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Chapter I – Purpose and Need

Summary

The Ottawa National Forest (NF) proposes to realign approximately 0.2 miles of Forest System Road (FSR) 5250.  The project area is located in T46N-R38W, Section 28, NW ¼, NW ¼ and Section 29, 
E ½, NE ¼ on the Watersmeet Ranger District, Ottawa National Forest, Michigan (See Maps A and B).  

The purpose of the project is to improve safe use of the road.  The project area is within the designated Wild and Scenic River Corridor (Management Area 8.1) of the Middle Branch of the Ontonagon River (Middle Branch) and is just north of the intersection of FSR 5250 with the Middle Branch.  This segment of the Middle Branch is designated with a Scenic River status through the Michigan Scenic Rivers Act of 1991.  

Purpose and Need for Action








The purpose of the project is to improve safe use of the road.  The need is to eliminate a sharp curve on FSR 5250 (almost 90 degrees) which also has a steep gradient (12 percent).  Motor vehicle collisions have occurred at this curve involving traffic in the west-bound lane due to travel at speeds above the level for which the road was designed.  In addition, this realignment/reconstruction project would work towards reducing road-caused erosion and sedimentation.

Forest System Road 5250 is a two lane road that is maintained at a higher level of development as part of the optimal road system needed on the Ottawa.  FSR 5250 is a double-lane, maintenance-level 4 roadway, which is regularly used for timber and recreational purposes. The existing roadway skirts the historic Interior Cemetery and a user developed launch on the Middle Branch.  

The road realignment is consistent with the Ottawa’s Land and Resource Management Plan (Forest Plan) which states that management within the Wild and Scenic River Corridor provides for protecting, maintaining and/or enhancing the character of the river environment for those Outstandingly Remarkable Values for which the Middle Branch was designated (Forest Plan, page IV-187.5).  Management Area (MA) 8.1 is a river corridor defined as those lands within ¼ mile from the normal high water mark on either side of the designated river (Forest Plan, pp. IV-187.1 to IV-187.12).  MA 8.1 in the project area encompasses part of the Middle Branch of the Ontonagon River.  The project area is just north of the intersection of FSR 5250 with the Middle Branch and is within the designated Scenic River Corridor (Management Area 8.1).

This action responds to the goals and objectives outlined in the Forest Plan.  Forest Management Direction states, “Maintain a system of arterial, collector, and local roads in coordination with other governmental agencies to provide safe and efficient access for land management and the public benefit” (Forest Plan, page IV-13).  Forest-wide Standards and Guidelines also provide direction to:  “Reconstruct existing collector roads to the standard needed for land management practices considering safety, erosion control, improvement of load-bearing capacity, and reduction of travel and maintenance costs” (Forest Plan, page IV-56).  Forest Plan direction for Management Area 8.1 Scenic River segments states, “Roads may be retained at the standard currently existing on the ground.  Limit the reconstruction of existing roads may occur when necessary to control road-caused erosion and sedimentation” (Forest Plan, page IV-187.12).   

Proposed Action










The proposal is to realign about 0.2 miles (about 1,100 feet) of FSR 5250 eliminating a sharp curve that contributes to unsafe conditions.  Within the project area, the existing roadway segment would be realigned along the northern slope of the river bank, somewhat paralleling the river at a 12% grade while reducing the sharpness of the curve.  There would be minimal, if any, change in the grade.  The cleared area or clearing width – the area extending from the top of the cut bank to the outer edge of the road and associated fill – is projected to be up to 60 feet wide.  Part of the current road would be converted to a trail providing foot and wheel chair access to the Interior Cemetery.  A berm would be installed at the south end and a gate installed at the eastern end of the existing roadway to restrict motorized vehicle access, and thus providing the Interior Cemetery protection from potential vandalism and ATV use.  The project area encompassing the realignment project and its connected actions cover about 18 acres.  The project is anticipated to be accomplished in the summer field season of either 2005 or 2006.

Several connected actions are also included in this proposal.  These actions respond to comments brought forth by the public during the scoping process.  In addition, the connected actions adhere to the standards and guidelines described in the Forest Plan to enhance the Outstandingly Remarkable Values for Management Area (MA) 8.1 (Forest Plan, page IV-187.1-187.12).

Decision Framework


Given the purpose and need, the Deciding Official will review the Proposed Action and the other alternatives in order to make the following decisions:

· How to eliminate the safety concern of the sharp curve.

· What, if any, design criteria to include for protection of adjacent resources. 

· What, if any, connected actions are associated with the project. 
INSERT MAP A HERE
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Chapter II – Public iNVOLVEMENT and Alternative DescriptionS
Public Involvement_______________________________________


The proposal was outlined in a scoping letter mailed out in October 2003, to a total of 47 individuals, public agencies and the local Native American governments.  As part of the public involvement process, the agency published a legal notice of the proposed action in the October 9, 2003, edition of the Ironwood Daily Globe, inviting the public for comment.  The proposal was also listed in the Ottawa Schedule of Proposed Actions beginning with the Fall 2003 edition.  

Four individuals provided comments on the proposal.  From comments received, the interdisciplinary team (IDT) developed a list of concerns to address.  Comments are located in the project record, and are available for review upon request.

Issues __________________________________________________

External comments received during the scoping period were related to the connected actions.  Issues raised by the public did not result in the development of any additional alternatives.  Publics’ concerns were resolved through clarification and modification of the connected actions.  Internal concerns as identified by the IDT were resolved through the development of project design criteria or through modification of the connected actions.  Three concerns were identified that will be addressed in this analysis.  Two additional connected actions have been added based on the analysis, that is, connected actions number 3 and 6 (see page 9).  

1)  Access – During and After Project Implementation

This concern deals with vehicular access through the project area during implementation of the project and access to the Interior Cemetery after the project is completed.  Concern was expressed about the routine recreational, commercial hauling and residential traffic being interrupted during the construction phase of the project.  This issue is addressed in the Transportation Section (page 13).

In addition, access to the Interior Cemetery would be changed through the implementation of the realignment of FSR 5250.  Current parking for the cemetery is limited to pulling off at the curve.  The cemetery is adjacent to the existing roadway.  The Ontonagon Historical Society has requested that access be maintained to the cemetery that is wide enough to allow foot and wheelchair access.

Indicators:  


-  Traffic flow maintained (Yes or No?) 


-  Type of access to Interior Cemetery


-  Parking Area provided (Yes or No?)

2)  Heritage Protection

Concern has been expressed about potential damage from ATV use within the Interior Cemetery.  

Indicators: 

- Protection provided to cemetery from motorized vehicle access (Yes or No?)

3)  Scenic River Values

The Outstandingly Remarkable Values of the Middle Branch of the Ontonagon River (Middle Branch) need to be protected to adhere to the Forest Plan objectives for MA 8.1 and Wild and Scenic River Act.  

Middle Branch has several Outstandingly Remarkable Values:  an excellent fishery including native brook trout, Lake Superior run steelhead and salmon up to Agate Falls; spectacular scenery especially during the fall color season; and good summer canoeing water.  Impacts are anticipated to occur to the visual quality objectives within this river corridor. 

