DECISION NOTICE
FINDING OF NO SIGNIFICANT IMPACT

Mt. Emily Il Fuels Reduction Project
Environmental Analysis

Forest Plan Amendment #35

USDA Forest Service
Wallowa-Whitman National Forest
La Grande Ranger District
Union County, Oregon

An Environmental Assessment (EA) that discusses the Mt. Emily Il Fuels Reduction project within the Mt. Emily
7,295 acre analysis area on the La Grande Ranger District of the Wallowa-Whitman National Forest is available
for review at the La Grande Ranger District Office in La Grande, Oregon and at the Forest Headquarters in Baker
City, Oregon.

The Decision

Based on the analysis described in the EA, it is my dec ision to implement Alternative 2 as the method of
treatment and management of these National Forest lands. This decision addresses the purpose and need to
modify fuels and potential fire behavior, and to treat within fire adapted ecosystems, within or adjacent to a
wildland urban interface (WUI) at risk. This project includes mechanical treatments along strategic ridgetop
locations.

This project is an integral part of a collaborative effort to manage vegetation on private, state, and public lands
adjacent to urban development to reduce fire hazard and improve defensible space. Treatments are
designed to compliment ongoing fuel reduction efforts on public and private lands to create a community fuel
break.

Alternative 2 has been designed to provide added protection of all resources and resource values while still
meeting the purpose and need through design modif ications related to lynx habitat and protection of visual
quality.

This project will also modify the Wallowa-Whitman National Forest Plan through a non-significant Forest Plan
amendment for fuel reduction treatments in Canada lynx habitat. The Wallowa-Whitman National Forest Plan
was signed in 1990. Over the ensuing years, new information has come out of a variety of sources such as
the Interior Columbia Basin Ecosystem Management Assessment, National Fire Plan, 10 -year
Comprehensive Strategy, and the Endangered Species Act, which have not been studied and integrated with
the resource protection and objectives of the 16 year-old Forest plan. In order to integrate these resource
needs (specific to Canada lynx habitat) with the fuels objectives and needs within and adjacent to a wildland
urban interface (WUI), a non-significant forest plan amendment has been incorporated as part of this
decision.

Alternative 2 addresses the following key issues: 1) Wildfire risk on National Forest Lands within the Mt.
Emily WUI; and 2) Maintain Mt. Emily Scenic Quality.



Background

This project was originally part of the Mt. Emily Fuels Reduction project, the planning for which was
completed in December 2004. In January 2005, that project was appealed. In a letter dated February 25,
2005, | made the decision to remove the treatment of 24 units (348 acres), which were in mapped lynx
habitat, from the original Mt. Emily Fuels Reduction Project Decision Notice. The lynx habitat portion of the
forest plan amendment for that project was also deferred. Twenty-two of those units have now been re-
analyzed under the Mt. Emily Il Fuels Reduction Project, which incorporates the appropriate LCAS
recommended standards and guidelines specific to this project, as a project-specific non-significant forest
plan amendment.

This project was planned under the Healthy Forests Restoration Act (HFRA). The Act directs that a
predecisional administrative review process for projects authorized by HFRA takes place before the decision
is made. This process encouraged early public participation and collaboration in project planning. The Mt.
Emily Il Fuels Reduction Project qualifies as an authorized hazardous fuels reduction project under HFRA
because it is consistent with the Collaborative Approach Implementation Plan (May 2003), has an objective to
protect communities, watersheds, threatened and endangered species, and natural resources by treating
hazardous fuels, and is within or adjacent to an at-risk community covered by a Community W ildfire
Protection Plan (Title I, Section 102-Authorized Hazardous Fuel Reduction Projects, Part (a)(1)). This project
was completed under this authority and follows the processes outlined in the Act (P.L. 108-148). This act
authorizes expedited vegetation management projects.

The original Mt. Emily Fuels Reduction Project (signed March 2005) and this follow -up project known as Mt.
Emily Il Fuels Reduction Project were also developed under the core goals and guiding principles listed in the
10 year comprehensive strategy of the National Fire Plan This plan assigned the highest priority for
hazardous fuels reduction to communities at risk, readily accessible municipal watersheds, threatened and
endangered species habitat, and other important local feature s, where conditions favor uncharacteristically
intense fires The National Fire Plan process identified the rural community adjacent to Mt. Emily as “high
risk” and a high priority for treatment due to the intermingling of homes and vegetation, potential fire behavior
and existing fire protection capabilities.

Preferred Alternative Description

Alternative 2 was designed to address the purpose and need of reducing fuels and modifying potential fire
behavior, with additional consideration given to wildlife, roadless and scenic resources.

The following is a description of the treatments and activities in Alternative 2.

1. Fuels Treatment Prescriptions/Objectives

The following describes the treatment objectives, methods and anticipated outcomes of the fuel
treatments. The prescriptions target basal area ranges are based on plant associations, fire regimes, tree
species selected for future management, and resource objectives.

In some situations the target basal areas are difficult or impossible to achie ve due to: (1) high mortality
levels; (2) the abundance of existing damaged and diseased trees; and (3) the abundance of trees
greater than 21 inches in diameter. Where the stands are dominated by large trees which can not be
removed, the basal areas will remain at a level above the targeted management zone, however, the
understories will be treated for ladder fuels and surface fuels to ensure the integrity of the fuel
management objectives.

In those stands where the management zones may be difficult to achieve due to mortality, damage or
disease, the general goals will be to meet the fuels treatment needs by treating the surface, ladder, and
crown fuels while accepting the best basal area level achievable based on current stand conditions, which
may very well be lower than the initial target level.



The final prescription and the environmental consequences for each stand depends on existing stand
conditions (refer to site specific stand diagnoses and specialist reports in the Analysis file).

A) Priority Areas:

The project area is a priority to treat due to its proximity to a community at risk and potential fire
behavior from fuel conditions. Proposed fuel treatment priorities are based on their proximity to
private property and strategic locations for fire suppression activities (see map in Appendix A).

Treatment priorities are as follows:

Priority Area Two is a corridor adjacent to forest roads 3120 (portion of) and 3120500. These
roads provide access for fire suppression activities and are generally located on a main ridge
system. A ¥ mile wide treatment corridor would also be established along forest roads 3120
(from the southern forest boundary to its junction with 3120500) and 3120500 (see map in
appendix A). Treatments would include snag removal (to Forest Plan Guidelines), and removal of
down and standing dead wood or predicted to be dead wood within the next 3 to 5 years. Small-
suppressed trees that contribute to ladder fuels would be cut and removed, or piled and burned.
Hazard trees would be removed to prevent them from blocking vehicle access in the event of
wildfire suppression activities.

Those units with commercial removal will be treated to reduce tree densities and crown fuels

targeting the mid to UMZ. Prescriptions include HTH, HFU, SPC, SCN, pile and pile burning.
This will occur in units: 150, 235, 237, 238, 239, 240, 241, 242, 243, 244, 245, 246, 248 and 252
for a total of 276 acres (Unit 150 will be treated with no harvest removal).

Six units within and adjacent to the Mt Emily IRA will be treated including hand or mechanical
thinning of small diameter trees, HFU, SCN, pruning, piling, and pile/jackpot burning. No removal
will occur. This will occur in units: 262, 264, 265, 267, 268 and 271 for a total of 52 acres.

Priority three includes two ridge systems west of forest road 3120. These ridges are logical
strategic locations for fire suppression activities and are accessed by forest roads 3120600 and
3120450.

Treatments will emphasize an HFU prescription, including SCN, pile and pile burning. This will
occur in unit 317 for 3 acres.

B) Surface and Near Surface Fuel Prescriptions:

Fuels Reduction (HFU) - Treatment of dead standing and down material and imminent mortality
through removal, piling or slashbusting. Fuel Model 10 will be reduced to Fuel Models 8 or 9.

Pile Burning (RMP/RPB) — Burn piles resulting from hand piling or mechanical piling.
C) Crown Fuel Prescriptions:

Fuels Thin/Lower Management Zone (HTH/LMZ) — Thinning to reduce tree densities and crown
fuels to a lower management zone (LMZ). This prescription targets multiple layers of trees while
retaining large trees and fire-adapted species. LMZ provides the highest level of thinning
treatment for reducing crown bulk densities (CBD) and future fuel loadings resulting from insect
and disease mortality. Treatment will also raise Crown Base Height (CBH).

Fuels Thin/Upper Management Zone (HTH/UMZ) — Thinning to reduce tree densities and crown
fuels to a range between the mid to upper management zone (UMZ). UMZ provides a lower level
of treatment for reducing crown bulk densities compared to LMZ while managing to retain large



trees with a mix of fire adapted species and non-fire adapted species, while avoiding suppression
mortality from overstocking. This prescription targets the lower tree layer to raise canopy base
heights to greater than fifteen feet in height.

Fuels Thin and Clean (SPC/SCN) — Hand or mechanically thin and remove standing trees less
than or equal to six inch diameter class; prune low live limbs of residual trees.

D) Removal Systems Summary:
Where treatments result in commercial products, they will be removed by ground based systems
(262 acres). An estimated 69 acres will not require removal and will be treated by lo p and scatter
or pile and burn. Approximately 1,243 CCF (625 MBF) of saw and wood fiber is expected to be
recovered from this project.

