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DECISION RECORD 

After reviewing Environmental Assessment (EA) no. MT-010-03-12, the associated planning file, and public comments, I have decided to select Alternative B, the Proposed Action.

The proposed action was developed to minimize the effects of treatment on natural resources within the area, and to enhance the functioning of other resources wherever possible.  After reviewing and considering public comment, I re-evaluated the information contained in the EA.  I determined that the design features and compliance with Montana Streamside Management Zone Law and Alternative Practice # 2003-1 will minimize impacts to other resources (see Rationale below), and that any impacts that do occur will not be significant.  I have documented my determination that an EIS is not required by attaching a Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI) to this Decision Record (DR).

Description of the Selected Alternative (summarized from the EA, Alternative B, pp. 2-3; and section 2.4, pp. 4-6)
Treatments

Mechanical treatments will be applied to achieve the following post-treatment densities, with the objective of reaching the Desired Future Condition identified on page 1 of the EA:  

· Shaded Fuels Breaks will be created on approximately 520 forested acres, as arranged in Figure 1 of the EA.  The target range is 6-15 ponderosa pine trees per acre (TPA) in these treatment stands.

· Restoration Thinning will be applied to about 490 forested acres, as arranged in Figure 1 of the EA, to resemble the “grassland with scattered trees” status of the historic ponderosa pine savannah.  The target range is 15-25 TPA in these treatment stands.

· Commercial thinning will be completed on about 1,030 forested acres, as arranged in Figure 1 of the EA.  The target range is 25-45 TPA.  Forty-five TPA will be left where acceptable trees are available.

Manual treatments will be applied (where necessary) to about 230 acres where mechanical treatments are not possible or feasible.  The target for post-treatment densities on these areas will be 6-15 TPA.

Approximately 800 forested acres will not be treated to provide visual variety and to provide for wildlife habitat.

Note:  These acreage figures were rounded for the purposes of the EA, based on current knowledge of stand boundaries and on-site conditions.  Slight adjustments to these acreages may be made due to physical limitations of each treatment unit during project layout.

Associated Activities

Road construction and maintenance:  Where necessary, existing roads will be bladed and drainage features will be installed to reduce erosion.  Roads constructed to allow treatment will be rehabilitated and reseeded as soon as treatments can be completed, unless Travel Management Planning is completed prior to roads being decommissioned.  Any road work necessary to implement the project will comply with BLM standards and water quality Best Management Practices (BMPs).

Slash and maintenance treatments:  In areas that are mechanically treated, limbs and tops on commercial trees will be removed to landings (through whole tree skidding) and burned in landing piles.  Excess small sub-merchantable trees (mostly juniper) will be masticated (mechanically treated) and left on-site.  Slash in manually treated areas will be underburned or hand piled and burned.

Stands will be maintained with future prescribed fire (broadcast burns) or mechanical treatments, depending on regeneration and risk factors such as exposed coal seams.

Design Features 

1.  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1All heavy equipment will be power washed to remove soil, vegetation, and seeds before beginning operations.  Cleaned equipment shall be inspected and approved by the Authorized Officer’s representative prior to moving the equipment into the project area. Any equipment that leaves the project area must be power washed, inspected and approved by the Authorized Officer’s representative prior to re-entering the project area. Log trucks will be power washed at the beginning of the project and will be re-washed if they leave the area and are used on another project. 

2. To protect wildlife habitat:

· Activities during the migratory bird nesting season (April 15 to August 31) will be minimized.  Between April 15 and August 31, general surveys for special status species will be conducted in unique habitats.  If surveys find special status species, treatments will be modified or delayed to reduce impacts. Treatments will be localized (confined to one area at a time) if possible during the nesting season.

· Wild turkey roost and raptor nest trees will be identified by BLM personnel or volunteers prior to treatment and will be avoided.  

· Several pines with poor genetic characteristics but wildlife habitat value will be left in each stand to provide future wildlife habitat.