To ensure water quality, sediments from the road realignment project and the existing roadbed should be prevented from reaching the Middle Branch.  The existing drainage structures on the old roadway are no longer effective in draining runoff and handling sediments.  In addition, the roadway has a portion (1/3 or less) at 12% grade requiring care in the design, placement and frequency of sediment control structures.  

Indicators:

- Are the Outstandingly Remarkable Values being maintained (Yes or No?)

- Would water quality be enhanced (Yes or No?)   
Alternatives, Including Proposed Action ___________________________
This section describes and compares the alternatives considered for the FSR 5250 realignment project.  

Alternative 1 – No Action 

Under the No Action Alternative, no road realignment would be implemented.   The existing sharp curve would remain in place along with its potential safety risks.  Access to the Interior Township Cemetery would remain unchanged.  Cemetery visitors would continue to park along the roadway.  Routine maintenance of roadway would continue.  

Alternative 2 – Proposed Action 

The Proposed Action is to realign approximately 0.2 miles or 1,100 feet of FSR 5250 that lies within the Scenic River Corridor of the Middle Branch of the Ontonagon River.  This would result in approximately 2 acres of clearing and grubbing.  Several small stump dumps would be established in the project area on the east end on the top terrace.  Stump dump sites would be shaped to blend into the surrounding area as much as possible.  A 24-foot roadbed would be constructed, and after placement of 6 inches of crushed aggregate, it would have a crowned 22-foot wide finished travel way.  Roadway ditches (where practical) would be constructed about 1 ½ feet deep, with riprap and ditch checks placed in the steeper portions of the ditches.  Geo-textile fabric would be placed under all riprap to prevent soil erosion.  

The clearing width is projected to be a maximum of 60 feet and the subgrade for the realigned road would be 24 feet wide.  Trees would be removed within the clearing width which will encompass approximately 1.7 acres.  A berm would be installed at the south end and a gate installed at the eastern end of the existing roadway to prohibit public motorized access, thus providing protection for the Interior Cemetery (Issues 1 and 2).

One existing culvert would be removed, and two 18 inch diameter culverts would be installed at separate locations.  Riprap ditch blocks would be installed at each culvert.  One culvert would be installed at the bottom of the 12% grade, and it would receive a riprap outlet ditch which, in turn, would drain into a sediment trap.  The sediment trap would be constructed according to Michigan’s Best Management Practices (MDNR, 1994).  Sketches of the sediment trap have been developed and are part of the project record.  

FSR 5250 is an east-west system road that needs to remain open as much as possible during the realignment project.  This concern has been incorporated into the project’s design specification.  The design features generated a need to close FSR 5250 on a short-term basis.  This interruption in traffic flow would occur where the new and old roadbeds intersect at the bottom of the slope on the west end.  

An additional temporary culvert would be placed and the road widened at the bottom of the 12% grade in order to maintain traffic flow during the later stages of the project.  This would take much less than a day to install and another portion of a day later on to shape and finish the area at the end of the project.  This feature has been added to the design specifications in order to address the issue dealing with continuous access.  Once the new location has been completed, a second interruption in traffic flow would occur to allow for the transformation of the temporary roadbed to:  1) complete the designed culvert needed to divert runoff from both roads towards the sediment trap; 2) complete the ditch line; 3) install the riprap as needed; and 4) seed and mulch the area involved.   

Seeding and mulching would occur between the road shoulders and the clearing limit of the road with a Forest Botanist-approved seed mixture.  An erosion control excelsior blanket (weed-free) would be placed on back slopes in the steeper portions of the road, and long back slopes.  “Curve” signs would be installed at each end of the reconstruction, and a “Hill” sign would be placed at the top of the hill before the 12 % grade.  The entrance to FSR 5257 would be reconstructed and a berm would be constructed west of FSR 5257 to help block the visual alignment towards the cemetery.  

A new entrance would be constructed with a 14-foot subgrade, and after placement of 6 inches of crushed aggregate, it would have a 12-foot wide finished travel way (See Heritage Resource Section).  This entrance would be approximately 220 feet long, and include a parking area of approximately 30 feet by 20 feet to accommodate 2 to 3 cars.  Gravel for this activity would come from the above-mentioned stockpile.  A restriction would be installed near the parking area (using stumps) to prevent ATV and vehicle access to the cemetery.  

From the cemetery heading southwest down the existing 12 % grade, the following actions would take place:  1) the entire road width would be scarified; 2) berms would be placed on each end with drainage provided to prevent ponding from occurring; and 3) two waterbars (evenly spaced) would be constructed on an angle to assist the draining of water off the old roadbed towards the west.  This entire scarified area would be seeded and mulched. 

The roadbed outside of the trail from the parking area to the cemetery would also be scarified, seeded and mulched, and planted with white pine and white spruce to keep the trail to a six-foot width.   

On the flat stretch of FSR 5250 from the bottom of the 12% grade heading south, the road should be shaped through special maintenance so that water is directed away from the Middle Branch and allowed to collect in low areas on the north side before the bridge.  Gravel would be added, where needed, to harden the road surface.  

Subsequent team discussions and internal reviews have led to the clarification and incorporation of additional information into the original proposal and its connected actions.  The connected actions are as follows:
	CONNECTED ACTION
	ISSUE

	1.  Leave a hardened path down the center of the old roadbed beginning from the northeast end of the old roadway leading in a west, southwest direction to the Interior Cemetery.  The path would be 6 feet wide to provide for foot and wheel chair access.
	Access to the Interior Cemetery.

	2.  Restrict ATV access on the hardened foot path and within the cemetery area by installing a gate at the beginning or eastern end of the hardened path.
	Provide protection to the Interior Cemetery from potential vandalism and damage from ATV use.

	3. Construct a parking area just west of the intersection of FSR 5250 and FSR 5257 to include construction of a 200-foot spur road.
	Access to the Interior Cemetery, and

provide protection to the Interior Cemetery from potential vandalism and damage from ATV use.

	4.  Decommission the existing road bed and shoulders by scarifying the roadway and planting white pine and white spruce trees.  All of the old roadway and its shoulders would be scarified except for the area to be occupied by the hardened path.
	Scenic values of the Middle Branch of the Ontonagon River Wild and Scenic River Corridor.

	5.  Girdle some of the aspen between the existing roadway and Middle Branch to release the existing white pine understory on approximately 8 acres.
	Scenic values of the Middle Branch of the Ontonagon River Wild and Scenic River Corridor.

	6.  Establish spruce and white pine along the stretch of roadway adjacent to the Middle Branch, from the curve to the bridge site.
	Scenic values of the Middle Branch of the Ontonagon River Wild and Scenic River Corridor.


The project realignment area and its potential connected actions encompass approximately 18 acres.  Detail sketches of berms, gates and signs are included in the project record.   

INSERT MAP C HERE

Proposed Action Design Criteria 


_____________


 

Based on scoping, analysis of effects and resource discussions on this project, the following additional design criteria would be implemented.  Design specifications developed from standard engineering road design options are part of the project record.  

