habitat values over time. The NEPA analysis must consider “[t]he degree to which the possible effects … are highly uncertain or involve unique and unknown risks.”[footnoteRef:33]  A project is also highly controversial—such that an EIS may be required—if there is a ‘substantial dispute about the size, nature, or effect of the major Federal action rather than the existence of opposition to a use.’”[footnoteRef:34]  Such controversy can occur when there is considerable evidence that a project will not meet its goal, or the effects are highly controversial and uncertain.[footnoteRef:35]   [33:  40 C.F.R. §1508.27(b)(5)]  [34:  Native Ecosystems Council, 428 F.2d at 1240.]  [35:  Bark et al. v. U.S. Forest Service, 958 F.3d 870-71 (9th Cir. 2020). ] 

Sacrificing 2,203 acres of substantially regenerated second growth is a significant impact because of extensive past, ongoing and future logging in the project area, federal and non-federal.  This aggressive approach to second growth logging will prevent these maturing forests from recovering to the point of attaining some old-growth habitat features of value for wildlife. Further, uncut or lightly treated second-growth forests can have some value for wildlife despite the limited availability of biological characteristics associated with old-growth forests.[footnoteRef:36]  In particular, wildlife will utilize second-growth forests in areas where there is a deficit of preferred habitats.[footnoteRef:37]  Maintaining these recovering forests would have multiple benefits to wildlife by reducing edge effects, extending the size of forested acres, enhancing interior habitat, reducing blowdown risks, reducing disturbances of nesting and breeding areas and providing refugia.[footnoteRef:38] [36:  Harrop-Archibald, H. 2014. The value of second-growth forests to biodiversity. University of Victoria, British Columbia School of Environmental Studies.]  [37:  Id.]  [38:  Id. ] 

1. [bookmark: _Toc148104505]Clearcutting is controversial and entails unknown long-term risks
Industrial logging caused long-term harmful habitat changes for deer and other wildlife by clearcutting old-growth forests.[footnoteRef:39]  There are four stages of forest succession in previously clearcut southeast Alaska forests:  (1) stand initiation (1 – 25 years): (2) stem exclusion (25 – 150 years); (3) understory re-initiation (150 – 250 years); and old-growth forest (>250 years).[footnoteRef:40] Canopy closure during the stem exclusion phase causes a long-lasting deficit of wildlife habitat for old-growth dependent species.[footnoteRef:41] Scientists call this impact “succession debt.”[footnoteRef:42] Setting succession back to its earliest stage will not benefit any resource in the long-term.[footnoteRef:43]   [39:  Farmer, C.J., Person, D.K. and Bowyer, R.T., 2006. Risk factors and mortality of black‐tailed deer in a managed forest landscape. The Journal of Wildlife Management, 70(5), pp.1403-1415; Schoen, J. & M. Kirchhoff. 2007. Sitka black-tailed deer. Ch. 6.1 in:  J.W. Schoen & E. Dovichin, eds. The coastal forests and mountains ecoregion of southeastern Alaska and the Tongass National Forest:  a conservation assessment and resource synthesis.]  [40:  Alaback, P.B. 1984. Plant succession following logging in the Sitka spruce-western hemlock forests of southeast Alaska: implications for management (Vol. 173). US Department of Agriculture, Forest Service, Pacific Northwest Forest and Range Experiment Station.]  [41:  Alaback, P. 2010.  FINAL REPORT An evaluation of canopy gaps in restoring wildlife habitat
in second growth forests of Southeastern Alaska.]  [42:   Person, D.K. & T.J. Brinkman. 2013.  Succession debt and roads: Short-and long-term effects of timber harvest on a large mammal predator prey community in Southeast Alaska. Pages 143-167 [In] G.H. Orians & J.W. Schoen, eds. North Pacific Temperate Rainforests: Ecology & Conservation, Audubon Alaska, Anchorage.]  [43:  Kirchhoff, M. 2015. Letter re:  Draft Tongass Advisory Committee Recommendations. April 19, 2015.] 

This project requires an EIS under several NEPA intensity factors because it would extend the succession debt for wildlife and delay or prevent these public forests from eventually developing old-growth habitat characteristics.    The CEQ regulations explain that indirect effects are effects “which are caused by the action and are later in time or farther removed in distance, but are still reasonably foreseeable.”[footnoteRef:44]  Many of these older maturing forests would foreseeably recover later in time into the understory reinitiation stage between 2060 and 2070.[footnoteRef:45] If implemented, this project would delay the recovery process by another half century before these forests reach the same inhospitable stand conditions present today, and another half century after that to enter the understory reinitiation stage.[footnoteRef:46]  [44:  40 C.F.R. § 1508.8.]  [45:  USDA Forest Service.  2018.  Prince of Wales Landscape Level Analysis FEIS at 220.  R10-MB-833e.]  [46:  Id.] 