No new temporary or permanent road construction is proposed.

2. Mt. Emily Forest Plan Amendment #34

This decision wil amend the Wallowa-Whitman National Forest Plan to include the changes as outlined
below.

Treatment in Canada lynx habitat

The Mt. Emily analysis area provides potential habitat for the Canada lynx (Grande Ronde River/Hilgard
Lynx Analysis Unit and Meacham Lynx Analysis Unit). There are over 7,000 acres of lynx habitat within
the lynx analysis units (LAU) with denning and foraging habitat levels that exceed the minimum standard
habitat requirements identified in the LCAS (Ruediger et al. 2000).

Alternative 2 will mechanically treat fuels and pile burn in lynx habitat and converts 331 suitable acres, of
which 217 acres are denning habitat and 114 acres are forage habitat to unsuitable habitat .

Alternative 2 — Mechanical Treatments in Lynx Habitat
Unit Numbers Habitat Type Prescription

Combination of all following

150, 235, 240, 241, 244, Forage treatments:

252,317 HTH/HFU/SCN/RMP/RPB

237, 238, 239, 242, 243, Combination of all following

245, 246, 248, 262, 264, Denning treatments:

265, 267, 268, 271 HTH/HFU/SCN/RMP/RPB

The Canada lynx was listed as a threatened species under the Endangered Species Act by the US Fish
and Wildlife Service in March 2000. To protect lynx and lynx habitat, the Forest Plan is amended to adopt
applicable recommended standards and guidelines from the Canada Lynx Conservation Assessment and
Strategy (LCAS; Ruediger et al. 2000). The LCAS provides conservation measures intended to conserve
the lynx and reduce or eliminate adverse effects from the spectrum of mana gement activities on federal
lands. The LCAS was developed to provide a consistent and effective approach to conserve Canada lynx
on federal lands in the conterminous United States and represents the best available science for
conservation of Canada Lynx.

The recommended standards and guidelines of the LCAS were designed to cover a wide variety of
habitats spread over a range of thousands of miles, as well as a wide variety of management scenerios
and circumstances. Therefore, not all of the recommended standards and guidelines in the LCAS were
applicable to this project and the area. An analysis of the LCAS recommended standards and guidelines



applicable to this project area was completed (refer to the Wildlife Section of the Mt. Emily Analysis File)
in order to determine which recommended standards and guidelines were appropriate for use in this
project, and to adequately analyze the effects of their adoption on all natural, social, and economic
resources related to the project area.

This project will adopt the recommended standards and guidelines specific to this project from the
Canada Lynx Conservation Assessment and Strategy, August 2000, as a non-significant, project-specific
Forest Plan amendment for the action alternative. This amendment modifies the Wallowa-Whitman
Forest Plan for the Mt. Emily Il Fuels Reduction Project area and will only apply to lynx habitat within the
project area.

Recommended Standards and Guidelines applicable to this project area are as follows:

Programmatic
All Programs —Programmatic Planning Standards:

1. Conservation measures will generally apply only to lynx habitat on federal lands within LAUSs.

2. Prepare a broadscale assessment of landscape patterns that compares historical and current
ecological processes and vegetation patterns, such as age-class distributions and patch size
characteristics. In the absence of guidance developed from such an assessment, limit
disturbance within each LAU as follows: if more than 30 percent of lynx habitat within a LAU
is currently in unsuitable condition, no further reduction of suitable conditions shall occur as a
result of vegetation management activities by federal agencies.

Project Planning Standards:

1. Within a LAU, maintain denning habitat in patches generally larger than 5 acres, comprising
at least 10 percent of lynx habitat. Where less than 10 percent denning habitat is currently
present within a LAU, defer any management actions that would delay development of
denning habitat structure.

2. Maintain habitat connectivity within and between LAUs.

Timber Management in Lynx Habitat

Project Planning Standards .

1. Management actions (e.g., timber sales, salvage sales) shall not change more than 15
percent of lynx habitat within a LAU toan unsuitable condition within a 10 year period.

Project Planning Guidelines:

1. In areas where recruitment of additional denning habitat is desired, or to extend the
production of snowshoe hare foraging habitat where forage quality and quantity is declining
due to plant succession, consider improvement harvests (pre-commercial thinning, selection,
etc.). Improvement harvests should be designed to:

2. Retain and recruit the understory of small diameter conifers and shrubs preferred by hares;

3. Retain and recruit coarse woody debris, consistent with the li kely availability of such material
under natural disturbance regimes; and

4. Maintain or improve the juxtaposition of denning and foraging habitat.

5. Provide habitat conditions through time that support dense horizontal, understory cover, and
high densities of snowshoe hares. For example, this includes mature, multistoried conifer
vegetation in the west and patches of aspen with dense conifer understory in the east. Focus



vegetation management, including timber harvest and use of prescribed fire, in areas that
have understories that have little value to snowshoe hares.

Land Ownership
Project Planning Standards:

1. Develop and implement specific management prescriptions to protect/enhance key linkage
areas.

Summary of Lynx Amendment:

Alternative 2 will mechanically treat fuels and prescribe/jackpot burn in lynx habitat. It will convert 331
suitable acres of lynx habitat, of which 217 acres are denning habitat and 114 acres are forage
habitat, to unsuitable habitat. This amendment modifies the Wallowa-Whitman Forest Plan for the Mt.
Emily Il Fuels Reduction Planning area and would only apply to lynx habitat within the project area.

3. Treatmentin Inventoried Roadless Areas (IRA)

Alternative 2 will mechanically treat 30 acres within the Mt. Emily Inventoried Roadless Area (IRA),
concentrating on generally small diameter trees due to the nature of the current conditions and the goals
of the fuel reduction treatments. Treatment includes hand or mechanical commercial thinning (HTH) to
between the lower and upper management zones followed by fuels reduction harvest (HFU), fuels
thinning (SPC), cleaning (FCN) piling and pile/jackpot burning (RMP, RPB). Treatment is designed to
protect or enhance roadless characteristics.

No trees greater than 21 inches in diameter will be cut. No removal of trees will occur. No roads will be
constructed within the IRA, temporary or otherwise.

Roadless area management current direction for management is found in Interim Directive 1920—2006-1
which defaults to Forest Plan direction with the exception of certain decisions which were reserved to
both the Chief and Regional Forester. As part of implementation of this directive, projects proposing
activities in Inventoried Roadless Areas were to be reviewed by the Regional Office for consistency with
the Interim Directive. A checkpoint letter was sent to the Forest Service Regional Office (Portland, OR)
by the Wallowa-Whitman Forest Supervisor in April 2003. A copy of this letter resides in the analysis file.
The letter follows direction from the Regional Office to submit for review projects planned within IRAs.

This letter discussed proposed activity within the IRAs, introduced what type of NEPA document is being
prepared, and explained the rationale for treating vegetation within IRAs. A follow -up response letter from
the Regional Office was sent to the Forest. The response letter also resides in the analysis file and
concurred with the Forest's determination that “the authority and responsibility to approve process ste ps
and sign decision documents related to the Mt. Emily Il project remains with the Forest Supervisor of the
Wallowa-Whitman National Forest.”

The Interim Direction allows timber harvesting for clearly defined purposes where necessary to meet
ecological needs. Treatment purposes for this project which match those defined in the Interim Directive
are: “Timber harvest is generally small-diameter material (based on the site), and the removal of the
timber is needed to maintain or restore the characteristics of ecosystem composition and structure, for
example, to reduce the risk of uncharacteristic wildfire effects.”

4. Riparian Habitat Conservation Areas (RHCASs)

Thirteen units in Alternative 2 include treatments within RHCAs for 21.9 acres, and will receive the
modified prescriptions described below . Mechanical equipment will not operate in, nor will harvest
removal occur in riparian areas in order to minimize ground disturbance and reduce the risk of sediment



transport to adjacent streams. Hand tools (chain saws) will be used to clean and thin small diameter
trees (less than 7 inches). Slash will be hand piled and/or burned.

Treatment within RHCAs includes the following units: 237, 238, 240, 243, 244, 245, 248, 252, 262, 264,
265, 268, and 271. Small diameter trees less than seven inches will be thinned and cleaned. The
following constraints and mitigations apply to these units:

1) No trees will be cut within 25 feet of any fish bearing and/or perennial stream (none have
been identified within the project area).

2) No trees will be cut within 10 feet of any intermittent stream channel.

3) No live trees greater than seven inches dbh will be cut within RHCAs.

4) All trees within RHCAs will be cut by hand, no ground-based equipment will be used.

5) No mechanical treatment or mechanical removal will occur within RHCAs..

Riparian Management Objectives (RMO) will be met or improved in all RHCA s (see PACFISH for
objectives). To assure attainment of RMOs, no-cut buffers will be implemented on both sides of class IlI
and IV streams. Class Il streams will receive a 25 foot buffer and class IV streams will receive a 10 foot
buffer.

Prescribed burning (pile burning) will occur within the RHCASs units, however, ignition will not occur within
PACFISH designated RHCA buffers.

5. Access and Travel Management

No new road construction or reconstruction will be part of this project.