Scenic River Values Protection

1) Store equipment in the cleared area north of the intersection of FSR 5250 and FSR 5257 until grubbing of new roadway is completed.    

2) Lop and scatter slash five to ten feet beyond the clearing width. 

3) Dispose of stumps outside the cleared area.  Stumps would be grubbed within the cleared area.  Several small stump dumps would be established in the eastern portion of the project area on the top terrace.  Stump dump sites would be shaped to blend into the surrounding area as much as possible.   

Watershed and Aquatics

1) Installation of two permanent 18 inch culverts (see Map C, page 10).  

2) Construction of outlet ditch and sediment trap in the upland (see design sketches in the project file).   

3) Placement of geo-textile fabric and then riprap at:  a) each culvert, b) along outlet ditches, c) in and around the sediment trap, and d) along the lower third of the new roadway. 

4) Shape roadway through special maintenance on the flat stretch of FSR 5250 from the bottom of the 12% grade heading in a southernly direction, so that the water is directed away from the Middle Branch and allowed to collect in low areas along the north side of the road before the bridge.

Wildlife 

1) Restrict equipment in an identified area from March 15th – June 15th (see Map B, p. 5) to protect Regional Forester’s Sensitive Species (RFSS). 
2) Restrict tree removal operations to roadway width corridor (see Map B). 

3) Scarify seed and mulch the existing roadbed with a grass-forb mixture approved by the Forest Botanist. 

Vegetation, Invasive Species and Soils  
1) Survey the project area for non-native invasive plant species before construction activities begin.  Any populations of high priority invasive species of concern (see the project record for Ottawa Non-Native Invasive Plants of Concern list) will be addressed prior to construction activities.

2) Survey the gravel stockpile that would be used for non-native invasive plant species.  If any high priority infestations are found, the plants should be removed and the gravel should be treated to destroy any seeds.
3) Require that the contractor does not move any off-road equipment onto the project site without first taking reasonable measures to make each piece of equipment free of soil, seeds, vegetative matter, or other debris that could contain or hold seeds (e.g. using the stiff broom method to pass a visual inspection).  

Comparison of Alternatives_____________________________

This section provides a summary of the effects of implementing each alternative.  Information in the table is focused on the indicators described in the issue section.  

	INDICATORS
	ALTERNATIVE 1
	ALTERNATIVE 2

	Access – During & After Project Implementation
	
	

	Traffic flow maintained
	Yes, but sharp curve remains
	Yes, but one 2-3 day interruption needed to complete realignment.

	Type of access to Interior Cemetery
	Vehicular (cars and trucks)
	Foot or wheelchair

	Parking Area provided
	No, only a limited pull-out area on a curve before the 12% grade in the roadway
	Yes, a designed parking lot for 2-3 vehicles, approximately 900 feet from the Cemetery.  

	Heritage Protection
	
	

	Protection provided to cemetery
	No
	Yes

	Scenic River Values
	
	

	Are the Outstandingly Remarkable Values being maintained
	Yes
	Yes, enhanced with plantings

	Would water quality be enhanced
	No
	Yes 


Alternatives Considered But Not Analyzed in Detail__________________ 

An additional alternative was considered, but was not carried forward in the analysis process as discussed by the IDT.  This alternative is described below.
Construct a new road around the north end of cemetery and connect the newly constructed road segment to the existing road near the bridge.  

This alternative would require approximately 1,800 feet of new construction.  The steep topography around the west and north sides of the cemetery would require benching and there would be resulting drainage problems.  This area is even closer to the Middle Branch than the location of the existing route or the proposed action site would be located.  

This alternative was dropped from consideration for the following reasons:

1) It would result in an even steeper slope and sharper curve. 

2) The potential for disturbance to the cemetery would be the same as in Alternative 1.  

3) Impacts within the river corridor would be greater than the existing condition, and would be difficult and expensive to mitigate.

Chapter III – Affected Environment and Environmental Effects

This section summarizes the physical, biological, and human aspects of the environment that may be changed by implementation of alternatives presented.  It also presents the scientific and analytical basis for comparison of alternatives presented.  The discussion identifies impacts (effects) by issue and resource area that are direct, indirect, and cumulative.  

A. Transportation

AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT

Access is currently being managed in accordance with the Forest Plan Forest-wide Standards and Guidelines (pages, IV-56 to IV-61) and the Management Area 8.1 Standards and Guidelines (pages, IV-187.1 to 187.12).  The proposed road realignment project is located on the Watersmeet Ranger District and within a Scenic River Corridor of the Middle Branch of the Ontonagon River.

Forest System Road (FSR) 5250 has evolved from a travel way built in the mid- to late-1800s that accessed the now abandoned Town of Interior and the existing Interior Cemetery.  FSR 5250 is a double-lane, maintenance-level 4 roadway, which is regularly used for timber and recreational purposes.  The slope is steep (12%) and comprised of several terraces formed by past changes in the level of the Middle Branch. The terraces create flat areas that break up the slope. The soil in the area is very sandy, and this, combined with the steep slopes, creates a high potential for erosion.  

ENVIRONMENTAL EFFECTS

The area of analysis for direct and indirect effects is the project area.  This area was selected because the most immediate (within 5-7 years) direct and indirect effects to the transportation network would occur within the confines of the project area.

ALTERNATIVE 1 – NO ACTION

With this alternative, the existing roadway, sharp curve and existing drainage structures would remain in place.  

Direct and Indirect:  The existing road FSR 5250 would continue to be used and routinely maintained.  The sharp curve and safety concerns would continue to exist.  The existing 12% grade would continue to have the potential for generating sediment due to an improperly shaped road prism, resulting in water traveling down the road to the culvert at the bottom.  On the flat stretch of FSR 5250 north of the bridge, sediment delivery to the river is possible due to the proximity of the road in relation to the stream. 

ALTERNATIVE 2 – PROPOSED ACTION

The existing roadway segment would be realigned from a point beginning approximately 750 feet north of the bridge where FSR 5250 crosses the Middle Branch of the Ontonagon River, somewhat paralleling the river at a 12% grade.  The sharpness of the curve would be reduced, directly addressing the project’s primary purpose and need for action of reducing the safety risks.  There would be minimal, if any, change in the grade because of the on-going need to traverse the slope between the roadway from the bridge to the terrace above the Middle Branch.  

Several environmental factors have been used to develop the design specifications for the Proposed Action.  Environmental factors considered include, but are not limited to, the following:  1) reducing the overall safety risk presented by the sharp curve; 2) designing the roadway on sandy loam soils; 3) dealing with the constraints that a 12% slope presents in road design; 4) addressing runoff and movement of sediments; 5) maintaining the road design as a maintenance level 4 roadway which provides a reasonable amount of continuous access as much as possible; and 6) designing the roadway and its related features within a Scenic River visual setting.  Additional design specifications can be found in the other resource narratives presented in this environmental assessment.  Please refer to Map 3 for a display of the following discussion.

Direct and Indirect Effects:  Design specifications have been developed to assist in the reduction of the existing safety hazard that a sharp curve on a 12% grade represents and to ensure continuous traffic flow through the area as much as possible.    

