


6/26/02


Jay Pence, District Ranger 


Teton Basin RD 


P.O. Box 777 


Driggs, ID 83422 





Dear District Ranger Pence: 





These are comments on the Big Hole Urban Interface project in the Mahogany Creek Watershed on behalf of the Alliance for the Wild Rockies and the Ecology Center.  Thanks for considering our comments and placing both groups on the mailing list to receive future NEPA documents for this proposal.   





Purpose and Need 


1) Wildland Urban Interface 


We ask that you clearly define the "Urban Interface" to which this project is protecting.  There are now accepted and not-accepted definitions of wildland urban interface being used by the Forest Service depending on the type of logging the agency is proposing. Please disclose the definition being applied in this case and how this project will be implemented consistent with this definition.  





Defined by the United States Department of Agriculture and the United States Department of Interior, the "wildland urban interface" is an area where urban development abuts or extends into the surrounding wildland, with a population density of greater than 250 people per square mile. The WUI refers to areas where urban fuels directly meet forest fuels.  This is primarily within 20-60 meters (66-200 feet) of houses, where fires most directly threaten houses, and where a defensible zone can be developed.  In addition, public agencies (including the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and USDA) have proposed to analyze the forest 1/2 mile from the houses on the edge of town for possible treatments (Nowicki, Brian 2001.  Protecting Communities from Forest Fires: Effectively Treating the Wildland Urban Interface. Southwest Forest Alliance, Flagstaff, AZ.)Utilizing this definition of wildland urban interface is essential to proper implementation of the National Fire Plan and effective protection of the greatest number of citizens living near national forests.  





Please disclose the distances between all interface prescription units and the nearest home that corresponds to the WUI?  We are wholly against any action within Inventoried Roadless Areas. 





2) Aspen Vegetation Type 


We do not understand why mature aspen stands need to be logged?  It is our understanding that natural succession will eventually eliminate mature aspen stands, replacing them with coniferous trees.  Why is the Forest Service in the business of manipulating the natural succession of forests that were far more successful and resilient prior to commercial or non-commercial logging?  In our view there is no scientifically justifiable reason for logging mature aspen trees.  





3) Roads 


Roads anywhere in a watershed contribute to its sediment content. Therefore, while we support removing roads that are in RHCA's and stream bottoms, we do not support rebuilding these roads.  While we certainly understand the logic for removing the current roads, the logic presented to justify building new roads is not clear.  The EIS for this project must disclose the amount of sediment that will be contributed to streams by the new roads.  We are also curious as to how many stream crossings will be needed to construct the new roads?  





In addition, it appears that the road construction will be within an Inventoried Roadless Area.  Road construction in and Inventoried Roadless Area will likely be illegal.  Have these roads been deemed "essential for public or private access, management, or public health and safety"? 





Impacts 


We are particularly concerned with the potential impacts to Inventoried Roadless Areas from this proposal.  The EIS for this project must analyze how each action will impact the IRA's suitability for future wilderness designation.  It is imperative that this be explored prior to any action is implemented.  We are also interested in how this proposal will impact soils, wildlife, fisheries and water quality.  Please quantify the effects of each alternative so that compliance with the NFMA, the ESA, and the Clean Water Act is clear. 





Conclusions 


We support effective and scientifically justifiable prescriptions that are designed to protect human development from wildfires. If all of the treatment units are located in the accepted definition of Wildland Urban Interface than we will likely support the proposed action. However, we will not support the proposed action if it prescribes logging and road building in an inventoried roadless area, outside of the WUI. 





Sincerely, 








Ryan Shaffer          for    	Jeff Juel 


The Ecology Center 


801 Sherwood St, Suite B 


Missoula, MT 59802 