There is ample scientific analysis to demonstrate that this project will have significant adverse environmental impacts. Scientific experts evaluating the impacts of logging on Tongass wildlife conservation during the 1990s explained that short rotations of 100 to 110 years old (or less) would prevent the “development of additional, quality habitat and increas[e] species extirpation risks across the landscape” over the long-term.[footnoteRef:47] The biologists identified a significant difference between landscape scale clearcutting on a one hundred year rotation versus a 200 year rotation because of habitat features that emerge during the second century of forest succession.[footnoteRef:48]  Long-term wildlife viability requires a mix of forested habitats and the scale of clearcutting proposed here would delay or prevent the development of forests into the understory re-initiation stage.[footnoteRef:49]   [47:  See, e.g. Iverson, C. 1997. Summary of the 1997 Northern Goshawk Risk Assessment Panel. United States Department of Agriculture Tongass National Forest Forest Plan Interdisciplinary Team. Juneau, Alaska. May 7, 1997; Degayner, G. 1997. Summary of the 1997 American Marten Risk Assessment Panel. United States Department of Agriculture Tongass National Forest Forest Plan Interdisciplinary Team. Juneau, Alaska. May 6, 1997; Iverson, C. 1996a. Northern Goshawk Viability Assessment Panel Summary. United States Department of Agriculture Tongass National Forest Forest Plan Interdisciplinary Team. Juneau, Alaska. January 14, 1996. Julin, K. (Facilitator). 1995. Other Terrestrial Mammals Panel Assessment Summary. United States Department of Agriculture Tongass National Forest Forest Plan Interdisciplinary Team. Juneau, Alaska. November 29,1995; Iverson, C. 1996b. Alexander Archipelago Wolf Viability Assessment Panel Summary. United States Department of Agriculture Tongass National Forest Forest Plan Interdisciplinary Team. Juneau, Alaska. January 31, 1996; see also Alaback, P.B. 1984 (explaining that “there are no data at this time to suggest that … timber rotations less than 200 years will measurably increase either the diversity or productivity of understory vegetation over that typically found in old-growth forests”)   ]  [48:  Iverson, C. 1997; Degayner, G. 1997; Iverson, C. 1996a.]  [49:  Hanley, T.A., C. T. Robbins & D. E. Spalinger. 1989. Forest Habitats and the Nutritional Ecology of Sitka Black-Tailed Deer: A Research Synthesis With Implications for Forest Management at 47. U.S. Department of Agriculture Forest Service Pacific Northwest Research Station General Technical Report PNW-GTR-230. March 1989.] 

The 2018 Prince of Wales Landscape Level Analysis FEIS also recognized that logging young second-growth forests will prevent the development of old-growth forest structure and functions that include long-term understory forage production and other habitat qualities for wildlife.[footnoteRef:50]  It explicitly admitted uncertainty and controversy within the meaning of NEPA’s intensity factors:  (1) “there is no research” suggesting that it is better to continuously clearcut maturing forests rather than let them grow back; (2) the benefits of short-rotation forest are debatable and (3) while there may be some short-term benefits to resetting to the stand initiation stage, at least in the summer, “the long-term effects are unknown.”[footnoteRef:51] Given the impact of the long-term habitat deficit associated with maintaining forests across the landscape in the stem exclusion phase, particularly in light of the proportion of private and state logging in the planning area, it is unreasonable to analyze this project in an EA. [50:  Iverson, G.C., G.D. Hayward, K. Titus, E. DeGayner, R.E. Lowell, D.C. Crocker-Bedford, P.F. Schempf, and J. Lindell. 1996. Conservation assessment for the Northern Goshawk in Southeast Alaska. USDA Forest Service Publication PNW-GTR-387. ]  [51:  USDA Forest Service.  2018.  Prince of Wales Landscape Level Analysis FEIS.] 

2. [bookmark: _Toc148104506]Setting back succession poses adverse long-term impacts to deer
Alaska Department of Fish and Game biologists expect the Prince of Wales deer population to decline because of habitat loss caused by logging.[footnoteRef:52] There has been a substantial and disproportionate loss of large-tree forest and winter habitat to logging on central and northern Prince Wales Island.[footnoteRef:53]  Recent federal timber sales targeted most of the last remaining stands of high-quality winter deer habitat and deer travel corridors in the north and central parts of the island.[footnoteRef:54]  Federal and non-federal logging combined has created, on this island, the highest density of clearcuts in Southeast Alaska.[footnoteRef:55]   [52:  Hasbrouck, T.R. 2020a. Sitka black-tailed deer management report and plan. Game Management Unit 2:  Report period 1 July 2011-30 June 2016, and plan period 1 July 2016-30 June 2021.  Alaska Department of Fish and Game, Species Management Report and Plan ADF&G.DWC.SMR&P-2020-30. ]  [53:  Albert, D. & J. Schoen. 2007;  Brinkman, T.J., T. Chapin, G. Kofinas & D.K. Person. 2009.  Linking hunter knowledge with forest change to understand changing deer harvest opportunities in intensively logged landscapes.  Ecology and Society 14(1):36]  [54:  Hasbrouck, T.R. 2020a. ]  [55:  Id.] 

Lower deer carrying capacity in the long-term will reduce hunting opportunities in the most important individual island for deer hunting in Southeast Alaska.[footnoteRef:56] There is increasing concern about ongoing declines in POW deer populations.[footnoteRef:57] Subsistence hunters cite increasing difficulty harvesting deer on the island.[footnoteRef:58]  The Alaska Department of Fish and Game has concerns about the cumulative adverse effects of past, ongoing and future industrial scale clearcutting: [56:  Schoen, J. & M. Kirchhoff. 2007. Sitka black-tailed deer. Ch. 6.1 In:  J.W. Schoen & E. Dovichin, eds. The coastal forests and mountains ecoregion of southeastern Alaska and the Tongass National Forest:  a conservation assessment and resource synthesis; Brinkman, T.J., T. Chapin, G. Kofinas & D.K. Person. 2009; Person, D.K. & T.J. Brinkman. 2013.]  [57:  Miller, R. 2022.  Scientists present theories for deer decline at Prince of Wales deer summit (KRBD, Nov. 3, 2022). Scientists present theories for deer decline at Prince of Wales Island deer summit (ktoo.org)]  [58:  Hasbrouck, T.R. 2020a; Southeast Alaska Subsistence Regional Advisory Council. 2017.  Meeting materials October 31 – November 2, 2017.] 

We should better inform the public regarding the effects of logging on deer populations, so they are aware of trade-offs between timber harvest and wildlife.  We anticipate that logging related reductions in important winter habitat will reduce deer carrying capacity for decades to come.  The long term consequences of habitat loss include loss of hunting opportunity and the inability to provide for subsistence needs of rural residents.[footnoteRef:59] [59:  Bethune, S. 2015. Unit 2 deer.  Chapter 4, pages 4-1 through 4-15 [In] P. Harper and L.A. McCarthy, editors.  Deer management report of survey and inventory activities 1 July 2012-30 June 2014.  Alaska Department of Fish and Game.  Species Management Report ADF&G/DWC/SMR-2015-3, Juneau.] 

