ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT
BALANCE THINNING and FUELS REDUCTION PROJECT

USDA FOREST SERVICE
MALHEUR NATIONAL FOREST
BLUE MOUNTAIN RANGER DISTRICT
GRANT COUNTY

Malheur National Forest Supervisor Doug Gochnour, Responsible Official, is releasing
the Balance Thinning and Fuels Reduction Project Environmental Assessment (a Healthy
Forest Restoration Act project) for a 30 day objection period. The project is located on
the Blue Mountain Ranger District, Malheur National Forest in the Balance Creek/Coyote
Creek subwatershed. The Grant County Community Fire Protection Plan (GCCFPP)
identifies County Road 20 as an evacuation corridor from the at risk communities of
Austin and Bates. The purpose of this project is to reduce the fire hazard on National
Forest System lands (including surface, ladder, and crown fuels) adjacent to County Road
20 resulting in stand conditions that reduce the chances of a ground fire becoming a
crown fire, and a small fire becoming an uncharacteristic wildfire. This will not only
help protect life and property on both private and public lands, but will also increase the
safety for firefighters. The two main tools that are available to accomplish the objective
are utilizing prescribed burning and mechanical treatment (commercial/precommercial
thinning, slash piling, etc.). Approximately 2,562 acres will be treated through
commercial harvest, precommercial thinning, hand and machine piling followed by
burning, and applying prescribed fire. In addition, non-significant forest plan
amendments to the Malheur National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan
(1990), as amended, would be implemented to reduce satisfactory and total cover below
Forest Plan standards and moving Dedicated Old Growth Area (DOG) #3122 to more
suitable old growth habitat and designating a Replacement Old Growth Area (ROG) for
DOG #3122.

This proposed hazardous fuels reduction project is subject to the objection process
pursuant to 36 CFR 218, subpart A. It is not subject to the notice, comment, and appeal
procedures found at 36 CFR 215 (36 CFR 218.3). Objections, including attachments,
must be filed (regular mail, fax, e-mail, hand-delivery, express delivery, or messenger
service) with the Regional Forester - Reviewing Officer ATTN: 1570 OBJECTIONS,
USDA Forest Service, 333 S.W. First Avenue, Portland Oregon 97204, faxed to (503)
808-2255, or hand delivered to the above address between 7:45 a.m. and 4:30 p.m.,
Monday through Friday, except legal holidays. Electronic objections, in acceptable
[plain text (.txt), rich text (.rtf) or Word (.doc)] formats, may be submitted electronically
to appeals-pacificnorthwest-regional-office@fs.fed.us with Subject: Balance Thinning
and Fuels Reduction Project. Objections will be accepted only from those who have
previously submitted written comments specific to this project during scoping or other
opportunity for public comment (36 CFR 218.6(a)).

The objection including attachments must be filed within 30 days of the date of
publication of this legal notice in the Blue Mountain Eagle. Notices of objection must




meet the specific content requirements of 36 CFR 218.7. Incorporation of documents by
reference shall not be allowed (36CFR218.7(c)). The publication date of this notice is the
exclusive means for calculating the time period to file an objection (36 CFR 281.9(a)).
Those wishing to object should not rely upon dates or timeframe information provided by
any other source.

Objection to this environmental assessment must be in writing and must be fully
consistent with 36 CFR 218.7. The objector must provide sufficient narrative description
of those aspects of this proposed project addressed by the objection, specific issues and
suggested remedies to resolve the objection. At a minimum the objection must include
the objectors name and address with telephone number if available, a signature or other
verification of authorship, identification of a lead objector if multiple names are listed on
the objection, and the name of the project being objected to, the name and title of the
Responsible Official and the Forest and Ranger District on which the project will be
implemented.

The Responsible Official may not issue a decision for this hazardous fuel reduction
project until the Reviewing Officer has responded to all pending objections. When no
objections are filed within the 30-day period, the decision may occur on, but not before,
the fifth business day following the end of the objection-filing period.

The Environmental Assessment is available on the internet at:
http://www.fs.fed.us/r6/malheur/ www.fs.fed.us/r6/malheur/ For further information or a
hardcopy of the environmental assessment, contact Lori Stokes or Bob Crisler at the Blue
Mountain Ranger District Office, P.O. Box 909, John Day, Oregon 97845 or at (541)
575-3000.
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CHAPTER 1 - PURPOSE AND NEED

Introduction

The Balance Thinning Fuels Reduction Project proposes to reduce hazardous
fuels in a portion of the Wildland Urban Interface (WUI) that was designated by
the Grant County Community Fire Protection Plan (GCCFPP). The Project Area
is adjacent to County Road 20, an evacuation corridor identified in the GCCFPP
and within the defined WUI.

The Project Area encompasses approximately 3,530 acres along the Middle Fork
of the John Day River on the Blue Mountain Ranger District of the Malheur
National Forest. The Project Area is within the 13,775 acre Balance
Creek/Coyote Creek Subwatershed that is approximately 80% National Forest
System lands and 20% other ownerships (see Map 1- Balance Thinning and
Fuels Reduction Project Area located in Appendix D.)

Fire suppression, vegetation growth, partial overstory removal harvests, and
insect and disease mortality has resulted in an accumulation of fuels and
unacceptable fire hazard to private and public lands. This project proposes to
reduce these fuels by a combination of thinning, timber harvesting, slash removal
treatments, and prescribed burning. This document is the result of local
collaboration, public participation, and interdisciplinary design. Design measures
are provided for cultural or historical sites, soil, water, fish, wildlife, range, native
plants and trees, scenery, roads, and recreation.

This Environmental Assessment (EA) is being prepared under guidelines
contained in the Healthy Forests Restoration Act (HFRA). The HFRA directs
Federal agencies to prepare EA’s utilizing the collaborative process to implement
local community fire protection plans.

Relationship to the Forest Plan

This EA tiers to the Malheur National Forest Land and Resource Management
Plan Final Environmental Impact Statement and Record of Decision (1990) and
incorporates by reference the accompanying Land and Resource Management
Plan (LRMP, also called the Forest Plan)(1990), as amended. Amendments
include, but are not limited to, the Regional Forester’s Forest Plan Amendment
No. 2 (USDA 1995a) and the Interim Strategies for Managing Anadromous Fish-
producing Watersheds in Eastern Oregon and Washington, Idaho, and Portions
of California (PACFISH, USDA 1995b). The project identified in this EA is being
proposed to meet appropriate Forest-wide goals and standards (pages IV-1 to
IV-45) and to comply with Management Area goals and standards (pages 1V-46
to IV-139) of the Forest Plan.

Chapter 1, Purpose and Need -Page 1



Healthy Forests Restoration Act (HFRA)

The Healthy Forests Restoration Act of 2003 (HFRA) was signed into law on
December 3, 2003. The purpose of the Healthy Forest Restoration Act is to
improve the capacity on Federal lands to plan and conduct hazardous fuels
reduction projects aimed at protecting communities, watersheds, and certain
other at-risk lands from catastrophic wildfire, to enhance efforts to protect
watersheds and address threats to forest and rangeland health, including
catastrophic wildfire, across the landscape. The Balance Thinning and Fuels
Reduction Project qualifies under Title 1 - Hazardous Fuel Reduction on Federal
Land of the HFRA. The project is an Authorized Hazardous Fuels Reduction
Project as described in Section 102 of the HFRA because it is consistent with the
Implementation Plan for the 10-Year Comprehensive Strategy and is on Federal
lands within a wildland urban interface area identified in a community wildfire
protection plan.

HFRA-authorized fuel projects must be designed to retain or culture old-growth
forest structure and large trees according to provisions in the law (explained in
more detail in the “Desired Conditions” section). Additionally, authorized projects
must be conducted consistent with all current laws or policies governing forest
management in the area, as outlined in the preceding section.

To expedite authorized projects, HFRA requires collaborative planning. It also
contains provisions that streamline the environmental review of a project. These
provisions include: limits on appropriate alternatives that may be considered; and
internal, administrative review of any objections to a project before a decision is
made to approve it or carry it out (as opposed to post-decision appeals).

HFRA, Section 102 (e), states that...”if the management direction in a resource
management plan (Forest Plan) for an old growth stand was established before
December 15, 1993, that HFRA covered projects shall fully maintain, or
contribute toward the restoration of, the structure and composition of old growth
stands according to the pre-fire suppression old growth conditions characteristic
of the forest type, taking into account the contribution of the stand to landscape
fire adaptation and watershed health, and retaining the large trees contributing to
old growth structure.” “And, review management direction for covered HFRA
projects, taking into account any relevant scientific information made available
since the adoption of the management direction; and amend the management
direction to be consistent with pre-fire suppression old growth conditions, if
necessary to reflect relevant scientific information.” Consistency with this
direction is addressed in the Forest Vegetation section of Chapter 3 in this
document.
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Grant County Community Fire Protection Plan

The Grant County Community Fire Protection Plan was developed by County
citizens, fire districts, county staff or elected officials, State Forestry officials, and
agency representatives. The Grant County Community Fire Protection Plan’s
objective is to reduce the risk of forest fire to life, property, and natural resources
in the County. The Grant County Court, Fire Defense Board, and Oregon
Department of Forestry approved the plan in June and July of 2005.

The Balance Thinning and Fuels Reduction Project is authorized under the
Healthy Forest Restoration Act (HFRA) because the Project Area is adjacent to
County Road 20 which is identified as an evacuation corridor for the communities
of Austin and Bates, which are identified as Communities-at-Risk in the Grant
County Community Fire Protection Plan.

Location and Setting

The project is located along the Middle Fork of the John Day River approximately
12 miles from Austin Junction, the junction of US Hwy 26 and State Hwy 7. The
Project Area is approximately 3,530 acres. See the Vicinity Map for the location
and extent of the Project Area. The legal description is:

T.10S. R.33E. Sections 17, 18, 20, 26-36

The Dunston Preserve (The Nature Conservancy), and several residences are
within and adjacent to the Project Area as well as privately owned lands and
lands owned by the Confederated Tribes of Warm Springs. County Road 20 is
an evacuation corridor for the communities of Austin and Bates. Every year
there are several small wildfires ignited by lightning that are usually rapidly
suppressed. Nearby fires in recent history that have escaped initial attack are
the 38,000 acre Summit Fire in 1996, the 1,400 acre Indian Rock Fire in 1994,
the 2,300 acre Reed Fire in 1994, the 156 acre China Diggins Fire in 2007, and
the 180 acre Power Fire in 2007.

Local level collaboration was conducted consistent with the Implementation Plan
for the 10-Year Comprehensive Strategy during development of the Proposed
Action. This project is designed to complement the treatments that have already
been completed and to coordinate with projects being planned. A mix of
commercial cutting treatments to primarily treat crown fuels and ladder fuels,
precommercial thinning to treat ladder fuels, and piling and burning and/or
underburning to treat surface fuels are recommended on a site specific basis
depending on the current conditions, the plant association group, and location.
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Purpose and Need for Action

Purpose - This project is being proposed to:

Reduce the fire hazard (including surface fuels, ladder fuels, and crown fuels)
adjacent to County Road 20 on National Forest System lands.

Create stand conditions that reduce the chances of a ground fire
becoming a crown fire, and a small fire becoming an uncharacteristic
wildfire. This will not only help protect life and property on both private
and public lands, but will also increase the safety for firefighters.

Improve forest health and move towards fire-adapted ecosystems.

Protect, restore, and enhance ecosystem components including but not
limited to old growth, aspen, and fish habitat.

Need- The needs for this project include:

A majority of the timber stands in the Project Area are overstocked,
contain excessive surface and ladder fuels, and in some cases the
species composition has shifted towards more late seral species (fir)
instead of the early seral species (pine and larch) that historically
inhabited the forest. There is a need to reduce excess vegetation to
increase vigor, health, and growth rates in the forest ecosystem.
Competition from excessive vegetation has reduced stand vigor,
increasing the possibility that insects, disease, or wildfire will destroy the
stands including late and old successional trees. There is a need to
improve the health of forested ecosystems which will reduce the long-term
risk to the evacuation corridor and protect critical ecosystem components.

There are numerous dead and dying trees along the 2045 Road. Spot
fires contribute to large fire growth and occur more frequently where large
woody fuels have accumulated under a forest canopy. Large woody fuel,
especially containing large decayed pieces, are a suitable fuel bed for
firebrands and can hold smoldering fire for extended periods of time
(Brown et al 2003). Spot fires can also be started in rot pockets of
standing snags. These dead and dying trees along the 2045 Road are
providing fuel beds that spot fires could start in. In order to maintain this
road for suppression activities, there is a need to remove the dead and
dying hazard trees along the road within the project boundary.

The existing Dedicated Old Growth (DOG) habitat (DOG # 3122PW) does
not currently meet Forest Plan standards for the habitat needs of the
pileated woodpecker. The current size of the DOG is below Forest Plan
standards for size and includes forest structure types that are not suitable
for late and old structure dependent species. Additionally, a Replacement
Old Growth (ROG) block, as well as a Pileated Woodpecker Feeding Area
(PWFA) have not been designated for this DOG. There is a need to
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change the DOG designation and add a ROG and PWFA to this DOG in
order to be consistent with the Forest Plan,

Old Forest Single Structure habitat (OFSS) is largely absent from the
Project Area and subwatershed. Old Forest Single Stratum habitats are
characterized by the presence of large diameter ponderosa pine trees in
the overstory with a relatively open understory broken up by occasional
dense patches of young ponderosa pine reproduction. Fire suppression,
historic timber harvest activities, the effects of the Summit Fire in 1996,
and other factors have reduced the acres of OFSS habitat. This has
affected a variety of wildlife species dependent upon that habitat, most
notably the white-headed woodpecker. There is a need to provide
suitable habitat for this species and others with similar habitat needs in the
short-term to manage currently unsuitable habitat to create suitable habitat
conditions in the mid to long term.

Big game forage, particularly browse forage, has been adversely affected
by changes in forest stand structure, density, and species composition in
the Project Area. Higher stand densities and canopy closures have
increased competition for resources and have shaded out browse species,
including bitterbrush, mountain mahogany, chokecherry, hawthorn, as well
as willow and aspen. Browse forage provides an important winter forage
source for elk and an important forage source for deer (mule and whitetail)
year around. There is a need to enhance these forage habitats, which can
be achieved in part, through changes to the forest vegetation.

Decisions to be Made

Based upon the effects of the proposed action as they relate to the purpose and
need, the responsible official will decide:

The specific areas if any, that will be treated to reduce fuels and/or
improve forest health.

The specific activities that will take place on the areas selected for
treatment. These specific activities include the silviculture systems,
logging methods, and fuel treatment methods.

The associated actions that will be included such as temporary road
construction, reconstruction, post-activity road management, noxious
weed treatments and specific provisions such as Best Management
Practices and Design Elements.

The monitoring that will be done during and after project implementation.
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Existing Condition

The Galena Watershed Analysis, 2002, found that the current stocking levels and
fuel conditions have increased in the last few decades due largely to aggressive
fire suppression and harvesting of more fire tolerant tree species. Higher
stocking levels have also contributed to increased insect populations adding to
existing fuel loads. The result of these activities has been larger, more severe
wildfires burning with reductions in fish and wildlife habitat and impact to soils
and water quality.

On the National Forest System lands, both the tree density and the proportion of
fire intolerant fir species have increased from historical conditions. The lack of
periodic fire and harvesting of large ponderosa pine has resulted in denser,
younger, often multi-layered stands of trees that are composed of more fir trees
and fewer pines and larches than historically occurred. Surface fuels have
increased and are more continuous at these increased loadings across the
landscape than were historical conditions. Increased surface fuel loadings
increases the potential flame length of a fire thereby increasing the chance of a
surface fire moving into the crowns. The smaller understory trees and the lower
branches of larger fir trees to provide "ladder fuels"”, further enabling wildfire to
move into the tree crowns and increasing the probability for an active crown fire.

Surface Fuels

The fuel loading is approximately 16 tons per acre, with half or more of this fuel
loading being in the 3"+ DBH size class. Litter and duff accumulations are higher
than those which historically accumulated. The fuel loading is not consistent with
the forest types and fuel loads of Fire Regime 1, the frequently occurring surface
fires that historically maintained low fuel loadings.

Ladder and Crown Fuels

The tree canopy is interlocking in many areas, which is not characteristic of
historic conditions in the hot dry and warm dry forests. Canopy base height,
canopy bulk density, and canopy continuity are key characteristics of forest
structure that affect the initiation and sustainability of crown fire. Crown fires are
generally considered the primary threat to ecological and human values. Canopy
base height is currently low, with many trees providing fuel ladders into the upper
crowns. In an uncontrolled fire situation, crown torching would be frequent in
many areas. Crown bulk density, the weight of tree crowns over an area, is
currently moderate to high. These conditions could result in fire that is difficult to
suppress, and which would pose the greatest threat to life and property.
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Expected Wildfire Behavior

Wildfire would burn as a stand replacing crown fire, with high rates of spread and
severity to the vegetation and the soils. The dense stands of trees provide a
continuous path for crown fire to spread across long distances. Fires would have
long spotting distances and would show high resistance to control. The potential
danger to fire fighters would necessitate using indirect methods that would
increase the area burned and restrict the ability to safely protect private property,
major access routes, and public safety. In most of the Project Area, natural fire
occurrence under these conditions cannot be managed for resource benefit.

Forest Composition and Stocking Levels

Many of the timber stands in the Project Area are overstocked, contain ladder
fuels, and in some cases have more late seral species instead of the early seral
species that historically inhabited the forest. Due to insect and disease mortality
and the absence of periodic fire, surface fuels have increased and are more
continuous at these increased loadings across the landscape than historical
conditions. Increased surface fuel loading increases the potential flame length of
a fire thereby increasing the chance of a surface fire moving into the crowns.

Past harvest of large ponderosa pine and the absence of periodic fire have
resulted in denser, younger, and often multi-layered stands composed of more fir
and less pine and larch than historically occurred. Smaller understory trees and
the lower branches of larger fir trees that provide "ladder fuels" enabling wildfire
to move into the tree crowns and increase the probability for an active crown fire.

Overstocked stands of trees provide a continuous path for crown fire to spread
across long distances. Fire behavior and severity are dependent on the
properties of the surface, ladder, and canopy fuel quantities and continuity both
horizontally and vertically.

Small groups of quaking aspen in the Project Area are in declining condition from
historical distribution due to reduction in fires, conifer shading and competition,
and grazing by both domestic and wild animals.

Desired Condition

Both private and public forestlands are in healthy conditions that cumulatively
present a low fire hazard to the mixed land ownerships.

Most of the forest stands would have a high proportion of ponderosa pine with
lesser amounts of Douglas-fir and grand fir. Stands would be healthy with low
levels of insects and disease such as bark beetles, defoliating insects, and dwarf
mistletoe. There would be more single stratum stands and more stands with
large trees. These conditions would be characteristic of stands in Fire Regime 1,
a low severity, high frequency fire regime. Forested stands are in a condition
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that allows prescribed and natural fire to be used to maintain low fuel levels and
limit regeneration.

Surface Fuels

Based on a review of the historic role of fire in this area—which includes a fire-
return interval of less than 35 years (“Fire Regime 1”), and technical guidelines
applicable to this predominantly dry forest environment, it is estimated that
surface fuel loads should be in the range of approximately seven to eight tons
per acre, with half or more of this woody debris consisting of pieces larger than
three inches in diameter. Correspondingly, duff accumulations (surface organic
residues such as needles, leaves and small twigs) should be relatively low.

Ladder and Crown Fuels

Canopy base height (the height to the base of the live forest canopy) and canopy
bulk densities (the combined weight of tree crowns above an area) are the best
measures for helping predict crown fire potential. Historically, canopy base
height would have been maintained at sufficient height from frequent fires that
only occasional torching in less fire-adapted trees would occur (such as grand fir
with low, live branches versus ponderosa pine). Canopy bulk density would have
been sufficiently low that even if surface flames were high enough to reach the
crowns, fire wouldn’t spread in a stand-replacing type of crown fire. Historic
crown-fire potential in Fire Regime 1 would have been minimal.

Expected Wildfire Behavior

The desired condition is one in which the intensity of a wildfire burning on a hot,
dry, breezy day would depend mainly on grasses, pine needles, and small-
diameter woody debris—as opposed to larger surface fuels or live tree crowns—
and the intensity would vary across the landscape. Fire would remain primarily
as a surface fire, with potentially high rates of spread but exhibiting low severity
to the larger fire dependent trees and the soils. Fires would have short spotting
distances, and would show much less resistance to control compared to a
passive or active crown fire.

Forest Composition and Stocking Levels

The desired condition over the Project Area is a mosaic of even-aged and
uneven-aged forest stands with a high level of visual diversity in the foreground
of County Road 20. Stands in the area should be within the historic range of
variability for stages of late and old forest structure and large trees should be
common. Stands should be generally healthy and vigorous due to stocking
control, with a low risk of developing epidemic levels of bark beetles, and only
scattered, individual trees or small pockets being occasionally attacked or killed.
Stand species compositions would reflect those expected on these forest sites
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given the historic fire regimes. Thus, most of the area would be dominated by
ponderosa pine with minor components of other species, except for the cool-dry
and cold-dry forest environments where a mixed-conifer forest would be
supported. Aspen would be in a healthy condition with stands of varying age
classes representative of their historic range.

Proposed Action Overview

The proposed action is a set of treatments, and design elements developed by
an interdisciplinary planning team in direct response to:

e The stated purpose and need for action;

e Advice obtained through inter-entity collaboration and early public
participation;

e Known forest resource conditions and environmental factors of the area
requiring management or protection under the Forest Plan or other
applicable standards.

The proposal is designed to reduce the fire hazard and improve forest health by
reducing fuels and modifying the spatial distribution of the fuels in the three fuel
layers:

e Crown or canopy fuels would be reduced by commercial and non-
commercial thinning. The trees cut would vary in size from medium to
smaller diameters. Some of the smaller sized material may be difficult to
economically utilize for products; utilization will be pursued if the
opportunity exists.

e Ladder fuels would be reduced by commercial and non-commercial
thinning treatments. The trees cut would vary in size from medium to
smaller diameters, removing fuels that allow fire to move into the tree
crowns.

e Surface fuels would be reduced by one or more of the following methods:
yarding tops to landings for utilization or burning, hand piling or
mechanical treatment of natural and project generated fuels, burning any
created piles, or underburning with hand and/or ATV fireline construction
as needed.

Activities included in this proposal include:

e 734 acres of commercial/precommercial thinning to decrease stand
density, reduce ladder fuels, and increase crown spacing;

e 355 acres of precommercial thinning to decrease stand density, reduce
ladder fuels, and increase crown spacing;

e 99 acres of precommercial (plantation) thinning up to 7 inches dbh;
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e 90 acres of thinning around late and old structure trees to reduce ladder
fuels and competition;

e 1,290 acres of treatment of natural and project generated slash within
treatment units;

e 1,934 acres of post treatment prescribed burning,
e 2.5 miles of temporary road construction;

e 11 miles of prescribed fire control lines; hand, ATV line or a combination of
both,

e 10 aspen stands treated by activities that include some combination of the
following; conifer removal, piling slash, burning piles, and fencing;

e Removal of hazard trees along the 2045 Road

Chapter 2 contains a complete description of the Proposed Action, specific
design elements, monitoring requirements, and the non-significant Forest plan
amendments that are proposed to implement this project.

This Proposed Action was developed by Forest Service personnel in
collaboration with interested individuals and groups. The proposal presented
here is the final result of the collaboration process (see the Collaboration section
below for more information about the collaboration process). All figures are
approximate. Note that there may be minor variations throughout this document
due to rounding and differences in methodology used to generate maps and
tables.

Management Direction and Guidance

Forest Plan Management Areas

The Forest Plan uses management areas to guide management of the lands
within the Malheur National Forest. Each management area provides for a
unique combination of activities, practices and uses. The goals and objectives
and desired condition for each management area are summarized below, and
their locations are shown on Map 2 in Appendix D. The Forest Plan (Chapter V)
contains a detailed description of each management area.

Land Allocations and Forest Plan Goals

General Forest-MA 1 and Rangeland-MA 2 (425 acres) Emphasize timber and
forage production on a sustained yield basis while providing for other resources
and values.

Old Growth Habitat-MA 13 (250 acres) Provide suitable habitat for old growth
dependent wildlife species, ecosystem diversity, and preservation of aesthetic
qualities. Dedicated Old Growth (DOG) areas are to be managed to provide old
growth characteristics for old growth dependent species. Replacement Old
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Growth (ROG) areas are to be managed to provide future old growth habitat.
Fuels are to be managed to maintain or enhance old-growth habitat, and to
protect old-growth from “catastrophic” wildfire.

Visual Corridor Foreground-MA 14F (415 acres) Manage corridor view-sheds
with primary consideration given to their scenic quality and the growth of large
diameter trees. County Road 20 corridor is a sensitivity level Il visual corridor.
The Visual Quality Objective for the Foreground is Partial Retention and for the
Middleground is Modification. Forest Plan Correction #1 allows commercial
thinning in visual corridors without a corridor management plan.

Anadromous Riparian Areas-MA3B/RHCA- (425 acres) Manage riparian
areas to protect and enhance their value for wildlife, anadromous fish habitat,
and water quality. Fuels are to be managed to maintain or enhance fish and
wildlife habitat.

Big Game Winter Range-MA4A (1,965 acres) Maintain or enhance the quality
of the winter range habitat for deer and elk through timber harvesting, prescribed
burning, and other management practices. Manage for elk habitat by balancing
cover quality and spacing, forage, and open road densities.

Forest Plan Amendments

Regional Forester Plan Amendment #2 — Revised Riparian, Ecosystem, and
Wildlife Standards for Timber Sales — 1995.

Adding to basic direction from the 1990 Forest Plan is the 1995 Regional
Forester’s Forest Plan Amendment #2: Interim Management Direction
Establishing Riparian, Ecosystem, and Wildlife Standards for Timber Sales. This
policy expands and more clearly defines the protection areas bordering streams
or other water bodies; it also introduces desired conditions for wildlife habitat,
including stands formed or structured with the characteristics of late and old
stages of forest succession. Additionally, special forest cover areas for wildlife
between late and old structure areas, called connection corridors, are required.

How much, and where, these wildlife-related conditions should occur is
determined by reviewing the “historic range of variability” (HRV) for the area.
This is an assessment of the physical growing sites represented, and the
patterns of forest vegetation that historically occurred there. It includes
consideration of site differences (warm and dry, cool and moist, etc.) and
associated disturbance factors such as fire, insects, and diseases that affect the
establishment and natural development of forest stands. With the HRV
assessment in hand, the current assortment of conditions can be compared to
their historic range of variability, or occurrence. Projects can then be planned to
either maintain current condition patterns—if they are within the desired historic
ranges—or change them to imitate historic patterns by increasing or decreasing
various conditions through timber harvest, burning, or other treatments.

Chapter 1, Purpose and Need -Page 11



PACFISH - Interim Strategies for Managing Anadromous Fish-producing
Watersheds in Eastern Oregon and Washington, Idaho, and Portions of
California — 1995.

National Forest Management Act - The National Forest Management Act
includes provisions applicable to all projects and requires the following (a)
resource plans and permits, contracts and other instruments shall be consistent
with the land management plan; (b) insure consideration of the economic and
environmental aspects of management, to provide for outdoor recreation, range,
timber, watershed, wildlife, and fish; and (c) provide for diversity of plant and
animal communities. All of these considerations and requirements are addressed
in the EA and the various resource reports in the project record. Therefore,
project actions are consistent with these provisions of NFMA.

On December 22nd, 2004 the Under Secretary of Agriculture approved
regulations for National Forest System land management planning (36 CFR 219,
published in the Federal Register on January 5, 2005). These regulations
became known as the 2005 Planning Rule. On March 30, 2007 the court in
Citizens for Better Forestry v. USDA Civ. No. 05-1144 and Defenders of Wildlife
v. Johanns Civ. No. 04-4512, in the Northern District of California, enjoined the
Forest Service from implementation and utilization of the 2005 Planning Rule.
On July 3, 2007 the same court refused to amend its prior judgment and affirmed
that the March 30, 2007 order applied nationwide. The result of these two
rulings is that the entire Forest Service is currently operating under the prior
planning rule, adopted in November 2000 at 36 CFR 219 and subsequently
interpreted in an Interpretative Rule at 69 Fed. Reg. 58055 (September 29,
2004). This project is planned under the regulation at 36 CFR 219.35 (2000) and
the Interpretative Rule of September 29, 2004.

Other Guidance for Management of the Project Area

On August 8, 2000, President Clinton asked the Secretaries of Agriculture and
Interior to prepare a report recommending how best to respond to the severe
fires of 2000, reduce the impacts of those fires on rural communities, and ensure
sufficient firefighting resources in the future. On September 8, 2000, the
President accepted their report, Managing Impacts of Wildfires on Communities
and the Environment-A Report to the President. This report provided the initial
framework for implementing fire management and forest health programs known
as the National Fire Plan.

Protecting People and Sustaining Resources in Fire-Adapted Ecosystems, A
Cohesive Strategy (2000) is a report providing the strategic framework for
reducing hazardous fuels buildup within WUI communities, municipal
watersheds, threatened and endangered species habitat, and other important
local features. The objective of this strategy is to describe actions that could
restore healthy, diverse, and resilient ecosystems to conditions that minimize the
potential for uncharacteristically intense fires. Methods recommended include
removal of excessive vegetation and dead fuels through thinning, prescribed fire,
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and other treatments. A Cohesive Strategy responds to Congressional direction
to provide guidance on reducing wildfire hazard and restoring ecosystem health
as part of the National Fire Plan. Companion publications to the Cohesive
Strategy include A Collaborative Approach for Reducing Wildland Fire Risks to
Communities and the Environment — 10-Year Comprehensive Strategy (2001)
and A Collaborative Approach for Reducing Wildland Fire Risks to Communities
and the Environment — 10-Year Comprehensive Strategy Implementation Plan
(2002).

This project is within the Grant County Community Fire Protection Plan, signed
2005, defined WUI boundary and is included in the Action Plan. The
management objective as stated in the Grant County Community Fire Protection
Plan is to enhance fire suppression capabilities by modifying fire behavior inside
the zone and providing a safe and effective area for fire suppression activities.

The identification of this project within the Grant County Community Fire
Protection Plan, places this project under the authority of the Healthy Forest
Restoration Act (HFRA), signed 2003.

Public Involvement and Consultation

Coordination with Agencies, Communities, American
Indian Tribes, and Others

The Balance Thinning and Fuels Reduction project has been listed on the
Malheur National Forest Schedule of Proposed Actions since 2005. The SOPA
is distributed to over 200 people, including a wide array of government agencies,
interest groups, and interested individuals. The SOPA is also posted on the
Malheur National Forest web site (www.fs.fed.us/r6/malheur).

Collaboration

In December 2005 a letter providing information and seeking public collaboration
was mailed to approximately 60 individuals and groups. This included federal
and state agencies, the Burns Paiute Tribe, the Confederated Tribes of the
Umatilla Indian Reservation and the Confederated Tribes of Warm Springs,
municipal offices, businesses, interest groups, and individuals.

There were two meetings and three field trips to the Project Area. In addition
there were a number of individual conversations about specific concerns.
Changes and improvements were made to the Proposed Action based on the
site specific information and concerns the collaborators brought to these
meetings and field trips. Following is a summary of the collaboration process for
this project. Transcripts of the meeting notes are included in the project record.
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e A notice was sent out to “the Malheur NF all projects” mailing list in
January 2005 announcing the project and informing the public of a
collaborative meeting to be held on January 24, 2006. The Blue Mountain
Ranger District also placed an article in the Blue Mountain Eagle.
Approximately 10 people attended this first meeting. A variety of
comments and suggestions were gathered on how the collaborators
thought the area should be managed.

e On July 6, 2006 there was a field trip to Antelope Valley with interested
parties to discuss prescribed burning. The prescribed burning conducted
in Antelope Valley is similar to the burning proposed in the Balance
Thinning and Fuels Reduction Project Area.

e On March 22, 2007 a field trip to the Balance Thinning and Fuels
Reduction Project Area was scheduled and twelve people attended. The
meeting was held at the Dunston Preserve, (The Nature Conservancy)
and many site specific concerns and questions were generated.

e On April 11, 2007, an on-site field trip was held with landowners, interest
groups, and members of the Forest Service Interdisciplinary team to
further discuss specific concerns and prescriptions.

Consultation

On July 31, 2006, the BMRD Fisheries Biologist reviewed Counterpart
Regulations, authorized by 50 CFR 402.04 and National Fire Plan Project Design
for Consultation under the Section 7 of the Endangered Species Act (ESA), and
made the determination that this project would fit under the Counterpart
Regulations. The National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) and the United
States Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) were initially informed of the Balance
Fuels Reduction Project and that it would fall under Counterpart Regulations in
August, 2006. On May 21, 2007, the Blue Mountain Ranger District (BMRD)
presented project information to the Level | Team (USFWS and NMFS). The
effects analysis completed and documented in the BE and BA resulted in a call of
Not Likely to Adversely Effect (NLAA) to MCR steelhead. This was done under
the Section 7 Counterpart Regulations of the Endangered Species Act (Federal
Register, December 8, 2003) and is in compliance with those regulations and the
March 3, 2004, Alternative Consultation Agreement between the Forest Service,
Fish and Wildlife Service, and National Marine Fisheries Service.

Tribal Coordination

In December 2005 letters were mailed to the Burns Paiute Tribe, the
Confederated Tribes of Warm Springs, and the Confederated Tribes of the
Umatilla Indian Reservation to inform them of and seek collaboration, through a
government-to-government relationship, on the Balance Thinning and Fuels
Reduction Project. A scoping letter was mailed to Burns Paiute Tribe, the
Confederated Tribes of Warm Springs, and the Confederated Tribes of the
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Umatilla Indian Reservation in June 2007, providing information and seeking
public input on the project. In May 2008, the wildlife biologist for the
Confederated Tribes of Warm Springs contacted the Blue Mountain District
Ranger, and indicated interest in wildlife issues associated with the project and
his intent to participate as a representative of tribal interests throughout the
collaborative and planning processes.

Scoping

On January 17, 2006, the Proposed Action that was developed through the
collaboration process was sent out to the public mailing list. This included

Federal, State and local agencies, Grant County Court, Tribes, permittees,
property owners, advocacy groups, and the general public.

See Appendix A for a summary of the relevant external comments received. The
summary includes notes explaining how the Forest Service considered or applied
the comments to assure environmental quality in the affected environment.

Public participation in this project is open-ended, and continues through all
stages of project development, decision-making, and implementation.

Design/Analysis Issues

Fuels and Forest Vegetation — Forested stands within the Project Area are
overstocked and contain excessive surface, ladder fuel, and canopy fuels.
Excess vegetation has reduced stand vigor, increased the potential for insects,
disease, and wildfire, and reduced the ability of firefighters to safely protect
private property, the County Road 20 Evacuation Corridor, and public safety.

The Proposed Action was designed to reduce the fire hazard and improve forest
health by reducing fuels and modifying the spatial distribution of surface, ladder,
and canopy fuels.

Measures or elements for evaluation:

e Fuel loadings in tons per acre immediately after activities of the Proposed
Action and in 50 years under No Action and the Proposed Action,

e Crown fire potential and average flame length in 50 years under No Action
and the Proposed Action,

e Acres of commercial and noncommercial thinning and number of aspen
stands treated to increase the resiliency and sustainability of the forest
and reduce the risk of insect and disease to the forest.

Effects of Road Construction, Commercial Timber Harvest, and Prescribed
Burning on Soil, Water Quality, and Listed Aquatic Species — Proposed
ground disturbing activities associated with temporary road construction,
commercial timber harvest, and prescribed burning could degrade water quality
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and impact soil productivity. The ground disturbing activity may also indirectly
impact habitat for aquatic species including listed and sensitive aquatic species.
Aquatic species of concern present within the Project Area include summer
steelhead, Chinook salmon, bull trout, redband trout, and Columbia spotted
frogs. Adverse impacts to soils could include detrimental soil compaction, soil
displacement, sediment increases, impacts to soil organisms, decrease of
mycorrhizae fungi, and soil nutrient loss. Proposed harvest activities combined
with past impacts including past timber harvest and ongoing grazing may
cumulatively affect water quality, including 303(d) listed streams. The MFJDR is
on the 2002 Oregon Department of Environmental Quality (DEQ) 303(d)) List of
Water Quality Impaired Waterbodies and does not meet water quality standards
in the Project Area for the parameter of temperature.

The Proposed Action was developed to address this concern. Under Alternative
2 commercial harvest units, landings, and temporary roads would be located
outside of Riparian Habitat Conservation Areas. New ground disturbance is
minimized by locating temporary roads on existing decommissioned road
templates.

Measures or elements for evaluation:

e Miles of temporary road constructed

e Miles of temporary road constructed in RHCAs

e Acres of timber harvest

e Percent detrimental soil impacts pre and post project

e Road construction, timber harvest, and prescribed burning affects on
sediment and temperature

e Aquatic Species Biological Evaluation/Assessment by species
e Effects to the temperature of the Middle Fork John Day River

Cover in Big Game Winter Range— Satisfactory cover is currently below Forest
Plan Standards in the Coyote Creek/Balance Creek Subwatershed. The
subwatershed has approximately 675 acres of satisfactory cover within
Management Area 4A — Big Game Winter Range. That is equivalent to 5% of the
Big Game Winter Range in a satisfactory cover condition. Forest Plan standards
require that 10% be in a satisfactory cover condition. Implementation of the
proposed activities would further reduce the percent of satisfactory cover by less
than 1% to a total of 4.8% (611 acres) of the subwatershed. A non-significant
Forest Plan Amendment is required to further reduce cover below standards.

Total cover is currently above Forest Plan Standards in the Coyote
Creek/Balance Creek Subwatershed. The subwatershed has approximately
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3,625 acres of total cover within Management Area 4A — Big Game Winter
Range. That is equivalent to 28% of the Big Game Winter Range in a total cover
condition. Forest Plan standards require 25% to be functioning as cover.
Implementation of the proposed activities would reduce the percent of total cover
below Forest Plan Standards. Total cover would be reduced by 5% to a total of
23% (2,970 acres) of the subwatershed.

Marginal cover is currently above Forest Plan Standards in Big Game Winter
Range and would continue to be so after implementation of the proposed
activities.

The Proposed Action was developed to address this concern. Under Alternative
2 hiding and security cover patches would be maintained in all proposed units to
mitigate effects and provide diversity and complexity within and between stands.
Five percent of each unit would be retained in untreated patches ranging in size
from 2 to 5 acres.

Measures or elements for evaluation:

e Acres of commercial and/or precommercial thinning in Big Game Winter
Range satisfactory cover,

e Percent satisfactory cover in Big Game Winter Range pre and post
project,

e Acres of commercial and/or precommercial thinning in Big Game Winter
Range total cover,

e Percent total cover in Big Game Winter Range pre and post project,
e HEI pre and post project

Existing Dedicated Old Growth — The existing Dedicated Old Growth (DOG) is
not currently suitable and does not have the potential for suitable habitat in the
short to mid term. Analysis of late and old structure habitat in the Analysis Area
identified the opportunity to modify the current Dedicated Old Growth to include
more suitable habitat for late and old structure dependent species. A non-
significant Forest Plan Amendment is required to modify the current Dedicated
Old Growth. There is currently no Replacement Old Growth identified.

The Proposed Action was developed to address this concern. Under Alternative
2, the DOG block is modified to include the more suitable habitat. The proposal
also identifies a Replacement Old Growth (ROG) and a Pileated Woodpecker
Feeding Area (PWFA).
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Measures or elements for evaluation:

e Percent of DOG in suitable habitat (OFMS).
e Comparison to Forest Plan Standards

Threatened, Endangered, and Sensitive (TES) species, Management
Indicator Species (MIS), Featured Species and Resident and Migratory
Landbirds — The activities proposed in the Balance Fuels Reduction Project
Area could have an effect on plant and animal TES species, Management
Indicator Species, Featured Species, and Resident and Migratory Landbirds.

Measures have been incorporated into Alternative 2 to minimize or eliminate the
potential effects to TES, MIS, and Featured species as well as resident and
migratory landbirds. Effects to population trends and habitat such as change in
existing structure, restoration of open ponderosa pine habitat, and seasonal
operating restrictions are discussed in Chapter 3, Environmental Consequences
in the Botany and Wildlife Sections and in the Biological Evaluations.

Measures or elements for evaluation:

e Wildlife and Plant Biological Evaluation determinations for TES species

e Wildlife analysis of impacts to Management Indicator Species, Featured
Species, landbirds including neotropical migrant bird species and habitat

Snags and Down Wood- Proposed activities could impact snag numbers and
primary cavity excavator species habitat and could impact levels of down wood.

Measures or elements for evaluation:

e Comparison to Forest Plan Standards

Old Growth Dependent Species — Proposed harvest and burning activities
could adversely affect the habitat of old-growth dependent species. Alterations in
habitat components (canopy cover, understory density and structure) in these
areas have the potential to alter the value for multi-strata associated species
such as pileated woodpecker, American marten, three-toed woodpecker, and
northern goshawk.

Measures or elements for evaluation:

e Treated acres and percent of the Balance Creek/Coyote Creek
Subwatershed
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Noxious Weeds/Invasive Species — Commercial thinning, grapple piling and
prescribed burning, and temporary road construction may introduce or spread
noxious weeds. Commercial thinning, including the construction of temporary
roads and grapple piling, could increase the risk of invasive/noxious weeds due
to ground disturbing activities. Prescribed burning has the potential to increase
distribution of invasive/noxious weeds in areas where the ground vegetation is
burned off and mineral soil is exposed.

Design measures to limit or prevent the introduction and spread of
invasive/noxious weeds are incorporated into the Proposed Action (see Chapter
2, description of Alternative 2).

Measures or elements for evaluation:

e Miles of temporary road construction
e Miles of road maintenance;
e Acres of grapple piling

e Acres of prescribed burning

Grazing Permittee Operations — The grazing permittee’s operations could be
adversely impacted (including rest needs after burning).

Design measures have been developed to reduce the effect to the grazing
permittee.

Measures or elements for evaluation:
e Rest period following burning

e Forage amount

Recreation — Timber harvest, temporary road construction, and prescribed
burning could impact recreationists using the Project Area and areas adjacent to
the Project Area (primarily hunting).

Measures or elements for evaluation:

e Recreation analysis — impacts on recreation

Visual Quality — Proposed harvest, temporary road construction, and burning
activities could impact visual quality along County Road 20.

Measures or elements for evaluation:

e Visual quality objectives
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Roads — Opening currently closed roads and constructing temporary roads could
increase open road densities in the Project Area.

Measures or elements for evaluation:

e Open road densities pre and post project
e Comparison to Forest Plan standards

Economics — The Balance Project could help support local community
economics. This includes family income, business stability, and the well being of
the community. The effects on jobs and minority and low income populations are
discussed in Chapter 3.

Measures or elements for evaluation:

e Present Net Value

e Number of jobs supported over the life of the project

Heritage Resources - Design elements to avoid project related impacts to
cultural resources have been incorporated into the Proposed Action. This has
resulted in a finding by the Forest Archaeologist of No Effect under Section 106
of the National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA) and concurred with by Oregon
State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO) staff.

Measures or elements for evaluation:

e Finding under Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation Act

Project Record Availability

This EA hereby incorporates by reference the Project Record. The Project
Record contains Specialist Reports and other technical documentation used to
support the analysis and conclusions in this EA. These Specialist Reports are for
Fire and Fuels, Forest Vegetation, Wildlife, Soil, Watershed, Fisheries, Botany,
Noxious Weeds, Rangeland, Recreation, Visual Quality, Roads, Economics, and
Heritage. Relying on Specialist Reports and the Project Record helps implement
the CEQ Regulations’ provision that agencies should reduce NEPA paperwork
(40 CFR 1500.4). The objective is to furnish enough site-specific information to
demonstrate a reasoned consideration of the environmental impacts of the
Proposed Action and how these impacts can be mitigated, without repeating
detailed analysis and background information available elsewhere.

The Project Record is available for review at the Blue Mountain District, John
Day, Oregon. Portions of the Project Record such as the Environmental
Analysis, Appendices, and maps can be found on the website
www.fs.fed.us/r6/malheur.
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CHAPTER 2 - PROJECT
ALTERNATIVES

This chapter describes the alternatives considered by the Forest Service for the
Balance Fuels Reduction. Itincludes alternatives considered and eliminated
from detailed study, a discussion of how the Proposed Action was developed, a
description of the activities, design elements, and monitoring for the Proposed
Action. The No Action Alternative will be presented and compared to the
Proposed Action to showcase the probable results of not implementing the
Proposed Action as well as the reasonably expected outcome from
implementation.

Chapter 3 contains the detailed scientific basis for establishing baselines and
measuring the potential environmental consequences of each of the alternatives.

Alternative Development Process

This chapter describes in detail the Proposed Action that was developed with
collaboration under Healthy Forests Restoration Act (HFRA) authorities to meet
the purpose and need as stated in Chapter 1 of this EA. The Proposed Action
was modified during the collaboration process using site-specific public input,
including on-site visits with private landowners and interested members of the
public, and interdisciplinary team knowledge of the planning area.

Normally, issues identified during scoping are used to generate alternatives.
However, because this project is being prepared under the Healthy Forest
Restoration Act (HFRA) authorities, and the Proposed Action implements the
recommendations of the Community Wildfire Protection Plan, no alternatives to
the Proposed Action are required [HR 1904, Section 104(d)(3)]. Instead, the
Interdisciplinary Team (IDT) considered all of the issues proposed during scoping
and where feasible adjusted the original Proposed Action to resolve those issues
the agency considered significant.
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Alternatives Considered but Eliminated from
Detailed Study

Two additional alternatives were considered during the planning process, but
were not included in the EA for detailed study. They are briefly described, along
with the reasons for not considering them further.

Alternative A — No mechanical treatment in trees greater
than 12 inches

During scoping, an alternative was suggested that used a diameter limit and
more specifically in a second comment a diameter limit of 10 to 12 inches. The
IDT carefully reviewed this suggested alternative and considered whether it was
another reasonable course of action, to meet the purpose and need of the
project.

The IDT determined that the alternative would not be studied in detail because it
would not respond to the project purpose and need—needs that were identified
in collaboration with partners to the Grant County Community Fire Protection
Plan and with other interested parties who participated in the project-planning
sessions.

Concerning the treatments included in the alternative, the IDT recognizes that
noncommercial cutting and underburning alone could reduce surface and lower-
canopy fuel hazards in the Project Area; yet to reduce upper-canopy density and
crown-fire potential to a level at which the area is likely safe for effective
firefighting and public evacuation in the event of a large wildfire, some
commercial cutting must be added to these treatments. Thus, targeted
commercial thinning is an essential design criterion of the project, if it is to cause
the changes in potential wildfire behavior expected by partners to the Grant
County Community Fire Protection Plan.

There are many sources to support fuels reduction to modify fire behavior. In
The Effects of Thinning and Similar Stand Treatments on Fire Behavior (Graham
et al. 1999), the authors reviewed numerous studies and concluded that the best
general approach for lowering wildfire intensities, damage, and mortality was
combining a mix of thinning (managing tree density by thinning from below and
altering species composition), surface fuel treatment, and use of prescribed fire
at a landscape scale.

In Science Basis for Changing Forest Structure to Modify Wildfire Behavior and
Severity (USDA Forest Service 2004), thinning is noted as an important element
of a forest fuel reduction strategy. The report states that the most appropriate
fuel treatment strategy is often thinning (removing ladder fuels and decreasing

Chapter 2, Alternatives- Page 2



tree crown density) followed by prescribed fire, piling and burning of fuels, or
other mechanical treatments that reduce surface fuel amounts. This approach
reduces all three fuel layers (canopy, ladder, and surface), thereby reducing both
the intensity and severity of potential wildfires

The study Final Report: Effect of Fuels Treatment on Wildfire Severity (Omi and
Martinson 2002) investigated the severity of wildfires that burned into existing
fuel treatments areas. Treatments included repeated use of prescribed fire,
single prescribed fires, debris/slash removal, and mechanical thinning with and
without slash removal. All of the reduction treatments had been conducted less
than ten years prior to being burned in wildfires. The authors concluded that
treated stands burned less severely than untreated areas, and that it was
important to treat the entire fuel profile, including thinning of the canopy. Crown
density, which is reduced through thinning, significantly affected the stand
damage rating in the study.

Thinning and prescribed fire can be useful tools to mitigate fire hazard in dry
forests. In Basic Principles of Forest Fuel Reduction Treatment (Agee and
Skinner 2005) the authors reviewed numerous studies, modeled effects of fire
behavior, and evaluated the effects of fuel reduction projects on five empirical
examples. The article “summarized a set of simple principles to address in fuel
reduction treatments: reduction of surface fuels, increasing the height to live
crowns, decreasing crown density, and retaining large trees of fire resistant
species.”

Cram et al (2006) examined whether forest stands in New Mexico and Arizona
treated recently using silvicultural practices would be less susceptible to stand-
replacing crown fires, and more ecologically and functionally resilient compared
to untreated stands following extreme wildland fire. Results indicated fire
severity in pine-grassland forests was lowered when surface and aerial fuel loads
were reduced. Specifically, as density (stems/ac) and basal area (ft2/ac)
decreased and mean tree diameter (in) increased, fire severity and fireline
intensity decreased. The more aggressive the treatment (i.e., where the canopy
bulk density was reduced), the less susceptible forest stands were to crown fire.
However, mechanical treatments where slash was scattered rendered stands
susceptible to near stand-replacement type damage when wildfire occurred
within 4 years of treatment. On their study sites, mechanical treatment followed
by prescribed fire had the greatest impact toward mitigating fire severity (i.e.,
both aerial and surface fuels were reduced).
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Alternative B — No use of closed roads or construction
of temporary roads

During scoping, concerns were raised about the use of closed roads and
construction of temporary roads in the Proposed Action. These included a
concern of the lasting impacts including forest fragmentation, loss of trees and
plants, loss of canopy, and soil impacts as a result of temporary road
construction and a concern of using closed roads because it defeats the purpose
of the closure. The IDT carefully reviewed an alternative that did not include
temporary road construction or the use of closed roads and considered whether it
was another reasonable course of action, to meet the purpose and need of the
project.

The IDT determined that the alternative would not be studied in detail because it
would not respond to the project purpose and need—needs that were identified
in collaboration with partners to the Grant County Community Fire Protection
Plan and with other interested parties who participated in the project-planning
sessions.

This alternative would not meet the project purpose and need because, without
the use of 6.5 miles of closed roads and construction of 2.5 miles of temporary
road, approximately 465 acres of the 734 acre (or 63%) proposal to reduce fire
hazard by commercial thinning would not be operationally or economically
feasible. Crown or canopy fuels would not be reduced on these acres. Although
the precommercial thinning could still occur to reduce some of the ladder fuels,
these units were identified to reduce the fire hazard by reducing fuels and
modifying the spatial distribution of the fuels in the three fuel layers: crown or
canopy fuels, ladder fuels, and surface fuels.

There is support for treating all three fuel layers. In Science Basis for Changing
Forest Structure to Modify Wildfire Behavior and Severity (USDA Forest Service
2004), thinning is noted as an important element of a forest fuel reduction
strategy. The report states that the most appropriate fuel treatment strategy is
often thinning (removing ladder fuels and decreasing tree crown density) followed
by prescribed fire, piling and burning of fuels, or other mechanical treatments that
reduce surface fuel amounts. This approach reduces all three fuel layers
(canopy, ladder, and surface), thereby reducing both the intensity and severity of
potential wildfires.

In response to the concern that use of closed roads defeats the purpose of the
closure, closed roads (Maintenance Level 1) are intermittent service roads during
the time they are closed to vehicular traffic and may be managed at any other
maintenance level during the time they are open to traffic (Malheur National
Forest Roads Analysis).

The Soils specialist report states under the Proposed Action, temporary road
construction will cause small, localized, temporary increases in erosion hazard,
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as the existing ground cover is disturbed, the decommissioned road beds are re-
compacted, and ruts form. This erosion would disappear within two years of
rehabilitation of the roads.

No additional detrimental impacts on soil are expected from temporary road
construction, because all temporary roads are located on existing
decommissioned roads, so that soil is already detrimentally impacted.
Rehabilitation of temporary roads will minimally decrease detrimental soll
impacts, because rehabilitation will not correct soil displacement on most of the
temporary roads.

Temporary road construction will not increase forest fragmentation because all
temporary roads are located on existing decommissioned road beds, so any
fragmentation has already occurred. The decommissioned road beds are not
grown in with trees.

Alternatives Considered in Detall

No Action (Alternative 1) allows the current situation to continue and the forest
would remain subject to natural or ongoing changes. The Project Area would
receive no fuels reduction treatments at this time.

The Proposed Action (Alternative 2) was developed using a collaborative process
with local residents and other interested parties to meet the Purpose and Need
and other multiple resource needs.

Maps of the existing condition and the Proposed Action Alternative are provided
in Appendix D. Additional maps are included that display the anticipated effects
of both No Action and the Proposed Action alternatives. Larger-scale maps of
the alternatives are contained in the project record.

Alternative 1 (No Action)

Study of this legally required alternative indicates changes that would occur in
the human environment if the project did not take place. The effects of “no action”
establish a point of reference for the analysis, against which the Proposed Action
can be measured and compared for its environmental impacts—whether
beneficial, benign, or adverse.

This alternative proposes no timber harvesting, precommercial thinning, or fuels
reduction treatments in the Project Area at this time. It does not preclude
activities in other areas at this time or from the Project Area at some time in the
future.

The maps for Alternative 1 show the current distribution of stand structure and
crown fire initiation potential (see Map 3- Existing Structural Stages and Map 5-
Existing Crown Fire Potential in Appendix D) and the expected conditions in 50
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years with no treatment (see Maps 4- No Action Structural Stages in 50 years
and Map 6- No Action Crown Fire Potential in 50 Years in Appendix D).

The No Action Alternative does not move the Project Area towards the desired
condition and does nothing to reduce the fire hazard. Existing fuels conditions
would worsen over time as more fuel builds up in both the understory and in the
canopy. This alternative retains existing wildlife cover habitat, until such time as
it no longer meets cover requirements (loss by insect, disease or fire, or shading
by the dense overstory).

Alternative 2 (Proposed Action)

The Proposed Action was developed as an iterative process involving National
Forest staff, the collaborators, and comments from the public scoping process.
As stated in Chapter 1, the purpose of this project is to reduce the fire hazard
(including surface fuels, ladder fuels, and crown fuels) adjacent to County Road
20 on National Forest System lands creating stand conditions that reduce the
chances of a ground fire becoming a crown fire, and a small fire becoming an
uncharacteristic wildfire. This will not only help protect life and property on both
private and public lands, but will also increase the safety for firefighters. The two
main tools that are available to accomplish the objective are utilizing prescribed
burning and mechanical treatment (thinning, slash piling, etc.). The Proposed
Action is designed to reduce the fire hazard and improve forest health in the
Project Area by reducing fuels and modifying the spatial distribution of the fuels
in the three fuel layers:

e Crown or canopy fuels would be reduced primarily by commercial thinning
(when too dense) and shelterwood treatments (where tree species are not
suitable or sustainable). The trees to be cut are often large enough to be
utilized for commercial products.

e Ladder fuels would be reduced by commercial and non-commercial
thinning treatments and understory removal. The trees cut would vary in
size from medium to smaller diameters and some of the smaller sizes may
be difficult to economically utilize for products, utilization will be pursued if
the opportunity exists.

e Surface fuels would be reduced by one or more of the following methods:
yarding tops to landings for utilization or disposal by burning, hand piling
or mechanical treatment of natural and project generated fuels, burning
any created piles, or underburning with hand fireline construction as
needed.

In addition, the purpose of this project is to protect, restore, and enhance
ecosystem components including but not limited to old growth, aspen, and fish
habitat. The Proposed Action is designed enhance old-growth trees by reducing
ladder fuels and competition from other trees around them. The Proposed Action
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is designed to enhance aspen by reducing conifer competition and protecting the
stands from browsing to allow regeneration growth.