6. Mitigations and Monitoring

Mitigation measures to be implemented consist of those Wallowa-Whitman National Forest Plan
Standards and Guidelines that apply to Management Areas 3, 3A, and 15, except where modified by the
non-significant Forest Plan amendment described earlier. Units 262, 264, 265, 267, 268 and 271 will be
re-surveyed post project to ascertain soil disturbance levels and capitalize on the opportunity to survey
any new explosed areas from equipment or burning. Post project jackpot burning in this area will be
coordinated with the South Zone Archaeologist to ensure any new sites discovered during project
activities are protected. The timber sale contract will contain a contract clause requiring protection of any
newly detected sites. Other specific requirements that apply to this project are listed on pages 43-50 of
the EA.

Monitoring of project activities will be accomplished as discussed on pages 46-48 of the EA.
The effects of implementing this alternative, including these modifications, were analyzed by resource
specialists as disclosed in the EA and analysis file. The direct, indirect, and cumulative effects of the

project as planned are within Forest Plan Standards and Guidelines, including those added/or modified in
the forest plan amendment in this decision.

Alternatives
A brief summary of the alternatives considered in this analysis follows:
Alternative 1:
This alternative constitutes the “No Action” alternative, as required by NEPA. This alternative provides the

baseline for comparison of the action alternatives. Fuel treatments, timber harvests and other management
activities identified in the Mt. Emily Il analysis would be deferred..



Alternative 2:
This is the proposed action and preferred alternative as described in the EA and under The Decision above.

Alternative Overview:

Alternative Elements Alternative 1 Alternative 2
Commercial Thin Treatment Acres 0 331 acres
Fuels Reduction/Cleaning Treatment Acres 0 331 acres
Machine Pile/Burn Acres 0 331 acres
Priority 2 Acres Treated 0 328 acres
Priority 3 Acres Treated 0 3 acres
Units with RHCA treatments 0 13 units
Acres of RHCA treatments 0 21.9 acres
Acres Treated within the Mt. Emily IRA 0 30 acres
Road Reconstruction 0 2.5 miles
Saw/Chip Volume Recovered 0 1243 CCF

625 MBF

Scoping Process

Introduction — The scoping and extensive collaborative work from the original Mt. Emily Fuels Reduction Project
(which incorporates the treatments called for in the Mt. Emily Il project) was also used for this project and is
described below. Scoping specific to the Mt. Emily Il project and the lynx amendment is outlined u nder the Mt.
Emily 1l Scoping Process.

Mt. Emily Il Scoping Process

On June 24, 2005, a scoping letter and description of the proposed action for the Mt. Emily Il Fuels Reduction
Project was mailed to approximately 260 forest users, local landowners, and concerned publics, soliciting
comments and concerns relating to this project. Four comment letters were received and reside in appendix
D of this EA. This scoping period provided a pre-decisional opportunity for submission of specific written
comments on this project, as required to participate in the administrative review (objection) process for HFRA
projects (36 CFR Part 218.6(a)). This also allowed the public opportunities to review and comment on the
project prior to completion of the analysis and documentation.

Scoping and consultation for the project was initiated and is ongoing with the CTUIR and ODF&W.
Consultation with the CTUIR Archaeologist on February 13, 2006 and May 18, 2006.

This project was submitted to The State Historical Preservation Officer (SHPO) for review and has been
approved.

The Biological Assessment for Canada lynx was submitted to the USF&W on August 25, 2004, and a Letter of



Concurrence was issued by USF&W on September 10, 2004. An addendum to the Biological Assessment for
Canada lynx to adjust acres originally submitted for the original Mt. Emily project was submitted to the
USF&W on August 5, 2005 and consultation was re-initiated. A Letter of Concurrence for the addendum was
issued on August 25, 2005 concurring with the USFS finding for Canada lynx.

Between October 2003 and August 2005 members of the Mt. Emily Interdisciplinary Team served as a
member of the planning committee or in an advisory capacity for the planning and development of the
Community Wildfire Protection Plan for Union County (August 2005). This team was made up of a diverse
group of collaborative partners including Federal, State, and local fire protection agencies, government
officials, private citizens, Tribal members, forest industry representativ es, members of the environmental
community, and law enforcement officials. The Community Wildfire Protection Plan rates the Mt Emily WUI
as the third highest priority (out of 16) for treatment on Federal, State, and private lands.

An analysis file for this project is available for public review at the La Grande Ranger District. The analysis
file includes specialist’s reports, data specific to the project, public notifications and their responses, meeting
notes, and miscellaneous documentation.

On April 19, 2006 the start of the objection period for the Mt. Emily Il EA was published in the Baker City
Herald Newspaper. The objection period closed on May 19, 2006. One objection was filed on this project.

Previous scoping efforts for the original Mt. Em ily Project include the following:

Public scoping for the original Mt Emily Fuels reduction project (signed March 2005) was initiated in the
spring, 2002, Wallowa-Whitman Forest Schedule of Proposed Actions (SOPA), and has appeared in each
quarterly SOPA since then. This mailing is distributed to over 150 individuals, organizations, and agencies.
Five letters of interest were received.

Two public forums were held on February 25 and 26, 2003 to discuss the Mt. Emily project and accept public
comments. The forums were conducted in cooperation with the Oregon Department of Forestry with hour
long presentations by both agencies, followed by questions and answers. Local landowners and valley
residents were encouraged to attend with over 150 notifications ma iled and advertisement in the local
newspaper. Approximately 25 people attended each meeting. Several verbal and written comments were
offered and incorporated into the proposed action letter.

A description of the original Mt. Emily proposed action w as mailed on March 21, 2003 (letter dated March 10,
2003) to approximately 280 forest users and concerned publics soliciting comments and concerns related to
this project. Seven comment letters were received and reside in Appendix D of the original Mt. Emily Fuels
Reduction EA.

On April 25, 2003, an overview of the original Mt. Emily project was presented to the Union County
Community Forest Restoration Board. On July 11, 2003 the Forest Restoration Board was given a
presentation in the field on the current status and alternatives being developed for the project.

On December 12, 2003, a summary presentation to the Union County Community Forestry Board discussed
the projects preferred alternative and fire modeling results.

Several field trips to the Mt. Emily project area were organized to discuss proposed actions on the ground and
incorporate feed back. On July 1, 2003 interdisciplinary team members and representatives from Hells
Canyon Preservation Council (HCPC) toured portions of the project area. Field trips were organized for
Forest Service officials from the Regional office in Portland and the Forest Supervisors office in Baker City,
OR.

In April of 2003, an overview of the original Mt. Emily project was presented to the Level 1 Streamlining
Consultation Team from the National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) and U.S. Fish and Wildlife (USF&W).
More site-specific project information was provided to the Level 1 Team in July of 2003. A draft of the Mt
Emily Biological Assessment for Bull Trout, Steelhead and Spring Summer Chinook Salmon (part of the



Upper Grande Ronde Assessment Area Biological Assessment (BA), January 2004) was sent to the
regulatory agencies in October 2003. A final BA was submitted in February 2004. A Biological Opinion was
issued by NOAA Fisheries on April 20, 2004, and resides in the original Mt, Emily Fuels Reduction analysis
file.

On May 14" the original Mt. Emily EA was published as avallable in The Observer Newspaper for a 30 day
public comment period. The comment period closed on June 14" and three letters of comment were received
and responded to (reference Appendix D of the original Mt. Em||y EA, Public Comments to the Environmental
Assessment). The ID Team met on July 19 and September 8" (|n the field) with Hells Canyon Preservation
Council at their request, to discuss and clarify their comments.

Public meetings were held on May 26-27, 2004 to present the preferred alternative for the original Mt. Emily
project, and the effects of implementation analysis in the EA. Approximately 10-12 people attended the
meetings.

The summer of 2004, James Connaughton, President’ Bush’s Chairman of the Council on Environmental
Quality along with Federal, State, and local agencies, county officials, tribes and citizen organizatio ns visited
the project area to discuss this project and the benefits to communities in the Blue Mountains.

On September 9 and November 23, 2004, the ID Team took the Forest Supervisor and staff to the project
area to discuss the original Mt. Emily preferred alternative and public comments.

Reasons for Decision

| have chosen to implement Alternative 2 because it provides the best combination of treatments to respond
to the purpose and need for change and the major issues and concerns. | concur with the f ollowing key
issues that were developed based on resource analysis by interdisciplinary team members. The key issues
and specific reasons for this decision are:

Key Issue Key Indicators Alt. 1 Alt. 2
Increased Fire - Crown fire potential (active, Passive Surface
Behavior Potential passive or surface)

on NF lands

within the Mt.

Emily WUI

Maintain Fire - Number of acres treated in

Adapted condition class three 0 177
Ecosystems (returned to condition class

within the Mt. one)

Emily WUI

10



Key Issue Key Indicators Alt. 1 Alt. 2

Maintaining Mt. - Unnatural appearing impacts Yes Yes
Emily Scenic (disturbance) less than 10% of
Quality viewshed (goal is retention in

foreground)  Yes or No

Unnatural appearing impacts Yes Yes
(disturbance) less than 14% of
viewshed (goal is partial
retention or retention in
middleground) Yes or No

1. Increased Fire Behavior Potential on National Forest Lands within the Mt. Emily WUI

The fire occurrence rate for the Mt Emily area is 83% higher tha n the entire Wallowa-Whitman National Forest
with approximately 63% percent of the fires usually occurring in July and August (hottest, driest time of the
year). Most of the fires have historically been lightning caused and approximately 45% of the fires that
occurred on the Forest occurred on days with multiple fire starts , which often means limited suppression
resources or delayed initial attack times.