The safety hazard being reduced is the combination of the sharp curve (90 degrees) and the steep grade.  Realigning the road by placing it along the side of the terraced hill would create a long sweeping curve and eliminate the safety hazards of the sharp curve.  Signs would be placed to give prior notice for the reduced curves that would remain, with the addition of a “Hill” sign for the 12% grade.    

Vehicle access to the Interior Cemetery would be restricted due to the decommissioning of the old road.   The new parking area would reduce the risk from parking on the roadway. 

Traffic flow through the project area would be constant, except for a half to full day near the end of the project.  This short period of time would be needed to complete the entrance to the new location at the toe of the slope (south side) and to initiate the rehabilitation of the old roadbed.  Advanced notification would be needed, along with appropriate signing, at both ends of FSR 5250 for one day. This interruption in traffic flow would affect local and visitor traffic, but is not expected to represent a significant effect.  
In summary, there would be changes in existing visitor behaviors, however the changes made would serve to improve and enhance the recreational experience for those visiting or traveling through the Scenic Middle Branch River Corridor.  In addition, even though some access would be restricted (ATV and automobile), these same changes would be minor and the changes being made would assist in the reduction of potential safety concerns and parked vehicles being in the way of traffic.  

Cumulative Effects:  For this section, the Cumulative Effects Area is the entire FSR 5250 roadway.  FSR 5250 begins at the intersection of FSR 4500 to the east of the project area and ends at the intersection with US Highway 45 to the west of the project area.  The entire roadway was chosen due to:  1) it is a primary east/west access route between Bond Falls to the north and County Road 208 to the south; and 2) this project, when implemented, would cause traffic flow to be disrupted along the entire length of FSR 5250.  These considerations should be taken into account when the project would be implemented and how the traffic interruption could be reduced.   

The existing road system has been developed over the years to allow for harvest timber, access private lands, and for recreational access (past influences).  Routine maintenance would continue to occur on FSR 5250.  There is an on-going private timber sale and camp leases located off of FSR 5257, north of the project area.  It is anticipated that because of the private timber sale, traffic on FSR 5250 would be higher than normal in 2004.  In addition, there are several camp leases on the southeast side of Bond Falls that are accessed by FSR 5250.  The interruption needed to complete the roadway as described above would be of short duration, and in an emergency access could be provided if needed (present influences).  No other road realignment or road reconstruction projects are planned within the next five years within the general area of this project in the foreseeable future.  No cumulative effects are anticipated as a result of this project.  

B.  Heritage 

AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT

The proposed FSR 5250 road realignment project area has been surveyed.  No prehistoric sites were identified; however, the project area is located near the historic town of Interior and is also adjacent to the Interior Cemetery.  The old sawmill town of Interior is located at the junction of FSR 5250 and the Middle Branch of the Ontonagon River. The town and mill were situated to the west of the Middle Branch, while the town cemetery is located to the east.  

Preservation Guidelines: Both the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) and the National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA) Section 106, guide management of heritage resources on the National Forests.  The NHPA governs how federal agencies identify, evaluate for significance, and manage heritage resources under NEPA.  Section 106 directs federal agencies to consult with Native American organizations and knowledgeable individuals who attach religious and cultural significance to traditional sites (designated as traditional cultural properties).  Consideration to preserve heritage resources must be incorporated into proposed undertakings, management, research, environmental education and public participation.  

The Ottawa National Forest meets the requirements of Section 106 of the NHPA through a program designed to inventory lands that may be affected by any project meeting the definition of "federal undertaking" (NHPA, Section 301(7)).  This inventory combines background research, record searches, use of historic aerial photographs and field survey under the direction of a qualified archaeologist to identify heritage resources within the scope of effects of the proposed undertaking, and provide protection or mitigation measures when necessary. 

ENVIRONMENTAL EFFECTS
The bounds of analysis for the heritage resource is the project area.  This area was selected due to the most immediate (within 5-7 years) direct and indirect activities occurring within the confines of the project area.  
The project area has been evaluated for both cultural and historical resources.  No prehistoric (cultural) sites were identified within the project area.  One historic site (Interior Cemetery) falls within the project and will be protected during implementation of the project.    

Alternative 1 -  No Action.
Direct and Indirect Effects:  Under the No Action Alternative, the condition of the Interior Town Cemetery would primarily remain the same with the potential, unintended damage by visitors.  Currently, this site is in fair condition.  The Ontonagon Historical Society has maintained the Cemetery as much as possible to its original condition. This site is easily accessible from FSR 5250; however, this road is also used by ATVs, which have the potential to cause ground disturbance.  

Alternative 2:  Proposed Action 

Direct and Indirect Effects:  This alternative would realign FSR 5250 away from the Interior Cemetery, and through modification of the existing roadbed, provide long-term access by foot (See Alternative 2 description in Chapter 2, page 7).  Access to cemetery would be limited to foot and wheelchair travel only, the potential for damage to the site would be reduced.  Alternative 2 would actually reduce the risk of unintended damage to the cemetery by restricting ATV use in the area adjacent to cemetery and by moving the road.  

Cumulative Effects:  Cumulative Effects Area for this resource is the project area.  There is an on-going private timber sale and camp leases off of FSR 5257, north of the project area.  There is the possibility of a partnership forming with the Ontonagon Historical Society in the foreseeable future, to accomplish maintenance and some minor restoration of the site.       

Alternative 2 would provide long-term protection to the site since there would be no vehicles within the area adjacent to Interior Cemetery.  This, combined with the potential restoration effects in the future result in no anticipated cumulative effects to the heritage resources in the analysis area. 

C.  Visual 

AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT

The Middle Branch of the Ontonagon River became part of the National Wild and Scenic Rivers System under the Michigan Scenic Rivers Act of 1991.  The FSR 5250 realignment project is within the Scenic segment of the Middle Branch Ontonagon River Corridor (Forest Plan, page IV-187.1).  

The Middle Branch of the Ontonagon River (Middle Branch) has several outstandingly remarkable values:  an excellent fishery including native brook trout, Lake Superior run steelhead and salmon up to Agate Falls; spectacular scenery especially during the fall color season; and good summer canoeing water.  The Middle Branch has been classified as a distinctive visual resource over most of its length (Wild and Scenic Inventory Rivers, Ottawa National Forest dated March 15, 1989, pages 27 and 28).    

Forest Plan management activities must meet a Scenery Condition Level (SCL) of retention/partial retention (Forest Plan, page IV 187.6) within this Corridor.  Retention is a visual quality objective, that in general, means human activities are not evident to the casual Forest visitor.  Whereas, partial retention is a visual quality objective, that in general, means human activities may be evident but must remain subordinate to the characteristic landscape.  Both definitions are from the Forest Plan’s Final Environmental Impact Statement, pages VII-24 and VII-28 (glossary section), respectively.  Therefore, within this Scenic River Corridor there can be a mixture of the two objectives.  The Forest Plan specifies that the SCL for specific management activities within the river area may be adjusted one level, either direction, to more quickly meet the long-term management situation and achieve the desired future condition within the river corridor (Forest Plan, page IV-187.6).  It also specifies management activities will be designed to maintain and protect the existing river scenery as viewed from the river first, and second from within the river corridor (Forest Plan, page IV-187.6).  Vegetative management action must be designed to enhance the recreation experience and maintain the Scenic Condition Level (SCL) of partial retention in the river corridor.  Management activities may be apparent, but must remain subordinate to the character of the landscape and appear natural when viewed from the river (Forest Plan, page IV-187.7).   

