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Aaron Kania, Kawishiwi District Ranger
Superior National Forest 
Kawishiwi Ranger District
1393 Highway 169 
Ely, MN 55731 

February 14, 2025

RE: Fernberg Corridor Landscape Management Project Environmental Assessment (EA)


Founded in 1968, The Sierra Club is the nation's oldest and largest grassroots environmental organization, representing over 50,000 members and supporters in Minnesota. The Sierra Club works to safeguard the health of our communities, protect wildlife, and preserve our remaining wild places through grassroots activism, public education, lobbying, and litigation. As a leading grassroots voice working to preserve and protect Minnesota's environment, we empower volunteer leaders to act through environmental advocacy, community organizing, and outdoor exploration. We participate in the administrative process to encourage environmental health and sustainability, long term wildlife and habitat protection, and biodiversity goals.  
(Note that comments made herein support certain elements of Alternative 1 and certain elements of Alternative 2.  Notable comments and recommendations are entered in bold text for easier readability.) 

The Sierra Club supports the use of prescribed fire, both inside and outside the BWCAW as proposed in Alternative 2.  [from Section II. Reducing Hazardous Fuels] 
The Sierra Club believes that in planning and implementing prescribed burns and other elements of forest management, the Forest Service should consider and utilize tribal expertise.  
Sierra Club strongly recommends that the Climate-Adapted (CA) silvicultural scenario in the Forest Carbon Report* be installed for public working forests as summarized in Table 4.2 pg. 28-29. Overview of management definitions by forest type for four silviculture scenarios simulated using the Forest Vegetation Simulator.  [from Section XI. Climate Change/Carbon Sequestration]



 
I. The Wilderness Act and Protecting the Boundary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness (BWCAW)

In 1964, in recognition of the need to protect and restore the wild areas of the United States, Congress enacted the Wilderness Act, 16 U.S.C. § 1131 et seq. Specifically, Congress wanted to ensure that “an increasing population, accompanied by expanding settlement and growing mechanization, does not occupy and modify all areas within the United States and its possessions, leaving no lands designated for preservation and protection in their natural condition.”  Once an area is designated, the Act requires the federal agency responsible for the area to “preserve the wilderness character of the area,” 16 U.S.C. § 1133(b).

Congress enacted the Wilderness Act “to secure for the American people of present and future generations the benefits of an enduring resource of wilderness.”  16 U.S.C. § 1131(a).  The Wilderness Act requires that “each agency administering any area designated as wilderness shall be responsible for preserving the wilderness character” of that wilderness area.  16 U.S.C. § 1133(b) [Section 4(b) of the Wilderness Act].  The wilderness character to be protected include “outstanding opportunities for solitude and a primitive and unconfined type of recreation,” 16 U.S.C. § 1131(c)

The BWCAW was among the first areas protected by the Wilderness Act.  The BWCAW consists of more than one million acres of land and waterways within the Superior National Forest along the border of the U.S.-Canada border, annually visited in the period from 2019 to 2023 by  between 143,140 and 166,374 people from across the nation and beyond. The BWCAW is almost entirely surrounded by the two million acres of land and water that comprise the remainder of Superior National Forest.   Both the BWCAW and the rest of the Superior National Forest are managed by the United States Forest Service.  The National Forest Management Act requires the Forest Service to review and revise its plans every 10-15 years (365 CFR 219.10). The Fernberg Corridor Landscape Management Project is proposed as an activity under the 2004 Forest Plan.

Although we have concerns about the proximity of timber harvest in the portion of the Fernberg Corridor associated with this project, the Sierra Club supports the use of prescribed fire, both inside and outside the BWCAW as proposed in Alternative 2.  To reduce impact on the land, for example, no chemicals or fire retardants should be used inside the BWCAW, and fire containment lines should be natural features whenever possible. Consistent with this objective, we support using the two-tier approach of identifying “ignition areas” and backup “contingency areas,” in effect giving prescribed burn managers a second chance to use a natural feature as a containment line in case the ignition area line is breached.
Sierra Club supports Forest Service proposals to utilize Natural Features rather than government lines to more effectively manage forests and burn areas. 