The loss of low-elevation productive old-growth forest - essential winter habitat for deer - has long been a major mortality factor for deer.[footnoteRef:60]  After clearcutting, low abundance and poor quality forage conditions persist for over a century, leading to declines in deer populations.[footnoteRef:61]  Winter weather and predation by wolves and bears, are the other main threats to Sitka black-tailed deer.[footnoteRef:62]  Warmer winters will not necessarily reduce this risk; instead, expected increases in precipitation and extreme storms may exacerbate risks to deer.[footnoteRef:63]  [60:  Farmer, C.J., Person, D.K. and Bowyer, R.T., 2006; Brinkman, T.J. et al. 2009; Person, D.K. et al 1996.  The Alexander Archipelago Wolf:  A conservation assessment.  Gen. Tech. Rpt. PNW-GTR-384, November 1996.  Pacific Northwest Research Station, U.S. Forest Service; Gilbert, S.L., Haynes, T., Lindberg, M.S., Albert, D.M., Kissling, M., Lynch, L. and Person, D., 2022. Potential futures for coastal wolves and their ecosystem services in Alaska, with implications for management of a social-ecological system. Frontiers in Ecology and Evolution, 10.]  [61:  Id. Person, D.K. & T.J. Brinkman. 2013.]  [62:  Farmer, C.J., Person, D.K. and Bowyer, R.T., 2006.]  [63:  Person, D.K. & T.J. Brinkman. 2013.] 

Deer do utilize older second-growth as snow depths increase.[footnoteRef:64]  One of the most significant adverse impacts to deer pertains to the need for varying habitat needs within seasons or even over periods of years, particularly for snow interception:  [64:  Gilbert, S.L., Hundertmark, K.J., Person, D.K., Lindberg, M.S. and Boyce, M.S., 2017. Behavioral plasticity in a variable environment: snow depth and habitat interactions drive deer movement in winter. Journal of Mammalogy, 98(1), pp.246-259.] 

For ungulates at temperate and higher latitudes, winter is often the limiting season for survival, when cold temperatures and snowfall restrict the availability of forage and increase costs of movement.  In addition, vulnerability of ungulates to predators can be higher in snow-covered landscapes because of reduced nutritional condition and increased cost of movements for prey relative to predators.  Subsequently, habitat selection of ungulates in winter can be strongly shaped by the landscapes of energetic costs and risk of death.  As snow depth increases, values of habitat to wildlife may be completely reversed from low-snow conditions.  As habitat types with abundant forage but little canopy cover to intercept snow become unusable, habitats with adequate forage and good canopy cover become preferred.[footnoteRef:65] [65:  Id. (emphasis added)(internal citations omitted).] 

There is little the Forest Service can do to address the need for forest cover to reduce snow accumulation other than to allow juvenile trees to mature.[footnoteRef:66]   [66:  Hanley, T.A., C. T. Robbins & D. E. Spalinger. 1989.] 

Although deer may benefit from new clearcuts during summer and mild winters, in the long-term clearcutting second growth forests on short rotations will reduce habitat capability and eliminate suitable foraging habitat.[footnoteRef:67]  The forage that clearcutting produces for deer will only be available for 10 to 25 years and will not be available during severe winters.[footnoteRef:68]  Ultimately, maintaining the landscape as second-growth forests will compromise forest succession to long-term habitat conditions favorable for deer and increase mortality risks to them over time.[footnoteRef:69]   [67:  Person, D. & Brinkman, T. 2013 at 147; Person, D. et al. 1996.]  [68:  Alaback, P. 2010.]  [69:  Farmer, C.J., Person, D.K. and Bowyer, R.T., 2006; Wolf Technical Committee. 2017. Interagency Wolf Habitat Management Program: Recommendations for Game Management Unit 2 at 18. Management Bulletin R10-MB-822. USDA Forest Service, USDI Fish and Wildlife Service, and Alaska Department of Fish and Game. ] 

[bookmark: _Toc148104507] 3. Succession debt also poses risks to apex predators
These same concerns about succession debt apply to the island’s apex predators. Wolf and deer abundances are intertwined – substantial reductions in deer populations caused by logging and succession debt will eventually result in smaller wolf populations.[footnoteRef:70] Prince of Wales and surrounding islands once had the largest wolf population in Southeast Alaska.[footnoteRef:71]  Industrial logging directly and indirectly is responsible for the Alexander Archipelago wolf population declines by creating less productive forest with lower habitat capacity for deer and a road network that increased human access. [footnoteRef:72]   [70:  Person, D.K. 2013.  Statement of David K. Person regarding the Big Thorne Project, Prince of Wales Island, August 15, 2013. Roffler, G. H. et al. 2018.  Resources selection by coastal wolves reveals the seasonal importance of seral forest and suitable prey habitat.  Forest Ecology and Management 409:190-201; Roffler, G.H., Waite, J.N., Flynn, R.W., Larson, K.R. and Logan, B.D., 2016. Wolf population estimation on Prince of Wales Island, Southeast Alaska: a comparison of methods. Alaska Department of Fish and Game, Division of Wildlife Conservation, Region I.]  [71:  Gilbert, S.L. et al. 2022. ]  [72:  Id.] 

In August of this year, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service concluded that listing the Alexander Archipelago Wolf as threatened or endangered was not warranted based on the stability of populations in four large areas outside of Prince of Wales Island.[footnoteRef:73]  The agency also found the Prince of Wales Island wolves were inbreeding, prey-limited, overly reliant on a single prey source, deer, and susceptible to excessive mortality from humans.[footnoteRef:74]  The agency considered three future scenarios for wolves on Prince of Wales Island and projected that the population could become moderately resilient – or functionally extirpated. [footnoteRef:75]  When an activity can adversely impact a local wildlife population such as a local wolf pack, even if it does not impact the broader population, there are substantial questions about impacts to the local population and ecosystem that are both uncertain and controversial within the meaning of NEPA and require analysis in an EIS.[footnoteRef:76]   [73:  https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2023/08/23/2023-18260/endangered-and-threatened-wildlife-and-plants-nine-species-not-warranted-for-listing-as-endangered ]  [74:  Id.]  [75:  Id.]  [76:  Anderson v. Evans, 371 F.3d 475, 490-93 (9th Cir. 2004); see also Fund for Animals v. Norton, 281 F.Supp.2d 209, 234 (D.D.C. 2003)(holding that uncertainty about impacts to a local populations is a basis for setting aside a FONSI).] 