· Ponderosa pine snags will be left standing.  Juniper snags will be felled. At time of implementation, recently dead snags may be harvested if numbers of snags become excessive due to insect or disease mortality. 

· Dead and down material will generally be left on-site; however, if acceptable fuels loading would be exceeded, the amounts recommended by Reynolds et al. (1992, p. 24) will be left (if present) as minimums (5-7 tons per acre).

3. In shaded fuel breaks, most residual pine (i.e., pine remaining after treatment) will be in the larger size classes, and juniper will be removed to the maximum extent feasible.  

4. In restoration thin and commercial thin units, residual pine will be of variable sizes and age classes, and will be chosen based primarily on genetic quality. Individual pines or clumps of pine could be left. One clump (minimum 1/20 of an acre in size) of juniper will be left every five acres, with a minimum of one clump per stand (3-6 inch diameters preferable within clumps).

5. BLM will comply with Montana Law 77-5-3, MCA, Streamside Management Zones (http://data.opi.state.mt.us/bills/ mca_toc/77_5_3.htm), and with Alternative Practices as recommended by the Department of Natural Resources and Conservation (DNRC) State Forester (see Appendix A, page A-3).  BLM will also comply with the Water Quality Best Management Practices (BMPs) for Montana Forests (MSU Extension Service Publication EB158).

6. A Visual Resource Management (VRM) specialist will be involved in project implementation and layout to minimize visual impacts.

7. Along Horsethief, Golf Course and the primary road through the interior of Sections 2, 11, 14 and part of 12 in Visual Resource Management (VRM) Class II areas (See Appendix B):  
· Burning and Piling:  Discourage use of burning and piling in the foreground and disperse or burn piles out of viewshed. Do not pile or burn within 150 feet of the road if possible.  Burn piles when cured, preferably in the winter.  Minimize the intensity of the burn (size of the pile) and reseed areas within viewshed if necessary. Avoid fire scars and blackening on rock outcrops.

· Mechanical and manual treatments:  Within the viewshed, cut stumps flush to ground level, with top angled away from the road/viewpoint.  In areas visible from roads and trails, limb trees to the minimum degree necessary to keep fire on the ground.  Retain large diameter ponderosa pines in small groups within the viewshed of the road.  Avoid linear treatments, provide diversity over the travel route, and undulate the edge of clearings to give variety in the size and shape and aid in creating a naturally appearing edge.  Retain roadside vegetative screening/barriers where possible to minimize visual impacts and increased off-road activity.  

8. In VRM Class II areas outside of the primary road viewshed, and in Class III or IV areas (Backgrounds) (See Appendix B):  

· Burning and Piling:  Avoid intensity of fire that will injure the canopy trees and redden the needles. Burn piles when cured, preferably in the winter.  

· Avoid treatments that would open the viewshed to manmade features and developments.

· Design thinning to be irregularly distributed, following the natural patterns in the landscape.  Mimic the densities and site-specific landscape features and openings.  Create natural, irregular openings that mimic naturally occurring openings in size and spatial patterns.  Feather edges to avoid unnatural line contrasts.

9. To protect cultural and paleontological resources:

· Sensitive areas will be identified and avoided or protected using buffer zones, hand treatment of vegetation, or other actions.  

· Appropriate mitigation measures may be implemented after consultation with Montana State Historic Preservation Officer (SHPO).
· The operator will be directed to immediately stop activities that might further disturb any historic or archaeological materials and contact the Billings Field Office archaeologist if such materials are uncovered during treatment.
· The operator will be directed to immediately stop activities that might further disturb paleontological materials (fossils) and contact the Billings Field Office archaeologist or Authorized Officer’s representative if such materials are uncovered during treatment.  The operator and the Authorized Officer will determine the best option for avoiding or mitigating paleontological site damage.
10. To protect range improvements and minimize effects on grazing:

· Range improvements (above-ground and PVC components of pipelines, fences) will be protected by removing adjacent woody fuels and dampening fine fuels as necessary if prescribed fire is used as a management tool.  