We noticed that there is a treatment description for “broadcast burn” but don’t see it on the key for the Alternative 2 map. We encourage the Forest Service to include this as an option, particularly within the BWCAW, so the full complement of fire-dependent forest communities will be represented across the post-burn units. Because there is no Forest Plan Component in the 2004 Forest Plan which specifically prohibits the use of management-ignited prescribed fire inside the BWCAW, we support the Forest Service using the authority of this project plan to move ahead with management-ignited fires in the BWCAW. However, if it is deemed necessary to do a plan amendment, we strongly support the Forest Service’s proposal for a project specific-amendment allowing management-ignited fires in the Boundary Waters.  We also support a robust post-burn monitoring effort to ensure project objectives are met and to document the effect on plant communities, particularly subsequent regeneration. This will be critical because climate disruption that changes ambient environmental conditions may change the post-fire plant community trajectory from what occurred historically.

II. Reducing Hazardous Fuels

The Ham Lake, Cavity Lake and Pagami Creek wildfires have set the stage for a return to a Boundary Waters wilderness consistent with the age and mix of pre-Settlement plant communities. It’s unlikely this will continue by chance and will require an intentional burning regime as proposed in Alternative 2 to avoid a return to declining forest health and little natural regeneration of fire-dependent species as has characterized the BWCAW for most of its times since its designation.  

The Sierra Club agrees and advocates for prescribed burns, recognizing the many benefits that come from fire. Overgrown stands can result in the spread of insects and disease.  Fire aids in thinning out areas and improving soil conditions so that regeneration may occur.  Downed trees left after a fire provide; habitat to animal species, snags, future woody debris, nutrients to the soil and surrounding vegetation such as calcium and potassium, and fire helps certain tree species naturally regenerate such as Jack Pine, Black Spruce, Red Pine, and White Pine.  These important components of a forests’ overall health cannot be reproduced with clearcutting and other forms of harvesting.  Further, timber cuts do not emulate naturally occurring disturbances because roads are built to access the sites, trees are removed, vegetation is trampled, soil and water resources are damaged, and non-native invasive species are introduced into the area.

Sierra Club opposes the use of commercial harvesting to achieve fuel reduction goals; Sierra Club supports non-commercial practices like dropping understory ladder fuels, piling and burning them to reduce the chance of a high-intensity fire and make prescribed burns feasible and safe.  Harvesting does not mimic natural disturbances, and this treatment type does not ecologically address the overall problem of years of fire suppression.  Clearcut harvesting does not emulate many of the ecologically important characteristics of high-intensity stand-replacing fires. Fire as a natural disturbance burns in a mosaic. Even a stand replacing fire does not burn all fiber across the landscape but leaves behind live trees, standing snags as habitat, and woody debris that is ready to contribute to soil nutrient replenishing. The ratio is much higher than 6-12 trees per acre. Fire leaves no straight-line roads, which cause increased fragmentation and edge effects. Fire leaves no ruts and compaction from skid trails or landing zones.  Harvesting cannot mimic a naturally occurring disturbance because roads are built to access the sites, trees are removed, vegetation is trampled, soil and water resources are damaged, and non-native invasive species can be introduced.  

III. Harvesting

The Fernberg Corridor is a uniquely sensitive area due to its location adjacent to the BWCAW.  Commercial harvesting in this area is inappropriate.  Outside the BWCAW, commercial harvesting should be limited, and where it is utilized, Climate-Adapted (CA) silvicultural scenario in the Forest Carbon Report* should be employed (refer to section XI Climate Change/Carbon Sequestration). 

Appendix F states, “It is true that the alternative 2 and 3 would result in fewer mature upland patches greater than 100 acres compared to alternative 1” (18).  The Sierra Club is concerned with the reduction in acres to large mature patches in the project area.  The number of large mature patches should be maintained, as should their size in terms of acreage.  Many sensitive species such as lynx, Northern goshawk, black-throated blue warbler, bay-breasted warbler, and boreal owl rely on mature forest for habitat.  For many species, reductions in current and potential habitat could lead to disastrous future results.  Sierra Club recommends protecting large mature patches promoting crucial connectivity between the Fernberg Corridor and the BWCAW.

The EA states, “There is a need to regenerate approximately 6,200 acres of mature and older forested stands (8).  It is circular reasoning to cut down old growth so that it will become less fragmented old growth in the future. Simply allow the older patches to follow natural senescence and fire processes, and the spatial situation will correct itself, given enough time. More human-made disturbance will not correct past forest management wrongs.

Clearcutting thousands of acres of stands will leave the forest fragmented, contribute to soil and water damage, increase the spread of non-native invasive species, destroy sensitive species habitat, and result in lower overall diversity.  This does not leave our forests better situated to adapt to warmer temperatures.  Clearcutting opens the land to increased heating of the soil from the sun. Even a small increase in soil temperature causes release of soil carbon an undesirable event in this climate crisis time. 