The existing SCL, as viewed from the Middle Branch and the roadway, is partial retention.  Seasonal river use is greatest during the summer, followed by the spring and fall, with little or no use occurring in the winter.  Summer river use is mainly for use of the boat launch, canoeing and fishing.  Most canoeing occurs from upstream, east of the project area, navigating to the bridge site on the western edge of the project area.  The banks along the river within the project area are between five to ten feet high measured from the average summer water level.  What can be viewed from the river is the bridge, some of the traffic signs already in place, with the vegetation appearing to be almost continuous on the river’s north side.  That portion of the 12% grade section of the roadway (the canopy gap) that is perpendicular to the river, may be visible if traveling upstream (west to east) on the river during average summer flows. 

This portion of the roadway is a designated snowmobile route (Trail Number 150).  Roadway use by Forest visitors is greatest during the winter followed by the fall, summer and then the spring.  This roadway remains unplowed during the winter, except when it is needed for access to a timber sale.   

ENVIRONMENTAL EFFECTS 

The bounds of analysis for the visual resource is the area that can be seen from the river and from the roadway within the river corridor (existing and proposed roadway locations).  This area was selected because it encompasses the view being seen.
ALTERNATIVE 1 – NO ACTION

Direct and Indirect Effects:  Under the No Action Alternative, the condition of the river corridor would remain the same and so would the Outstandingly Remarkable Values.  That portion of the roadway where the grade is 12%, may be seen by users of the Middle Branch as a bare roadway going up a hill with a pre-existing canopy gap being visible.  The old roadway on the upper terrace is not visible from the Middle Branch.  The Scenery Condition Level (SCL), as viewed from the river and the roadway, would remain at partial retention.

ALTERNATIVE 2 – PROPOSED ACTION

Direct and Indirect Effects:  The activities planned with this project would not affect the Outstandingly Remarkable Values, except for the scenery as viewed from the Middle Branch and the general corridor as viewed from the roadway.  The SCL as viewed from the Middle Branch and the roadway (existing and proposed locations) would remain at partial retention, although visual quality would be slightly enhanced in the long-term.
From a Middle Branch perspective, during the summer, the proposed design criteria of seeding, mulching and establishing white pine and white spruce in the portion of the roadway where the grade is 12%, would soften its appearance even though the pre-existing canopy gap would still be visible.  The new roadway would be at an angle along the north slope and be much less visible than the old roadway.  Planting of white pine and white spruce (in the foreground as viewed from the Middle Branch) on the flat stretch between the road and the Middle Branch just before the bridge site, would provide visual screening of that segment of roadway during high water periods (see Map B). 

The timber being removed from the new road location would be appropriately screened in the summer since little or no foreground vegetation is anticipated to be removed (see design criteria, page 11).  In addition, the height of river banks in this area would also reduce the viewing of the project area from the river.  During the winter, snowmobile users may notice two canopy gaps in the area, the newly realigned roadway and the older segment.  Other design features would have limited, if any, viewing potential due to the amount of snow cover this area receives on an annual basis.  The connected action of planting trees on the older segment would help soften the effect of seeing two canopy gaps over time.  

For those heading west on the roadway by vehicle, the old roadbed would be less visible due to:  1) the narrowing of the roadbed to a 6-foot trail; 2) placement of a six foot tall berm to break the visual continuation of old roadway; 3) seeding, mulching and planting white pine and white spruce in the scarified portion of old roadway.

On the realigned segment of the roadway; 1) vegetation would be removed; 2) stumps would be placed and scattered just inside the tree line and in stump dumps; 3) the cuts and fills areas would have weed-free excelsior blankets placed; and 4) the area would receive seed and mulch to revegetate the area as quickly as possible.  Tree tops would be lopped and scattered five to ten feet beyond the clearing width.  Therefore, the outstandingly remarkable values would be maintained through the connected actions discussed above. 

Visual Resources Cumulative Effects:  Cumulative Effects Area for this resource is the project area.  Roadway and bridge construction existed before the passage of the Michigan Wild and Scenic Rivers Act of 1991.  This is the only project being planned at the present time within the project area.  In addition, there are no other projects being planned within this segment of the river corridor in the foreseeable future.  The SCL would remain at partial retention for both alternatives, although visual quality would be slightly enhanced in the long-term with Alternative 2.  Therefore, there would be no cumulative effects.

D.  Watershed/Aquatics and Wild/Scenic Rivers
Watershed/Aquatics

AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT

The segment of FSR 5250 proposed for realignment is located predominantly in the Deadman Creek level 6 subwatershed, but a section is also in the McGinty Creek subwatershed (Figure A).  The road crosses the Middle Branch of the Ontonagon River (Middle Branch) in a scenic section of designated Wild & Scenic River. 
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Figure 1.  Map of subwatersheds potentially affected by the proposed action. The star denotes the location of the proposed FSR 5250 realignment.

The physical topography of the project area can be broken into three areas:  1) the top of the slope, which is all the land leading up to the slope, before it drops into the river valley; 2) the slope bottom, which extends from the toe of the slope to the river; and 3) the slope itself.  The slope is steep (12%) and comprised of several terraces formed by past changes in the level of the river.  The terraces create flat areas that break up the slope.  The soil in the area is very sandy; and this, combined with the steep slopes, creates a high potential for erosion.  Gravel is periodically applied to the road, but it tends to sink into the sand.  This also increases the potential for erosion of the road surface.

Immediately below the bridge is a US Geological Survey gauging station.  The gauging station is the location of the subwatershed break, so the bridge is within the McGinty Creek subwatershed.

The existing culverts have filled with sand and the road is poorly crowned and ditched.  This has resulted in sediment-laden water being routed down the bed of the road towards the river.  This problem is worse on the large curve in the road segment proposed for closure, and is also a problem in the steep parts of the road.  There is also water causing erosion into the river on the slope bottom where the road runs parallel to the river.  This has resulted in increasing sedimentation that reduces water quality and aquatic species habitat.  

ENVIRONMENTAL EFFECTS 

ALTERNATIVE 1 – NO ACTION

Direct and Indirect Effects:   Under the No Action Alternative, sediment currently being directed into the Middle Branch along the road surface would continue.  The culverts would remain filled with sand and the road would remain poorly crowned, both features contributing to the sediment run-off problem.  The road would continue receiving regular maintenance, but this would not prevent the long-term continued direction of sediment into the Middle Branch due to the nature of the soil, and the poor state of existing water diversion measures.