Logging and timber road construction have similar adverse impacts to bears by reducing old-growth forest habitat, denning habitat, foraging habitat and increasing disturbances during summer and vulnerability to human harvest.[footnoteRef:77] Bears, like wolves, are susceptible to hunting and, like deer, experience significant succession debt – i.e. the long-term loss of foraging opportunities as clearcuts regenerate into unsuitable habitat.[footnoteRef:78]  Bears utilize some of the same food resources as wolves such as deer and salmon, which both fluctuate and are at risk to the combined effects of logging and climate change.[footnoteRef:79]   [77:  Davis, H, A.N. Hamilton, A.S. Harestead & R.D. Weir. 2012.  Longevity and Reuse of Black Bear Dens in Managed Forests of Coastal British Columbia.  In:  Journal of Wildlife Management 76(3):523-527; see also USDA Forest Service. 2016. Wrangell Island Project Draft Environmental Impact Statement.  U.S. Forest Service, Alaska Region.  Tongass National Forest, Wrangell Ranger District.  R10-MB-634.  May 2016.]  [78:  Porter, B., D.P. Gregovich, A.P. Crupi, G.W. Pendleton & S.W. Bethune.  Black bears select large woody structures for dens in southeast Alaska.  Journal of Wildlife Management 1-12; 2021.]  [79:  Id.] 

[bookmark: _Toc148104508]4.  Maturing second-growth forests provide habitat for Queen Charlotte goshawks
As with wolves, an EIS is necessary when a project may adversely impact small, local populations of Queen Charlotte goshawks. New clearcuts do not provide forage for all wildlife species – fresh clearcuts will not provide foraging opportunities for Queen Charlotte goshawks, but stands in the understory initiation phases will provide improved foraging habitat and even nesting trees.[footnoteRef:80]  The proposed action would clearcut maturing second growth forests that are now or soon will be old enough for use by Queen Charlotte goshawks for forage or even nesting.[footnoteRef:81]  [80:  Iverson, C. 1996a. Northern Goshawk Viability Assessment Panel Summary.]  [81:  U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Alaska Region. 2007. Queen Charlotte Goshawk Status Review.] 

This project will likely maintain an excess amount of early seral forest (90 – 100 years old), increasing long-term viability risks to Queen Charlotte Goshawks.  New clearcuts and early seral stage habitats do not provide critical habitat features for Queen Charlotte goshawks.[footnoteRef:82]  In its 2007 Status Review, the Fish and Wildlife Service stated that “[f]orest management must … emphasize continued existence of mature and old forest to ensure preservation of the species.”[footnoteRef:83]  Scientists who considered the influence of forest rotations on the long-term viability of the species “generally agreed that older second growth resulting from timber rotations of 200 to 300 years could provide useful habitat, and would reduce risk to goshawks, as compared to 100-year rotations.”[footnoteRef:84]  The review of the TLMP conservation strategy anticipated ecological rotations of 300 years as likely to sustain goshawks (i.e. 1/3 of the forest in second growth <100 years old, 1/3 of the forest <200 years old, and 1/3 >200 years old), but noted this scale masked localized effects which would create gaps in distribution.[footnoteRef:85]   The FWS anticipated that habitat quality could improve over the long-term as recovering forests mature – but not under a 100 year rotation as proposed here.[footnoteRef:86]   [82:  Id.]  [83:  Id. (emphasis added).]  [84:  Id. at 105; see also Iverson, C. 1997. Summary of the 1997 Northern Goshawk Risk Assessment Panel at 1-7.]  [85:  Iverson, C. 1996a. Northern Goshawk Viability Assessment Panel Summary at 74.]  [86:  Id. at 76-78.] 

If left alone, or thinned only from below, second-growth stands could provide suitable habitat in the long-term that equate to 15% of the habitat value of productive old-growth.[footnoteRef:87]  These findings are consistent with recent studies showing successful Queen Charlotte goshawk utilization of mature second-growth forests.[footnoteRef:88]  Further fragmentation, however, reduces the potential value of mature second growth for goshawk habitat needs.[footnoteRef:89]  Mature second-growth forests also have habitat values for other forest birds likely to be present in the project area.[footnoteRef:90] [87:  U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Alaska Region. 2007. Queen Charlotte Goshawk Status Review at 99.]  [88:  Id. at 102.]  [89:  Id.]  [90:  Harrop-Archibald, H. 2014. ] 

[bookmark: _Toc148104509]B. The cumulative impacts of logging by multiple landowners in the area requires analysis in an EIS
[image: ]One of the most important NEPA intensity factors relevant to the need for an EIS to analyze this project is “[w]hether the action is related to other actions with individually insignificant but cumulatively significant impacts.”[footnoteRef:91]  All of the colored areas in Figure 1 from the scoping notice are past clearcuts, indicating a massive cumulative wildlife habitat deficit in the project area.[footnoteRef:92]  Further, the proposed new clearcuts are adjacent to non-federal land. Nearly half the logging occurring over the past decade in Southeast Alaska – much of it on Prince of Wales Island - is on formerly federal public lands, now transferred from the Forest Service to state or private entities through Congressionally approved land exchanges.[footnoteRef:93]   The Alaska Division of Forestry, the Alaska Mental Health Trust, the University of Alaska and corporate landowners have been responsible for most of the logging in the region in the 21st century.[footnoteRef:94]  The Alaska Division of Forestry plans to offer nearly 62 million board feet of mostly old-growth timber from 3,000 acres of state-owned lands over the next five years.[footnoteRef:95] Two-thirds of the timber would come from Prince of Wales Island and nearby smaller islands in areas.[footnoteRef:96]  [91:  40 C.F.R. § 1508.27(b).  ]  [92:  ]  [93:  Resneck, J., E. Stone, E. Boyda & C. Aldern. 2022.  Road to Ruin:  The Roadless Rule is supposed to protect wild places.  What went wrong in the Tongass National Forest?  Grist.  March 29, 2022.]  [94:  2016 TLMP FEIS Vol. II, Appx. C; USDA Forest Service.  2018.  Prince of Wales Landscape Level Analysis Final Environmental Impact Statement.  R10-MB-833e.]  [95:  Alaska Division of Forestry. 2023. 2023-2027 Five Year Schedule Timber Sales (FYSTS).]  [96:  Id.] 