Wildlife connectivity corridors were designed to connect the late and old forest
stands to meet Forest Plan Amendment #2 standards (see Map 9 in Appendix
D). Collaborators expressed interest in maintaining travel connectivity for deer
and elk movement and recommended additional corridors based on local
knowledge. These travel corridors were located to minimize conflicts with fuels
reduction.

Activity Descriptions

Commercial Thinning/Precommercial Thinning/Thinning Around Large
Trees

Treatment prescriptions were determined on a site specific basis considering the
biophysical environment, current condition of the stand, other resource concerns,
and the location. A variety of mechanical vegetation treatments are prescribed to
reduce the fire hazard and to promote forest health. (See Appendix B Unit Data
Sheet and Map 8-Proposed Action in Appendix D)

e Commercial/Precommercial Thinning - 734 acres
e Precommercial Thinning to 9" DBH — 355 acres
e Precommercial Thinning to 7" DBH — 99 acres

e Thinning around Large Trees — 90 acres

All proposed thinning—both noncommercial and commercial—would be
conducted using thinning from below methods, which remove mainly lower- or
mid-level trees to reduce ladder fuels, increase the crown base height while also
favoring and redistributing growth potential to upper-level large trees. Trees to
be removed would be those currently contributing to crown-fire potential, up to a
size limit of 21 inches in diameter at breast height (DBH). The thinning would
retain an increased proportion of fire-resilient species such as ponderosa pine,
while still maintaining a variety of native tree species currently present. Thinning
around large trees is designed to enhance individual old-growth trees by
removing understory trees that are ladder fuels into the crowns of the large trees.
This will also improve the health and vigor of the large trees by reducing the
competition for water and nutrients. A limited number of trees larger than 21
inches DBH may be removed if necessary for temporary road development,
hazard tree removal, or log landings, as provided by current policy.

Variable Spacing with Retention of Medium Sized Older Trees and Clumps
To enhance structural diversity for wildlife and visuals while reducing fuel
loadings, trees would be left at a varied spacing opposed to even spacing.
Higher tree density and unthinned areas should provide higher levels of
security/hiding cover in the short-term. Lower density areas will open up forest
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stands, breaking up the fuel continuity. The approximate following range of
densities would be used:

Basal Area (ft*/acre) Percentage of Stand
25 10%
40 15%
50 50%
60 15%
80-100 10%

Unthinned areas for wildlife habitat are not accounted for in this range of densities

The spacing of leave trees in the areas to be precommercial thinned would also
be varied by as much as 50% to provide a variety of habitats and visual diversity.
Unthinned areas are to be left for wildlife habitat that are 2 to 5 acres in size and
cover 5% of the area to be treated.

Occasionally trees are found that are less than 21” dbh but are obviously older
than the second growth trees in the rest of the stand. Often they are growing
near old growth trees that are over 21” dbh and would normally be removed
during thinning treatments to reduce competition with the larger trees. These
medium sized trees generally lack lower branches and do not pose a ladder fuel
risk, and they comprise a relatively minor component of the forest. Therefore,
they are not considered much of a fire hazard and most are to be retained.

Precommercial Thinning in RHCAs

Approximately 142 acres of precommercial thinning within Riparian Habitat
Conservation Areas (RHCAs) would occur in portions of units 50, 60, 64, 68, 72,
and 74. The RHCAs are being thinned with the objectives of reducing the fire
hazard and improving the health and resiliency of riparian stands. All thinning
and fuel treatment would be by hand, with no ground disturbing machinery
permitted in the RHCAs.

Logging Systems
Ground based equipment will be used for the 734 acres of commercial thinning.

Temporary Road Construction and Maintenance
e Commensurate use road maintenance — 29.2 miles

e Installation of 3 temporary culverts; two 15” to 18” culverts on FS road
2045475 and one 18" culvert on FS road 2000082

e Temporary road construction and rehabilitation after use - approximately
2.5 miles. These would be rehabilitated after this project. All proposed
temporary roads are located on existing decommissioned roads that are
located outside of RHCAs.

e Opening of 13 closed roads (to be re-closed) — 5.9 miles
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To accomplish timber harvest activities, temporary road construction and
commensurate use road maintenance would occur to provide adequate access
for harvest and fuel treatment. The roads planned to be maintained are shown
on Map 9- Balance Roads in Appendix D. Commensurate use road maintenance
means the amount and type of road maintenance performed will depend on the
existing road condition, the season of use, and other factors.

The following work is classified as maintenance under the definition listed in the
Federal Register but will be listed as reconstruction in any timber sale contracts:
construct drain dips, waterbars, and outlet ditches, place geotextile on existing
road surface, repair or replace existing cattle guards.

Typical road maintenance could include: blading and shaping roadbed, reshaping
drain dips or grade sags, reshaping waterbars/cross ditches, spot rocking in
roadbeds, brushing, removing hazard trees, minor realignment of road junctions,
cleaning culverts, and seeding.

These maintenance actions would be done on both open and closed roads as
needed for harvest activities and fuel treatments. Roads that are currently closed
but needed for proposed actions (approximately 5.9 miles of road) would be
opened temporarily and reclosed, including pulling the temporary culverts, after
project activities are concluded.

Temporary roads would also be needed to support timber harvest. All temporary
roads would be rehabilitated after use. Rehabilitation would eliminate future use
of the road with the objective of restoring hydrological function. This will include
subsoiling and seeding as necessary and discouraging continued use by
constructing an earth berm or placing large boulders at the entrance.

Activity Fuel Treatments
There are several methods proposed to treat thinning wood residue (see

Appendix B — Unit Information Sheet):
e Whole Tree Yarding/Grapple Piling — 519 acres
e Whole Tree Yarding/Hand Piling — 56 acres
e Whole Tree Yarding/Grapple Piling/Hand Piling - 108 acres
e Grapple Piling/Handpiling — 156 acres
e Handpiling - 439 acres

Whole tree yarding occurs during the logging operations by bringing tops and
limbs to a landing, where it may be utilized as chips or firewood, or if there is no
market it is piled and burned. Portions of the tops or limbs will remain within the
activity units through breakage during the felling/yarding operations and be
available for nutrient recycling.
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Mechanical piling is done with a low ground pressure (<8 psi) track excavator
and is restricted to slopes less than 35%. Hand piling is primarily used on slopes
greater than 35% with moderate to high fuel loads. Piles from both methods are
burned in the late fall after sufficient moisture has fallen to minimize fire spread.

Prescribed Fire

Prescribed underburning unit boundaries were developed incorporating concerns
of resource specialists and collaborators. This included excluding fire from
Dedicated Old Growth, specific RHCAs, and areas identified as important for big
game security. Prescribed burning would occur on approximately 1,934 acres
and includes:

e Lighting approximately 26 acres of RHCAs

e Allowing fire to back into approximately 77 acres of RHCA

e Lighting approximately 394 acres of non-forest land

e Lighting in approximately 20 acres of Late and Old Structure (LOS)

There are two objectives of prescribed burning with this project as described
below which address all or some of the following burning objectives; reduce
surface fuels, reduce litter and duff depth, and increase canopy base height.
Approximately 650 acres will have mechanical treatments before under burning.
Burning would be accomplished in the spring and fall seasons when weather and
moisture conditions are appropriate. Ignition would be by hand or by ATVs.
Multiple prescribed burning entries may be needed to reduce the ladder and
surface fuels to reach the desired fuel composition and conditions for
maintenance burning. These prescribed burn entries will be accomplished over
the next 10 years. Future maintenance burning would be needed to limit
regeneration of ladder fuels and maintain low levels of surface fuels after the first
10 years.

Control lines may include the use of roads, the use of natural features, fire line
construction by hand or ATV, black line construction, (creating a wide black line
by burning along the boundary when there is higher moisture content), wet-line
construction, or use of weedeaters to create mow lines. Approximately 11 miles
of constructed fire line would be needed to implement the prescribed burning.

Underburning would occur in three allotments; 926 acres within the Lower Middle
Fork-Balance, and 700 acres within the Lower Middle Fork-Susanville and 21
acres within the Upper Middle Fork- Ragged. These burn operations would be
coordinated with the Grazing Permittee and the Range-land Management
Specialist administering the affected allotments. Where possible the burning
would be fitted to the grazing systems being used on the affected allotments to
minimize impacts to the permittee’s operations. The recovery of vegetation,
including forage production and species diversity, would be monitored after
prescribed burning to ensure the areas are ready to support livestock grazing on
a sustainable level.
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General Burning Objectives

The objectives of utilizing prescribed fire are to reduce surface fuels, reduce litter
depth, and increase canopy base height. Prescribed fire is not being utilized to
change the structural stage of any the stands. Some tree mortality is expected
and acceptable in forested stands. Acceptable mortality ranges are as follows:

e Trees 0-5 inch dbh, tree mortality is acceptable from a range of 5 to 35%
but expected to be 5-15%.

e Trees 5-10 inch dbh, tree mortality is expected to range from 5 to 10%.

e Trees 10-20+ inches and larger dbh, tree mortality is acceptable from a
range from 1 to 5%, but expected to be 1-2%.

These mortality levels are based on averages over the whole burning area and
recognize the fact that fire is a relatively inexact tool and that there would be
some localized areas where mortality reaches 100% in trees less then 10 inches.
Mortality patches should be kept to less than 2 acres wherever possible and
preferably to the ¥ to ¥z acre size, in stands that have not had previous
mechanical treatments that were thought to exist under historic conditions (Agee,
1993).

Burning Objectives for RHCAS, late and old structure stands, big game
travel corridors, and satisfactory cover
e RHCAs - 102 acres including 26 acres of Category 1, Sunshine Creek

e Late and old structure — 20 acres
e Big game travel corridors — 50 acres

Within the RHCAS, late and old structure stands, satisfactory cover, and big
game travel corridors, the objective of utilizing prescribed fire is to reduce surface
fuels and litter depth. Prescribed fire is not being utilized to change the structural
stage or canopy cover of the stands in these identified areas. Some tree
mortality is still expected and acceptable in these forested stands but is less than
in the general forest.

e Trees 0-10 inch dbh, tree mortality is acceptable up to 5%.
e Trees 10 inches and larger, tree mortality is acceptable up to 2%

Ignition may occur within RHCAS in burn units 102 and 115. Within these
RHCA's lighting would not occur within 25 feet of live or intermittent streams or
green line (which ever is greater), in riparian vegetation, or within lower benches
adjacent to stream channels. By utilizing different lighting patterns, prescriptions
within the RHCAs would minimize consumption of coarse wood greater than 4
inches at the small end especially where adjacent to stream channels and would
maintain ¥4 inch of duff. Large coarse wood that may ignite in stream channels
will have suppression action taken to limit consumption.
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Ignition would not occur within the RCHA'’s in burn units: 100, 101, 103,104, 105,
108, 109, 110, 111, 112, 113, 117, and 118 but fire would be allowed to back into
them. Past district experience has shown that when fire is allowed to back into
RHCAs the effects are dependent on the existing vegetation. As soon as
vegetative species and moisture regimes within the RHCA change and become
more shaded with more moisture and higher humidity, the fire would not burn, so
riparian vegetation is rarely affected. Shrubs and conifers providing streamside
shade and riparian vegetation are rarely affected because they do not burn with
enough intensity to cause mortality.

Ignition will occur within the four mapped aspen stands and any other upland
stands discovered during implementation within the burn boundary. Most aspen
stands within the Project Area are within RHCA boundaries and generally are
more shaded with higher humidities and not expected to carry fire through the
stand.

Aspen Treatments

Ten aspen stands are proposed for treatment for a total of approximately 8.5
acres. Treatments would enhance aspen by falling conifers to reduce shading
and fencing the stands to protect regeneration from big game and cattle
browsing.

One aspen stand is within commercial thinning unit 8. In this stand, conifers will
be removed with the harvest. All conifers less than 21 inches DBH to a distance
of 60 feet from the outermost aspen (including suckers) would be cut and
removed.

Four of the aspen stands are partially or completely within RHCAs and six are
within Management Area 3B. Conifers would be felled or girdled where they
interfere with response of existing aspen or where they might block light to
sprouted trees. When in a RHCA, conifers may be felled across a stream when
a hydrologist assists in determining possible directional felling if for preferred
placement in stream. Other conifers would be felled away from the stream. In all
aspen stands, cut trees would be used for fencing material if possible and
residual slash from limbs and tops would be piled or scattered. Piles will be
burned in eight stands and left in place in the two stands along Sunshine Creek.
All existing large woody debris will be left in place. All stands will be fenced to
protect regeneration.
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Project Schedule

Depending on which alternative is decided upon by the Responsible Official,
activities included in the decision would occur in approximately the following
timescale.

Table 2-1: Timeframe for Balance Thinning and Fuels Reduction

Activity 2008 2009 2010
Timber Harvest X X
Precommercial Thinning X X X
Activity Fuel Treatment X X X
Temp Road Construction X X
Road maintenance X X
DOG/ROG X
Relocation/establishement
Reestablishing Road X X X
Closures
Prescribed Burning X X
Aspen Treatments X X X
Monitoring X X X

Forest Plan Amendments

Reduce Satisfactory Cover and Total Cover in Big Game Winter Range
below Forest Plan Standards

A non-significant Forest Plan amendment is required to reduce cover below
standards. Satisfactory cover is currently below Forest Plan Standards in the
Balance Creek/Coyote Creek Subwatershed. The Subwatershed has
approximately 675 acres of satisfactory cover within Management Area 4A — Big
Game Winter Range. That is equivalent to 5% of the Big Game Winter Range in
a satisfactory cover condition. Forest Plan standards require that 10% be in a
satisfactory cover condition. Implementation of the proposed activities would
further reduce the percent of satisfactory cover by less than 1% to a total of 4.8%
(611 acres) of the subwatershed.

Total cover is currently above Forest Plan Standards in the Balance
Creek/Coyote Creek Subwatershed. The subwatershed has approximately 3,625
acres of total cover within Management Area 4A — Big Game Winter Range.

That is equivalent to 28% of the Big Game Winter Range. Forest Plan standards
require total cover be 25% in Big Game Winter Range. Implementation of the
proposed activities would reduce the percent of total cover below Forest Plan
Standards. Total cover would be reduced by 5% to a total of 23% (2,970 acres)
of the Subwatershed. Marginal cover is currently above Forest Plan Standards in
Big Game Winter Range and would continue to be so after implementation of the
proposed activities.
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The reduction in the amount of satisfactory and total cover is necessary to meet
the purpose and need of reducing the fire hazard adjacent to County Road 20.
The proposal as described would treat 64 acres of satisfactory cover and 591
acres marginal cover. Hiding/security cover patches would be maintained in
proposed units to mitigate effects. Five percent of each unit would be retained in
untreated patches ranging in size from 2 acres to 5 acres. Big game travel
corridors were identified during collaboration. Where located in proposed
treatment units, these corridors would be left untreated.

The treatments would occur in Dry Forest types. These stands are considered
outside the historic range of variation (HRV), i.e., overstocked and likely
unsustainable given the high risk of uncharacteristically severe fire and insect
epidemics. Most of these stands would likely fall out of cover within the next 25
years if not treated. In a 2003 letter to the Eastside Forests, the Regional Office
provided direction encouraging Forests to use site specific Forest Plan
amendments to move the landscape towards HRV (USDA FS June 11, 2003).

Relocate Dedicated Old Growth (DOG) 3122 (see Map 7 in Appendix D)

An assessment of Dedicated Old Growth block (DOG #3122PW) found that
existing habitat within the DOG is not currently suitable or doesn’t have the
potential for suitable habitat in the short to mid term. Analysis of late and old
structure habitat in the subwatershed found the opportunity to modify the current
designation to include more suitable habitat for late and old structure dependent
species. The current designation contains 287 acres of habitat. The proposed
Dedicated Old Growth block includes 303 acres of high quality habitat, identifies
a 189 acre Replacement Old Growth (ROG) block, and an additional 150 acre
Pileated Woodpecker Feeding Area (PWFA).
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Design Elements

Fire and Fuels

Design Elements

Objective

Responsible
Person

Burn Units 101, 102, 103, 104, 108, 109, 110,

Restrict ignition

Project Fuels

112, 113, 117 will allow for a low intensity in RHCAs Planner and Project
underburn to back into RHCAs. Timing will Burn Boss
depend on completion of mechanical

treatments that are adjacent to RHCAs.

In Burn Units 103,104,108 low intensity Underburn Fuels Planner/Burn

under-burn (backing fire) through the aspen
will be allowed only after mechanical
treatment is completed. This will be followed
by fencing of aspen. This will be done in the
fall.

through upland
aspen stands to
stimulate growth

Boss, District
Wildlife Biologist,
District Silviculturist

Wildlife

Design Elements

Objective

Responsible
Person

From December 1st to April 1st, management
activities will be restricted within big game
winter range (MA4A). Restricted
management activities include all Forest
Service and contracted activities, including
but not limited to, such activities as timber
harvest, precommercial thinning, fuel
treatment, prescribed burning, and roadwork.
This EA permits waiver or adjustments to
seasonal restrictions if the District wildlife
biologist determines that disturbance effects
to big game would be minimal or non-existant.

Restrict activities
that disturb
wintering deer
and elk.

Sale Administrator,
District Wildlife
Biologist,
Engineering
Representative,
Burn Boss

In known calving/fawning areas, timber
harvest, precommercial thinning and road
work will be prohibited from May 1st to June
30th. For prescribed burning activities,
burning crews will avoid known
calving/fawning areas from May 1st to June
30. In areas not specifically identified for
calving and fawning, burning crews will watch
for lone elk or deer. If crews see lone animals,
they will search the immediate area for calves
and fawns and avoid igniting fire where young
animals are discovered. Burning crews do
not need to monitor elk and deer outside the
May 1st to June 30th window.

This EA permits waiver or adjustments to
seasonal restrictions if the District wildlife
biologist determines that disturbance effects
to known calving and fawning areas would be
minimal or non-existent.

Restrict activities
that disturb deer
and elk during
the birthing
season.

Sale Administrator,
Burn Boss, District
Wildlife Biologist
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In treatment units, maintain security
cover/hiding cover patch for big game by
using the variable tree density strategy
described in the Activity Descriptions section
above. Untreated patches should provide
higher levels of security/hiding cover in the
short-term. Lower tree density areas will
open up portions of forest stands, permitting
natural regeneration to occur; which in turn
should provide cover patches in about 20
years.

Maintain
security/hiding
cover for deer

and elk.

District Silviculturist,
COR, District
Wildlife Biologist ,
Burn Boss

Closed roads that are re-opened for this
timber sale will be closed again following use.
This will ensure that open road density is not
increased with this project

Protect elk and
deer habitat,
maintain
adequate buck
and bull
escapement, and
promote quality
hunting.

Engineering
Representative,
Sale Administrator,
District Wildlife
Biologist

Retain wildlife snags (dead trees) at levels to
provide for 100% population levels of primary
cavity excavators. Retain a minimum of 2.39
shags per acre, 21 inches dbh or greater. If
21-inch dbh snags are not available, retain
2.39 snags per acre of the largest
representative diameter.

To help protect snags 12 inches dbh and
greater, take advantage of variable spacing in
thinning units to retain more live trees around
the snags. Retain trees damaged
during logging operations in harvest areas
lacking in snag habitat, unless determined to
be a safety hazard.

Apply these guidelines unless snags are
considered to be a safety hazard during
logging operations or if they need to be
removed for roadwork or landings.

Retain dead
wood habitats for
species such as

woodpeckers.

Sale Administrator,
District Wildlife
Biologist

To help retain wildlife snags during prescribed
burning operations, there will be no ignition
within 50 feet of standing dead trees > 12"
dbh. Larger snags can be of greater value to
some primary cavity excavators and less
easily replaced if destroyed.

Protect dead
wood habitats
for species
such as
woodpeckers.

Burn Boss

Maintain down logs for wildlife habitat and
long-term site productivity by maintaining
Forest Plan standard levels indicated where
they currently exist (see Table 2-2 below).
Fire prescription parameters will strive for less
than 3 inches total diameter reduction on the
required large logs.

Provide wildlife
habitat and
long-term
productivity.

Sale Administrator,
Burn Boss
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Raptors are particularly sensitive to
disturbance during the reproduction season.
See Table 2-3 below which displays seasonal
restriction and nest protection standards for
known raptor nests.

District wildlife personnel will be contacted for
up-to-date raptor nest locations and activity
status before implementation of management
activities. Unoccupied sites require no timing
restrictions.

Only those raptor species with known nests
sites in or adjacent to the project are listed in
the table. If new nests or different raptor
species are discovered during project
implementation, nest protection and
disturbance standards will be applied.

Prohibited management activities include all
Forest Service and contracted activities,
including but not limited to, such activities as
timber harvest, precommercial thinning,
prescribed fire, and roadwork.

Effects to raptors can vary depending on the
loudness and duration of the management
activity and the topographical or vegetation
screening between the management activity
and the nest tree. This EA permits waiver or
adjustments to seasonal restrictions if
recommended by the District wildlife biologist
and approved by the District Ranger.

Protect existing
and new raptor
nests from
alteration and
disturbance.

Sale Administrator,
Engineering
Representative,
District Wildlife
Biologist

To provide blue grouse winter roosts,
retain large mistletoe infected or “wolfy”
Douglas-fir trees along ridge tops and
large scab openings, where available.

Protect Blue
Grouse Winter
Roosts

Sale Administrator,
District Silviculturist,
District Wildlife
Biologist

Table 2-2 - Forest Plan Standards for Down Woody Debris

Minimum
Species Pieces Diameter at | Minimum Piece Total Length
per acre Small End Length feet/acre
(inches)
Ponderosa Pine 3-6 12" >6 feet 20-40-ft.
Mixed Conifer 15-20 12" >6 feet 100-140-ft
Lodge pole Pine 15-20 8” >8 feet 120-160-ft.
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Table 2-3 - Summary of Raptor Timing Restrictions

Buffer for

Timing- Timing- Timing — Management
Description Activities Activities Activities Restrictions At
Prohibited : Permitted All Times
Permitted
Occupied Activities Within PFA | Activities can No
goshawk are or within %2 occur: management
nest sites prohibited: | mile of nest October 1- within 30 acre
April 1- sites March 31 nest stands
September
30
Occupied Activities Within 660 | Activities can No
red-tailed are feet of nest occur: management
hawk nest prohibited: tree August 1- within 100 feet
sites March 1 — February 28 of nest tree
July 31
Great Gray Activities Within 500 | Activities can
Owl are feet of nest occur:
prohibited: tree September 1
March 1 — — February
August 31 28
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Soils

Design Elements

Objective

Responsible Person

Grapple piling shall be done with
low ground pressure (< 8.5 psi) on
dry, frozen, or snow covered soil,
and machinery will stay on existing
skidtrails where possible.

“Dry” means July through
September, or obviously dry during
other months. “Frozen” means
frozen to a depth of 4 inches or
more. “Snow covered” means
sufficient snow depth to prevent
soil disturbance and compaction.

Keep soil impacts as small
as practical, especially
long-lasting impacts; and
keep detrimental soil
impacts from this project to
less than 20% of the area
of each unit. Limit soil
damage

COR

Skid trail locations shall be
designated and approved prior to
logging. On areas where existing
skidtrails spaced 100-140 feet
apart can be reused, reuse the old
skidtrails. Otherwise, space
skidtrails about 120 feet apart
(except where they converge at
landings and junctions), using
existing skidtrails where possible
and appropriate. Draw bottoms are
not appropriate.

Limit soil damage

Sale Administrator, Soils
Specialist

Avoid skidding on slopes steeper
than 35%, where feasible; use
directional felling and tractor
winching. There shall be no
skidding on slopes from 35 to 45%
except for short pitches and none
on slopes steeper than 45%.

Limit soil damage.

Sale Administrator, Soils
Specialist

No skidding will be done under wet
soil conditions, when ruts six
inches or deeper would form on a
continuous 50 feet or more of skid
trails.

Limit soil damage.

Sale Administrator, Soils
Specialist

Re-use existing landings where
feasible and where they are away
from shallow soil areas and
ephemeral draws unless approved
by the hydrologist, soil scientist or
fisheries biologist.

Limit soil damage.

Sale Administrator, Soils
Specialist
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Skidders shall not be allowed off
skidtrails except on frozen soil.
Directional felling and/or winching
shall be used when necessary.
Low ground-pressure equipment
(<8.5 psi) can be allowed off of
skidtrails under, dry, frozen, or
snow covered conditions.

Limit soil damage.

Sale Administrator, Soils
Specialist

The purchaser shall subsoil
landings and revegetate (plant
trees or seed grass) except where
soils are not suitable for subsoiling,
such as in rock pits.

Speed recovery of
damaged soil.

Sale Administrator, Soils
Specialist

Runoff and erosion from skidtrails,
and tractor-winch furrows shall be
controlled by the use of cross
drains or comparable measures.
Outfalls of the cross drains shall be
clear and located on soil where
water will infiltrate, not on shallow
or impermeable soil. Cross drains
on skidtrails should be spaced
appropriately for the terrain.

Limit long-lasting soil
damage.

Sale Administrator, Soils
Specialist

Seeps will be treated as Category
4 wetlands protected by a no entry
100ft RHCA.

Comply with Pacfish

Layout

Meet Forest Plan ground cover

Meet Forest Plan

Burning Boss

standards when conducting Standards
prescribed burning.
Watershed
Design Elements Objective Responsible Person

RHCAs for Category 1, 2 and 4
streams and for Category 3 and 4
wetlands shall be consistent with
PACFISH. (100-300")

Protect fishbearing,
perennial, and intermittent
streams with PACFISH
buffers.

Fisheries Biologist,
Hydrologist

Ephemeral draws will have site
specific, no-cut buffers (10-50" on
each side).

Protect ephemeral draws

Timber Layout Forester,
Sales Administrator

Equipment will be permitted in
ephemeral draw buffers only at
designated crossings. If skidding
across draw bottoms that show
signs of water flow, skid only when
the soil in the draw is dry or frozen,
and place slash or other ground
cover on the skidtrail after use with
approval of aquatic specialist.

Protect ephemeral
draws/Reduce erosion-
sediment transport

Sale Administrator,
Aquatic Specialist
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Activities associated with removal,
replacement, improvement or
addition of culverts in RHCAs and
ephemeral draws will be completed
during dry conditions or after
consultation with fish biologist and
hydrologist or their designate.
Cease all work if storm events
occur and increase stream flows.
Control sediment during installation
and removal of culverts using
approved erosion control practices

Reduce sediments; protect
perennial and fish-bearing
streams

Fisheries Biologist,
Hydrologist, Engineering
Representative

Use erosion control measures (i.e.,
sediment filters, straw bales) to
protect streams from construction
sediment, where needed.

Reduce sediment transport
to streams.

Sale Administrator,
Engineering
Representative

Cross drains and other drainage

Reduce erosion and

Sale Administrator,

structures should be spaced sedimentation Engineering
appropriately for the terrain Representative
For roadwork, operate machinery Reduce erosion and Engineering
only on road prism. sedimentation Representative
Temporary roads will be located Reduce Sale Administrator,
outside of sediment delivery zones erosion/sedimentation Engineering
(as determined by soil type, ground potential Representative

vegetation, and slope), will meet
Best Management Practices for
controlling surface run-off and
erosion, and will be hydrologically
closed. Machinery used to build
temporary roads shall remain
within approved roadway.

Decommission/obliterate temporary
roads by some combination of the
following: recontouring slopes;
subsoiling compacted soils to a
depth of 16” (unless prevented by
bedrock or soil rock content soil);
pulling berm; pulling slash (where
available); planting or seeding
disturbed areas to achieve a
minimum of 35% ground cover;
restoring natural drainage patterns
(may include pulling waterbars)
and waterbarring as needed; and
/or disguising the first hundred
yards of travel way with large
pieces or organic material such as
cull logs and tops of trees.

Reestablishment of natural
drainage. Decompaction of
travel way. Restoration of
ground cover. Preventing
access to decommissioned
road. Prevent/reduce
potential for
erosion/sedimentation.

Sale Administrator,
Hydrologist, Fisheries
Biologist, Soil Scientist,
Silviculturist.

Methods for individual
roads will be determined
in consultation with the
District Hydrologist,
Fisheries Biologist, or
Soil Scientist.
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The Forest Service will require a
Hazardous Substances Plan and a
Prevention of Oil Spill Plan from
contractor to be reviewed and
approved prior to implementation of
activities including prescribed fire.

Prevent petroleum products
or other deleterious
materials from entering
stream systems.

Sale Administrator,
Engineering
Representative, Burn
Boss, COR

Treat fuels in RHCAs and
ephemeral draw buffers by hand.
Avoid placing hand piles in RHCAs
except when fuels treatments (eg
precommercial thinning) are
implemented in RHCA’s. Hand
piles in RHCA's shall be located at
least 50 feet away from live and
intermittent stream channels and
not in riparian vegetation.
Distribute ignition of closely spaced
piles (less than 75 ft. apart) in
RHCA'’s over a minimum of two
years; an alternative schedule of
ignition may be implemented after
consulting with soil scientist,
hydrologist, or fish biologist.

Reduce
erosion/sedimentation
transport.

COR, Fuels Planner,
Silviculturist

Fisheries

Design Elements

Objective

Responsible Person

Screen water pump intakes with
appropriate size mesh (3/32") to
prevent entrapping fish. Require
pump containment Kkit.

To prevent fuel and oil spills
and avoid entrapping fish in
pumps.

Engineering
Representative

Keep refueling and fuel storage at
least 150 feet away from live
streams.

To prevent fuel and oll
spills.

Engineering
Representative

Avoid fire lines within RHCAs. This
will ensure that there is a vegetated
area where sediment and water
can settle prior to entering a live or
intermittent stream channel.
Properly rehab hand fire lines i.e.,
waterbar, scatter woody debris,

etc.

Control amount of sediment
entering streams.

Burn Boss, Fish Biologist

Minimize consumption of >4"dbh
coarse wood near stream
channels.

Protect and maintain
stream channels during
high water or floods.

Burn Boss, Fish Biologist
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Heritage

Design Elements

Objective

Responsible Person

All NRHP eligible and potentially
eligible (unevaluated) sites will be
avoided/protected from any ground
disturbing impacts during all timber
harvest activities.

Site Protection

Sale Administrator,
Contracting Officer, Zone
Archaeologist

There will be no piling, hand or with
ground-based-based machines
(i.e., grapple), within the
boundaries of a NRHP eligible or
potentially eligible (unevaluated)
site; all hand and grapple piling
and burning of slash or fuel
concentrations will take place
outside of the site boundaries.

Site Protection

Sale Administrator,
Contracting Officer, Zone
Archaeologist

All NRHP eligible and potentially
eligible (unevaluated) historic
properties with structural remains
or other wooden feature types,
and/or can and bottle refuse areas
will be avoided/protected during all
burning activities. Eligible historic
remains will be identified on the
ground and proper protection
measures will be conducted during
the burning activities.

There will be no hand lines
constructed through the boundaries
of NRHP eligible or potentially
eligible (unevaluated) sites.

Under the terms of the
Management Strategy for the
Treatment of Lithic Scatter Sites
(Keyser et al. 1988), low intensity
burning (<300° C.) will have no
effect on the prehistoric lithic
assemblages.

Site Protection

Burn Boss, Zone
Archaeologist

If cultural resources are
encountered during project
implementation, all ground-
disturbing activities will cease until
the Zone Archaeologist is
contacted, assesses the situation,
and recommends appropriate
action.

Site Recording and
Protection

Sale Administrator and/or
Contracting Officer, Zone
Archaeologist
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Range

Design Elements

Objective

Responsible Person

All existing structural range
improvements (fences, gates,
spring developments, etc.) and
permanent ecological plots will be
contractually protected (ATPs).

Protect government and
permittee investments

Sale Administrator

If structural improvements are
damaged during project operations
they will be repaired to Forest
Service standards prior to livestock
scheduled use. This will be
accomplished by whoever caused
the damage. Repairs will be
required of purchaser if damage
was done during timber sale
operations, by thinning or fuel
treatment contractors, or by force
account where appropriate.

Protect government and
permittee investments

Sale Administrator, COR,
Burn Boss

If livestock are present on either
side of a fence, means will be
taken to protect the integrity of the
grazing schedule. This could
include contractual requirement to
assure gates are kept closed,
placement of temporary cattle
guard or presence of a “gate
keeper”. If no livestock are
present, gates and fences shall be
operable prior to logging activities
proceeding to the next subdivision.

Prevent the movement of

livestock to other pastures.

Sale Administrator

Fence right of ways, trails, other
developments and access to them
will be cleared of slash produced
by logging or post sale activities.

Noxious Weeds

Protect government and
permittee investments

Sale Administrator

Design Elements

Objective

Responsible Person

Conduct road blading, brushing
and ditch cleaning in areas with
high concentrations of invasive
plants in consultation with District
or Forest-level invasive plant
specialists, incorporate invasive
plant prevention practices as
appropriate.

Prevent the introduction,
establishment and spread
of invasive plants.

Engineering
Representative

Actions conducted or authorized by
written permit by the Forest Service
that will operate outside the limits

Prevent the introduction,
establishment and spread
of invasive plants.

Sale Administrator,
Engineer Representative
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of the road prism (including public
works and service contracts)
require the cleaning of all heavy
equipment (bulldozers, skidders,
graders, backhoes, dump trucks,
etc.) prior to entering National
Forest System Lands.

Inspect active gravel pits, quarry
sites, and borrow areas for invasive
plants before use and transport.
Require treatment of infested
sources before any use of pit
material. Use only gravel and rock
that are judged to be weed free by
USFS weed specialists.

Prevent the introduction,
establishment and spread
of invasive plants.

Engineer Representative

Botany

Design Elements

Objective

Responsible Person

Vehicles and off-road equipment
should avoid scabland areas and
vernally moist meadows. Known
sites in the Sunshine Flat area are
to be mapped and flagged prior to
implementation. Sites are to be
avoided during operations,
including direct lighting and ATV
travel during prescribed burning..

To protect Eleocharis
bolanderi species habitat.

Botantist, Burn Boss

Vehicles and off-road equipment
should avoid seeps, springs, and
riparian areas. Monitoring of
temporary culvert locations will be
conducted during spring 2008 prior
to road reconstruction.

To protect Botrychium
species habitat and Carex
interior habitat

Botanist

Areas supporting false hellebore
(Veratrum californicum) and
vernally moist meadows should be
avoided by vehicles and heavy
equipment, even if these areas dry
out late in the season

To protect Phacelia
minutissima habitat.

Botanist

Local native seed mixes or non-
persistent weed-free certified seed
will be used for areas requiring
erosion control or rehabilitation
measures

To avoid additional
introduction of non-native
species within the Project

Area

Botanist
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Monitoring

1. Vegetation Monitoring (Silviculturist)

Tree marking will be monitored to ensure compliance with the silvicultural
prescription and marking guide. Monitoring will check for correct selection and
designation of trees expected to live and snags to be left for wildlife habitat and
resource protection.

After harvest, a post sale examination will be done to determine the actual need
for precommercial thinning and fuel treatment. Plans will be adjusted to the
actual post harvest conditions and need for further treatment.

2. Watershed and Fisheries (District Hydrologist and Fisheries Biologist)

Monitor Best Management Practices (BMPs): Three to five percent of tractor
yarded units will be monitored to ensure BMP implementation and effectiveness.
Monitoring would be done by the District hydrologist, fisheries biologist, soil
scientist, or trained technicians, and the Sale Administrator and would occur
during project implementation and after completion of the project.

Monitor Unit Boundaries along RHCAs: Monitor three to five percent of units
adjacent to RHCASs to ensure adequate buffering of mechanized harvest/fuels
reduction activities.

3. Fire and Fuels Monitoring (Fuels Specialist)

Monitoring of work conducted under thinning, grapple and handpiling contracts
would consist of periodic inspections while work is in progress and after
completion to determine compliance with contract standards.

Prescribed burning implementation monitoring includes burn day monitoring to
ensure burning is conducted within the parameters stated in the Burn Plan. This
monitoring is completed by fire personnel. Weather, flame length, and smoke
dispersal would be a minimum of what is recorded. Fuel reduction will be
monitored through fuels plots and would be conducted by fire personnel.

Prescribed burns are to be monitored during and after the burn for the amount of
effective ground cover remaining after the burn, the amount of fuel reduction, and
post burn mortality and crown scorch.

Burning in RHCAs will be monitored for the amount of ground cover that is
exposed and the mortality levels of riparian shrubs and trees.

4. Monitor Forage Recovery (Range Specialist)

Monitor vegetation recovery after prescribed burning to determine when grazing
may resume. Rangeland conditions including forage production and species
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diversity will be monitored after burning to ensure the areas are ready to support
livestock grazing on a sustainable level.

5. Monitor Noxious Weeds (Range Specialist)

Disturbed areas within the Project Area will be periodically monitored to identify
the establishment of noxious weed species. New infestations will be included in
the Forest weed database and will be treated using appropriate methods.

6. Visuals

Upon completion of the activities proposed in this effort, personnel with training in
scenery management should review the end result. The results of this review
should guide subsequent actions as well as planning efforts in other areas. If
activities were determined to be unacceptable, then a site-specific scenery
restoration action plan may be designed and implemented.
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Comparison of Alternatives

This section provides a tabular comparative summary of the effects of No Action
and of implementing the Proposed Action as derived from Chapter 3 effects

analysis.

Alternative 1

Alternative 2

Fuels and Forest Vegetation

Fuel loadings in tons per acre 16.15 5.8
immediately after activities of the
Proposed Action
Fuel loading in tons per acre in 50 27.03 15.15
years
Acres of High to Extreme Crown 2,812 2,022
Fire Potential in 50 years
Average flame length in 50 years 6 ft. 4.5 ft.
Acres of commercial thinning and 0 Commercial/Precommercial
non commercial thinning to Thinning - 734
increase resiliency and Precommercial Thinning to
sustainability of the forest and 9” DBH — 355
reduce the risk of insect and Precommercial Thinning to
disease to the forest 7" DBH - 99
Thinning around Large
Trees — 90
Aspen Stands Treated 0 10
Soil, Water Quality, Listed
Aquatic Species
Miles of temporary road 0 2.5
constructed
Miles of temporary road 0 0
constructed in RHCAs
Acres of timber harvest 0 Commercial Thinning - 734
Percent detrimental soil impacts pre No Impacts No units exceed 20%
and post project detrimental impacts (units
average 7%)
Road construction, timber harvest, No Impacts No measureable increase
and prescribed burning affects on
sediment and temperature
Aquatic Species Biological See Table 2-4 See Table 2-4
Evaluation/Assessment by species
Effects to the temperature of the No Effect No measurable Effect
MFJDR
Cover
Acres of commercial and/or 0 64
precommercial thinning in
satisfactory cover
Percent satisfactory cover in Big 5% 4.8%

Game Winter Range pre and post
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project

Acres of commercial and/or
precommercial thinning in Big
Game Winter Range total cover

1,278

Percent total cover in Big Game
Winter Range pre and post project

28%

23%

HEI pre and post project

51

.50

Dedicated Old Growth and
Replacement Old Growth

Percent of DOG in suitable habitat
(Old Forest Multi Strata)

30%

83%

Comparison to Forest Plan
Standards

Does not meet Forest Plan
Standards

Meets Forest Plan
Standards

TES, MIS, Featured Species, and
Migratory Birds

Wildlife and Plant Biological
Evaluation determinations for TES
species

See Tables 2-5 and 2-6

See Tables 2-5 and 2-6

Wildlife analysis of impacts to
Management Idicator Species and
landbirds including neotropical
migrant bird species and habitat

No Impact

Limited short term impacts,
Long term beneficial
impacts

Snags and Down Wood

Snag Comparison to Forest Plan

Meets Forest Plan

Meets Forest Plan

Standards Standards Standards
Down Wood Comparison to Forest Meets Forest Plan Meets Forest Plan
Plan Standards Standards Standards
Old Growth Dependent Species
Treated acres and percent of the 0 1,278 acres treated
Balance Creek/Coyote Creek mechanically (9% of the
Subwatershed subwatershed)
Noxious Weeds/Invasive Species
Miles of temporary road 0 2.5
construction
Miles of road maintenance 0 27.2
Acres of grapple piling 0 156 acres
Acres of prescribed burning 0 1,934
Grazing Permittee Operations
Rest period following burning No Impact No anticipated impact
Forage amount No Impact Mid to long term increase
Recreation
Recreation analysis — impacts on No Impact Limited Short term impact
recreation
Visual Quality
Visual Quality Objectives Meets Forest Plan Meets Forest Plan
Standards Standards
Roads
Open road densities pre and post 2.1 2.1
project
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Comparison to Forest Plan

Meets FP Standards

Meets FP Standards

standards
Economics
Present Net Value 0 $18,548
Number of jobs supported over the 0 6
life of the project
Heritage No Effect No Effect

Table 2-4: Aquatic TES Species Effects Determinations

Aquatic Species

Status

Alt. 1 - No Action

Alt. 2 - Proposed
Action

Columbia River Bull
Trout Salvelinus
confluentus

T, MIS

NE

NE

Mid-Columbia River
Steelhead
Oncorhynchus mykiss

T, MIS

LAA

NLAA

Mid-Columbia Steelhead
Designated Critical
Habitat

NLAA

NLAA

Chinook Salmon EFH?

MS

NAE

NAE

Interior Redband Trout
Oncorhynchus mykiss

S, MIS

MIIH

MIIH

Westslope Cutthroat
Trout Oncorhynchus
clarki lewisi

S, MIS

NI

NI

Mid-Columbia River
Spring Chinook
Oncorhynchus

tshawytscha

MIIH

NI

Columbia Spotted Frog
Rana luteiventris

MIIH

MIIH

Malheur Mottled Sculpin
Cottus bairdi ssp.

NI

NI

1Chinook salmon waters are designated Essential Fish Habitat by the Magnuson-Stevens

Act.
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Table 2-5: Wildlife TES Species Effects Determination

Species Status Occurrence | Alternative 1 | Alternative 2
No Action Proposed
Action
Gray Wolf (Canis lupus) S HD/N NI NI
(removed from list 2008)
Northern Bald Eagle S HN/S NI NI
(Hailaeetus leucocephalus)
North American Lynx (Lynx T HN/N NE NE
canadensis)
American Peregrine Falcon S HN/N NI NI
(Falco perigrinus anatum)
California Wolverine (Gulo gulo S HN/N NI NI
luteus)
Pygmy Rabbit (Brachylagus S HN/N NI NI
idahoensis)
Pacific Fisher (Martes pennanti) S HN/N NI NI
Western Sage Grouse S HN/N NI NI
(Centrocercus urophasianus
phaios)
Gray Flycatcher (Empidonax S HN/N NI NI
wrightii)
Bobolink (Dolichonyx S HN/N NI NI
oryzivorus)
Upland Sandpiper (Bartramia S HN/N NI NI
longicauda)
Tricolored Blackbird (Agelaius S HN/N NI NI
tricolor)
Bufflehead (Bucephala albeola) S HN/N NI NI

E = Federally Endangered, T = Federally Threatened, S = Sensitive species (RF List)
HD = Habitat documented or suspected with the planning area or near enough to be

impacted by project activities

HN = Habitat Not within the Project Area or affected by its activities

D = Species Documented in general vicinity of project activities
S = Species Suspected in general vicinity of project activities
N = Species Not documented and not suspected in general vicinity of project activities

NE = No Effect, NI = No Impact,

NLAA = May Effect, Not Likely to Adversely Affect

MIIH = May Impact Individuals or Habitat, but Will Not Likely Contribute to a Trend Towards
Federal Listing or Cause a Loss of Viability to the Population or Species

Table 2-6: Plant Sensitive Species Effects Determination

Sensitive Species Occurrence | Habitat Status | Alt 1 (No Alt 2
in Project Within Project | Action) (Proposed
Area Area Action)
Achnatherum hendersonii Not Found Not Present NI NI
Henderson's ricegrass

Achnatherum wallowensis Not Found Not Present NI NI

Wallowa ricegrass
Astragalus diaphanus var. Not Found Not Present NI NI
diurnus South Fork John
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Day milkvetch

Astragalus tegetarioides Not Found Not Present NI NI
Deschutes milkvetch
Botrychium ascendens Not Found Present MIIH MIIH
upswept moonwort
Botrychium crenulatum Not Found Present MIIH MIIH
crenulate moonwort
Botrychium lanceolatum Not Found Present MIIH MIIH
lance-leaf moonwort
Botrychium minganense Not Found Present MIIH MIIH
Mingan moonwort
Botrychium montanum Not Found Present MIIH MIIH
mountain moonwort
Botrychium pinnatum Not Found Present MIIH MIIH
pinnate moonwort
Calochortus longebarbatus Not Found Not Present NI NI
var. peckii long-bearded
sego lily
Camissonia pygmaea Not Found Not Present NI NI
dwarf evening primrose
Carex backii Not Found Present NI MIIH
Carex idahoa Idaho sedge Not Found Present NI MIIH
(formerly C. parryana)
Carex interior inland sedge Found Present NI MIIH
Cypripedium fasciculatum Not Found Not Present NI NI
clustered lady slipper
Dermatocarpon luridum Not Found Not Present NI NI
silverskin lichen
Eleocharis bolanderi Found Present NI MIIH
Bolander’s spikerush
Leptogium burnetiae var. Not Found Not Present NI NI
hirsutum hairy skin lichen
Listera borealis northern Not Found Not Present NI NI
twayblade
Lomatium erythrocarpum Not Found Not Present NI NI
redfruit desert parsley
Lomatium ravenii Raven's Not Found Not Present NI NI
lomatium
Luina serpentine colonial Not Found Not Present NI NI
luina
Mimulus evanescens Not Found Not Present NI NI
vanishing monkeyflower
Pellaea bridgesii Bridge's Not Found Not Present NI NI
cliff-brake
Phacelia minutissima least Not Found Suspected NI MIIH
phacelia
Pleuropogon oreganos Not Found Not Present NI NI
Oregon semaphore grass
Thelypodium eucosmum Not Found Not Present NI NI

arrow-leaved thelypody
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CHAPTER 3 - AFFECTED
ENVIRONMENT AND ENVIRONMENTAL
EFFECTS

Introduction

This chapter provides information concerning the affected environment of the Balance
Thinning and Fuels Reduction Project Area, and potential consequences to that
environment from implementing the Proposed Action (Alternative 2) or the likely results
of taking No Action (Alternative 1). Direct, indirect and cumulative effects, are
disclosed. Effects are quantified where possible, or discussed qualitatively. The means
by which potential adverse effects will be reduced are described (see also Chapter 2).

The discussions of resources and potential effects take advantage of existing
information included in the Malheur National Forest Plan’s FEIS, other project EA's or
EIS's, project-specific resource reports and related information, and other sources as
indicated. Where applicable, such information is briefly summarized and referenced to
minimize duplication.

Specialist Reports and Project Record

This Environmental Assessment hereby incorporates by reference the, Fire and Fuels,
Forest Vegetation, Wildlife, Soil, Watershed, Fisheries, Botany, Noxious Weeds,
Rangeland, Recreation, Visual Quality, Roads, Economics, and Heritage Specialist
Reports located in the Balance Thinning and Fuels Reduction Project Record (40 CFR
1502.21). These reports contain the detailed data, methodologies, analyses,
conclusions, maps, references, and technical documentation that the resource
specialists relied upon to reach the conclusions in this environmental assessment. The
project record also contains information resulting from public involvement efforts. The
project record is located at the Blue Mountain Ranger District Office in John Day,
Oregon, and is available for review during regular business hours.

Analyzing Effects

Direct, Indirect and Cumulative Effects

Direct environmental effects are those occurring at the same time and place as the
initial cause or action.

Indirect effects are those that occur later in time or are spatially removed from the
activity.
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Cumulative effects are those effects that result from the incremental impact of the action
when added to other past, present or reasonably foreseeable future actions regardless
of the agency or person that undertakes such other actions (40 CFR 1508.7).
Cumulative effects can result from individually minor, but collectively significant actions
taking place over a period of time. These “related actions” may be influencing current
conditions. If so, their current (or foreseeable) effects are relevant to considerations of
whether the proposed action would add to their effects.

In the descriptions of cumulative effects of the proposed action, relevant related actions
that are known are identified and discussed. (A full listing of relevant related actions is
provided in Appendix C.) Each cumulative effects analysis, for each environmental
component, is guided by and consistent with the Council on Environmental Quality
letter, “Guidance on the Consideration of Past Actions in Cumulative Effects Analysis” of
June 24, 2005.

Irreversible and Irretrievable Commitments

NEPA regulations also state that the Forest Service must show any irreversible or
irretrievable commitments of resources that may result from the alternatives. An
irreversible commitment is a permanent resource loss including the loss of future
options. It usually applies to nonrenewable resources, such as minerals or cultural
resources, or to factors that are renewable only over long periods, such as soil
productivity. Such commitments are considered irreversible because the resource has
deteriorated to the point that renewal can occur only over a long period of time, at a
great expense or because the resource has been permanently destroyed or removed.
An irretrievable commitment is the loss of use or production of a natural resource for
some time. One example is when suitable timberland being used for a winter sport site.
Timber growth on the land is irretrievably lost during the time the land is used as the
winter sport site, however, if the use changed, timber growth could be resumed. The
growth lost is irretrievable, but the timber resource is not irreversibly lost because the
land could grow trees again in the future.

Forest Plan Consistency

The proposed action is consistent with the Malheur National Forest Land and Resource
Management Plan (Forest Plan - USDA Forest Service 1990) and its amendments.
Applicable forest-wide and land use designation standards and guidelines have been
incorporated. The Forest Service uses design measures in the planning and
implementation of land management activities. The application of these measures
begins during the planning and design phases of a project.
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Plans of Other Agencies

The CEQ regulation implementing NEPA requires a determination of possible conflicts
between the proposed action and the objectives of Federal, State, and Local land use

plans, policies, and controls for the area. See the “Findings and Disclosures section at
the end of this chapter for a discussion of compliance with various laws.

Existing Conditions and Environmental Consequences

The following sections contain information on the existing condition of individual
resources and the reasonably likely outcome of taking No Action - Alternative 1 at this
time. The effects (direct, indirect, and cumulative) of the Proposed Action - Alternative 2
on those resources and reasonably likely outcome of project implementation are also
disclosed. More detailed discussions on methodology, analytical arguments, and
further scientific discussions are contained within the various specialists’ reports in the
project file. These are available upon request.

Analysis of effects considers the cumulative effects of future maintenance burning since
we desire to continue maintaining the County Road 20 Safety Corridor and reduced risk
to homes and other property that this project is designed to provide. Prescribed burning
is one of the best tools to maintain the forest in a healthy and fire safe condition and is a
general goal of forest management throughout the Blue Mountains.
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Fuels

Introduction

This section of the EA summarizes existing fuels conditions and the effects of the No
Action and Proposed Action alternatives on fire and fuels. Additional details can be
found in the Fire and Fuels Specialist Report located in the project record.

The objectives of this project are to reduce horizontal and vertical fuel loading, and the
continuity of hazardous fuels. The longer term goal is to reduce the hazard of high-
severity wildland fire to the County Road 20 travel route, adjacent private lands and the
environment.

Fire hazard for any particular forest stand or landscape reflects the potential magnitude
of fire behavior and effects (severity) as a function of fuel condition. Fuels have been
traditionally characterized as crown fuels (live and dead material in the canopy of trees),
surface fuels (grass, shrubs, litter, and wood in contact with the ground surface), and
ground fuels (organic soil horizons or “duff”), and buried wood (Peterson et al. 2004).

Fire risk is defined as the potential and frequency for wildfire ignitions. Fire risk is often
defined as the number of fires per 1,000 acres per decade. Areas that have a fire start
every one to ten years are considered to have a high fire risk. The Balance
Creek/Coyote Creek Subwatershed classifies as having a high fire risk.

Wildland fires can be classified into 2 different types, surface fires and crown fires.
Crown fires are often divided into two different types, passive and active. Passive crown
fire exhibits torching of individual trees or groups of trees. Active crown fire occurs when
fire moves through the tree crown, burning all crowns in the stand.

Surface fires burn in surface fuels and ground fuels. The size, arrangement, loading,
and moisture of the surface fuels and ground fuels along with weather and topography
dictate fire intensity and rate of spread. Surface fuel sizes from 0-3 inches are the
primary contributors to fire spread and intensity. Fire intensity can be measured in
terms of flame length. Flame lengths of less than 4 feet are considered to be a low
enough intensity that direct fire control efforts by hand crews can still be effective.
Flame lengths greater than 4 feet indicate the need for machine constructed fireline or
an indirect suppression strategy would be required to control the fire by handcrews.

Crown fires are generally considered the primary threat to ecological and human values.
Crown fires occurs when surface fires create enough energy to preheat and combust
fuels well above the surface (Agee 2002). Crown fires pose the greatest threat to fire
fighter safety from increased fire line intensities and long distance spotting. These risks
force the fire fighter to an indirect suppression strategy, which increases acres burned
and thus increases fire severity on the landscape.
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Fuels Management

Surface and crown fuels can be manipulated in several different ways to affect their
size, arrangement (both horizontal and vertical), density, and loading to affect fire
behavior. Two primary treatments were considered for this project: underburning and
commercial/non-commercial thinning from below combined with activity fuel treatment.

Late or early season underburning reduces surface and ground fuels, primarily in the O-
3" size class. It also has the effect of raising canopy base height by scorching lower
branches, killing smaller trees, and less fire adapted species. The effects from
underburning vary widely depending on the weather and fuel conditions at the time of
the burn and the skill of the fire managers in directing how the fire will burn. Generally
spring burning has better results when mortality in small diameter trees is desired.
Several burn entries may be needed to meet the objectives for an area. The combined
effects of reduced surface fuels and increased canopy base height reduce the potential
for crown fire. Once the desired surface fuel loadings and canopy base height have
been achieved, maintenance burning would need to continue and primarily be done in
the fall.

Thinning from below removes trees with smaller diameters, usually intermediate and
suppressed trees. It has the effect of raising the canopy base height and decreasing
canopy bulk density, both of which reduce the potential for crown fires. Canopy base
height (CBH) is the height from the ground at which there is sufficient fuel in the form of
needles and limbs to sustain torching. The higher the canopy base height, the less
likely the potential for torching. Canopy bulk density (CBD) is the highest average fuel
loading in the canopy. The higher the CBD, the greater the potential is for stand
replacing fire. Surface fuels created from the thinning may need to be treated or they
would negate the benefits of thinning by increasing flame lengths and igniting the
canopy. Slash on steep slopes is generally treated by hand piling and burning or
jackpot burning. On gentler slopes, slash can be treated by machine piling and burning
or jackpot burning.

Definition of Terms

Plant Association Group (PAG)/Biophysical Environment —Vegetation
classification using similar moisture and temperature environments resulting in
similar fire regimes. See Forest Vegetation section for discussion of individual
PAGs.

Canopy base height — The lowest height above the ground at which there is a
sufficient amount of canopy fuel to propagate fire vertically into the canopy.

Canopy bulk density — The mass of available canopy fuel per unit of canopy
volume. It is stand characteristic as opposed to a tree characteristic.

Condition Class - (fire regime condition class) a classification of the amount of
departure from the natural regime (Hann and Bunnell 2001). There are three
condition classes for each fire regime. The classification is based on a relative
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measure describing the degree of departure from the historical natural fire regime.
This departure results in changes to one (or more) of the following ecological
components: vegetation characteristics (species composition, structural stages,
stand age, canopy closure, and mosaic pattern); fuel composition; fire frequency,
severity, and pattern; and other associated disturbances (e.g. insect and diseased
mortality, grazing, and drought).

Fire intensity —the rate of heat release along the flaming fire front. Higher
intensities require more complex fire fighting resources (dozers and airtankers).
Lower intensities require less complex resources (handcrews, engine crews).

Fire risk - the chance of a fire starting from any ignition source, determined by using
the frequency of past fire starts.

Fire hazard - the potential magnitude of fire behavior and effects as a function of
fuel conditions for any particular forest stand or landscape.

Ladder fuels - vegetation of varying heights that allows a fire to move from surface
fuels to lower growing plants which can ignite higher fuels such as small trees or low
hanging branches of taller trees.