ALTERNATIVE 2 – PROPOSED ACTION

Direct and Indirect Affects:   Under this alternative, the road would be realigned to the southeast, moving it closer to the river.  There would be an immediate, short-term increase in sediment-laden water running from disturbed soils after the realignment.  This would decrease over time as areas of bare soil re-vegetate.  Measures would be taken to prevent this increase in sediment-laden water from reaching the river (see discussion that follows).

At the top of the slope, the new road section would remain well back from the drop-off into the river valley, and there is a topographic rise separating the road from the drop-off which acts as a buffer.  Two new culverts would be installed, one just before the slope break at the top of the hill to direct water away from the slope, and one at the bottom to direct any water to a sediment catch basin (See Map C, page 10). 

In sections of the road where it would be necessary to cut into the slope, ditches would be constructed on each side of the road and filled with riprap to slow water, causing the sediments to drop out.  Water from the slope and crowned road surface would be routed along the riprap ditches and directed through a riprap ditch into a catch basin on the south side of the road.  The ditch on the slope side of the road would direct run-off water under the road and through the new culvert, while the ditch on the river side of the road would direct water straight into the catch basin.  Wherever the slope is cut or filled, excelsior blankets would be laid on the exposed soil and reseeded with an approved seed mixture from the Forest Botanist to facilitate vegetation establishment and minimize erosion (see design criteria, page 11). 

The erosion sources along the existing road, from the toe of the slope to the bridge, would not be addressed specifically by this Proposed Action.  The road in this section is quite flat, and because this road receives regular, routine, maintenance (1-2 times per year); erosion sources could be alleviated by grading the road to pitch it upslope, away from the Middle Branch.  Gravel would also be applied to the road where needed.

The Proposed Action would not totally eliminate erosion along this stretch of road, but it would reduce it relative to the No Action Alternative.  The addition of new culverts, riprap ditches, crowning the road, sediment catch basin, and the pitching of the road surface away from the Middle Branch would result in less sediment reaching the Middle Branch due to surface run-off. 

Wild and Scenic Rivers

Direct and Indirect Effects:  The proposed activities would not affect the free flowing condition of the Middle Branch, as there are no proposed activities within the channel. There would be no changes to channel geometry, slope or form.  There would be a decrease in sediment-laden water reaching the river, due to the improved drainage structures in the road, but any associated increase in water quality would not be noticeable due to the size of the Middle Branch.  The outstandingly remarkable values for which the Middle Branch is designated, which include excellent fishing; spectacular scenery, especially during the fall color season; and good summer canoeing, would not be affected by the Proposed Action.

The majority of the project would occur in the upland above the river, and on the slope leading down to it.  The re-aligned section of road would be straighter and shorter than the existing segment with a net decrease of about 200 feet on FSR 5250.  The drainage structures (ditches and culverts) would also be improved to help move water off the road without causing erosion.  The newly constructed section of road would require cutting through forest, and in steep sections, cutting into the slope.  This would result in temporary changes in vegetation because of the loss of vegetation in the location of the new road segment, and the eventual re-growth of vegetation in the existing segment.  Some vegetation would also be removed to allow the construction of a basin for collecting sediment carried by run-off. 

The Middle Branch through the project area has a bottom substrate composed of fine materials which limits the available fish spawning habitat and mussel habitat in the project area.  The Proposed Action would not contribute to this sediment, but also would not noticeably improve the aquatic habitat.  Therefore, fish and invertebrate habitat would remain in the existing condition.

Cumulative Effects:  The cumulative effects area for Aquatics and Wild and Scenic Rivers includes the McGinty Creek and Deadman Creek subwatersheds.  The subwatershed level was chosen due to sediments being carried downstream.  Activities occurring anywhere in the subwatershed affecting streams would be reflected at the mouth of the subwatersheds mainstream, because the watershed acts like a funnel.  Using an area smaller than the subwatershed for water resources could overlook effects that are occurring, have occurred, or would occur, outside the area of immediate concern.  Using a larger area could miss effects due to dilution. 

Past Actions:  Past impacts to water resources are those associated with timber harvest, utility corridors, railroad construction, and road construction. These activities contributed sediment to streams. 

Present Actions:  Present actions affecting water resources in the cumulative effects area include soil erosion, open and closed roads, campgrounds, dispersed camping, Off-Road Vehicle use, utility corridors, recreational cabins, and several major highways.  Roads are known to be a major contributor of sediment to streams, and there are a large number of road/stream crossings in the cumulative effects area.  The majority of the roads are in the McGinty Creek subwatershed and upstream from the project area.  The road would continue to receive yearly maintenance.

Reasonably Foreseeable Future Actions: The Three Corners and Bluff Divide Vegetation Management Projects (VMPs) are being planned to occur in the cumulative effects area within 5 years.  A substantial number of roads have typically been closed with recent VMPs, and road closures associated with these two VMPs would reduce sedimentation within the cumulative effects area.  FSR 5250 would continue to receive yearly maintenance.

It is anticipated that there would be a slight positive cumulative effect resulting from this project. It would result in small decreases in the total miles of road in this subwatershed and the amount of sediment-laden water reaching the river. 

E.  Wildlife 

AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT

The segment of FSR 5250 proposed for realignment is located on the slope along the north side of the Middle Branch of the Ontonagon River (see Map B and page 7 for description).  The Watershed/Aquatic section of the EA describes the physical topography of the area.  The Vegetation section describes current forest composition and invasive plant occurrence within the 18-acre project area, therefore, this information will not be repeated here.  This section will focus on the effects of the road construction and changes to wildlife habitat in the area.

As described in the Biological Evaluation (BE) that accompanies this project (see project file), the area is potential habitat for several Regional Forester’s Sensitive Species (RFSS), with the most notable being the wood turtle (Clemmys insculpta), known to nest within the project area along the river banks.  The BE identified that individuals of some species may be affected by the Proposed Action (e.g. wood turtle) but the impacts are not expected to cause a trend toward federal listing, nor a loss of viability.  Many other non-RFSS species use this area; due to the juxtaposition of the upland mixed forest, riparian areas and riverine environment, many species are able to find their niche here. 

ENVIRONMENTAL EFFECTS 

The project area was selected for the bounds of analysis because the vegetation proposed to be removed and ground disturbance is confined to this area and can logically be measured.

ALTERNATIVE 1 – NO ACTION

Direct and Indirect Effects:  Under the No Action Alternative, no further manipulation of existing habitats would occur. Therefore, there would be no direct effects. 

Indirect effects include the following:  The second-growth mixed stands in the area would continue to succeed, with aging aspen falling over, and white pine and maples taking a more dominant position within the stands.  The stream bank between the river and the road would continue to be vegetated by raspberry, blackberry and other shrub species. Sediment currently being directed into the Middle Branch from the road surface would continue.  The road would continue to receive regular maintenance, but this would not prevent the long-term continued direction of sediment into the river due to the nature of the soil, and the poor state of existing water diversion measures.

ALTERNATIVE 2 – PROPOSED ACTION

Direct and Indirect Effects:  Under this alternative, a new road would be constructed to the southeast, moving it closer to the Middle Branch.  About 1,100 feet of the existing roadbed would be decommissioned since it would no longer be needed.  