This project, combined with past, ongoing and future logging, may potentially coalesce into a landscape consisting of hundreds of acres of habitat that will be unsuitable for wildlife for decades. The Forest Service must analyze this type of cumulative impact in an EIS.
[bookmark: _Toc148104510]C. Intensive second growth logging entails unknown and uncertain risks to recovering watersheds
Short rotations also have a significant impact that warrants analysis in an EIS because of risks associated with frequent watershed disturbances. This project would adversely impact salmon production through a combination of road construction activities in fish habitat accompanied by intensive clearcutting of second growth recovering forests — and the project cause these impacts at a time when the region’s salmon production capacity is highly variable due to multiple environmental factors. 
Forested aquatic ecosystems take decades to recover after logging.[footnoteRef:97] The Forest Service’s second-growth logging program would permanently degrade previously logged watersheds with a succession of short timber rotation cycles. Timber rotations in the Pacific Northwest ranged between 100 and 200 years on the federal landscape.[footnoteRef:98] Such frequent cutting can prevent development of ecologically important seral stages, such as late-successional and old-growth stands.[footnoteRef:99] [97:  Id.; U.S. Department of Agriculture, 1995. Report to Congress: Anadromous fish habitat assessment. ]  [98:  Everest, F. H. & G.H. Reeves. 2006. Riparian and aquatic habitats of the Pacific Northwest and southeast Alaska: ecology, management history, and potential management strategies. Gen. Tech. Rep. PNW-GTR-692. Portland, OR: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service, Pacific Northwest Research Station. 130 p.]  [99:  Id.] 

The Forest Service’s 1995 Anadromous Fish Habitat Assessment explained that:
The cumulative effects of frequent disturbances in the Pacific Northwest have been shown to substantially reduce the quality of freshwater fish habitats resulting in negative consequences for species, stocks, and populations of fish that depend on them, even if coniferous cover is left in buffer strips along the fish-bearing streams.  Fish-bearing streams represent only a small portion of stream mileage in any watershed.  Because recovery of fish habitat from the effects of extensive logging in a watershed may take a century or more, recovery may never be complete if forests are clearcut harvested and watersheds are disturbed extensively on rotation cycles of about 100 years.  Few refuges remain in a watershed that fish can use during such widespread, intense, and recurrent disturbances.
…Should freshwater habitats be degraded for long periods, salmon and steelhead stocks will eventually be confronted simultaneously with low marine productivity and degraded freshwater habitat.  The likely result of such double jeopardy could be high, long-term risk of extinction.[footnoteRef:100]   [100:  U.S. Forest Service.  1995.  Report to Congress:  Anadromous fish habitat assessment.  Pacific Northwest Research Station, Alaska Region.  R10-MB-279.] 


[image: ]It is likely that project area watersheds are producing far fewer fish than they would in the absence of timber road networks. Figure 11 from the scoping notice shows the density of red culverts in the project area.  There are nearly fifty of them (red dots).  These fish passage obstructions are likely significantly impairing salmon productivity, which raises considerable concern about plans to open 40 miles of road over the next fifteen years to support this project.  
There are two primary ways to improve ecosystem productivity for salmon.  The most cost-effective strategy is to prevent further development in salmon habitat, such as by eliminating the timber emphasis units from this project.[footnoteRef:101]  Removing culverts is the second most cost-effective measure for improving freshwater habitat conditions.[footnoteRef:102] Barrier culvert impacts to salmon are much more extensive than the obvious problem of eliminating adult salmon spawning habitat.  Salmon require habitat connectivity.[footnoteRef:103]  In addition to other life cycle migrations, juvenile salmon will move within a watershed to rearing or overwintering habitat or explore other habitats at times, in pursuit of food.[footnoteRef:104] They also move to seek refuge from adverse environmental conditions such as floods or debris flows from landslides.[footnoteRef:105]  Barrier culverts that occur throughout a watershed block those movements, cumulatively reducing population productivity by impairing foraging opportunities that slow growth and development and by blocking access to refugia.[footnoteRef:106]       [101:  Walsh, J.C., Connors, K., Hertz, E., Kehoe, L., Martin, T.G., Connors, B., Bradford, M.J., Freshwater, C., Frid, A., Halverson, J. and Moore, J.W., 2020. Prioritizing conservation actions for Pacific salmon in Canada. Journal of Applied Ecology, 57(9), pp.1688-1699.]  [102:  Id.]  [103:  Clark, C., Roni, P., Keeton, J. & Pess, G. 2020. Evaluation of the removal of impassable barriers on anadromous salmon and steelhead in the Columbia River Basin.  Fisheries Management and Ecology 27(1), 102-110. ]  [104:  Davis, J.C. and Davis, G.A., 2011. The influence of stream-crossing structures on the distribution of rearing juvenile Pacific salmon. Journal of the North American Benthological Society, 30(4), pp.1117-1128]  [105:  Id.; Price, D.M., Quinn, T. and Barnard, R.J., 2010. Fish passage effectiveness of recently constructed road crossing culverts in the Puget Sound region of Washington State. North American Journal of Fisheries Management, 30(5), pp.1110-1125.]  [106:  Id.; Clark, C., Roni, P., Keeton, J. & Pess, G. 2020; Price, D.M., Quinn, T. and Barnard, R.J., 2010.] 