Active Crown Fire — The fire moves through the tree crowns, burning all crowns in
the stand.

Passive Crown Fire — some crowns will burn as individual trees or groups of trees
torch

Regulatory Framework

Malheur Forest Plan and the Malheur Fire Management Plan

The Malheur National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan (Forest Plan),
(USDA 1990) includes Forest-wide fire management direction consistent with other
resource goals. The Malheur National Forest Fire Management Plan (FMP), (USDA
2004) is an annually updated operational guide that defines how the Fire Management
Program will be implemented on the Malheur National Forest.

The Forest Plan provides forest-wide goals and identifies direction for fire and residue
management:

e Initiate initial suppression action that provides for the most reasonable probability
of minimizing fire suppression costs and resource damage. These suppression
actions should be consistent with probable fire behavior, resource impacts,
safety, and smoke management considerations.

e |dentify, develop and maintain fuel profiles that contribute to the most cost-
efficient fire protection program consistent with management direction (Forest
Plan IV-4).

Chapter 3, Affected Environment and Environmental Effects — Page 6



Additional Forest-wide fire and residue management direction is included in the Fuels
Specialist Report located in the project record.

National Fire Plan

The National Fire Plan (USDA Forest Service & USDI Bureau of Land Management
2001) provides national direction for hazardous fuel reduction, restoration, rehabilitation,
monitoring, applied research, and technology transfer. The USDA Forest Service and
Department of Interior (DOI) are developing a common strategy for reducing fuels and
restoring land health in fire-prone areas. The USDA Forest Service prepared a
document outlining strategies for protecting people and the environment by restoring
and sustaining land health; Protecting People and Sustaining Resources in Fire-
adapted Ecosystems — A Cohesive Strategy (USDA Forest Service 2000).

Healthy Forest Restoration Act

In 2003 the Healthy Forest Restoration Act (HFRA) was signed into law. This act is
designed to expedite hazardous-fuel reduction and forest-restoration projects on
specific types of Federal land that are at risk of wildland fire or insect and disease
epidemics. All proposed HFRA actions must be consistent with the applicable resource
management plans and they must be on lands managed by the USDA Forest Service or
DOI BLM. For a project to meet the requirements of HFRA, the actions must occur in
one of four areas. The Balance Thinning and Fuels Reduction project occurs in one of
those areas; the Wildland Urban Interface as defined in the Grant County Community
Fire Protection Plan.

Air Quality

Activities that will create smoke emissions must follow the State of Oregon Smoke
Management Plan.

In compliance with the Clean Air Act, burning of any kind will not occur unless prior
approval is granted by Oregon Department of Forestry. The Clean Air Act sets air
quality standards for particulate matter (PM) for particles less than 10 microns in
diameter (PM 10) and less than 2.5 microns in diameter (PM 2.5). All amounts of PM10
and PM 2.5 emissions will be calculated using the CONSUME software in the Fastracks
reporting system, which is also submitted with planned burn operations to the Oregon
Department of Forestry to determine compliance with the Clean Air Act.

Analysis Methods

The three primary direct and indirect effects analyzed in this report are crown base
height/crown bulk density, fire behavior, and smoke management. The Analysis Area is
the Balance project boundary and the Balance Creek/Coyote Creek Subwatershed.

Chapter 3, Affected Environment and Environmental Effects — Page 7



e Informs was used to assess fire hazard in the analysis area and the effects of
treatments, the FVS/FFE was used and acres and existing condition/no action (in
50 years) were compared. (Measures for comparison will be tons/per/acre and
fire behavior).

e To assess fire behavior, INFORMS Fuels Reduction Analysis has been run for
the analysis area. To calculate fire behavior, data for 97th percentile weather was
used and fuels data obtained from INFORMS, Most Similar Neighbor (MSN) and
photo series. INFORMS and MSN use past stand exam data and satellite
imagery to impute stand attributes into stands without existing data. (Measures
for comparison will be flame length and fire type). Four representative stands
from the project area were selected to display the measures for comparison.
These four stands are used throughout the analysis and are also used in the
Forest Vegetation analysis.

e To assess smoke management, differences in smoke emissions that are required
to be monitored (PM2.5) will be compared by alternative.

To assess the cumulative effects, past fire activity and fuels modification activities from
past, present and future projects in the Balance Creek/Coyote Creek Subwatershed will
be considered.

Balance/Coyote Historic Condition

Fire Regime

A natural fire regime is a general classification of the role fire would play across a
landscape in the absence of modern human intervention, but including the influence of
aboriginal burning (Agee 1993, Brown 1995). Coarse scale definitions for natural
(historical) fire regimes have been developed by Hardy et al. (2001) and Schmidt et al.
(2002) and interpreted for fire and fuels management by Hann and Bunnell (2001). The
five natural (historical) fire regimes are classified based on average number of years
between fires (fire frequency) combined with the severity (amount of replacement) of the
fire on the dominant overstory vegetation. These five regimes include:

e | —0-35 year frequency and low (surface fires most common) to mixed severity
(less than 75% of the dominant overstory vegetation replaced);

e |l —0-35 year frequency and high (stand replacement) severity (greater than 75%
of the dominant overstory vegetation replaced);

e |ll — 35-100+ year frequency and mixed severity (less than 75% of the dominant
overstory vegetation replaced);

e |V - 35-100+ year frequency and high (stand replacement) severity (greater than
75% of the dominant overstory vegetation replaced);

e V — 200+ year frequency and high (stand replacement) severity:
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Plant Association Groups (PAG) and Fire Regime- The subwatershed is classified
mostly as warm dry, cool moist, hot dry with a small amount of cold dry. The natural fire
regime for the warm dry/hot dry PAG is one of frequent, low intensity, non-stand
replacement fire. Mortality from fire would be light and patchy. The cool moist and cold
dry PAG areas are primarily in the riparian habitats directly adjacent to high frequency
fire regimes. Under this situation the natural fire regime is one of mixed frequency, and
mixed severity fire. The PAG for each stand was gathered from stand exam data and
photo interpretations and assigned to each stand in the analysis area. Fire regimes
were develop for the Tri Forests (Malheur, Umatilla, Wallowa/Whitman) and assigned to
the PAG’s of the Blue Mountains. Table F-1 shows the percent of the Balance/Coyote
Project area by PAG and Fire Regime.

Table F-1: Plant Association Groups and Fire Regimes within the Project Area

Plant Association Group/ Acres in the Project Area % of the Project Area
Fire Regime (3,530 ac)
Hot-Dry (FR-1/10% stand 208 6%
replacment)
Warm-Dry (FR-1/24% stand 2,617 74%
replacement)
Cool-Dry 0 0%
Cool-Mois t(FR-3/30% stand 264 7%
replacement)
Cool-Wet 0 0%
Cold-Dry (FR-4/57% stand 17 <1%
replacement)
Non-Forest 420 12%
Non-Veg 3 <1%

Fire, from both natural and human-caused ignitions, was an integral part of stable and
healthy ecosystems within this project area. Fires served to maintain seral vegetation
species, maintain lower stand densities, and maintain forage and browse for wildlife.
Under these conditions, the fires would have burned with a low to mixed severity,
creating a mosaic of condition across the landscape. The majority of the Balance
Project Area (80%) would be a fire regime | with a low to mixed fire severity.

Desired Condition

Surface Fuels

The desired maximum surface fuel load would be 5-15 tons per acre in the warm dry
and hot dry PAGs. The 3” plus size class of fuels would make up a majority of the
loading. Duff accumulations would be fairly low. This surface fuel loading alters fire
behavior, to allow firefighting resources to safely and effectively suppress wildfire, by
reducing flame length and fire intensity.
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For much of the warm dry plant association group, the closest representative photo to
show desired surface fuel conditions is (4-PP-4) from the Photo Series for Quantifying
Natural Forest Residues in Common Vegetation Types of the Pacific Northwest (May
1980). This photo indicates that the desired surface fuels be less than 10 tons per acre
with disturbance from the natural fire regime (Table F-2).

Table F-2: Desired surface fuel conditions (from Photo Series 4-PP-4)

Size Class Loading
0"- 0.25” 0.2 Tons per Acre (Approx.)
0.26"-1" 1.2 Tons per Acre (Approx.)
1.1"-3" 2.3 Tons per Acre (Approx.)
3"+ 4.7 Tons per Acre (Approx.)
Total 8.4 Tons per Acre (Approx.)

Canopy Fuels

Canopy base height (CBH) and canopy bulk densities (CBD) are the best measures for
helping predict crown fire potential. CBH would be maintained at sufficient height from
frequent fires that only occasional torching in less fire adapted trees would occur. CBD,
the weight of tree crowns over an area, would be lowered sufficiently enough that even
if surface flame lengths were high enough to reach the crown, fire wouldn’t spread in a
stand replacing type of crown fire. Historic crown fire potential was minimal.

Fire behavior

Over much of the project area, fire behavior during extreme weather would show the
character of a fire modeled with fuel model 2, 8, or 10. Fire intensity would be
dependant on the fine fuels, grasses, pine needles and small down wood and would
vary across the landscape. Fire would remain primarily as a surface fire, with high rates
of spread but exhibiting low severity to the larger fire dependent trees and soils. Fires
would have short spotting distances and would show much less resistance to control
compared to a passive or active crown fire.

Air Quality

Future wildland fires would burn with less severity due to less available fuels. Smoke
particulate matter produced from these fires would be lower than fires in stands that are
further removed from the historic fire return interval. Smoke created from prescribed
fires would continue to be monitored for compliance with the Clean Air Act through the
State Implementation Plan with Oregon Department of Forestry.
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Existing Condition

Topography and Weather

Most of the Project Area has gentle terrain with slopes less than 35%. The area has a
diverse range of aspects. Winds are generally out of the southwest but can be
influenced by terrain. Terrain influenced upslope/up river afternoon winds from west,
which bisect the project area, may increase fire spread and spotting distances.

County Road 20 Corridor and Structures

County Road 20 runs through the middle of the project area. The road is a paved road
managed for recreational and administrative use. The road corridor is considered to
have good potential as a location to limit the spread of potentially large fires in the area.
Several summer residences and out-buildings are located within the vicinity of the
project area and County Road 20 Road. There is private land within and adjacent to the
project area, with one summer cabin completely enclosed by Forest Service lands. The
risk to private lands is primarily from spotting created from a crown fire or from a running
crown fire approaching private lands.

Fire History

Using past fire history information from 1980 to 1998, the probability of a fire (1 for every
thousand acres in the watershed) occurring in the next 10 years within the Balance
Creek/Coyote subwatershed is 1.3. In other words there is likely to be 1.3 fires
per/1000 acres in the subwatershed in the next 10 years. There is a high probability
that a fire will start in the project area over the next 10 years. There is also a moderate
to high risk (50% of the watershed) that a fire will develop into a crown fire. Since 1981,
32,961 acres have burned from wildfire within a few miles of the Balance Creek/Coyote
subwatershed. Of these acres, 5,680 acres of the subwatershed burned during the
Summit Fire of 1996. The Summit Fire started as several small fires that escaped initial
attack and quickly grew together and covered approximately 28,286 acres on the Blue
Mountain District.

Fuels

Current fuel conditions in the project area are primarily the result of the exclusion of fire
over the past 75 to 100 years, timber harvest, and livestock grazing. The lack of fire
has allowed a build up of crown, surface and ground fuels. Grazing has reduced the
fine fuels in the form of grasses. Past harvest activities changed the structure and
species composition to higher levels of smaller less fire resistant trees. The
combination of these management activities has changed the natural composition,
arrangement and size of surface and crown fuels.
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Surface Fuels

An inventory of surface fuels was completed in the summer of 2006. The Photo Series
for Quantifying Natural Forest Residues in Common Vegetation Types of the Pacific
Northwest (GTR-PNW-105) was used for this inventory. Three groupings of fuel loads
are found in the project area. The moderate concentrations of surface fuels found in
some stands, is from insect induced mortality and past harvest activities. Photo 7-PP-3
is the photo used to represent these areas. Most stands have light/moderate surface
fuel loads. These areas are best represented by photos 2-PP- 2 and 3-PP-2. Table F-3
shows the results of that inventory. Duff levels over much of the project area range
from .25”" to 1” in depth. The exception is directly under the larger ponderosa pine trees.
Bark from ponderosa pine constantly flakes off and accumulates within the first few feet
of the bole of the tree. With the exclusion of fire over the past century these bark flakes
have reached depths of 6” to 10” under many of the larger ponderosa pine. When these
duff mounds burn completely, under low moisture conditions, high stress can be placed
on the tree.

Table F-3: Current fuel loading in the Balance Project Area

Size Class Fuel Loading
0"- 0.25” .50 Tons per Acre (Approx.)
0.26"-1" .77 Tons per Acre (Approx.)
1.1"-3 1.31 Tons per Acre (Approx.)
3"+ 13.57 Tons per Acre (Approx.)
Total 16.15 Tons per Acre (Approx.)

Fuel loads are averages across the landscape using 4 representative stands.

Crown Fuels

As a result of past harvest activities and the effects of fire exclusion, stand structure
over much of the project area has moved from primarily single storied stands with large
trees to overstocked stands with multiple stories of mid size and small trees. In most
stands, canopy base height is low enough and canopy bulk density is high enough that
when combined with current surface fuel conditions, the potential for passive and active
crown fire is high. Much of the larger ponderosa pine and western larch in the project
area have smaller grand fir and Douglas fir growing as ladder fuels underneath.

Expected Fire Behavior

As shown on Map 5- Existing Crown Fire Potential in Appendix D, most of the stands
would burn with extreme to moderate fire intensities at 97th percentile weather. See
Table F-4 for 97th percentile weather data used for fire behavior predictions. In the fire
regime 1 stands, an uncharacteristic very high intensity fire can be expected with
passive or active crown fires and long range spotting. Table F-5 displays fire behavior
characteristics if a fire were to occur. Fire intensity (flame length) would well exceed the
capability of suppression forces to use a direct attack strategy. Fire severity is expected
to be high with damage to soils and mortality in all size classes of trees.
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Table F-4: 97th percentile weather and corresponding fuel moistures

Attribute Fire Season (97th Percentile)
% 1 hr. Fuel Moisture 4%
% 10 hr. Fuel Moisture 4%
% 100 hr. Fuel Moisture 5%
% 1000 hr. Fuel Moisture 10%
% Herbaceous Fuel Moisture 70%
% Woody Fuel Moisture 70%
20’ Wind Speed 20.0
Dry Bulb Temperature (oF.) 91.0

Fuel and weather parameters represent the 97"% weather. In other words 3% of the time weather
and fuel conditions exist on the forest that contributes to large fire growth.

Table F-5: Fire behavior characteristics - Existing Condition

Stand Number Crown bulk Crown base Fire Type Crown Fire
density height Potential
302170259 .106 7 Surface Fire Medium
302170271 121 8 Passive Crown Medium
Fire
302210152 .048 4 Passive Crown Very High
Fire
302210143 .063 23 Surface Fire High
Air Quality

The Strawberry Mountain Wilderness is a Class | airsheds. The Strawberry Wilderness
is approximately 27 air miles south of the project area. In Class | areas, only very small
increments of new pollution above existing air pollution levels are allowed and these
pollution levels are monitored by the state. At this time there is no monitoring for smoke
impacts in eastern Oregon. The State has designated visibility protection periods for
Class 1 airsheds from July 1st to September 15th for Central Oregon and the
Cascades. At this time these protection periods have not been set for Class 1 airsheds
in Eastern Oregon. Monitoring has not shown that visibility within the area is degraded,
the state is considering including Strawberry Mountain Wilderness in the long-term
strategy. See draft Oregon Regional Haze State Implementation Plan at
http://www.deq.state.or.us/ag/haze/index.htm.

The prevailing winds are from the southwest and west. During the day, diurnal heating
forces air up valley and up slope out of the area. During the night, air follows the
drainages in the area downstream. Inversions affect air quality the most during the
winter months, but during the rest of the year inversions sometimes develop in the
morning hours and dissipate by noon.

Currently, air quality in surrounding sensitive areas is limited to short term impacts.
These impacts result from wood burning, prescribed burning, and field burning to the
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west. The greatest impact to the wilderness area is from field burning in Central Oregon.
This burning causes haziness which can last for several days in the spring and summer.

Smoke produced from a potentially large crown fire exceeds PM 10 and PM 2.5
emission levels described as unhealthy in the State Implementation Plan of the Oregon
Smoke Management Plan. Smoke produced from other burning, such as prescribed
fire, is monitored and managed by the State of Oregon to meet the requirements of the
Clean Air Act.

Carbon Cycle and Climate Change

Forests sequester large amounts of carbon from the atmosphere which can be released
by wildfires. Globally, about 1/3 of the total carbon inputs to the atmosphere are from
burning forests. Currently the material in the Balance Project Area is likely to be
released back into the atmosphere rather than be sequestered in durable products or
replacing fossil fuels in energy production.

Environmental Consequences

Alternative 1 - No Action

Direct and Indirect Effects

Without vegetation and fuels treatments, much of the County Road 20 corridor would
continue to be at risk for potential crown fire. As seen on Map 5- Existing Crown Fire
Potential and Map 6- No Action Crown Fire Potential in 50 Years in Appendix D,
modeling of crown fire potential within the Balance Project Area and the County Road
20 corridor shows the potential for high to very high potential for crown fire. This leaves
the County Road 20 corridor in poor condition to be used for a location to slow or stop
the spread of a large fire moving through the area.

Without treatments, the stands adjacent to private land would continue to depart from
historical conditions, making for increased potential for crown fires and loss of
structures. These conditions make for unsafe locations for firefighter to attempt efforts
to protect structures and private land.

Surface and Canopy Fuels

Under the No Action Alternative, species composition, stocking levels, fuel loads, and
median tree sizes and ages would continue their departure from historic conditions.
Surface fuels are expected to be similar to the existing condition over the next few
years. Depending on the amount of mortality from future bark beetle attacks and other
mortality causing pathogens, overall surface fuel loading may increase which would
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increase the departure from the historic condition. Duff levels around the larger
ponderosa pine would remain at high levels.

Table F-6: Fuel Loadings in tons per acre - in 50 years no treatments

Size Class Fuel Loading (Approximate)
0"- 0.25” .94 Tons per Acre
0.26" - 1" 2.45 Tons per Acre
11"-3 2.88 Tons per Acre)
3"+ 20.83 Tons per Acre
Total 27.03 Tons per Acre

Fuel loads are averages across the landscape using 4 representative stands.

Canopy fuels and ladder fuels would continue to increase with less fire adapted species
such as white fir, and over stocking of Douglas fir and ponderosa pine seedlings and
saplings. There would be an increase in ladder fuels under the larger ponderosa pine.
Canopy base height would become lower and canopy bulk density would continue to
increase.

Expected Fire Behavior

The effect of no action would result in an increased potential for uncharacteristic, crown
fire behavior. Map 5- Existing Crown Fire Potential and Map 6- No Action Crown Fire
Potential in 50 Years in Appendix D display current crown fire potential and crown fire
potential for 50 years without treatment. With increases in ladder fuels from the high
stocking levels in the understory, low canopy base height, and high canopy bulk density,
the expected fire behavior for much of the project area is not of low severity surface
fires, as it was historically but has the potential for high severity effects to the vegetation
and soils. Table F-7 shows two measures of fire behavior for four sample stands and
corresponding crown fire potential as modeled using the fire modeling tools in
INFORMS.

Table F-7: Fire behavior characteristics - in 50 years no treatments

Stand Number Flame Length Fire Type Crown Fire Potential
302170259 6.0 Passive Crown Fire Very High
302170271 7.8 Active Crown Fire Very High
302210152 4.7 Passive Crown Fire Very High
302210143 5.6 Surface Fire High

Air Quality

Due to an continued increase in available canopy fuels, duff and surface fuels, smoke
produced from a large wildland crown fire would exceed PM 10 and PM 2.5 emission
levels described in the State Implementation Plan of the Oregon Smoke Management
Plan as unhealthy.
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Carbon Cycle and Climate Change

No action would have an adverse effect on the carbon cycle and climate change. The
biomass that has accumulated is prone to be released back into the atmosphere by
either combustion in a wild fire or by decomposition.

Cumulative Effects

All of the past, present, and reasonably foreseeable actions in Appendix C were
considered for their cumulative effects on fire and fuels. The following discussion
focuses on activities that may contribute effects to fire or fuels.

Past actions including fire suppression, timber harvest, and grazing have contributed to
the current fuel conditions and the departure from the natural disturbance regime.
These actions have resulted in increases in understory vegetation and surface fuels,
changes in species composition and vegetative continuity.

Some of the 150 miles of road within the Project Area has enabled fire suppression
personnel to more easily access fire starts and contributed to successful fire
suppression. Fire suppression would continue as an ongoing activity but would get
increasingly more difficult as fuels increase.

Alternative 2 — Proposed Action

Following treatments planned with the proposed action, fire hazard to the County Road
20 road corridor, structures and adjacent private land would be reduced. In the event of
a large crown fire moving into the Project Area, fire behavior would moderated towards
more of a surface fire. Firefighters would have options to use the roads within the
Project Area as a containment line to burnout from with reduced long range spotting
potential. Map 11- Post Treatment Proposed Action Crown Fire Potential in Appendix D
displays the crown fire potential after treatments of the Proposed Action.

Direct and Indirect Effects

Surface Fuels

In the short term (1-5 years) surface fuel loads would become closer to historic
conditions. Following activity fuel treatments and prescribed underburning, surface fuel
loadings are expected to be within 5 to 10 tons per acre. Larger size classes of down
woody fuels would make up a majority of the total fuel loading but would be greatly
reduced from current loading. The resulting fuel model used to predict surface fire
behavior, in treated areas, would best be described as either fuel model 8/10 or fuel
model 2. Fuel model 8 has the least surface fire intensity of all of the fuel models. Fuel
model 2 is a grass model that may have high fire intensities depending how soon the
grasses and forbs respond under the residual tree canopy and the effect of continued
livestock grazing. Fall burning will better meet objectives to reduce 0"-3” surface fuel
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loads as fuel moistures are generally lower than in the spring, allowing near full
consumption of the 0”-3” size fuels. Fall burning will also consume more of the larger
size classes of downed woody fuels. Down logs and snags will be protected during
prescribed underburning to reduce consumption of these large woody fuels needed for
wildlife habitat and meet to Forest Plan Standards (See the Design Measures in

Chapter 2).

Table F-8: Fuel loadings in tons per acre - after Proposed Action treatments

Size Class Fuel Loading (Approximate)
0"- 0.25” .22 Tons per Acre
0.26" - 1" .44 Tons per Acre
1.1"-3" .65 Tons per Acre
3"+ 2.72 Tons per Acre
Duff 1.76 Tons per Acre
Total 5.8 Tons per Acre

Fuel loads are averages across the landscape using 4 representative stands.

Table F-9: Fuel Loadings in tons per acre - 50 years after Proposed Action treatments

Size Class Fuel Loading (Approximate)
0"- 0.25” .24 Tons per Acre
0.26" - 1" .98 Tons per Acre
1.1"-3" 1.24 Tons per Acre
3"+ 10.95 Tons per Acre
Duff 1.24 Tons per Acre
Total 15.15 Tons per Acre

Fuel loads are averages across the landscape using 4 representative stands.

Grasses and forbs are expected to increase after the first season. In late summer, as
these plants cure, they become available as fine fuels in the event of wildfire. These
fuels tend to burn with high intensity but with lower severity than dead woody fuels.

Duff depths are expected to decrease by as much as 50% following underburning. Fall
burning generally consumes more duff than spring burning as the duff layer has much

higher moisture content in the spring.

In the mid to long term (5-15 years), as small trees and limbs killed by the underburning
begin to fall, surface fuel loads will start to increase again and would need to be

managed with future underburning.

Fire is a useful tool to stimulate regeneration of aspen and reduce competition.
Increasing aspen regeneration, in the long run, would increase its use as a fire break
due to the inherently low flammability and higher moisture regime (Pathway literature
2002 — Fire and Aquatic Ecosystem). This would be a long term goal.
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Canopy Fuels

In the short term, reducing stand density in the thinned and underburned stands will
greatly increase canopy base height (CBH) and reduce canopy bulk density (CBD).
Ladder fuels under residual stands would be reduced. The residual stand would consist
of a higher proportion of fire dependant and adapted tree species.

Thinning is proposed in three units that are satisfactory cover stands. Two of these
units (80 and 82) were brought forward by collaborators to thin and handpile ladder
fuels from under larger dominant trees to preserve and enhance the old growth
characteristics. This would increase CBH and reduce CBD while maintaining fire
dependant and adaptive trees. The remaining unit (unit 30) is proposed to have a
combination of commercial and non-commercial thinning. This treatment contributes
towards meeting the project objective of reducing the chances of a ground fire
becoming a crown fire, and a small fire becoming an uncharacteristic wildfire by
increasing CBH and reducing CBD in conjunction with adjacent treatments.
Underburning is proposed to follow treatment in this unit but not to change stand
structure beyond what the thinning would accomplish.

Stands that are treated by underburning would have an increased CBH due to mortality
in small diameter trees (ladder fuels) and scorching of lower limbs on residual trees.
Mortality following spring underburning is generally higher than with fall underburning.
In the spring, during bud burst, small trees are more susceptible to heat damage. A
spring burn will better meet the objective of reducing then number of small trees. Fall
burning generally results in increased consumption of surface fuels and duff.

Maintenance underburning and increased growth of the residual stands would further
increase CBH and CBD would begin to decrease. Without continued maintenance
burning, the growth of ladder fuels would begin reducing CBH and increasing CBD.

Trees identified as Hazard trees (typically snags) along the 2045 Road would be
removed to reduce risk to firefighters and public. This road is used heavily by the public
for recreation and would be the most logical road for suppression efforts access and
egress to fires in the area. Hazard trees (danger trees) are standing trees that present
a hazard to people due to conditions such as, but not limited to, deterioration or physical
damage to the root system, trunk, stem, or limbs and the direction of the lean of the
tree. Hazard trees would be identified using the direction in the FSM 7700 chapter 30
and Field Guide for Danger Tree Identification and Response (R6-NR-FP-PR-03-05) by
Richard Toupin.

Expected Fire Behavior

Map 11- Post Treatment Proposed Action Crown Fire Potential and Map 12 — Proposed
Action Crown Fire Potential in 50 Years in Appendix D show crown fire potential for the
Proposed Action compared to No Action. In many stands, crown fire is reduced after
completion of the treatments. Areas with expected very high and high crown fire

Chapter 3, Affected Environment and Environmental Effects — Page 18



potential are broken into smaller scattered areas. Future crown fire potential will
continue to decrease if maintenance underburning treatments continue. Table F-10
shows fire behavior characteristics after treatments of the Proposed Action and Table F-
11 shows fire behavior characteristics 50 years after those treatments.

Table F-10: Fire behavior characteristics - after Proposed Action treatments

Stand Number Crown bulk Crown base Fire Type Crown Fire
density height Potential
302170259 .032 34 Passive Crown Low
Fire
302170271 .104 18 Passive Crown Medium
Fire
302210152 .046 30 Surface Fire Low
302210143 .032 34 Surface Fire Low

Table F-11: Fire behavior characteristics - 50 years after Proposed Action treatments

Stand Number Crown bulk Crown base Fire Type Crown Fire
density height Potential
302170259 .045 37 Surface Fire Low
302170271 .086 29 Surface Fire Medium
302210152 .038 36 Surface Fire Low
302210143 .029 36 Surface Fire Low

In stands that receive a high proportion of thinning, surface fire intensity and rate of
spread may increase due to increased fine flashy fuels (cured grasses) and increases in
effective wind speed. In the short term, fires occurring during extreme weather
conditions will be primarily surface fires. Direct attack from ground forces will be more
effective in most of the project area from reduced crowning potential. Fire severity will

be much lower, with less mortality in the residual stand, and reduced soil impacts due to
lower duff depths.
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Table F-12: Fire behavior characteristics in 50 years

Stand Number 50 years after Flame Length Fire Type
Treatments
302170259 No Action 6.0 Passive Crown
Fire
Proposed Action 3.1 Surface Fire
302170271 No Action 7.8 Active Crown
Fire
Proposed Action 6.6 Surface Fire
302210152 No Action 4.2 Passive Crown
Fire
Proposed Action 1.2 Surface Fire
302210143 No Action 5.6 Surface Fire
Proposed Action 7.2 Surface Fire

In the mid term, following the proposed treatments, much of the area will exhibit far less
fire severity under extreme fire weather conditions. Table F-12 shows a comparison
between the No Action Alternative and the Proposed Action of fire behavior
characteristics modeled 50 years after treatment in four sample stands.

1. 302170259 will receive precommercial thinning and handpiling followed by pile
burning. Surface fuels and ladder fuels are reduced to a level that flame lengths are
reduced and fire type changes from a passive crown fire to a surface fire.

2.302170271 will receive a combination of precommercial thinning, handpiling and
underburning with the proposed action. Surface fuels and ladder fuels are reduced to a
level that flame lengths are reduced and fire type changes from an active crown fire to a
passive crown fire (isolated torching). The model illustrates the need for maintenance
burning to continue in the future to control ladder fuels.

3. 302210152 will receive a combination of commercial thinning with whole tree yarding
followed by an underburn under the Proposed Action. Surface fuels and ladder fuels
are reduced to a level that flame lengths are greatly reduced and fire type changes from
a passive crown fire to a surface fire.

4. 302210143 will receive commercial thinning/precommercial thinning and pile burning.
Surface fuels and ladder fuels are reduced to a level that flame lengths are slightly
higher and the fire type remains a surface fire. This is because of increased effective
wind speed through the canopy and being modeled as a fuel model 2, a grass fuel type,
with increased rates of spread and high flame lengths. Even though flame length
increases, the fire remains as a surface fire and the crowning potential is reduced from
a high to a low. These factors, surface fires and reductions in crowning potential,
increase firefighter safety and ability to successfully suppress wildfires. Table F-10 and
F-11 display these characteristics.
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Table F-13: Comparison of fire characteristics by alternative in 50 years

No Action Proposed Action
High to Extreme Potential 2,812 acres 2,022 acres
Crown Fire
Average Flame Length 6 ft. 4.5 ft.

Table F-13 shows a comparison of fire behavior characteristic for a hypothetical 97th
percentile fire in 50 years. The Proposed Action reduces the amount of area with high
to extreme potential crown fire by 790 acres (in the project area) by modifying the
surface and canopy fuels. Average flame lengths decrease by more than 1.5 foot due a
reduction of surface fuels. This effect suggests improved firefighting capability even
under difficult circumstances, and also reduced fire severity (resource impacts). These
expected outcomes are the result of less crown-fire potential and thus lower overall
intensity, as depicted in Map 11- Post Treatment Proposed Action Crown Fire Potential
in Appendix D.

Air Quality

Smoke intrusions are not expected to impact the neighboring communities as a result of
the prescribed burning. The prevailing winds are from the west/southwest, and will force
the smoke to the east/northeast. The towns of Baker City and Sumpter are the closest
communities and are approx 20/40 air miles to the northeast of the project area. They
are not expected to be impacted adversely since most of the smoke will be
diluted/dispersed. A west or northwest wind could transport smoke to the town of Unity,
approximately 20 air miles away, but is also expected to be dispersed and not have an
adverse affect to the community. Burning should be planned for times when transport
winds are sufficient to displace much of the smoke from the area. Smoke generated
form pile burning and underburning is expected to affect the surrounding area,
especially downwind to the community of Galena, in the form of an inversion. These
impacts are expected to be short term. The communities of John Day and Canyon City
are not expected to be impacted by smoke production from activities proposed in this
project. Both towns are to the southwest of the project area and not in line with typical
prevailing winds.

Visibility protection periods have been designated for Class 1 wilderness areas in
Oregon, the implementation of this project will adhere to the designated visibility
protection periods from July 1st to September 15th.

See Table F-14 for a comparison of smoke impacts from a potential passive or active
crown fire and underburning per burning day. Total acres of underburning and pile
burning were used to calculate particulate matter (PM) for the proposed action. Acres
of high to extreme crown fire were used to calculate PM for wildfire.
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Table F-14: Tons of particulate matter production by alternative (PM 2.5 only)

Particle Underburning and | Wildfire at Total Pounds
Size Pile Burning 97th of Particulate
(Ibs/pm/per/day) Percentile Matter per
Day
No Action PM 2.5 0 2,471,000 2,471,000
Proposed Action PM 2.5 460,080 810,720 1,270,800

PM 2.5 is considered respirable and has the most implications to human health.

Carbon Cycle and Climate Change

The Proposed Action would have a positive effect on the carbon cycle. Harvest does
not release stored carbon into the atmosphere; that carbon remains stored in the logged
wood. The trees removed no longer have carbon fixing capacity but the carbon is not
being released into the atmosphere, it remains in the harvested wood. There is an
increased carbon sequestering capacity in remaining trees as tree sizes increases due
to improved growth rates. Converting a portion of the accumulated biomass into
durable products like lumber or into paper that would eventually either be recycled or
buried in a landfill would take that portion out of the atmosphere. Additionally, any
biomass used for power generation would allow that amount of fossil fuels to remain
sequestered in the ground.

Cumulative Effects

All activities in Appendix C have been considered for their cumulative effects on fuels.
For large fire behavior, the area of consideration for cumulative effects of the proposed
action is past activities within 20 years within the Balance Creek/Coyote Creek
Subwatershed. The Balance Creek/Coyote Creek Subwatershed is the logical break for
considering cumulative effects for fire behavior. Ridge lines and roads are often used
by fire suppression forces as locations to contain a large fire. The first primary ridge
lines separating the subwatershed from adjacent subwatersheds will most likely be used
to contain a large fire, as will the County Road 20, Forest Service Road 2045, and 045
from starts in the Project Area. Current and reasonably foreseeable activities include
grazing, commercial and noncommercial thinning and prescribed fire. These actions
are expected to occur in the subwatershed.

Fire Behavior and Forest Condition — A total of 5,680 acres have burned in wildfires
within the past 20 years within the Balance Creek/Coyote Creek Subwatershed. Fuels
reduction from the fire and the following fire salvage had the effect of reducing fire
hazard on 41% of the subwatershed for the near future. Much of the fire area has been
returned to the stand initiation stage of structure development.

Several past management practices including harvest, precommercial thinning,
reforestation, fuels treatment and grazing activities have occurred in the subwatershed
on both National Forest System and private lands that affected the stand structure,
stand composition, ground vegetation, and overall fire behavior. Reforestation and
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natural regeneration of the Summit Fire in the mid/late 90’s to the north/east of the
project area placed much of the area back into an early succession stage of vegetation
growth with high stocking levels and low surface fuel levels. Other reforestation
activities related to timber harvest have also placed scattered areas into a condition
class of 3. Fuels from harvest activities were treated primarily by machine or hand
piling followed by burning of the piles. In small scattered areas activity fuels were
treated with broadcast burning, in preparation for planting. The combined effect of
these treatments along with the exclusion of low intensity, frequent fire, places the
Balance Creek/Coyote Creek Subwatershed in the current condition. The cumulative
effects of past activities along with the proposed actions of the Balance Project will be to
improve the overall condition of the subwatershed. The effect to overall fire behavior for
the subwatershed is minimal except to the area within the proposed action or adjacent
to the project

Portions of the subwatershed have active livestock grazing allotments. As long as
grazing continues in the area, fine fuels in the form of cured grasses will be altered from
historic conditions. This action will reduce fire intensity over much of the Project Area
and subwatershed increasing fire suppression capabilities on surface fires. The
combined effect of continued grazing added with the proposed action will improved fire
suppression capabilities across the entire subwatershed.

Air Quality — To asses the cumulative effects of air quality, areas where smoke from the
proposed action and other forest burning may combine to increase levels beyond the
previously mentioned will be considered. The Blue Mountain Ranger District maintains a
target of approximately 3,000 acres of fuels reduction burning per year. Of this,
approximately 2,500 acres is jackpot burning or underburning and the rest is pile
burning. To have a cumulative effect, other forest burning would need to occur within a
day or two of the Balance Project burning and be somewhat upwind or down wind from
each other. Beyond two days, smoke dissipates enough to reduce the potential for
negative impact. Other District underburning planned that could occur during the same
season as the Balance Project underburning is the Crawford Project approximately 10
miles to the east or the Antelope?2 project which is approximately 30 miles to the south.
In the event that either of these projects will be implemented during the same season as
the Balance Project, all underburning will be in compliance with the Clean Air Act.

Other pile burning will occur during the same time period as the pile burning planned for
the Balance project. All pile burning will also be in compliance with the Clean Air Act.

Burning of any kind will not occur unless prior approval is granted by Oregon
Department of Forestry. All amounts of PM10 and PM 2.5 emissions will be calculated
using the CONSUME software in the Fastracs reporting system, which is also submitted
with planned burn operations to the Oregon Department of Forestry to determine
compliance with the Clean Air Act.
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Consistency With Direction and Regulations

Forest Plan and Fire Management Plan — The Proposed Action meets the direction in
the Forest Plan by managing fuel levels that will minimize the potential of high intensity,
catastrophic wildfires and also results in a cost-effective protection program. Alternative
1 does nothing to manage fuels levels, increasing the potential for a high intensity
wildfire.

National Fire Plan — The Proposed Action meets the direction in National Fire Plan
primarily by reducing the threat to life and property from an uncharacteristic wildfire and
restoring natural ecological systems to minimize uncharacteristic fire intensities.

Healthy Forest Restoration Act - The Proposed Action reduces the threat of
uncharacteristic wildland fire in areas designated Wildland Urban Interface (WUI) by the
Grant County Community Wildfire Protection Plan. The WUI designation is specific to
County Road 20 because it is an evacuation route for an at-risk community.

Air Quality Regulations — State and federal air quality regulations will be followed. All
burning will be done in accordance with the Oregon State Smoke Management Plan to
ensure that clean air requirements are met.

Irreversible and Irretrievable Commitments

Irreversible Commitments

There are no long term irreversible commitments of resources that may result from the
proposed action with respect to fire and fuels. Some short term growth loss is expected
do to mortality in seedling and saplings from prescribed burning but nutrient recycling
could aid in increase growth of the residual stands.

Irretrievable Commitments

There are no known irretrievable commitments of fuels caused by the Proposed Action.
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Forest Vegetation

Introduction

This section of the EA summarizes existing vegetation and the effects of the No Action
and Proposed Action alternatives on vegetation. Additional details can be found in the
Forest Vegetation Specialist Report located in the project record. This section is based
on the assumption that all of the project design features for each alternative are carried
out as described in Chapter 2 of the EA.

Definition of Terms

Mechanical Treatments — Vegetation changes done by mechanical cutting
methods instead of by other means, such as prescribed burning.

Precommercial thinning — Thinning in tree stands where the trees to be cut are
not merchantable saw log sized material (1” to 9” dbh). The objective is to
reduce ladder fuels, reduce the amount of live and dead fuels, and increase tree
growth. Thinning would emphasize the retention of seral species, increasing
their representation in some stands.

Commercial thinning — This prescription would thin small/medium size trees (7
to 20.9” dbh) in immature forest stands by thinning from below to reduce stocking
levels. The goal is to reduce canopy fuels, enhance individual tree growth, and
to allow for the reintroduction of fire. Thinning from below means the majority of
the trees to be cut are in the smallest diameter sizes (up to approximately 14”
dbh) and relatively few trees would be cut in the medium diameters (15 to 20.9”
dbh). Thinning would also emphasize the retention of seral species, increasing
their representation in some stands.

Historical (Reference) Condition - The vegetation resulting from conditions and
disturbances that existed prior to European - American settlement, which began in
the 1850’s. Used as a baseline for “natural” conditions.

Existing (Current) Condition - The current forest vegetation resulting from actions
taken over the last 150 years, in combination with natural processes. Some of the
actions include grazing, mining, logging, and fire suppression.

Desired Condition — Forest vegetation resilient to natural disturbances and where
disturbances result in historic patch sizes.

Historic Range of Variability (HRV) — The percentage of each structural stage
thought to have existed across the landscape before European - American
settlement.

Plant Association Groups — (PAG) - Vegetation classification using similar
moisture and temperature environments resulting in similar fire regimes.

Structural Stage — Classification of forest stands by developmental stage and size.
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Figure-2: Description of forest structural classes by developmental stage and size.

Stand Initiation (SI). Following a stand-replacing disturbance such
as wildfire or timber harvest, growing space is occupied rapidly by
vegetation that either survives the disturbance or colonizes the area.
Survivors literally survive the disturbance above ground, or initiate
growth from their underground roots or from seeds stored on-site.
Colonizers disperse seed into disturbed areas, the seed germinates,
and then new seedlings establish and develop. A single canopy
stratum of tree seedlings and saplings is present in this class.

Stem Exclusion (SECC or SEOC). In this stage of development,
vigorous, fast-growing trees that compete strongly for available light
and moisture occupy the growing space. Because trees are tall and
reduce sunlight, understory plants (including smaller trees) are
shaded and grow more slowly. Species that need sunlight usually
die; shrubs and herbs may become dormant. In this class,
establishment of new trees is precluded by a lack of sunlight (stem
exclusion closed canopy) or of moisture (stem exclusion open
canopy).

Understory Reinitiation (UR). As a forest develops, new age
classes of trees (cohorts) establish as the overstory trees die or are
thinned and no longer fully occupy growing space. Regrowth of
understory vegetation then occurs, and trees begin to develop in
vertical layers (canopy stratification). This class consists of a sparse
to moderately dense overstory with small trees underneath.

Young Forest Multi Strata (YFMS). In this stage of forest
development, three or more tree layers are present as a result of
canopy differentiation or because new cohorts of trees got
established. This class consists of a broken or discontinuous over-
story layer with a mix of tree sizes present (large trees are absent or
scarce); it provides high vertical and horizontal diversity. This class
is also referred to as “multi-stratum, without large trees” (USDA
Forest Service 1995).

Old Forest (OFMS). Many age classes and vegetation layers mark
this structural class and it usually contains large, old trees. Decaying
fallen trees may also be present that leave a discontinuous overstory
canopy. On cool moist sites without recurring underburns, multi-
layer stands with large trees in the uppermost stratum may be
present.

Old Forest (OFSS). Many age classes but only a single fairly
distinct overstory layer marks this structural class and it usually
contains large, old trees. Decaying fallen trees may also be present
that leave a discontinuous overstory canopy. The diagram shows a
single-layer stand of ponderosa pine that evolved with high
frequency, low-intensity fire

Sources/Notes: Based on Oliver and Larson (1996) and O’Hara and others (1996). Modified,

Tatum 2006
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Canopy base height — The lowest height above the ground at which there is a
sufficient amount of canopy fuel to propagate fire vertically into the canopy.

Fire regime — A natural fire regime is a general classification of the role fire would
play across a landscape in the absence of modern human intervention, but including
the influence of aboriginal burning (Agee 1993, Brown 1995). Coarse scale
definitions for natural (historical) fire regimes have been developed by Hardy et al.
(2001) and Schmidt et al. (2002) and interpreted for fire and fuels management by
Hann and Bunnell (2001). The five natural (historical) fire regimes are classified
based on average number of years between fires (fire frequency) combined with the
severity (amount of replacement) of the fire on the dominant overstory vegetation.

Quadratic Mean Diameter — the diameter corresponding to the mean basal area
(the diameter of a tree of average basal area in a stand).

Regulatory Framework

Forest Wide Standards and timber management constraints set forth in the Malheur
National Forest Land and Resources Management Plan, as amended, are followed.
Much of the Project Area is in Management Area 4A (Big Game Winter Range), 1,965
acres (56% of the Project Area) with 425 acres (12% of the Project Area) each of MA1
(General Forest) and MA3B/RHCA (Anadromous Riparian Areas, 415 acres (12%) of
MA14F (Visual Corridor Foreground), and 250 acres (7%) of MA13 (Old Growth
Habitat).

Balance Thinning and Fuels Reduction Project qualifies under Title 1 - Hazardous Fuel
Reduction on Federal Land of the HFRA. The project is an Authorized Hazardous Fuels
Reduction Project as described in Section 102 of the HFRA because it is consistent with
the Implementation Plan for the 10-Year Comprehensive Strategy and is on Federal
lands within safety corridor identified in a community wildfire protection plan. This
project is identified in the Grant County Community Fire Protection Plan (GCCFPP) and
included in the GCCFPP Action Plan.

The Galena Watershed Analysis (1999) recommendations for dry forests include:
managing vegetation species and density to better balance proportion of structural
types, increase tree vigor to better resist insect and disease attacks, and reduce
potential for crown fire.

Additional details on Regulatory Framework including applicable Forest Plan standards
and goals can be found in the Forest Vegetation Specialist Report located in the project
record.
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Analysis Methods

Data used for this analysis was gathered from a combination of stand exams, photo
interpretation, GIS, and site visits. The Integrated Forest Resource Management
System (INFORMS) software program was used for project analysis. INFORMS was
designed for project level analysis and provides an interface to a variety of analysis
tools such as the Most Similar Neighbor (MSN), Forest Vegetation Simulator (FVS), and
the Fuels and Fire Extension for FVS (FFE-FVS). Using this, stand attributes from
sampled stands were imputed to non-sampled stands, treatment prescriptions
developed, stand growth with and without treatments modeled, and potential fire
intensities and severities modeled. The modeling was completed on the Balance
Creek/Coyote Creek Subwatershed. The effects of the actions and of no action are
discussed at both the subwatershed and at the Project Area. Four representative
stands from the Project Area were selected for comparative purposes. These four
stands are used throughout the analysis and are also used in the Fuels analysis. The
modeling is used for comparative purposes only and is not meant to accurately predict
actual future conditions. Long-term projections become estimates at best; however,
results do show trends and are useful for comparison. Additional information on
analysis methods and assumptions is available in the Forest Vegetation Specialist
Report in the project record.

Existing Condition

The combination of timber harvest and fire suppression gradually converted forests from
early seral species to a higher proportion of late seral species. Stand densities and
multi-layer canopies also increased across the forests. These late seral trees are not
resistant to forest insects, diseases, or to fire.

The Summit Fire in 1994 burned approximately 5,680 acres (approximately 41%) in the
Balance Creek/Coyote Creek Subwatershed. In addition, there have been numerous
other smaller fires in the subwatershed that have burned in the last 20 years. These
have been fueled by the increased dead and down timber, dense stands, and multiple
crown layers creating ladder fuels into the upper tree crowns.

Timber harvest in the last 15 years has begun to correct the past changes,
concentrating on thinning overstocked stands and shifting the species composition of
late-seral species stands to more resilient early-seral species. The commercial
thinnings have been mostly in small to medium diameter ponderosa pine stands but
have had limited improvement of tree growth due to the high densities that were left.

Biotic Conditions

The area for determining the Historic Range of Variation (HRV) is the 13,778 acres
Balance Creek/Coyote Creek Subwatershed. Map 3- Existing Structural Stages in
Appendix D displays the structural stages within the subwatershed. The Project Area is
approximately one-quarter of the subwatershed at 3,530 acres. The Analysis Area is
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85% forested. Within the Balance Creek/Coyote Creek Subwatershed, most of the area
is covered by conifer forest vegetation with a smaller amount of nonforested vegetation,
and a very small area of nhonvegetated land.

Table V-1. Subwatershed vegetation group acres and percent

Vegetation Groups Acres Percent of Area
Forest Vegetation 11,728 85%
Non-Forest Vegetation 2,000 15%
Non-Vegetated 50 <1%

The lower elevations and south facing slopes are generally ponderosa pine plant
associations with ground vegetation of pine grass, elk sedge, and common snowberry.
Other tree species include western larch, Douglas-fir, lodgepole pine and grand fir.
These stands are generally young and even-aged due to the nature of past harvests.
There is low structural diversity, overstocking, and a lack of larger diameter trees and
snags. The limiting factors to vegetative growth are competition for water, sunlight and
soil nutrients.

The rest of the plant associations are predominantly Douglas-fir and grand fir climax.
The grand fir series contain grand fir, Douglas-fir, western larch, lodgepole pine and
ponderosa pine. Pinegrass, twinflower, grouse huckleberry, and big huckleberry
dominate ground vegetation. These stands are typically overstocked multi-stratum
canopies that are at high risk for insect and disease problems and stand replacement
fire.

The forest vegetation can be grouped into eight plant association groups (PAGS).
There are six forested plant association groups that occur within the subwatershed as
displayed in the Table V-2. Of these, the Warm Dry plant association group is the most
prevalent, and is even more so within the Project Area (see Table V-2).

Table V-2: Subwatershed and Project Area Plant Association Groups

Plant Acres in % of the Acres in the % of the Project
Association Subwatershed Subwatershed Project Area Area
Group (approx. 13,775) (3,530)
Hot Dry 369 2% 208 6%
Warm Dry 9,152 66% 2,617 74%
Cool Dry 95 1% 0 0%
Cool Moist 1,826 13% 264 7%
Cool Wet 20 <1% 0 0%
Cold Dry 265 2% 17 <1%
Non-Forest 2,000 15% 420 12%
Non-Veg 50 <1% 3 <1%
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Warm Dry and Hot Dry Plant Association Groups
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The items of most importance displayed in the Warm Dry and Hot Dry HRV Graphs are:

e The OFSS and OFMS structural stages are below HRV in the Warm Dry PAG
e The Sl and SEOC are above HRV in the Warm Dry PAG

e The OFSS structural stage is below HRV but the OFMS structural stage is within
HRYV in the Hot Dry PAG

Warm Dry forests are the most prevalent plant association group in the subwatershed
and the Project Area. Hot Dry forests occupy far less area. Both PAGs occur across a
range of soils (volcanic ash as well as mixed and residual soils - gravely to cobbly
loams, clay loams). Warm dry forests occur on all aspects ranging from high to lower
elevations. Hot-dry forests occur on southerly to flat aspects along mid to lower
elevations.

Warm dry forests are represented by an array of plant associations, indicating the wide
range of environments they occupy. Species compositions range from nearly pure
ponderosa pine to mixes of ponderosa pine, Douglas-fir, grand fir, western larch, and
lodgepole pine. The warm dry forest includes most of the Douglas-fir plant associations
and the drier grand fir plant associations (up to and including the grand fir/grouse
huckleberry assoc.), since they all were subject to frequent, low intensity fires that
maintained early seral species in the stands.

Species composition in hot dry forests include nearly pure stands of ponderosa pine to
mixes where ponderosa pine is the dominant species and Douglas-fir, grand fir, western
larch, and lodgepole pine occur in lesser amounts. The hot dry forests were subject to
frequent, low intensity fires that maintained the ponderosa pine in the stands.

Species Compositions and Successional Development

The low intensity/high frequency disturbance regime common in these forest types
favored fire resistant species (ponderosa pine, and to a lesser extent western larch and
Douglas-fir) and development of more open stands with little vertical structure. Shade
tolerant species (grand fir and Douglas-fir) were generally susceptible to these fires due
to their thinner bark when young and persistent, low hanging crown characteristics.
Smaller understory trees were vulnerable to periodic fires surviving in areas with too
little fuels to carry a fire. The extent of these ground fires likely varied from small areas
(less than 10 acres in size) to entire slopes covering thousands of acres depending
upon the season, topography, and climatic conditions. The intensity also varied in
response to vegetative conditions. Areas missed by frequent fires (wetter northerly
aspects) developed conditions where subsequent fires could potentially be of moderate
to high intensity, resulting in patches of stand replacement/regeneration.

Overall, the frequency of these fires made them an agent of stability in these forest
ecosystems. They kept the ground vegetation dominated by fire adapted grasses (such
as pine grass and elk sedge), while promoting and maintaining mature forest vegetation
dominated by ponderosa pine.
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Disturbance Processes

Warm-dry and hot-dry forests have been affected by a variety of disturbances. These
include: insects; diseases; fire; and human related disturbances such as timber harvest,
fire suppression, and grazing. Fire is by far the major natural disturbance agent in dry
forests. Other disturbance agents in this forest type include a variety of insects and
diseases. In general, these disturbance agents added to the structural diversity of these
stands by providing small areas/openings for understory vegetation to establish.
Additional information about disturbance processes can be found in the Silviculture
Specialist Report located in the Project Record.

Fire

Historic fire disturbance regimes in these forest environments can be best characterized
as high frequency/low intensity. Fires started by natural ignition (i.e. lightning) or
American Indian people burned in the form of underburns and small areas of lethal fires
on a frequency of every 10-35 years in these forest types (Agee 1993, Hall 1977). Fire
regimes have been identified for all plant associations occurring across the Blue
Mountains. In addition, fire frequency with the percent of any fire that may be mixed
severity or stand replacing has been identified. Approximately 74% of the Project Area
has been identified as plant associations within the warm-dry plant association group
and in Fire Regime 1 with an average fire frequency of 22 years and 24% of any fire
potentially being stand replacing. Approximately 6% of the area has been identified as
plant associations within the hot-dry plant association group and in Fire Regime 1, with
an average fire frequency of 15 years and 10% of any fire potentially being stand
replacing. These fires were agents of stability, helping to maintain stands with high
proportions of fire tolerant species and large areas of relatively open park-like
conditions. Small areas of denser forest patches occurred in areas missed or more
resistant to fire (draws, spring seep areas, wetter aspects).

Recent fires on the Malheur National Forest have been large, stand replacement events
that are very out of character with the historical fires that occurred. For example, the
Summit Fire burned a portion this subwatershed and covered 30,000 acres, of which
over half was in the warm-dry and hot-dry forests. The Summit Fire burned with stand
replacement intensity across ¥ of the area.

Insects and Disease

Bark beetles are the most common insects present in the dry forests. The western pine
beetle keys in on highly stressed larger overstory ponderosa pine. Denser stands with
a high proportion of sapling to pole sized ponderosa pine have increased levels of
mountain pine beetle and Ips beetle activity and associated mortality. Fir engraver
activity is prevalent due to the combination of high stand densities and increased
proportion of grand fir occupying these sites. At endemic levels, these forest insects
play an important role in contributing to structural diversity, and providing dead wood
habitat important for wildlife and soil productivity. Scattered individual tree mortality
created small openings in stands where pockets of understory could establish. At
epidemic levels, they create excessive dead fuel conditions that can lead to disturbance
intensities outside the historic range.
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The primary root diseases in dry forests are Annosus and Armillaria that result in small
"centers" of mortality and associated gaps in the forest canopy. Annosus has been
identified in the Project Area. These areas provided openings for understory vegetation
(grasses, shrubs and seedlings) to establish and added to structural diversity. Annosus
root disease is most prevalent in stands previously entered with overstory and partial
overstory removal harvests. Annosus related mortality is usually associated with large
old stumps and harvest related disturbance (skid trails). These past harvests resulted in
varying degrees of disturbance to the soils and ground vegetation, facilitating the spread
of Annosus root disease through wind-borne spores infecting large stumps. Mortality
from the disease has been identified in both ponderosa pine and grand fir indicating that
both the P-strain (pine strain) and S-strain (true fir strain) of the Annosus root disease
are present. In the planning area the incident of Annosus is relatively minor.

Dwarf mistletoe is present in varying levels of infection. The brooms created by
mistletoe infections predisposed the occasional tree to bark beetle attack or torching by
fire. Thus, frequent fires likely helped keep overall levels of mistletoe low due to the
"fire pruning" of infected branches and negative impacts of the heat and smoke on
developing mistletoe plants.

Insects and diseases play an important role in creating structural diversity of snags and

down logs, and providing important wildlife habitat and recycling nutrients "locked up” in
trees and logs to maintain soil productivity. At severe levels, these diseases can greatly
inhibit the growth of trees and old forest structure.

Human

Human related disturbances (timber harvest, fire exclusion) have affected the warm-dry
and hot-dry forests more than the other forest types across the Subwatershed. In the
past, the most harvests focused on the removal of the larger overstory ponderosa pine.
The most noticeable feature is the absence of large ponderosa pine trees in many
stands. This is particularly evident in the lower and mid elevations due to early logging;
there are few large trees and an abundance of young, small to medium sized trees.
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Cool Moist and Cold Dry Plant Association Group
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The item of most importance displayed in the Cool Moist HRV Graph is:

e The OFSS structural stage is within HRV and the OFMS structural stages is
above HRYV in the Cool Moist PAG.