Approximately 100+ homes are located within the Mt. Emily Wildland Urban Interface (WUI) (as defined by
the Healthy Forest Restoration Act for a WUI/Community -at- Risk) and are at risk to possible loss in the event
of a wildfire in this area. The Mt. Emily Fuels Reduction project has been developed in a cooperative and
coordinated effort with Oregon Depart ment of Forestry, Umatilla National Forest, Rural Fire Protection
Departments, Union County Community Forestry Board, interest groups, and adjacent private and industrial
landowners in an effort to protect the Mt Emily community. It is part of the Union County Community Wildfire
Protection Plan. Joint effort objectives include: 1) managing vegetation and fuels to modify potential fire
behavior and create survivable and defensible space on federal, state, and private lands surrounding the
community; and, 2) promoting “FIREWISE” communities through prevention and education measures.

Several land owners in the inter-face area are involved in fuel reduction and “FIREWISE” projects on their
property and around their homes in an effort to pro-actively reduce fire hazard and improve defensible space
within the community.

Alternative 1 is the no action alternative and would not treat any fuels mechanically or through the use of
prescribed fire within the Mt. Emily Il project area. Crown fire potential would be passive and/or active in all
Modeling Groups under modeled conditions (ninety seventh percentile environmental conditions). Flame
lengths range from 4-49 feet and would leave the homes and properties in the WUI at higher risk to possible
loss in the event of a wildfire. Leaving the stands along this portion of the ridge untreated would break the
continuity of the fuel reduction corridor planned for this ridgetop road. This would leave several miles
vulnerable to a fire coming out of the Roadless area to the west or up the face of Mt. Emily to the east
hindering suppression tactics and increasing the potential for the wildfire to breach this area and burn across
the road threatening houses, firefighter safety, and natural resources.

Alternative 2 will modify fuels and potential fire behavior in order to protect private lands and property from
fires originating on public lands, and also to protect public lands from fires originating on private lands. It
focuses on treatments to modify fire behavior potential and has been designed to allow for future re-
introduction of fire in fire-adapted ecosystems.

Flame lengths in Alternative 2 will be reduced to 1-7 feet on treated acres which will increase a hand crews’
opportunity to fight fires directly when flame lengths do not exceed 4 feet, as opposed to Alternative 1 where
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the flame lengths will exceed direct attack by both hand crews and mechanical equipment. Engines and
dozers (where roads and terrain allow) can directly fight fires with 4-8 foot flame lengths. Having the
opportunity to fight fires directly in Alternative 2 decreases the potential fire size, the risk to public and
firefighter safety, and private property (including homes).

Treatment in the Priority two areas will modify potential fire behavior and intensity, maintain access, and
increase suppression options in the event of a wildfire along strategic ridgetop systems. These fuel reduction
corridor areas are considered anchor points for suppression tactics should a wildfire occur. Alternative 2 will
treat approximately 331 acres and create a ¥2 mile wide corridor along forest roads 3120 (from the southern
forest boundary to it's junction with 3120500) and 3120500 in conjunction with logical topographical or
vegetative breaks.

In Priority area three, treatment will increase suppression options in the event of a wildfire through treatments,
which will modify fire behavior and intensity. These areas are considered alternative anchor points to the
3120 and 3120500 roads.

Wildfire Risk Rationale Summary — Alternative 2 reduces fuel loadings and crown fire potential by thinning
from below followed by surface fuel treatments. These treatments effectively alter potential fire behavior by
reducing crown bulk density, increasing crown base height, and changing species composition to lighter
crowned and fire-adapted species (Graham, etal, PNW-GTR-463). These treatments provide a window of
opportunity for effective fire suppression and protecting high-value areas (Pollet and Omi 2002).

Alternative 2 prescriptions target the lowest layer of trees needed to reduce ladder and crown fuels, leaving a
mix of both fire dependent and non-dependent trees that are less susceptible to insects, diseases, and fire in
both priority areas. This alternative reduces crown fire potential to surface in all Modeling Groups. Flame
lengths are reduced to 2-7 feet in all Modeling Grou ps. The design of Alternative 2 also reduces overstocked
stand conditions will also reduce the risk of insect and disease mortality over the next 10 to 20 years (future
fuel loadings). It also provides added habitat protection for key resources in the area, providing an equitable
balance of resources that are adjacent to the WUI.

Alternative 2 is an integral part of a collaborative effort to manage vegetation on private, state, and public
lands adjacent to urban development to reduce fire hazard and improve defensible space. It provides for the
best blend of risk reduction in conjunction with recognizing the biological needs of other natural resources
such as old growth dependant species, fisheries, scenery, etc. in the Mt Emily area.

2. Maintain Fire Adapted Ecosystems within the Mt. Emily WUI

The analysis area lies within the Grande Ronde River/Hilgard Watershed which is ranked at high risk in terms
of departure from historical fire return intervals. Alternative 1 does not meet the purpose and need of the
project for restoring fire adapted ecosystems within a range of historic conditions. Fire exclusion would
continue to extend the fire return interval, increase fuel loadings, change vegetation profiles, and increase the
gap between historical conditions and current conditions. True fir establishment would continue in the
absence of low intensity “thinning fires”. Heavy concentrations of dead standing and down trees and multi-
layered structure and tree densities continue to be at risk to intense, stand replacing fire events, which could
result in the loss of late and old structure, wildlife habitat cover, and consumption of large woody material and
structure in riparian areas. Maintaining soil productivity over the long term generally requires presence of sail
organic material and fire effects characteristic of the natural fire regime. Movement towards historical
conditions in disturbance patterns across the landscape would be delayed under alternative 1 for
approximately 20 to 30 years, or until a stand replacement event occurs.

Alternative 2 meets the purpose and need of the project by moving fire regimes three and four towards more
historic conditions on 7% of the acres that are outside historic conditions (stands in fire regimes three and
four, in condition class 3 would be moved to condition class 1). Manipulating fuels through mechanical and
hand treatments would help move existing vegetative conditions in terms of vegetation composition, structural
stages, and disturbance patterns, towards more historical conditions. These treatments are expected to last
for 10 to 20 years with light maintenance level treatments in 10 to 15 years. This will reduce the risk of
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intense wildfire behavior to LOS, long-term wildlife habitat, and riparian structure, and areas managed for old
growth habitat. Preservation of existing LOS is enhanced while promoting long-term LOS, wildlife diversity,
and riparian function across the landscape towards more historical conditions.

3. Maintain Mt. Emily Scenic Quality

Mt. Emily is a highly valued visual feature on the landscape to the people living in and visiting the Grande
Ronde Valley. On the face of Mt. Emily, the existing stand conditions threaten the sustainability of the scenic
resources. In areas where no management has occurred, many of the stands are overstocked and full of
dead and down material. Past timber harvest along the upper ridg es of the project area have created
unnatural appearing openings that detract from the scenery. Alternative 2 will improve the latter condition
and have no negative cumulative effects to scenery resources.

The Visual Quality Objectives for this area are not being met in all areas under Alternative 1, the no action
alternative, and the scenic integrity and ecological integrity are lower in some areas than they should be for
this area. The no action alternative would allow the conditions and trends that currently exist to continue to
pose a risk of losing positive attributes of the landscape character, but would not cause cumulative effects to
the scenery resource.

Under Alternative 2, the scenic integrity will remain high on the face of Mt. Emily. The scenic sustainability in
the upper ridges of the project area will remain the same. The unhealthy conditions that exist along the ridge
east of Fiddlers Hell Creek will not be treated and will continue to keep the scenic integrity low to very low on
the ridges. The actions proposed under Alternative 2 will affect the condition and trends that pose risks to the
positive attributes of the landscape character. These effects to the condition and trends are minimal, but
positive in nature. Alternative 2 treatments also provide the potential for arresting a fire before a large stand
replacing event occurs, improving the potential for maintaining scenic sustainability.

Efforts occurring on private lands along the east boundary, and project efforts being p roposed by the Umatilla
National Forest in addition to this project would not create negative effects that would degrade the scenic
resources. The type of treatments proposed in these areas in addition to those on public lands would improve
scenic integrity as described in the Valued Landscape Character description. The cumulative efforts would
increase defensibility in the event of fire thus improving scenic sustainability in an artificial manner.

Summary - The actions proposed in Alternative 2 are designed to alter the existing conditions in a manner
that increases the defensibility of the private properties adjacent to the Forest boundary. The actions
proposed are designed in a manner that will not create unnatural or uncharacteristic impacts from a
middleground or background view. The impacts visible from a foreground view will include the following:
stumps less than 6” in height, some areas of soil disturbance, and evidence of tree removal. The impacts to
foreground views will not be concentrated enough to degrade scenic resources.

Other Issues:

| further considered the environmental consequences disclosed in the EA for other issues. In review of these
consequences, | conclude that Alternative 2 best meets the purpose and need by mitigating impacts to soils
and site productivity, water quality and fisheries, threatened and endangered species, cultural resources,
noxious weeds, other wildlife, old growth, inventoried roadless areas, recreation, treaty rights, and public
safety while meeting Forest Plan direction. In those areas w here new science is in conflict with current Forest
Plan direction, the Forest Plan has been amended for this project area to integrate the purpose and need of
the project, meet the legal requirements of NFMA, and protect resources within the project area.