We Respondents support efforts to reduce road impacts, but the reconstruction, construction and use of new roads to support timber extraction seems likely to offset any benefits from road remediation activities. Timber roads and clearcutting increase sedimentation, degrade water quality, fragment habitat, and increase high temperature events.[footnoteRef:107]  Sedimentation of stream beds is a principal cause of declining salmon populations throughout their range.[footnoteRef:108]   Roads are a primary cause of accelerated, ongoing, chronic sediment delivery that progresses downstream, degrading additional salmon spawning and rearing habitat.[footnoteRef:109]  Large volumes of sediment from road surfaces, ditches and cut-and-fill surfaces traverse riparian zones and enter streams from multiple locations within a watershed.[footnoteRef:110]  There is chronic sedimentation affecting fish habitat throughout Southeast Alaska islands that have been heavily impacted by clearcutting and timber road densities.[footnoteRef:111]  It is nearly impossible to mitigate this impact.[footnoteRef:112] Intact riparian vegetation can capture and store some sediment, but once disturbed by roads or logging, most of the sediment passes through to stream channels. [footnoteRef:113]   [107:  Dellassalla, D.A., Karr, J.R. & Olson, D.M. 2011. Roadless areas and clean water. Journal of Soil and Water Conservation 66(3): 78A-84A; Trombulak, S.C. & Frissell, C.A. 2000. Review of ecological effects of roads on terrestrial and aquatic communities. Conservation Biology 14(1): 18-30.]  [108:  Endangered and Threatened Species: Threatened status for Southern Oregon/Northern California Evolutionarily Significant Unit (ESU) of coho salmon. 62 Fed. Reg. 24588. May 6, 1997.]  [109:  Jones, J.A., Swanson, F.J., Wemple, B.C. & Snyder, K.U. 2000. Effects of roads on hydrology, geomorphology, and disturbance patches in stream networks.  Conservation Biology 14(1), 76-85; Wemple, B.C., Swanson, F.J. & Jones, J.A. 2001.  Forest roads and geomorphic process interactions, Cascade Range, Oregon.  Earth surface processes and landforms: The Journal of the British Geomorphological Research Group 26(2): 191-204. Everest, F.H., Swanston, D.N., Shaw, C.G., Smith, W.P., Juln, K.R., & Allen, S.D. 1997. Evaluation of the use of scientific information in developing the 1997 Forest Plan for the Tongass National Forest.  Gen. Tech. Rep. PNW-GTR-415. Portland, Or: US Department of Agriculture, Forest Service, Pacific Northwest Research Station. 69 p.; Trombulak, S.C. & Frissell, C.A. 2000; Everest, F. H. & G.H. Reeves. 2006.]  [110:  Everest, F. H.; & G.H. Reeves. 2006. Gen. Tech. Rep. PNW-GTR-692.]  [111:  U.S. Forest Service. 2019. Central Tongass Project Draft Environmental Impact Statement. R10-MB-832a; U.S. Forest Service. 2018. Prince of Wales Landscape Level Analysis FEIS.  ]  [112:  Al-Chokhachy, R., Black, T.A., Thomas, C., Luce, C.h., Rieman, B., Cissel, R. & Kershner, J.L. 2016.  Linkages between unpaved roads and streambed sediment:  why context matters in directing road restoration.  Restoration Ecology 24(5): 589-598.]  [113:  Everest, F. H.; Reeves, G. H. 2006. Gen. Tech. Rep. PNW-GTR-692. ] 

[bookmark: _Toc364317317][bookmark: _Toc364317387][bookmark: _Toc391402188][bookmark: _Toc148104511]IV.  Comments on the Purpose and Need and the Range of Alternatives
[bookmark: _Toc148104512]A.  Comments on the Purpose and Need 
We Respondents’ primary concern with the project’s preliminary purpose and need is that it is one thing to hope for watershed and habitat restoration and another to bundle those things with a 50 – 70 MMBF timber sale.  The scoping notice lists multiple forest plan desired conditions, objectives and guidelines, many of which are duplicative or even in conflict with each other.[footnoteRef:114]  It is hard to see how intensive clearcutting fits with the multiple desired conditions, objectives and guidelines that reference accelerating old-growth habitat characteristics for wildlife.[footnoteRef:115]   [114:  See, e.g. DC-YG-02 & GL-YG-02 (referencing pre-commercial thinning in areas appropriate for future timber extraction) & O-YG-01 & -02 (directing the agency to offer increasing volumes of young-growth timber).]  [115:  O-YG-03; DC-YG-03 & -04; DC-YG-RIP-01 (recommending harvesting of young-growth stands in riparian management areas and elsewhere to improve or maintain fish and wildlife habitat by accelerating old-growth characteristics)] 

The proposed project volume far exceeds local processing capacity, raising serious questions about whether it will meet desired conditions and objectives aimed at local processing and instead simply feed raw log export markets. There has been no recent local activity to suggest there will be a conversion to accommodate the processing of even a fraction of a percent of the timber volume proposed for this project.  Southeast Alaska mills processed 0.3 MMBF of second growth timber in 2021.[footnoteRef:116] The six small mills  that were active on Prince of Wales Island in 2021 processed 0.1 MMBF of second growth timber.[footnoteRef:117] Most of these mills specialize in in cedar, some almost exclusively.[footnoteRef:118]  Cedar comprised over three-fourths of the 1.4 MMBF processed by these six mills in 2021[footnoteRef:119]  Yellow cedar does not regenerate in second-growth stands and the proportion of western red cedar is much lower than in old-growth stands.[footnoteRef:120] Five years ago, the agency’s analysis of Prince of Wales Island second-growth timber markets stated that: [116:  Daniel, J., P. Morris & D. O’Leary. 2022.  2021 Sawmill capacity and production report.  USDA Forest Service, Alaska Region.  Report to Ecosystem Planning and Natural Resources.  August 2022. https://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_DOCUMENTS/fseprd1056341.pdf]  [117:  Id.]  [118:  Id.]  [119:  Id.]  [120:  Prince of Wales Landscape Level Analysis FEIS at 108.] 

