Decision Memo
Central Buffalo Valley Habitat Enhancements

USDA Forest Service
Buffalo Ranger District, Bridger-Teton National Forest

Teton County Wyoming

The Teton Division plans to enhance 3,100 acres of habitat that is dispersed across the 12,100 acre Central Buffalo Valley project area. The 3,100 acres to treat consists of mostly aspen, sagebrush and Douglas fir.  Implementation would occur between 2004 and 2009.  A variety of methods to achieve resource objectives are possible.  However, prescribed fire will be the primary tool.  Other tools include mechanical methods for site preparation.  Mechanical methods may include harvest of timber resources to help meet vegetation objectives listed below.  The Central Buffalo Valley lies within T45N-R113W-Sections 33-36, T44N-R113W-Sections 1-4, 9-16, T44N-R114W-Sections 14-15, 20-22.
Background
Advancing forest plant succession continues to change the Bridger-Teton National Forest’s (BTNF) effectiveness as habitat for wildlife species dependent on early and mid-succession habitats.  The following planning documents account for this need:

1.) The Teton Division Landscape Scale Assessment (TLSA, 2003) identifies opportunities to manage vegetation to achieve multiple resource benefits, including enhancement of wildlife habitat. The TLSA lists 37 issues (see TLSA pages 4-4 through 4-7) which identifying the need to actively manage vegetation within the Teton Division.  

2.) The Draft Jackson Bison and Elk Management Plan and Environmental Impact Statement addresses the importance of quality winter range and transitional range habitat to elk and bison.  Forest succession has contributed to the decline in winter habitat effectiveness.  The greatest opportunities for enhancement of winter and transitional range habitats occur on the BTNF, including the Gros Ventre, Spread Creek, and Buffalo Valley drainages.
3.) The Wyoming Game and Fish Department’s Strategic Habitat Plan recommends management of vegetation within the Teton Division of the Bridger-Teton National Forest to achieve and maintain population objectives for recreationally and economically important big game species.  

In sum, there are several resource planning efforts that have similarly identified the need to accelerate vegetation management efforts on the BTNF.  During discussions of potential project areas, the interagency members of the Jackson Interagency Habitat Initiative (JIHI) recommended Buffalo Valley and Spread Creek drainages as the top priority.  

Proposed Action:  
There are approximately 3,100 acres of vegetation identified as potentially not meeting Desired Future Vegetation within the Central Buffalo Valley project area.  Desired Future Vegetation (DFV) descriptions have been developed for aspen, mountain big sagebrush, and Douglas fir community types.  The following table lists acreages on the BTNF:

	Description
	BTNF Acres

	Total Project Area
	12,100

	Potential treatment areas
	3,100

	· Aspen                         (2,375 ac.)
	 

	· Sagebrush                     (480 ac.)
	 

	· Dry Douglas Fir           (245 ac.)
	 

	Non-targeted vegetation
	9,000


In addition to moving these community types towards the DFV, the treatments to be applied will also accomplish National Fire Plan objectives.  The treatments will reduce hazardous fuel loadings, improve Condition Class (generally from CC2 to CC1), reduce subsequent wildland fire intensities which will improve firefighter and public safety, increase initial attack effectiveness, and enhance our ability to manage future natural ignitions as wildland fire use fires.
Aspen Community Types

Aspen community types not meeting DFV’s are typically old aged and decadent and are being replaced by conifers.  There are approximately 2,375 BTNF acres of aspen community types targeted for potential treatments.  

Prescribed fire will be the primary method to achieve the above results.  Mechanical treatments are an option to achieve aspen objectives.  No road construction or permanent ground disturbances will result from these treatments.  

Aspen Objectives:

1. Reduce conifer biomass within aspen stands that have the potential for effective aspen regeneration.

2. Reduce conifer seed banks and conifer seed sources in and around treated aspen stands.

3. Increase regenerating aspen stem density within treated stands.

4. Increase herbaceous forage biomass.

5. Maintain desired snags for wildlife.

6. Treat stands that will not be suppressed by subsequent, annually reoccurring ungulate browsing.

7. Avoid permanent ground disturbance.

8. Prevent and control noxious weeds.

Sagebrush Community Types

Desired vegetative conditions in sagebrush community types include a mosaic of differing canopy coverage’s.  This diversity in canopies provides forage for wild ungulates and cover for nesting birds such as sage grouse.  There are approximately 480 BTNF acres of sagebrush community types identified within the Central Buffalo Valley project area.  Prescribed fire will be the treatment method utilized to achieve desire vegetative conditions.  