· The Billings Field Office (BiFO) will consult with the permittee to develop a grazing schedule on the four allotments that will be most affected if prescribed fire is used.

· Livestock grazing will be deferred in burned areas for a minimum of one growing season to allow herbaceous vegetation to mature.  

11. All prescribed burns will be conducted under an approved Prescribed Burn Plan, which will specify timing (including acceptable weather and atmospheric conditions), vegetation type, burn size, and fuel arrangement and moisture.  

12. Existing routes will be improved to the minimum degree necessary to implement the project. Following treatment, areas outside the main running surface of the road will be reseeded if natural re-vegetation is unlikely.   

13. Following treatment, temporary roads, skid areas, and landings (if necessary) will be closed, rehabilitated and reseeded with a native seed mix.  If travel management planning is completed before treatments are complete, temporary roads, existing roads, and road improvements will be analyzed and a determination to retain or eliminate these roads/improvements will be made with public input.

14. A baseline bird inventory has been completed on a sample of selected stands scheduled for treatment. A post-treatment bird inventory on the same stands will be conducted the spring following treatment or as soon as possible.  

Monitoring  

Disturbed areas will be monitored for noxious weeds for two years following treatments.

Rationale for the Decision

In making this decision, I balanced environmental factors with concerns about the potential effects of stand-replacement fire.  Based on my review of the project file, the EA, and public comment, I determined that Alternative B best meets all elements of the Desired Future Condition described on page 1 of the EA, as demonstrated by the following factors:

· The restoration thin and shaded fuel break treatments will create densities, openings, and stand structures that are more consistent with Historic Range of Variability and historic ponderosa pine savanna.  The vigor and collective genetic quality of the remaining trees will be improved.

· The commercial thin treatment will reduce both overstory and understory density, and will serve a similar function to the restoration thin and shaded fuel break treatments at the lower target Trees Per Acre densities (25-45 TPA), while emphasizing the higher TPA density when acceptable leave trees are available.

· The preservation of existing conditions on 800 acres will create visual variety in the landscape and allow wildlife to access habitats that are similar to those that exist now.  The interspersion of shaded fuel breaks and other treatments with the untreated stands will allow fire objectives to be achieved while providing a higher level of undisturbed habitat than that considered under Alternative C.

· Several commenters expressed support for the proposal based on their judgment that the reduction in tree density associated with Alternative B will provide adequate protection.  Based on modeling completed as part of project planning, the tree densities that will remain in Alternative B are still acceptable in terms of potential fire behavior.  There is not a clear need to reduce densities to the extent analyzed in Alternative C, and for some resources (e.g., cultural and historic resources), the additional reduction will not provide enough additional protection to be preferable.

· One commenter expressed concern that impacts on wildlife habitat (antelope fawning habitat) and soil erosion would be significant.  Based on further discussions with the commenter, the conclusions reached by resource specialists in the EA and in site visits conducted with the DNRC State Forester, I have determined that Design Features 2, 5 (compliance with MT Streamside Management Zone law and Alternative Practice #2003-1), and 14 are adequate to avoid significant impacts on wildlife habitat and soil erosion.   In addition, approximately 800 acres will not be treated at all, as compared to the 390 acres considered no-treatment under Alternative C.  Concern for the soil and wildlife resources were key reasons that resource specialists suggested maintaining these stands in their current (untreated) condition.

· In all, nine people submitted public comments on the EA by the close of the comment period.  Three of the comment letters expressed support for either Alternative B or C.  Two commenters provided examples of successes with their own efforts to thin trees, and provided the names of the contractors responsible for those successes.  Two commenters were concerned with fire hazards near the town of Roundup but outside the project area.  One commenter expressed general support for the effort, and emphasized several considerations that we will take into account when we implement the project.  One commenter expressed concern about soil erosion and antelope fawning habitat in the area (see above).  Several commenters also expressed interest in whether any help was available to begin similar tree-thinning projects on their own private land. 