Cool-Moist forests occupy approximately 1,922 acres of the subwatershed and 353
acres of the Project Area (14% and 10% respectively). Cold-dry forests occupy
approximately 265 acres of the subwatershed and 17 acres of the Project Area (2% and
<1% respectively). Both occur on northerly aspects, mid elevations, and in the cooler,
wetter draw bottoms.

In the absence of a major disturbance (fire) cold-dry and cool moist forests will develop
forest vegetation dominated by grand fir, Douglas-fir, and spruce. Where frost is
frequent, lodgepole pine will be the dominant species. Ponderosa pine, western white
pine, western larch, and lodgepole pine are early seral species that are dependent on
disturbances to maintain suitable growing conditions.

Species Compositions and Successional Relationships

Species compositions and structural characteristics of the cool moist forests are largely
dependent upon the stage of succession of the stand and associated landscape as
dictated by the time since the last major disturbance (namely high intensity fire). The
historic species composition of the cool moist forest had higher proportions of fire
tolerant early seral species (ponderosa pine, lodgepole pine, and western larch) and
lesser amounts of fire intolerant species (grand fir, Engelmann spruce, and Douglas-fir)
prior to European influences. The conditions that affect disturbances in the cool moist
forests have not changed as substantially over time as has happened in the drier forest
types, resulting in less change in the fire severity from historic times to the present.

In cool dry forests species composition varies depending upon the successional
development stage, past disturbances, and microclimate or microsite differences. In the
absence of a major disturbance such as fire, cool dry forests will develop forest
vegetation dominated by grand fir, Douglas-fir, and western larch. Earlier successional
stages are dominated by early seral species such as lodgepole pine, ponderosa pine,
western white pine, and western larch; while later stages show increased proportions of
climax species such as grand fir, Douglas-fir, or spruce (in wetter areas). Western larch
increases in abundance where past disturbance created bare soil conditions and an
adequate seed source was present to re-colonize the disturbed areas. Wetter and
cooler areas (such as along riparian areas and headwater areas) have increased
amounts of Engelmann spruce. Western white pine was likely present in greater
proportions since blister rust, an exotic disease, had not been introduced.

Where frost is frequent, lodgepole pine will be the dominant species. Lodgepole pine is
the primary early seral species that would initially occupy a site. In stands with a longer
fire-free interval, climax species such as grand fir would become established. Stands
with a short fire return interval were maintained in lodgepole pine because succession
was continually reset never getting past the early seral stages.
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Disturbance Processes

These forests have been affected by a variety of disturbances. These include: insects;
diseases; fire; and human related disturbances such as timber harvest, fire suppression,
and grazing.

Fire

The historic/natural fire disturbance regime in the cold-dry forest types is best
characterized as a high frequency, low intensity regime overlaid with a low frequency,
high intensity regime. The relatively frequent disturbances were generally low severity,
ground fires which would occur every 10-50 years. Every 100 to 200 years there would
be an infrequent disturbance that was generally a high severity, stand replacing fire.
The extent of the fires was variable due to the topography and could be as large as
several hundred acres to over a thousand acres. Fire return intervals in these forest
environments were on the magnitude of 50-275+ years (Agee 1993).

Tree mortality was variable, as the tree species that grow in the moist forest have both
thin and thick bark, and shallow and deep roots. Western larch and ponderosa pine
have thick bark on medium to large trees. Grand fir, western white pine, Engelmann
spruce, and Douglas-fir have thinner bark, especially when young and are most
susceptible to mortality from ground fires. The persistent branches of grand fir and
Douglas-fir make them very susceptible to torching, often resulting in crown fires which
kill all of the trees in a patch. The moist forests occupying the transitional areas with the
dry forests experienced more frequent, low to moderate intensity fires, resulting in
vegetative and structural characteristics more similar to the dry forests (see Dry Forest
section).

Historically, wildfire was the major disturbance affecting cool moist forests. The
historic/natural fire disturbance regime in these forest types is best characterized as a
low frequency, high intensity regime. These relatively infrequent disturbances were
generally high severity, stand replacing fires. Between high intensity fires; other
disturbance agents, such as wind throw, insects, and diseases, also played a role in
shaping stand structures and compositions across the landscape. The low frequency of
stand replacement fires allowed for the development of large contiguous stands (large
patch sizes) that provided high quality core habitats ranging from 200 to 2,000 acres.
Fires generally kept the forest in a fairly vigorous condition, which reduced the role of
insects and disease as a disturbance process.

Fire starts are frequent, due to the higher elevation location of the cool dry forest
stands. The extent of fires was highly variable due to topography and the extent of
flammable lodgepole stands. Fire size could be as small as one stand of trees or as
large as several thousand acres. Fire return intervals in these forest environments were
on the magnitude of 50-275+ years (Agee 1993).

Tree mortality from fires is high; many of the trees in this group retain branches to the

ground for a long time and grow in dense, multistory patches. This predisposes them to
torching and crowning fire behavior which kills all of the trees in the stand. Additionally,
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the thin bark of these species does not protect them from basal heating, making them
easily killed, even by light ground fires. Stand establishment after disturbance is often
very rapid.

Fire is still the most influential disturbance process occurring in cool-dry forests. The
impact of fire suppression is much less in this forest type than in other types, due to
long fire return intervals. The main effect of fire suppression over the last 70 plus years
has been to increase the species diversity, allowing more fir and spruce to occupy the
stands than would naturally occur.

Insects

Between the high intensity fires, other disturbance agents (such as insects and
diseases) played a role in shaping stand structures and compositions across the
landscape.

Epidemic levels (populations that maintain themselves in a local area below outbreak
population levels) of insects periodically occur in cool-dry forest types. Fir engraver and
Douglas-fir bark beetles are other common insects in the moist forests. Historically,
these two insects are endemic causing low levels of mortality. Presently fir engraver is
increasing it’s activity in the Project Area and causing noticeable mortality in the fir
trees.

Defoliating insects such as western spruce budworm and Douglas-fir tussock moth also
act at disturbance agents in these forest types. They caused minor damage, weakening
some trees and predisposing them to subsequent attack by mountain pine beetles and
fir engraver.

Diseases

Root diseases such as Annosus and Armillaria generally infected stands at small scales
(less than 1 acre). Root disease mortality centers created gaps in stands helping to
develop multi-stratum structural characteristics enhancing both horizontal and vertical
structural diversity. Severe levels of root disease resulted in significant tree mortality,
hindering development of late structural characteristics while maintaining understory
reinitiation and young forest multi- strata structural characteristics. These areas of high
mortality were also at increased risk to stand replacing fires which ultimately returned
stands to early seral species with greater tolerance to root diseases. Areas that
escaped fires and developed large areas of suitable hosts likely showed increased
levels of root diseases resulting in changes to the stand structure and composition as
levels of root disease intensified.

Other diseases such as gall rust and atropellis canker occur in these forest types
affecting lodgepole growing in humid areas, resulting in stem malformation and
subsequent breakage, adding to the diversity of tree forms within stands. Dwarf
mistletoe, a parasitic plant, is another disease present throughout these forest types.
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Human

Fire exclusion, sheep and cattle grazing, and past harvest activities have also changed
the condition of the cool forests. These human disturbances have affected the
structural character, patch size, and species compositional across the watershed. In
general, human disturbance has reduced large tree structures, reduced patch sizes,
increased fragmentation, and reduced the proportions of fire tolerant species.

All of these disturbance processes played an important role in providing a diversity of
vegetative conditions and associated habitats across the landscape.

Aspen and Understory Vegetation

Non forest areas occupy approximately 2,000 acres of the subwatershed and 420 acres
of the Project Area (15% and 12% respectively). Dry meadows and grasslands are
found in several locations within the Subwatershed area and are characterized by
generally shallow and rocky soils. With fire suppression there has been varying
degrees of ingrowth of juniper and ponderosa pine trees. Moist meadows are scarce
due to the geography of the Subwatershed. When they are found they are usually
relatively small riparian meadows scattered through the area.

Small groups of quaking aspen are found in moist areas. There are ten aspen stands
totaling 8.5 acres on National Forest System lands within the Project Area. The stands
are declining as conifers overtop and shade out stands and suckers are not growing to
become a stand component. These stands typically consist of one main age of 2 to 10
overstory trees with low levels of suckering. The existing suckers have all been
browsed or grazed continuously over the years. The conifers are overtopping and
shading out the shade intolerant aspen in most stands. Four of the aspen stands are
partially or completely within RHCAs and six are within Management Area 3B. They are
in declining condition from historical distribution due to reduction in fires, conifer shading
and competition, and grazing by both domestic and wild animals.

Shrubs, which were adapted to sprout after frequent fires and need sunlight, are
declining in health and vigor in where conifer density has increased above historical
levels.

Project Area Insect and Disease Review

The Project Area was reviewed by the Blue Mountains Entomologist and Pathologist on
two different dates. Their findings are summarized below. The full reports can be found
in the Balance project record.

e In areas of mixed conifer fire-successional communities that have been invaded
with shade-tolerant true firs and fewer Douglas-fir as a result of general reduction
of natural disturbance regimes, fir engrave beetle-caused mortality has been
occurring for the last several years.
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e Minor to moderate amount of western pine beetle-caused mortality, mainly in the
larger pine was noted in the lower slope, dry ponderosa pine dominated
community types. Also noted was Ips and mountain pine beetle caused mortality
in the smaller diameter pine.

e Western dwarf mistletoe is scattered throughout the stands on the north side of
the Middle Fork, with some areas having severe incidence and severity of
infection. There appeared to be a correlation between dwarf mistletoe infection
and bark beetle activity which is expected as trees in overstocked conditions with
additional stress induced by dwarf mistletoe infestation are attractive and
predisposed to bark beetles.

e Annosus root disease was identified as being a contributing factor to some grand
fir mortality in stands visited along the 2045 Road.

Environmental Consequences

Alternative 1 - No Action

This alternative does not reduce or increase fuels by commercial harvest, pre-
commercial thinning, mechanical surface fuel treatment, or prescribed fire. This
alternative does not reduce conifers in aspen stands. The effects of no action would be
stands would continue to move away from the Historical Range of Variability (HRV) for
most stand structures. There would be high amounts of multi-story structure in the dry
forest. This would mean more difficult and less successful fire suppression because of
increased potential for uncharacteristic, crown fire behavior. Wildfire severity with
detrimental effects to vegetation and soils would be high. Aspen would continue to
disappear from the landscape.

Direct and Indirect Effects

Composition and Density

The effect of no action would be an increased potential for uncharacteristic, crown fire
behavior. With increases in ladder fuels from the high stocking levels in the understory,
low canopy base height, and high canopy bulk density, the expected fire behavior for
much of the Project Area is not of low severity surface fires, as it was historically but has
the potential for high severity effects to the vegetation and soils.

The forest is now mostly overstocked compared with historical levels except where
recent management has thinned forest stands. Along with the overstocking, there has
been a large increase in the proportion of Douglas-fir and true firs in both the hot dry
and warm dry forest types due to both past harvest that removed the early seral species
of large diameter and to the exclusion of fire that would have removed most of the fire
susceptible species in favor of the fire resistant species of ponderosa pine and western
larch.
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Since there would be no treatment with Alternative 1 to reduce overstocking or to shift
the species composition, the stands would continue to become more overstocked,
growth would continue to slow, the quadratic mean diameter of stands would remain
low, and the trees would become increasingly susceptible to disturbance from insects,
disease, and fire. The more crowded and dense the timber stands become over time
increases the likelihood and potential severity of disturbance events such as
uncharacteristic wildfire. The overall resiliency to withstand natural disturbances would
continue to decrease.

Structural Stages

In the Warm-Dry and Hot-Dry Plant Association Groups (PAG) there is currently a lack
of old forest single story stand structure. Overstocked stands will result in slow growth
rates, therefore the development of old forest stand structures would continue to
develop slowly. Inthe Warm- Dry PAG, old forest single strata increases from <1% to
4% and old forest multi strata increases from 1% to 30% in the next 50 years. In the
Hot-Dry PAG, old forest single strata increases from 0% to 8% and old forest multi
strata increases from 6% to 43% in the next 50 years. Meanwhile, there is an
increasing risk of large-scale, stand-replacing fires that would set back old forest
development, resulting in large areas of young trees and longer time spans to develop
old forest structures. Disturbances would continue to be at a larger scale than
historically occurred, with “out of scale” adverse effects to water, fish, wildlife,
vegetation, and other resources. Stands would not be within the Historical Range of
Variability (HRV) for stand structure.

Aspen and Understory Vegetation

Aspen would continue to decline. As aspen is considered a shade-intolerant species,
conifers would continue to overtop the aspen and in time, they would disappear from
these locations (Shirley et al. 2000). Any aspen regeneration would continue to be
browsed by livestock and big game.

Shrubs, which were adapted to sprout after frequent fires and need sunlight, will
continue to decline as the stands become more closed. Pine grass, and other ground
vegetation, will continue to decrease in vigor and forage quality with increasing shade
and lack of nutrient cycling provided by burning.

Resiliency and Sustainability

The resiliency and sustainability of the forest will continue to decline and it will remain at
risk to natural disturbances that have larger outcomes and are uncharacteristic of what
occurred historically. Overstocked forest stands will continue to slow in growth and
decrease in vigor as stand density continues to increase. Trees will slowly increase in
size, but stands will remain multi-storied. The bulk of the stands which will grow into old
forest will continue to be OFMS structural stage with very few growing into OFSS,
continuing the imbalance compared to the HRV. Late seral species will continue to
increase occupancy in the mixed conifer stands. The quantity and vigor of grasses and
shrubs in the understory will continue to decline due to the shading and competition for
nutrients and water.
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Insect and Disease

Risk of attack by bark beetles will increase as the trees lose vigor and are less able to
pitch out the beetles. Observations and research indicate that for some tree species
and bark beetles, bark beetle activity is related to stocking levels and there is a critical
stand density. Critical stand density differs by site; below this density bark beetle risk
tends to be low and above this density, mortality can be serious (Cochran 1992,
Cochran et al. 1994). With no action, stocking levels would continue to be high and
increasing. Stands currently considered at risk would continue to be at risk and more
stands would reach the critical stand density. Where ponderosa pine is the dominant
species in combination with heavily stocked stands, there is an elevated risk of
mountain pine beetle and western pine beetle increasing to epidemic levels and killing
large numbers of ponderosa pine trees in the subwatershed and Project Area.

Risk of outbreaks of defoliating insects would continue to increase as the stand
composition continues to shift to more late seral species, as the late seral species like
grand fir and Douglas-fir are much more susceptible to defoliating insects. Widespread
defoliation and mortality would increase the fuel loads greatly. The dense, slow growing
stands would remain a high risk for fir engraver attacks; further increasing mortality and
fuel loading.

Dwarf mistletoe infections can be expected to increase as trees slow in height growth
and the crowns grow closer together. Stem and root diseases would continue to spread
in the host fir trees, causing increasing mortality and further adding to surface fuel
loadings.

Cumulative Effects

All activities in Appendix C have been considered for their cumulative effects on
vegetation in the Balance Creek/Coyote Creek Subwatershed. The time period
considered for cumulative effects begins with the initial operations and continues for 50
years. The following discussion focuses on those past, ongoing, and foreseeable
activities that may contribute effects to vegetation.

Past actions including fire suppression, timber harvest, wildfire, and grazing have
contributed to the current conditions of vegetation and the departure from the HRV.
These actions have resulted in increases in understory vegetation and surface fuels,
changes in species composition and vegetative continuity. Past grazing reduced fine
fuels at varying levels depending on the intensity of grazing which reduced potential fire
spread. Grazing of aspen suckers has also contributed to the condition of aspen.
Some of the 150 miles of road enabled fire suppression personnel to more easily
access fire starts and contributed to successful fire suppression. Fire suppression
would continue as an ongoing activity but would get increasingly more difficult as fuels
increase.

There would be no change to the existing condition and there would be no additional
cumulative effects from this project.
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Treatments on other ownerships reduce the chance of a severe wildfire on those
ownerships. Not treating the Project Area doesn’t contribute to fuel reduction or
improve forest health within the identified County Road 20 Safety Corridor. The
subwatershed would continue to be outside of HRV. No action of this project effects
other present and ongoing actions described in Appendix C in that the potential for high
intensity and high severity wildfire increases and would effect all actions if one were to
occur.

Alternative 2 - Proposed Action

As stated earlier, the purpose of this project is to reduce the fire hazard (including
surface fuels, ladder fuels, and crown fuels) adjacent to County Road 20 on National
Forest lands creating stand conditions that reduce the chances of a ground fire
becoming a crown fire, and a small fire becoming an uncharacteristic wildfire. The two
main tools that are available to accomplish the objective are prescribed burning and
mechanical treatment (thinning, slash piling, etc.). The proposed action is designed to
reduce the fire hazard and improve forest health in the Project Area by reducing fuels
and modifying the spatial distribution of the fuels in the three fuel layers: Crown or
canopy fuels and ladder fuels would be reduced by commercial and precommercial
treatments. Surface fuels would be reduced through hand or grapple piling and burning
the piles, and/or underburning.

Commercial fuel reduction treatments would be accomplished by generally thinning the
smaller diameter trees and retaining the larger trees at a variable spacing. There would
also be some species conversion from fire and insect prone late seral species to more
resistant early seral species both by selective thinning and by regeneration harvesting.
The focus of the thinning would be largely on smaller diameter trees found either below
the main forest canopy or within the canopy where tree crown density would allow the
spread of crown fire. Mechanical treatments would remove ladder fuels that carry fire
into the tree crowns.

Non-commercial falling of small diameter trees would also reduce ladder fuels and the
continuity of the tree crowns. This is proposed both within the areas treated by the
commercial fuel reduction treatments and in areas where there is little commercial
material but there is still a need to remove the smaller trees.

Direct and Indirect Effects

Composition and Density

Commercial thinning in overstocked stands would enable the remaining trees to
respond by increasing their crowns and roots, increasing their ability to utilize nutrients,
sunlight, and water. Growth would increase and the trees would grow into old forest
structural stages sooner. The increased vigor of the trees would decrease their
susceptibility to disturbance from insects and disease; and lessen the likelihood and
potential severity of bark beetle outbreaks and mistletoe infestation. Trees would be left
at a varied spacing instead of a uniform spacing to enhance structural diversity while
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reducing fuel loadings. In addition, unthinned patches would be left within stands being
treated. Higher tree density and unthinned areas should provide higher levels of
security/hiding cover to wildlife in the short-term. These areas may also experience
some level of insect mortality in the short to long term because of the higher density;
however, any mortality would add snags. Lower density areas will open up forest
stands, breaking up the fuel continuity. The overall decreased stand density, the
increase in tree size, and the increase in the height to the bottom of the live crown will
reduce the chances of torching and the potential of an active crown fire.

Observations by Cram (2006) that mechanical treatment followed by prescribed fire
(including pile burning) had the greatest influence toward mitigating fire severity.
Specifically, as density and basal area decreased and mean tree diameter increased,
fire severity decreased. Canopy base height, canopy bulk density, and canopy
continuity are key characteristics of forest structure that affect the initiation and
propagation of crown fire (See the Fire and Fuels section for descriptions of these
characteristics).

The Proposed Action would treat approximately 64 acres of satisfactory cover that
would contribute towards meeting the purpose and need of the project. This includes
thinning around large pine in units 80 and 82 and commercial thinning in unit 30.
Treatment would reduce the density of the stands and reduce ladder and canopy fuels.
The following table displays examples of stand changes to characteristics that affect fire
initiation and fire severity. See the Fuels Environmental Consequences section for
additional changes to characteristics that affect fire behavior.

Table V-5: Forest Structure Characteristics that Affect Fire Hazard in 4 Sample Stands
Before and After Proposed Action Treatments

Stand Tag Treatment CBH - CBH - After QMD - QMD - After
Existing Treatment Existing Treatment
302210152 | HTH/SPC/Burning 4 28 6 12
302210143 | HTH/SPC/Burning 23 34 9 16
302170259 SPC 7 30 7 16
302170271 SPC/Burning 8 18 7 15
CBD = Canopy Base Height QMD = Quadratic Mean Diameter

The Proposed Action reduces density on 1,278 acres or 36% of the Project Area
through some combination of mechanical treatments and prescribed burning. This
would reduce density and break up fuel continuity sufficiently to meet the purpose of the
project.

Structural Stages

As a result of the Proposed Action, approximately 224 acres of Warm-Dry PAG and 10
acres of Cold Dry PAG young forest multi-structure stands would be converted to single
story open stands within the design elements of the project. This would reduce ladder
and canopy fuels, increase tree growth and improve tree vigor. The decrease in YFMS
still leaves this structure within HRV for both plant association groups.
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The Proposed Action would treat approximately 11 acres of OFMS in the Cool-Moist
PAG in unit 42 along the 2045 Road. This thinning treatment would reduce the density,
raise the crown base height, and move the stand towards OFSS however, it would not
actually change the structure. The OFMS would still be slightly above HRV and OFSS
would still be within HRV as a result of the Proposed Action.

The Proposed Action would treat approximately 10 acres of OFMS in the Hot-Dry PAG
in unit 82. The OFMS structure in the Hot-Dry PAG is within HRV. The treatment would
enhance individual old-growth trees by removing understory trees that are ladder fuels
into the crowns of the large trees. Although this treatment would move the stand
towards OFSS it would not actually change structure as the entire stand in not being
treated, just the area around large trees. The OFMS would still be within HRV and
OFSS would still be far below HRV as a result of the Proposed Action.

The rest of the treatments (commercial, precommercial, and underburning) would not
change the structural stage of the stands but would decrease stand density and
increase tree growth rates. This would reduce the time required for stands to attain
sufficient large trees to be considered late and old structure.

The increased tree growth from thinning would cause the development of old forest
structural stages to accelerate, allowing the thinned stands to grow into the large size
classes sooner as compared to the No Action Alternative. In the warm dry plant
association group, OFSS is projected to increase from less than 1% to 15% and OFMS
from 1% to 19% in the next 50 years. At that point in time, OFSS would be within HRV
and OFMS would be above HRV. As a result of the Proposed Action, approximately
70% of the stands treated are projected to be OFSS within 50 years.

Aspen and Understory Vegetation

As a result of the Proposed Action, conifers would not directly overtop 10 aspen stands
unless the conifer is 21inches dbh or greater. Aspen would be able to reproduce and
develop in an environment relatively free of competition from other more shade tolerant
species. Underburning would occur in the upland aspen stands to stimulate suckering.
Fencing the aspen stands would protect them from browse allowing the suckers to
develop and the aspen stands to improve in health and vigor.

Shrubs, which were adapted to sprout after frequent fires and needing sunlight, would
increase as the stands become more open due to thinning. Pine grass, and other
ground vegetation, will increase in vigor and forage quality with decreasing shade and
increased nutrient cycling provided by burning.

Prescribed fire would be ignited in some RHCAs and in others, low intensity fire may
back into these areas during the burning operations from nearby uplands, since no fire
lines are proposed along RHCAs. (See Chapter 2 — Alternative descriptions for where
lighting in RHCAs would occur). Past experience has shown that the different moisture
regime in the RHCAs moderates the fire behavior so that there are only minor effects to
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the streamside vegetation. Shrubs and conifers providing streamside shade are rarely
affected since they do not burn with enough intensity to cause mortality.

In the outer portions of the RHCAs where the moisture regime transitions into drier
conditions similar to the surrounding uplands, the result is more of a mosaic of burned
and unburned areas with some shrub and small conifer mortality. This creates an
opportunity for more shrubs, which were adapted to sprout after frequent fires, to
increase as the stands become more open.

Resiliency and Sustainability

Thinned stands will increase in growth and vigor as the stand density is reduced. The
guantity and vigor of grasses and shrubs will increase due to the reduction in shading
and competition for nutrients and water.

Insect and Disease

The additional light and warmth in thinned stands is inhospitable for bark beetles,
providing an immediate degree of protection to the trees. As the trees respond with
increased growth over the next several decades after the thinning, their increased vigor
will allow them to withstand attempted beetle attacks by successfully pitching out the
invading insects. As fewer attacks are successful, the population outbreaks will
decrease to low levels, reducing the amount or size of pockets of mortality. The
reduction in the proportion of late-seral species will reduce the potential extent of
defoliation by spruce budworm and Douglas-fir tussock moth (Mason 1998, Powell
1994).

The host tree species for spruce budworm, tussock moth, and fir engraver will be
reduced by thinning mixed conifer stands. Experience has shown that when late seral
species make up less than 25% of the stand composition, defoliation is very light with
little effect to tree growth or survival. The incidence of fir engraver would also be
reduced as the proportion of fir is reduced, and the remaining fir trees would be
healthier and less susceptible to attacks. Stands not treated would benefit from the
reduction of host species in nearby stands, which would lessen the severity and size of
outbreaks.

Stem and root diseases will be reduced since thinning will reduce the primary host (late
seral species). The removal of late seral species during the thinning operations will
reduce the amount of trees susceptible to root diseases. Thinning will increase height
growth rates which will allow the remaining trees to outgrow dwarf mistletoe infections,
gradually decreasing the amount of crown infected. The increased spacing will reduce
the lateral spread of mistletoe.

Cumulative Effects

All activities in Appendix C have been considered for their cumulative effects on
vegetation. The area considered for cumulative effects is the Balance Creek/Coyote
Creek Subwatershed. The time period considered for cumulative effects begins with the
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initial operations and continues for 50 years. The following discussion focuses on those
past, ongoing, and foreseeable activities that may contribute effects to vegetation.

Past actions including fire suppression, timber harvest, wildfire, and grazing have
contributed to the current conditions of vegetation and the departure from the HRV.
These actions have resulted in increases in understory vegetation and surface fuels,
changes in species composition and vegetative continuity. Past grazing reduced fine
fuels at varying levels depending on the intensity of grazing which reduced potential fire
spread. Grazing of aspen suckers has also contributed to the condition of aspen.
Some of the 150 miles of road enabled fire suppression personnel to more easily
access fire starts and contributed to successful fire suppression. Fire suppression
would continue as an ongoing activity but would get increasingly more difficult as fuels
increase.

Past activities in the 1990’s in this Subwatershed have made some small scale positive
changes in the overall forest health and sustainability. The planned actions in this
alternative, in combination with these past actions, will create a matrix of treated stands
over much of the Subwatershed. These treatments, in addition to the area of the
Summit Fire, will be over a sufficient proportion of the landscape to serve to reduce the
severity and extent of wildfire and also the chance of insects and disease reaching an
outbreak situation. Disturbances within treated stands are expected to be reduced in
intensity and duration, as a result of better growing conditions and a more resistant
species mix. Disturbances in stands not treated will be smaller in geographic scope and
more within historic scales as there will be less unbroken blocks of stands in unhealthy
condition. The treatments on other ownerships reduce the chance of a severe wildfire
on those ownerships.

Future grazing would continue to affect fine fuels. This can impact the implementation
of prescribed fire and meeting objectives if it removes the fuel (grasses) to carry fire.
Future prescribed burning would be necessary to maintain fuels at desirable levels and
limit ingrowth.

Consistency With Direction and Regulations

Forest Plan

The Proposed Action Alternative (Alternative 2) addresses Forest wide standards to
apply integrated pest management principles to minimize the impacts of the mountain
pine beetle, western spruce budworm, tussock moth, and other insect and disease
infestations. Avoid the creation of vegetation conditions that could promote insect and
disease infestations. The No Action alternative does not address this at all.

The Proposed Action meets Forest Plan direction in General Forest and Big Game
Winter Range to schedule timber harvest on the portion of the management area
classified as suitable for timber management and emphasize even-aged silvicultural
systems.
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Regional Forester Forest Plan Amendment #2 (Eastside Screens)

All alternatives meet the direction to not decrease old forest structural stages, since no
live trees over 21 inches dbh are to be harvested (except for incidental trees cut for road
and landing construction and for safety with Alternative 2).

There is no regeneration harvesting in old forest structural stages. In Alternative 2,
there is thinning around large trees in some Old Forest Multi Story designed to make
these stands more resilient to natural disturbances such as fire and insects. There is no
net loss of old forest (LOS) structure with either of the alternatives.

There is no treatment within the Amendment #2 connectivity corridors between old
forest structure stands under either Alternative.

The Proposed Action better meets the objective to protect existing old forest structure
and to shorten the time to grow additional old forest structural stages, since thinning
overstocked stands will increase growth rates and resiliency against loss to insects,
disease, and fire.

Requirements of 36 CFR 219.28, which are part of the NFMA regulations, will be met.
Specifically: 1) Harvest will occur only on suitable timberlands; 2) Following commercial
thinning activities, none of the action alternatives will require reforestation activities as
the stands will remain fully stocked.

Irreversible and Irretrievable Commitments

Irreversible Commitments

There are no anticipated long-term irreversible commitments of the forest vegetation
since it is renewable as long as the soil productivity is maintained.

Irretrievable Commitments

There are irretrievable commitments of the growth of forest vegetation for about 5 years
because of the new landings constructed for the thinning operation. They are to be
rehabilitated after use, but there will be a lag in reforestation and growth since the sites
are impacted more heavily than the surrounding forestland.

There are no other known irreversible or irretrievable commitments of forest vegetation
resources that would be caused by the Proposed Action.
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Wildlife

Introduction

Wildlife is an important component of the affected human environment, because the
public places high value on this resource, and has expressed these values through
many public laws, regulations, and policies that pertain to the project. External review
and comments on the proposal confirmed these values.

This report summarizes existing habitat conditions for various wildlife species and the
effects of the No Action and Proposed Action alternative on these species. Effects to
threatened, endangered and sensitive species are summarized in this document;
detailed analysis can be found in the “Balance Biological Evaluation/Biological
Assessment of Threatened, Endangered, Proposed, and Sensitive Species located in
the Project Record.

Regulatory Framework

The three principle laws relevant to wildlife management are the National Forest
Management Act of 1976 (NFMA), the Endangered Species Act of 1973 (ESA), and the
Migratory Bird Treaty Act (MBTA) of 1918. Direction relative to wildlife follows:

e NFMA requires the Forest Service to manage fish and wildlife habitat to maintain
viable populations of all native and desirable non-native wildlife species and
conserve all listed threatened or endangered species populations
(36CFR219.19).

e ESA requires the Forest Service to manage for the recovery of threatened and
endangered species and the ecosystems upon which they depend. Forests are
required to consult with the US Fish and Wildlife Service if a proposed activity
may affect the population or habitat of a listed species.

e MBTA established an international framework for the protection and conservation
of migratory birds. This Act makes it illegal, unless permitted by regulations, to
“pursue, hunt, take, capture, purchase, deliver for shipment, ship, cause to be
carried by any means whatever, receive for shipment, transportation or carriage,
or export, at any time, or in any manner, any migratory bird . . .”

Forest Service Manual Direction provides additional guidance: identify and prescribe
measures to prevent adverse modifications or destruction of critical habitat and other
habitats essential for the conservation of endangered, threatened, and proposed
species (FSM2670.31 (6)). The Forest Service Manual directs the Regional Forester to
identify sensitive species for each National Forest where species viability may be a
concern.

The principle policy document relevant to wildlife management on the Forest is the 1990
Malheur National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan, referred to as the
Forest Plan for the remainder of this section. The Forest Plan provides standards and
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guidelines for management of wildlife species and habitats. Standards and guidelines
are presented at the Forest level (LRMP, pp. IV-26 to IV-33) or Management Area level
(LRMP pp. IV-50, IV-53, IV-56 to IV-57, IV-105 to IV-107, and IV-108). Management
Areas include General Forest (MA-1), Rangeland (MA-2), Anadromous Riparian Area
(MA-3B), Old Growth (MA-13) and Visual Corridors (MA-14).

The 1995 Regional Forester's Eastside Forest Plans Amendment #2 amended Forest
Plans for the National Forests in Eastern Oregon and Eastern Washington, including the
Malheur National Forest. Amendment # 2 established interim wildlife standards for old
growth, old growth connectivity, snags, large down logs, and northern goshawks. The
Regional Forester has periodically distributed letters clarifying direction in Amendment
#2 (Regional Forester, October 2, 1997; October 23, 1997; June 11, 2003).

Additional management direction is provided for conservation of migratory landbirds.
This direction is consolidated in the Forest Service Landbird Strategic Plan and further
developed through the Partners in Flight Program. The Oregon-Washington Partners in
Flight Conservation Strategy for Landbirds in the Northern Rocky Mountains of Eastern
Oregon and Washington (Altman 2000) identifies priority bird species and habitats for
the Blue Mountains in Oregon.

Analysis Methods

Effects on wildlife species and habitat have been assessed within National Forest lands
in the Balance Project Area, focusing on the effects of activities within proposed
treatment units. For several wildlife species, the effects boundary has been expanded
to the sub-watershed level. Each wildlife section will identify the analysis boundary
used in the effects analysis. The Project Area is approximately 3,350 acres and is
located within the wildlife analysis area which is the 13,778 acre Coyote Creek/Balance
Creek Subwatershed (See Map 1- Balance Project Area in Appendix D).

The duration of effects on the wildlife resource is described according to the following
terms and definitions:

e Immediate — Approximately one growing season or several months or less
e Short-term — 0 to 5 years
e Mid-term —5to 25 years
e Long-term — 25+ years
Direct, indirect, and cumulative effects of alternatives are identified and discussed.

Rather than addressing all wildlife species, the Forest Plan focuses on three categories
of wildlife: management indicator species (MIS); threatened, endangered and sensitive
(TES) species, and featured species. In addition, interest has been raised for landbirds
including neotropical migratory birds. Categories and wildlife species are summarized
below:

e Management Indicator Species (MIS) — The Malheur Forest Plan, as amended,
identifies 15 MIS and their associated habitat requirements. MIS habitat
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requirements are presumed to represent those of a larger group of wildlife
species, and act as a barometer for the health of their various habitats. Pine
marten, pileated woodpecker, and northern three-toed woodpeckers represent
old growth habitats, Rocky Mountain elk represent big game species, and
primary cavity excavators (most woodpeckers) represent dead wood habitats.
Effects to MIS species will be discussed in the Dedicated Old Growth, Late and
Old Structure and Connectivity Habitats, Big Game Habitat, and Primary Cavity
Excavator sections respectively.

e Threatened, Endangered and Sensitive (TES) Species — An endangered
species is an animal or plant species listed under the Endangered Species Act
that is in danger of extinction throughout all or a significant portion of its range. A
threatened species is an animal or plant species listed under the Endangered
Species Act that is likely to become endangered within the foreseeable future
throughout all or a significant portion of its range. A sensitive species is an
animal or plant species identified by the Forest Service Regional Forester for
which species viability is a concern either a) because of significant current or
predicted downward trend in population numbers or density, or b) because of
significant current or predicted downward trends in habitat capability that would
reduce a species’ existing distribution. Threatened, endangered, and sensitive
species and the effects are summarized in this section and additional detail can
be found in the Balance Biological Evaluation located in the Project Record.

e Featured Species — The Malheur Forest Plan defines a featured species as a
wildlife species of high public interest or demand. The featured species
associated with the Project Area are northern goshawk, and blue grouse. Effects
to northern goshawk and blue grouse will be discussed in the Featured Species
section — Northern Goshawk, and the Featured Species — Blue Grouse sections,
respectively.

e Landbirds including Neotropical Migratory Birds (NTMB) — Landbirds, including
Neotropical migratory birds, are discussed because many species are
experiencing downward population trends. Discussion can be found in the
section Species of Concern — Landbirds including Neotropical Migratory Birds
(NTMB).

Species presence/absence determinations were based on habitat presence, limited
wildlife surveys, recorded wildlife sightings, observations made during non-Forest
Service databases, and status/trend and source habitat trend documented for the
Interior Columbia Basin. Due to budget constraints, formal wildlife surveys were not
conducted for most species. Effects on habitats are discussed, with the assumption
that if appropriate habitat is available for a species, then that species occupies or could
occupy the habitat. This strategy is based upon science that demonstrates connections
between species populations and viability and the quantity and condition of habitat at
appropriate scales of analysis (Baydack et al. 1999). There is a high confidence level
that some species discussed in this document are currently present in the area.

Effects on species will be determined by assessing how the No Action and the
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Proposed Action alternatives affect the structure and function of vegetation relative to
current and historical distributions. The Forest Vegetation section of this document
defines the historical vegetation patterns and structure within the Balance/Coyote
subwatershed. Field reconnaissance information, aerial photos, and Geographic
Information System databases provided additional information.

Some wildlife habitats require a detailed analysis and discussion to determine potential
effects on a particular species. Other habitats may either not be impacted or are
impacted at a level which does not influence the species or their occurrence. The level
of analysis depends on the existing habitat conditions, the magnitude and intensity of
the proposed actions, and the risk to the resources.

Old growth habitat was analyzed using the District’s GIS old growth map layer,
vegetation and management activity layers, stand exams extrapolated using most
nearest neighbor analysis, Dedicated and Replacement Old Growth surveys, and field
reconnaissance.

Elk habitat was evaluated using the Habitat Effectiveness Index (HEI) (Thomas et al.
1988), marginal and satisfactory cover percentages, and open road densities. Big
game cover was designated using stand exams, most similar neighbor analysis, aerial
photographs and ground reconnaissance. Open road densities were calculated using
the District access travel management database. Values were estimated for National
Forest lands at the subwatershed level.

Snag densities and sizes were estimated using data obtained through stand exams,
most similar neighbor analysis and field reconnaissance. DeCaid was not used for this
analysis for several reasons: During extensive field reconnaissance it was noted that
snags in some units exceeded 10 per acre; snags exceed the Forest Plan standard of
2.39/acre in some RHCA's; there have been 3 fires in Balance Creek/Coyote Creek
Subwatershed including the Summit, China Diggings and Powerline fires which have
resulted in the creation of hundreds of snags across the Subwatershed; in the Project
Area, pathogens were noted in numerous large diameter trees which will result in snag
recruitment over time; large diameter trees/snags will be protected as much as possible
from prescribed fire, but inevitably prescribed fires may result in some mortality; and 90
acres within the DOG is classified as LOS habitat which includes large diameter snags.
The Proposed Action is only treating 1,021 acres of the 9,152 acres in the warm dry and
85 acres of the 369 in the hot dry; 15 acres of the 265 in the cold dry; and 62 acres of
the 1,826 in the cool moist plant association groups.

In addition, according to DeCaid literature in USDA Forest Service GTR PSW-GTR-181
2002 Inventory Data, “data from plots in reserved areas, which we assume to represent
unharvested conditions, are used to estimate range of natural conditions or historic
levels of dead wood. This approach works better for wetter areas west of the Cascade
Crest where fire suppression has had less influence on dead wood resources than in
drier habitats. In some wildlife habitat types especially east of the Cascade Crest, a
combination of fire suppression, insect outbreaks, salvage and firewood cutting might
limit our ability to determine natural levels of dead wood based on existing conditions.
The data and our synthesis do not explicitly represent some features of snags found to
correlate well with some wildlife use. DeCaid addresses terrestrial and upland
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conditions. Additional considerations need to be made for snags and down wood in
riparian, aquatic and wetland environments. Data on stand averages of snag or down
wood density may or may not represent unmanaged conditions. Often, we could not
determine this from the literature.”

Effects to threatened, endangered and sensitive (TES) species are summarized in this
Chapter and then described in more detail in the Wildlife Biological Evaluation located in
Appendix G.

Landbirds, including neotropical migratory birds (NTMB), were analyzed based on high
priority habitats identified in the Oregon-Washington Chapter of Partners in Flight,
Northern Rocky Mountains Bird Conservation Plan (Altman 2000). While the Forest has
not conducted official NTMB surveys in the Project Area, the Oregon Breeding Bird
Atlas (Adamus et al. 2001) includes observational data for this area. Much of the data
for the Malheur National Forest was obtained from local biologists and ornithologists.
Most NTMB species that are expected in the Project Area were recorded within the
atlas’ hexagons for the area. Based on a review of the District’s wildlife database and
observations made during reconnaissance of the proposed treatment area, there is a
high confidence level that some species discussed in this report are currently present in
the area.

Alternative 1, the No Action Alternative, is required by NEPA. It is used as a benchmark
to compare and describe the differences and effects between taking no action and
implementing the action alternative. The No Action Alternative is designed to represent
the existing condition; resource conditions are then projected forward in time to estimate
resource changes expected in the absence of the proposed management activities.

Effects on species will be determined by assessing how the No Action and Proposed
Action Alternative affect the structure and function of vegetation relative to current,
projected and historical distributions. Effects on habitats are discussed with the
assumption that if appropriate habitat is available for a species, then that species
occupies or could occupy the habitat. This strategy is based upon science that
demonstrates connections between species populations and viability and the quantity
and condition of habitat at appropriate scales of analysis (Baydack et al. 1999).

Cumulative effects have been analyzed in respect to past, ongoing and foreseeable

future activities listed in Appendix C. Effects were first analyzed within the context of
the Project Area (3,381 acres). If there were no negative or positive contributions to
cumulative effects at this scale, then no further analysis was conducted

The Wildlife section is subdivided into sub-sections: 1) Dedicated Old Growth, Late and
Old Structure and Connectivity Habitats, 2) Big Game Habitat, 3) Primary Cavity
Excavators, Snags and Down Wood, 4) Featured Species -Northern Goshawk,
5)Featured Species - Blue Grouse, 6) Landbird Species including Neotropical Migratory
Species, and 7) Threatened, Endangered and Sensitive Species. Sub-sections will
summarize specific analysis methods.

Dedicated Old Growth, Late and Old Structure, and
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Connectivity Habitats - Existing Conditions

Introduction

The following terms for old-growth are used interchangeably throughout this section.
Nuances in the vocabulary are defined throughout the section. The Analysis Area
boundary used for this section is the subwatershed.

e Old-Growth

e Late and Old structure (LOS)

e Dedicated Old-Growth (DOG)

¢ Replacement Old-Growth (ROG)
e OlId Forest Multi-Stratum (OFMS)
e Old Forest Single Stratum (OFSS)

Dedicated and Replacement Old Growth

Dedicated Old Growth 3122 is located within the Project Area, in the lower 1/3 of the
Dunston Creek drainage (Map 2- Management Areas in Appendix D displays the DOG).
The DOG is designated for pileated woodpecker, although it may also provide suitable
habitat for the American marten as well. The current designation is 287 acres. This
does not meet Forest Plan Standards of 300 acres. No Replacement Old Growth
(ROG) or Pileated Woodpecker Feeding Area (PWFA) has been designated for DOG
3112. Approximately 90 acres (30%) of the DOG is classified as having old forest multi-
stratum (OFMS) structure, indicating old growth or late and old structure (LOS) habitat
but it is comprised primarily of mid-seral stands of young forest multi-stratum (YFMS),
Stem Exclusion (SE), or understory reinitiation (UR). Approximately 92 acres of the
DOG is YFMS. These stands demonstrate multi-structure conditions, but do not have
enough large trees (greater than 21"dbh) to be identified as LOS. Approximately 102
acres is stem exclusion open canopy (SEOC) or understory reinitiation (UR) structure.
These stands do not have the canopy closure or the large tree structure to qualify as
LOS or quality pileated woodpecker habitat. Approximately 6 acres in the DOG are
composed of scattered small natural openings that are not forested. Existing habitat is
not considered optimum for the pileated woodpecker.

LOS - Old Forest Multi-Strata Habitat (Pileated Woodpecker, American
Marten)

Old Forest Multi-Strata stands are important to several wildlife species that are
dependent upon what is typically called old growth habitat. The Forest Plan identifies
the pileated woodpecker and the American marten as two indicator species of dense
multi-strata old growth habitats. Both species are dependent upon habitats with high
stand densities and canopy closures, complex multi-strata forest canopies, and an
abundance of dead wood habitats in the form of large snags and down logs.
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Old Forest Multi-Strata Habitat

Stands with OFMS structure are considered Late and Old structure (LOS) habitat. This
habitat is limited in the Project Area by several factors. First is the historic timber
harvest that has occurred over the past 100 years. Intensive harvest focused on the
large ponderosa pine, Douglas fir, and, to a lesser extent, grand fir trees over that time
period reduced the OFMS habitat in the Project Area. Currently, approximately 79
acres of OFMS habitat exist in the Project Area. To a lesser extent, the forest
vegetation communities present in the Project Area also limit the development of OFMS
habitat. Warm dry and hot dry plant association groups dominate the Project Area, with
its lower elevation and more southerly aspect slopes.

There is a total of 889 acres of OFMS in all plant association groups within the
Subwatershed, although it is located only south of the Middle Fork John Day River
(MFJDR). OFMS is within HRV in the hot dry, above HRV in the cool moist, and cold
dry, and is below HRV in the warm dry plant association group. Two primary factors
influence this: past timber harvest actions and impacts of the Summit Fire in 1996. Past
timber harvest actions resulting in removal of substantial large tree habitat in the
Analysis Area.

Young Forest Multi-Strata is more abundant in the Project Area than OFMS with
approximately 517 acres. Such areas demonstrate similar stand structure conditions to
that of the OFMS habitats, however, have fewer large trees (greater than 21”dbh). This
habitat type essentially functions as a “secondary” habitat type for species dependent
upon OFMS habitats, such as the pileated woodpecker and American pine marten.
Approximately 1,430 acres of YFMS habitat are present in the Analysis Area. Here
again, previous harvest history and the impacts of the Summit Fire affected the
abundance and distribution of this habitat feature.

Habitat quality and condition in the areas of OFMS and YFMS habitats are generally
good. The range of canopy closures include stands greater than 60% for both OFMS
and YFMS stands. Snag densities range from 0-7 snags/acre, 20"dbh and greater with
an average snag density of .5 snags/acre .Therefore, some stands are below standards,
and some are above. However, there is an abundance of snags 10” dbh-20"dbh which
helps ameliorate some of the deficiencies in the larger snags. Habitat conditions for
pileated woodpeckers would be considered good to high quality south of the MFJDR. In
the nearly pure ponderosa pine stands north of the river, habitat conditions would be
considered poor due to the extensive clear-cutting of mature ponderosa pine during
historic railroad logging. However, the Summit fire has created snags in all size classes
which provides habitat for primary cavity excavators. There is a strong distribution of
OFMS/YFMS habitat type with some fragmentation located south of the MFJDR, in the
Balance, Dunston, and upper Sunshine Creek drainages. This area likely meets the
needs of one or more pair of pileated woodpeckers in the Analysis Area.

American Marten (Martes americana)

Martens prefer mature old-growth forest with a well-developed multi-storied canopy.
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Cover and prey species largely determine their distribution and abundance. Snags and
downed woody material are important for winter and summer dens, resting sites, and
cover for prey species. Martens show a strong avoidance of open areas, possibly for
predator avoidance (Hawley and Newbry 1957). Dry forest types and those that lack
structure near the ground are used very little (Buskirk and Powell 1994). Movement and
dispersal over the landscape is maintained by providing corridors with consistent
overhead cover (Ruggerio et al. 1994). Home range for a breeding pair has been
identified by different sources as ranging from 160 acres (Campbell 1979) to 1,400
acres (Freel 1991).

Habitat trend information derived from Interior Columbia Basin studies indicated that
about 50% of the watersheds in the Blue Mountains showed a decreasing trend in
American marten habitat and 35% showed an increasing trend. The distribution of
American marten within the Interior Columbia Basin has been fairly stable, but
population changes are not known (Wisdom et al. 2000).

Pileated Woodpecker (Dryocopus pileatus)

Pileated woodpeckers inhabit mature and old-growth forests, and second growth forests
with large snags and fallen trees (Bull and Jackson 1995, Aubry and Raley 1996).
Large snags and decaying live trees in older forests are used by pileated woodpeckers
for nesting and roosting throughout their range (Mellen et al. 1992, Bull and Jackson
1995, Aubry and Raley 2002b.).

According to “Source Habitats for Terrestrial Vertebrates of Focus in the Interior
Columbia Basin,” which references the Breeding Bird Survey indicates significant
decreases in populations of the pileated woodpecker in eastern Oregon and
Washington.

LOS - Old Forest Single Strata Habitat (White-Headed Woodpecker)

Old Forest Single-Strata Habitat

Old Forest Single-Strata habitat (OFSS) important for species such as the white-headed
woodpecker, is very limited in the Project and Analysis Area. Old Forest Single-Strata
accounts for 84 and 95 acres of habitat in the Project Area and Analysis Area
respectively. In OFSS habitat average trees per acre >21” dbh is 16. Average canopy
closure is around 32%, which is typical of such habitats.

In absence of OFSS habitat, OFMS (approximately 86 acres) in the warm dry and hot
dry plant association groups likely provides habitat for white-headed woodpeckers. .
Although the subwatershed provides habitat, levels are substantially lower than existed
historically (See Chapter 3, Forest Vegetation discussion on HRV for historic levels of
OFMS and OFSS).

The relative absence of OFSS habitat in the Subwatershed diminishes the quality and
suitability of habitat for the white-headed woodpecker and similar habitat-dependent
species. The primary feature absent in the Analysis Area is large trees in an open
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structure condition which are important in providing high quality foraging opportunities,
as well as future large snag recruitment for nesting needs.

White-Headed Woodpecker

Although the white-headed woodpecker is not listed specifically as a MIS for old growth
in the Forest Plan, it does serve as an excellent indicator of the health of Old Forest
Single Stratum (OFSS) habitats and will be used as such in this document. The
Regional Forester's Amendment #2 states that since 1993, the Forest Plan as amended
has directed the Forest to conduct timber sales in a manner that moves stands towards
OFMS and OFSS.

The white-headed woodpecker differs from many of the other primary cavity excavators
in its near exclusive selection of mature, single- stratum ponderosa pine dominated
habitats. This species relies almost exclusively upon the seeds from large ponderosa
pine cones for its foraging needs as well as utilizing insects gleaned off ponderosa pine
trees. Large ponderosa pine snags are utilized for nesting purposes. Because of its
more limited need and use of snags as foraging sites, the species snag requirements
are less than those required by other primary cavity excavators such as the pileated,
downy, and hairy woodpeckers.

Habitat trend information derived from Interior Columbia Basin studies (Wisdom et al.
2000) indicated that about 70% of the watersheds in the Blue Mountains showed a
decreasing trend in white-headed woodpecker habitat and 30% showed a static or
increasing trend. Basin-wide, >50% of watersheds had strong negative declines in the
availability of source habitats (old growth ponderosa pine, aspen/cottonwood/willow,
large diameter ponderosa pine snags). Breeding Bird Survey (BBS) data indicated a
3.0% annual increase in populations in Oregon and Washington from 1966 through
1994 (Wisdom et al. 2000). The current condition and availability of habitat for this
species across the Project Area and subwatershed is extremely limited. Past harvest
focused on the removal of mature ponderosa pine. Fire suppression allowed stocking
of smaller trees to increase dramatically, shifting structural stage to SECC, UR and
YFMS.

The lack of OFSS habitats may not meet the needs of the white-headed woodpecker,
flammulated owl, or other species that depend upon open, mature ponderosa pine
stands for foraging, nesting, and roosting. Species dependent upon these habitats
would likely remain at low densities, with populations poorly distributed in isolated
marginal habitats. It is assumed that with a greater availability of OFSS habitat, white-
headed woodpecker population densities would increase.

Connectivity

The distribution of connectivity habitats is generally poor within the subwatershed on the
north side of the Middle Fork of the John Day River. Multiple factors have contributed to
this condition, and include past timber harvest activity, effects of the Summit Fire in
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1996, and limitations of vegetation communities present. Late and old structure habitat
is essentially confined to the south of the Middle Fork John Day River, and much of that
habitat is in the upper reaches of the subwatershed, outside the Project Area. As such,
connectivity habitat within the Project Area, as described in Forest Plan Amendment #2,
is limited.

Several connectivity corridors are located in the Analysis Area. These corridors meet
the Forest Plan Amendment #2 standards for the condition and quality of connectivity
habitat. In most cases, they represent the upper 1/3 site potential for the vegetation
community present, and have a multi-strata structure condition. In several situations,
however, the best available habitat was selected in order to provide the most direct
connection between late and old structure stands. Suitable connections between
existing late and old structure habitats is provided within the Project Area and the
Analysis Area. See Map 7- Balance Old Growth and Connectivity in Appendix D for the
location of connectivity corridors.

In the Balance project, collaborators expressed interest in maintaining connectivity for
deer and elk movement as well. Corridors established for old growth species typically
serve big game as well. Collaborators identified corridors to support deer and elk
movement (see Map 7- Balance Old Growth and Connectivity in Appendix D). These
big game travel corridors provide additional connectivity, but are not to meet Forest Plan
standards.

Dedicated Old Growth, Late and Old Structure, and
Connectivity Habitats - Environmental Consequences

Alternative 1- No Action
Direct and Indirect Effects

Dedicated and Replacement Old Growth

Alternative 1 would maintain the existing DOG designation and would not change the
forest habitat types designated as DOG habitat. This 287 acre designation would
continue to not meet Forest Plan (FS) Standards of 300 acres. As a result of the No
Action Alternative there would be no Replacement Old Growth (ROG) or Pileated
Woodpecker Feeding Area (PWFA) designated for DOG 3112. Therefore, the existing
DOG does not meet the needs of pileated woodpeckers and is not contributing towards
a network of DOGS and ROGS that the FP has established to provide for this species.

LOS-OIld Forest Multi-Strata Habitat (Pileated Woodpecker, American Marten)

Alternative 1 would maintain the existing condition of habitat for multi-strata dependent
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species, such as the pileated woodpecker and the pine marten. In the short-term,
existing canopy closure, stand structure, and dead wood habitats would be maintained
across the Analysis Area as described in the existing condition section. Multi-strata
stands would become denser in the mid- to long-term. Standing and downed wood
densities would increase in the mid- and long-term as stand densities increase, and
projected insect and disease infestations occur. In the Analysis Area, OFMS in all plant
association groups combined would continue to develop, increasing from 7% to 31%
over the next 50 years. In the Project Area, OFMS would increase from 4% to 50%
over the next 50 years.

There is a strong distribution of OFMS/YFMS habitat type with some fragmentation
located south of the MFIDR, in the Balance, Dunston, and upper Sunshine Creek
drainages. This area likely meets the needs of one or more pair of pileated
woodpeckers in the Analysis Area.

An effect of no action would be to see increased potential for uncharacteristic, crown fire
behavior that could set back structural stage development, resulting in large areas of
young trees and longer time spans to develop old forest structures. In the warm dry and
hot dry plant association groups, disturbances would continue to be at a larger scale
than historically occurred, with “out of scale” adverse effects to many wildlife species. A
fire of this magnitude and severity would convert suitable pileated woodpecker and pine
marten habitat to an unsuitable condition.

LOS-Old Forest Single Strata Habitat (White-Headed Woodpecker)

In the short-term, implementation of Alternative 1 would result in no additional acres of
OFSS being restored or created. Due to the slow growth rates of the overstocked
stands, development of old forest stand structures would develop slowly.

As mentioned in the existing condition section, the lack of OFSS habitat does not meet
the needs of species such as the white-headed woodpecker, flammulated owl, and
other neotropical landbird species that depend upon open, mature ponderosa pine
stands for foraging, nesting, and roosting. Over the next 50 years, old forest single
strata increases from <1% to 4% and from 0% to 8% in the Warm-Dry and Hot-Dry plant
association groups, respectively.

There is an increasing risk of large-scale, stand-replacing fires that would set back
structural stage development, resulting in large areas of young trees and longer time
spans to develop old forest structures. Stand replacement fires would further reduce
OFSS habitats, and the species that rely on them.

Connectivity

Current and long-term connectivity between LOS is maintained by a system of
connectivity corridors. With the No Action alternative, no activities would occur within
existing connectivity corridors; these corridors would continue to provide for the free
movement of LOS associated species in the short- to mid-term.
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Cumulative Effects

All of the activities in Appendix C have been considered for their cumulative effects on
old growth associated species. For a complete list of activities, see Appendix C. The
Analysis Area used for this Cumulative Effects analysis is the Balance Creek/Coyote
Creek Subwatershed.

The No Action Alternative has no direct effects on existing old growth. In the short-to
mid-term, the DOG would remain in its current condition and location. OFMS and
OFSS located both inside and outside the DOG would remain in their current condition.
Existing stand structures and high stocking levels would persist.