Maintenance for continuation of pine plantations should not be part of this project.  The focus on prioritizing for current and future merchantability of forest stands needs to be reconsidered so that protection and restoration of the Fernberg Corridor can be prioritized.  Attention needs to be concentrated on restoring forest conditions that better represent the historical native vegetation communities.

Tree plantations have little structural or species diversity.  They are ecologically unstable and more susceptible to weather, fire and pests.  They do not promote healthy diverse forests.  They do not contribute to properly functioning self-reliant ecosystems.  Managing a stand or plantation with any sort of consideration for its future merchantability of commercial timber cannot be reconciled or integrated with returning a stand back to its historical diversity which is what is best and healthiest for the forest.  These are two opposite goals and cannot coexist.  

How many plantations are located within the project area?  Where are they and how large are they?  Are existing plantations being expanded?  Why is no information provided in the EA on tree plantations?  How do these tree plantations contribute to the many goals and objectives in the Forest Plan aimed at restoring health, vigor and diversity to the forest?   

IV. Roadless Areas
 
Roadless areas are pristine special places known for their unique biological diversity. They provide important habitat to sensitive species, crucial carbon storage, clean water resources, and quiet recreational opportunities.   

The 2001 Roadless Rule was intended to apply to and protect all Inventoried Roadless Areas (IRAs) in the National Forests and that the official map and list of IRAs would be regularly updated and revised over time.  With no legal basis, the Forest Service has chosen to distinguish between Roadless Rule IRAs and Forest Plan IRAs and give less protection to the Forest Plan IRAs. The Sierra Club believes that the Forest Plan IRAs should be protected the same as the Roadless Rule IRAs and that no timber harvesting or road building should be allowed in these areas.  

No harvesting, prescribed burning, or management activities should be conducted within Forest Plan Inventoried Roadless Areas (IRAs) or Roadless Area Conservation Rule (RACR) areas.  No harvesting or road building activities should be taking place within the Greenstone Lake West Roadless Area. The 4 planned harvest units just outside the boundaries of the Wood Lake Roadless Area and the 5 harvest units next to the South Kawishiwi Roadless Areas should be cancelled.

V. Roads

The Sierra Club is concerned with how roads, both temporary and permanent, affect overall forest health and contribute to the decline of certain species.  Roads negatively impact lynx, wolves, moose and other sensitive species, cause fragmentation of the forest, increase potential OHV trespass, promote the spread of non-native invasive species and harm soil and water resources. 

Fragmentation of forest landscapes is a huge problem with significant adverse impact for many species and the patchwork quilt of habitat created by roads and other industrial type activities is a primary contributor to that decline.  Fragmentation leads to changes in light, air, and temperature in the forest landscape.  Fragmentation is especially concerning in the Fernberg Corridor because of its unique location in relation to the BWCAW.  

Temporary roads are supposed to be obliterated when logging is completed.  However, the Forest Service actually has up to 10 years “after the end of road use” to decommission a temporary road.  Even then, temporary roads are often forgotten about and never decommissioned, or they are not decommissioned adequately, which results in their continued use by motor vehicles.  That is why there are so many miles of unclassified and unidentified roads spread out all over the forest.

The EA states “All other known unclassified roads in the project area have been cleared for decommissioning under previous decisions and could be decommissioned at any time as funding is available” (11).  There should not be any sort of discussion or proposal to build additional temporary roads, when the old ones have still not been decommissioned.  Until every temporary and unclassified road is decommissioned completely the Forest Service should not be building any additional new temporary roads in the Fernberg Corridor.  This area must be protected from further fragmentation.  

The Sierra Club would like to see a further discussion of the need for these roads and the impacts these roads will have on species in the area and on the area as a whole.  As well as a discussion and timeline for decommissioning temporary roads, and what impacts these temporary roads will have on the forest depending on how long they stay open.  Just because a road is termed “temporary” does not mean it will not have any impacts on the forest.  Roads left open for up to ten years are not “temporary” nor will the impacts that result be “temporary”.   When, and if, they are decommissioned, the decommissioning process is often done inadequately and ineffectively, leading to continued use of the road by motor vehicles and continued impacts on the forest.  The effect to water resources and sensitive species such as lynx and gray wolf can be extremely detrimental in ten years. Calling it a “temporary” road is completely irrelevant.  A road is a road, no matter what “name” is attached to it. 
 