Roadless area management current direction for management is found in Interim Directive 1920—-2006-1
which defaults to Forest Plan direction with the exception of certain decisions which were reserved to both the
Chief and Regional Forester. The Regional Forester has concurred with the Forest’s determination that “the
authority and responsibility to approve process steps and sign decision documents related to the Mt. Emily Il
project remains with the Forest Supervisor of the Wallowa-Whitman National Forest.”
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In general, the portion of the roadless area affected by this project is very small and due to its location relative
to the remainder of the Roadless area and the high level of motorized use the adjacent Indian Rock area
receives, the opportunities for experiencing roadless values are very res tricted. Motorized recreation in all
forms is very prevalent in this area. Project design protects high quality or undisturbed soil, water and air,
maintains the diversity of plant and animal communities, provides habitat for PETS species and ensures
retention of reference landscapes and high scenic quality. The only special features of this area are the
scenic views into the remainder of the Roadless area when you get out to t he far edges of the flat ridgetop
and can look off into the steep Mt. Emily Creek and Five Points drainages. There may be short term effects
to some of these roadless characteristics, but over all they are minimal and the unroaded nature of the area
will be maintained under Alternative 2. Alternative 2 meets the Interim Directive.

Alternative 2 meets the standards identified in the Lynx Conservation Assessment and Strategy and provides
contiguous lynx habitat adjacent to the Mt. Emily roadless area with a large block of connective habitat within
the project area to the adjacent lynx habitat in the Mt Emily IRA . The Forest Plan will be amended by adopting
recommended standards and guides from the LCAS which are appropriate for this project area in order to
mechanically treat and burn within lynx habitat. The direct and indirect effects of this site-specific Forest Plan
amendment will provide greater protection for lynx and lynx habitat than currently provided in the Plan. This
site-specific amendment to include applicable standards and guidelines for Alternative 2 provides a specific
design for protecting and developing lynx habitat that is not currently in the Forest Plan.

Public concerns were expressed about the potential for increased motorized us e along Forest Road 3120500
as a result of the vegetative treatments. Of particular concern is the potential for increased snowmobile use
and resultant effects within lynx habitat. To address this concern the District Ranger will monitor both
summer and winter motorized use within this area to determine if there is any expansion of use or areas of
use. Management strategies can be developed if it is determined there are unacceptable impacts. These
management strategies could include restrictive measures that may require additional NEPA analysis prior to
implementation.

In summary, | have selected Alternative 2 for the following reasons:

Alternative 2 establishes effective contiguous fuel treatment areas in Priority areas two and three in
the Mt. Emily WUI which will provide fire management officials with safer options for suppression
activities, to keep fires from escaping to or from private and public lands.

Alternative 2 partners with the collaborative efforts on adjacent private and public lands within the
WUI, and substantially contributes to increasing the effectiveness of the work being done on all lands
throughout the WUI to protect homes, property, and resources.

Alternative 2 treats areas classified as having a high risk of potential loss in the event of a wildfire by
lowering fuel loadings and reducing the potential for severe fire intensity and subsequent mortality.
Alternative 2 is designed to complete the restoration work needed within the next 2-5 years and then
retain its effectiveness for the next 10-20 years.

Alternative 2 provides opportunities to maintain fire adapted ecosystems which are outside of their
historic range having missed several fire return intervals.

Alternative 2 ensures no net loss of old growth, valuable wildlife habitat attributes, and offers
protection measures for old growth attributes in the future.

Alternative 2 conserves lynx habitat in the long term through the adoption and use of the lynx
conservation strategy standards and guidelines for the project area.

Alternative 2 protects soils and water through project design and use of appropriate mitigation
measures.
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From the results of site-specific analysis documented in the EA | conclude that:

1. The silvicultural harvest methods will meet the objectives and requirements of the Land and Resource
Management Plan for the Wallowa-Whitman National Forest.

2. No timber will be sold from lands not suited for timber production - 36 CFR 219.27 (c). Management
prescriptions proposed for the harvesting of timber within ap propriate management areas, as

amended in this decision comply with requirements found at 36 CFR 219.27 (b) for manipulating tree
cover.

3. All manipulation of vegetation in this project will comply with the seven requirements of 36 CFR
219.27(b) and meet the constraints and conditions of the Wallowa-Whitman Integrated Weed
Management Plan.

4. This action is consistent with the Wallowa-Whitman National Forest Land and Resource Management
Plan, as amended, with the exception of the areas being amended to refle ct treatment in lynx habitat.
A non-significant amendment of the Forest Plan is part of this decision to reflect these treatments.

Finding of Non-Significance for Forest Plan Amendment

Alternative 2 of the Mt Emily Il Fuels Reduction Project amends the Forest Plan as described on pages 4-6 of
this Decision Notice. In determining the significance or non-significance of this amendment, | considered the
following factors:

Timing: The amendment w ill begin implementation in 2006 which is 16 years after the signing of the ROD
for the Forest Plan (April 1990). In general, the Forest Plans should be updated every 10-15 years. The
Wallowa-Whitman Forest Plan has just begun its revision cycle (in year 14). Since 2000, emphasis on
protection of Wildland Urban Interface (WUI) areas has been growing in national importance and
emphasis. Forest Plans did not address this issue in 1990 and this has been recognized as an area that
will be addressed in the upcoming Forest Plan revision. In order to provide for private and public land
protection within the Mt. Emily WUI and function as an integral part of the collaborative efforts currently
being implemented in the area to manage vegetation on private, state, and public lands, the Mt. Emily
project needs to occur now in conjunction with these efforts to reduce fire hazard and improve defensible
space adjacent to urban development.

Location and Size: Alternative 2 will treat 331 acres of lynx habitat. The Mt. Emily project area is
approximately 7,295 acres in size of which there are approximately 2,000 acres of lynx habitat. The total
administrative area of the Wallowa-Whitman National Forest is 2.3 million acres. Therefore, the affected
area comprises less than 0.00001 of the administrative area of the Forest.

Goals, Objectives, and Outputs: The amendment does not alter relationships between goods and
services projected by the Forest Plan. Lynx habitat is protected under the adoption of the site-specfic
recommended standards and guidelines from the Lynx Conservation Strategy; however, lynx habitat is
above the minimum levels called for in the LCAS which allows for treatment such as those being
prescribed in this project. In general, due to the small nature of the materials and the type of
prescriptions being us ed, the materials being removed to treat fuels within these areas produce a
minuscule increase in outputs over the totals projected by the Forest Plan. However, in comparison to
the totals, the increase is imperceptible.

Management Prescription: The amendment does not change the allocation of any of the lands within the
Mt. Emily project area, it merely permits treatment within these 331 acres to meet the fuels reduction
purpose and need for the life of the project. Lynx habitat within the project are a will be protected and
meet the intent of the lynx conservation strategy for lynx. The scale of the change of each of these
sections is imperceptible when compared to the total goods and services estimated for the Forest Plan.

| find that the action of fuels reduction activities within lynx habitat in the Mt. Emily Il project area is not a
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significant departure from the National Forest Management Act (NFMA) planning requirements or the Forest
Plan with respect to (1) timing; (2) location and size; (3) goals, objectives, and outputs; and (4) management
prescription. | further find that the action is non-significant with respect to the implementation regulations of
the NFMA Title 36, Part 219.10 (e) and (f); the Forest Service Manual at Chapter 1922.51 and 1922.52; and
the Forest Service Handbook 1909.12 at Chapter 5.32. Therefore, | find that the action constitutes a non -
significant amendment to the Forest Plan.

Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI)

The selected alternative, with the specified mana gement requirements, constraints, and mitigation measures,
provides the best combination of physical, biological, social, and economic benefits.

Based on the site-specific environmental analysis documented in the Environmental Analysis, | have found
that this is not a major Federal action, individually or cumulatively, and will not significantly affect the quality of
the human environment. Therefore, an environmental impact statement is not needed. This finding is based
on the following factors:

1. Public health and safety will only be minimally affected over a short term by the proposed project.
Short-term safety hazards such as log truck traffic and falling trees near roads will be mitigated
through contract safety provisions (EA, p.101, 104). Both the short and long term fire-fighter and
public safety relative to reducing potential for high intensity fast moving crown fires would be
improved (EA, pp. 50-55).

2. This project proposal does not affect any unique geographical characteristics such as parkland s,
prime farmlands, wild and scenic rivers, or ecologically critical areas (EA, p.104-105).

3. Based on public participation, the effects on the quality of the human environment are not likely to be
highly controversial. During the scoping public meetings for the original Mt. Emily project, the public
attending these meetings generally indicated that they were in favor of the actions proposed in this
project or suggested that the Forest Service should consider doing more to reduce fuels in the project
area. Of the four letters received in response to the Mt. Emily Il Proposed Action, two were in favor
(of which one indicated we should be treating more acres for fuels reduction, we should include larger
trees and thin to higher levels, we should include more utilization through logging as a tool as
opposed to piling and burning, and we should avoid more delays). All four were in favor of fuels
reduction, but not in favor of doing it with logging as a tool. Two were concerned about the
collaboration process described in HFRA, and also requested that the forest implement a forest-wide
approach to lynx habitat, as opposed to project specific amendment (this was determined to be
outside the scope of this project). There were concerns expressed that we disclose effects to sails,
connectivity and snag levels from logging activities. These have all been addressed in the EA (pp.
73-77, 77-83).