Two factors limit the availability of OFSS habitat type in the Analysis Area. The most
influential is the historic timber harvest that has occurred in the area over the past 100
years. Historic OFSS habitats were targeted for their large ponderosa pine trees and
relative ease of logging due to the gentle slopes and open forest conditions. Most of the
large ponderosa pine trees were removed with these actions. A lesser, but important
influence is the impacts of the Summit Fire in 1996. The effects of the fire were
cumulative, as the fire did burn through areas already impacted by previous timber
harvest. However, some OFSS habitat was consumed in that fire as well.

In the long-term, stands would move towards old growth conditions. White-headed
woodpecker habitat would not change in the short- to mid-term. Habitat for pileated
woodpeckers and pine martens would increase as stand density and canopy cover
increases. Populations would not be expected to change in the short- to mid-term. In
the long-term (50 years), OFMS habitat would increase. Populations of marten and
pileated woodpecker would potentially increase. Current and long-term connectivity
between LOS is maintained by a system of connectivity corridors. With the No Action
alternative, no activities would occur within existing connectivity corridors; these
corridors would continue to provide for the free movement of LOS associated species in
the short- to mid-term. Fire hazard would remain high in the Project Area.

Alternative 2 — Proposed Action
Direct and Indirect Effects

Dedicated and Replacement Old Growth

Analysis of late and old structure habitat in the subwatershed found the opportunity to
modify the current DOG designation to include more suitable habitat for late and old
structure dependent species. The Proposed Action would relocate the DOG
designation with some overlap of the existing DOG, resulting in a 303 acre DOG. |t
would also identify a 189 acre replacement old growth (ROG), and identify an additional
150 acres of pileated woodpecker feeding area (PWFA) habitat. The newly identified
ROG would be primarily within the original DOG designation and the PWFA would be
identified on ground that is currently Big Game Winter Range (MA4). See Map 7-
Balance Old Growth and Connectivity in Appendix D for location of the DOG, ROG and
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PWFA. As a result of the Proposed Action, Forest Plan Standards for Management
Area 13 — Old Growth, would be met. These actions would require a non-significant
Forest Plan amendment.

The effects of the Proposed Action, include approximately 83% of the DOG would be
comprised of OFMS stands. This would better meet habitat needs of old growth
dependent species.

The Proposed Action includes 11 acres of precommercial thinning in the (new) DOG
(Unit 42) and 34 acres of thinning around large pine in the ROG (Unit 80). Thinning
would reduce the ladder fuels which would minimize the risk of uncharacteristically
severe fires, and increase the growth rates on the remaining trees. This would benefit
old growth obligate species by protecting existing habitat constituents.

Temporary roads would not be constructed in LOS stands, DOGS, ROGS, or
connectivity corridors. Prescribed fire may reduce snags and down wood in the short
term, but may create snags in the long term. There may be short term impacts to
pileated woodpecker, marten and white-headed woodpecker. However, adhering to the
Forest Plan, a network of DOGS, ROGS, and connectivity habitat would be maintained
throughout the Analysis Area which would continue to allow for movement for these
species. RHCA integrity would be maintained including down wood and snags; and
shrubs and conifers would be maintained which would continue to provide shade and
bank stability in the short and long term.

Old Forest Multi-Strata Habitat (Pileated Woodpecker, American Marten)

The Proposed Action includes 21 acres treatment in OFMS including 11 acres of
precommercial thinning (Unit 42) and 10 acres of thinning around large pine (Unit 82).
The canopy cover and structure in these stands would be reduced after treatment.
Treating other stands of any structure by thinning and burning would reduce habitat for
canopy dependent species such as pileated woodpecker and pine marten and improve
habitat for species such as white-headed woodpecker and flammulated owl. Thinning
and prescribed underburning is intended to reduce surface, ladder, and canopy fuels
and shift stands towards historic conditions.

Overall, the long-term shift in old growth type from OFMS to OFSS would increase,
rather than decrease wildlife species diversity. Restoring natural vegetation conditions
and fire regimes would make these habitats far more self-sustaining for associated
wildlife species. Overall, proposed timber management and prescribed burning would
contribute positively toward the viability of species that use old growth habitats.
Although conversion from OFMS to OFSS reduces habitat for pileated woodpecker and,
American marten, it is assumed that the DOG/ROG network will continue to provide
habitat for these two species across the landscape.

Old Forest Single Strata Habitat (White-Headed Woodpecker)

No current OFSS is proposed for treatment. The main benefit from thinning and
underburning treatments would be realized in the long-term. Treatment of YFMS, UR,
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SECC and SEOC stands would increase tree growth rates, accelerating the
development of OFSS as compared to the No Action alternative. Treated stands would
be moved towards OFSS, currently, the most limiting forest habitat. Within 50 years,
many stands or forest patches would closely resemble desired conditions: a large-tree,
single-layered canopy with an open, park-like under-story dominated by herbaceous
cover with scattered shrub cover and pine regeneration. As a result of the Proposed
Action, approximately 70% of the stands treated are projected to be OFSS within 50
years. In the short-term, stands would still not have the requisite number of large
diameter trees to classify as old growth, but desired species such as the white-headed
woodpecker would still be expected to respond favorably. Populations of white-headed
woodpecker would not be expected to change in the short- to mid-term, and could
increase in the long-term.

Connectivity

There are no treatments proposed in Late and Old Structure (LOS) connectivity
corridors. In the short term, corridors would continue to provide for the free movement
of old-growth dependent species. In the long term, corridors would become higher risk
to insects or fire which could degrade or eliminate habitat.

In summary, habitat for canopy dependent species such as pileated woodpecker and
American marten would be maintained and habitat would be improved for species such
as white-headed woodpecker and flammulated owl. Thinning and prescribed
underburning is intended to reduce understory cover and open up stands, shifting
stands towards historic conditions. Modifying the current DOG designation to 303 acres
would increase old growth habitat which would benefit obligate species. The Forest’s
network of Dedicated Old Growth (DOG) would also continue to maintain populations of
marten and pileated woodpecker.

Cumulative Effects

The area considered for cumulative effects is the Balance Creek/ Coyote Creek
subwatershed. All of the activities in Appendix C — Cumulative Effects have been
considered for their cumulative effects on old growth, connectivity habitat and
associated species. The following discussion focuses on those past, ongoing and
foreseeable future activities that may contribute positive or negative effects. Past timber
harvest and road building have significantly reduced and fragmented the amount and
effectiveness of old growth habitat. . In the past there have been numerous timber
sales in the Balance Creek/Coyote Creek subwatershed and many in the surrounding
area totaling approximately 7088 acres. Prescribed fire has occurred on approximately
1,700 acres.

From 1980 to present, wildfires have impacted approximately 42,497 acres in several
subwatersheds surrounding and including Balance Creek/Coyote Creek Subwatershed.

Old growth is deficient in the Analysis Area as reflected in the HRV tables in the
Vegetation Section of this document. OFSS is below HRV, particularly in the hot dry
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and warm plant association groups. Loss of OFSS is due to a combination of timber
harvest and fire suppression activities. Fire suppression allowed tree densities to
increase, shifting many stands from OFSS to OFMS. Removal of large diameter trees
then converted these stands to YFMS or younger, even-aged structural stages. OFMS
is within or above HRV for all biophysical environments expect the warm dry type.
OFMS habitats in the warm dry biophysical environment have been reduced below
HRV, primarily due to past timber harvest and road construction.

Forest Plan, Management Area 13 (MA-13) provides for the management of old growth
habitat through a system of Dedicated Old Growth (DOG) and Replacement Old Growth
(ROG) areas. Under the Proposed Action, the additional protections afforded through
the DOG, ROG, and PWFA designations would create a beneficial cumulative effect on
the viability of old growth MIS by ensuring management of those habitat conditions
needed for these species. These areas would be managed in the future to maintain their
suitability (habitat conditions and size) for American marten and pileated woodpecker,
and help ensure the viability of these species within the analysis area. The No Action
Alternative does not meet Forest Plan standards for MA—13, and therefore, may not be
as effective as the Proposed Action in protecting old growth species.

Since 1993, the Forest Plan as amended has directed the Malheur National Forest to
conduct timber sales in a manner that moves stands towards OFMS and OFSS
structural stages, regardless of whether or not they are in Management Area 13.
Timber sales planned since that time have not contributed to loss of late and old growth
forest, although understory stocking may have been reduced to shift stands from OFMS
to OFSS to better reflect HRV.

Shifting stands from OFMS to OFSS would reduce habitat for canopy dependent
species such as pileated woodpecker and pine marten and improve habitat for species
such as white-headed woodpecker and flammulated owl. This shift in old growth type
would increase, rather than decrease the wildlife species diversity. Cumulatively,
restoring natural vegetation conditions and fire regimes would make these habitats far
more self-sustaining for associated wildlife species. The Balance Sale only thins 21
acres. Overall, proposed treatments would contribute positively toward the viability of
species that use old growth habitats.

Past management activities have reduced snags and down wood in old growth habitats.
Design measures for the action alternatives would minimize additional loss of these
habitats; additional losses would be considered incidental. The Forest’s firewood policy
prohibits the cutting of firewood in DOG/ROG areas, so prescribed snag and downed
wood levels should be maintained. In OFMS and OFSS outside the DOG/ROG
network, snags along roads would continue to be removed as firewood, reducing habitat
for pileated woodpeckers, pine martens, white-headed woodpeckers, three-toed
woodpeckers and other species that use deadwood habitats. Due to the low level of
effect that is expected under the Proposed Action it is not expected that adverse
cumulative effects on snag and downed wood habitat and the species that depend on
these habitats would result when combined with the residual and anticipated effects of
past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future activities. Effects to these habitats
are described in the Primary Cavity Excavator section.
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Generally, adjacent Tribal and private lands have been managed with different
management objectives. These areas are not expected to provide OFMS or OFSS
habitat in the near future.

Old growth and connectivity corridors in adjacent subwatersheds were considered when
designing connectivity corridors in the Balance Analysis Area.

The No Action and Proposed Action Alternatives proposed in Balance would not have
an adverse cumulative effect on the quantity and quality of connectivity. Connectivity
corridors would continue to allow for movement not only within the Project Area, but in
the analysis Area. There are no foreseeable future activities that would affect
connectivity.

In the short-term, the Proposed Action would not contribute to cumulative losses of
mature and old growth habitat because stands would not be treated except to enhance
old growth attributes. In the long-term, the action alternatives would contribute
positively to cumulative effects by helping to accelerate the development of OFSS and
maintaining connectivity habitat between LOS. Therefore, proposal activities would
contribute positively toward the viability of species that use these habitats. There are no
significant adverse cumulative effects to pileated woodpeckers or pine martens or their
habitat from any of the alternatives; there are positive effects to white-headed
woodpeckers from OFSS development.

Following treatment, some stands or forest patches would closely resemble desired
conditions: a large-tree, single-layered canopy with an open, park-like understory
dominated by herbaceous cover with scattered shrub cover and pine regeneration. In
the short-term, stands would still not have the requisite number of large diameter trees
to classify as old growth, but desired species such as the white-headed woodpecker
would still be expected to respond favorably. Populations of white-headed woodpecker
would not be expected to change in the short- to mid-term, and could increase in the
long-term.

Restoring natural vegetation conditions and fire regimes would make these habitats far
more self-sustaining for associated wildlife species.

Cattle generally use high quality stands of LOS sparingly because these habitats tend to
have little forage and moderate to high downed wood densities that make access
difficult. Cattle grazing would have no impact on forested overstories or dead wood
structure, and therefore, there would be no effect to pileated or three-toed woodpeckers.
Livestock grazing could affect American marten habitat by removing understory
vegetation that serves as cover/resting sites for both marten and their prey; however,
most of the preferred marten habitat has abundant down material and is generally less
accessible to livestock. .

Big Game Habitat Existing Condition

Rocky Mountain elk and mule deer are big game species of concern due to their high
public value. Species are considered wildly distributed across the District, Forest and
the Blue Mountain Region. Rocky Mountain elk are identified in the Forest Plan as a
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management indicator species (MIS); habitat quality is evaluated in terms of forest
cover, forage quality, and open road density.

The Project Area lies within big-game summer range (909 acres) and winter range
(12,866) in ponderosa pine and mixed conifer stands above 3500 feet elevation. Most
elk don’t leave the area until December or January and then concentrate further
downstream. Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife (ODFW) flights in March validate
concentrations outside the Analysis Area.

Elk Habitat was evaluated using the Habitat Effectiveness Index (HEI) (Thomas, et al.
1988), marginal and satisfactory cover percentage, and open road densities. Values
were estimated at the subwatershed level and winter/summer range classification.

Big Game Populations

Big game management on the Malheur National Forest is a cooperative effort between
the Forest Service and the Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife (ODFW) where the
Forest Service manages habitat while ODFW manages populations. The agencies
cooperate by managing big game according to pre-established Management Objectives
(MOs) for each big game management unit. The Balance Project Area lies within
portions of the Desolation and Northside big game management units. In 2008 ODFW
population trends estimate 1,195 (93%) and 1,637 (82%) animals in each unit,
respectively. See the Wildlife Specialist Report for additional information on elk
populations, bull to cow ratios, and calf to cow ratios by Management Unit . Population
numbers and management objectives fell slightly below in Northside and Desolation
Management Units. This could be an effect from heavy snows last winter. The amount
of big game sign; pellets and beds, and animals seen indicates a moderate use of the
area overall.

Wintering elk populations have generally met population MOs in Desolation and
Northside. ODFW stated that although animal numbers fell below MOs in some years
in both Desolation and Northside the lower values are considered insignificant and
adjustments in hunting permits in future years is expected to bring the population back
up quickly. Elk population levels have remained relatively stable over the last 11 years
in both management units in spite of past forest management activities.

Wintering elk populations have generally met population MOs except for 2004 in
Desolation. ODFW Biologists Darren Bruning and George Keister (personal
communication, 2004/5/6) stated that although animal numbers fell below MOs in
Desolation the lower values are considered insignificant and adjustments in hunting
permits in future years is expected to bring the population back up quickly. EIk
population levels have remained stable over the last 11 years in both management units
in spite of past forest management activities.

Bull to cow ratios has generally dropped below MOs in the Desolation Management
Unit., but has remained fairly stable in the Northside Unit. As bull/cow ratios decline
below 10 bulls/100 cows, breeding dynamics within a herd also change, and there can
be a corresponding reduction in cow/calf ratios (ODFW 2003). Bull to cow ratios are
influenced by a number of factors including numbers of hunters, length of hunting
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seasons, including the rutting period in the hunting season, lack of restrictions of antler
class in harvest, lack of hiding cover, and high open road densities (Wisdom and
Thomas 1996, Irwin et al 1994, Schommer and Johnson 2003).

Fawning and Calving Habitat

To determine the amount of fawning/calving habitat within the Balance Creek/Coyote
Subwatershed a GIS analysis was conducted. The following habitat variables were
considered in this analysis; slopes < 15%, canopy cover > 37%, and proximity to water
(streams, pond, and springs) < 400 meters (Toweill and Thomas 2002). This analysis
determined that there are approximately 207 acres of fawning/calving habitat that meet
the criteria within the subwatershed. However, this could be an underestimate due to
the variable nature of fawning/calving habitat selection by does and cow elk.

HEI

Past management activities have altered cover, forage and road densities. Thomas, et
al. (1988), developed the Habitat Effectiveness Index (HEI) model for estimating elk
habitat effectiveness on the landscape. HEI incorporates four variables or indices:
cover quality (HEc), size and spacing of cover (HESs), quality and quantity of forage
(HEf) and open road density (HEr). The Forest Plan established minimum standards for
these indices. In addition, the Forest Plan established minimum standards for both
winter range and summer range for retention of satisfactory cover (%S), marginal cover
(%M), total cover (%S and M), and open road density. These Standards differ between
winter and summer range. Within the Balance Creek/Coyote Creek Subwatershed,
there are approximately 12,866 acres of winter range and 909 acres of summer range.
No summer range is within the Project Area.
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WL-1 HEI

HEc HEs HEr HEf | HEcsfr | %S %M Total Open
(HEI Cover Road
% Density
(miles
per
square
mile)
Winter Range 40 .30 .50 .40 .50 10% 10% 25% 2.2
Forest Plan
Standards
Existing Condition .59 51 45 .50 .51 5% 23% 28% 2.4
Proposed Action .60 45 45 .50 .50 4.8% | 18% 23% 2.4
Summer Range .30 .30 .40 n/a 40 12% 5% 20% 3.2
Forest Plan
Standards
Existing Condition .59 57 .60 .56 8% 38% 46% 1.02
Proposed Action .59 .57 .60 n/a .56 8% 38% 46% 1.02

HEI = HEcsfr = Habitat Effectiveness Index.

HEr = habitat effectiveness derived from the density or roads open to vehicular traffic
HEc = habitat effectiveness derived from the quality of cover.

HEf = habitat effectiveness derived from the quality of forage

HEs = habitat effectiveness derived from the size and spacing of cover

%S = Satisfactory Cover. %M = Marginal Cover. % Total Cover = %S + %M.

Forage

Current forage conditions are primarily the result of site productivity, timber and grazing
management. Forage is present on 9,683 acres of the subwatershed. The 1994
Summit Fire burned approximately 5,680 acres in the Balance Creek/Coyote Creek
Subwatershed creating large amounts of forage for a period of time.

Cover

To determine cover amounts in the Balance Creek/Coyote Creek Subwatershed, a GIS
analysis (using the Most Similar Neighbor, MSN, and a combination of ground truthing
and aerial photo interpretation was conducted for both satisfactory and marginal cover.
The 1994 Summit Fire burned approximately 5,680 acres in the Balance Creek/Coyote
Creek Subwatershed reducing total cover until stands obtain cover. The Forest Plan
defines satisfactory cover for elk as a stand of coniferous trees 40 or more feet tall with
an average canopy closure equal to or exceeding 50% for ponderosa pine and 60% for
mixed conifer. Satisfactory cover in winter range equals 675 acres or 5% of the winter
range which is below the Forest Plan standard of 10%. Marginal cover is defined as a
stand of coniferous trees greater than 10 feet tall with an average canopy cover meeting
or exceeding 40 percent. Marginal cover in winter range equals 2,950 acres or 23% of
the winter range which is above Forest Plan Standards of 10%. Total cover includes
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marginal and satisfactory and is 28% which is above Forest Plan standards for winter
range of 25%. Total cover in summer range is 46% which is above Forest Plan
Standards of 20%.

Hiding cover provides a visual barrier between big game animals and disturbance
sources. This is especially important during hunting season when big game animals
alter their travel patterns to avoid humans. Satisfactory cover is typically multistoried
and often meets elk hiding cover criteria. Many stands have been pre-commercially or
commercially thinned in the Balance Creek/Coyote Creek Subwatershed due to historic
railroad logging. Hiding cover has been reduced in size and quality. Due to the
relatively flat topography this condition is not mitigated by landforms.

Approximately 9,520 or 68% of the Balance Creek/Coyote Creek Subwatershed is in the
hot dry and warm dry plant association groups. These stands typically do not support
high densities of conifer stems for more than 40 years, which is needed to provide
quality hiding cover.

Roads

Open road densities were calculated for the Balance Creek/Coyote Creek
Subwatershed, and include both National Forest System lands and other ownerships.
The open road density in summer range for the Balance Creek/Coyote Creek
subwatershed is 1.02 mi/mi®. This is below the 3.2 mi/mi® standard in big game summer
range identified in the Forest Plan (USDA 1990, IV-6). The open road density in winter
range is 2.4 mi/mi2 which is above Forest Plan Standards of 2.2 mi/mi2. High open
road densities in winter range likely have some effect on big game distribution.

Even though the open road density in winter range exceeds Forest Plan Standards, the
main road (2045) comprises 7.4 miles out of the 16.3 total open miles in the
subwatershed. Activities in the Balance project will not increase open roads
permanently. However, there will be a temporary increase in open roads during
operations.

Road closures have not been effective in some areas of the subwatershed. The
greatest potential for impact is during hunting seasons, when hunter traffic, and the
associated “stimulus” associated with those activities are at their highest level. Road
closures are difficult to enforce, even those with barricades and gates, due to flat
topography, open forest vegetation and a lack of enforcement personnel. Restriction
periods reduce some traffic in the fall and correspond to general deer and elk hunting
seasons.

Rowland et al. 2000 and Wisdom et al. 1999 concluded that open road density does not
address all impacts to big game from roads. They suggested that distance to open
roads also plays a role in big game use and movement. Elk tended to use areas more
that were at least 1,000 meters or greater from roads. Most habitats in the Analysis
Area are within 1,000 meters of an open road. About 80% of the area is within 500
meters of an open road. Therefore, the presence of open roads likely reduces the
habitat effectiveness of the area, and this effect would gradually decrease as distance
from open roads increased.
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Although road densities are above Forest Plan Standards in winter range, the road
densities in the smaller Project Area are lower. Opportunities for road closures are very
limited in the Project Area and were not considered in this EA.

Big Game Habitat Environmental Consequences

Alternative 1 - No Action

Direct and Indirect Effects

In the short- to mid-term, the existing condition would be maintained in the Analysis
Area, resulting in no change in the Habitat Effectiveness Index (HEI) for elk. HEI would
remain as described in Table WL-1. The existing cover to forage ratio would be
maintained. In the short-term, there would be no changes in cover. Total cover would
remain in excess of Forest Plan standards. Satisfactory cover would remain deficient in
the subwatershed. In the mid- to long-term (with continued fire suppression),
development of multi-strata stands would create additional satisfactory and marginal
cover stands, increasing both thermal and hiding cover. Forage habitats would not be
affected in the short- to mid-term. The current quality and distribution of forage habitat
within the Analysis Area would be unchanged. In the mid- to long-term, forage would
decrease as tree canopies close and shade the ground. Total cover is well in excess of
Forest Plan standards for this subwatershed. Satisfactory would remain below Forest
Plan Standards.

Summer range comprises approximately 2% of the Analysis Area. None of the summer
range is within the Project Area, so there would be no impacts under either alternative.

Deer and elk are believed to use thermal cover to reduce the effects of weather and
temperature extremes and to hide from predators. It is important to note that recent
research at the Starkey Experimental Station in La Grande, Oregon (Cook 1998) has
raised the concern that resource managers may be overstating the importance of
thermal cover, i.e., marginal and satisfactory cover, on elk condition. Studies suggest
that the energetic benefits of thermal cover may be inconsequential to elk performance,
and that it is forage or nutritional effects that may have the greater impact on individual
animal performance. However, these studies do not dispute elk’s preference for dense
forest stands or the numerous studies that show elk using dense stands
disproportionately to their availability. Dense conifer cover contributes to better
distribution of elk across available habitat, and may be more of a disturbance/hiding
cover issue than a thermal regulation issue. This alternative would not result in direct
effects to big game security.

Implementation of this alternative would construct no temporary roads, but at the same
time, it would do nothing to modify existing open road densities or road management.
Open road densities would be maintained at current levels as described in the Existing
Condition section. Open road densities in summer range are below Forest Plan
standards in the subwatershed, but above standards in winter range. Relationships
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between the spatial distribution and disturbance associated with open roads and hiding
cover habitat would also not change, as existing road densities and levels of use are
expected to remain the same in the short-, mid- and long-term. Increased tree stocking
may increase the chance of a high severity wildfire. A fire of moderate to intense
magnitude and severity could convert multi-strata cover habitat to stand initiation forage
habitat in the short- and mid-term, increasing vulnerability of big game to hunting in the
roaded portion of the Analysis Area. Use of these habitats would not change from the
way they are currently utilized by deer and elk. As discussed in the Existing Condition
section, elk populations have met population MOs for the most part. Elk population
levels have remained relatively stable over the last 10 years. Under the No Action
Alternative there would not be a Forest Plan Amendment written to further reduce
satisfactory cover, which is below Forest Plan Standards of 12%.

Cumulative Effects

See Alternative 2 Cumulative Effects for a discussion cumulative effects on big game
habitat and associated species

Alternative 2 — Proposed Action

Direct and Indirect Effects

The proposed action reduces cover, and reduces overall HEI from .51 to .50. However,
total HEI still meets FP Standards. Several Design Elements in Chapter 2 help to
mitigate impacts to big game. These include: timing restrictions in big game winter
range; timing restrictions in calving and fawning habitat; reclosing roads that would be
used during project activities, and maintaining security/hiding cover patches.

Current levels of aspen are limited in the subwatershed. Proposed treatments that
would benefit aspen would include treating 10 stands by reducing encroaching conifer
and fencing for protection.

Summer range comprises approximately 2% of the analysis area. There are no project
activities planned in summer range so there would be no impacts under this alternative.

A Forest Plan Amendment is required to further reduce satisfactory cover in winter
range; and reduce total cover below Forest Plan Standards. Satisfactory cover is
already below Forest Plan Standards of 12%. Sixty-four acres from 3 units in
satisfactory cover would be treated. However, in two of the units totaling 44 acres, the
proposed treatment thins around large ponderosa pine so the entire unit would not be
thinned. The remaining 20 acres would be commercial and precommercial thinned.
When looking at the amount of marginal cover surrounding these 3 units, the impacts of
treatment would be minimal. As discussed previously, studies suggest that the
energetic benefits of thermal cover may be inconsequential to elk performance, and that
it is forage or nutritional effects that may have the greater impact on individual animal
performance.

All habitats in the Analysis Area are within 1,000 meters of an open road. About 97% of
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the area is within 500 meters of an open road. Therefore, the presence of open roads
likely reduces the habitat effectiveness of the area, and this effect would gradually
decrease as distance from open roads increased. This is particularly important given
the levels of cover loss from harvest and the level topography for much of the area.

The proposed action would treat 1,934 acres by prescribed burning over the next 3to 5
years. Much of this burning would be accomplished after the mechanical work is
completed. Multiple entries may be needed to gradually reduce the litter layer that has
increased beyond historical conditions.

Prescribed burning occurs in a mosaic fashion and not all acres are blacked at one
time. Tree mortality ranges for forested stands are as follows:

e Trees 0-5" dbh, tree mortality could be 35% but is expected to range from 5 to
15%.

e Trees 5-10" dbh, tree mortality could be 15% but is expected to range from 5 to
10%.

e Trees 10-21"+ dbh, mortality could be 10% but is expected to range from 1 to
2%.

While prescribed burning will likely reduce hiding cover for the short-term most of this
will recover with higher quality forage within 1 -3 years. This increased forage will
remain beneficial to big game for at least 10 years after harvest activities. It is
anticipated that understory growth should begin to provide some measure of hiding
cover within 10 years.

Burning would occur during spring or fall periods; burning could occur annually for five
years; scheduling is highly dependent on weather conditions.; a maximum of 3,000
acres per year would be burned; burning limited to one grazing pasture per year;
burning would not occur within harvest or commercial thinning units until these activities
including activities fuels treatments are completed.

Open road densities would increase during project implementation but effects are short
term and localized. The proposal would construct 2.5 miles of temporary road, also
increasing disturbance to big game. However, roads will be decommissioned after
project implementation. Following completion of the project, open road densities would
revert back to levels pre-treatment. Therefore, affects to big game would be short term
and localized.

Wintering elk populations have generally met population MOs in Desolation and
Northside Management Units. Elk population levels have remained relatively stable
over the last 10 years in both management units. Management activities may have
effects on big game distribution, but not on populations.

Cumulative Effects

All of the activities in Appendix C — Cumulative Effects — have been considered for their
cumulative effects on big game habitat and associated species. The following
discussion focuses on those past, ongoing and foreseeable future activities that may
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contribute positive or negative effects.

Table WL-1 reflects the effects of past management on big game habitat. In the past
there have been numerous timber sales in the Balance Creek/Coyote Creek
Subwatershed and many in the surrounding area totaling approximately 4,569 acres.

From 1980 to present, wildfires have impacted approximately 40,197 acres in several
subwatersheds surrounding and including Balance Creek/Coyote Creek Subwatershed.

Livestock grazing and allotment management including fence maintenance for Lower
Middle Fork, Upper Middle Fork and Balance allotments has been ongoing. Livestock
grazing can be beneficial or detrimental to big game/habitat. A mature bull elk eats over
70 pounds of forage a day. A mature bull (livestock) eats over 30 pounds of forage a
day. Range standards and AUMs (animal unit months) are set to meet the forage
needs for both livestock and big game.

Satisfactory cover will be reduced in the short term, but by retaining wildlife habitat
patches in treatment units, short to long term effects would not be significant

Summer range comprises approximately 2% of the analysis area. There are no project
activities planned in summer range so there would be no cumulative impacts.

In winter range, approximately 64 acres would be treated in 3 units. Cumulative impacts
should be minimal given the mitigation measures listed in the Design Measures section
and the fact that the majority of treatment entails thinning around pine to help reduce
ladder fuels which would reduce the possibility of catastrophic wildfires.

On private land, riparian enhancement has occurred including area fencing (cattle
exclusion), water trough developments and shrub/tree planting along the Middle Fork of
the John Day River. The cover, road density and HEI values in Table WL-1 reflect
habitat conditions on federal, Tribal and private land. HEI runs indicate that most of the
Tribal and private land classify as forage; landowners typically mange these lands as
such and therefore, would be expected to remain as forage into the future.

Recent results from long-term big game studies at the Starkey Project indicates that elk
avoided the short-term disturbance of logging activity itself, but elk did not avoid the
harvests units or the log-hauling roads during and after timber harvest. In general, the
elk populations become more disperses during and after timber harvest which suggests
that elk were moving farther over larger areas to meet their needs. EIlk productivity was
not negatively affected by timber harvest; however, the vulnerability of elk to hunting did
increase. Open landscapes and relatively flat topography make elk more visible to
hunters. This would increase hunter success, but would have little effect on elk
performance (weight gain, general body condition). (PNW Science Update Issue 13)

A Forest Plan Amendment is required to further reduce satisfactory cover; and reduce
total cover to 23%. Currently, satisfactory cover is below Forest Plan Standards of 12%.

Through an analysis of elk population census data for the Desolation and Northside
Management units, a stable, level, population trend was noted. It appears that past
forest management has not been detrimental to elk populations in this area. It is not
anticipated that planned activities will cause a decline in elk populations. However, it will
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likely cause a redistribution of animals across the landscape, and possibly on to
privately owned lands.

Approximately 150 miles of road has been constructed from 1916 to present with
approximately 52 miles open within the subwatershed and 16 miles in the project area
respectively. There have been 45 miles of road closed and 53 miles of road
decommissioned in the subwatershed. Disturbance of elk by hunting along open roads
and off-road vehicle use would have more impact on big game populations than future
big game cover conditions created by this alternative. However, the trend in the Forest
Service is to reduce open road densities below Forest Plan Standards whenever
possible.

Off-road vehicle use reduces big game security and increase the potential for
disturbance, especially given the lack of hiding. During the hunting season, elevated
human use and hunting pressure in the cover-deficient area will likely force animals into
adjacent privately owned lands.

Primary Cavity Excavators, Snag and Down Wood Habitat
Existing Condition

At least one fourth of all bird species in the western forests (McClelland et al. 1979) and
perhaps even as much as 45% of native North American bird populations (Balda 1975;
Scott et al. 1980) are snag dependant; that is, they require the use of snags at some
point in their life cycle. Snags and downed wood are essential ecological components
of the Interior Columbia Basin (ICB) ecosystem. Standing snags provide foraging,
roosting, denning and nesting habitat for a number of wildlife species. As snags decay
and fall to the ground, and become down wood, they provide food and shelter for
different species. Down wood also stores nutrients and moisture, and aids in soil
development. Down wood in stream channels influences channel morphology;
especially in forming pools and in-stream cover, retention of nutrients and storage and
buffering of sediment (Lee and others 1997).

In the Snags and Downed Wood in the Interior Columbia Basin Ecosystem
Management Project 2002, models indicated that small snag amounts increased slightly
(7 percent) from the historical conditions on FS/BLM-administered lands but declined by
14% across the basin. Most of the increase on FS/BLM administered lands occurred in
the Dry Forest PVG, with some minor increases in the Cold Forest PVG. This occurred
because the amount of forests in the mid-seral stage increased in the Dry Forest PVG,
while the amount in the late-seral stage declined. In general, mid-seral stage forests
contain fewer small snags per hectare than the late-seral forest especially in manager
areas (Ohmann and Wadell, 2001). However, much of the increase in mid-seral forests
on FS/BLM lands occurred in unroaded and wilderness areas. In these areas, fire
suppression allowed the development of dense stands of stressed shade tolerant trees
having low resistance to insect and disease attack and consequently, abundant small
snags. Large snag amounts declined by approximately 8% on FS/BLM administered
lands and 31% across the basin, compared to the historical levels. The largest losses
occurred in the Dry Forest and Moist Forest PVGs due to increases in mid-seral forests
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and decreases in late-seral forests. Late seral stage forests typically contain higher
levels of large snags. Large fire-created snags may also be present in early-seral
forests, but fall quickly. Few large snags remain standing in the mid-seral stage
(Everett and others (In press). There are generally fewer surviving large trees in early
and mid seral forests and, hence, reduced sources for snag recruitment. Furthermore,
the new cohort of live trees does not become large enough to generate large snags until
well into the mid-seral stage and often not until the late seral stage. Large snag
declines on FS/BLM lands are compounded in managed or roaded areas by harvest
and firewood cutting.

Primary Cavity Excavators (PCEs) depend on standing and downed wood for foraging,
nesting, and roosting. These species create cavities in dead and live trees. Secondary
cavity users (flying squirrels, etc.) can use cavities excavated by these species. Cavity
nester habitat can occur in a variety of vegetative communities and various structural
conditions.

The Forest Plan identifies 10 primary cavity excavators as Management Indicator
Species for the availability and quality of dead and defective wood habitat: black-backed
woodpecker, three-toed woodpecker, Lewis’ woodpecker, white-headed woodpecker,
pileated woodpecker, downy woodpecker, hairy woodpecker, northern flicker,
Williamson’s sapsucker, and red-breasted sapsucker (USDA 1990, IV-32). Because
sapsucker species have been re-classified in recent years, the red-naped sapsucker will
be used as a surrogate for the red-breasted and yellow-bellied sapsuckers. See the Old
Growth section for discussions on Pileated woodpecker and white-headed woodpecker
For further information on species ecology, see the Wildlife Specialist Report in the
Project Record.

Habitat trend information derived from Interior Columbia Basin studies (Wisdom et al.
2000) was reviewed. Habitat trends vary across the Blue Mountains with some
watersheds experiencing increased habitat and others decreased habitats, but overall,
the trend is towards a loss of habitat. Population trends show declines for several
species including the pileated, white-headed, Lewis’ and black-backed woodpeckers."

In general, existing and potential habitat can be found throughout the Analysis Area,
except for non-forest areas and forest stands in the process of regeneration (stand
initiation and stem exclusion structures). Few large snags and down logs occur in many
of the previously harvested stands. Untreated stands have relatively high snag
densities when compared to previously harvested stands.

Three-toed Woodpecker (Picoides arcticus)

The three-toed woodpecker is designated in the Forest Plan as a MIS species for old-
growth lodgepole pine. There are no pure lodgepole pine stands within the Project
Area.
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Black-backed Woodpecker (Picoides arcticus)

The black-backed woodpecker is an indicator of primary cavity nesting habitat. It
inhabits standing dead lodgepole pine, ponderosa pine, western larch and mixed
coniferous forests (Dixon and Saab 2000, Kotliar et al. 2002). This species dependence
on burned forests and forests that have undergone other types of large scale
disturbances is well documented (Hutto 1995, Caton 1996, Kreisel and Stein 1999,
Dixon and Saab 2000, Kotliar et al. 2002). They have a scattered distribution with
populations responding to prey abundance (Caton 1996).

Lewis' Woodpecker (Melanerpes lewis)

The Lewis’ woodpecker is a Management Indicator Species (MIS) for the Malheur
National Forest. According to The Source Habitats for Terrestrial Vertebrates of Focus
in the Interior Columbia Basin, source habitats declined in 70% of watersheds basin
wide between the current and historical periods. Declines in source habitats for family 1
(including Lewis’ and white-headed woodpeckers) are related largely to reductions in
the old-forest lower montane community type.

Unlike most other woodpecker species in Oregon, Lewis' woodpecker inhabits primarily
open forest and woodlands since its primary foraging strategy is fly catching. Nesting
habitat consists of two distinct types in eastern Oregon: riparian areas with large
cottonwoods, and fire maintained or burned old-growth ponderosa pine forests
(NatureServe 2005).

The 38,000 acre Summit fire (which a large portion is within the Analysis area) provides
foraging and nesting habitat for this species and large populations have been observed.

Hairy Woodpecker (Picoides villosus)

Suitable habitat for this species includes open stands with low basal areas along ridges,
low slopes, and southerly aspects in the ponderosa pine forest types. It is more
common in older forests, but readily uses burned areas and forest edges for foraging
(Csuti 1997). Hairy woodpeckers are most common in burns or in areas with trees that
are dead from or infested with mountain pine beetles (Bull, 1983). Habitat for this
species is well distributed throughout the Analysis Area. However, low snag densities in
the ponderosa pine hot dry communities may inhibit occupation in these areas.

Downy Woodpecker (Picoides pubescens)

Preferred habitat for this small woodpecker includes cottonwood and aspen stands and
riparian areas, but they will use coniferous-deciduous and sometimes coniferous
forests. Territories are 5 to 9 acres. Nesting occurs in trees and snags greater than 8
inches dbh at heights over 15 feet (Marshall et al. 2003). They forage by a variety of
means such as pecking and flaking bark for insects, gleaning leaves, and fly catching
(Csuti 1997).
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Potential habitat for this species is currently found in riparian areas and to a more
limited extent in aspen stands in the Project Area. However, this species may be
relegated to breeding at lower elevations (Csuti 1997), and may not breed in the
elevations found in the Balance Project Area.

Williamson's Sapsucker (Sphyrapicus thyroideus)

In northeastern Oregon Bull et al. (1986) described this species as occurring in mature
and old-growth mixed conifer forests at 3,500 — 6,500 feet elevations. Nesting occurs in
both live and dead tree species comprised mainly of western larch, but also ponderosa
pine, Douglas-fir, and grand fir, in trees and snags averaging 27 inches diameter at
breast height with 53% of nesting occurred in grand fir forest types. Home range size
ranged from 10-22.5 acres. A majority of foraging consisted of feeding at sapwells of
western larch and Douglas-fir with diameters averaging 8.5 inches.

Suitable old-growth comprises approximately 7.5 % of the subwatershed; however
snags are variable throughout the southern portions of the Project Area; and very
limited in the northern portion. Sapsucker foraging sign was noted during surveys and
one nest site was located in the southern area of the Project Area.

Red-Naped Sapsucker (Sphyrapicus nuchalis)

The red-naped sapsucker, Sphyrapicus nuchalis, is a woodpecker that breeds in
coniferous forests and montane riparian woodlands of the western United States and
southwestern Canada. These habitat types are found in the Balance Project Area as
well as the Analysis Area.

Northern Flicker Northern Flicker (Colaptes auratus)

This species uses a wide variety of plant communities and successional stages. It
prefers open habitats, and is commonly found foraging on the ground in open
woodlands, meadows, field and regeneration harvest areas (DeGaaf et al. 1991 and
Csuti 1997). Thomas et al. (1979) report this species using all forest successional
stages for foraging and young (40 to 79 years) to old-growth (160+ years) for
reproduction. Limited reproductive use of earlier stages is due to the absence of snags
that this species requires for nesting. Nesting occurs in open areas in snags with some
decay. Marshall (2003) noted 71% nest trees had broken tops. Average nest tree
diameter was 22 inch dbh and nest holes were averaged 49 feet. Flickers and their
nest cavities were seen within the Project Area during surveys.

Snag Habitats and Down Wood Existing Condition

The Forest Plan establishes standards and guidelines for dead standing and downed
wood for various levels of biological potential in each management area for Primary
Cavity Excavators (PCEs). The Plan was amended in 1995 by the Regional Forester’'s
Forest Plan Amendment 2, also known as the “Eastside Screens.” This amendment
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requires the retention of snags and green replacement trees greater than or equal to 21
inches diameter breast height (or the representative diameter in the overstory) at 100
percent potential population levels for PCEs or the best available science. The Forest
Plan, as amended, requires that an average 2.39 snags per acre, 21 inches dbh and
greater, be maintained within forested stands. It is assumed that these snag and down
log levels will provide the minimum level required for 100% of potential population levels
of primary cavity excavators (USDA 1990).

Table WL-2: Estimated Snag Densities in Balance Analysis Area by Habitat Type and
Diameter

Wildlife Habitat Type Snag Diameter at Breast Height (dbh) DecAID Categories
> 10 inches > 20 inches
Ponderosa Pine/Douglas—fir 7 shags/acre 1 snags/acre
Eastside Mixed Conifer — East 11 snags/acre 3 shags/acre
Cascades/Blue Mountains
Lodgepole Pine 9 snags/acre 3 snags/acre

1 Snag density is for snags greater than or equal to 12 inches dbh. Data was not collected down to
the 10-inch level.
2 Snag density is for snags greater than or equal to 21 inches dbh. Data was not collected down to
the 20—inch level.

Therefore, snag estimates are likely conservative.

Down Wood

Informal surveys were conducted in 2006/7. Generally, warm-dry and hot-dry stands
met or exceeded Forest Plan Standards. In cold/dry, and cool moist stands, down log
densities ranged from 100-140 feet which meets Forest Plan Standards.

Large snags created by insects and fire often fall within 10 to 30 years (Bull, 1983,
Harrington 1996, Keen 1929, Lyon 1977, Mitchell and Priesler 1998, Schmid and others
1985), though some may last much longer. Increase in large down wood levels on
FS/BLM lands are most likely due to a larger proportion of acres in non-roaded and
wilderness areas where there is less removal of large down wood and large snags.
Areas that exhibited declines in large down wood amounts included northwest Montana,
much of the Washington and Oregon Cascade foothills, the lower elevations forests of
northeast Washington, and the mid and lower elevation Blue and Wallowa Mountains in
Oregon.

Currently, retention of downed logs is based on the Forest Plan, as amended by the
Regional Forester's Eastside Forest Plan Amendment 2. Forest Plan Standards and
current downed wood densities within the Analysis Area are displayed in Table WL — 3.
DecAlD was not used to analyze the effects of treatment on downed wood in the
Analysis Area for several reasons. DecAID provides estimates of percent cover of
downed wood. Available data for the Analysis Area could be converted to percent
cover; however, without the length of each piece of wood counted (data which was
unavailable), this analysis would likely underestimate percent cover.
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Table WL —-3: Forest Plan Standards and /Existing Downed Wood Densities

Regional Forester’s Forest Plan Balance Analysis Area
Amendment 2
Species Minimum Log | Down Wood Species Minimum Log | Down Wood
Size Criteria Density Size Criteria Density
Ponderosa Small end 3 -6 pieces Ponderosa Small end 20’ - 60’per
Pine diameter >12" Pine/Douglas- | diameter >12" acre
& piece 20’ — 40’ total fir & piece
length >6’ length length >6’
Mixed Conifer Small end 15-20 Mixed Conifer Small end 100’ - 140’
diameter >12” pieces diameter >12” per acre
& piece & piece
length >6’ 100’ — 400’ length >6’
total length

Primary Cavity Excavators, Snag and Down Wood Habitat
Environmental Consequences

Alternative 1-No Action

Selection of the No Action alternative would maintain existing levels of snags and
downed wood in the Analysis Area. No activities would be implemented, so there would
be no creation or loss of existing snags or downed wood. Snags would continue to be
recruited and fall at existing rates. In the short- and mid-term, the number of large
diameter snags would continue to be below Forest Plan standards. In the long term,
continued fire suppression and multi-strata development would increase the chance of
insect infestations and disease. These occurrences would potentially increase snag
densities. Downed wood densities, on average, would continue to meet Forest Plan
standards now and into the future. Logs would be expected to increase as existing or
created snags fall.

In the short- to mid-term, the No Action alternative would have minimal effects on the
MIS species for dead wood habitats including 10 PCE species and the American
marten. Habitat would remain unchanged in the short- and mid-term. Snag and
downed wood used by these species would have the same availability, distribution, and
density described in the existing condition section. Dead wood habitat would remain
stable for species such as the pileated woodpecker, downy, and hairy woodpeckers,
and other species identified at the beginning of the section. These habitats would
continue to provide snags for foraging and nesting, as well as higher canopy closures
and near ground level canopy development that provides protection from predators.
Populations would remain the same. In the long-term, disease and insects would
increase foraging and nesting habitat for these species. Snag levels would be expected
to meet or exceed Forest Plan standards in 50 years and exceed historic levels reported
by Matz. Populations would likely respond positively to these increases. Increases in
canopy could have additional benefits to pileated woodpecker and pine marten and
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adverse effects to white-headed woodpeckers; canopy cover effects are discussed in
detail in the Old Growth Habitat section. The red-naped sapsucker, Williamson’s
sapsucker, and downy woodpecker could show a slight negative effect to habitat due to
continued decline in aspen habitats. Deciduous habitats only comprise a small portion
of the Analysis Area, so no changes to existing populations would be expected.

Higher fuel loads would increase the chance of a high severity wildfire within the
Analysis Area. A fire of this magnitude and severity would more dramatically affect
snag and downed wood densities. Stand replacement wildfire would benefit some
species (Lewis’, black-backed, northern three-toed, and hairy woodpecker, and the
northern flicker) while reducing habitat for other species (pileated, white-headed, and
downy woodpecker, and the red-naped and Williamson’s sapsucker) less associated
with fire. Increases in stand densities resulting from continued fire suppression would
increase canopy densities. The growth of understory hardwood shrubs required by
some PCE species would be inhibited by reduced sunlight reaching the forest floor.

Effects to Primary Cavity Excavators (PCE) species were evaluated using the following
information: species’ ecology, project design features, Forest Plan Standards, local
historic snag data and projected snag and down log levels. The Balance Project is a
green timber sale. As such, harvest would only remove live trees. Snags would not be
targeted for removal under this project. Some snags may be lost in treatment units for
safety reasons, however, these would be incidental to the harvest of live trees, and any
snags felled for safety reasons would be left on the ground.

The effects of harvest activities and prescribed burning on the pileated woodpecker and
white-headed woodpecker are discussed here as well as in the Old-Growth section of
this document. This section also examines effects on other MIS species, including the
downy and hairy wood-peckers, Lewis’ woodpecker, the black-backed woodpecker,
various sapsuckers, and other primary cavity excavator species described in the Forest
Plan (IV — 32, Standard 61) as they relate to reductions in snags and downed wood
habitat elements.

Downed wood densities would continue to meet Forest Plan Standards in the future.
Where densities of these habitats are currently high, such as the unmanaged mixed
conifer stands, habitat needs for a variety of deadwood dependent species would be
met. Within stands where densities of deadwood habitats are low or non-existent,
habitat needs for deadwood dependent species would not be met in the short- and mid-
term. In the long-term, continued fire suppression and multi-strata development would
increase the chance of insect infestations and disease. These occurrences would
potentially increase down log densities.

Habitat for MIS would remain unchanged in the short- and mid-term with the selection of
the No Action Alternative. As described above, snag and downed wood used by these
species would have the same availability, distribution, and density within this time frame
(O to 20 years). Dead-wood habitat would remain stable for species such as the
pileated woodpecker, downy, and hairy woodpeckers, and others. These habitats
would continue to provide snags for foraging and nesting, as well as higher canopy
closures and near ground level canopy development that provides protection from
predators. The growth of understory shrubs required by some PCE species could be
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inhibited by reduced solar radiation. In the long-term, insect infestations, disease, and
fire would have varying impacts on the quantity and quality of PCE habitat. Disease
and insects would increase foraging and nesting habitat for these species.

In the long-term, without management, snag densities may meet or exceed Forest Plan
Standards. Higher fuel loads could increase the chance of a high severity wildfire. A
fire of this magnitude and severity could affect snag and downed wood densities to
varying degrees. Stand replacement fires would benefit some species (Lewis’, black-
backed, northern three-toed, hairy woodpecker, and northern flicker) while reducing
habitat for other species (pileated, white-headed, and downy woodpecker, and red-
naped and Williamson’s sapsucker) less associated with fire.

Cumulative Effects

All of the activities in Appendix C have been considered for their cumulative effects on
species that use dead wood habitats. Past timber harvest, fire suppression, road
construction, wildfire, and firewood cutting have impacted the quantity, quality, and
distribution of dead wood habitats and PCE populations dependent on these habitat
features across the Analysis Area. These activities have created the existing condition
of dead wood habitats described in the existing condition section. Large snags are
currently below Forest Plan standards, but densities are similar to historic snag data
reported by Matz in 1927. Down logs, on average, exceed Forest Plan standards.

Past timber harvest projects were generally very intensive; focusing upon the removal of
the larger, more valuable ponderosa pine, Douglas-fir, and western larch trees (green
tree replacements). Likewise, merchantable snags and downed wood were also
removed, burned, or otherwise disposed of. The extensive road network in the Analysis
Area (largely a result of past harvest) has impacted snag densities by increasing
accessibility of the area to firewood cutting. Firewood cutting has impacted snag habitat
in close proximity to open roads. Fire suppression has resulted in dense, multi-strata
stands; snag and down log densities are generally higher in these stands than less
dense ponderosa pine stands.

Current trends indicate that snags and down log numbers are increasing due to reduced
harvest over the past decade and increased retention levels required by Regional
Forester’s Eastside Forest Plans Amendment #2. Any future thinning or prescribed
underburning would be designed to retain a suitable snag and down wood component.
Such management strategies are expected to improve habitat for cavity dependent
species.

Appendix C lists additional thinning/burning projects expected in the future. Harvest
would fell only incidental snags for safety reasons and landing/temporary road
construction. Future underburning activities have the potential to both consume existing
snags and downed logs and to create new snags. Design features would be included to
minimize consumption of existing habitat. Overall, snags and down logs would be
expected to stay about the same or increase.

Private lands typically do not provide large diameter snags and large down wood. In the
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past, adjacent landowners have generally salvaged damaged or dying trees to capture
their economic value before they decay to a level where they no longer have a market
value. Timber management has favored harvest of large diameter trees because of
their higher economic value; removal of overstory trees releases smaller trees that are
then managed over the next harvest cycle. Public firewood cutting is expected to
continue along open roads.

Cumulatively, management activities across the Forest are distributed sufficiently to
minimize disturbance impacts at the population levels. Seasonal restrictions are applied
on a project by project basis as needed.

Due to the low level of effect that is expected under the No Action and Proposed Action
alternatives, it is not expected that adverse cumulative effects on snag and downed
wood habitat and the species that depend on these habitats would result when
combined with the residual and anticipated effects of past, present, and reasonably
foreseeable future activities. Future snags projections indicate a gradual increase in
snags over time. Populations of species associated with dead wood habitats would be
maintained.

Alternative 2-Proposed Action

Direct and Indirect Effects

Today, green timber sales are conducted differently than they were in the past. The
Balance project is a green timber sale. As such, harvest would only remove live trees.
Snags would not be targeted for removal under this project. Some snags may be lost in
treatment units for safety reasons, however, these would be incidental to the harvest of
live trees, and any snags felled for safety reasons would be left on the ground. Project
design criteria, such as retaining clumps of live trees around snags and locating
landings and temporary roads where there are few or no snags, would help minimize
losses. Retention of untreated patches of trees would continue to provide avenues for
snag creation.

Generally, the effects on existing snags and downed wood and the affected PCE
populations would not vary considerably between the different treatment types. During
harvest operations, it is expected that individual snags and pieces of downed wood may
be lost through felling of snags that pose a hazard to workers and equipment. Snags
felled to provide access to units or within treatment units would be left on site to provide
downed wood. Generally, snags would be avoided during these operations. Downed
wood could be directly affected by ground based (skidder/tractor) harvest operations. It
is assumed that some level of direct impact would occur, as OSHA regulations
requirements and the realities of ground based operations and activities would
inevitably result in those impacts. The degree of the impact that these activities would
have is expected to be low and negligible at the subwatershed scale. Project design
criteria, such as retaining clumps of live trees around snags and locating landings and
temporary roads where there are few or no snags, would help minimize losses.

Analyses indicate that timber harvest would have minimal effects on snag levels at the
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landscape scale because of the relatively small portion of the landscape being treated
and the low expected snag loss in the harvest units. A 10% snag loss in harvest units
equates to a less than 1% loss of snags at the landscape level. Average snag levels at
the landscape scale would essentially remain the same. This analysis only analyzes
the effects of timber harvest during logging; the effects of fuels treatments are described
below.

Within harvest units, activity fuels would be treated during harvest or soon after harvest.
Where whole tree yarding is proposed, the vast majority of activity fuels would be
located at landings. The area around landings would generally be made snag free in
order to ensure the safety of workers at the sites; otherwise, whole tree yarding would
have little effect on snags and down logs. Grapple piling or hand piling combined with
burning would minimize impacts to snags; only smaller material would be targeted for
piling, so affects to large down logs would also be limited.

Prescribed burning would be expected to have the most effect on deadwood habitats.
Burning can alter or remove vertical and horizontal stand structure including snags and
down wood. Snags can be both lost and recruited during prescribed burning. The level
of loss and replacement is dependent on fire intensity, time of year, local weather
conditions, and fuel load.

Prescribed fires would be expected to burn relatively cool, move slowly and burn in a
mosaic of burned and unburned patches. There is a potential for existing snags to burn
through and fall. Design measures would require that ignition be avoided within 50 feet
of snags 12 inches dbh and greater. Greater protection would be given to trees 21
inches dbh and greater. In other Project Areas, this appears to have been successful in
maintaining most hard snags; however, some larger snags probably would be burned.
Many, if not most, soft snags would probably be lost.

Tree mortality directly from the implemented burns, and indirectly from subsequent
insect attacks, would likely result in the creation of new snags. Fire would be expected
to cause localized single or clumped tree mortality. Accepted mortality limits: trees 0-5”
dbh 5-35%; trees 5-10” dbh 5-10%; trees 10-20"dbh 1-5%, but expected to be 1-2%.
Although it is not the intent of this project to kill many dominant or co-dominant trees,
some may be lost. Tree mortality would be greater under fall burns than spring burns
due to drier weather conditions and lower fuel moistures. Fire-induced mortality could
help offset snags lost during burning. This “snag exchange” may even increase local
woodpecker numbers if fire created snag recruitment exceeds losses. Because the
Project Area is considered deficient in snags, increased snag habitat would be
considered a benefit to snag-dependent species. Because most of the mortality would
be in trees smaller than 7 inches dbh, most of the benefits would be to foraging habitat
rather than nesting habitat. Most snag dependent species prefer larger snags, those
greater than 10 inches dbh, for nesting opportunities.

Generally, prescribed burning would be expected to maintain or increase numbers of
primary cavity excavators. The influx in woodpecker species is a response to increased
forage and nesting opportunities created by fire-killed or stressed trees and changes in
accumulations of ground litter/ladder fuels, senescent shrubs and dense regeneration.
Species that are strongly associated with fire-burned trees would likely benefit the most,
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particularly species such as the black-backed, three-toed, white-headed, hairy and
Lewis’ woodpeckers and northern flickers. Population increases would depend on the
intensity of the burn and the resultant tree mortality.

Black-backed and three-toed woodpeckers, in particular, have been shown to respond
favorably to these small pulses in snag creation (Knotts 1998). Foraging habitat should
temporarily improve with the increase of fire-killed trees less than 7 inches dbh due to
the increase in insect populations. These species require smaller diameter snags for
nesting than other species; therefore, burning may provide additional opportunities.
Once the insects decline and these snags fall, black-backed and three-toed woodpecker
should return to pre-burn levels. With repeated burnings over the life of the project,
habitat should be created and higher populations should be maintained for 2 to 5 years
after each burn. If no more burning projects are implemented in the area, woodpecker
numbers would be expected to decline to pre-burn levels.