Direct effects would include an immediate loss of about 2 acres of upland mixed forest through clearing and grubbing to create the new road and expanded turn-out area at the top (to provide access to the Interior Cemetery).  This permanent loss of habitat would not be significant, since this type of forest is abundant in the area, and no unique habitat features were noted here.  There would also be a short-term increase in equipment noise during construction, which would be expected to result in animals avoiding the area.  Many small creatures would not have the ability to vacate the area, such as salamanders and some ground-dwelling invertebrates.  These animals would likely be harmed by the construction activities.  Population level effects are not expected to be significant since these immobile species are all thought to be common and can repopulate the project area.  Mobile species would be expected to begin using the area again after construction is completed. 

Connected action 5 (p. 9) includes girdling selected aspen and maples on about 8 acres, specifically to release established white pine saplings that are being suppressed (see the Vegetation Section for additional details, page 25).  This action would also provide a source of snags to woodpeckers and other cavity users.  The Ottawa has identified white pine restoration as a priority, and since white pine is naturally colonizing this area, this project presents a good opportunity to aid that natural process.  A design criterion associated with clearing the new road is required to protect the white pine saplings; the contractor should be required to fall trees into the road corridor’s designated clearing width (p. 11).  This measure is important to ensure that existing white pine adjacent to the new road would be left intact and unharmed.

Connected Action 6 (p. 9) would move the river bank area toward long-lived conifers, which is a motivation within the Wild and Scenic Corridors (Forest Plan IV-187.9).  At present, the section of river bank along the road is comprised of brambles and brush, which is not the desired condition of river banks.  Therefore, the IDT has proposed establishing white pine and white spruce along this bank, including site preparation if necessary, planting at closer-than-average spacing, and conducting follow-

up releases as necessary.  Establishing white pine and white spruce in this river bank zone would help to restore riparian structural and functional characteristics associated with long-lived tree species.

Connected Action 1 (see p. 9) would scarify the unneeded road to aid reforestation of the road grade.  This would entail establishing white pine and white spruce on the roadbed in an attempt to restore these species to this site.  This would include planting, protection, and releases if needed.

Indirect effects could include inadvertent crushing of wood turtles by heavy equipment.  A Restricted Area has been identified where equipment would not be allowed during the construction season (see Map B) in an attempt to minimize risk to this RFSS.  To further protect RFSS, pre-hauling and construction should be delayed until June 15th each year (see design criteria, page 11).  Another indirect effect would be the continued aging of the forest stands in the project area, as described under the No Action Alternative described above.

Cumulative Effects:  The cumulative effects area includes the project area, and the surrounding area where disturbance (heavy equipment noise) would be heard. 
Past Actions:  Past impacts to wildlife resources are those associated with timber harvest, road and railway corridors, and the town site of Interior, including mill sites along the river, subsistence hunting and other disturbances. 

Present Actions:  Present actions affecting wildlife resources (in the cumulative effects area) include on-going use of FSR 5250 and FSR 5257, including use of FSR 5250 as designated snowmobile trail in the winter.   Recreational use of the river and canoe launch, and hunting and fishing during the non-winter seasons (See Visual section for more details, page 16).  Roads within the project area continue to receive yearly maintenance.  This relatively high level of human activity in the area limits its usefulness to a number of disturbance-sensitive wildlife, like wolves, eagles and goshawks.

Reasonably Foreseeable Future Actions:  FSR 5250 would continue to receive yearly maintenance.  Use of areas for snowmobiling and canoeing may increase and may be hastened by improving the safety of FSR 5250 under the Proposed Action.  The potential increase to visitors to the area and the resulting disturbance caused by them could result in less use by sensitive wildlife species. Therefore, it is anticipated that there would be a net increase in visitor use in the long-term, and the disturbances they cause could result in less use by sensitive wildlife.  However, the net effect on the human environment is expected to be minimal, due to the requirements of the Forest Plan, River Plans, and the small acreage of the project area.

F. Vegetation, Invasive Species and Soils  

Vegetation

AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT

The Project Area is located within compartment 51, stands 9 and 25; and compartment 54, stands 2, 3, and 28 on the Watersmeet Ranger District.  The stands are within the 8-mile segment of the Middle Branch which is classified as a Scenic River under the Michigan Scenic Rivers Act of 1991.  Stands 9 and 25, in compartment (Comp.) 51 and stands 2 and 3, in Comp. 54 are classified with a Land Suitability Class (LSC) of 600, “Tentatively Suited” for Timber Production.  Stands which have not received Interdisciplinary Team review during project design analysis are denoted by a LSC of 600.  The realignment proposal would not make any determination for appropriateness of commercial timber harvest of the stands, and therefore they would remain in the LSC 600 category.  Stand 28, in Comp. 54 which includes the Middle Branch of the Ontonagon River and the surrounding shrub swamp is classified with a LSC of 200, Non-forested Land and Wetlands.  The combined acreage of compartments 51 and 54 is 2,214 acres.  The proposed road relocation lies entirely within Comp. 54, stand 3.  

The affected stand (comp. 54, stand 3) lies south of FSR 5250 and is typed as a sawtimber-sized quaking aspen forest type.  This 81 year old aspen stand is over-mature and is showing evidence of decay from the fungal disease Phellinus tremulae, also known as white trunk rot.  Associated tree species within the stand include balsam fir, white spruce, mixed hardwoods and white pine.  Where canopy gaps have occurred through windfall of over-mature aspen, natural regeneration of spruce, fir, and white pine is evident.  Some of the white pine has attained sapling size, but terminal height growth is less than optimum due to an aspen overstory. 

Three forested stands lie north of FSR 5250 and are typed as an aspen sapling stand (Comp. 51, stand 9), a paper birch pole-sized forest type (Comp. 51, stand 25) and a sawtimber-sized bigtooth aspen type (Comp 54, stand 2), respectively.  The birch component is over-mature and showing signs of mortality.  The aspen sawtimber stands are also mature and in decline due to white trunk rot.

The current vegetative composition percentages within the project area include the following forest types:  aspen – 30%; softwood pulpwood – 20%; softwood sawtimber – 30%; hardwoods - 15%; and 5% of open area.  The Forest Plan did not assign vegetative composition percentages as part of the desired future condition for MA 8.1 (Plan reference page IV-187.1).   However, vegetative management in this corridor would enhance the recreation experience and maintain the Scenic Condition Level (SCL) of partial retention in the river corridor (Forest Plan, page IV-187.7).   

ENVIRONMENTAL EFFECTS 

The bounds of analysis for direct and indirect effects on vegetation would be the project area scale.  The project area scale was selected due to tree removal, and ground disturbance would be confined to this area and can logically be measured.

ALTERNATIVE 1 – NO ACTION

Direct and Indirect Effects:   Under Alternative 1, the road realignment and connected actions would not occur.  Within the affected stand, natural processes such as windthrow, insect and disease related mortality would continue to occur.  Established conifer regeneration would continue to persist and begin to occupy more dominant crown positions as the aspen overstory begins to deteriorate. 