Sagebrush Objectives:

1. Incorporate vegetation management recommendations of the June 2003 Wyoming Greater Sage Grouse Conservation Plan within identified sage grouse habitat.

2. Provide a mosaic of successional stages within stands of sagebrush.

3. Improve nutritional quality of forage species.

4. Increase herbaceous forage biomass.

5. Decrease conifer encroachment of sagebrush stands.

6. Avoid permanent ground disturbances.

7. Prevent and control noxious weeds.

Dry Douglas Fir Habitat Types

Dry Douglas Fir habitat types are characterized by open stands of large, old-aged Douglas fir trees with an understory of grasses, forbs and shrubs.  Historic fire-return intervals were frequent and light in intensity.  Douglas fir habitat types are limited to approximately 245 BTNF acres within the project area.  Prescribed fire will be the primary method to achieve objectives.  Fires of light to moderate intensities are desired.  Mechanical treatments may be necessary to achieve objectives.  No road construction or permanent ground disturbances will result from these treatments.
The general treatment goal is to set back succession and create a mosaic of diverse vegetative age classes.  Specific objectives within treatment units are: 

Dry Douglas Objectives
1. Exam 245 acres of Douglas fir types for potential restorative treatments.  

2. Increase herbaceous forage biomass.

3. Restore frequent, low intensity fire regime.

4. Reduce dead biomass to a level that retains nutrient cycling.

5. Maintain desired snag density for wildlife.

6. Reduce ladder fuels.

7. Retain large, sound, old-aged Douglas fir trees. 
8. Retain a prescribed level of stand diversity comprised of mixed age classes.

9. Avoid long term damage to soils and native herbaceous layer.

10. Prevent and control noxious weeds.
Non Targeted Vegetation Types

Non-targeted vegetation types within the project area include moist site Douglas fir, persistent lodgepole, subalpine fir forests, Engelmann spruce habitat types, riparian and sparsely vegetated.   Although these vegetation types are important for ungulates, their existing conditions may provide either forage and/or shelter.  Mechanical treatments may be prescribed that result in stand conditions that are beneficial to wildlife.  It is anticipated that these treatments are minor in extent.  Prescribed fire operations may affect some of these stands in a limited, but beneficial way.  There are approximately 9,000 acres within the project area designated as non-targeted vegetation.
Reasons for Categorical Exclusions

I find the proposed action can be categorically excluded from documentation in an Environmental Impact Statement or Environmental Assessment because it is consistent with category 31.2-6, described in Forest Service Handbook 1909.15-92-1, September 21, 1992. This category is for “Timber stand and/or wildlife habitat improvement activities which do not include the use of herbicides or do not require more than one mile of low standard road construction.”  An example of this category is “d. Prescribed burning to reduce natural fuel buildup and improve plant vigor.” The proposed project is to improve wildlife habitat with the use of prescribed fire. No roads will be constructed.

I find the proposed action can be categorically excluded because there are no extraordinary circumstances identified by the resource specialists who analyzed the proposal. 

· There will be no adverse impacts to air quality, recreation, heritage resources, vegetation, soils, aquatic resources, visual resources, wildlife, wildlife habitats, Management Indicator Species, Wild and Scenic Rivers, nor Wildernesses.

· A Biological Assessment will be prepared and consultation with the US Fish and Wildlife Service will occur.  If needs arise, appropriate mitigation will be developed and implemented to assure that there will be not likely to be adverse effects to T&E species.

· A Biological Evaluation will be prepared and for Forest Service Sensitive species.  If the needs arise, appropriate mitigation will be developed and implemented to assure that there will be no impact to any Forest Sensitive species that would contribute to a trend towards federal listing.

· Surveys for heritage resources will be conducted and reported to the State Historic Preservation Office for clearance.  If the need arise, then mitigations will be developed and implemented to avoid any disturbances to heritage resources.