Young-growth-volume is assumed to be 100 percent export because there is currently no established market for domestically sawn young-growth (see Table 20). This was assumed to be true for the life of this project since the amount of young-growth estimated to be available would not be enough to warrant the construction of a mill especially designed to be able to handle young-growth logs. Recent young-growth contracts with domestic processing have not been fully successful for the purchasers due to a lack of local markets for sawn young-growth. Contracts where export of young-growth was allowed have been more successful for purchasers.[footnoteRef:121] [121:  Id. at 116-17] 

What has changed to create a demand for 50 – 70 MMBF from local industry? Mill utilization data suggest that the proposed action’s target is foreign raw log export markets, and that is inconsistent with the stated purpose and all of the desired conditions and objectives with the exception the two objectives aimed at offering more second growth for sale.  Finally, estimated administrative costs are nearly a million dollars per 10 MMBF, meaning that lower volume alternatives would reduce taxpayer costs by up seven million dollars.[footnoteRef:122]  The Tongass timber sale program has a long history of generating taxpayer losses which increase in proportion to timber sale volumes.[footnoteRef:123]   [122:  Thomas Bay EA at 33-34 (disclosing an administrative cost of $1.8 million for 19.3 MMBF).  ]  [123:  https://www.taxpayer.net/energy-natural-resources/upcoming-and-ongoing-taxpayer-losses-from-timber-sales-in-the-tongass-natio/ ; https://www.taxpayer.net/energy-natural-resources/u-s-forest-services-tongass-timber-plan-proposes-increased-costs-for-taxpa/ ] 

The Forest Service needs to rethink its purpose for the project given the number of conflicting and contradictory Forest Plan goals.  We Respondents recommend that you eliminate, at a minimum, Objectives O-YG-01 and -O2 which are driving the irresponsible timber volume so that it will be possible to analyze lower volume alternatives that would be less harmful to fish, wildlife and the local economy.
[bookmark: _Toc148104513]B. NEPA requires a broader range of alternatives
 	The scoping letter identifies only one action alternative - the proposed action – 2,203 acres of clearcuts, mostly in large, contiguous units.    NEPA imposes an obligation to “[r]igorously explore and objectively evaluate all reasonable alternatives.”[footnoteRef:124]  An agency must “consider such alternatives to the proposed action as may partially or completely meet the proposal’s goal,” meaning that it is reasonable to consider alternatives that meet other objectives.[footnoteRef:125]  The key criterion for determining whether a range of alternatives is reasonable “is whether an EIS’s selection and discussion of alternatives fosters informed decisionmaking and informed public participation.”[footnoteRef:126]  [124:  40 C.F.R. § 1502.14(a); see also Barnes v. U.S. Dep’t. of Transp., 655 F.3d 1124, 1131 (9th Cir. 2011)(“Congress created NEPA to protect the environment by requiring that federal agencies carefully weigh environmental considerations and consider potential alternatives to the proposed action before the government launches any major federal action”).]  [125:  City of New York v. U.S. Dep’t of Transp., 715 F.2d 732, 742-742 (2nd Cir. 1981).]  [126:  Westlands Water Dist. V. U.S. Dep’t of Interior, 376 F.3d 853, 872 (9th Cir. 2004)(citations omitted).  ] 

While an EIS need not include every conceivable alternative, “[t]he existence of a viable but unexamined alternative renders an environmental impact statement inadequate.”[footnoteRef:127] The exploration of alternatives to an agency’s preferred course of action is critical, because “[w]ithout substantive, comparative environmental impact information regarding other possible courses of action, the ability of an EIS to inform agency deliberation and facilitate public involvement would be greatly degraded.”[footnoteRef:128]   [127:  Id. at 868; Vermont Yankee Nuclear Power Corp. v. NRDC, 435 U.S. 519, 551 (1978).]  [128:  New Mexico ex rel. Richardson, 565 F.3d 683, 708 (10th Cir. 2009)(citations omitted).] 

The Forest Service needs to develop downscaled action alternatives.  In Curry v. U.S. Forest Service, the agency considered only two alternatives for the Mortality II timber project - a no-action alternative and the proposed action which involved “the overwhelming use of even-aged management techniques.”[footnoteRef:129]   The court explained that: [129:  Curry v. Forest Service, 988 F.Supp. 541, 553 (W.D. Penn. 1997).] 

“In the court’s extensive research in connection with plaintiffs’ claims under the NFMA and NEPA, the court did not find one case in which the Forest Service had considered so few alternatives.  Although the LRMP for the Allegheny National Forest indicates that even-aged management will be the “featured” silvicultural system for Management Area 3, this provision does not, in the court’s opinion, negate the obligation of the Forest Service under NEPA and its implementing regulations to consider a ‘broad range of reasonable alternatives’ for the Mortality II Project, some of which involve more extensive uneven-aged management techniques.”[footnoteRef:130] [130:  Id. at 553-554.] 

There have been several recent cases recognizing that the mandate to “examine all viable and reasonable alternatives” means that timber agencies must develop multiple alternatives for timber projects – particularly alternatives that include retaining higher volumes of older and larger trees.[footnoteRef:131]  The only action alternative drives at one result – intensive clearcutting of recovering forests.  The alternative provides no opportunity for the public to compare and provide comments on alternatives that would allow for the retention of forested habitat that is essential to maintaining at-risk fish and wildlife populations and reducing significant harm to socio-economic sectors that depend on those resources.   [131:  See Conservation Congress v. U.S. Forest Service, 235 F.Supp.3d 1189, 1210-12 (E.D. Cal. 2017)(ruling that the Forest Service violated NEPA by considering only the proposed action and no action alternative and failing to consider an alternative that would have preserved more large diameter trees);  Oregon Wild v. Bureau of Land Management, Case No. 6:14-CV-0110AA (D. Or. 2015)( (rejecting the agency’s contention that it only needed to consider one alternative with less environmental impact than the proposed project and ruling that the agency violated NEPA by failing to consider an alternative that retained a higher volume of older and larger trees).  ] 

It is clear that the Forest Service also has an obligation under NFMA to consider alternatives to clearcutting for this project.[footnoteRef:132]  The only applicable Forest Plan justifications for clearcutting are to achieve timber production objectives or where there is a risk of infection or disease, or high risk of windthrow.[footnoteRef:133]  Timber production considerations do not justify clearcutting.  The Forest Service has previously found that uneven-aged management (generally, 67% forest retention) would produce more timber from the area over time.[footnoteRef:134]  Windthrow risks do not justify clearcutting as the agency has also stated that uneven-aged management, whether group or single tree selection, creates a mostly wind firm retention level.[footnoteRef:135]   [132:  See 16 U.S.C. § 1604(g)(3); Avers v. Espy, 873 F.Supp.455 (D. Colo. 1994); Curry v. Forest Service, 988 F.Supp. 541, 554 (W.D. Penn. 1997).]  [133:  Forest Plan at 4-68.]  [134:  Central Tongass Project Draft Environmental Impact Statement at 3-230.]  [135:  Id. at 3-233.] 