Appendix F states, “The 2011 Biological Opinion concluded that effects of temporary roads on lynx continue to be minimized by the guidance in the Forest Plan to effectively decommission all temporary roads (S-TS-3) after they are no longer necessary to support a specific action (such as timber harvest)” (Appendix F, p. 14).  This outdated conclusion is irrelevant because we know the Agency is not decommissioning temporary roads.  As they themselves have stated: “The interdisciplinary team looked for unneeded roads that should be decommissioned. There were only two system roads not covered by previous NEPA decisions that is unneeded and could be decommissioned. Other unclassified roads within the project area could be decommissioned pending available funding” (Appendix F, p. 13).  The Forest Service continues to fail to disclose the number of unclassified roads that have been left scattered throughout our public lands.  The Forest Service continues to refuse to acknowledge their unmet promises that temporary roads will be decommissioned.  

VI.       Gravel Pits

The EA states, “There is a need to expand eight gravel pits to meet future gravel needs for the surrounding area’s road and trail maintenance” (10).  Increasing road density and development threatens the health of our forests.  Focus needs to move towards reducing development, not increasing it.  The Forest Service needs to focus on reducing the number of roads in the Superior National Forest not facilitating the means for expanding the system of roads, especially in the Fernberg Corridor which is a critical area for connectivity goals.  

The goal of the Superior National Forest Plan and the special protections granted to National Forest lands is to protect these forests for future generations, not to provide areas for development and extraction of mineral resources.  This is not an industrial area; this is supposed to be protected federal land.  The areas around the Fernberg Corridor should not be used for gravel pits that provide materials to private construction and development projects.  

VII. Water and Soil Resources

The Sierra Club is concerned with the potential damage that this project will have on water and soil resources. Roads, both temporary and permanent, can be detrimental to water and soil resources.  Roads cause erosion and sedimentation and can disrupt hydrologic functions, the higher the road density, the greater the potential for impacts to aquatic resources.  When roads cross streams the structures placed there can interfere with aquatic migration and can cause erosion and sedimentation.  
 
The Sierra Club supports non-harvest restoration activities in riparian areas so that they may be stronger, healthier and more resilient ecosystems able to support a diversity of species. The EA states that under Alternative 2, “There would be 4,124 acres of ground disturbing management actions and 17.9 acres impacted by temporary road construction” (27).  Sierra Club opposes harvesting and road building in riparian areas.

Harvesting in riparian areas can cause damage to soil and water resources, result in erosion problems, and harm shorelines.  Within riparian management zones and wetlands, harvesting can result in riparian areas becoming less effective as a nutrient and sediment filter.  Harvesting in riparian areas reduces the amount of woody debris that enters water resources which can harm aquatic organisms and their habitats.   

There is concern that attempted long term benefits to riparian areas will not be achieved through harvesting and will be outweighed by short term negative consequences to sensitive water resources.  Heavy machinery and extensive site prep are not appropriate in riparian areas.  Riparian areas are not places where Forest Plan objectives for age class and diversity should be carried out through harvesting, nor should commercial timber considerations be associated with any sort of harvesting within riparian areas.  Riparian areas are fragile, they protect our water resources.  Leaving these delicate areas alone is the safest and smartest way to protect our water resources.  Harvesting and road building should not be occurring in riparian areas.   

VIII. Sensitive Species

It is the responsibility of the Forest Service to protect sensitive species so that their populations can once again flourish.  Logging sensitive species habitat only aggravates the current problematic situation.  The Sierra Club is concerned with how this project will affect the: gray wolf, Canada lynx, Northern long-eared bat, tri-colored bat, little brown myotis, Eastern red bat, heather vole, moose, American goshawk, boreal owl, great gray owl, olive-sided flycatcher, Connecticut warbler, American three-toed woodpecker, taiga alpine butterfly, Monarch butterfly, Freija’s grizzled skipper, Nabokov’s blue butterfly, and wood turtle.

Appendix F states: “Wildlife biologists continually survey and monitor plants and animals in the project area. New locations are continually being discovered and protected. The Forest partners with Minnesota state specialists, university researchers, and local experts to locate and catalog important wildlife sites and to apply relevant mitigations. In addition, our staff are educated in identifying key wildlife features. Forest biologists follow up annually on reports of nests they receive from field crews. All these methods give us the best opportunity to find new sensitive species locations and habitat so that appropriate protection measures can be applied” (p.15).  Where is this information?  Why is it not included in the EA?  