Given the very low level of public response and the generally supportive nature of their participation in
public meetings, this project does not appear to be of a controversial nature. (EA, Appendix C)

4. There are no known effects on the human environment that are highly uncertain or involve unique or
unknown risks associated with this project. Tree felling and removal, bur ning, and temporary road
construction are common practices and the effects are well known. The EA effectively addresses and
analyzes issues and environmental impacts associated with the project (EA, Chapter 3).

5. These actions pose no disproportionately high or adverse human health or environmental effects,
including social and economic effects, on minority or low -income populations. This project has
shared in the federal government'’s overall trust responsibility to Indian tribes where treaty or other
legally defined rights apply to National Forest System lands. Consultation has incorporated
opportunities for tribal comments and contributions to the proposed action. Comments that were
received during meetings were incorporated into the design of the project and through mitigations and
monitoring. (DN, pages 8-10, and EA pages 18, 30-31, 38-48, 106)
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These actions do not set a precedent for other projects that may be implemented to meet the goals
and objectives of the Wallowa-Whitman National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan. The
Forest Plan, as amended has set a goal of managing vegetation in a manner consistent with res ource
objectives. Alternative 2 is consistent with management direction for these objectives with the
exception of the areas being amended to reflect treatment in lynx habitat (refer to description in
Alternative 2 above). A non-significant amendment of the Forest Plan for the Mt. Emily area only is
part of this decision to reflect these treatments and does not set precedent for o ther projects or other
project areas. (EA, Chapter 3 and DN page 4-6, 14-16)

There are no known significant adverse, cumulative, or secondary effects between this project and
other projects (completed, active, or planned) adjacent to the affected area. Effects to the basic
resource values of soil, water, vegetation, air, or fish and wildlife were estimated and determined to
be localized and limited (EA, chapter 3). This determination is based on the results of cumulative
effects analyses discussed in the EA that considered past, existing, and proposed activities.

Based on a cultural resource inventory and report mitigation and protection measures, there are no
know n cultural, scientific, or historical resource affected by the project. Field studies hav e been
completed for cultural and historic resources (Heritage Report, analysis file). Prior to project activities
units 262, 264, 265, 267, 268 and 271 will be surveyed again to determine if weather or animal
activity over the winter has exposed any new sites. A certified heritage technician will be on site for
the reconstruction of 3210500 road to study areas where soils will be disturbed outside of the
roadbed in case new sites are found. The timber sale contract will contain a contract clause requiring
protection of any newly detected sites.

A biological evaluation for wildlife PETS species indicates that this project received a “no effect"
determination for the “threatened” northern bald eagle and “endangered” Gray Wolf. A “no effect”
determination was also made for “sensitive” Peregrine Falcon. This project may impact individual
spotted bats and California wolverine or their habitat but will not likely contribute to a trend toward
Federal listing or cause a loss of viability to the population.

The biological assessment for Canada lynx determined that the implementation of the project is not
likely to adversely affect Canada lynx. USF&WS concurred with this d etermination (Letter of
Concurrence 9/10/04, Mt. Emily Analysis File). An addendum to the Biological Assessment for
Canada lynx to adjust acres originally submitted for the original Mt. Emily project was submitted to the
USF&W on August 5, 2005 and consultation was re-initiated. A Letter of Concurrence for the
addendum was issued on August 25, 2005 concurring with the USFS finding for Canada lynx.

The biological evaluation for “sensitive” redband trout revealed that this project may effect but is not
likely to adversely affect this species due to the design of this project, and the measures incorporated
into it for maintaining or improving water quality.

The biological assessment for the “threatened” spring-summer Chinook salmon, summer steelhead
indicates that this project may effect, but is not likely to adversely affect these species. ( Mt Emily
Analysis file). NMFS concurred with this determination (Biological Opinion 4/20/2004, Mt. Emily
Analysis File).

The biological assessment for the “threatened” bull trout and its potentially critical habitat indicates
that this project may effect, but is not likely to adversely affect these species and USFWS concurred
with this determination (Biological Opinion 9/10/04, Mt. Emily Analysis File).

A no effect determination was made by the District Botanist for all PETS species and their habitat
located within the project area. Only one Sensitive species was documented to occur within the
project area and there will be no impact from projects activities on this or any sensitive plant species.
A biological evaluation for plant Proposed, Endangere d, Threatened, or Sensitive (PETS) plant
species within the project area is located in the Mt. Emily Analysis File.
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10. The actions described for this project in the EA do not threaten a violation of Federal, State, or local
law or requirements imposed for the protection of the environment.

11. Wetlands and floodplains near the planned actions are not affected. Wetlands and floodplains
associated with streams and springs will be protected using mitigation measures and design criteria
listed on pages 38-41, 105 of the EA.

12. There are no known significant irreversible resource commitments or irretrievable loss of resources
beyond the scope of the Forest Plan (EA p. 105).

Predecisional Administrative Project Review

As provided by HFRA and the Predecisional Administrative Review process under 36 CFR 218 for
authorized Fuel Reduction Projects, legal notice of the objection process was published in the Baker City
Herald on April 19, 2006. The 30-day objection period ended on May 19, 2006. One objection was
received and the Deputy Regional Forester issued a Response to the objections on June 15, 2006, as
required under 36 CFR 218.10(b)(1) and affirmed the Mt. Emily Il project as planned. As directed under
36 CFR 218.10(b)(2), there shall be no further review from any other Forest Service or USDA official of
the Reviewing Officer’s written response and the Responsible Official may now issue this Decision Notice
35 CFR 218.11(a).

Implementation

This project may be implemented immediately upon publication of this Decision in the Baker City Herald
(36 CFR 215.9 (c)(1)).

For further information, contact Cindy Whitlock, Project Analyst, at the La Grande District, 3502 Highway
30, La Grande, Oregon 97850, or telephone (541) 962-8501.

STEVEN A. ELLIS Date
Forest Supervisor
Wallowa-Whitman National Forest
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Mt. Emily Il Fuels Reduction
ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT

La Grande Ranger District
Wallowa-Whitman National Forest

Chapter | - Purpose of and Need for Action

A. Introduction

The purpose of this Environmental Assessment (EA) is to evaluate the environme ntal impacts of proposed
activities designed to reduce fuels and associated fire behavior in stands of timber within and adjacent to the
wildland urban interface on Mt. Emily.

This project was originally part of the Mt. Emily Fuels Reduction project, the planning for which was
completed in December 2004. In January 2005, that project was appealed. The original project contained a
Forest Plan amendment to the Wallowa-Whitman Forest Plan (WWFP) for fuels reduction activities in Late
Old Structure, allocated old growth, and lynx habitat. Prior to the review of the appeal for that project,
procedural direction was received that indicated the District needed to list in the Environmental Assessment
the recommended standards and guidelines from the Lynx Conservation and Assessment Strategy (LCAS)
that were applicable to the project, to incorporate into the WWFP as a site -specific amendment to the Forest
Plan.

In a letter dated February 25, 2005, Forest Supervisor Steve Ellis made the decision to remove the tre atment
of 24 units (348 acres), which are in mapped lynx habitat, from the original Mt. Emily Fuels Reduction Project
Decision Notice. The lynx habitat portion of the forest plan amendment for the project was also deferred.
The 24 units would be re-analyzed in a new environmental assessment (This Mt. Emily Il Fuels Reduction
Project) which would display in full the appropriate LCAS recommended standards and guidelines specific to
this project, and adopted into the Forest Plan through the Forest Plan amend ment process. The remainder
of the original project proceeded successfully through the appeal review process, and the Forest
Supervisor’s decision was affirmed by the Appeal Deciding Officer on March 17, 2005.

The analysis for this project was completed under the Original Mt. Emily Fuels Reduction Project (located in
the Original Mt. Emily Fuels Reduction Project Analysis File) which was incorporated into Chapter 3 for the
Mt. Emily Il project to display the effects related to implementation of the action s proposed of this project. No
new analysis was completed for the Mt. Emily Il project.

This project is being planned under the Healthy Forests Restoration Act (HFRA), as described below.

Healthy Forests Restoration Act of 2003 (HFRA)

On December 3, 2003, President Bush sighed into law the Healthy Forests Restoration Act of 2003 (HFRA).
The act directs that a special predecisional administrative review process for projects authorized by HFRA
takes place before the decision is made. This process encourages early public participation and
collaboration in project planning. In June 2005, a scoping letter and description of the proposed action for
the Mt. Emily Il Fuels Reduction Project was mailed to interested parties. This scoping period provided a pre -
decisional opportunity for submission of specific written comments on this project, as required to participate
in the administrative review (objection) process (36 CFR Part 218.6(a)). This also allowed the public
opportunities to review and comment on the project prior to completion of the analysis and documentation.

The Mt. Emily Il Fuels Reduction Project qualifies as an authorized hazardous fuels reduction project under
HFRA because it is consistent with the collaborative approach Implementation Plan ( May 2003), has an
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objective to protect communities, watersheds, threatened and endangered species, and natural resources by
treating hazardous fuels, and is within or adjacent to an at-risk community covered by a Community Wildfire
Protection Plan (Title |, Section 102-Authorized Hazardous Fuel Reduction Projects, Part (a)(1)). This
project will be completed under this authority and will follow the processes outlined in the Act (P.L. 108 -148).
This act authorizes expedited vegetation management projects.