The Forest Service should develop an alternative limited to uneven-aged management in development LUDs through group or single tree selection that would provide timber to smaller operators while retaining 67 percent of the stand area.  This alternative would at least enable the retention areas to advance from late stem exclusion to understory re-initiation structure over the next three decades.  While this “uneven-aged management” scheme entails cutting another third of the stand in 30 years, at least future forest managers could later consider whether to defer or cancel future cutting and better provide for long-term wildlife needs as the retention areas would be trending toward old-growth structure by that time.
There should also be an alternative that omits the timber emphasis units so that all timber extraction would be limited to small openings in the habitat emphasis units.  It is better to pursue longer rotations with smaller openings so as to ensure retention of maturing forests to provide habitat features and meet the Forest Plan desired condition of progressing toward old-growth conditions.[footnoteRef:136] The agency’s own research indicates habitat objectives in non-development LUDs for deer that combine snow interception with forage.[footnoteRef:137] Given the condition of the project area landscape, the Forest Service needs to consider alternatives to clearcutting - and even to uneven-aged management – that aim solely at wildlife habitat objectives in the development LUDs.  As noted in the agency’s own reports, the relevant time frames for analysis should be “years to decades and multiple decades to centuries, respectively.”[footnoteRef:138]  Such an alternative would help to meet the need for long-term winter range.[footnoteRef:139] Short-term benefits may pertain to understory vegetation and plant species diversity, while long-term objectives could be more rapid attainment of old-growth conditions.[footnoteRef:140] [136:  Wolf Technical Committee. 2017. Interagency Wolf Habitat Management Program: Recommendations for Game Management Unit 2 at 14. Management Bulletin R10-MB-822. USDA Forest Service, USDI Fish and Wildlife Service, and Alaska Department of Fish and Game. ]  [137:  Bennetson, B. 2020.  Tongass National Forest young-growth management guidelines for stands with a wildlife management objective.  Exh. 3 of the Tongass Young-Growth Management Strategy, USDA Forest Service, Tongass National Forest, Juneau, AK. 86 pp.]  [138:  Id.]  [139:  Hanley, T.A., 1984. Relationships between Sitka black-tailed deer and their habitat (Vol. 168). US Department of Agriculture, Forest Service, Pacific Northwest Forest and Range Experiment Station.]  [140:  Id. ] 

In sum, we request that you develop substantially downscaled alternatives that responds to other multiple use values by:  (1) eliminating any clearcutting and (2) if commercial timber take is part of the project, there must be an uneven-aged management alternative and (3) there should be an alternative aimed narrowly at wildlife habitat enhancement with small openings only and no clearcuts.
[bookmark: _Toc148104514]V.  Conclusion:  Cancel clearcutting and protect late successional forests
The Forest Service has at times prepared Forest Plan amendments that reduce the size of Old-Growth Reserves to meet timber objectives or weaken conservation standards in order to allow timber companies to operate on moderate vulnerability karst lands.  We Respondents submit that the agency needs to consider protective measures instead and evaluate a Forest Plan amendment that would protect some of the oldest second-growth forests in the project area as reserves. Even in areas where there is some remaining old-growth habitat, “additional areas of older second-growth forest will have to be protected and allowed to recover to an old-growth state to ensure adequate representation of these forest types in the future, and to provide a continuous network of wildlife habitat.[footnoteRef:141] [141:  Harrop-Archibald, H. 2014.] 

 Logging these forests intensively also sacrifices carbon storage and sequestration capacity.  Many of these forests are “middle-aged” - between 50 – and 100 years old.[footnoteRef:142]  These forests sequester carbon quickly and are “carbon hotspots.”[footnoteRef:143] There is wide recognition that preserving these forests would increase sequestration rates, by avoiding the simultaneous CO₂ emissions caused by logging and loss of the future carbon storage capacity. Emphasis on proforestation is increasing, as a cost-effective strategy for mitigating climate change.[footnoteRef:144]  Proforestation allows maturing trees that are already rapidly sequestering carbon to fully mature into natural forests of diverse species, maximizing their potential as carbon sinks.[footnoteRef:145] Proforestation would generate rapid, additional carbon sequestration and significantly help in offsetting CO₂ emissions in the U.S.[footnoteRef:146]   [142:  USDA Forest Service. 2020.  Forestry as a Natural Climate Solution:  The positive outcomes of negative carbon emissions.  Science Findings 225/March 2020.  Pacific Northwest Research Station, Portland, OR.]  [143:  Id.]  [144:  Moomaw, W.R., Masino, S.A. and Faison, E.K., 2019. Intact forests in the United States: Proforestation mitigates climate change and serves the greatest good. Frontiers in Forests and Global Change, 2, p.27.]  [145:  Id.; Moomaw, W.R., B.E. Law & S.J. Goetz. 2020.]  [146:  Moomaw, W.R., Masino, S.A. and Faison, E.K., 2019.] 


We request that you cease planning on the proposed action.  As currently proposed, an EIS is necessary to address significant adverse impacts.
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_______________________________
Larry Edwards, President
Alaska Rainforest Defenders


(verifiable signature on request)
_______________________________
Cooper Freeman
Senior Advocate & Alaska Representative
Center for Biological Diversity
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