· As required by Instruction Memorandum No. MT-2002-025, I considered whether my decision or associated actions would have a direct or indirect adverse impact on energy development, production, supply, and/or distribution.  This decision in no way affects BLM’s ability to make economically recoverable sources of energy available for development or production.  No adverse impacts to energy-related infrastructure in the area would occur as the result of this proposed action; as identified in the EA, completing this proposed action would reduce the risks to rights-of-way (ROWs) on BLM administered lands and private developments (including energy-related ROWs and developments). 

· I have determined that my decision to implement Alternative B, the Proposed Action, will not result in any undue and unnecessary degradation to Critical Elements of the Human Environment or other resources, and will substantially decrease the risks to resources on BLM-administered land, resources in the vicinity of the project area, and private property located adjacent to BLM lands.

· This proposed action is consistent with the 1984 Billings Resource Management Plan.  This area is not within the 9,500 acres identified as protected from timber management in the Billings RMP.

Protest Process 

This is a wildland fire management decision made under the forest management regulations.  Legal notice of this decision will be published in the August 27, 2003 and September 3, 2003 editions of the Billings Gazette and Roundup Record-Tribune.  The legal notice published in the Billings Gazette and Roundup Record-Tribune will constitute the decision document for purposes of protest under 43 subpart 5003-Administrative Remedies.  Protests pertaining to this decision must be filed in accordance with 43 CFR subpart 5003, within 15 days of first publication of the legal notice, in the Billings Field Office, 5001 Southgate Drive, PO Box 36800, Billings, MT 59107-6800.

Signature of Responsible Official

____________________________________________


_____________________

/S/ Sandra S. Brooks







Date

Billings Field Manager





FINDING OF NO SIGNIFICANT IMPACT (FONSI)

After studying the potential impacts of the proposed action as described in the Environmental Assessment and the associated planning file, and after careful consideration of public comment, I do not anticipate any significant impacts.  I based my finding of no significant impacts on the following factors related to context and intensity of impacts, as defined by the Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) at 40 CFR parts 1500-1508.  

(a) Context— Short- and long-term impacts were identified and studied.  Potential off-site effects were studied for applicable resources (e.g., water quality).  Based on the following considerations, the analysis focused on the effects in the local area:  

· The primary users of the area are local residents.  

· The area does not have any national-level designations, nor are any of its resources designated on a national level.  

(b) Intensity (severity of the impact)

1.  Impacts that may be both beneficial and adverse. 

BLM specialists predicted both beneficial and adverse impacts, which are described in the attached Environmental Assessment (EA).  I considered short-term and long-term impacts, both positive and negative.  I did not ignore potential short-term negative impacts in favor of achieving long-term benefits.  The adverse impacts are acceptable and characteristic of the impacts typically associated with this type of action.

2.  The degree to which the proposed action affects public health or safety.  

Protection of public safety is one of the primary goals of this project.  This action does not require trade-offs to protect future public safety at the cost of increased threat to public safety at the time of treatment.  Conventional methods and established procedures (preparation of a burn plan, compliance with Streamside Management Zone (SMZ) law, closing roads if necessary when logging trucks are using them) will be followed.  No severe impacts to public health and safety are anticipated.

3.  Unique characteristics of the geographic area such as proximity to historic or cultural resources, park lands, prime farmlands, wetlands, wild and scenic rivers, or ecologically critical areas.  

These unique characteristics are considered BLM Critical Elements and are addressed in Chapter 3.0 of the EA.  The project area does not include prime or unique farmlands, floodplains, wilderness, or threatened or endangered species or habitat.  The project area has not been designated an Area of Critical Environmental Concern.  No large riparian or wetland areas exist within the area.  

The closest Wild and Scenic River segment is 100 miles north of the project area.  Compliance with state regulations and local smoke management programs is mandatory and would minimize effects from smoke associated with prescribed fire or pile burning.   Temporary (1-3 day) smoke impacts may occur if there is an inversion, but generally smoke would dissipate by the time it traveled north to the WSR section.  Prescribed burning would occur outside peak recreation use on the river, further minimizing the impacts to recreation and scenic values.