National Fire Plan, 10-year Comprehensive Strategy, and Healthy Forest Initiative

In April 1999, the General Accounting Office (GAO) published a report entitled, “Western National Forests: A
Cohesive Strategy is needed to Address Catastrophic Wildfire Threats” (GAO/RCED-99-65). In this report,
the GAO asserts, “The most extensive and serious problem related to the health of national forests in the
Interior West is the over-accumulation of vegetation.” In August 2000, the President directed the
Secretaries of Agriculture and the Interior to develop a report of recommendations to respond to severe
ongoing fire activity, reduce fire impacts on rural communities and the environment, and ensure effective
firefighting capacity in the future. This report assigned highest priority for hazardous fuels reduction to
communities at risk, readily accessible municipal watersheds, threatened and endangered species habitat,
and other important local features, where conditions favor uncharacteristically intense fires. It resulted in
what is known as the National Fire Plan, which Congress later supported through appropriations language in
2001. The National Fire Plan laid the foundation for a long-term program of work to reduce fire risk and
restore healthy fire-adapted ecosystems.

What followed was a 10-year comprehensive strategy plan developed to implement the National Fire Plan
through reducing the risk of wildland fire to communities and the environment. The goals and guiding
principles of the strategy include:

Goals:
1) Improve fire prevention and suppression
2) Reduce hazardous fuels
3) Restore fire-adapted ecosystems
4) Promote community assistance

Guiding principles:

1) Priority setting that emphasizes the protection of communities and other high -priority
watersheds at risk

2) Collaboration among governments and broadly representative stakeholders

3) Accountability through performance measures and monitoring for results

The National Fire Plan process identified the rural community adjacent to Mt. Emily as “high risk” and a high
priority for treatment due to the intermingling of homes and vegetation, potential fire behavior and existing
fire protection capabilities. The Mt. Emily Il Fuels Reduction Project focuses on the first three goals and all
three guiding principles, by reducing hazardous fuels within the project area through a combination of timber
removal and fuel reduction projects. The goals are to modify potential fire behavior, thereby improving
firefighting opportunities to directly and indirectly attack w ildfires from strategic locations, and improving
firefighter and public safety. It proposes to manage vegetation and fuels in strategic locations to protect
private lands from fires originating on public lands, and vice-versa. It creates survivable and defensible
spaces from which to fight fires on federal lands. It also promotes “FIREWISE” communities through
prevention and education measures, and compliments fuel reduction activities on private lands.

The original Mt. Emily Fuels Reduction Project (signed March 2005) and this follow -up project known as Mt.
Emily Il Fuels Reduction Project were developed under the core goals and guiding principles in the 10 year
comprehensive strategy, as listed above. The La Grande District is coordinating with Oreg on Department of
Forestry, Umatilla National Forest, Rural Fire Protection Departments, Union County Community Forest
Restoration Board, interest groups, and adjacent private and industrial landowners to collaborate efforts
toward protecting the community.
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This project is within the Mt. Emily Wildland Urban Interface (WUI) Area, as identified and described in the
collaborative Union County Community Wildfire Protection Plan (August, 2005). The Mt. Emily WUI is rated
as having the third highest risk for loss in the event of a wildfire within Union County, however it ranks as
second highest in Wildfire Hazard (fire occurrence combined with vegetation and topography), overall fire
protection combined with structural vulnerability, and is tied for first related to the values at risk within the
area and the opportunities for fuel reduction partnerships and projects such as those described in this EA.
The plan is available for review at http://www.odf.state.or.us/areas/eastern/northeast/uccwppsections.htm.
The intent of the plan is to reduce the potential for wildfires that threaten people, structures, infrastructure
and values in Union County.

B. Purpose and Need

The purpose of this project is to respond to fire risks in the areas deferred from the original Mt. Emily Fuels
Reduction project within mapped lynx habitat, by modifying fuels and potential fire behavior on public lands.
The need for the project is due to urban development adjacent to public lands (protection of life and
property), and hazardous fuels build-up (reduce fuels).

Surface fuel loadings, ladder fuels, and canopy bulk density have all increased within the project area. Past
management actions (limited vegetation management and aggressive wildfire suppression) combined with
an active insect infestation in the subalpine fir stands (balsam woolly adelgid) have changed vegetative
conditions within the project area and influenced existing fuel conditions. Fuel build-up is accumulating in the
form of dead and down trees, small diameter trees growing into the overstory, and dense crown conditions.
The transition from a surface fire to a crown fire is dependent on all of these factors, and contributes to the
potential for more severe fire behavior to occur. High intensity crown fires are more difficult to contain and
control, and present hazards to firefighters and the public. They can also cause significant resource

damage, including the loss of wildlife habitat and impacts to soils and air quality, as compared to lower
intensity surface fires.

The fire occurrence rate for the Mt. Emily area is high compared to the rest of the forest (83% higher). The
majority of the fires occur in July and August (the hottest and driest time of the year), and are caused by
lightning (ignition cause not preventable). Almost half occur on days with multiple fire starts, where the
potential exists for limited suppression resources or delayed initial attack times. These risks, combined with
the existing fuel conditions, increase the potential for more large fires to occur in this area.

To address these needs, fuel reduction work under the original Mt. Emily project (signed March 2005) began
in the summer of 2005. The Mt. Emily Il Fuels Reduction Project is needed to compliment those projects by
providing for a strategically located area of reduced fuels in the event of wildfire from the east or west. This

combination of treated stands, natural openings and roads, and treate d fuel corridors would give firefighters
critical locations from which to safely fight fire.

Purpose and Need to Modify Potential Fire Behavior

The purpose of the project is to modify fire behavior potential on public lands to improve firefighting
opportunities to direct and indirect attack wildfire, and improve firefighter and public safety. The need for the
project is due to urban development adjacent to public lands (protection of life and property), hazardous fuels
build-up (active management to reduce fuels), and firefighter safety.

Surface fuel loadings in the Mt. Emily Project are high due to the amount of fallen trees from mortality cause
from insects and diseases. This is partly due to the change in plant community; growing conditions support
higher tree densities than pine/fir types on the lower slopes of Mt. Emily.

Ladder fuels are intermediate shrubs, bushes, and trees that bridge the vegetation gap between surface
fuels and tree crowns; thus the term ladder fuels. The presence of ladder fuels is another measure to help
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determine a surface fire’s potential to spread into crowns. Crown fires can be more difficult to control.
Canopy base height is the average height of the base of the tree crowns from the surface and would be used
as a tool to measure ladder fuels. Flame length (related to surface fuels) and canopy base height can be
used to estimate whether fire can travel into the crowns.

Canopy bulk density has increased in the project area. Canopy bulk density is key for determining if a fire
reaching into the canopy has sufficient fuel to support a crown fire. Neither crown nor canopy bulk density
can be directly measured. Instead they are mathematically estimated based on individual tree
characteristics such as tree height and crown ratio. Overstocked conditions can be an indication of high
canopy bulk density.

Surface fuel loading, canopy base height, and canopy bulk density contribute to fire behavior. The transition
to a crown fire is dependent on surface fire intensity and flame lengths and canopy base height (see
definition below for canopy base height).

There is a need to actively manage crown densities, ladder fuels, and surface fuels to provide a strategic and
safe area for fire suppression activities. The Priority areas two and three (refer to priority area descriptions
under Proposed Action) fuel reduction work begun in the original Mt Emily project and added to in this one,
provide for a strategically located area of reduced fuel in the event a wildfire should come f rom the west or
east. The combination of treated stands, natural openings, and roads would give firefighters a critical
location from which to safely fight fire.

Thinning would alter stand canopy characteristics. Canopy bulk density would be reduced, pr oviding
separation between tree crowns. Thinning would remove ladder fuels that could carry ground fire into the
crowns of trees. Without treatment, ladder fuels would increase, providing fuel for ground fires to reach
crowns and the opportunity to use the ridge for safe firefighting activities could be lost.

There is a need to manage surface fuels to acceptable and safe levels. At managed levels, surface fuels
would contribute to fewer crown fires and would allow a foothold for suppression activities . Mechanical
removal or hand pile and burning would reduce surface fuels to manageable and safe levels. Reduced fuel
loading combined with the reduction of ladder and crown fuels, would reduce flame heights as well as
spotting and crown fire potential.

There is a need to provide defensible space for fire-fighting crews to safely approach a wildfire. Modifying
fire behavior would provide fire suppression resources an opportunity to direct and indirect attack a wildfire.
Often, a reduction of surface and ladder fuels combined with ridgetop locations, or near ridgetop roads,
provide an area that can alter fire behavior of an oncoming wildfire and provide a strategic location to safely
anchor suppression activities. Mechanical removal and/or burning to reduce fuel loadings would provide
options to fire suppression managers during wildfire operations.

Without mechanical removal or burning of fuels, flame heights would be higher with increased probability of

ground fires moving into crowns. Without mechan ical removal or burning of fuels there would be fewer
firefighting options for safely attacking a wildfire.

