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I am the designated Appeal Reviewing Officer for this appeal.  This is my recommendation on disposition of the appeal filed by Darca Morgan, Sierra Forest Legacy, appealing the Record of Decision (ROD) for the Sugarberry Project Final Environmental Impact Statement (FEIS). Plumas National Forest Supervisor Alice Carlton signed the decision September 4, 2008, and the legal notice of the decision was published on November 5, 2008.

DECISION BEING APPEALED 

The Plumas National Forest (NF) proposes to reduce hazardous fuels around rural communities near La Porte, Strawberry Valley, American House, and Clipper Mills, California to reduce the risk of high-intensity wildfires and to move the project area towards the desired condition of a healthy, fire-resilient ecosystem. The proposed treatments include construction of Defensible Fuel Profile Zones (DFPZs), group selection harvest, individual tree selection harvest, road system improvements, black oak and aspen stand improvements, riparian and meadow habitat restoration, and wildlife habitat improvements.

The need for the Sugarberry Project is based on the current condition of resources and related issues within the Project Area. The Forest Service developed the five purpose statements (which are also considered to be the objectives of the project) as a method of categorizing the current condition of resources and resolving the various needs for action. 

The five objectives of the Sugarberry Project, which constitute the purpose for action, are to:

· Protect rural communities and forest ecosystems by reducing the risk of high-intensity wildfires;
· Promote a healthy, all-aged, multistoried, fire-resilient forests;
· Contribute to the stability and economic health of rural communities by providing forest products, jobs, and revenues;
· Promote the health of unique plant communities, specifically aspen and black oak; and
· Implement restoration projects to achieve healthy aquatic and riparian ecosystems and improve wildlife habitat.

Forest Supervisor Carlton selected Alternative G as described in the FEIS.  The decision authorizes the following activities:

	Management Activity Method 
	Approximate Affected Area 

	Underburn
	370 acres 

	Hand Cut, Tractor Pile, Pile Burn 
	250 acres 

	Hand Cut, Hand Pile, Pile Burn 
	155 acres 

	Mastication 
	750 acres 

	Mastication & Underburn 
	205 acres 

	Thin & Biomass Removal— Removal to 40% Canopy Cover 
	170 acres 

	Thin (50% Canopy Cover), Biomass Removal & Underburn 
	80 acres 

	Plantation Thin & Mastication 
	120 acres 

	Total DFPZs Fuels Treatment Acres 
	2,100 acres 

	Group Selection (GS) 
	1,020 acres 

	-% GS ground-based harvesting systems 
	70% 

	-% GS skyline harvesting systems 
	25% 

	-% GS helicopter harvesting systems 
	5% 

	Individual Tree Selection (ITS) and Biomass Removal 
	150 acres 

	Individual Tree Selection Mechanical Thin 

(not including GS) 
	90% 

	-ITS Helicopter Thin (not including GS) 
	10% 

	Aspen Regeneration 
	20 acres 

	-1-9.9 inches DBH Conifer Removal 
	100% 

	->10 inches DBH Helicopter Conifer Removal 
	50% 

	Oak Enhancement (Hand Thin Conifers <10 inches DBH) 
	100 acres 

	Total Other Treatments 
	1,290 acres 


APPEAL SUMMARY

The Sugarberry Project was first listed in the Schedule of Proposed Actions in October of 2005.  The Notice of Intent (NOI) to prepare an EIS was published in the Federal Register on June 21, 2006.  Scoping letters were distributed to more than 1,200 interested individuals, groups, residents, and relevant federal, state, and county land management agencies on June 19, 2006. Collaboration with Fire Safe Councils from Plumas, Yuba, and Sierra Counties, Soper-Wheeler Company, and Sierra County Public Works began in the spring of 2006. An additional public meeting was held on August 19, 2006, at the firehouse in La Porte.

On May 29, 2007, copies of the Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS) were sent to interested individuals and organizations.  The Notice of Availability was published in the Federal Register on June 15, 2007. The DEIS was also placed on the Plumas NF web page.  Eleven (11) comment documents were received from five organizations by the close of the comment period on July 30, 2007.  Sierra Forest Legacy submitted timely comments and is eligible to appeal this decision. 

The legal notice of decision was published on November, 5, 2008; the deadline for filing appeals was December 22, 2008.  This appeal was filed on December 16, 2008, and is timely.  On December 29, 2008, the Plumas NF attempted to reach the appellant by email and voicemail offering a meeting.  On January 5, 2008, the appellant declined to meet for informal resolution due to scheduling conflicts.

RECOMMENDATION

After reviewing all of the appeal issues, I have concluded that the Responsible Official did not provide adequate rationale for limiting the number of alternatives considered in detail.

The appellant alleges that the action alternatives analyzed in detail in the Sugarberry FEIS are virtually identical with respect to the amount and intensity of logging that is proposed.  Because of this, they conclude that the range of alternatives considered in detail is too narrow.  Further, appellant alleges that Alternative D, based on the 2001 Framework, and Alternative E, which reduced the amount of group selection, were arbitrarily eliminated from detailed study in the FEIS.

The reasons for eliminating Alternative D from detailed study (FEIS, pp. 2-22 and 2-23) are speculative conclusions for which I could find no analytical support in the record.  The ROD provides anecdotal evidence that some projects similar to Alternative D have not been effectively implemented.   However, no further analysis or supporting documentation is found in the record to explain which components of the Alternative are problematic and why.  Instead, the alternative, in its entirety, is dismissed on the basis of generalized statements.  At a minimum, key design features of this Alternative should have been analyzed in sufficient detail to allow the decision-maker to explain why they were not taken further into the evaluation process.  

The reasons for eliminating Alternative E from detailed study (FEIS, pp. 2-23 and 2-24) are general in nature, rely principally upon economic and logistical considerations, and are not directly tied to the Purpose and Need statements.  Again, I find the record lacks sufficient documentation to support the conclusion that the Alternative should be dismissed from further consideration.   

My review was conducted pursuant to and in accordance with 36 CFR 215.19 to ensure that the analysis and decision is in compliance with applicable laws, regulation, policy, and orders.  I reviewed the appeal record, including the comments received during the comment period, and how this information was used by the Forest Supervisor in making her decision.  I also reviewed the objections and recommended changes provided by the appellant.  

Based on this review, my recommendation is to reverse the Forest Supervisor’s decision to implement Alternative G because alternatives were eliminated from detailed study without adequate rationale.  
	

	/s/  Kathleen S. Morse

	KATHLEEN S. MORSE
Appeal Reviewing Officer

	Forest Supervisor, Lassen National Forest
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