Hairy and Lewis’ woodpeckers and northern flickers show a positive correlation with
burning. The influx in woodpecker species is a response to increased forage and
nesting opportunities created by fire-killed or stressed trees and changes in
accumulations of ground litter/ladder fuels, senescent shrubs and dense regeneration.
Killing of smaller diameter trees, i.e., those less than 7 inches dbh would increase
foraging habitat; although larger snags are preferred for foraging, these species would
utilize the smaller snags. Increases in nesting opportunities would be more limited as
these species prefer larger diameter snags, particularly the Lewis’ woodpecker and
northern flicker. The “exchange of snags” described previously may have a somewhat
greater effect on Lewis’ woodpecker. This species prefers soft snags, and a portion of
the existing soft snags would be expected to be lost during burning, although design
measures would minimize losses. Burning could eventually increase numbers of Lewis’
woodpeckers, but may be delayed for several years until newly created snags decay
and shrub densities increase.

White-headed woodpecker populations would likely stay the same or increase slightly.
White-headed woodpeckers prefer Old Forest Single Stratum (OFSS). Harvest and
burning treatments would be expected to increase OFSS habitats in the long-term as
discussed in the Old Growth Habitat section.

The action alternative would have a slightly negative impact to pileated woodpecker and
American marten habitat. Snag habitat for these species would increase, but treatment
could also degrade (char) down log habitat and reduce cover. There could be a loss of
foraging substrate because some large down logs could be consumed by fire; however,
sufficient amounts would remain to meet Forest Plan Standards. Effects to cover are
discussed in the old growth section. The network of designated old growth areas would
continue to provide for pileated woodpecker and American marten populations (see Old
Growth section for additional effects).

Pileated woodpeckers could benefit from increases in snags, but creation of large
diameter snags would be low. The pileated woodpecker prefers moist, dense sites
dominated by grand fir, sub-alpine fir, western larch, and Douglas fir cover types. The
dry forest types in the Balance Project Area are probably not conducive to supporting
pileated woodpeckers.
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Populations of Williamsons and red-naped sapsucker, and downy woodpeckers would
change little with this alternative. Species prefer larger snags for nesting and only a
limited number of large snags would be created. Some riparian areas would be burned,
potentially affecting downy woodpeckers and red-naped sapsuckers, but the fire would
be low intensity and few logs and snags would be expected to burn in the RHCAs. With
time, expansion of aspen stands would benefit both downy woodpeckers and red-naped
sapsuckers. At the project level, large snag and aspen habitat is limited and would be
expected to increase only slightly; consequently, populations of these species would not
be expected to change with this project.

Fires would be kept at a low enough intensity to meet standards for large down logs as
specified in Regional Forester's Eastside Forest Plans Amendment #2. Burning in a
mosaic of burned and unburned patches would help maintain levels. With spring
burning, many large, sound down logs are charred or partially consumed, but few are
completely consumed by the fire if fuel moistures are high. A sufficient number of
uncharred logs would remain to provide habitat for species that prefer them. The Forest
Plan, as amended, requires that no more than 3 inches of the log diameter, 1.5 inches
on either side of a log, be consumed. There is no requirement to prevent charring.
During fall burning, more logs would be charred or consumed by the fire; however,
Forest Plan standards probably would be met. Few uncharred logs would remain in
units that are burned in the fall which could affect species that prefer uncharred logs.
Although fire would be allowed to back into RHCA's, larger logs in RHCA's would
probably be uncharred.

Temporary road construction could reduce snags, but given the low snag levels in the
Project Area, road locations could be tweaked enough to minimize the need to remove
snags. The Action Alternative would construct about 2.5 miles of temporary road.
Hazard trees may need to be removed along haul routes, but firewood cutting has
removed most snags along open road systems.

Disturbance associated with implementation of the Action Alternative could cause PCE
species present in treatment units to temporarily move elsewhere. These movements
are expected to be temporary; these species would return to treated stands following
completion of activities.

Indirect effects on deadwood habitats include impacts to future deadwood habitats
(removal of live trees, i.e., future snag replacements). The relative effect to the species
that would use post treatment habitats is expected to be minor because all stands would
be fully stocked following treatment. Forest Plan standards for green tree replacements
would be met following treatment. Sufficient snag replacement trees would be available
to meet future needs in all treatment units.

As the incidence of insects and disease decreases in treated stands, it can be expected
that these agents will create fewer snags; however, endemic levels of insect and
disease would continue to operate in the stands providing a flow of future snags.
Retention of untreated patches of trees would also continue to provide avenues for snag
creation. This would be expected given proposed thinning treatments would be
designed to help reduce the levels of insect and disease operating in the Project Area.
Thinning would accelerate growth of large trees; large diameter trees would be plentiful
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and a portion could be converted to snags to supplement naturally-occurring levels and
address any shortfalls. In the future, snags would be expected to exceed historic levels
reported by Matz (1927).

Overall, the project may have some effects on primary cavity excavators and other
animals that use snags and down logs. EXxisting snags and downed wood used or
potentially used by PCE species for nesting, foraging, or roosting could be affected by
treatment activities. Effects would be minimal given alternative design including design
measures that would be used to protect existing snags and down wood. Changes in
snags from timber harvest would be expected to be minor due to the small area affected
and the fact that snags would not be targeted for removal; snags felled for safety would
be incidental to the harvest of live trees and at the most would impact 10% of the
existing snags in the harvest units and less than 1% of snags at the landscape level.
Prescribed fire would result in a snag exchange with some snags being lost and some
snags being created; overall, fire would likely increase snags. Although the Analysis
Area is below Forest Plans Standards, additional impacts are considered incidental and
not expected to adversely affect PCE populations. Stand treatments would accelerate
growth of large diameter trees that could provide snag replacements in the future.
Because snag densities would be expected to stay the same or increase, no adverse
effects to primary cavity excavator populations would be expected.

Cumulative Effects

All of the activities in Appendix C — Cumulative Effects have been considered for their
cumulative effects on PCE species. The Analysis Area boundary is the Balance
Creek/Coyote Creek Subwatershed.

Typically private and Tribal lands are not managed for snags and downed logs at the
same levels that the Forest Service is required to manage for.

Populations of Williamsons and red-naped sapsucker, and downy woodpeckers may
remain stagnant. Some PCE species prefer larger snags for nesting and only a limited
number of large snags would be created. Some riparian areas would be burned,
potentially affecting downy woodpeckers and red-naped sapsuckers, but the fire would
be low intensity and few logs and snags would be expected to burn. With time,
expansion of aspen stands would benefit both downy woodpeckers and red-naped
sapsuckers. At the project level, large snag and aspen habitat is quite limited and would
be expected to increase only slightly; consequently, populations of these species are
not expected to change with this project.

Livestock grazing can have indirect adverse impacts on habitat for Williamson’s and
red-naped sapsucker and downy woodpecker. Aspen stands are heavily browsed so
regeneration/snag recruitment is limited to nearly non-existent. Habitat features such as
riparian foraging areas and cover patches may be affected if overgrazing occurs and
results in loss of ground vegetation, particularly shrubs.

Timber harvest, fire suppression, road construction, wildfire, and firewood cutting have
impacted the quantity, quality, and distribution of deadwood habitats and PCE
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populations dependent on these habitat features across the Analysis Area. These
activities have created the existing condition of deadwood habitats in the Analysis Area.
The effects of past management is reflected in the existing snag and down wood
conditions displayed in Tables WL-2 and WL-3.

Past timber harvest projects were generally very intensive, focusing upon the removal of
the larger, more valuable ponderosa pine, Douglas-fir, and western larch trees that were
abundant in this area. Past timber harvest resulted in the near complete removal of
large, mature trees (green tree replacements) in many of the stands entered. Timber
harvest also fragmented large blocks of suitable habitat for PCE species. Likewise,
merchantable snags and downed wood were also removed, burned, or otherwise
disposed of. The extensive road network in the Analysis Area (largely a result of past
harvest) has impacted snag densities by increasing accessibility of the area to firewood
cutting. Firewood cutting has impacted snag habitat in close proximity to open roads.
Fire suppression has resulted in dense, multi-strata stands. Snag densities in these
stands are generally higher than less dense ponderosa pine stands. Down wood
densities meet or exceed Forest Plan standards, primarily due to fire suppression efforts
that reduced the consumption of down logs under typical fire regimes.

Future projects with a potential to affect snag and downed wood habitat include
underburning. Prescribed burning has the potential to consume existing snags and
downed logs and create additional snags in treated stands. Prescribed fire also has the
potential to create snags of all size classes within the affected area. Snags created by
prescribed fire would provide PCE habitat and increase snag densities (as singles and
clumps) in burned portions of the Analysis Area. Underburning would be timed to
create a low intensity ground fire. A portion of existing downed wood (generally smaller
diameter fine fuels) would be consumed by a low intensity underburn of the type
proposed. Effects would be minimal given project design and protection measures that
would be used to protect existing snags and down wood. The Regional Forester’s
Eastside Forest Plans Amendment 2 requires the retention of snags and down logs at
the 100% potential population level; for snags, this equates to 2.39 snags per acre 21
inches or greater or whatever is the best representative dbh of the overstory layer. Due
to the low level of effect that is expected under all alternatives, it is not expected that
adverse cumulative effects on snag and downed wood habitat and the species that
depend on these habitats would result when combined with the residual and anticipated
effects of past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future activities.

Featured Species: Northern Goshawk Existing Condition

The northern goshawk inhabits conifer-dominated forests. Goshawks utilize a wide
range of forest structural conditions, often hunting prey in more open stands, yet relying
on mature to old growth structure for nesting and fledging. Nests are commonly on
north aspects in drainages with dense canopy (60 — 80%), in large trees, and near
water or other forest “edges” (Reynolds et al. 1992 and Marshal 1992). Habitat trend
information derived from Interior Columbia Basin studies (Wisdom et al. 2000) indicated
that about 50% of the watersheds in the Blue Mountains showed a decreasing trend in
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goshawk habitat and 35% showed an increasing trend. Breeding Bird Survey (BBS)
data suggests stable populations in western North America from 1966 through 1995;
trend information derived from a study in the southwest indicated a 4% annual decline in
populations.

Potential nesting habitat, classified as old growth, is interspersed within the Analysis
Area. Approximately 889 acres of nesting habitat exists in the Analysis Area. One
known goshawk territory existed within the Project Area. The nest tree died and the
nest eventually deteriorated. The original nest site and adjacent nesting habitat were
surveyed for goshawks 1999 — 2003 and in 2005. No nesting goshawks were identified
within or immediately adjacent to that site. No new nest has been located by surveyors.
Foraging goshawks have been regularly sighted in the Project Area. There will be
provisions to protect and create a 30-acre nest site and 400-acre post-fledging area
(PFA) if a nest is located as per Forest Plan direction, as amended.

Goshawks are highly sensitive to disturbance during the breeding season. When
seasonal restrictions on management activities were disregarded in the past, breeding
success may have been reduced. Since 1990, seasonal restrictions on activities within
% mile have been regularly used in the vicinity of occupied nests. Known goshawk
territories are to be monitored annually; if monitoring identifies occupied nesting habitat,
seasonal restrictions would be applied to all management activities.

Featured Species: Northern Goshawk Environmental
Consequences

Alternative 1 - No Action

Direct and Indirect Effects

Under the No Action Alternative, habitat for northern goshawk would increase as stand
density and canopy cover increases. Populations would not be expected to change in
the short- to mid-term, and could potentially increase in the long-term. See the Old
Growth Section of this Chapter for additional effects on goshawks and their preferred
nesting habitat.

Fire hazard would remain high in the Project Area as discussed in the Fuels section of
this EA. Long-term development of old growth could be diminished if stand
development is disrupted by epidemic bark-beetle activity (likely) or severe fire effects
(possible).

Cumulative Effects

The area considered for cumulative effects to nesting habitat is the subwatershed. All
of the activities in Appendix C have been considered for their cumulative effects on
northern goshawk. The following discussion focuses on those past, ongoing and
reasonable foreseeable future activities that may contribute adverse effects to the
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species or its habitat.

Past timber harvest and wildfire have reduced mature and old growth habitat preferred
for nesting and fledging. Since 1993, the Forest Plan as amended has directed the
Malheur National Forest to conduct timber sales in a manner that moves stands towards
OFMS and OFSS structural stages. Since that time, timber sales should not have
contributed towards loss of mature and old-growth forest. In the short- to mid-term, the
No Action alternative would not contribute to cumulative losses of old growth because
stands would not be treated. In the long-term, the No Action alternative, by forgoing
action, could negatively contribute to the loss of old growth and associated species if a
stand-replacing event such as wildfire occurs.

Alternative 2-Proposed Action

Direct and Indirect Effects

The Proposed Action includes 21 acres of treatment in OFMS including 11 acres of
precommercial thinning (Unit 42) and 10 acres of thinning around large pine (Unit 80).
The canopy cover and structure in these stands would be reduced after treatment.
Under the Proposed Action, there would be a reduction in nesting habitat for the
northern goshawk. Thinning and prescribed underburning is intended to reduce
surface, ladder, and canopy fuels and shift stands towards historic conditions. The
acres affected would be considered incidental at the Analysis Area level. Primary and
secondary habitat would remain plentiful; stand growth projections indicate habitat
would increase in the long-term. Temporary roads would be rehabilitated when project
work is completed. See the Old Growth Section of this Chapter for additional effects on
goshawks and their preferred nesting habitat.

Harvest would alter foraging habitat by reducing canopy and possibly shifting prey
assemblages from canopy gleaners to open forest type birds. Because goshawks will
prey on primary cavity excavators, retention of dead wood habits will help improve
goshawk foraging habitat. Goshawks prey on a variety of small mammal species as
well. Adult goshawks foraging in the area are not likely to be disturbed by project
activities.

Prescribed burning could also reduce cover, but generally burning kills smaller trees
and would have minimal effect on canopy cover. As with timber harvest, seasonal
restriction would be applied to burning activities if nesting goshawks are identified. Any
known goshawk territories would be monitored annually for goshawk activity. If active
nests are identified within or immediately adjacent to the Project Area, management
activities would be prohibited within %2 mile of the nest sites from April 1 to September
30 to avoid disturbing goshawks during the breeding season.

Research (Reynolds et al. 1992 and Marshal 1992) varies on conclusions as to the
effects of harvest in and adjacent to nest stands and whether or not goshawks will use
these stands following harvest. Several studies (Marshal 1992) have suggested that
selection harvest of trees can reduce nesting; however, goshawk management
recommendations by Reynolds et al. (1992) do not exclude timber harvest. Four
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studies comparing prey abundance at goshawk locations and random points suggested
that goshawks did not select stands on the basis of prey abundance but rather on forest
structure (Fischer 1986, Beier and Drennan 1997, Good 1998, Drennan and Beier
2003).

Greenwald et al. (2005) states that current goshawk management plans in the western
United States may be inadequate. Most studies found that goshawks avoided open
areas and logged early seral stands. Three studies demonstrated avoidance of clear-
cut and seedlings, sapling and young stands (Austin 1993, Titus et al. 1996, Bloxton
2002). Austin (1993), and Beier and Drennan (1997)) documented avoidance of stands
with <40% canopy closure. (Bright-Smith and Mannan (1994) documented avoidance
of more open, partially logged old-growth forest.

Proposed treatments would reduce the hazards associated with insect epidemics and
stand-replacement fire. Old growth would more likely persist into the future than under
the No Action Alternative. Restoring natural vegetation conditions and fire regimes
would make these habitats far more self-sustaining for associated wildlife species.
Seasonal restrictions would be applied as needed to minimize disturbance during the
reproduction season. Primary and secondary habitat would remain plentiful; stand
growth projections indicate nesting habitat would increase in the long-term. Overall,
proposed timber management and prescribed burning would contribute positively
toward the viability of this species.

During project operations (pre-commercial and commercial thinning, machine work,
road work and use, burning) degrees of disturbance and displacement of wildlife would
be likely. Overall, disturbance from activities would be limited in time and place, and
therefore, would not be expected to change populations of species at the landscape
level. The Forest Plan requires protection for raptors during the reproduction periods,
including northern goshawk, a species associated with old growth. Seasonal
restrictions for nesting raptors would be applied for any active territories for this project.

Prescribed burning could also reduce cover, but generally burning kills smaller trees
and would have minimal effect on canopy cover. As with timber harvest, seasonal
restriction would be applied to burning activities if nesting goshawks are identified.

Cumulative Effects

Nesting habitat is typically the limiting factor for goshawks. Past timber harvest reduced
mature and old growth habitat preferred for nesting and fledging. Since 1993, the
Forest Plan as amended has directed the Malheur National Forest to conduct timber
sales in a manner that moves stands towards OFMS and OFSS structural stages, and
timber sales planned since that time should not have contributed to loss of mature and
old growth forest. Future thinning and burning projects listed in Appendix C would
adhere to this management direction.

Adjacent private lands have been logged. In the past these timber stands have
generally not provided nesting habitat for goshawks. These stands are not being
managed for old growth conditions, and therefore are not expected to provide nesting
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habitat in the future.

Forage is not considered a factor limiting goshawk population viability in the area, and
consequently cumulative changes to foraging habitat, whether positive or negative,
would not contribute to a measurable change in goshawk populations.

In the short- to mid-term, the No Action alternative would not contribute to cumulative
losses of old growth because stands would not be treated. In the long-term, the No
Action alternative, by forgoing action, could negatively contribute to the loss of old
growth and associated species if a stand-replacing event such as wildfire occurs.

In the short- to mid-term, the Proposed Action would contribute to a potential reduction
in nesting habitat. In the long-term, proposed treatments would reduce the hazards
associated with insect epidemics and stand-replacement fire. Old growth would more
likely persist into the future than under the No Action alternative. Restoring natural
vegetation conditions and fire regimes would make these habitats far more self-
sustaining for associated wildlife species. Known goshawks territories would be
maintained; seasonal restrictions would be applied as needed to minimize disturbance
during the reproduction season. Primary and secondary habitat would remain plentiful;
stand growth projections indicate nesting habitat would increase in the long-term.
Cumulatively, management actions would not be expected to reduce population
viability.

Featured Species — Blue Grouse Existing Condition

Blue grouse prefer coniferous forests with a mixture of deciduous trees and shrubs near
edges, openings and meadows. They use large mistletoe infected Douglas-fir trees,
generally located within the upper 1/3 of slopes, as winter roosts. There is little winter
roost habitat in the Project Area. The Forest Plan requires the maintenance of winter
roost habitat.

Habitat trend information derived from Interior Columbia Basin studies (Wisdom et al.
2000) indicated that about 80% of the watersheds in the Blue Mountains showed a
decreasing trend in blue grouse habitat and 10% showed an increasing trend. Declines
in source habitat are primarily attributed to a reduction in late seral forest. No
population data is available, but populations are likely lower than they were historically
(Wisdom et al. 2000).

Blue grouse have been documented in the Balance Creek/Coyote Creek Subwatershed.
The current distribution and abundance of this species in the Project Area is unknown.
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Featured Species — Blue Grouse Environmental
Consequences

No Action-Alternative 1

Direct and Indirect Effects

Under the No Action alternative, there would be no direct or indirect effects to winter
roost habitat. Habitat conditions would remain the same in the short- to mid-term. Over
the long-term, increased stand densities and related stress could result in increased
mistletoe and therefore increased winter roost habitat. Populations of blue grouse
would be maintained.

Alternative 2 — Proposed Action

Direct and Indirect Effects

Under the Proposed Action, harvest of trees potentially providing winter roost habitat
could occur, however, as directed by the Forest Plan, design features (See Chapter 2)
would be incorporated into harvest prescriptions to maintain winter roost habitat.
Populations of blue grouse would be maintained.

Cumulative Effects

Past harvest and thinning, fire suppression, wildfire, and personal use woodcutting have
affected the quality and quantity of winter roost habitat in the Analysis Area. Past
harvest and thinning reduced stand densities and in some cases selectively removed
infected trees that would have otherwise provided potential winter roosting habitat. Past
fire suppression has allowed the encroachment of shade tolerant tree species to invade
fire-prone habitat types, increasing stand densities. Increased stand densities
throughout the Analysis Area have increased stress, allowing for an increased incidence
of insects and disease, including dwarf mistletoe. Mistletoe is elevated over historic
levels.

On Forest Service lands, future prescribed burning activities described in Appendix C
would be designed to meet Forest Plan standards for winter roost habitat. Treatment on
private land is uncertain, but generally, timberlands are intensively managed and
mistletoe trees removed. Cumulatively, management activities across the Forest are
distributed sufficiently to minimize disturbance impacts at the population levels.

Because design features would be included in all thinning and prescribed burning
projects on Forest Service lands to help protect winter roost habitat, cumulative adverse
effects would not be expected to reduce population viability of blue grouse.
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Species of Concern: Landbirds, Including Neotropical
Migratory Birds - Existing Condition

Landbirds, including neotropical migratory birds (NTMB), were analyzed based on the
high priority habitats identified in the Oregon-Washington Chapter of Partners in Flight,
Northern Rocky Mountains Bird Conservation Plan (Altman 2000). Some neotropical
migratory birds respond positively to logging, pre-commercial thinning and prescribed
burning, while others respond negatively. The following sections summarize the effects
of the project on the high priority habitats listed in Table WL-6 Terrestrial Wildlife
Species.

Neotropical migratory birds breed in temperate North America and spend the winter
primarily south of the United States-Mexico border. Of the 225 migratory birds that are
known to occur in the western hemisphere, about 102 are known to breed in Oregon
and about 82 are known to breed on the Malheur National Forest. They include a large
group of species, including many raptors, cavity excavators, warblers and other
songbirds, with diverse habitat needs spanning nearly all plant community types and
successional stages. Long-term population data on many of these birds indicate
downward population trends although not all species populations are declining (Sharp
1996, Saab and Rich 1997, Altman 2000, USFWS 2002). Habitat loss is considered the
primary factor in decline of neotropical migratory birds.

In 2000, the Oregon-Washington Chapter of Partners in Flight published its Northern
Rocky Mountains Bird Conservation Plan (Altman 2000). The Plan provides
conservation recommendations for the various species of landbirds that occupy the
Oregon and Washington portions of the Interior Columbia Basin. The Plan identified the
following priority habitats for landbird conservation: old-growth dry forest, old growth
moist forest, riparian woodland and shrubland, and unique habitats including alpine and
sub-alpine forests, shrub-steppe, montane meadow and aspen habitats. The
Conservation Plan also identified burned old forest as a limited habitat due to fire
suppression. Many of the avian species/habitats identified in the Northern Rocky
Mountains Bird Conservation Plan (Altman 2000), are also addressed in the USFWS’s
Birds of Conservation Concern (USFWS 2002).

Table WL—4 lists those priority habitats and associated focal species that would be
expected in the Project Area. Existing condition and effects discussions will focus on
changes to priority habitats, and less on the individual species that use these habitats.
No alpine or sub-alpine habitats are present. The Project Area consists of 264 acres of
moist and wet forests. Effects on these priority habitats will not be discussed.

Table WL-5 lists species identified in the USFWS'’s Birds of Conservation Concern
(USFWS 2002), Bird Conservation Regions (BCR) 10. The Project Area is best
characterized by BCR 10, the Northern Rockies Region. Effects on species listed in
Table WL-5 will be analyzed in the context of changes in high priority habitats/focal
species listed in Table WL —4

Some neotropical migratory birds respond positively to thinning and prescribed burning,
while others respond negatively. Existing habitat conditions are described for the
subwatershed. The following sections summarize the effects of the project on the high
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priority habitats listed in Table WL —4 and WL-5.

Table WL-4: Neotropical Migratory Birds — Focal Species found in the Project Area by
Habitat Type and Habitat Feature.

Habitat Type

Habitat
Feature/Conservation Focus

Focal Species

Dry Forest Types

Large patches of old forest
with large trees and snags —
i.e. OFSS

White headed woodpecker

OFSS with interspersions
grassy openings and dense
thickets

Flammulated Owl

OFSS- open understory with
regenerating pines

Chipping sparrow

Patches of burned old forest

Lewis’ woodpecker

Riparian Woodland

Large shags

Lewis’ woodpecker

Canopy foliage cover

Red-eyed vireo

Understory foliage and Veery
structure
Riparian Shrubland Dense willow/alder shrub pat Willow flycatcher
ches

Monatane Meadow

Wet/dry meadows

Upland sandpiper

Aspen

Aspen large trees/snags with
regeneration

Red-naped sapsucker

Steppe Shrublands

Steppe shrublands

Vesper sparrow
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Table WL -5: List of species of BCR 10, Northern Rockies Region, species status as
present or absent from the Project Area, and how each species is addressed

Species

Presence/Absence

Reason for Absence/Where Addressed if
Present

Swainson’s Hawk Absent Habitat Not Affected by Proposed Activities
Ferruginous Hawk Absent Habitat Not Affected by Proposed Activities
Golden Eagle Present Habitat Not Affected by Proposed Activities
Peregrine Falcon Absent No Suitable Habitat
Prairie Falcon Absent No Suitable Habitat
Yellow Rail Absent No Suitable Habitat
American Golden- Absent Outside Range
Plover
Snowy Plover Absent Outside Range
Mountain Plover Absent Outside Range
Solitary Sandpiper Absent Outside Range
Upland Sandpiper Absent No Suitable Habitat
Whimbrel Absent Outside Range
Long-Billed Curlew Present Habitat Not Affected by Proposed Activities
Marbled Godwit Absent Outside Range
Sanderling Absent Outside Range
Wilson’'s Phalarope Absent No Suitable Habitat
Yellow-Billed Cuckoo Absent Outside Range
Flammulated Owl Present Landbird Discussion
Black Swift Absent Outside Range
Lewis’ Woodpecker Absent No Suitable Habitat
Williamson's Present MIS - Primary Cavity Excavator Discussion
Sapsucker
Red-Naped Present MIS - Primary Cavity Excavator Discussion
Sapsucker
White-Headed Present MIS - Primary Cavity Excavator Discussion
Woodpecker
Loggerhead Shrike Absent No Suitable Habitat
Pygmy Nuthatch Present Landbird Discussion
Virginia's Warbler Absent Outside Range
Brewer's Sparrow Absent Habitat Not Affected by Proposed Activities
McCown'’s Longspur Absent Outside Range

Treatments are proposed in hot-dry, warm-dry, cool moist and cold dry plant association
groups. Thinning treatments would move stands towards OFSS but would not change

structural stage classification immediately after harvest. Thinning would remove
understory trees that have grown in due to fire suppression. Following treatment,
stands would be more open and better mimic historic conditions.

Locally, treatments at such levels would improve habitat for species such as the white-

headed woodpecker, flammulated owl and chipping sparrow; at the landscape level,
treatment levels would be insignificant. Cumulatively, the proposed action when
combined with past, present and future project practices would not be expected to
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reduce viability of landbird species including neotropical migratory species; rather,
proposed management activities would slightly improve species richness.

Dry Forests

In the Balance Creek/Coyote Creek Subwatersheds, OFSS occurs on <1% and 0% of
the warm-dry and hot-dry biophysical environments, respectively. Historically, this
habitat type occurred on 15 to 55% and 20 to 70% of the warm-dry and hot-dry
biophysical environments, respectively. In addition, some cold dry plant association
groups, particularly those in grand fir/grouse huckleberry plant associations, are
currently overstocked, multi-strata stands; historically many of these sites were also
dominated by OFSS stands.

The Conservation Strategy (Altman 2000) identifies four habitat components of the dry
forest types that are important to landbirds: OFSS, OFSS with patches of regenerating
pines, OFSS with grassy openings, and burned habitats. Large-scale declines in OFSS
have raised concern for such species as the white-headed woodpecker, flammulated
owl, chipping sparrow, white-breasted nuthatch, pygmy nuthatch, Williamson’s
sapsucker, and Lewis’ woodpecker. These bird species have likely suffered some of
the greatest population declines and range retractions (Altman 2000).

OFSS habitat is quite deficit in the Balance Creek/Coyote Creek Subwatershed,
particularly in the warm dry and hot dry plant association groups. In the Analysis Area,
OFSS occurs on <1% and 0 % of the warm dry and hot dry plant association groups
respectively. Historically, this habitat type occurred on 15-55% and 20-70% of the warm
dry and hot dry biophysical environments, respectively. Young Forest Multiple Strata
(YFMS) and Understory Re-Initiation (UR) habitats with low canopy coverage likely
provide the opening/ thicket/ regeneration conditions used by flammulated owl or
chipping sparrow. A query of habitat data in the Forest GIS database identified about
1,420 acres of potential habitat for these species. Burned old forest in the Project Area
is lacking. However, old forest in the Analysis Area including Summit and China
Diggings wildfires has contributed to the development of snags. Fire suppression
continues to eliminate snag development. Therefore, post-fire habitats for species such
as the Lewis’ woodpecker are limited.

Riparian Woodlands including Aspen and Shrublands

Riparian woodlands and shrub habitats are typified by the presence of hardwood tree
and shrub species, along with associated wetland herbaceous species. Water is
obviously an important component of these habitats, whether it is in the form of standing
wetlands, spring and seeps, or flowing water (rivers and streams). Although these
habitats generally comprise only a small portion of the landscape, they usually have a
disproportionately high level of avian diversity and density when compared to
surrounding upland habitats.

The Conservation Strategy (Altman 2000) identifies three habitat components within the
riparian woodlands and one within the riparian shrub habitats that are important to many
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landbirds. They include large snags, canopy foliage cover, understory shrub cover, and
dense shrub patches (see Table WL-4). In addition, the Conservation Strategy
identifies aspen and montane grasslands as unique habitats important to landbirds. In
the Balance area, many of these habitats are associated with riparian areas or
ephemeral draws, so they are included in this section.

Within the Project Area, riparian woodlands and shrublands are generally associated
with Category 1 streams and Category 2 streams. Most streams have a patchy
distribution of forest and non-forest, open vegetation types along their length. Dense
willow and alder canopies historically dominated riparian shrublands. Today, shrubs
condition is variable and likely not at their maximum potential. Habitat is available for
species such as the red-eyed vireo, veery, and willow flycatcher.

Upland sandpipers are the focal species for montane meadows. The species is not
reported in the Project Area.

Small, remnant aspen stands are scattered over the Project Area and equal 10 acres.
Stand size ranges from <lacre to 2.5 acres in size. Stands are found in Category 1, 2
and 4 streams and ephemeral draws. Most aspen stands are old and decadent, exhibit
poor vigor, and lack regeneration. Due to fire suppression, conifers are encroaching on
these stands and compete for water and light. Heavy grazing by domestic livestock and
browsing by deer and elk often inhibit hardwood regeneration. Habitats are declining for
such species as red-naped sapsucker.

Shrub-steppe/Scab-land Habitats

Shrub-steppe habitats are comprised primarily of dry woodlands, shrublands and
grasslands. Small openings are also scattered throughout the forested areas, and can
include both grasslands and shrublands. Shrub species include sagebrush as well as
mountain mahogany and bitterbrush; these areas provide additional habitat for landbird
species that use dry shrub-steppe habitats. Livestock grazing, fire and road
construction have impacted habitat quality. Conifer encroachment along the edge of
openings may have reduced the extent of these habitats. Species that use these
habitats include vesper sparrow, Brewer’s sparrow, lark sparrow, and long-billed curlew.

Environmental Consequences

Alternative 1 — No Action
Direct and Indirect Effects

Dry Forests

With the implementation of Alternative 1, there would be no direct effects to the various
neotropical migratory/landbird species inhabiting the Project Area. Habitat modifications
would not occur, nor would individuals be directly affected, as no activities are proposed
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under this alternative. Habitat conditions would remain limited in the short- and mid-
term as described in the existing condition section. Species distributions, densities, and
overall population levels would remain relatively unchanged in the short- and mid- term.

The quantity of habitat of OFSS habitats is currently poor due to past management and
other factors within the Analysis Area. Stands thinned within the last 20 years would be
expected to develop into OFSS over time. In 50 years, FVS projects that 4% of the
warm dry plant association group and 8% of the hot dry plant association group would
classify as OFSS.

Indirectly, the implementation of the No Action alternative would affect some neotropical
migratory bird species in the long-term. By selecting this alternative, opportunities to
create and enhance OFSS habitats for adapted species would be foregone. In 50
years, the No Action alternative would still not meet HRV for OFSS.

As described in the existing condition section, habitat for the white-headed woodpecker,
flammulated owl, chipping sparrow, white-breasted nuthatch, pygmy nuthatch,
Williamson’s sapsucker, and Lewis’ woodpecker is lacking throughout the Analysis
Area. Habitat would increase, but would still not meet HRV in 50 years.

Riparian Woodlands including Aspen and Shrublands

With the implementation of the No Action alternative, there would be no direct effects to
the various neotropical migratory/landbird species that utilize riparian areas. Riparian
conditions would be as described in the existing condition section. Snags would likely
remain limited. Riparian cover would likely remain static or improve. Meadow
conditions are likely to remain the same. Mature aspen trees would continue to decline
and regeneration would be low or nonexistent. By forgoing prescribed burning, riparian
areas would remain at high risk to stand replacing fire that could eliminate habitat.

Riparian conditions would continue to affect use by riparian landbird species such as
Lewis’ woodpecker, red-naped sapsucker, downy woodpecker, red-eyed vireo, willow
flycatcher, veery, willow flycatcher, ash-throated flycatcher, tree swallow, house wren,
Swainson’s thrush, calliope hummingbird, song sparrow, spotted towhee, western wood
pewee, warbling vireo, American redstart, orange-crowned warbler, and mountain
chickadee.

Shrub-steppe/Scab-land Habitats

With the implementation of the No Action alternative, there would be no direct or indirect
effects to shrub-steppe habitats or to the landbird species that use them. Habitat
conditions would be as described in the existing condition section. Species such as
vesper sparrow, Brewer’s sparrow, lark sparrow and long-billed curlew would be
expected to continue to use the area.

Cumulative Effects

Mature aspen trees would continue to decline and regeneration would be low or
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nonexistent across the analysis area for the short to long term. By forgoing prescribed
burning, riparian areas would remain at high risk to stand replacing fire that could
eliminate habitat for the short to mid term, but increase in the long term (if protected
from grazing).

Alternative 2 — Proposed Action

Direct and Indirect Effects

During project operations (logging, noncommercial thinning, machine work, road work
and use, burning) degrees of disturbance and displacement of wildlife are likely.
Disturbance and displacement of wildlife away from forestry operations depends upon
the season of the year and the tolerance of the species and individual. Overall,
disturbance from activities would be limited in time and place, and therefore, would not
be expected to change populations of species at the landscape level. The Forest Plan
requires protection for raptors during the reproduction periods. Seasonal restrictions for
nesting raptors would be applied in active territories for this project.

Dry Forests

Under the Proposed Action alternative, treatments in warm dry and hot dry biophysical
environments would shift stands towards OFSS. In 50 years 15% of the warm dry
biophysical environment and 15% of the hot dry biophysical environment would classify
as OFSS. The Analysis Area would meet HRV for OFSS in the warm-dry but be slightly
below in hot dry.

Following treatment, many stands or forest patches would closely resemble desired
conditions: a large-tree, single-layered canopy with an open, park-like understory
dominated by herbaceous cover with scattered shrub cover and pine regeneration.
Design requirements would retain non-thinned patches for species such as the
flammulated owl and chipping sparrow. Common flickers, pileated woodpeckers,
Williamson’s sapsucker, northern goshawks and hairy woodpeckers currently using
young to mature ponderosa and mixed conifer stands would also be expected to
continue using habitat in the Project Area.

Burning and thinning treatments conducted in the spring can affect landbirds during the
breeding season. The analysis concludes that effects to avian populations would be
minimal due to avian ecology, the number of acres treated in any one year, the mosaic
nature of burning, and the recovery rates of ground vegetation. The majority of the
prescribed fire would occur in the hot dry and warm dry plant association groups.

Restoring natural vegetation conditions and fire regimes would make dry forest habitats
far more self-sustaining for priority landbird species. MIS or priority landbirds that would
directly benefit from treatment include the white-headed woodpecker, flammulated owl,
chipping sparrow and Lewis’ woodpecker.

Proposed OFSS development treatments would have a much greater influence on
these species. The action alternative prescribes commercial and/or precommercial
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thinning of mid-successional stands (YFMS, UR, SECC, and SEOC) to help develop
OFSS habitat over the mid- to long-term. The majority of the proposed thinning units
are in the warm-dry biophysical environment. OFSS development in treated stands
would depend upon the current availability of large diameter trees (21 inch and greater
dbh), the thinning intensity, and the resultant time it takes for small diameter trees to
grow into large diameter trees. Thinning from below designed to emulate understory
fire in reducing fuels in an old growth forest in Oregon, did not alter use of the site by
pileated woodpeckers or Vaux’s swifts, another bird that uses the tree canopy in old-
growth forests (Bull and others 1995).

Although proposed thinning would be intended to benefit OFSS-dependent species in
the mid- to long-term, some habitats may actually be used soon after treatment. In the
short-term, canopy cover would be reduced and herbaceous vegetation and shrub
growth would be stimulated. Populations of OFSS-dependent species would be
expected to increase. Under the action alternative, prescribed burning would be utilized
in many of these stands to maintain open conditions.

Prescribed fire has the potential to impact landbirds species both directly and indirectly.
Of greatest concern would be implementation of spring burning actions where the
effects of direct mortality as well as the loss of and or disturbance to nests and nesting
activities could result in adverse effects to individuals or numbers, depending on the
scale of the activities, as well as the timing. However, bird populations respond
favorably changes in food, cover and nesting habitat caused by fire. The season of
burning is important to birds in two ways: Fires during the nesting season may reduce
populations more than fires in other seasons; and migratory populations may be
affected only indirectly, or not at all, by burns that occur before their arrival in spring or
after their departure in fall. Bird nest site selection, territory establishment, and nesting
success can be affected by season of fire. Spring burns may destroy active nests
(Ward 1968). Nesting success also depends on the quality of the habitat before fire.
Most birds nesting in areas burned by stand-replacing fire in the northern Rocky
Mountains used broken-topped snhags that were present before the fire (Hutto 1995).
Many species of woodpeckers show substantial population increases and disperse into
areas burned by stand-replacing fire. Ground-dwelling bird populations are likely to be
affected by fires of any severity; whereas canopy-dwelling populations may not be
affected by understory fire.

Riparian Woodlands including Aspen and Shrublands

Precommercial thinning, pile burning and prescribed burning would be conducted in
Riparian Habitat Conservation Areas (RHCA's). Design features would retain untreated
patches to maintain nesting, foraging and security cover. Precommercial thinning would
have a greater impact than burning, but the number of acres being treated is considered
incidental. Burning activities would mimic low intensity fires that are characteristic of
natural burning patterns in riparian areas. Meadows would be generally avoided. Some
mortality of understory trees would occur in burned patches, with only a few overstory
trees being killed. Created small openings in the canopy may induce establishment of
shrubs, grasses and forb species, benefiting such species as Lewis’ woodpecker, red-
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eyed vireo, veery and willow flycatcher. The occasional killing of a large, overstory tree
would provide additional snag habitat for species such as the Lewis’ woodpecker.
Aspen stands have been identified for treatment. Aspen stands would increase in size
and complexity and be protected from grazing. Approximately 10 stands (8 acres)
would be treated by thinning encroaching conifers, piling burning, then fencing.
Commercial harvest units, landings and temporary roads would not be located in
RHCA's, avoiding adverse impacts.

Shrub-steppe Habitats

Prescribed fire is not proposed in any open shrublands or grasslands, although a small
amount of light burning may occur along the fringes of these habitats and in small
inclusions scattered throughout the forested areas. In fringe areas, any shrubland areas
burned would do so in a mosaic of burned and unburned patches. In studies in Idaho,
(Smith 2000), prescribed burns killed bout 50% of the shrubs; total bird abundance
declined significantly in the first year after fire, and then rebounded in years two and
three to levels similar to those in unburned areas. Scattered loss of shrubs is not
expected to have significant impacts on shrub-steppe habitats or the landbird species
that use them. Species such as vesper sparrow, Brewer’s sparrow, lark sparrow and
long-billed curlew would be expected to continue to use the area.

Cumulative Effects

Old growth was analyzed at the subwatershed or Analysis Area level; riparian, meadow,
aspen and shrub steppe habitats were analyzed at the Project Area level. All of the
activities in Appendix C have been considered for their cumulative effects on neotropical
migratory birds. The following discussion focuses on those past, ongoing and
reasonable foreseeable future activities that may contribute adverse effects to the
landbirds or their habitat.

Habitat loss is considered the primary factor in decline of neotropical migratory birds.
Previous sections identified high priority habitats for conservation of neotropical
migratory birds: old-growth dry forest including burn habitats, riparian woodland and
shrubland, montane meadow, aspen habitats, and shrub-steppe habitats. For the
Balance Project, the Northern Rocky Mountains Bird Conservation Plan (Altman 2000)
was the primary source used to determine target species for management. Restoring
historic habitats is assumed to be the best strategy for assuring local viability of landbird
species.

In the Balance Project Area, bird species that historically preferred open, park-like
ponderosa pine forests and mixed conifer stands have been negatively affected by
forest management practices that emphasized removal of large diameter trees, fire
exclusion or suppression, and continuous or long-term grazing (Altman 2000). These
practices produced a closed forest of dense, young to mid-aged trees with limited
understory diversity, fragmented landscapes and, removed much of the structure that
provided diversity at the stand-level and at the landscape-level.
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Cumulatively, this project combined with other recent and ongoing prescribed burning
and understory thinnings would help restore open dry forest habitats, benefiting the
landbird species that use them. All ongoing projects have considered design features in
the Northern Rocky Mountains Bird Conservation Plan (low intensity/low severity burns,
retention of snags and large trees, and mosaic patterns with refuge areas of untreated
habitat among others), which should allow for restoration while reducing short-term
impacts on nesting birds.

Cumulative effects on mature and old growth coniferous forest, particularly OFSS
habitats, are discussed in the Old Growth section, and conclude that the Proposed
Action alternative would have varying positive effects for mature and old growth habitat
and for the species that use those habitats. Cumulative effects to snags and down logs
are discussed in the Primary Cavity Excavator Species section. This project includes
design features to protect snags and down logs; overall, changes in dead wood habitats
would be considered incidental.

Riparian vegetation within and adjacent to the Project Area has been altered by a
variety of management activities, including timber harvest, road construction, mining
and livestock. Many years of livestock grazing, primarily earlier in this century,
concentrated use in riparian areas. Livestock grazing also negatively affected
grasslands by reducing native species’ abundance and diversity. Fire suppression
allowed encroachment of conifers, which shaded out hardwoods such as aspen. The
condition of some riparian areas and grasslands has been improved by new
management practices and restoration activities in more recent years, but many are still
not fully restored to conditions that are most suitable for associated native wildlife
species. The Balance project would have minimal adverse effects on riparian habitats;
therefore, cumulative effects to riparian habitats would also be considered minimal.

Shrub-steppe/scabland habitats have probably changed due to 100 years of fire
suppression. Other conifer species have encroached on these habitats, reducing their
size. On residual acres, juniper density probably has increased. Livestock grazing,
primarily early in the century, may have caused changes in shrub, grass and forbs
composition or abundance. Under the Balance Project, prescribed burning avoids most
of these habitats; design features have been included to minimize effects in forest
openings.

Future projects would have to abide by existing management direction to maintain or
enhance mature and old growth habitat, maintain snags and down log standards, and
protect or enhance riparian areas, grassland and woodland communities. Future
planning will consider potential effects to neotropical migratory birds.

Cumulatively, management activities across the Forest are distributed sufficiently to
minimize disturbance impacts at the population levels.

The proposed action proposes few activities within riparian areas, aspen stands,
shrublands and grasslands, habitats considered a high priority for landbird conservation.
Restoration of dry forest habitats, particularly OFSS habitats, would improve conditions
for landbirds that rely on these habitats. Cumulatively, this project when combined with
future and burning projects would not be expected to reduce viability of any landbird
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species including neotropical migratory species; rather, proposed management would
likely improve species richness.

Threatened, Endangered and Sensitive (TES) Wildlife Species
Existing Condition

Table WL-6 displays the TES wildlife species that have habitat within the Project Area.
There is no habitat present to support the presence of the pygmy rabbit (Brachylagus
idahoensis) bufflehead (Bucephala albeola); or peregrine falcon (Falco peregrinus); so
they are not addressed in this document.

Threatened, Endangered and Sensitive (TES) Wildlife Species
Environmental Consequences

Direct, Indirect and Cumulative Effects

Table WL-6 displays the overall effects determination for all alternatives. Further
information on the effects of proposed activities on TES species can be found in the
Balance Terrestrial Wildlife Biological Evaluation located in the Project Record.

Table WL-6 TES Species Effects Determination

Species Status Occurrence | Alternative 1 — Alternative 2 —
No Action Proposed
Action
Gray Wolf Canis lupus S HD/N NI NI
(removed from list 2008)
Northern Bald Eagle S HN/S NI NI
(Hailaeetus
leucocephalus)
North American Lynx T HN/N NE NE
(Lynx canadensis)
American Peregrine S HN/N NI NI
Falcon (Falco perigrinus
anatum)
California Wolverine (Gulo S HN/N NI NI
gulo luteus)
Pygmy Rabbit S HN/N NI NI
(Brachylagus idahoensis)
Pacific Fisher (Martes S HN/N NI NI
pennanti)
Western Sage Grouse S HN/N NI NI
(Centrocercus
urophasianus phaios)
Gray Flycatcher S HN/N NI NI
(Empidonax wrightii)
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Bobolink (Dolichonyx S HN/N NI NI
oryzivorus)
Upland Sandpiper S HN/N NI NI
(Bartramia longicauda)
Tricolored Blackbird S HN/N NI NI
(Agelaius tricolor)
Bufflehead (Bucephala S HN/N NI NI
albeola)

E = Federally Endangered

T = Federally Threatened

S = Sensitive species from Regional Forester’s list

HD = Habitat documented or suspected with the planning area or near enough to be impacted by
project activities

HN = Habitat Not within the Project Area or affected by its activities

D = Species Documented in general vicinity of project activities

S = Species Suspected in general vicinity of project activities

N = Species Not documented and not suspected in general vicinity of project activities

NE = No Effect

NI = No Impact

NLAA = May Effect, Not Likely to Adversely Affect

MIIH = May Impact Individuals or Habitat, but Will Not Likely Contribute to a Trend Towards Federal
Listing or Cause a Loss of Viability to the Population or Species

Consistency With Direction and Regulations

The Forest Plan directs continued review of DOG/ROG areas, with adjustments to
boundaries as appropriate to ensure suitable levels of old growth habitat are provided
for species dependent upon them and to ensure those units meet Forest Plan
Standards and Guidelines.

Regional Forester’'s Eastside Forest Plans Amendment #2 (USDA 1995) amended the
Forest Plan to manage late and old structure (LOS) stands within the Historic Range of
Variability (HRV). Under the project, harvest and prescribed burning projects were
designed to move the Project Area towards the historic balance of OFSS and OFMS. In
addition, Amendment #2 directs land managers to maintain connectivity between LOS
habitats to allow the free movement of old growth wildlife species.

Big game habitat would be modified. Satisfactory cover, already below Forest Plan
standards, would be further reduced. A non-significant Forest Plan amendment would
be required to reduce cover below standards. In a 2003 letter to the Eastside Forests,
the Regional Office provided direction encouraging Forests to use site specific Forest
Plan amendments to move the landscape towards HRV (USDA FS June 11, 2003).
Harvest treatments would occur primarily in warm dry and hot dry biophysical
environments. These stands are considered outside HRV, i.e., overstocked and likely
unsustainable given the high risk of uncharacteristically severe fire and insect
epidemics.

Snags do not meet Forest Plan standards as a result of past management. Down logs,
on average, do meet standards. In the Proposed Action alternative, design features
have been incorporated to protect existing snags and large down logs that contribute to
the Forest Plan standards. Snags would not be targeted for removal, although
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incidental snags may be lost during logging to meet operational/safety needs during
logging. Project design criteria, such as retaining clumps of live trees around snags and
locating landings and temporary roads where there are few or no snags, would help
minimize losses. Retention of untreated patches of trees would continue to provide
avenues for snag creation. Prescribed fire would likely increase snags although most
would be smaller in diameter. Only incidental losses of additional dead wood habitats
would be expected.

For northern goshawks, the Proposed Action alternative is consistent with the Forest
Plan and the Regional Forester’s Eastside Forest Plans Amendment #2. For blue
grouse, the Proposed Action alternative includes design features to protect winter roost
habitat as directed by the Forest Plan.

The Proposed Action alternative has been designed to enhance landbird richness. The
Proposed Action is consistent with the 1918 Migratory Bird Treaty Act (MBTA) and the
Migratory Bird Executive Order 13186. The Proposed Action was designed under
current Forest Service policy for landbirds. The Northern Rocky Mountains Bird
Conservation Plan (Altman 2000) and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s Birds of
Conservation Concern (USFWS 2002) were reviewed for effects disclosure. The
Proposed Action alternative was designed to protect or enhance priority habitats for
landbird species, including neotropical migratory species.

The Proposed Action is consistent with the Endangered Species Act (see the Wildlife
Biological Evaluation in Appendix G). The Proposed Action is expected to have No
Effect on threatened and endangered species and No Impact on sensitive species.
Based on these effects calls, consultation with the US Fish and Wildlife Service was not
considered necessary.

Irreversible and Irretrievable Commitments

The project as described would not result in any irreversible or irretrievable effects to
the wildlife resource. The project moves habitat conditions towards HRV.
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Soil

Introduction

This section of the EA summarizes existing soil conditions and the effects of the No
Action and Proposed Action Alternatives. Additional details can be found in the Soils
Specialist Report located in the Project Record.

Regulatory Framework

The Malheur National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan (LRMP) meets all
legal and regulatory requirements for soil conservation. Forest Service Manual R6
Supplement No. 2500.98-1, section 2520.2 says objectives of soil management are "To
meet direction in the National Forest Management Act of 1976 and other legal
mandates. To manage National Forest System lands ... without permanent impairment
of land productivity and to maintain ... soil ... quality. .... Soil quality is maintained when
soil compaction, displacement puddling, burning, erosion, loss of organic matter and
altered soil moisture regimes are maintained within defined standards and guidelines."”
So if an action maintains detrimental impacts within the standards and guidelines of the
Forest Plan, legal requirements for soil conservation would be met.

LRMP Forest-Wide Standards 101 and 125-129 relate to soils.

Analysis Methods

The project soil specialist collected data about impacts of past and ongoing activities on
12 proposed commercial thinning units. Impacts on these units were less than 3% of
the unit, so the solil specialist inspected 10 other commercial thinning units to verify that
they also had similar very low impacts. Unit 28 was not inspected on the ground, but it
has similar soil type to nearby units, and appears similar on aerial photos. During the
assessments, the soil specialist also determined what design elements are necessary to
protect the soils. These assessments reveal all impacts from past and ongoing
activities, including timber harvest, landings, roads, fuel treatments, livestock grazing,
and Off Road Vehicles.

Spatial boundaries for soil effects are proposed unit boundaries. Unless otherwise
stated, effects are described for the time period immediately after the proposed actions,
when effects are maximum.

Detrimental impacts expected under Alternative 2 are calculated as described in
another report (McNeil 2007). Briefly, effects are calculated based on existing
condition, volume to be removed, the amount of draws, the amount of slopes steeper
than 35%, the presence of a volcanic ash cap and coarse fragments, the amount of
uphill skidding, the presence of short skidtrails, and the prescription of dry soil skidding.
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Existing Condition
Soil Types

Soils in the commercial thinning units formed in Clarno volcanic breccia parent material,
which weathers to clayey soil. The main soil types are 181 and 182. Soil 181 is deep to
very deep. For 181, texture is clay loam to clay for both the surface and the subsurface,
resulting in very slow permeability. Because of the very slow permeability, erosion
hazard is "moderate to high." Soil 182 is similar to 181, except it has a volcanic ash cap
6 to 12 inches deep, and in places it is only moderately deep. The volcanic ash cap has
a high permeability, and the cap also encourages the development of continuous forest
floor. These factors decrease surface erosion hazard to "low." Volcanic ash is more
easily displaced than other soil. Soil 181 is most abundant on the generally south
facing slopes north of the Middle Fork whereas soil 182 is most abundant on the
generally north facing slopes south of the Middle Fork. The steeper parts of these soils
contain ancient slumps, especially steeper slopes south of the Middle Fork. Also,
several small seep/wetlands occur near and in commercial thinning units (see Design
Elements section of Chapter 2).

Soil Detrimental Impacts

The results of the soil assessments on commercial thinning units are presented in Table
1, Alternative 1. Detrimental impacts on the units range from 3% to 14% and average
7%. The majority of the impacts are from roads, including decommissioned roads that
had no active restoration. Roads impact an average of 6%, whereas off of roads,
impacts on units with transects average 1%. Generally units have recovered from
previous logging, because decades have passed since previous logging.

Organic Matter & Nutrients

Decades of fire suppression have resulted in heavier forest floors on most soils than
would occur under the natural frequent fire regime. Solil nutrients have become more
concentrated in litter and duff. If moderate or high severity fires do occur, there is a
potential for more loss of nutrients than under a frequent, low severity fire regime.

Nitrogen has accumulated since fire suppression became effective, so that nitrogen
levels are higher than in the 1800s. Fire usually decreases the amount of nitrogen on
the land (though easily available nitrogen often increases for one to a few years).
Significant fires have not burned in the area for many decades, so the loss of nitrogen
during fires has not occurred. Nitrogen has accumulated as nitrogen from the
atmosphere is stored in the organic matter of biomass, forest floor, and soil, especially
due to the fixation of nitrogen by Ceanothus.
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Environmental Consequences

Table S-1: Detrimental Soil Impacts

Unit Transect? Existing Roads Alternative 1 | Alternative 2
Impacts Off % of unit % of unit % of unit
Roads
% of unit*
2 y 2 4 6 11
4 y 0 4 4 10
6 y 0 3 3 9
8 n 2* 1 3 10
10 y 1 4 4 11
12 y 3 3 6 13
14 y 1 7 8 16
16+40 y 1 7 8 16
18 y 0 6 6 14
20 y 2 3 5 16
22 y 0 4 5 13
24 n 2* 11 13 19
26 n 2* 7 9 16
28 n 2* 5 7 14
30 y 0 4 4 12
32 y 2 5 7 16
34 n 2* 8 9 16
42 n 2* 7 9 18
44 n 2* 12 14 19
46 n 2* 11 13 19

* For units without transects, impacts were counted as 2%, which is near the upper end of impacts on
the transects.

Alternative 1 — No Action

Direct and Indirect Effects

Under this alternative, no additional soil will be compacted, puddled, or displaced. No
additional soil will be eroded by ground disturbing activities. No organic matter or
nutrients would be removed.

Cumulative Effects

Effects Under Both Alternatives

Existing impacts include the impacts from all past and ongoing actions. EXxisting
impacts are shown under Alternative 1 in Table 1. Past actions include logging, roads,
fuel treatments, fire suppression, grazing, firewood cutting, and Off Road Vehicles.
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Root action, animals that burrow in the soil, and freezing water will gradually loosen
compacted soil over the course of decades.

Ongoing and foreseeable future actions, such as grazing, firewood cutting, and ORV
use, would continue to compact a negligible amount of soil, at about the same rate as in
the past. This compaction would be counter-balanced by recovery from similar impacts
in the past, so the level of detrimental impacts from these ongoing and foreseeable
actions would remain at about current levels.

If a wildfire occurs, the hazard of erosion would greatly increase on severely burned
areas due to inadequate ground cover and possibly hydrophobic soil. In addition
nutrients and organic matter would be lost.

Cumulative Effects of Alternative 1

As shown in Table S-1, existing detrimental impacts range from 3% to 14% and average
7% of each unit. Natural recovery would slowly decrease impacts over decades.

The hazard of a severe crown fire is higher under this Alternative than under Alternative
2. Therefore the hazard of erosion is higher under Alternative 1.

Alternative 2 — Proposed Action
Direct and Indirect Effects

Tractor Logging

Skidding on steep slopes or unsuitable land often causes displacement. Water bar
construction also often causes displacement. Skidding also bares soil, decreases
infiltration, and channels overland flow, and thus can accelerate erosion. This
acceleration occurs especially on steep slopes. Sites that have steeper slopes are
expected to be more impacted than sites with flatter slopes. Uphill skidding is expected
to have more impacts than downhill. The experience of the project soil specialist
indicates damage on widely spaced skid trails on slopes less than 45% is acceptable
because only moderate amounts of displacement occur, and because of the small size
of the area affected.