The Forest Service has not conducted any current site-specific surveys for most of these sensitive species that may be negatively impacted by this project.  It’s great that the forest plan calls for the protection of known roost trees, nests, dens, etc., but if new surveys are not conducted for any sensitive species, how will it ever be known where any of the sensitive species’ habitat is?  Was a sensitive plant survey conducted for this project?  Does the Agency know where sensitive plants are located within the project area?  Will a buffer zone be used surrounding these areas during project activities?

How will implementation crews be educated and relied upon to spot signs of sensitive species?  The Sierra Club has concerns that logging crews are not properly trained or motivated to identify bat roosting locations, nor other sensitive species dens, nests, individual species, and signs.  What sort of training is provided so that workers would have even a small chance of successfully identifying signs of a lynx den site?  What motivation do workers have to report possible signs of lynx denning or other sensitive species signs?  How many times have logging crews successfully identified and reported signs of a sensitive species?  Relying on loggers and other contractors to successfully identify signs of sensitive species, and then in turn to report them, does not qualify as an adequate mitigation measure.  Experienced Forest Service personnel should be monitoring these sites, and the actions of implementation crews, for signs of sensitive species before any harvesting occurs and during operations.   

IX. Northern Goshawk

Northern goshawks need large mature patches of forest that are not highly fragmented or isolated.  Destruction and modification of Northern goshawk habitat is seriously threatening the survival of this species.  Creating large openings from timber harvesting and clearcuts can favor predators such as red-tailed hawk, great-horned owl, fisher, or raccoon, which can threaten the goshawk.  Cutting down the forest reduces the availability of suitable nest sites for goshawks.  Clearcutting leads to favorable conditions for predators, simplification of stand structure and fragmentation, all of which are disastrous for goshawks.  The Forest Service needs to focus on restoration, reforestation and increasing within-stand diversity.  This will benefit the goshawk by increasing foraging and nesting habitat availability.  Heavily logging an area will assure the area is unsuitable to support a higher goshawk population in the future.  What attempts have been made to quantify population trends of Northern goshawks?

The Sierra Club is concerned that this project will negatively impact Northern goshawks.  No harvesting should occur near known nest sites.   If we want this species to make a comeback the Forest Service must be committed to aggressively improving and restoring their habitat.  
 
The Forest Service promises that “both Forest and State operators are required to protect goshawk nests and adjacent habitats if they are found before or during project implementation” (Appendix F, p. 15).  The Sierra Club has concerns that project implementation crews are not properly trained or motivated to identify nests or habitat.  What sort of training is provided so that workers would have the knowledge to identify a nest or habitat?

X. Lynx

The Endangered Species Act (ESA) requires the Forest Service to assure that no project will harm the existence of any listed species or destroy or harm their habitat.  Under the National Forest Management Act, the Forest Service is required to maintain the viability of species within each planning unit (i.e., each national forest or grassland) and not cause species to trend towards Federal listing under ESA.  
Lynx face numerous threats to their survival including, loss of habitat, fragmentation of habitat, warming temperatures, mortality related to motor vehicles and trains, trapping, hunting, and conditions favorable to their competitors for prey.  Harvesting thousands of acres will negatively impact lynx.  More environmental review needs to be conducted to analyze how this project will affect lynx.
Lynx denning habitat requires there to be an abundance of coarse woody debris to provide escape and thermal cover for kittens.  Fuel management could affect potential future lynx denning habitat.  Lynx need forest connectivity; that’s why it is so important to maintain large mature patches. The Fernberg Corridor is a critical area of connectivity because it is bordered on three sides by the BWCAW.  This is why harvesting and road building should not be occurring in this critically sensitive area.  Better connectivity needs to be established between the Project area, the BWCAW, all LAU’s and all designated critical habitat.  This threatened species needs to be managed so that they may recover to a level where they are safe and stable.   
The EA has failed to analyze how disturbance from roads, and direct mortality on roads, can harm lynx and adversely change their critical habitat.  Additionally, the EA does not evaluate how decades of clearcutting and harvesting in the Superior National Forest has and will affect the lynx population and their habitat.  The EA has not explained how the Forest Service plans to protect lynx populations and habitat despite the negative impacts that will result from this project.   
The Sierra Club is concerned that this project’s reduction in habitat will negatively affect the lynx. The Biological Assessment (BA) reveals that Alternative 2 results in less lynx foraging and denning habitat in all 5 Lynx Analysis Units (LAU’s) and more unsuitable lynx habitat across all LAU’s.  One of the LAU’s is currently above the 2.0 miles per square mile road density threshold.  The Sierra Club disagrees that temporary road building will only have short-term insignificant effects on lynx because there is no guarantee how long temporary roads will be left open, or if they will ever be decommissioned.  The BA recognizes and documents that not all temporary roads are decommissioned and that there is motorized trespass occurring on temporary roads “motorized use has been observed on temporary roads” (23).  “In the recent Tofte Landscape Project EA (USDA FS 2022), there was an analysis of 26 sales from 2014-2019, and found that the effectiveness of temporary road closures indicated that more than 80 percent were closed effectively” (23).  No new temporary roads should be built.