Cultural resource evaluation revealed several varied historic properties within the Area of Potential Effect (APE) of this project.  Class III surveys were completed to locate and record historic properties.  Known structures would be avoided or protected with buffer zones, hand treatment of vegetation, or other actions.  Operators would be instructed to stop operations and contact the appropriate official if any cultural or paleontologic materials are uncovered during activities.

4.  The degree to which the effects on the quality of the human environment are likely to be highly controversial.
Several individuals expressed concerns with potential methods of treatment, or identified that the outcomes are not consistent with their preferences.  While timber harvest can be a controversial activity, this particular action involves a low level of controversy on the actual effects of the treatments on resources.

5.  The degree to which the possible effects on the human environment are highly uncertain or involve unique or unknown risks. 
The impacts of timber harvest and associated activities (i.e., road building, pile burning) are well-documented.  This specific project does not include elements that are unique from other projects that involve timber harvest.  Many of the concerns that are sometimes involved in timber sales (i.e., threatened and endangered species habitat, fisheries) are not present in the project area.  Risks to fragile soils and water quality will be mitigated by compliance with the Montana SMZ law, by operating on frozen ground if possible, and by leaving some woody debris and treated slash in place.  The effects on the human environment are not highly uncertain, and the project does not involve unique or unknown risks.  

6.  The degree to which the action may establish a precedent for future actions with significant effects or represents a decision in principle about a future consideration.
No significant impacts to resources were identified, and no major negative impacts to wildlife or watersheds are anticipated.  Therefore, this action is not expected to establish any precedents for future actions, and does not represent a decision in principle about future projects. 

7.  Whether the action is related to other actions with individually insignificant but cumulatively significant impacts. 
This action potentially involves the following phases, which were all considered as part of the same action:  a commercial timber harvest, hand treatment of fuels, burning of piles, and possibly prescribed fire maintenance treatments several years out.  As identified in the visual impacts section, this action would contribute to an increase in manmade impacts on the landscape and reduction in the natural landscape, when considered with the increasing number of subdivisions and the potential Bull Mountain power plant.  Design features were included in the proposed action to make treatments resemble natural processes, and thus impacts would not be significant.

No other cumulative impacts were anticipated.  

8.  The degree to which the action may adversely affect districts, sites, highways, structures, or objects listed in or eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic Places or may cause loss or destruction of significant scientific, cultural, or historical resources.  

Loss of or damage to significant scientific, cultural, or historical resources was identified in the EA as a potential consequence of the No Action alternative.  Reducing fuels available to drive wildland fires would reduce adverse effects to significant scientific, cultural, or historic resources.  Effects to these values could be mitigated or avoided during implementation by including stipulations in the contract to protect known properties and establishing a process to follow if new properties are uncovered.  See point 3. 

9.  The degree to which the action may adversely affect an endangered or threatened species or its habitat that has been determined to be critical under the Endangered Species Act of 1973.  

According to USFWS (USFWS, 2003), the proposed project does not involve any federally listed threatened or endangered species, or their habitat.  If conditions change, consultation would be reinitiated.

10.  Whether the action threatens a violation of Federal, State, or local law or requirements imposed for the protection of the environment. 

The action as considered under Alternative B does not threaten violation of any laws related to protection of the environment.  During implementation, BLM will comply with State Law MC-77-5-3, Streamside Management Zones, and Alternative Practices as recommended by the DNRC State Forester.  BLM has fulfilled its consultation obligations under section 7(a)(2) of the Endangered Species Act (ESA).  During preparation of the EA, BLM complied with all analysis requirements for Critical Elements of the Human Environment.

I know of no other agency guidance, policies, monitoring, or prior significance determinations documented in related or analogous NEPA decision that would indicate significant impacts from this action.  An Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) does not need to be prepared.

______________________________________________


_____________________

/S/ Sandra S. Brooks







Date

Billings Field Manager
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