The project area stands occur predominately on Ecological Landtype Phases (ELTPs) 71C and 43D.  Both of these ELTPs are associated with the Tsuga-Maianthemum Habitat Type.  The Tsuga-Maianthemum (TM) Habitat Type is typically dominated by eastern hemlock, red maple, and sugar maple at climax.

ALTERNATIVE 2 – PROPOSED ACTION

Direct and Indirect Affects:   The Biological Evaluation (BE) identified that individuals of some plant species may be indirectly affected by the Proposed Action, (e.g. by deferred colonization opportunities) but no direct impacts are expected and the indirect impacts are not expected to cause a trend toward federal listing, nor a loss of viability.

Although the project area is approximately 18 acres in size, the direct effects on the existing vegetation would be limited to the clearing for the new road location and the development of a parking area.  Approximately 2 acres would be cleared of the existing vegetation.  All exposed banks in the new road way would be re-vegetated with a Forest Botanist approved grass-forb seed mixture.

The existing roadbed would be decommissioned.  Mechanical ground scarification would occur to loosen the compacted roadbed and promote the establishment of white pine and white spruce.  On the TM habitat type, both white spruce and white pine are components of the successional stage likely to occur as aspen stands reach decadence.  In order to assure quick establishment of tree species for visual concerns, a combination of white pine and white spruce would be established on the existing roadway.  Due to the sandy loams associated with ELTPs 43D and 71 C, both spruce and white pine are considered suitable species for these soil types.  

Additional planting of white pine and white spruce would occur adjacent to the Middle Branch.  The river bank which closely parallels FSR 5250 at the southwestern portion of the project area has few established trees.  Planting in this river bank zone would help to restore riparian structural and functional characteristics associated with long-lived tree species.

Within Comp. 54, stand 3, some aspen and hardwoods would be girdled to release established white pine seedlings and sapling-sized trees in the river corridor.  Decreasing the overstory crown closure around selected groups of understory, white pine would generally increase both height and diameter growth and improve the likelihood that these trees can remain a component of the stand.  Release treatments can be effective since white pine can respond after years or even decades of suppression.  The girdled trees would provide for structural diversity in the form of snags and future coarse woody debris.

Promoting the establishment of spruce and pine within the river corridor is consistent with Forest Plan Standards and Guidelines for MA 8.1, which calls for promoting the retention of long-lived tree species, leading toward the development of a big tree character throughout the river area (Forest Plan, p. IV-187.7).  Both white spruce and white pine are considered long-lived conifer species capable of exceeding 20 inches in diameter and 200 years old.

Cumulative Effects:  Compartments 51 and 54 on the Watersmeet district will serve as the bounds of analysis for the cumulative effects area for this resource.  The project area is nested in this larger continuous area.  Due to the relatively small vegetative disturbance associated with the Proposed Action, any analysis at a larger scale would be less meaningful due to spatial dilution.  The timeframe for duration of cumulative effects for vegetation is from the approval of the Forest Plan until the present time.

Approximately 2,670 acres comprise compartments 51 and 54, of which about 2,225 acres is National Forest System Lands.  In addition, approximately 445 acres of the above total is private property that lies within these two compartments (see project file).

Clearing of the roadway would not affect classified old-growth.  There are only two stands classified as old-growth within the affected compartments.  Stand 49 in Comp. 51 lies approximately 1/2 mile to the west of the project area and Stand 46 in Comp. 54 lies approximately ½ mile to the east of the project area.

Past Actions:  No commercial timber harvest has occurred within compartments 51 or 54 since the approval of the Forest Plan in 1986.  No planting has occurred in Compartment 51 and 54 during the cumulative effects timeframe.

Present Actions:  Routine maintenance of roadways is occurring on collector roads.  This may include brushing or felling right-of-way vegetation.  Similar activities may occur on Special Use roads which may access private property in the analysis area.

Future Actions:  No other road realignment or new collector road construction projects are planned within the next five years.  No vegetative management is anticipated in Compartment 51 or 54 at this time, but is expected in the next five years. 

Based upon the small amount of area being cleared with the Proposed Action and limited amount anticipated in the future, no cumulative impacts are anticipated.  
Invasive Species 

AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT

The Ottawa’s database of High Priority Invasive Plant Species shows an infestation of Japanese barberry (Berberis thunbergii), located about 1.5 miles west of the project area, on the south side of FSR 5250.  No other infestations are known at this time.  Barberry is an aggressive, shade-tolerant shrub that can colonize intact forest stands, hence its high priority for control.  It is spread via seeds contained in red berries, typically eaten then dispersed by birds and small mammals.  Other common lower-priority invasive species, such as spotted knapweed (Centaurea biebersteinii) and a non-native hawkweed (tall hawkweed, Hieracium piloselloides) are also present within or near the project area. 

ENVIRONMENTAL EFFECTS

ALTERNATIVE 1 – NO ACTION

Direct and Indirect Effects:  Periodic road maintenance creates opportunities for invasive plants to colonize a road via creation of vacant seedbeds, and moving seeds and propagules of invasive plants.  Also, hauling in gravel for road surfacing, done periodically at this site, can bring in unwanted seeds. Seeds are also spread by natural processes including wind, water flow, and animals.  

ALTERNATIVE 2 – PROPOSED ACTION

Direct and Indirect Affects:   The Proposed Action is a new road construction project and would present opportunities for invasive plants to move into the project area.  Exposing mineral soil creates unoccupied seedbeds for these aggressive colonizers.  Once invasive plants are established, they are unlikely to be displaced by native vegetation.  Also, if proper precautions are not taken, earth moving equipment can be a seed source, depositing seeds carried in from the last jobsite.  Finally, if proper precautions are not taken, bringing in gravel from off-site can transport seeds from non-native invasive plant species.  Due to proposed design criteria, the Proposed Action is expected to provide minimal opportunities for colonization by invasive species.  The new road would be steep, allowing the water to drain down to a river.   The soils in the area are sandy and prone to movement by running water therefore, the IDT has taken all practical steps to minimize exposed soils, or promptly revegetate any exposed soils.  Additional measures include promptly staking exposed slopes with weed free excelsior blankets and seeding with Botanist-approved seed mix (locally native plants or non-persistent, non-aggressive exotics).  It would be followed by:  1) rip-rapping both ditches of the new road (to prevent sediment mobilization); 2) scarifying and planting with trees on the abandoned roadbed; 3) maintaining shaded conditions and native vegetation as much as possible; and 4) minimizing soil disturbance.  Actions will also be taken to prevent seeds from being introduced by equipment and gravel.  These actions are expected to result in few opportunities for invasive plants to colonize the work area.

Cumulative Effects:  The cumulative effects area for this resource is the project area.  Cumulative effects are expected to be limited due to the implementation of the design criteria developed for this project, and no other projects with potential to spread invasive species are anticipated in the reasonable foreseeable future.  It is expected over time that non-native invasive species, both plants and animals, are going to become a larger problem across the region.  However, this concern is beyond the scope of this project.  
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