XI. Climate Change/Carbon Sequestration of Forests

Constant harvesting of the Superior National Forest reduces the resiliency of our northern Minnesota ecosystems to rising temperatures. Global warming threatens to wipe out many wildlife species.  Warmer winter and summer temperatures already appear to be affecting the moose population.  The effects of global warming will worsen unless meaningful steps are taken to protect and prepare habitats for the effects of climate change.    

Climate change is already happening and with it will come extreme weather, droughts, loss of food sources and new diseases. It is our responsibility to ensure wildlife have the food, water and range they need to breed and survive. Protecting wildlife habitat not only ensures that we will be able to enjoy our outdoor traditions for years to come—it also helps combat global warming. By keeping our wetlands and forests intact, we propose actions that sequester and store carbon from the air and stop the worst impacts of global warming. If we want America’s wildlife to survive, we must help them adapt by protecting critical habitat and creating wildlife corridors that will allow for migration as temperatures rise. 

The Sierra Club is concerned with how this project will contribute to climate change. While Minnesota’s forests may seem like only a small part of the global picture, we all have to do our part in our own backyards.  The Superior National Forest is already a highly fragmented forest – the best defense our boreal forest ecosystems have against rising temperatures is to remain as intact, and un-fragmented, as possible. Large blocks of forest will be the most resilient, plus provide the most carbon sequestration capacity. Continuous logging and biomass removal will only exacerbate the current climate change trends.   

Intact, older forests sequester large quantities of atmospheric carbon dioxide - storing carbon above and below ground.  Young and/or clearcut forests do not sequester carbon as quickly as older, more mature forests.  Clearcuts expose soil to the sun’s heat, which increases carbon release from the soil.  Sequestering and storing carbon is a crucial component in addressing the increases of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere that contribute to climate change.  Standing forests play a critical role in stabilizing Earth’s climate.

Sierra Club strongly recommends that the Climate-Adapted (CA) silvicultural scenario in the Forest Carbon Report* be installed for public working forests as summarized in Table 4.2 pg. 28-29. Overview of management definitions by forest type for four silviculture scenarios simulated using the Forest Vegetation Simulator.
See additional information in Sierra Club letter **. 
*  “Estimating current and future carbon stocks and emissions in Minnesota forests and forest products under multiple management scenarios” (referenced as Forest Carbon Report), Minnesota Forest Resources Council, 2024
**  Sierra Club North Star Chapter letter RE. “Ideas for Climate Action Framework Feedback – 2025, Natural and Working Lands” to Minnesota Climate Action Framework Project Team and to Minnesota EQB, Environmental Quality Board, January 27, 2025. Document letter sent separately to Fernberg Corridor Landscape EA team.  The Sierra Club letter to the Climate Action Framework is appended to this Fernberg Corridor Landscape comments letter. 

XII. Condition Based Management

There is great concern that the condition-based management approach is not site specific enough and does not adequately allow space for public comments.  This undemocratic method will result in the public having no opportunity to hold the Forest Service accountable for their actions.  The impression of condition-based management, is that the Forest Service will be logging and burning our public forests wherever and whenever they want without any notice to the public and without any opportunity for the public to review and weigh-in. Branding it as a “flexible toolbox” conjures images of an agency with free reign to do whatever they want with no accountability.  

If site conditions change, then the solution is not to adjust the proposed treatment plan (without careful consideration and notice to the public) but to wait and reevaluate in the future. Site specific data and analysis of impacts must be disclosed to meet National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) requirements. The Forest Service cannot determine the nature of an impact without knowing the site-specific details of when, where, and how. Condition-based management is not appropriate, not NEPA compliant, and should not be relied upon or used in this project.