Public Scoping

Public scoping is conducted internally within the Forest Service, and with other local, State and Federal agencies and the public.  An October 17, 2003 letter from the USFWS (NWRS/WM 6.1, Mail Stop 60130) and signed by Regional Director of the USFWS, Interim Acting Director of the Wyoming Game and Fish Department, Acting Superintendent of Grand Teton National Park and the Deputy Administrator of Veterinary Services of the Animal Plant Health Inspection Service; encourages habitat improvement projects that advance habitat improvements on elk and transitional ranges.  In addition, the Jackson Hole Conservation Alliance has expressed their support to habitat enhancement projects within this area.  The project has been presented to the Teton County Fire Marshal, Rusty Palmer, and he has expressed verbal support.  A public information meeting will be planned to occur in May, 2004 and in Moran Junction to inform citizens of the local Buffalo Valley area about the project.
Findings of Consistency
I have determined the project is consistent with the standards and guidelines of the 1990 Bridger-Teton National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan (i.e. Forest Plan).
This project meets National Fire Plan goals of restoration and hazardous fuels reduction.

The Central Buffalo Valley Habitat Enhancements lies within management areas (MAs) 61-Blackrock and 62-Spread Creek as described in the Forest Plan.

The MAs are further divided into Desired Future Condition (DFC) areas that have specific management direction to accomplish Forest goals and objectives.  There are two DFC areas represented within the Analysis Area.  The project is consistent with the following Management prescriptions for each of these areas which are summarized as follows:

DFC 10 – Simultaneous development of resources, opportunities for human experiences, and support for big game and a wide variety of wildlife species:  An area managed to allow for some resource development and roads while having no adverse and some beneficial effects on wildlife.  
DFC 12 – Backcountry big game hunting, dispersed recreation, and wildlife security areas: An area managed for high-quality wildlife habitat and escape cover, big game hunting opportunities and dispersed recreation activities.  

The project is also consistent with the applicable prescription standards and guidelines listed as follows:

Fisheries and Wildlife Prescription – Groups of species are emphasized, such as early – or late-successional-dependent species, in order to increase species richness and diversity.  Habitat is managed to achieve the game and fish populations, harvest levels, success and recreation-day objectives identified by the Wyoming Game and Fish Department and agreed to by the Forest Service.

Vegetation:  Range Prescription – Range is managed to maintain and enhance range and watershed conditions while providing forage for livestock and wildlife.

Vegetation:  Timber Prescription – Silvicultural practices including scheduled timber harvest emphasize achieving desired wildlife habitat conditions while developing long-term, overall big-game hiding cover values.  Utilization of firewood and other products is encouraged in ways compatible with maintaining wildlife values.

Access:  Road Prescription:  Management of the area requires a moderate road system to provide commodity and public access.  Most travel is limited to arterial and collector roads with seasonal or long-term closure of many local roads for wildlife security.

Protection:  Fire Prescription –Provide an appropriate fire protection and use program that is economically efficient, responsive to land management objectives and provides for public safety and property values.

Fire Management Standard –The forest Fire Management Plan (FMP) will provide operational direction for implementation of the forest’s land management plan.  The interdisciplinary developed FMP will be developed and implemented in coordination with local, state, and other federal agencies.
· Firefighter and public safety is the highest priority during all fire management activities.

Prescribed Fire Guidelines – Prescribed fire may be used to accomplish resource management objectives which include, but are not limited to:  
· Reducing fuel loading to acceptable levels
· Controlling insect and diseases

· Protecting, enhancing, or providing desirable habitat for Threatened, Endangered, and Sensitive species
· Improving or developing desirable wildlife habitat conditions

· Maintaining fire-dependent animal and plant species

· Achieving other desired vegetation conditions to meet management objectives

Decisions and Rationale
It is my decision to proceed with this project because it will result in enhanced habitat, including both short term and longer term beneficial effects. 

Appeal Rights
This decision is not subject to appeal pursuant to Forest Service regulations 36 CFR 215.4. 

Implementation
Because this action is categorically excluded, it is not subject to administrative appeal and may be implemented immediately. 

Contact Person
For further information contact Jim Ozenberger at 307-739-5431.

Address:  Bridger-Teton National Forest, Teton Division, P.O. Box 1689, Jackson, Wyoming 83001. 

________________________________________                _____________________________
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