C. Proposed Action

The original Mt. Emily Fuels Reduction Project (signed March 2005) divided the area into 3 priority
treatment areas based on the adjacent resources and ownerships they would provide protection for.
Priority one included the face of Mt. Emily bordering private lands and the Mt. Emily Electronic site
(electronic towers, buildings, and microwave dishes). Priority two was a ¥ mile corridor adjacent to
forest roads 3120 (portion of) and 3120500 to provide access and fuel breaks for fire suppression
activities. The 3120500 road is along a logical ridgetop for suppression operations in the event of a
wildfire. Priority three included two ridge systems west of forest road 3120. These ridges are logical
locations for fire suppression and are accessed by forest roads 3120600 and 3120450.
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The original Mt. Emily Fuels Reduction Project retained treatments within the priority on e and priority
three areas as identified above. This proposed project, the Mt. Emily Il Fuels Reduction Project, includes
22 units (331 acres) of the 24 units previously deferred within lynx habitat, which were withdrawn from
the original project. (2 units were dropped from further analysis due to mapping errors or resource
concerns - units 309 and 207). All 22 remaining units are located within priority two, except 1 unit (317),
which is in priority area three. Units include: 150, 235, 237, 238, 239,240, 241, 242, 243, 244, 245, 246,
248, 252, 262, 264, 265, 267, 268, 271, and 317 (see map in Appendix A). No specified or temporary
road construction is required for treatment of these units. Treatments would be accomplished through
both stewardship and service contracts, in conjunction with the original Mt. Emily Fuels Reduction
Project.

In both Priority Areas below, mechanical removal for fuels reduction work will focus on live trees between
4 to 20 inches dbh (with the majority of the material to be removed in the 10” dbh size class) and 5 to 24
inches dbh (average diameter removed approximately 10” dbh) of dead material.

Priority Area Two: Approximately 276 acres would be treated through commercial thinning and
harvest removal, non-commercial thinning, stand cleaning, pruning, hand and machine piling, and pile
burning (units 150, 235, 237, 238, 239, 240, 241, 242, 243, 244, 245, 246, 248, and 252). Both hand
and machine treatments would occur (Unit 150 would have no harvest removal). Prescriptions would
target the lowest layer of trees to reduce surface and ladder fuels. Treatment objectives are to treat fuels
to modify potential fire behavior and intensity, maintain access, and increase suppression options in the
event of wildfire. The 52 acres in units 262, 264, 265, 267, 268, and 271 which are located within or
adjacent to (on the very eastern edge) the Mt. Emily Inventoried Roadless Area (IRA), would also be
treated (30 acres actually within the IRA), but only hand treatments would be used, with no commercial
removal.

Road Corridor Treatments: The 3120 road from the junction with 3120500 to the northern forest
boundary is a main access route. Fire suppression vehicles would rely on this road for quick access to
the top of Mt. Emily. The concern is that burning snags adjacent to the road would create a safety hazard
should they fall across the road, possibly blocking the road or striking fire suppression equipment or
personnel. Therefore, a ¥4 mile wide treatment corridor would be established along forest roads 3120
(from the southern forest boundary to its junction with 3120500) and 3120500 (see map in Appendix A).
Approximately 1/8 mile wide treatments on either side of these roads would occur, varying slightly in
location should a more logical topographical or vegetative break dictate a narrower or wider strip.
Treatments would include snag removal, and removal of down and standing dead wood or predicted to
be dead wood within the next 3 to 5 years. Small-suppressed trees that contribute to ladder fuels would
be cut and removed, or piled and burned. Hazard trees would be removed to prevent them from
blocking vehicle access in the event of wildfire suppression activities. The objective of these treatments
is to create a safe travel corridor in the event wildfire burns through the area. These treated fuel
corridors would also be considered anchor points for suppression tactics should a wildfire occur.

Priority Area Three: In general, the objectives for priority area three (creation of anchor points for
suppression efforts along the 3120450, 500, and 600 roads) will be accomplished in the original Mt.
Emily Fuels Reduction Project. The treatment of the 3 acres in unit 317 under Mt. Emily Il would include
removal of down and standing dead wood and removal of hazard trees along the roadside to tie into the
corridor established under the original Mt. Emily Fuels Reduction Project. Fuel tonnages would be
reduced to 20-25 tons per acre.

Common Activities to Priority Treatment Areas

Removal methods: Ground-based removal of trees would occur in all units where removal is
prescribed. (Unit 246 may require helicopter removal due to steep slopes).
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Road Construction and Reconstruction: The Mt. Emily Il Fuels Reduction project does not
propose any new permanent or temporary road construction, any reconstruction, or any road closures.

Rigarian areas: Riparian areas within units would not receive harvest removal. Cleaning and non -
commercial thinning of small diameter trees (less than 7 inches) would occur, but only if riparian
management objectives (RMOs) for shading and future log recruitment were retained. Cleaning and
thinning would be done by hand using chain saws, with no ground -based equipment allowed inside the
riparian areas. Slash would be lopped and scattered, or piled and burned. 13 units include treatments
within RHCAs for 21.9 acres (units with RHCA treatments include: 237, 238, 240, 243, 244, 245, 248,
252, 262, 264, 265, 268 and 271).

Lynx Amendment: The entire Mt. Emily Il Project is located within areas designated as potential
habitat for the Canada lynx (Grande Ronde River/Hilgard Lynx Analysis Unit and Meacham Lynx
Analysis Unit). The Canada lynx was listed as a threatened species under the Endangered Species Act
by the US Fish and Wildlife Service in March 2000. To protect lynx and lynx habitat, the Canada Lynx
Conservation Assessment and Strategy (LCAS; Ruediger et al. 2000) was developed and is considered
the best science for species and habitat protection. This project w ould adopt the recommended
standards and guidelines from the LCAS (Ruediger et al. 2000) that are applicable to this project. In
order to integrate these resource needs (specific to Canada lynx habitat) with the fuels objectives and
needs within and adjacent to a wildland urban interface (WUI), a non-significant forest plan amendment
would be needed as part of this decision.

The LCAS standards and guidelines applicable to this project area are listed in Chapter 2 of this
document, under the Description of Alternative 2.

D. Desired Condition

The desired condition includes a range of structural stages that approximates the historical range of
structural stages by biophysical group. These ranges are reflected in the direction from the Forest Plan,
Regional Forester's Amendment #2.

The desired future fuel conditions along the ridges to the west and above the Mt. Emily urban community
(priority areas two and three) are those that reduce potential flame lengths to four feet or less, reduce
spotting and crown fire potential, and improve fire fighter safety, access, and options for suppression actions
along these strategic ridges. Desired levels of surface fuel loadings are from 20 to 25 tons per acre with five
tons or less in material three inches or less in diameter (desired fuel models are 8 and 9). Desired crown
base heights are between 10-20 feet high.

Summary of Desired Fuel and Fire Conditions

Crown Base heights > 10 feet

Crown Bulk Densities < 0.037 kg/m3

Fuel loading < 3" diameter in size at < 5 tons per acre

Total fuel loading for priority areas between 20— 25 tons per acre

Fuel Model 10 acres converted to Fuel Model 8

Return or maintain fire regimes 3 and 4 to condition class 1

Flame lengths < 4 feet

Torching and crowning indices < 20 mph

Potential mortality in trees greater than 12 inches diameter breast height (DBH) < 10%
Potential spotting distance < .25 miles

OO0OO0OO0OO0OO0ODO0OO0OO0OOo

Preferred fuel loadings are based on retaining adequate duff and coarse woody debris (CWD) as required to
minimize soil exposure and maintain a healthy soil profile.
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It is also desired to maintain tree stocking at acceptable levels and species composition within the historic
ranges that are sustainable. Sustainability suggests stocking levels and species composition less prone to
high intensity fires, epidemic insect and disease outbreaks.

The desired future condition within fire regimes 3 and 4 within the Mt. Emily Il project area is condition class

1 (see fire/fuels report in the analysis file). Historical fire events within the analysis area were primarily of low
and mixed severity, and played an important role in shaping and maintaining the vegetative communities and
wildlife habitat. Maintaining these low and mixed severity fire regimes over time would minimize the loss of

w ildlife habitat for the vast majority of species that evolved within the historic fire regimes.

In fire regime 3, it is desired to maintain vegetation conditions that provide mixed severity effects, with low to
moderate severity dominating. Maintaining these low to moderate severity fire events would minimize fuel
accumulation, limit tree regeneration, and promote fire tolerant species such as ponderosa pine, larch, and
some Douglas-fir.

It is desired to maintain water quality to a degree that provides for stable and productive riparian and aquatic

ecosystems. Riparian management objectives and properly functioning conditions help determine the
degree to which high water quality and riparian habitat is maintained.

E. Decisions to be Made

The Forest Supervisor of the Wallowa-Whitman National Forest is the official responsible for deciding the
type and extent of management activities in the Mt. Emily Il analysis area. The responsible official can
decide on several courses of action ranging from no action, to one of many possible combinations for
treating the area, while deferring treatment of others.

The responsible official would decide on whether or not to amend the Wallowa-Whitman Forest Plan. This
project proposes a site-specific non-significant Forest Plan amendment under the action alternative. It
relates to mechanical harvesting/removal and prescribed/jackpot burning treatment in lynx habitat.
A