Thank you for the opportunity to make comments on the Fernberg Corridor Landscape EA. 

Sincerely,
Sierra Club North Star Chapter	
2300 Myrtle Avenue, Suite 260
St. Paul, MN 55114

Bob Graves
Forests and Wildlife Stewards Chair
Sierra Club North Star Chapter
bob.graves@northstar.sierraclub.org

Annah Gardner
Forests and Wildlife Stewards member
Sierra Club North Star Chapter
annahgardner@gmail.com
  



APPENDIX
SIERRA CLUB NORTH STAR CHAPTER

January 27, 2025

Minnesota Climate Action Framework Project Team 
Minnesota EQB, Environmental Quality Board

RE:  Ideas for Climate Action Framework Feedback – 2025, Natural and Working Lands 

Founded in 1968, The Sierra Club is the nation's oldest and largest grassroots environmental organization, representing over 50,000 members and supporters in Minnesota. The Sierra Club works to safeguard the health of our communities, protect wildlife, and preserve our remaining wild places through grassroots activism, public education, lobbying, and litigation. We participate in the administrative process to encourage environmental health and sustainability, long term wildlife and habitat protection, and biodiversity goals.

[bookmark: _Hlk188310769]In response to solicitation of ideas to achieve a carbon-neutral, resilient, and equitable future, the 
Sierra Club strongly recommends that the Climate-Adapted (CA) silvicultural scenario in the Forest Carbon Report* be installed for Minnesota public working forests as summarized in Table 4.2 pg. 28-29. Overview of management definitions by forest type for four silviculture scenarios simulated using the Forest Vegetation Simulator. 
The simulation spans 100 years and produces estimates of carbon attributes. It is important to note that predicted changes in the MN climate over the next 100 years are not included in the Report’s modeling. 
In doing this, CA would replace BAU (Business as Usual) and EI (Economic Incentive) beginning immediately and then, as harvest continues, over the next 40-70 years, depending on tree species.  While there are currently some climate-adapted experimental-scale implementations in Minnesota, they are very small and piecemeal. Sierra Club recommends that CA silviculture be installed in a planned and much more widespread manner on Minnesota public working forests. 
While we are primarily concerned with carbon sequestration and the long-term health of our forests, we recognize that state forest lands provide wood needed by Minnesota forest products industries. Thus, it is especially encouraging to see that the Climate-Adapted models predict the ability to harvest wood quantities comparable to or greater than Business as Usual or Economic Intensive management strategies for most of the forest types (See Table 9.10 pgs. 177-182); while still maximizing total stored carbon.

Key reasons for this recommendation are the following:
1. Supporting this recommendation for the climate-adapted scenario is that at the end of 100 years it stores the same amount of carbon as the no-management model and exceeds other management options when considering all forest types together, that is, total sequestered/stored carbon. Refer to Figure 1.8, pg. xvii. FVS projected (2017-2021 to 2123) HWP and in-forest above ground carbon stocks. 
“Forests that saw No management had the greatest carbon storage throughout the simulation. By year 100, Carbon-adapted and No management scenarios contained the largest amount of carbon storage...”, pg. 33 of the Forest Carbon Report.
The MFRC Forest Carbon Report, among other matters, compared four types of forest management: No-Management, Climate-Adapted (CA), Business-as Usual (BAU), and Economic Intensive (EI) focused on the ability of each type to sequester and store carbon absorbed from the atmosphere. Figure 1.6 (p. xiv) shows the total tons of carbon stored in the forest and in forest products by each of the four management scenarios summed across eight forest types. This chart appears no less than three times in the Carbon Study report and confirms each time the central finding of the study. 
The modeling results show that by the end of 100 years, the Climate Adapted Forest management model has sequestered and stored as much total carbon (in forest and forest products) as the No-management model and more than either the BAU model or the EI forest management models!
This means that the Climate Adapted model sequesters and stores more carbon emissions from the atmosphere than the other forest management types, an important result to the work of the Climate-smart natural and working lands goals of the Minnesota Climate Action Framework.  This is reason enough for the MFRC Policy Committee to recommend, at the top of its list, a call to require the Climate Adapted Forest management model be established In the Minnesota State Forest as the most effective working forest management carbon sink. 

[bookmark: _Hlk188384560]Sierra Club recommends adding an initiative to the Minnesota Climate Action Framework: 
GOAL 2: CLIMATE-SMART NATURAL AND WORKING LANDS
Initiative 2.1.5 Establish “Climate-adapted” silviculture across Minnesota public working forests.  