Displacement and erosion from steep slope skidding would be limited, because slopes
steeper than 35% occupy a small proportion of tractor units and because extensive
ground cover in forests absorbs sediment. Design measures, including directional
felling and winching, would also help to limit displacement and erosion. Usually erosion
of skid trails decreases through one to three years, until it stops. Decreased
productivity due to severe displacement and erosion can last hundreds of years. But,
design elements would keep displacement and erosion to a minimum, within acceptable
levels. Design elements that effectively control displacement and erosion include
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prohibitions on skidding on steep slopes (>45% downhill, >35% uphill), limitations on
skidding in draws, and water bar requirements.

Skidding would cause negligible sediment export from the units, despite sediment
movement within units as described in the preceding paragraphs. Sediment normally is
deposited less than 15 feet down slope from skid trails as the water is slowed by ground
cover and percolates into the soil.

Except for areas that happen to be harvested under winter conditions, much of the
skidtrails would be compacted, and some of the soil tracked only once or twice would be
compacted. Compaction usually lasts more than 20 years; some compaction lasts more
than 50 years. Table S-1 presents expected detrimental impacts on the tractor units. If
the unit happens to be harvested over deep snow or on deeply frozen soil, compaction
would be about 0.5%. Design measures that are effective at limiting compaction include
designating skidtrail locations, requiring skidtrails to be widely spaced, reusing existing
skidtrails where appropriate, prohibiting skidding under wet conditions, allowing only low
ground pressure machinery off of skidtrails. These design measures would keep
compaction to a practical minimum and indicate the Forest Plan standard would be met
in all units.

Landings are severely impacted. Design elements that encourage re-use of
appropriately located landings, and subsoiling of landings, would keep these impacts to
a minimum.

Subsoiling

Landings would be subsoiled where suitable. Subsoiling landings would decrease
detrimental impacts due to landings from about 3% un-subsoiled to about 1% of the unit
after subsoiling.

Subsoiling bares soil, forms channels, makes soil particles more easily detachable, and
disrupts roots, thus raising the risk of erosion for a few years. However, subsoiling also
increases infiltration which decreases the risk of erosion. This increased infiltration, and
the subsoiling design elements, means that sediment production from erosion due to
subsoiling would be negligible.

Grapple Piling

A design element in Chapter 2 requires grapple piling equipment to have a low ground

pressure, to operate on dry soil, and to operate on skid trails where possible. With this
design element, the project soils specialist expects grapple piling would compact about
1% of each unit where it is used. Feller-bunchers of similar ground pressure operating
off skidtrails compacted about 1.5% of a unit (McNeil 1996). This would be in addition

to impacts caused by harvest.
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Some soil beneath grapple piles would be detrimentally burned. The project soil
specialist has rarely, if ever, observed detrimentally burned soil that occupied more than
1% of a unit and similar results are expected for this project.

Temporary Road Construction

Temporary road construction will cause small, localized, temporary increases in erosion
hazard, as the existing ground cover is disturbed, the decommissioned road beds are
re-compacted, and ruts form. This erosion would disappear within two years of
rehabilitation of the roads.

No additional detrimental impacts on soil are expected from temporary road
construction, because all temporary roads are located on existing decommissioned
roads, so that soil is already detrimentally impacted. Rehabilitation of temporary roads
will only decrease detrimental soil impacts a little, because rehabilitation will not correct
soil displacement on most of the temporary roads.

Summary of Detrimental Impacts

As shown by the difference between Alternative 1 and Alternative 2 in Table S-1,
increases in detrimental impacts range from 5 to 11%, and average 7%.

Prescribed Burning

Soil effects from prescribed burning would be minor. Ground cover would decrease,
especially during fall burns. However, burning would be controlled so as to avoid
decreasing ground cover below LRMP standards; erosion would not be significant.

Soil effects from fireline construction would be minor. No dozer lines would be
constructed - the only construction would be hand or ATV lines. Erosion would be
further controlled by a design element in Chapter 2 that requires waterbars on slopes
steeper than 25%, and bans waterbars that go up or down draw bottoms. Fire lines
impact a negligible area of soil.

Organic Matter and Nutrients

Logging would remove nutrients and organic matter in logs, and fuel reduction
treatments would remove nutrients and organic matter during burning. The removal,
especially removal of nitrogen, may decrease site productivity a few percent on some
sites. However, on many or most sites, productivity likely is not limited by nutrients or
organic matter. Also, a relatively small amount of nutrients would be removed, because
wood has a low concentration of nutrients (compared to foliage, small branches, and the
remaining forest floor), and because many trees would be left. Removing organic
matter and nutrients by logging and fuel control would move many sites back toward
their fertility status before Euro-Americans arrived, because nutrient and organic matter
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loss in fires was common then. Little dead wood existed before fire suppression
became effective, because fires burned it up. These high fire frequency ecosystems
persisted for thousands of years with low levels of forest floor and dead wood, so these
ecosystems are adapted to low levels of organic matter, so removal of the unnatural
organic matter would have only a small adverse effect.

Cumulative Effects

See Alternative 1, Cumulative Effects, Changes Under Both Alternatives section for a
description of changes that would occur under both alternatives.

Detrimental impacts from the proposed operations (harvest, subsoiling, fuels control)
add to past actions. Table 1 shows what the expected site-specific condition would be.
For Alternative 2, detrimental impacts would range from 9% to 19%, and average 14%.
Thus the Forest Plan standard of 20% or less would be met in all stands. This result
would be attained without special design elements such as subsoiling (except landings)
or requiring winter logging.

If a wildfire occurs, hazard of erosion would greatly increase on severely burned areas
due to low ground cover and possibly hydrophobic soil. However, fuels treatment would
decrease the hazard of a severe crown fire occurring and the proposed fuels treatments
would decrease soil fire severity, so Alternative 2 would decrease the hazard of erosion,
compared to Alternative 1.

Consistency With Direction and Regulations
All alternatives are consistent with Forest wide standards for the soils resource.

Irreversible/lrretrievable Effects

There are no irreversible and irretrievable commitments of resources that may result
from the alternatives with respect to the soils resource.
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Watershed

Introduction

This section of the EA summarizes existing watershed conditions and the effects of the
No Action and Proposed Action alternatives. Additional details can be found in the
Watershed Specialist Report located in the project record.

Regulatory Framework

An extensive regulatory framework is included in the appendices to the Watershed
Specialist's Report. This framework includes a review of the Forest Plan, as amended,
standards for riparian areas, streams, and water quality. Generally speaking, Forest
Plan Amendment 29 standards are considered stricter than PACFISH; these standards
are discussed in more detail in the Fisheries Specialist's Report. The Clean Water Act
delegates authority for regulating water quality to the Oregon Department of
Environmental Quality (ODEQ). Discussion of how this project affects water quality,
including the application of water quality standards established by ODEQ), is found in
the Environmental Consequences section. The application of Best Management
Practices (BMPs) to project activities to control non-point source pollution is
summarized. Additional discussion of BMPs is included in the appendices to the
Watershed Specialist’'s Report. Because a Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL) plan for
water pollutant management is in progress by ODEQ and the Forest Service is
expected to prepare Water Quality Restoration Plans (WQRPS) in conjunction with the
publication of a TMDL, the actions that are included in this analysis which may be
incorporated in to a WQRP are summarized in the appendices of the Watershed
Specialist’s Report.

Analysis Methods

Analysis methods are summarized in appendices to the Watershed Specialist’s Report.
Several sources of field data were reviewed, evaluated, interpreted, and summarized.
Sources of data include riparian and stream surveys from 1992, 1993, and 2004 and
soil assessments from 2006-07, informal stream evaluations from 2000-2001 and 2005-
2007, the Galena Watershed Analysis, Oregon Department of Environmental Quality
web site, resource data provided by other interdisciplinary team members, and personal
observations and professional knowledge of the local area. The Existing Condition and
Environmental Consequences discussions are organized by landscape element in order
to address watershed processes of the Project Area. Legacy condition descriptions
were incorporated into the Existing Condition discussion. Best Management Practices
were included in the Proposed Action and are included in the Environmental
Consequences discussion. The Analysis Area for watershed effects is defined as that
part of the Coyote Creek/Balance Creek subwatershed within the Project Area,
including the Middle Fork of the John Day River at the lower subwatershed boundary.
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Existing Condition

Hillslopes (including Ephemeral Swales):

The shallow, clay and clayey hillslope soils (of volcanic origin), including those covered
with an ash cap and those supporting forest stands, are considered hydrologically
“flashy”. “Flashy” soils are ones which usually have little storage capacity for infiltrating
run off with the result that a sizeable proportion is shed as overland flow.

Springs and seeps are a common distinguishing feature of ancient landslide material
and of the volcanic parent material. Other small areas may remain saturated, such as
those that support aspen stands, due to the presence of perched water tables. Seeps,
springs, other wetlands, and aspen are discussed in the RHCAs and Management Area
3B Section below.

The hydrologic response from the hillslopes, where many of the proposed, ground-
disturbing activities and much of the prescribed burning would be implemented, is
generally typical of that expected based on the natural soil and vegetation
characteristics. The Soil Specialist's Report indicates that impacts from past activities
inside proposed units are relatively low.

Past management activities, implemented before the development or application of
Watershed Best Management Practices, have caused several discontinuous rills and
incipient gullies. On the north side of the Middle Fork of the John Day River (MFJDR)
they appear to be legacy effects of mining. They are limited in size and distribution and
appear stabilized; needle litter is accumulating and limiting active erosion. On the south
side they appear to be caused by overland flow concentrated by roads (at some ditch
relief culverts and culverts at swales and other local topographic low points) and past
logging and grazing. They are often associated with natural or created openings in the
Sunshine, Dunstan, and Balance drainages and above the unnamed tributaries to the
MFJDR.

These areas do not appear to be vulnerable to accelerated erosion during common
precipitation events because they are not extensive, are inactive, or have downcut to
rock. Vulnerability is considered to increase during periodic high run off events typical of
the local climate. They also extend the drainage network and route overland flow
downslope more efficiently.

Authorized roads, unauthorized roads and decommissioned road beds appear to cause
little change in the hydrologic response of the forested hillslopes themselves. Local
erosion was observed below ditch relief culverts and culverts in swales and other
topographic lows within forested stands; however discharge generally infiltrated within
fifty feet of culvert outlets, except as previously described. These culvert discharges
were often associated with interception of spring flow (on ancient landslide material) by
road ditches or culvert inlets. Most decommissioned road beds are grassed in; they do
not appear to be intercepting subsurface flows or redirecting surface flow since they are
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generally outsloped or on the contour. Ground cover is adequate to slow overland flow
and prevent erosion on decommissioned roads which parallel slopes.

Riparian Habitat Conservation Areas (RHCAs) and Management Area 3B (MA 3B)
(including valleys, ephemeral draws, wetlands, and aspen stands):

Standard width RHCAs (PACFISH) are defined for fish-bearing, perennial, and
intermittent streams and riparian areas in the Project Area. Most Management Area 3B
(MA 3B) lies within these standard width RHCAs. Exceptions include MA 3B associated
with ephemeral draws or aspen stands. These features may be included in RHCAS
when other riparian features, with defined RHCAs, such as streams or wetlands, are
present.

A variety of landforms are included in RHCAs and MA 3B. Most RHCAs associated
with streams include valleys, toeslopes, and the lower portions of the adjacent
hillslopes. Under the standard width delineations, a large proportion of RHCAs
associated with streams (Categories 1, 2 and 4) commonly include the adjacent lower
hillslopes because most valleys and streams are narrow. Riparian vegetation is
commonly found on the valley flats adjacent to stream channels. Ephemeral draws (MA
3B) provide drainage connections between hillslopes and the stream system. Stream
channel condition is discussed in a separate section below. Seeps, springs, other
wetlands, and aspen are widely (Categories 3 and 4 or MA 3B) distributed through the
Project Area on a variety of landforms from stream banks to hillslopes.

The hydrologic response within RHCAs/MA 3B is based on natural geomorphic, soil and
vegetation characteristics. Like the hillslope soils, soils in the RHCAs/MA 3B are
considered naturally “flashy”. Continuing legacy effects and some on-going activities
now contribute to a highly altered and “flashier” hydrologic response. Field observations
indicate that disturbance probably increased and concentrated run off in the past,
resulting in downcut streams and eroded valleys throughout the Project Area. The water
table has been lowered. Observations indicate that valley bottom soils are probably
drier and less deep and floodplains less extensive than before Euro-American
settlement. The connections between channels and even narrow floodplains, which
facilitate water storage, have been reduced in extent, disrupted, or eliminated entirely in
some places. Soil water storage capacity is reduced; overland flow is routed downslope
more efficiently.

Many of the alterations are due to past management activities which were implemented
before the development and application of Watershed Best Management Practices.
Past activities tended to be concentrated in valleys because they provided the easiest
access. Rills and incipient gullies are present in Sunshine and Dunstan and their
tributary drainages, in tributaries to Balance Creek, and near the easternmost tributaries
to the MFJDR. Past harvest has altered soils on the lower hillslopes and reduced large
woody debris available for recruitment into some stream segments in Dunstan and
Sunshine creeks and their tributaries. Created openings appear more numerous and
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comprise a larger area in some valleys, such as those in the Balance, Dunstan, and
Sunshine drainages than on the adjacent hillslopes.

Changes in some of the natural and created openings in valleys and ephemeral draws
have reduced the ability of soils to infiltrate and store water. These conditions resulted
in greater overland flow, exposure of mineral soil, and the formation of rills and incipient
gullies. Exposure of mineral soil and loss of storage capacity are difficult to reverse,
depending on local site conditions. Erosion remains active in some areas; areas of
inactive erosion are common. Erosion hazard and vulnerability are increased.

Rills and gullies that eroded in some ephemeral draws and within RHCAs now function
as channels. These conditions combined with the previously described changes to
valley soils increase the efficiency of and effectively extend the drainage network. The
hydrologic response in the RHCAs/MA 3B is considered “flashier” than prior to Euro-
American settlement. These areas are also receiving “flashier” run off from some
topographic lows on the adjacent hillslopes.

The conditions contributing to altered run off response include: logging, grazing,
mining, roading, and construction of railroad grades. Authorized (open and closed)
roads and unauthorized roads, road crossings, relic roadbeds remaining from past
decommissioning, historic railroad grades, and skid trails and landings are common.
Roads and old railroad grades, constructed without drainage and parallel to streams
(within about 100 feet), often route overland flow toward streams. Stream crossings on
closed or decommissioned roads where culverts remain or where fill was not re-shaped
contribute sediment and channel overland flow to streams. Road densities appear
higher in some valleys than in other parts of the Project Area. Alteration of soil
conditions appears severe in some isolated locations, probably because of multiple and
repeated activities over 150 years and their legacy effects. These conditions are found
along segments of Sunshine, Dunstan, and Balance creeks and their tributaries and
along unnamed streams on both sides of the MFJDR. These conditions continue to
reduce availability of riparian storage and other riparian and stream functions

Springs, seeps, and other wetlands of various sizes are distributed throughout the
Project Area from hillslopes to stream banks. Some of these systems appear to extend
onto private land below the Project Area. They may contribute to wetlands along the
MFJDR and to its flow. Some seeps, especially those on stream banks and in
ephemeral draws, have been impacted by past management activities similar to those
described above (especially valley erosion) and remain as remnants (off road 2045300
in an old skyline unit, in ephemeral draws in the Balance drainage, along the named
creeks). Some show evidence of recent or past post-holing by large ungulates (in
ephemeral draws in Balance drainage and between Dunstan and Balance creeks).

These conditions reduce the capacity for soil water storage and route seep and other
wetland flow downslope more efficiently. These alterations contribute to increased
“flashiness” in the hydrologic response and to increased vulnerability to erosion.
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Vegetation condition on the hillslopes is often similar to that found beyond the standard
RHCA boundary. Typically, composition, vigor, abundance, condition class (fuels) and
fuel continuity are similar to those of the surrounding area as described in the Forest
Vegetation and Fuels Specialist’s reports.

Soil moisture regimes, strongly controlled by the connections between stream channels,
subsurface flows, and associated floodplains, the distribution and size of wetlands, and
other soil or ground water characteristics, influence the distribution of valley vegetation.
Valley vegetation typically occurs in zones based on soil moisture availability and
ranges from obligate herbaceous wetlands to drier pine forests.

Some forest stands, shrub communities, and herbaceous communities appear nearly
intact although they are probably reduced in extent and stand structure has been
influenced by fire exclusion. Vegetation along other stream segments is clearly altered
as result of changes in soil moisture regimes and past vegetation management
practices. It appears patchier; age classes are more variable and stand structure is
more complex. Conifer plant communities, similar to or moister than those on the
adjacent hillslopes, are considered to be more common in the valleys due to drier
conditions resulting from lowered water tables. Like other conifer communities small
trees are becoming more common and increasing fuels. Conifer encroachment on
aspen stands, riparian hardwoods, and riparian herbaceous communities is present.

Moister, more intact conifer communities are found in valleys where less evidence of
disturbance is present or where ancient landslide deposits strongly influence soil
moisture regimes as along Middle Fork of Sunshine Creek and lower Balance Creek.

Riparian vegetation is found along streams, seeps, and other wetlands. The extent of
riparian communities is probably reduced due to alterations in valley soil and stream

conditions. Abundance, seral stage, and vigor are highly variable depending on local

land-use history.

Ten aspen stands (MA 3B) are mapped; they are found on both sides of the MFJDR.
Five stands of aspen lie completely or partially in RHCAs associated with Cress Creek,
Sunshine Creek and an intermittent tributary to the MFJDR. Stream channels adjacent
to these stands are downcut.

One aspen stand lies in an ephemeral draw in which the grasses are pedestalled,
indicating on-going, low amounts of erosion. Four stands appear to be associated with
locally perched water tables, where water table conditions are high during part of the
growing season and may be disconnected from other riparian features. One of these
stands is in a created opening adjacent to an ephemeral draw where ground cover does
not appear to meet Forest Plan standard and overland flows run off. The aspen stands
are generally reduced in size and contain only a few mature or decadent trees with
conifer encroachment and little regeneration. Aspen condition is described in more
detail in various specialists’ reports including those of the silviculturalist, fuels specialist,
and wildlife biologist. They provide limited, local shade to Sunshine Creek and Cress
Creek and potential large woody debris.
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Stream Channels

Most stream channels have been altered as a result of past management activities
implemented before the application of Watershed Best Management Practices (BMPs).
Impacts of past management practices on important stream characteristics such as
channel dimensions, patterns (such as meandering), and gradient persist in the Project
Area, despite management changes in recent years (and, for some practices, decades

ago).

Although many of the factors which caused the disturbance are no longer active, the
channel-modification processes initiated after Euro-American settlement continue. Other
management activities implemented without watershed best management practices
higher in the watershed continue to have secondary or indirect effects on stream
channel condition and function. As a result, streams are not currently in balance with
the Project Area landscape and channel conditions are not adequate to dissipate kinetic
energy associated with stream flow and sediment transport, as described in Rosgen
(1997). Stream channels continue to adjust. The drainage network is more efficient due
to the extension of channels.

Sunshine, Middle Fork of Sunshine Creek, Balance, and Dunstan creeks were surveyed
using the Region 6 Stream Survey protocol and the Eastern Oregon/Washington
Riparian Survey protocol in 1992-1993. The results of stream surveys indicate that
most stream segments classified as fish-bearing (and generally perennial-flowing) meet
Forest Plan standards or PACFISH Riparian Management Objectives (RMOSs) for
wetted width ratio and stream bank stability. FP Standards and RMOs for pool
frequency and large woody debris are met or approached in the Middle Fork of
Sunshine Creek but not in the other streams surveyed. See the Fisheries Report for
more details. Informal surveys conducted between 2004 and 2007 indicate that these
conditions probably remain on many stream segments.

The Region 6 protocol has been modified to incorporate parameters included in the
Riparian Protocol which is no longer used on the Forest. Bank stability was estimated
according to the protocol in 1992-93; however stream banks are poorly defined on
several of the streams in the Project Area making interpretation of bank stability surveys
difficult. The lack of stream bank integrity and the hardening of the bottom of the stream
channel indicate that channel resiliency to high flows may be reduced; additional
erosion would typically occur laterally. Other unsurveyed perennial and intermittent
channels are considered to be in similar condition based on field review.

These changes have contributed to increasing the naturally “flashy” hydrologic response
by making the stream network more efficient. Because of these changes and,
especially, where they have not stabilized, the drainage network remains vulnerable.
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Water Quantity and Hydrology

The dominant streamflow regime is snowmelt dependent although summer convection
storms may influence run off patterns. Basin storage capacity is low resulting in low
base flows. Base flows appear to be dependent on groundwater. Most overland flow
originating from the hillslopes appears to infiltrate immediately downslope and probably
does not influence the overall hydrologic response to common precipitation events.
Some changes such as the accumulation of organic material decrease vulnerability to
erosion during large storm events, but may increase vulnerability to catastrophic fire.
Alterations to the drainage network (described in previous sections) probably accelerate
run off under common precipitation events. The drainage network is probably not
resilient under rare run off events due to these alterations.

Water Quality

The Oregon Department of Environmental Quality (ODEQ) has identified eleven
Beneficial Uses for the John Day River and all of its tributaries, including the streams in
the project area. Fish and Aquatic Life is the Beneficial Use most likely to be of concern
with this project. Fish and Aquatic Life is a Beneficial Use sensitive to water quality.
ODEQ has established water quality criteria to protect this beneficial use in the Middle
Fork of the John Day and its tributaries. The criteria related to the listing of the MFIDR
segment in the project area on the ODEQ Clean Water Section 303(d) List of Water
Quality Impaired Waterbodies (List) (Oregon, 2004) are Core Cold-Water Habitat and
Designated Salmon and Spawning Use September 1- June 15. This segment of the
MFJDR is included in the ODEQ water quality database with respect to other water
guality parameters but ODEQ indicates that insufficient data are available for additional
303(d) Listing.

The MFJDR segment in the Project Area is included on the List for Salmon and trout
rearing and migration (18 degree Celsius, 7-day average maximum) and Year Around
(Non-spawning temperature; Core cold water habitat: 16.0 degrees Celsius, 7-day
average maximum).

ODEQ has applied the criterion of Core Cold-Water Habitat to the Beneficial Use of Fish
and Aquatic Life in the tributaries to the MFJDR which lie in the project area. ODEQ
does not include the tributaries on the List for any parameter or criteria. Seasonal
monitoring in 2007 in Dunston and Balance Creeks showed that the 7-day maximum
average was 18.6 degrees Celsius for Balance Creek about 0.2 mile above the private
land boundary and 28.4 degrees Celsius for Dunston Creek at a comparable location.
The difference in temperatures is probably attributable to an extensive seepy area
above the sample point on Balance Creek where flow is noticeably increased by the
groundwater contribution and to the fact that Dunston Creek appears to be exposed to
solar radiation along much of its length.
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Environmental Consequences

Alternative 1 — No Action
Direct and Indirect Effects

Hillslopes

Under common run off events and in the absence of uncharacteristic fire, conditions
described in the Existing Condition would be maintained. Areas of active erosion would
likely continue to erode. Areas of inactive erosion would be likely to continue to recover.
As downed wood accumulates over time in the absence of additional ground disturbing
activity, areas of active erosion may slow and begin to recover. Under rare storm
events in the short term, areas of active or inactive erosion remain vulnerable to
accelerated erosion. Vulnerability decreases at most areas over time as down woody
material accumulates. In the event of uncharacteristic fire and either common or rare
run off events, areas of active and inactive erosion would be vulnerable to accelerated
erosion.

RHCAS/MA 3B

The most likely effect under Alternative 1 is little to no change in RHCA condition since
neither rare (medium/large) run-off events nor uncharacteristically intense fire are likely
to occur in a given year. Riparian vegetation condition would be maintained or
improved as other or on-going management activities are implemented with BMPs.

Fuel loads would slowly accumulate as described in the Fuels Specialist Report.
Alternative 1 would be consistent with PACFISH standard FM 1 and 4 since conditions
would generally be maintained or improved. In the event of a rare run-off event,
channel and valley bottom erosion is likely to affect riparian conditions and processed in
the inner RHCAs.

Numerous small trees would contribute to fuel loads as described in the Fuels Specialist
Report. In the event of uncharacteristic fire, the outer portions of some RHCAs are
likely to burn severely. Mineral soil would be exposed and hydrophobic soils may form.
These conditions increase vulnerability to erosion. Most trees in some RHCAs would be
killed, providing relatively coarse woody material within ten years and delaying the
growth and recruitment of large woody debris for decades. Shade in many of the
RHCAs would be reduced until forest or shrub stands are re-established. Some larger
trees may be killed. They would provide large woody debris for future recruitment earlier
than in the absence of fire.

Aspen stands would be likely to become less vigorous as described by other specialists.
Shade and riparian recovery would be delayed. Contributions of aspen to riparian
health, such as the ability to slow some wild fire, would be lost.
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Wetland, floodplain, and valley bottom conditions would remain a function of legacy
effects. Wetland and floodplain vegetation may be burned off temporarily following
uncharacteristic wild fire but would be expected to re-grow fully the following season.
Mineral soil would be exposed, increasing the likelihood of erosion.

Stream Channels

Stream characteristics such as channel dimension, patterns (such as meandering), and
gradient would remain altered until large woody debris is recruited in 100-200 years.
Channel resiliency to high flows, whether caused by rare run off events or
uncharacteristic fire, would remain reduced. Stream channels would be expected to
migrate laterally; in steeper, narrower valleys terraces may erode. The drainage network
would remain more efficient due to the extension and straightening of channels,
maintaining or increasing the current “flashy” response. In the absence of rare run off
events or uncharacteristic fire, stream bank vegetation would become more abundant
as other management activities are managed to FP standards.

Water Quantity

The hydrological response has been modified by the effects of past management
activities on the drainage system. The hydrological response would continue to be
modified until hillslope, valley and stream channel function recovered.

Water Quality

Water quality (temperature) would not be expected to change under the common run-off
events. Under rare events, caused by either storms or following fire, bank erosion may
occur in many of the streams. Bank erosion would likely lead to shallow, wide stream
flow in summer, and, possibly, warmer water. Loss of shade associated with
uncharacteristic wildfire would probably cause increases in stream temperature.

Cumulative Effects

The Project Area is relatively small and includes only a portion of the named streams.
Run-off from common events, in the presence or absence of local fire or in the absence
of uncharacteristic fire combined with run-off from above the Project Area may
contribute visibly increased flow and sediment to the MFJDR due to current levels of
legacy effects. Additional Increases would be proportionate to the size of rare run-off
events and the intensity and magnitude of uncharacteristic fire.
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Alternative 2 — Proposed Action
Direct and Indirect Effects

Hillslopes

The most likely effect on the hydrologic response is little or no change across the
landscape compared to the Existing Condition since BMPs associated with the
proposed activities and design elements are expected to control most run off and
sediment transport under common run-off events. Rills, gullies, and other vulnerable
areas would be avoided. Because the proposed activities would be implemented in
areas previously impacted by management activities, a slight probability exists that
previous disturbance would become connected to ground disturbance associated with
the proposed activities.

While these connections would be expected to extend channels headward or
concentrate overland flow, run off is not expected to be channelized sufficiently to cause
accelerated erosion. Detached sediment would not be expected to reach streams
under common rainfall events. A window of greater vulnerability to common run-off
events would exist for about a year during which implementation of BMPs would be
completed. The potential for an extended drainage network to develop may magnify the
response during rare run-off events. Generally the reasons for increases in watershed
vulnerability are ground disturbance related to tractor operations, landings, and
temporary roads.

Sufficient ground cover to prevent increased run off is expected to remain following
underburning. Small areas of mineral soil may be exposed under piles. Relative
humidity and ground moisture levels at the time of burning are likely to prevent complete
consumption of piles; some coarse material is likely to remain to trap sediment.

Wildfire that enters the area after treatment is expected to remain on the ground and
burn with lower intensity. Sufficient ground cover to control run off and sediment
transport is expected to remain. Local areas where fuels are concentrated may burn
with moderate to high intensity and potentially expose mineral soil. Run off from these
areas is expected to be controlled by downslope ground cover which typically remains
following low intensity burns.

RHCAS/MA 3B

Underburning in RHCAS is not expected to expose mineral soil due to the design
elements described in Chapters 1 and 2. Relative humidity and ground moisture present
during the burning windows for piles in aspen stands are expected to prevent complete
consumption of the coarse wood. The incompletely consumed coarse wood would
provide sediment trapping where burning piles consumed finer ground cover.
Consequently underburning burning activities or burning piles in aspen stands are not
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expected to contribute to concentration of overland flows or to sediment transport or to
detrimentally affect stream or riparian condition.

Under Alternative 2, small material would be thinned in the outer part of several RHCAs.
Fuels would be handpiled and burned. In addition to effects as described above,
burning piles in the outer part of RHCAs is not expected to create continuous paths
where overland flow may become concentrated because of design elements included in
Chapters 1 and 2. Areas of active or inactive erosion would be avoided.

Thinning would result in healthier stands in which large trees would be expected to live
and grow more rapidly than under the existing condition. Large woody debris would be
available for recruitment into streams sooner. Shade associated with aspen stands is
expected to increase locally as stands expand slightly and trees mature. Fire hazard
would also be reduced which would be likely to result in low intensity fire. In the event
of wildfire entering these areas, little mortality would be expected. Prescribed fire could
be used routinely to maintain healthy stand conditions.

Conditions in other RHCAs where fuels would not be treated and fuel loads would
remain high would be similar to those described for Alternative 1. Locally higher
severity burns are likely to result with effects similar to those described for the No
Action.

Vegetation in the inner portion of RHCAS is not expected to be affected by the proposed
activities as they would be implemented at least 25 feet away and because of higher
humidities generally found closer to streams. Future prescribed fire or wildfire would be
expected to burn with low intensity. It is unlikely that low intensity fire would fully
consume soil organic matter and expose mineral soil so erosion hazard would not be
changed. Low intensity fire is not expected to burn wetter riparian vegetation; it would
naturally die out within the inner RHCAs. Consequently the proposed activities in
RHCAs are consistent with PACFISH standards FM1 and 4 because they would
maintain or improve conditions in RHCAs.

Wetland and floodplain vegetation is not expected to burn severely during a low
intensity wildfire or during underburning. Wetlands are not expected to be affected by
most of the proposed activities because the implementation of PACFISH RHCAs is
expected to be sufficient to protect wetland functions. Precommercial thinning and
piling in RHCAs and aspen treatments are expected to move these areas toward
desired conditions and to alleviate legacy effects on floodplain function.

Riparian vegetation condition would be maintained or improved as other or on-going
management activities are implemented with BMPs. Under rare run-off events, channel
and valley bottom erosion is likely to affect riparian conditions and processes in the
inner RHCAs.
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Stream Channels

Stream characteristics such as channel dimension, patterns (such as meandering), and
gradient would remain altered until large woody debris is recruited in 100-200 years.
Channel resiliency to high flows, whether caused by rare run off events or
uncharacteristic fire, would remain reduced, although uncharacteristic wild fire would
become less likely. Stream channels would be expected to migrate laterally; in steeper,
narrower valleys terraces may erode. The drainage network would remain more efficient
due to the extension and straightening of channels, maintaining or increasing the
current “flashy” response. In the absence of rare run off events or uncharacteristic fire,
stream bank vegetation would become more abundant as other management activities
are managed to FP standards. Conditions on segments of Sunshine, Cress, and
unnamed intermittent streams are likely to improve sooner as aspen mature and
become available as large woody debris.

Water Quantity and Hydrology

The hydrological response has been modified by the effects of past management
activities on the drainage system. The hydrological response would continue to be
modified until hillslope, valley and stream channel function recovered as described for
Alternative 1.

No measurable changes in water quantity are expected because less than 30% of the
vegetation in the Project Area would be cut and because less 30% of the vegetation in
any drainage would be cut.

Felling of conifers in aspen stands along stream channels may initiate watershed
recovery in those local areas as down wood is placed on the ground and, possibly,
across channels above bankfull width. Local water storage may increase but it is not
expected to be large enough to have a measurable effect on flow in the MFJDR.
Similarly, treatments of aspen stands above the private domestic spring are not
expected to be extensive enough to change flow measurably at the spring. Increasing
local water storage above the spring by felling large wood across the gullied intermittent
stream and in the associated RHCA and tributary ephemeral draw (MA 3B) may
increase local water storage and provide a more even flow downslope after one or two
decades. Treatments proposed in the aspen stands and nearby conifer treatment units
would not be expected to contribute concentrated overland flow downslope due to the
increase in downed material, aspen regeneration, and BMPs and design elements that
are expected to control run off and sediment transport under common run off events.
Since treatments are expected to have little-to-no change on run off patterns or are
expected to slow overland flow, they are not expected to exacerbate overland flow
under rare run off events.
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Water Quality

No measurable effects on water quality or 303(d) listed streams are expected because
none of the proposed actions are expected to remove vegetation which shades
streams; nor is shade expected to increase enough to reduce stream temperature.
Proposed actions to improve stand conditions by pre-commercial thinning would remove
vegetation only from the outer portions of fish-bearing and intermittent RHCAs. Conifers
that would be removed during pre-commercial thinning of aspen stands near perennial
or fish-bearing streams probably do not provide shade currently due to their size.
Prescribed burning and hazard tree felling would not reduce shade sufficiently to cause
a measurable change in temperature because few trees near perennial streams would
be killed. As described in the RHCAs/MA3B section, riparian vegetation conditions
would improve, possibly resulting in locally, increased shade where stream side aspen
stands expand. Due to the short linear distances treated along perennially flowing
streams, these improvements in vegetation are not expected to result in measurable
decreases in stream temperatures.

The Forest Service responsibilities under the Clean Water Act defined are defined by
the May 2002 Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) with the State of Oregon. This
MOU recognizes watershed Best Management Practices as the primary mechanism for
controlling non-point source pollution on National Forest System lands. The Design
Elements in Chapter 2 incorporate watershed Best Management Practices which are
also listed in an appendix to the Watershed Specialist's Report. Monitoring of BMPs is
conducted under the District BMP monitoring program to evaluate implementation and
effectiveness and to determine if changes to BMPs are needed. This document follows
the Forest Service and Bureau of Land Management Protocol for addressing 303(d)
listed streams (only the Middle Fork of the John Day River in this project). The Malheur
National Forest is coordinating with the State on developing a Total Maximum Daily
Load plan (in progress) for the MFJDR.

Cumulative Effects

The list of past, on-going, and foreseeable activities displayed in Appendix C
(Cumulative Effects) of the EA was reviewed.

Since direct or indirect adverse effects are expected to remain within unit boundaries
under common run-off events, adverse cumulative effects from the proposed activities
are not expected. Run-off from rare events would be likely to behave overall as
described for Alternative 1. Although additional flows and sediment may reach the
MFJDR following rare run-off event before year 5, possible increases in run-off are not
expected to be measurable because of the magnitude of the response expected from
the existing conditions under Alternative 1 and the variability associated with measuring
watershed parameters.

Reduction in fire behavior in the Project Area may influence fire behavior and reduce
watershed hazard within and in adjacent areas. Because fire behavior is expected to
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change from uncharacteristic to low intensity, the proposed activities combined with
treatments on private land, uncharacteristic wildfire is less likely to enter private land in
the middle of the Project Area. The proposed activities break up the continuity of fuels
and limit fire spreading from the mixed conifer and cold forest zones onto private land
where active watershed restoration is occurring and reduce the possibility of fire spread
into adjacent subwatersheds.

Consistency with Direction and Regulations

The project is consistent with the Malheur National Forest Plan, as amended.
Treatments in RHCAs/MA 3B will improve riparian condition and move the Project Area
toward meeting Forest Plan standards and PACFISH Riparian Management Activities.
The project is also consistent with the Clean Water Act as described in the Water
Quiality section for Alternative 2, the Proposed Action, above

Irreversible/lrretrievable Effects

The project as described will not result in any irreversible or irretrievable effects to the
watershed resource since effects are expected to be limited in distribution and to
recover as soil conditions recover. Thus this project is consistent with guidelines for
watershed included in the Forest Plan.
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Fisheries

Introduction

This section summarizes the species and status of fish present in the Balance Fuels
Reduction Project Area as well as existing conditions for aquatic species and their
habitat. This report builds on conclusions from Soils and Watershed sections and
determines direct, indirect and cumulative effects on aquatic species and their habitat.

Regulatory Framework

The Executive Order 12962 of 1995 (aquatic systems and recreational fisheries)
requires federal agencies to conserve, restore, and enhance aquatic systems to provide
for increased recreational fishing opportunities nationwide. The Order requires federal
agencies to evaluate the effects of federally funded actions on aquatic systems and
document those effects relative to the purpose of this order.

The two principle laws relevant to fisheries management are the National Forest
Management Act of 1976 (NFMA) and the Endangered Species Act (ESA) of 1973, as
amended (16 U.S.C. 1531 et seq.). Direction relative to fisheries is as follows:

NFMA requires the Forest Service to manage fish and wildlife habitat to maintain viable
populations of all native and desirable non-native wildlife species and conserve all listed
threatened or endangered species populations (36CFR219.19).

ESA requires the Forest Service to manage for the recovery of threatened and
endangered species and the ecosystems upon which they depend. Forests are
required to consult with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) or the National
Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) if a proposed activity may affect the population or
habitat of a listed species.

The Malheur National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan (Forest Plan) as
amended (USDA 1990), provides direction to protect and manage resources. The
Specialist report cites a detailed list of the portions of the Forest Plan relevant to
fisheries and fisheries habitat requirements. In addition Forest standards and
guidelines along with relevant laws are cited. Of special interest are Forest Plan
amendment 29 and PACFISH (1995). Recommendations regarding fisheries habitat
within the Balance Project Area would adhere to this regulatory framework.

Balance Creek and Sunshine Creek, both fish-bearing streams, are protected by 600-
foot wide (total width) RHCAs (as defined within PACFISH). RHCA widths along other
streams in the Project Area vary depending on whether streamflow is perennial or
intermittent (see Watershed section).
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The Coyote Creek-Balance Creek Subwatershed in the Camp Creek Watershed in the
Middle Fork of the John Day (MFJD) River Subbasin meets the three criteria for a
PACFISH Key Watershed. The intent of designating Key Watersheds is to provide a
pattern of protection across the landscape where habitat for anadromous fish would
receive special attention and treatment. Priority within these watersheds would be to
protect, or restore habitat for listed stocks, stocks of special interest or concern, or
salmonid assemblages of critical value for productivity or biodiversity. Criteria
considered to designate Key Watersheds are:

1. Watersheds with stocks listed pursuant to the ESA, or stocks identified in the
1991 American Fisheries Society report as “at risk” or subsequent scientific stock status
reviews; or

2. Watersheds that contain excellent habitat for mixed salmonid assemblages; or

3. Degraded watersheds with a high restoration potential.

Analysis Methods

The fisheries Analysis Area encompasses all aquatic habitats that have the potential for
effects from the Balance Thinning and Fuels Reduction project. Based on topography,
drainage patterns and the effects analysis, the fisheries Analysis Area includes the
following streams: Balance Creek, Dunstan Creek, and Sunshine Creek from Forest
Service Road (FSR) 2045 downstream to their confluence with the MFJD River, and the
MFJD River from about 0.8 miles upstream of its confluence with Sunshine Creek,
downstream to approximately the mouth of Camp Creek. Coyote Creek, although fish
bearing and within the Coyote Creek-Balance Creek Subwatershed was not included in
the fisheries Analysis Area because there are no activities planned within this drainage.

The Project Area lies within the Balance Creek/Coyote Creek Subwatershed (HUC
170702030205) in the Camp Creek Watershed in the MFJD Subbasin. As mentioned in
the Watershed report, the Project Area lies on the lower hillslopes on both sides of the
MFJD River and includes the lower portions of several independent catchments, each of
which drains to the MFJD River. Information was compiled from the Galena Watershed
Analysis (USDA 1999) and Galena Watershed Analysis — Supplement (USDA 2002),
stream surveys based on Region 6 Level Il Stream Survey protocol (1992 and 1993),
and the Malheur National Forest Geographic Information System (GIS). Where data
gaps existed (e.g., Data available from some earlier stream surveys was not available to
adequately type streams based on Rosgen stream classification or to quantitatively
determine the percent of particles less than 2mm), the Baseline Condition was
evaluated qualitatively, based on the principles of applied fisheries and watershed
science, professional judgment and knowledge of the area. Field surveys were
conducted during the 2007 field season and GIS was updated in fall 2007 to incorporate
data gathering during field surveys.
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Unknown and Unavailable Information: With the exception of the Aquatic Inventory of
the MFJD River (ODFW 1996, 2005), and stream restoration monitoring report and pilot
restoration summary (ODFWb 2007), stream conditions on the private land within the
Fisheries Analysis Area are generally unavailable; however, because much of the land
is visible from existing roads, the land use practices are readily observable.

Existing Condition
Aquatic Species

The Camp Creek Watershed is home to populations of Middle Columbia River (MCR)
summer-run steelhead (Oncorhynchus mykiss), redband trout (O. mykiss gairdneri),
MCR spring-run Chinook salmon (O. tshawytscha) and the MFJID River is listed by
Buchanan et al. (1997) as migratory habitat for bull trout (Salvelinus confluentus).
Nongame fish such as northern pikeminnow (Ptychocheilus oregonensis), mountain
whitefish (Prosopium williamsoni), sucker species (Catostomus macrocheilus or C.
columbianus), speckled dace (Rhinichthys osculus), longnose dace (Rhinichthys
cataractae), redside shiner (Richardsonius balteatus), sculpin (Cottus spp.), pacific
lamprey (adults and amocoetes — Lampetra tridentata) have been documented in the
fisheries Analysis Area. Columbia spotted frogs (Rana luteiventris) have also been
documented within the Analysis Area.

Management Indicator Species, Threatened, Endangered and Sensitive Species

Management Indicator Species (MIS) are species of vertebrates and invertebrates
whose population changes are believed to best indicate the effects of land management
activities. Through the MIS concept, the total number of species found within a Project
Area is reduced to a subset of species that collectively represent habitats, species, and
associated management concerns. The MIS are used to assess the maintenance of
populations (the ability of a population to sustain itself naturally) and biological diversity
(which includes genetic diversity, species diversity, and habitat diversity), and to assess
effects on species in public demand. Forest Plan Standard 61 (p. 1V-32) lists species
and gives direction to provide for habitat requirements of MIS species. Aquatic MIS in
the Project Area include: rainbow/redband trout, bull trout and steelhead trout.

Threatened and endangered species are listed under the ESA; whereas, sensitive
species are identified by the Forest Service Regional Forester. An endangered species
is an animal or plant species that is in danger of extinction throughout all or a significant
portion of its range. A threatened species is an animal or plant species that is likely to
become endangered within the foreseeable future throughout all or a significant portion
of its range. A sensitive species is an animal or plant species for which species viability
is a concern either a) because of current or predicted downward trend in population
numbers or density, or b) because of current or predicted downward trends in habitat
capability that would reduce a species’ existing distribution. Forest Plan Standard 62 (p.
IV-32) gives direction to meet all legal and biological requirements for the conservation
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of threatened and endangered plants and animals. Standard 62 states, “Assess all
proposed projects that involve habitat changes or disturbance and have the potential to
alter the habitat of threatened, endangered or sensitive plant and animal species.”
When threatened or endangered species or habitats are present, follow the required
biological assessment process, according to the requirements of the ESA (Public Law
93-205). Forest Plan Standard 64 further states, “Meet all consultation requirements
with the USFWS and state agencies.” Effects to aquatic threatened, endangered, and
sensitive species are analyzed in the Aquatic Biological Evaluation located in the
Project Record.

Four threatened, endangered and sensitive (TES) salmonid species and one sensitive
amphibian species are found in the Balance Project Area:

e Summer-run steelhead of the Middle Columbia River (MCR) Distinct Population
Segment (DPS) are listed as threatened under the ESA and their critical habitat
was designated on September 2, 2005 including the MFJD River, Balance Creek,
and Sunshine Creek within the fisheries Analysis Area. They are also on the
State of Oregon sensitive species list.

e Spring-run Chinook salmon of the MCR Evolutionarily Significant Unit (ESU) are
listed on the Region 6 sensitive species list; they are also covered under
Essential Fish Habitat (EFH) for consultation with the NMFS under the
Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act (MSA).

e Redband trout are considered the native, resident form of rainbow trout and they
are on the State of Oregon and Region 6 sensitive species lists.

e Bull trout of the Columbia River Basin DPS are listed as threatened under the
ESA. They are seasonally present in the MFJD River. They are also on the
State of Oregon sensitive species list.

e Columbia spotted frogs are also on the State of Oregon and Region 6 Sensitive
Species lists.

On January 31, 2008, Regional Forester Linda Goodman released an updated Sensitive
Species List which includes federally listed, federally proposed and sensitive species
lists. Inthe cover letter for the updated species list the Regional Forester states that
projects initiated prior to January 31, 2008 may use the updated sensitive species list or
the list that was in effect when the project was initiated. The Responsible Official for the
project has the authority to decide which list to use. “Initiated” means that a signed and
dated document such as a project initiation letter (PIL), scoping letter, or Federal
Register Notice for the project exists. The PIL was signed on February 9, 2007.
Consequently, the 2004 Regional Forester Sensitive Species list in effect at that time
was used for field reconnaissance and the Aquatic Biological Evaluation (BE). The BE
is located in the Project Record.
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Summer-run Steelhead Trout

Steelhead (Middle Columbia DPS, MCR steelhead) was listed by NMFS as threatened
under the federal ESA on March 25, 1999 (64 FR 15417). MCR steelhead are also a
Malheur National Forest MIS. Critical habitat for MCR steelhead was designated on
September 2, 2005 (70 FR 52630). Critical habitat is present in the fisheries Analysis
Area.

Steelhead trout are the anadromous form of O. mykiss. Adult summer steelhead return
to freshwater from June through September. Adults overwinter in large rivers while
sexually maturing. Adults resume migration to spawning streams in early spring.
Spawning takes place from March through May. Eggs incubate during the spring and
emergence occurs from April through July depending on water temperatures. Juveniles
typically spend 2 to 3 years in freshwater. Juvenile steelhead generally utilize habitats
with higher water velocities than juvenile Chinook salmon. In winter, juveniles utilize
deep pools with abundant cover. Juveniles may reside in their natal stream for their
entire freshwater rearing phase or may migrate to other streams within a watershed.
Smoltification occurs during late winter and emigration to the ocean occurs during
spring. Summer steelhead adults normally rear for 1 to 2 years in the ocean.

Middle Fork John Day Subbasin:

MCR steelhead runs in the John Day River Basin are composed entirely of native
stocks. However, hatchery fish do stray into the John Day Basin from the Columbia
River (NWPCC 2005). The MFJD River Subbasin contributes approximately 22% of the
total run for the basin. Redd counts have displayed wide variability since 1964. Redds
per mile have been below ODFW management objectives (5.8 redds per mile) since
2003. MCR steelhead are widely distributed in the MFJD Subbasin. Spawning and
rearing takes place in all major tributaries of the MFJD River.

Balance Fisheries Analysis Area:

Some spawning may occur in Sunshine Creek during years when water conditions are
favorable, however spawning in Balance Creek is unlikely because the stream is
captured by an irrigation ditch on private land and does not have a direct connection
with the MFJD River in most years. Spawning is unlikely in Dunstan Creek given the
gradient at the mouth and small watershed size.

There are about 10.4 miles of steelhead habitat in the fisheries Analysis Area. MCR
steelhead utilize the MFJD River for migration, spawning and juvenile rearing habitat
(7.3 mi). Spawning and rearing habitat is present in Sunshine Creek (1.8 mi) and
potentially Balance Creek (1.3 mi). Juvenile rearing habitat is present on Dunstan
Creek (0.2 mi).

Redband Trout

Redband trout are a Region 6 sensitive species and a Malheur National Forest
management indicator species. Redband trout are the resident form of O. mykiss.
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Redband trout may or may not be reproductively isolated from steelhead. Redband and
steelhead trout from the same geographic area may share a common gene pool.

Redband trout are sensitive to changes in water quality and habitat. Adult redband trout
are generally associated with pool habitats, although various life stages require a wide
array of habitats for rearing, hiding, feeding, and resting. Pool habitat functions as
important refugia during low water periods. An increase in sediment lowers spawning
success and reduces the quantity and quality of pool and interstitial habitat. Other
important habitat features include healthy riparian vegetation, undercut banks and large
woody debris (LWD).

Redband trout may reside in their natal stream or may migrate to other streams within a
watershed to rear. Habitat requirements are similar for redband trout and juvenile
steelhead.

Spawning occurs during the spring, generally from March to June. Redds tend to be
located where velocity, depth and bottom configuration induce water flow through the
stream substrate, generally in gravels at the tailout area of pools. Water temperatures
influence emergence of fry, which is typically from June through July.

Middle Fork John Day Subbasin:

Neither ODFW nor the Forest Service routinely monitors abundance and distribution of
redband trout in the John Day Basin. Juvenile O. mykiss with resident (redband trout)
and anadromous (steelhead) life history types are difficult to differentiate where the two
populations coexist, making independent monitoring difficult. At this time, abundance of
John Day trout redband populations is unknown. Currently in the John Day Basin,
redband trout are present in the North Fork, Middle Fork, Main stem, and South Fork
John Day Rivers and their tributaries. Redband trout are present in all fish-bearing
streams in the MFJD Subbasin. Summer distribution of redband trout is generally
limited to headwater areas.

Balance Fisheries Analysis Area:

There are about 11.0 miles of redband trout habitat in the fisheries Analysis Area.
Redband trout utilize the MFJD River for spawning and juvenile rearing habitat (7.3 mi).
Spawning and juvenile rearing habitat is present in Balance Creek (1.9 mi), Dunstan
Creek (0.2 mi), and Sunshine Creek (1.8 mi). A Region 6 Level Il stream survey was
completed in 1993 and noted rainbow trout (probably resident redband trout) found
upstream from Balance Lake. The redband trout were confined to only 0.2 miles of
stream above Balance Lake, and were reported in jeopardy of being lost in 1993. A
field scout on October 11, 2007 failed to locate any fish in this 0.2 mile reach of Balance
Creek upstream from Balance Lake. It is unknown whether fish exist in Balance Lake or
whether that population of rainbow trout observed in 1993 was a result of unauthorized
stocking.

Chapter 3, Affected Environment and Environmental Effects — Page 130



Spring-run Chinook Salmon

Spring Chinook salmon are a Region 6 sensitive species. Essential Fish Habitat (EFH)
for spring Chinook salmon has been designated by NMFS in the fisheries Analysis
Area. Salmon are sensitive to changes in water quality and habitat. Juvenile Chinook
salmon are generally associated with pool habitats. An increase in sediment lowers
spawning success and reduces the quantity and quality of pool and interstitial habitat.
Other important habitat features include healthy riparian vegetation, undercut banks and
LWD.

Adult spring Chinook salmon return to the MFJD River during the spring. Adults hold in
deep pools during the summer while sexually maturing. Spawning occurs during fall,
generally from August through September. Embryos incubate over the winter and
emergence occurs the following spring. Juveniles generally rear for one year in
freshwater. Juveniles use habitats with slower water velocities (pools, glides, and side
channels). Juveniles overwinter in deep pools with abundant cover. Smoltification and
emigration to the ocean occurs in the spring of their second year. The ocean rearing
phase lasts from 1 to 3 years.

Middle Fork John Day Subbasin:

Spring Chinook salmon runs in the John Day River Basin are composed entirely of
native stocks. Spring Chinook salmon are known to be present in seven streams in the
Camp Creek Watershed. The MFJD River Subbasin has historically contributed
approximately 12% of the total run for the basin. The population has been generally
increasing since 1959 but has been declining since 2002 (see Figure 3 — Fisheries
Specialist Report located in the Project Record). However, due to the low population
size (<500) and current habitat conditions, the MFJD River population would be at risk
during any future periods of adverse environmental conditions (NWPPC 2005).
Spawning habitat for the MCR spring Chinook is present in the Big Creek, Camp Creek,
and Upper Middle Fork John Day River Watersheds. Main spawning areas are located
along the MFJD River with minor amounts of spawning occurring in Clear Creek.
Juvenile rearing primarily occurs in Squaw Creek, Clear Creek, Granite Boulder Creek,
Camp Creek, and the MFJD River downstream to the confluence with the North Fork
John Day River.

Balance Fisheries Analysis Area:

There are about 7.3 miles of spring Chinook spawning and rearing habitat within the
MFJD River.

A die-off during July 2007 resulted from the combination of high water temperatures
(measured up to 84 degrees) and low stream flows (one-third the average during this
period) in the MFJD River. Approximately 118 wild adult spring Chinook salmon were
found dead near the mouth of Big Boulder Creek and the mouth of Vinegar Creek
(ODFWa 2007).
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Bull Trout

Bull trout were listed by the USFWS as threatened under the federal ESA on June 10,
1998 (63 FR 31647). Critical habitat for bull trout was not designated in the Analysis
Area by the USFWS (70 FR 56212). Bull trout are also a Malheur National Forest MIS.
The Analysis Area is located in the John Day bull trout subpopulation area.

Middle Fork John Day Subbasin

Bull trout in the MFJD Subbasin persist at low abundance levels. In 1999, population
surveys were conducted by ODFW, the Malheur National Forest and others in Clear
Creek, Big Creek, Deadwood Creek, and Granite Boulder Creek to estimate
abundance. Total numbers of bull trout consisting of primarily juvenile and sub-adult
fish, were estimated to be 1,950 individuals in Big Creek, 640 individuals in Clear Creek,
and 368 individuals in Granite Boulder Creek (Hemmingsen 1999). Four local
populations currently exist within the MFJD Subbasin. Local populations include Clear
Creek, Granite Boulder Creek, Deadwood and Big Creeks (Buchanan et al. 1997). The
Malheur National Forest identifies upper Big Boulder Creek, Badger Creek, Indian
Creek, and Vinegar Creek as potential habitat for bull trout local populations (potential
local populations).

Current distribution in the MFJD Subbasin is based on isolated sightings with the
primary distribution restricted to tributaries and limited to 22% of stream miles previously
known to support bull trout (Claire and Gray 1993, Buchanan et al. 1997). Summer
distribution of bull trout, based on the 1990 and 1992 ODFW Aquatic Inventory Project,
indicated bull trout occupy approximately 16 miles of stream in the MFJD Subbasin,
including: 5.5 miles in Big Creek, 2.5 miles in Deadwood Creek (a tributary to Big
Creek), 4 miles in Granite Boulder Creek; and 4 miles in Clear Creek. Bull trout
migration from these tributary streams during the summer is highly unlikely due to high
water temperatures and habitat modifications in the MFJD River. Aguatic inventory
surveys conducted by the ODFW in 1990 and 1991 detected 60 bull trout in the MFJD
River Subbasin; two fish were measured at 260 millimeters (10 inches) and 360
millimeters (14 inches), all others were less than 210 millimeters (8 inches) in length
(Buchanan et al. 1997). In the 1999 and 2000 surveys of Clear Creek, eight redds were
observed each year (Prairie City Ranger District redd survey data).

Balance Fisheries Analysis Area:

Bull trout are seasonally present in the MFJD River (7.3 mi.). Bull trout use the River as
a migration corridor and for winter rearing habitat. Bull trout are not present in Balance
Creek, Dunstan Creek or Sunshine Creek where habitat is unsuitable. Spawning and
summer rearing habitat for bull trout is not present in the Analysis Area.

Columbia Spotted Frog

Spotted frogs are highly aquatic and are rarely found far from permanent water. They
are usually found along the grassy margins of low gradient streams, lakes, ponds,
springs, and marshes.

Chapter 3, Affected Environment and Environmental Effects — Page 132



During winter, spotted frogs burrow into banks adjacent to streams, ponds, and springs.
Breeding occurs in the spring varying with elevation. In the Columbia basin of
Washington, breeding occurs from March to April in lower elevations, and from May to
June in the higher elevations. Breeding habitat is usually found in shallow water in
ponds or other quiet waters along streams. Breeding may also occur in flooded areas
adjacent to streams and ponds. Adults may disperse overland in the spring and
summer after breeding.

