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							April 29, 1999








District Ranger Delanne Ferguson


Heppner Ranger District


PO BOX 7,  Heppner,  OR 97836





Dear Ranger Ferguson,





Thank you for the opportunity to provide further comment on the Rimrock project.  The Lands Council also wants to reference our March 20, 1996 comments on this project and ask that they be considered.  The EIS will encompass 5200 acres and log 17.5 million board feet, which constitutes a significant timber sale.   We note that your Purpose and Need fails to emphasize one of the key reasons for this project, which is to have a timber sale.   As the P and N currently reads, it does not follow that commercial logging would be a logical action.   





We would like to see a no-commercial entry alternative that would look at biological and economic impacts of using fire and pre-commercial thinning to accomplish the stated Purpose and Need.   As you may be aware, there is a bill in Congress, with 48 co-sponsors that would eliminate the timber sale program.  In addition polls from last year indicate about two-thirds of the American pubic do not favor logging on National Forests.  Given these current desires, a no-commercial entry alternative easily fits within the “reasonable range of Alternatives” criteria of NEPA.   We note that many of the areas you plan to log will be burned afterward anyway, so why not just use a two step fuels reduction, first the fine fuels, then larger fuels?





We support the 37 miles of road closures and obliteration, keeping vehicles from Big Wall Creek, and maintaining a smaller open road system.  We ask that you consider closing road 2300100 and avoid creating low-water fords.   We would like to know if your travel management plan is up to date and what the projected ORV use in the project area.  What percentage of road maintenance needs are met by the Heppner district?  





The Rimrock DEIS should disclose the relationship of the project to the Federal Wildland Fire Management Policy.  What is the status of Fire Management planning on your District?





The  DEIS should detrimental ecological effects of several decades of active wildfire suppression.   Will the District continue the strategy of fire exclusion through aggressive suppression ? The Federal Fire Policy mandates the development of new fire management plans in order to provide for opportunities to restore fire processes in fire-dependent ecosystems.





We would like to see sufficient quantitative data on fire risk, such as the probabilities of large-scale fire occurrence, predicted fire sizes, rates of spread, intensities, severities, and mortality effects of wildfires occurring in both treated and untreated stands. This would include site-specific quantitative data on existing and predicted changes in fuel loads, fuel models, and fire probabilities for both treated and untreated stands and the No Action alternative.


	


A recent decision issued by the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals (Idaho Sporting Congress v. USFS; 1998 WL 89066) has stated unequivocally that federal land management agencies must provide full disclosure of underlying environmental data to the public, and cannot simply provide the opinions of its own experts. 





An Authentic Ecosystem Restoration Plan Is Needed





The Project should have an authentic restoration plan that prioritizes management of surface fine fuels, prevents the creation of additional activity fuels (i.e. logging slash), does not construct or "reconstruct" roads, and especially retains existing large-diameter snags and logs.  These large-diameter structures would serve as moisture reservoirs and shade structures to inhibit solar and wind penetration, and retard rapid fire spread.  Such an alternative should prioritize treatment of the fine fuels, such as the needles, limbs, saplings, and other live or dead material less than three (3) inches in diameter since in nearly all  fire situations the flame front advances through these fine fuels.





Fire reintroduction through prescribed understory burning is the only viable long-term solution to the repeated forest health problems caused by fire exclusion. Dr. Jan van Wagtendonk said it clearest: "Prescribed burning appears to be the most effective treatment for reducing a fire's rate of spread, fireline intensity, flame length, and heat per unit area."





Burning along roads would increase the width of the fire buffer that may help reduce the spread and hence control suppression costs of future fires. Restoring forests along roads could also generate public education benefits on the role of fire and be used to gauge the public's perception and acceptance of restoration management. A caution that the Forest Service must monitor the spread of natives and non-natives, such as noxious weeds.





Rather than advocating a costly large-scale thinning program, the potential benefits from reducing fire danger to private structures can best be gained by educating homeowners on defensible space and taking responsibility for their own inaction and location choice. In the urban-wildland interface, reducing fire danger requires joint responsibility and joint implementation of public-private investments.





The efficacy of fuel treatments is largely unknown (Sierra Nevada Ecosystem Project 1996). No known experiments have tested the effectiveness of various treatments on subsequent fire behavior. The Forest Service cannot fire proof or insect proof the national forests no matter how much taxpayer money is spent on management. To assure residents otherwise will only set the agency up for future failure. For example, the 1998 fires in Florida burned primarily through plantation forests -- some of the most intensively managed in the world. Research by Bessie and Johnson (1995) indicates that fire behavior is controlled more by weather events such as El Nino than fuels, suggesting that fuel treatment may have little impact on the largest fires.





According to research by Weatherspoon and Skinner (1995), untreated logging slash was the primary variable causing plantations and partial-cut units to burn catastrophically in the 1987 wildfires in northern California. Research by Huff et.al. (1995) revealed that untreated logging slash can affect fire behavior for up to 30 years in dry forest types. A forested landscape scarred by roads and loaded with unburned slash has higher fire danger then an unmanaged forest, and is not in the best interest of homeowners, the forest, or the agency.





Logging can be implemented throughout much of the year and the "economic need" to log quickly will leave the forest with extensive areas of cutover land in need of burning. However, the ability of the agency to implement burns is limited by season, weather, air quality restrictions, funding, personnel, and other environmental concerns and the backlog of slash is evidence that fuels reduction does not keep pace with logging.





The DEIS should also disclose that the risk of catastrophic fire may be far greater in all Action Alternatives than in the No Action Alternative.  Roading, logging and burning often lead to human-caused wildfire.  In a recently published General Technical Report (PNW-GTR-355) titled Historical and Current Forest Landscapes in Eastern Oregon and Washington. Part II: Linking Vegetation Characteristics to Potential Fire Behavior and Related Smoke Production, by Mark H. Huff, Roger D. Ottmar, Ernesto Alvarado, Robert E. Vihnanek, John F. Lehmkuhl Paul F. Hessburg, and Richard L. Everett





Please provide us with any scientific references which show that fire spreads more slowly in thinned areas.  Please provide us with any scientific data which refutes the statement that, "Logged areas generally showed a strong association with increased rate of spread and flame length thereby suggesting that tree harvesting could affect the potential fire behavior within landscapes”, within areas which are similar to the Analysis Area.





Thank you for the opportunity to comment.  Please send requested information to: 88 Storm King Lane (formerly  8506 West Fork Trout Creek Rd.), Republic, WA 99166





Sincerely,








Mike Petersen,   Field Representative