2. The Climate Adapted resilience model is not only the best at capturing emissions, but it is also the best hope for maintaining healthy, thriving and bio-diverse ecosystems in our Minnesota State Forests far into the future.
The CA model is intrinsically, perhaps uniquely, a working forest resilience model that is fully incorporated with the best science-based multiple silviculture features designed to protect the forest against climate change and the resulting effects. The CA model employs numerous variations of forest silviculture: increasing species diversity by planting numerous climate adapted species; inducing multi-species stands; multi-aged stands; varied harvest plans, etc., all of which serve to increase stand complexity with the goal, ultimately, of producing a working forest resilient to climate change and its effects. 
All features of the CA model make the intervention on behalf of wild species more effective.  For example, inducing a two aged aspen/birch model guarantees that there will always be a component of commercial aspen over sixty years of age which is vital for cavity dwelling birds and mammals. The choice of white spruce to diversify aspen/birch stands, and which is used by forest product industries, provides resilience to forest wildlife as well.
Life on Earth faces unprecedented, intensifying, and urgent threats. The two most urgent challenges threatening everything society depends on are the climate crisis and the loss of biodiversity.  Just for reference - there has been a catastrophic 73% decline in the average size of monitored wildlife populations over just 50 years (1970-2020). 
Our forest ecosystems are natural living organisms with a diversity of species large and small, plant and animal. Forests are a totality of interdependent and interconnected organisms – far more than a collection of trees. Interdependence among its members including its trees, soil, insects and other invertebrates, fish, birds, mammals, amphibians, reptiles, herbs, grasses, shrubs, mosses, lichens, and fungi creates a place of enormous complexity that is still not well understood, even by forest scientists. Forest ecologist Chris Maser refers to the forest with awe as “a trillion-piece jigsaw puzzle.” With his viewpoint in mind, we believe it is very important that we not consider and discuss our forests simply as if they were a crop of trees but remember that much of the wondrous wildlife biodiversity that Minnesotans value is supported by our forests. 
The Living Planet Report 2024 indicates that monitored populations of vertebrates—or amphibians, birds, fishes, mammals, and reptiles—have declined in abundance by an average of 73% globally, up from 60% in 2018; and for freshwater species globally: 84% decline, up from 83%. In other words, our nonhuman relatives are vanishing at an extraordinary scale and pace. But that tragedy is not yet registering in our collective imagination. https://livingplanet.panda.org/en-us/  
The Climate-Adapted silviculture recommended in this letter will require many climate-adapted seedlings, some of them containerized.  Therefore, Sierra Club supports building additional nursery capacity to ensure an adequate supply. 

In summary: The recommendation for Climate-Adapted (CA) silviculture would be an important “Initiative” to be incorporated into the Minnesota Climate Action Framework’s plans for addressing climate change for Minnesota’s future. By its nature, we expect CA management to lead to better forest health and productivity over that time span, even as our climate changes. 
Thank you for the opportunity to offer comments on this critically important subject of climate change and Minnesota’s forests. As the Forest Carbon Report recognizes, this is a topic of tremendous importance to Minnesota for both the threats that climate change presents to our forests and because of the opportunity it offers for Minnesota to play an important role in reducing climate change in the future through appropriate management of Minnesota’s forest ecosystems.

Sincerely,
Margaret Levin, State Director 
Sierra Club North Star Chapter 
2300 Myrtle Avenue, Suite 260
St. Paul, MN 55114
margaret.levin@sierraclub.org 

Bob Graves 
Forests and Wildlife Stewards Chair
Sierra Club North Star Chapter
bob.graves@northstar.sierraclub.org

Jim Hawkins
Forests and Wildlife Stewards member
Sierra Club North Star Chapter
jhawkins5321@outlook.com


Robert Kean
Forests and Wildlife Stewards member
Sierra Club North Star Chapter
keantrees@gmail.com

Gretchen Mehmel
Forests and Wildlife Stewards member
Sierra Club North Star Chapter
gmehmel@wiktel.com

Lois Norrgard
Forests and Wildlife Stewards member
Sierra Club North Star Chapter
lnorrgard@comcast.net 


cc:  Commissioner Katrina Kessler, Minnesota Pollution Control Agency 
DNR Commissioner Sarah Strommen 
DNR Assistant Commissioner Shannon Lotthammer 
Commerce Commissioner Grace Arnold (Co-Chair Governors Climate Advisory Council) 
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