Condition and Trend of Population

This species occurs in extreme southeastern Alaska, southwestern Yukon, northern
British Columbia, and western Alberta south through Washington east of the Cascades,
eastern Oregon, Idaho, and western Montana to Nevada (disjunct, Mary's, Reese, and
Owyhee river systems), southwestern ldaho (disjunct), Utah (disjunct, Wasatch
Mountains and west desert), and western and north-central (disjunct) Wyoming.
Disjunct populations occur on isolated mountains and in arid-land springs. In Oregon,
Columbia spotted frogs are widely distributed east of the Cascade Mountains.

USFWS lists livestock grazing and introduction of nonnative fish (salmonids and bass)
as threats to the Great Basin population of Columbia spotted frogs (66 FR 1295).

The Columbia spotted frog (Rana luteiventris) is on the Regional Forester’s Sensitive
Species List and is a candidate for Federal listing under the ESA. The spotted frog is
considered present in all subbasins on the Malheur National Forest. It is assumed this
species is widely distributed in the MFJD Subbasin. Limited habitat surveys have been
conducted specifically for spotted frogs; however, habitat probably exists along low
gradient perennial streams. Fish surveys record incidental sightings of frogs but most
do not differentiate species. During 1996 fish surveys, spotted frogs were reported in
the Vinegar Creek Subwatershed; along Davis Creek and Placer Gulch. Spotted frogs
have also been documented in the MFJD River. In 2003 and 2004, Forest Service
personnel conducted spotted frog surveys and spotted frogs were found near the mouth
of Camp Creek and in the MFJD River near Camp Creek, and Crawford Creek. Egg
masses of spotted frogs were also found in a pond adjacent to Bridge Creek and
Highway 26 near Austin Junction.

Aquatic Habitat

Legacy Conditions and Upland Influence

For over one hundred years the Camp Creek Watershed has been subjected to a
variety of land-use practices. Practices have included placer mining, railroad logging,
fire suppression, road construction, and grazing activities on public and private land.
These activities have reduced aquatic TES species habitat quality and complexity of
streams within the Analysis Area.

Historically, wildfires within the Watershed would have had a higher frequency of
occurrence, but fires would generally have been of lower intensity than under a fire-
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suppression strategy. Sediment inputs would probably have been more frequent due to
this fire pattern but would have been short-lived as vegetation returned quickly to the
burned areas. Recent fires that have occurred in the Analysis Area have burned
approximately 32,961 acres since 1981. Areas of high mortality have been planted with
native conifers. Wildfire suppression may have altered natural disturbance regimes that
contribute to watershed structure and function. Fire exclusion has caused the build-up
of fuels, overstocking of trees, and has created a situation where the possibility exists
for an uncharacteristic wildfire. With a probable historic fire-return interval of 10 to 35
years, as many as 10 fire cycles have been eliminated from this ecosystem. Evidence
suggests that fires and disturbance in general can pose greater threats to fishes when
their habitats become fragmented and otherwise altered by human activities (Dunham
et al. 2003). Other human influences can interact with fire and when taken cumulatively
can negatively affect aquatic TES species (e.g. habitat loss, degradation, fragmentation,
nonnative species invasions) (Dunham et al. 2003).

Data on earlier harvests is not available; however logging of forest lands has been
occurring in the Watershed since about 1916 when the Oregon Lumber Company
constructed narrow gauge railway from the town of Bates down the MFJD River toward
the mining towns of Susanville and Galena (Galena Watershed Analysis — Supplement
2002). Since 1984 timber harvest has occurred on approximately 4,569 acres of Forest
Service lands within the Analysis Area. Past logging within RHCAs reduced canopy
cover within these areas, resulting in less shade over streams. These harvest activities
likely reduced the amount of LWD in perennial streams within the Analysis Area. The
amount of LWD and coarse wood available for delivery from intermittent drainages
during storm events was also likely reduced. Pre-commercial thinning has occurred on
approximately 3,900 acres since 1960.

Within portions of the Analysis Area, legacy effects from historic mining activity appears
to have resulted in several discontinuous rills and incipient gullies (see Watershed
section). Within portions of the MFJD Subbasin, and possibly within the Project Area,
historic mining may have resulted in straightened channels and may have reduced the
presence of large log complexes in the MFJD River (Galena Watershed Analysis —
Supplement 2002). Mining and exploring for locatable mineral resources continues
within the Subbasin through the present day.

Roads can account for most of the sediment problems in a watershed because they are
a link between sediment source areas (skid trails, landings, and cut slopes, etc.) and
stream channels. They directly affect the channel morphology of streams by
accelerating erosion and sediment delivery and by increasing the magnitude of peak
flow (Furniss et al. 1991). Wemple (1994) focused on the interaction of forested roads
with stream networks in western Oregon and found that nearly 60% of the road network
drained into streams and gullies, and are therefore, hydrologically integrated with the
stream network. From a qualitative standpoint, the following assumptions can be used
as general indicators of sediment delivery risk associated with roads: 1) the higher the
road density the higher the potential for sediment yield increases due to the larger
acreage of exposed surfaces, 2) the more drainage ways that are crossed the higher
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probability that direct sediment introduction would occur, and 3) the greater the
distance, or higher on the slope, that the road is from the drainage network, the less
probability for delivered sediment to occur (erosion may occur but is less likely to be
routed to the stream). Drainage structure, function, and spacing are keys to minimizing
the amount of surface flow, which directly affects surface erosion. The spacing of drain
or ditch relief structures depends on the road gradient, road surface and ditch solil types,
runoff characteristics, and the effects of concentrated runoff on slopes below the road.
Forest Service Handbook and other manuals provide guidelines for drainage structure
spacing. Drainage structures should be close together on silt-sand soils with little to no
binder on steep slopes and further apart on gravel road surfaces with moderate binder
and little to no fines on flat or minimum grades.

Surface erosion is highly dependant on soils, road surfacing and condition, road grade,
traffic volumes, and the effectiveness and spacing of drainage structures. The greatest
surface erosion problems occur in highly erodible terrain, particularly landscapes
underlain by granitic soils, soils of the Clarno formation, and certain highly fractured or
weathered rock types. Studies have found that sediment delivery to stream systems is
highest in the initial years after road construction, although raw ditch-lines and road
surfaces with little binder can remain chronic sources of sediment. Native surface roads
(mostly Maintenance Level 1 and 2 roads) are generally greater chronic sediment
sources than surfaced, higher standard roads. Approximately 41% of RHCA roads in
the Coyote Creek/Balance Creek Subwatershed and approximately 61% of RHCA
roads in the Balance Project Area are native surface roads. Native surface roads are
more likely to contribute fine sediment to streams that can adversely affect aquatic
habitat compared to roads with other surface types. Most native surface roads, if used
other than during dry or frozen conditions cannot tolerate much traffic without rutting
causing other resource problems. Adverse affects to aquatic TES species are more
likely to occur where native surface roads are located adjacent to Category 1 streams
(Table FI-1).

Stronghold populations of salmonids are associated with higher-elevation forested lands
and the proportion declines with increasing road densities (Quigley et al. 1996). The
higher the road density, the lower the proportion of subwatersheds that support strong
populations of key salmonids. Specifically, Quigley et al. (1996) shows a strong
correlation with road densities of 2 miles/mile2 or higher and reduction of strong
populations of salmonids. Further reductions of strong salmonid populations were
identified at densities of 3 miles/mile? and 4 miles/mile® or greater. Roads in the Project
Area that occur within 100 feet of streams or cross streams commonly impact fish and
fish habitat more than roads located in uplands (TableFI-1).
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Table FI-1: Road/Stream Interaction Information

Entire Subwatershed (Public & Private)*

Subwatershed | Total Road Road Miles Stream Stream Total Road
Miles within 100 ft. | Crossings Crossings Density (Mi/
of Cat. 1-4 on Roads on Roads Mi?)
Channels (Cat. 1 or 2) (Cat. 4)
Coyote 81.2 6.8 43 24 3.77
Creek/Balance
Creek
Project Area (Public & Private)*
Total Road Road Miles Stream Stream Total Road
Miles within 100 ft. | Crossings Crossings Density (Mi/
of Cat. 1-4 on Roads on Roads Mi?)
Channels (Cat. 1 or 2) (Cat. 4)
Balance Project 27.3 2.1 12 2 5.17

Area

1 Note: Rounding road miles during calculations may result in minor (0.1) mile discrepancies. This
information was derived from the Malheur National Forest GIS.

Road densities would remain above 3 miles/mile? in the Balance Creek/Coyote Creek
Subwatershed and miles within 100 feet of Category 1-4 channels would remain fairly
high (Table FI-1). There are slightly over 6.8 miles of roads that likely impact streams
due to proximity (100 feet or less). Road densities and roads in close proximity to
streams would remain at moderately detrimental levels in the Balance Creek/Coyote
Creek Subwatershed.

Within the Analysis Area closed and decommissioned roads and other tracks currently
classified as unauthorized roads (“ghost roads”) are present. They often dam and
redirect subsurface flow on old landslide debris which sometimes results in
concentrations that initiate rilling. Ditch relief culverts and culverts which concentrate
flow from seeps above the roads also discharge concentrated flows which have initiated
rilling. Near stream areas in the vicinity of culvert crossings, were attractive for past
management activities, such as log landings and grazing. Today some of these same
locations are occasionally used as pump chances and/or continue to be grazed,
however salting no longer occurs at these type of locations.

Approximately 150 miles of road have been constructed in the Analysis Area for fire
suppression, timber harvest, and public access. Approximately 52 miles are still open
for use at this time within the Subwatershed and 20 miles are still open for use within
the Project Area. Some 45 miles of road have been closed and 53 miles of road have
been decommissioned within the Subwatershed. Most decommissioned roads are
moving towards less disturbed conditions at natural rates, however mineral soil remains
exposed near streams in some RHCASs creating localized areas of increased erosion
potential. These conditions are found along segments of Sunshine and Balance creeks
and their tributaries and along unnamed streams on the north side of the MFJD River.
These conditions continue to reduce availability of riparian storage and other riparian

Chapter 3, Affected Environment and Environmental Effects — Page 136




and stream functions. Several of the roads that were previously decommissioned are
currently being driven, as barricades have been breached.

Beaver

Beaver sign has been recently found along portions of the MFJD River on private lands
within the Analysis Area (C. Kranich pers. com.) and it is possible that beaver utilize the
lower portions of other streams within the Analysis Area where conditions are suitable.
Beaver play a crucial role in the maintenance of stream channels and associated
RHCAs. Beaver dams trap sediment, reduce water velocity, and can redistribute water
as hyporheic flow. The net effect of beaver dams may be to lower water temperatures
by increasing bank storage, which leads to increased base flow levels.

PACFISH RMOs and Forest Plan Amendment 29 DFCs

Important aquatic habitat elements as defined by PACFISH and/or Forest Plan
Amendment 29 include: 1) pool frequency, 2) water temperature/stream shading, 3)
large woody debris, 4) bank stability, 5) width to depth ratio, and 6) embeddedness.
These habitat elements are important in maintaining aquatic habitat function and health.
Stream survey information was analyzed to compare existing habitat conditions to
Forest Plan Riparian Management Objectives (RMO)/Desired Future Condition (DFC)
for aquatic habitat. (See specialist report for more information).

Pool Frequency

Pool frequency is a gauge of aquatic habitat diversity, and is an indicator of the degree
to which streams are capable of supporting a varied and complex community of fish
species. Pools are important for providing rearing habitat for juvenile fish and cool-
water refuge areas for adult fish during periods of low flow and elevated temperatures.
Pool spacing varies by channel morphology (Rosgen 1996). Deep pools also provide
important habitat for adult Chinook salmon and steelhead trout.

Stream surveys indicate that the Forest Plan DFC/PACFISH RMO for pool frequency is
not being met in Balance Creek, Dunstan Creek, Sunshine Creek or Middle Fork
Sunshine Creek. However, pool frequency is being met in Coyote Creek and is
approaching Forest Plan DFC in Middle Fork Sunshine Creek.

Water Temperature/Stream Shading

Water temperature influences the metabolism, behavior, and health of fish and other
aguatic organisms. Fish can survive at temperatures near extremes of suitable
temperature ranges. However, growth is reduced at low temperatures because all
metabolic processes are slowed. Atthe opposite extreme, growth is reduced at high
temperatures because most or all energy from food must be used for maintenance
needs. Fish are also more susceptible to diseases near the extremes of a species
suitable temperature ranges.
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The Forest Plan water temperature standard is for no measurable increase in maximum
water temperature, and maximum water temperatures below 64°F within migration and
rearing habitat and below 60°F within spawning habitats (PACFISH RMO). In general,
juvenile and Chinook salmon, redband trout, and juvenile steelhead will occupy water
that is from 55 to 64°F. Upper lethal temperatures range from about 75°F for steelhead
to about 80°F for Chinook salmon. Water temperatures were measured up to 84
degrees in the MFJD River when the die-off of Chinook salmon occurred in July 2007.

Large Woody Debris

LWD plays an important role in forested stream reaches. LWD aids in dissipating
stream energy, trapping sediment, and the formation of pools and associated aquatic
habitat.

Quantity of LWD in streams can be altered by removal of streamside trees for timber
production or salvage of instream pieces. Timber has been harvested from areas
adjacent to streams in the Analysis Area.

Riparian forests, especially individual trees that are within %2 to % tree length of the
stream channel, produce LWD that is recruited into a stream where it creates critical
habitat features for aquatic species. The Malheur National Forest recognizes the role of
LWD. Forest Plan Amendment 29 specifies a range in the number of pieces of LWD to
be maintained for each mile of stream in certain ecotypes.

Level Il Stream surveys indicate that the Forest Plan DFC for LWD quantity is not being
met in Balance Creek, Dunstan Creek, or Sunshine Creek, while Coyote Creek and
Middle Fork Sunshine Creek are exceeding Forest Plan Amendment 29 standards. All
streams where Level Il stream surveys have been completed meet or exceed PACFISH
RMOs for LWD quantity. Sunshine Creek just meets the standard with 20 pieces of
LWD per mile.

Embeddedness/Fine Sediment

Composition of the stream substrate is an important feature of aquatic habitat. Cobble
and gravel substrates provide habitat for a diverse assemblage of benthic
macroinvertebrates as well as eggs and early life stages of numerous fish species.
Macroinvertebrates represent a substantial portion of the diet available to various fish
species.

Filling of interstitial spaces (i.e. the gaps between rocks on the stream bottom) with fine
sediment (particles < 2 mm in size) eliminates habitat for many macroinvertebrates.
Fish eggs and early life stages can also be buried and smothered when interstitial
spaces are embedded with fine sediment. Winter habitat for juvenile salmonids is also
lost as interstitial spaces are embedded with fine sediment.
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Increases in fine sediment can occur from both increases in transport of fine sediment
from upland areas and from destabilized stream banks. Increases can result from both
episodic sources such as wildfires or from chronic sources such a native surface roads.
Episodic sources normally result in short-term increases that return to pre-disturbance
levels through recovery processes. Chronic sources can result in long-term changes of
stream channels and aquatic habitat.

Embeddedness was rated as either yes or no at the time Level Il stream surveys were
completed on streams within the fisheries Analysis Area. In order for embeddedness to
have been rated as yes for that reach, the substrate must have been embedded to a
degree greater than 35 % for the majority of the reach.

These early stream surveys simply recorded whether measured units were embedded
to a degree greater than 35 percent, not greater than 20 percent, and they did not
conduct pebble counts, therefore without conducting new stream surveys it is not
possible to determine whether these streams meet or do not meet Forest Plan DFC
(see Analysis Methods section above).

Width-to-Depth Ratio

The Forest Plan DFC/RMO for width-to-depth (WID) ratio is based on wetted width and
depth. A large wetted WID ratio indicates a wide shallow stream channel morphology.

Wide shallow streams are prone to increases in stream temperatures due to their high

surface area to volume ratio. Shallow streams also provide little habitat for fish, due to
the lack of water depth.

WID ratios can be increased by increases in peak flows, direct bank alteration,
increases in sediment or a combination of these factors. Conversely, reductions in
these factors can lead to reductions in width to depth ratios.

Balance Creek, Dunstan Creek, Sunshine Creek, and Middle Fork Sunshine Creek
were all within the Forest Plan DFC/PACFISH RMO for WID ratio in 1993 (See Table 8
— Aquatic Specialist Report located in the Project Record). Data was not gathered on
East Fork Sunshine Creek and data is not valid for Coyote Creek, therefore W/D Ratios
are not available for these two streams.

Bank Stability

The Forest Plan DFC for stream bank stability is for 90% of the banks to be stable.
Channel types differ in their sensitivity to management activities due to differences in
bank erosion potential and the influence of streamside vegetation on bank stability.
Data available from the 1993 stream surveys was not adequate to type streams based
on Rosgen stream classification, therefore channel typing was not done on Sunshine
Creek, Balance Creek or Dunstan Creek. Riparian Area Pace Transect surveys were
conducted in 1992 and determined that streambank stability in Coyote Creek was within
Forest Plan DFC/PACFISH RMOs. Transect surveys completed in 1993 determined
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that Balance Creek, Dunstan Creek, Sunshine Creek, East and Middle Fork Sunshine
Creek all were within Forest Plan DFC/PACFISH RMOs. Recent field observations by
the project fishery biologist concur with these earlier observations.

Environmental Consequences

Alternative 1 - No Action
Direct and Indirect Effects

Temperature

With no vegetative treatments, haul activities or prescribed burning in riparian areas,
there would be no short term effect on water temperature. Riparian areas within this
Project Area are not large enough to act as fire breaks for higher intensity wildfires.
Because fuels would remain untreated under this alternative, all streams in the Analysis
Area, except for the MFJD River, with existing conifer or hardwood shading would be at
risk for losing shade and incurring increasing summer water temperatures in the future
due to an increasing risk, over time, of an uncharacteristic wildfire. Increased WID
ratios from sediment pulses following such a wildfire could raise stream temperatures by
increasing the surface area exposed to solar radiation. Additionally, the immediate
water temperature increase resulting from a high intensity fire as it burns through a
riparian area (over the stream) can lead to direct mortality of fish and spotted frogs.

Ongoing road maintenance activities located within RHCAs would not reduce existing
stream canopy cover so as to adversely affect streamside shading or water
temperature. Considering the risk of an uncharacteristic wildfire under the No Action
Alternative, there is the slight potential for adverse direct and indirect water temperature
affects to aquatic TES species over the long term.

Sediment

The activities with the highest potential for affecting sediment input to streams are
related to road maintenance, or a lack thereof. Road related impacts most likely to
contribute high sediment inputs would be plugged culverts leading to washed out road
fills, undersized culverts at stream crossings leading to high water velocities and
subsequent erosion at culvert outlets, or sediment channeled on road surfaces and
routed through road-side ditches and cross-drain culverts to streams. Under this
alternative, there would be no road management activities other than routine road
maintenance. This can be considered a no effect, or no change from the existing
condition, in the short term, however, at existing funding levels road maintenance is not
expected to keep up with all needs. This alternative would not do anything to reduce
impacts of the existing road system. Therefore it would be expected that sedimentation

Chapter 3, Affected Environment and Environmental Effects — Page 140



from existing open and closed roads and some previously decommissioned roads would
increase over time, unless other projects are implemented to address these impacts.

The quality of fish habitat could be reduced because fuels would remain untreated
under this alternative. A high intensity, stand replacement wildfire could result in a scale
and severity of effects that is uncharacteristic of this habitat type. Such a wildfire may
transport fine ash, remove soil cover, kill bank-stabilizing plant roots, and potentially
increase water run-off rates. The quality of fish habitat would decline until vegetation
along burned portions of streams recovered (an estimated 5-10 years). Indirectly, given
the risk of a high intensity, stand replacement wildfire under the No Action Alternative, a
higher erosion potential exists for a certain period following such an event. Intense
storm events (greater than a six year event) immediately following a wildfire that burned
in steep terrain and had large areas of high severity burn may result in concentrated
run-off, resulting in more sediment transport directly into fish bearing streams and
potentially resulting in increased width-to-depth ratios. This could result in short term
adverse affects and a recovery of the stream ecosystem from the effects of fire that is
slower, more sporadic, and potentially incomplete, in cases where natural stream
processes are already impaired (see below).

As noted by Dunham et al. (2003), the effects of wildfires depend on a variety of factors
including their timing, location, area, extent, and intensity. Other factors include the
characteristics of the ecosystems and the species affected along with other indirect
physical and ecological linkages. While such events can cause short term negative
effects, such as those listed below, over long time periods the resulting habitat
conditions may be more productive then in areas where natural disturbance has been
suppressed (Dunham et al. 2003). Wildfires can have a number of detrimental effects
to stream channels such as decreasing stream channel stability, increasing discharge
and affecting discharge variability, altering coarse woody debris delivery and storage,
increasing nutrient availability, increasing sediment delivery and transport, increasing
solar radiation and altering water temperature regimes (Dunham et al. 2003). In cases
where natural stream processes are already impaired such as Balance Creek, Dunstan
Creek and Sunshine Creek, the recovery of the stream ecosystem from the effects of
severe wildfire is likely to be slower, more sporadic, and potentially incomplete (Minshall
2003).

In summary, these future impacts could reach a magnitude of "Likely to Adversely
Affect” for MCR steelhead. The short term water temperature increase due to a high
intensity fire burning through the riparian area could lead to direct mortality of fish or
spotted frogs in the stream(s) at that time. These impacts would not cover a large
enough area to result in a WIFV determination for redband trout, Chinook salmon, or
Columbia spotted frog (see Table FI-5 definitions). Due to the fact that none of the
Critical Habitat indicators are likely to be degraded under this alternative, but there may
be minor affects that are considered insignificant, the Malheur National Forest has
made the determination that this alternative is “May Affect, but is Not Likely to Adversely
Affect” Mid-Columbia steelhead Critical Habitat and No Adverse Effect to Chinook
salmon Essential Fish Habitat (Table FI-5). Because the MFJD River is migratory
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habitat for bull trout and they are not likely to be found within this portion of the River
during summer months, there will be no direct or indirect effects to bull trout.

Cumulative Effects

The cumulative effects boundary is the same as the Aquatic Analysis Area described
above. The list of past, on-going, and foreseeable activities displayed in Appendix C
(Cumulative Effects) of the EA was reviewed.

As mentioned in the Watershed section, the conditions contributing to altered run off
response include: logging, grazing, mining, roading, and construction of railroad
grades. Roads and old railroad grades, constructed without drainage and parallel to
streams (within about 100 feet), often route overland flow toward streams. Stream
crossings on closed or decommissioned roads where culverts remain or where fill was
not re-shaped contribute sediment and channel overland flow to streams. Alteration of
soil conditions appears severe in some isolated locations, probably because of multiple
and repeated activities over 150 year and their legacy effects. These conditions are
found along segments of Sunshine, Dunstan, and Balance creeks and their tributaries
and along unnamed streams on both sides of the MFJD River.

Such conditions continue to reduce availability of riparian storage and can be
detrimental to juvenile salmon by introducing suspended particulate matter that
interferes with feeding and territorial behavior (Berg and Northcote 1985). Increased
fine sediment deposition in the substrate can also decrease salmonid egg-to-fry
survival. Increased sediment associated with roads such as those described above
would be small in comparison to naturally occurring high levels during high flows (which
often coincide with steelhead spawning and/or incubation).

Inputs of fine sediment can reduce benthic invertebrate abundance and lead to a shift in
species composition. Studies have shown that sediment inputs resulting in substrate
embeddedness of greater than one-third can result in a decrease in benthic invertebrate
abundance and thus a decrease in food available for juvenile salmonids (Waters 1995).
Higher level effects are mostly due to roads, including former logging roads (some of
which are currently decommissioned, however are producing sediment), past grazing,
and past riparian harvest. Lesser effects (sediment) may be due to the recent culvert
replacement on County Road 20, from channel restoration activities on private land
immediately upstream of the fisheries Analysis Area, and private land grazing adjacent
to the Project Area.

The aquatic habitat and water quality effects of future activities described in Appendix C
of the EA are negligible, except for the short-term effects from the actions mentioned in
the preceding sentence. The effects of use and maintenance of roads which are not
decommissioned would remain about the same as at present. The effects of County
Road 20 culvert replacement and channel restoration in the MFJD River would start to
decrease in 2008, and would be negligible by 2010.
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The Nature Conservancy (TNC) has proposed and implemented several aquatic and
floodplain restoration projects on their 1,200 acre Dunstan Homestead Preserve (DHP).
ODFW conducted surveys on the DHP, during the summers of 2005 and 2006 to
validate fish response to instream restoration work. More recently, instream restoration
work on the MFJD River was completed by TNC during the summer of 2007 (ODFWb
2007). This work was designed to alter fish habitat. Post-treatment monitoring
recorded a greater quantity of large woody debris associated with pools. Post-treatment
monitoring also showed that pool depth and volume were greater than the control reach.
No fish counts were conducted during this post-treatment monitoring, however large
numbers of small fish, several mountain whitefish, and four live adult spring Chinook
salmon were observed holding in one of the newly treated pools (ODFWb 2007).

The Confederated Tribes of Warm Springs Reservation of Oregon (Tribes) continue
habitat enhancing activities on their 1,022-acre Oxbow Conservation Area property on
the MFJD River. Annual habitat maintenance includes management of riparian fences,
weed control activities and care for the trees and shrubs planted in 2006. Plans are
underway to enhance instream habitat and floodplain connectivity on the reach of the
river between Beaver Creek and Ragged Creek. Removal of all non-native rock barbs,
installed in the 1970s, is part of the effort to assist the River in naturally adjusting. The
project also includes addition of large woody debris jams to maintain large pools for
holding adult Chinook and instream habitat for rearing juvenile salmonids. This project
is planned to be implemented in 2008 or 2009. The Tribes will also be addressing
similar habitat enhancement activities for the rest of their property in various phases
from 2010 to 2015, including channel construction efforts in the dredged reaches of the

property.

The Tribes also plan to coordinate with the Malheur National Forest to perform a 90-
acre prescribed burn in tandem with the Balance Fuels Reduction Project. This burn
would occur on the western edge of the property in the Ragged Creek watershed,
adjacent to National Forest Land.

The Tribes also are actively engaged in project monitoring, as well as status and trend
monitoring of habitat conditions on the Oxbow Conservation Area, with most attention
given to aquatic ecosystems. Weather, stream temperature, riparian vegetation
survival, photo point, snorkeling, steelhead spawning, and adult Chinook salmon
holding counts are some of the monitoring efforts performed. An ODFW aquatic habitat
survey was conducted in 2005 on private land just upstream from the Balance fisheries
Analysis Area, at TNC and the old Oxbow Ranch parcel’s property boundary. The
channel was unconstrained within a broad valley floor. The average valley width index
was 5.5 (range: 4.0-7.0). Land uses for the reach were large timber and light grazing.
The average unit gradient was 0.7 percent. Riffles (79%) were the dominate stream
habitat. Cobble (34%) and gravel (42%) were the primary stream substrates. Erosion
was low (3% of the entire reach length had evidence of eroding banks). Wood volume
was very low at 0.4m3/100m. The tree species found most frequently in the riparian
zone were hardwoods 3-15cm (based on two riparian transects), however the riparian
consisted primarily of grasses and shrubs.
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Additionally, private landowners in the area are working towards restoration of aquatic
habitat through active stream restoration and working with the Oregon Water Trust
during the irrigation season to keep water in the MFJD River for spring Chinook,
summer steelhead, redband trout and bull trout (Wright 2006). The Big Boulder Creek
Project is planned for construction in summer 2008 and will consist of moving the
stream into a historic alignment for approximately 2,400 feet on the Boulder Creek
Ranch (BCR) property and installing small rootwad structures in the new channel and
the remainder of the stream on BCR and TNC property. The existing channel to be re-
routed is incised and held against the toe of the slope with very little chance to enhance
riparian conditions. The goal of moving the channel is to have more flood plain
interaction, greater diversity, improved water table elevation, and better environment for
riparian vegetation growth. The rootwad structures will enhance pools, trap spawning
gravels, and provide overhead cover (M. Croghan pers. com.).

Either alternative would permit natural slow, partial recovery from effects of past
grazing, past riparian road construction, and past riparian harvest. This recovery would
occur as riparian trees grow larger, as large wood falls into the streams, as channel
types change to more stable, narrow configurations, as sediment from past actions is
washed out, and as riparian shrubs and sedge communities recover and contribute to
more stable stream banks. While some decommissioned roads are reverting to less
disturbed soil and vegetation conditions at natural rates, recovery of other areas would
be only partial because ongoing impacts from some existing roads would not permit full
recovery.

The current grazing standards are designed to eliminate any effects on aquatic habitats
that could carry over to the following year. There are no cumulative effects from current
grazing practices within the USFS portion of adjacent allotments.

If a severe crown fire occurs, shade would be reduced, and water temperatures would
increase. Sediment would increase from channel and upland sources, and a pulse of

woody debris would fall into the Analysis Area streams. Both low flows and peak flows
would increase for perhaps 10 years, until evapotranspiration recovers.

Alternative 1 — No Action

Under the No Action Alternative, there would be no management activities associated
with the fuels treatments, commercial and precommercial thinning in the Project Area;
therefore, there would be no direct effects to aquatic species. This would eliminate the
need for construction of landings, temporary roads and felling of danger trees. It would
also eliminate the need for haul activities including water withdrawals for dust
abatement. Road maintenance activities if performed on a regular basis would help to
ensure that culverts are cleaned out and maintained, waterbars and other drainage
features are properly constructed and maintained, and would result in reduced levels of
fine sediment entering streams within the Analysis Area. It would be expected that
sedimentation from existing roads would increase over time, unless other projects are
implemented to address these impacts. .
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The hazard of a severe crown fire is higher, as described in the Fire and Fuels section.
Most of the forested stands in the Project Area are identified as moderate to high risk for
stocking induced mortality and related infestation of pests or disease. Without
silvicultural treatment and/or the controlled re-introduction of fire into the Project Area,
current stand conditions would worsen and increase the chance of a stand replacement
fire. A stand replacement wildfire would result in the loss of shading along stream
channels, loss of instream wood structures, and relatively short-term (5 to 10 years) loss
of streamside vegetation. This could adversely affect fish habitat in Balance Creek and
Sunshine Creek. In addition, localized extirpation of these fish could occur as the result
of severe wildfires (Rinne 1996).

Alternative 2 — Proposed Action
Direct and Indirect Effects

Temperature

Timber harvest units, landings, and all temporary roads would be located outside of
RHCAs under Alternative 2. Restricting these activities to areas outside of RHCAs
would prevent adverse impacts to existing stream shading. No measurable effects on
stream temperature are expected because none of the proposed actions are expected
to remove vegetation which shades streams. Hand thinning, prescribed burning, and
limited pile burning is planned for Unit 68, along fish-bearing reach of Sunshine Creek.
No thinning would occur within 25 feet of these streams or within bankful channel or
lower benches, and trees would not be directionally felled into the no cut zone.
Additionally, hand piles in RHCAs will be located at least 50 feet away from live and
intermittent stream channels and not in riparian vegetation. Ignition of closely spaced
piles (less than 75 ft. apart) in RHCAs will be distributed over a minimum of two years
(See Chapter 2 Design Elements — Watershed). Proposed actions to improve stand
conditions by pre-commercial thinning would remove vegetation only from the outer
portions of fish-bearing and intermittent RHCAS, consequently there are not expected to
be any measurable effects on stream temperature.

Enhancement of two aspen stands along Sunshine Creek would include felling conifers
to reduce shading of and competition with young aspen and protecting regeneration
from big game and cattle browsing by installing fencing or placement of the fallen
material. Generally conifers would be felled where they interfere with the growth of
existing aspen or where they block light from reaching aspen sprouts. Conifers may be
preferentially felled across streams under the guidance of a hydrologist or other
designated specialist. Felled trees may be used for fencing. Residual slash (limbs and
tops) from felled trees would be scattered or piled and burned. Existing large wood
debris would be left in place and protected from burning by piling slash away from the
debris or by designating ignition locations during prescribed burning. Aspen stands
would be fenced to protect regeneration. Felling of conifers along two aspen stands
would not result in increases in stream temperature to Sunshine Creek because the two
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stands total only 0.8 acres and only a few conifers would be felled in each of the two
units which could act to shade the stream. Slash piles would not be burned in these two
aspen stands near Sunshine Creek.

Prescribed fire activities would occur in RHCAs. Burning activities would mimic low
intensity fires that are characteristic of natural burning patterns that tend to occur in
riparian areas. This technique would result in a patchy distribution of burned and
unburned areas in RHCAs based on the Malheur National Forest’s experience with past
prescribed burning activities in RHCAs using the same technique. Ignition of prescribed
fire is planned within RHCAs on approximately 210 acres and would occur under strict
burn prescriptions. In other burn blocks, fire from upslope burning units which is within
prescription, would be allowed to back into RHCAs. Design elements include retention
of at least 95% of stream shade and a goal of less than 5% actual exposed mineral soll
within RHCAs. The prescribed burning would occur when moisture and climate
conditions would minimize the potential for a high intensity burn. Although some
mortality of overstory trees may occur, loss of shade which could affect stream
temperature is not expected to occur. Burning in the ponderosa pine communities
along Sunshine Creek is expected to be low intensity and rarely kill trees in this fire
adapted community. Longer term beneficial effects could result from increased riparian
vegetative vigor, as a result of these low intensity, mosaic burns in riparian areas. In a
recent study, Beche et al. (2005) found that a fall prescribed fire within the riparian zone
of a mixed-conifer forest in EI Dorado County, California was patchy in terms of
intensity, consumption, and severity. Additionally they found that although 49.4% of all
tagged trees (>11.5 cm/4.5 in.) and snags were scorched by the prescribed fire, only
4.4% of all tagged trees were dead one year after the prescribed fire. In general the
trees killed by the prescribed fire were small and located near areas of high litter
accumulation (Beche et al. 2005).

Water for application (water withdrawals) would come from the following designated
water sources: Sunshine Creek and Ragged Creek at the FSR 2045 crossing, and
Cress Creek at FSR 2000-045 crossing in Section 17. Water withdrawals would be in
accordance with the 2005 Malheur National Forest Road Maintenance Biological
Assessment (BA) and NMFS guidance (with the exception that drafting would be
permitted before sunrise and after sunset - see Aquatic Biological Evaluation located in
Appendix F). Use of these procedures would ensure that water withdrawals do not
result in a measurable increase in water temperatures.

Sediment

Commercial harvest units, landings, and temporary roads would not be located in
RHCAs under Alternative 2. Restricting these activities to areas outside of RHCAs
would minimize the potential for sediment delivery to fish bearing streams. There would
be soil disturbance associated with commercial thinning and other proposed activities,
primarily as a result of tractor skidding, and subsoiling of skid trails and landings. The
risk of sediment from these activities reaching streams providing fish habitat is
negligible, due to the likelihood that sediment will remain within unit boundaries as
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described in the Soils section. In most cases sediment generated from these activities,
which has the potential to move off-site during rare large storm events, would be
captured in the RHCA buffer.

There is also the potential for generating sediment from non-commercial thinning
operations and burning hand piles. The risk of sediment from these activities reaching
fish habitat is negligible because they do not involve heavy equipment and design
elements have been developed to reduce the risk of sediment delivery to streams (See
Chapter 2 - Design Elements: Soils, Watershed and Fisheries).

While high intensity prescribed fire has the potential to result in exposed soil, which in
turn poses a potential for sediment transport off-site, the design elements for the
proposed prescribed burning in this project would minimize that risk. Burn plan
prescriptions would include parameters for weather and fuel moisture conditions,
percent duff removal, percent mineral soils exposed, and others, which will set the
sideboards to keep fire intensity to a level that would not result in soil loss. The ignition
and limited use of fire within RHCAs described above would result in a low risk of
generating sediment along perennial streams. Fire lines would not be permitted within
RHCAs, except for one location along Cress Creek (not fish-bearing) where control lines
would tie into an existing road located between Cress Creek and the treatment area;
thus reducing the risk of sediment being channeled to intermittent or perennial stream
channels. Beche et al. (2005) conducted intense post-prescribed fire monitoring (e.g.
pebble counts, longitudinal profiles, cross-sections) and observed little to no change in
stream sediment composition 1 year post-fire. Similarly, they observed little to no
change in stream channel morphology and no substantial change in erosion or
deposition in the surveyed reaches (Beche et al. 2005). The prescribed burning would
be expected to burn across Category 4 RHCAs, since these would be dry during the
burning operations. However, as mentioned in the Soils section, because burning
would take place so as to avoid decreasing ground cover below Forest Plan standards;
the potential for erosion from these areas would not be significant. The potential for
some sediment movement in some of these intermittent channels which could reach fish
habitat is low, except under rare, intense storm events.

Temporary Road Construction

Approximately 2.5 miles of temporary road are proposed to be constructed on
previously decommissioned road beds. These road beds were previously considered
authorized roads and have been decommissioned under previous NEPA. None of
these previously decommissioned road beds shows signs of sediment transport or
unauthorized use and all are currently grassed in to some degree. Temporary roads
are not part of the Forest road system, and they would be returned to their existing state
after use. Personal observations by the soil scientist indicate that sediment generated
from temporary road construction and use would be deposited within 50 feet of the road
edge (R. McNeil pers. com). All temporary roads are located entirely outside of RHCAs.
Because of the location and design elements for these roads, it is not expected that any
sediment generated from the construction, use, or "decommissioning" of these roads,
would reach fish bearing streams.
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Haul Road Use

There will be an opportunity to perform road maintenance on up to approximately 29.2
miles of Forest roads commensurate with commercial uses associated with project
activities. The type of road maintenance activities which may occur on roads used for
commercial haul could include:

e Blading and shaping of road surface and ditches

e Construction or reshaping of drain dips or grade sags
e Construction of waterbars/cross ditches

e Spot rocking of road surface

e Brush removal from roadway

e Felling and or removal of hazard trees

e Minor realigning of road junctions

e Cleaning culverts

e Seeding

e Removing excess materials from roadway

Because the maintenance work accomplishments will be commensurate with use, the
amount actually accomplished will vary depending on existing road conditions, season
of use and other factors. When road maintenance work is accomplished,
commensurate with use, it would help to ensure that haul roads are kept in an
appropriate condition so as to avoid deterioration of conditions and reduce erosion and
sediment output from haul roads.

Approximately 6.1 miles of commercial haul routes are located within RHCAs. Of these
6.1 miles within RHCAs, approximately 2.1 miles are over native surface roads. The
Malheur National Forest has a policy (with direction from PACFISH RF-2) to regulate
traffic during wet periods to minimize erosion and sediment delivery. This includes log
haul, as well as, any other vehicle traffic. Mitigation measures such as dust abatement
(mainly for safety reasons), hauling on dry or frozen ground, and ceasing haul activities
during muddy conditions are highly effective at minimizing sediment input to streams.

Because haul roads would receive pre/during and post haul maintenance,
commensurate with use, and the majority of these roads are upstream from fish habitat;
the magnitude of haul road use on sedimentation is insignificant, and therefore would
result in a neutral effect.

Reopening of Closed Roads

Approximately 5.9 miles of currently closed roads would be opened for timber harvest

and then effectively re-closed after project activities are concluded. Of these 5.9 miles
to be opened, approximately .5 miles are located within RHCAs. These closed roads

were previously analyzed to derive subwatershed road densities under baseline
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condition (Table FI-1). The baseline condition of these roads was considered to be
similar to open roads, with respect to the level of vegetation recovery, even though two
of these roads have grown-in to varying degrees with grass (2000983) and reprod
(2000083).

Reopening these closed roads would not change road densities already analyzed under
the baseline. Road densities and roads in close proximity to streams would remain at
moderately detrimental levels within the Subwatershed.

As mentioned in the Watershed section, Best Management Practices (BMPs)
associated with the proposed activities are expected to control most run-off and
sediment transport under common run-off events. However, because the proposed
activities would be implemented in sub-drainages which have been previously disturbed
by management activities, including roading at densities in excess of five miles/square
mile within the Project Area (Table FI-1), a slight probability exists that previous
disturbance would become connected to ground disturbance associated with the
proposed actions.

The magnitude of reopening closed roads on sedimentation is insignificant, and
therefore would result in a neutral effect for the following reasons: 1) reopened roads
would receive pre/during and post haul maintenance, commensurate with use, and
would be effectively reclosed after use, and 2) the majority of these reopened roads (5.4
miles) are not located in RHCAs and only (<0.1 mile) of one reopened native surface
road (FSR 2045475) is located within the RHCA near Sunshine Creek, a fish bearing
stream. Three temporary culverts would be installed on this road, however, none would
be installed on the portion within the RHCA and all are cross drains which would be dry
when the work is completed.

Road Maintenance

Roads used within the sale area would receive road maintenance at a level
commensurate with use. Road maintenance includes several activities that potentially
result in sedimentation from the road prism to the ditch line, or the adjacent slope.
Typical road maintenance activities could include: blade and shape road including
existing drainage dips, grade sags, and waterbars, repair damaged culverts, place rock
in some existing drainage dips and grade sags, place rock in wet areas of road,
brushing, remove hazard trees, and dust abatement.

Project design elements and protective measures from the 2005 Malheur National
Forest Road Maintenance BA would be followed for the replacement, removal, or
installation of ditch-relief culverts.

The longer term effects of road maintenance, commensurate with use, are to maintain
or improve existing road conditions. Road maintenance, commensurate with use, may
decrease chronic sedimentation in some locations. Improving drainage, removing ruts
and rills from the driving surface, and adding less erosive surfacing material would
reduce detachment and transport of sediment. This is especially important for roads
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within RHCAs. Because road maintenance activities would be commensurate with use,
it is possible that if winter logging occurs, little to no road maintenance may be
necessary and therefore would not occur. Alternatively, if operations occur in the
summer, road maintenance, commensurate with use, may occur on all or nearly all of
the roads.

The overall effect of the proposed action to the baseline conditions of sediment is that
the negligible effects over the short or long term would be insignificant to measurably
increase the baseline levels of sediment in spawning habitat of MCR steelhead,
Chinook salmon and redband trout.

Chemical Contaminations/Nutrients

The Forest Service would require the purchaser to adhere to all requirements within the
timber sale contract related to oil spills and hazardous substances. Refueling and fuel
storage sites would be located at least 150 feet away from live streams. Other
chemicals used may include saw gas and oil, and fuels used to ignite fires. All have the
potential to adversely affect aquatic TES species, if they were to enter nearby stream
systems. Handling procedures and spill plans would minimize the risk of potential
effects. In the event of the need for fire suppression actions, no chemicals or retardant
would be used within 300 feet of water or wetlands. There is minimal risk of an
accidental spill from logging equipment, vehicles used to transport crews, equipment,
ignition materials, or fire suppression activities in the event of an escaped prescribed
burn.

Beche et al. (2005) found that ash deposition from the prescribed fire appeared to have
a minimal impact on stream water chemistry with increases in some water chemistry
parameters (SO4-, total P, CA2+, and Mg2+). It should be noted that their study area
had low to moderate hillslopes and so accelerated erosion and ash delivery would not
be expected. It might be expected that these same water chemistry parameters would
also increase with the proposed prescribed burning in this alternative, at least
temporarily.

Dust abatement procedures would adhere to the Road Maintenance Specification in the
Dust Abatement plan. Only water would be used for dust abatement, as needed, during
periods of heavier vehicle use associated with commercial timber harvest activities
and/or rock haul activities. Water for application would come from the following
designated water sources: Sunshine Creek and Ragged Creek at the FSR 2045
crossing, and Cress Creek at FSR 2000-045 crossing in Section 17.

Because handling procedures, refueling restrictions and spill plans would be in place
and there is a low probability of a fuel spill when lighting in RHCAs, there is a neutral
effect of the project to streams from chemical or nutrient contamination. No change to
baseline levels of nutrients or chemical contaminants are expected.
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Large Woody Debris (LWD):

Approximately 6.1 miles of commercial haul routes are located within RHCAs. Felling of
danger trees for human safety along haul routes in RHCAs has the potential to reduce
the supply of LWD to stream channels and therefore pool habitat. Under PACFISH,
trees may be felled in RHCAs when they pose a safety risk (PACFISH Standard RA-2).
All trees felled in RHCAs for safety reasons would be kept on site in accordance with
PACFISH Standard RA-2 to meet woody debris objectives. Proposed road
maintenance, road reconstruction and/or haul activities would not likely result in a
reduction of LWD to Category 1, 2 or 4 stream channels because in most cases, trees
that can only safely be felled across the road, often have a lean away from the stream
channel and would be less likely to fall into stream channels where they could function
in the formation of pools and/or contribute coarse particulate organic matter directly to
the stream.

Prescribed fire activities would occur in RHCAs. Burning activities would mimic low
intensity fires that are characteristic of natural burning patterns in riparian areas. This
technique would result in a patchy distribution of burned and unburned areas in RHCAs.
Using these techniques, mortality of understory trees may occur in burned patches but
few overstory trees would be killed. Fire intensities would not be high enough to
consume trees or downed wood large enough to function as LWD (> 20” dbh) in stream
channels therefore burning activities would not result in a reduction of pool habitat.
Consumption of coarse wood near stream channels greater than 4"dbh would be
minimized. Beche et al. (2005) found that prescribed fire did not change the amount or
movement of LWD in their study reach relative to unburned streams. They did note,
however, that in other less intensely studied reaches snags fell into the stream channel.

There is a neutral or slightly positive effect to LWD and its recruitment from the project
because instream wood will not be physically removed from RHCAs where it has the
potential to fall into live streams, snags may fall into streams as a result of prescribed
fire activities, and as a result of aspen treatments along Sunshine Creek LWD may be
felled into the stream. Some roadside danger trees may be felled into stream channels,
ephemeral draws or floodplains, and the reduction in stocking densities following
burning activities may increase the vigor of larger trees in the overstory.

In summary, the risk of sediment from proposed activities reaching streams providing
fish habitat is negligible, due to the likelihood that sediment will remain within unit
boundaries as described in the Soils section, the fact that all temporary roads would be
located outside of RHCASs, and the likelihood that sediment generated from temporary
road construction and use would be deposited within 50 feet of the road edge. In most
cases sediment generated from proposed activities, which has the potential to move off-
site during rare large storm events, would be captured in the RHCA bulffer.

The effects determination for Alternative 2 is “May Affect, but is Not Likely to Adversely
Affect” Mid-Columbia steelhead and steelhead Critical Habitat, “No Effect” to bull trout,
“No Adverse Effect” to Chinook salmon Essential Fish Habitat, the effects determination
to Chinook salmon is No Impact, and the effects determination to redband trout and
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spotted frog is “May Impact Individuals or Habitat, but Will Not Likely Contribute to a
Trend Towards Federal Listing or Cause a Loss of Viability to the Population or
Species” (see Table FI-2).

Cumulative Effects

Alternative 2 — Proposed Action

These cumulative effects are in addition to those discussed under Alternative 1. Under
Alternative 2 the hazard of a severe crown fire is lower than under Alternative 1, as
described in the Fire and Fuels section of Chapter 3.

Under the proposed action, commercial/pre-commercial thinning, log and rock haul,
prescribed burning, and road maintenance may result in negligible increases in fine
sediment, however it is unlikely that these increases would result in cumulative adverse
effects when combined with other past, ongoing, or future actions.

Short-term increases in fine sediment from prescribed burning is unlikely to result in
measurable increases in fine sediment in stream channels. Timber harvest units,
landings, and all temporary roads would be located outside of RHCAs under Alternative
2. Restricting these activities to areas outside of RHCAs would prevent adverse
impacts to existing stream shading and reduce the chance of sediment input to streams.

Of the activities proposed under this alternative, only prescribed burning, pile burning,
limited pre-commercial thinning, and certain road maintenance and haul activities could
affect sediment input to fish bearing streams. All other activities would occur outside of
RHCASs, and associated buffering should be sufficient to trap any mobilized soil resulting
from external ground disturbance. Prescribed burning, as described in the direct and
indirect effects section, could creep down to streams and remove soil cover and
although ground cover would decrease, especially during fall burns, effects from
prescribed burning would be minor. Burning would take place so as to avoid decreasing
ground cover below Forest Plan standards, so erosion would not be significant (see
Soils section). As a result, the cumulative increase in sediment would likely be brief and
not measurable. Consequently no cumulative effects on Balance Creek, Dunstan
Creek, Sunshine Creek or the MFJD River are expected to develop from the proposed
activities following common run-off events.

Consistency With Direction and Regulations (Forest Plan)

Alternative 1 - No Action

Alternative 1 would be consistent with: MA 3B standards, and PACFISH standards and
guidelines. Roads that are having known adverse impacts to aquatic resources would
remain in their current condition under Alternative 1.

Alternative 2 — Proposed Action
Alternative 2 is consistent with the following applicable MA 3B and PACFISH standards:
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PACFISH RF-2b: Proposed temporary roads and landings are located outside of
RHCAs.

PACFISH RF-3a & b: Roads that will be used for proposed vegetation
management activities will have drainage problems repaired and will be brought
up to standards prior to haul.

PACFISH RA-2: Hazard trees felled in RHCAs will be left on site where woody
debris objectives are not being met.

Forest Plan DFC's/[RMOs: Activities proposed under Alternative 2 would not
retard the attainment of Forest Plan RMOs for aquatic habitat (LWD, replacement
LWD, pool frequency, bank stability, width-to-depth ratio, sediment/substrate,
shading, and water temperature). Design elements will be used to minimize the
amount of fine sediment resulting from proposed activities.

Design prescribed burn projects and prescriptions to contribute to the attainment
of RMOs (PACFISH Standard FM-4).

Prohibit storage of fuels and other toxicants within RHCAs. Prohibit refueling
within RHCAs unless there are no other alternatives. Refueling sites within a
RHCA must be approved by the Forest Service and have an approved spill
containment plan (PACFISH Standard RA-4).

Locate water drafting sites to avoid adverse effects to listed anadromous fish and
instream flows, and in a manner that does not retard or prevent attainment of
RMOs (PACFISH Standard RA-5).

Design fuel treatment and fire suppression strategies, practices, and actions so
as not to prevent attainment of RMOs, and to minimize disturbance of riparian
ground cover and vegetation. Strategies should recognize the role of fire in
ecosystem function and identify those instances where fire suppression or fuel
management actions could perpetuate or be damaging to log-term ecosystem
function, listed anadromous fish, or designated critical habitat (PACFISH
Standard FM-1).

Endangered Species Act

The Endangered Species Act requires the Forest Service to manage for the recovery of
threatened and endangered species and the ecosystems upon which they depend.
Forests are required to consult with the USFWS or the NMFS if a proposed activity may
affect the population or habitat of a listed species.

The following is a summary of effects determinations for alternatives documented from
the Aquatic Biological Evaluation for the Balance Thinning and Fuels Reduction Project
(Table FI-2):
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Table FI-2 - Threatened, endangered and sensitive (TES) species considered in this
analysis of the Balance Fuels Reduction project and the effects determination for the No
Action and Action alternatives.

Aquatic Species Status Alt. INo Action Alt. 2Proposed
Action
Columbia River Bull T, MIS NE NE

Trout Salvelinus
confluentus

Mid-Columbia River T, MIS LAA NLAA
Steelhead
Oncorhynchus mykiss
Mid-Columbia D NLAA NLAA

Steelhead Designated
Critical Habitat

Chinook Salmon MS NAE NAE
EFH'

Interior Redband S, MIS MIIH MIIH
Trout Oncorhynchus
mykiss

Westslope Cutthroat S, MIS NI NI
Trout Oncorhynchus
clarki lewisi

Mid-Columbia River S MIIH NI
Spring Chinook
Oncorhynchus

tshawytscha

Columbia Spotted S, C MIIH MIIH
Frog Rana luteiventris

Malheur Mottled S NI NI
Sculpin Cottus bairdi
ssp.

1Chinook salmon waters are designated Essential Fish Habitat by the Magnuson-Stevens Act.
See below reference tables for an explanation of the abbreviations used above.

Table FI-3: Federal listing status abbreviations

T Federally Threatened

S Sensitive species from Regional Forester’s list

C Candidate species under Endangered Species Act
MIS Management Indicator Species

D Designated Critical Habitat

MS Magnuson-Stevens Act designated Essential Fish Habitat
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Table FI-4: Threatened and Endangered Species effects determinations Abbreviations

NE No Effect
NLAA May Effect, Not Likely to Adversely Affect
LAA May Effect, Likely to Adversely Affect
BE Beneficial Effect

Table FI-5: Sensitive Species determinations Abbreviations

NI No Impact

MIIH May Impact Individuals or Habitat, but Will Not Likely Contribute to a
Trend Towards Federal Listing or Cause a Loss of Viability to the
Population or Species

WIFV Will Impact Individuals or Habitat with a Consequence that the Action
May Contribute to a Trend Towards Federal Listing or Cause a Loss of
Viability to the Population or Species

Bl Beneficial Impact

Table FI-6: Designated critical Habitat effects determinations Abbreviations

NE No Effect
LAA May Effect, Likely to Adversely Affect
NLAA May Effect, Not Likely to Adversely Affect

Table FI-7: Chinook salmon Essential Fish Habitat effects determinations Abbreviations

NAE No Adverse Effect

AE Adverse Effect

Magnuson-Stevens Act

The Magnuson-Stevens Fishery Conservation and Management Act (MSA), as
amended by the Sustainable Fisheries Act of 1996 (Public Law 104-267), requires the
inclusion of Chinook salmon Essential Fish Habitat (EFH) descriptions in Federal fishery
management plans. In addition, the MSA requires Federal agencies to consult with
NMFS on activities that may adversely affect EFH.

Recreational Fisheries

Alternative 1 — No Action

Alternative 1 would maintain the current aquatic habitat conditions. The current aquatic
habitat conditions are not resulting in reduced recreational fishing opportunities.

Alternative 2 — Proposed Action

Alternative 2 is not likely to impact the quantity, function, sustainable productivity, and
distribution of recreational fisheries per Executive Order 12962, Recreational Fisheries.
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Irreversible and Irretrievable Commitments

Irreversible effects are not expected. Reduced population viability for steelhead trout,
redband trout, bull trout, Chinook salmon, and Columbia spotted frog is not expected.
PACFISH established explicit goals and objectives for anadromous fish habitat
condition and function. By following PACFISH standards and guidelines as well as
design elements specific to this project, it is believed that irretrievable commitment of
this resource can be avoided. The goal is to achieve a high level of habitat diversity and
complexity through a combination of habitat features.
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Botany

Introduction

This section describes and displays effects to proposed, endangered, threatened, and
sensitive floral species associated with the Balance Thinning and Fuels Reduction

Project. The type of actions, scope of present, future, and past activities, and duration
of activities, influence the size of impacts to these uncommon plants.

Table B-1: Status of Species, Habitat, and Effects Summary displays the status of
species and habitat within the Project Area, and effect findings for species suspected or
documented on the Blue Mountain Ranger District.

Table B-1: Status of Species, Habitat, and Effects Summary

Sensitive Species Occurrence Habitat Status Alt 1 (No Alt 2
in Project Within Project Action) (Proposed
Area Area Action)
Achnatherum hendersonii Not Found Not Present NI NI
Henderson's ricegrass
Achnatherum wallowensis Not Found Not Present NI NI
Wallowa ricegrass
Astragalus diaphanus var. Not Found Not Present NI NI
diurnus South Fork John Day
milkvetch
Astragalus tegetarioides Not Found Not Present NI NI
Deschutes milkvetch
Botrychium ascendens Not Found Present MIIH MIIH
upswept moonwort
Botrychium crenulatum Not Found Present MIIH MIIH
crenulate moonwort
Botrychium lanceolatum Not Found Present MIIH MIIH
lance-leaf moonwort
Botrychium minganense Not Found Present MIIH MIIH
Mingan moonwort
Botrychium montanum Not Found Present MIIH MIIH
mountain moonwort
Botrychium pinnatum pinnate Not Found Present MIIH MIIH
moonwort
Calochortus longebarbatus Not Found Not Present NI NI
var. peckii long-bearded sego
lily
Camissonia pygmaea dwarf Not Found Not Present NI NI
evening primrose
Carex backii Not Found Present N