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                Recommendations on the Proposed Forest Service Roads Policy
   By the Pacific Rivers Council
   On March 3, 2000, the Forest Service proposed revisions to the
   regulations governing the National Forest road system and the manual
   that guides management of this system.
   Over the past several decades, excessive road-building on the National
   Forests has occurred at the expense of ecological resources – fish,
   water, and wildlife. For example, roads are the number one source of
   erosion into National Forest streams, and the greatest source of
   habitat fragmentation for wildlife. To reverse this, the Forest
   Service must stop building roads and aggressively remove the most
   ecologically damaging roads first.
   The new roads policy proposes an important shift in emphasis from
   “transportation development” to “managing access within the capability
   of the land.” This is a critical first step in recognizing the more
   than 400,000 miles of roads currently crisscrossing the Forests are
   more than the ecosystem can sustain.
   There are, however, a number of areas where the proposed policy
   revisions fall short of meeting the needs of aquatic ecosystems on
   forestlands.
   We support the direction the Chief has taken, and will vigorously
   support the policy if these key issues are included as a part of the
   final policy:
     1. 
       With extremely limited exceptions, no new roads should be allowed;
       there are already more roads on our National Forests than in the
       entire interstate highway system! With an over $8 billion backlog
       in maintenance of the current road system, the focus of roads
       management must be on reversing the ecological damage caused by
       both unneeded roads and so called "needed" roads.
     2. 
       Road-building, operation and maintenance decisions must put
       ecosystem needs first, and resource outputs second. As proposed,
       the policy defines the minimum road system as what is “needed” to
       fulfill the current Forest Plans. This is a mistake – most current
       forest plans are not based on ecological sustainability.
       Therefore:
     * 
       Resource objectives in all national forests must be revised to
       reflect what is known about ecological limits – including limits
       on both the location and number of road miles.
     * 
       Target dates must be established for full-scale revision of forest
       plans nationwide.
     * 
       In the meantime, road management decisions must be based on
       ecosystem protection and restoration needs, not on the need to
       meet existing forest plan outputs. The worst "needed" but
       ecologically damaging roads must be decommissioned. The South Fork
       Salmon River road is a notorious example.
     3. 
       If road-building is not banned outright, it must be recognized
       that some areas are not suitable for roads. Default limits to road
       construction are needed everywhere. There is substantial
       scientific documentation to support the premise that roads are
       simply not appropriate in some areas -- riparian areas, unstable
       slopes, sensitive watersheds, wildlife migration corridors, for
       example. Neither the agency nor the public need waste its time
       considering ecologically inappropriate options.
     4. 
       The policy must address road issues specific to off-road vehicle
       use. System off-road vehicle "trails", as well as "user created
       roads" cause enormous ecological damage. Many of these trails are
       in the worst possible locations, running alongside and through
       streams. The policy must bring these recreational uses inside the
       same ecological sideboards as passenger vehicle roads.
     5. 
       Routine and emergency road maintenance must not be exempted from
       the application of the Roads Analysis. The policy relies on the
       Roads Analysis tool to make ecologically guided management
       decisions.
     6. 
       The success of the policy relies on the technical consistency and
       competency of the Roads Analyses. The technical background needed
       for a credible analysis team should be defined, and formal
       post-analysis technical review teams should be established.
     7. 
       Reduction of road maintenance and reconstruction impacts should
       not be limited to those that are "practicable". This language
       invites forests to avoid some hard but needed changes.
     8. 
       Exempting road work that is "listed in a schedule of proposed
       actions" undermines the new policy's intent. Exempting work that
       is largely complete is logical, exempting all work that has ever
       been considered is not.
     9. 
       Require improved road monitoring and inspection program to include
       during- and post-storm inspections and maintenance, and more
       restrictive regulation of traffic during wet periods.
   Summary Findings from a Detailed Review of the Proposed Policy
   Pacific Rivers Council commissioned aquatics expert, Cindy Deacon
   Williams of Environmental Consultants, Eagle, Idaho, to complete a
   full review of the proposed regulatory and manual revisions as well as
   the roads analysis process.
   Some of the summary findings from this review are listed below. The
   full review is available on PRC's web-site (www.pacrivers.org).
   General Comments Regarding Proposed Regulatory and Manual Revisions
   ===================================================================
     1. 
       Review and evaluation of the proposed new roads strategy was
       complicated by the fact that the Federal Register Notice regarding
       the proposed manual revision did not make clear how the proposed
       new language was to be incorporated into the Forest Service
       Manual. (Fortunately, the Notice proffering the proposed
       regulatory revision was explicit as to how the rulemaking would
       affect 36 CFR Part 212). It appeared probable that the Title 1900
       language was intended as a supplement to the current manual, and
       that the Title 7700 language was intended as a substitute for
       language currently in the Zero Code and Chapter 7710 of that
       title. However, public comment on the proposed administrative
       revision can not be well focused when it is not clear exactly what
       Forest Service Manual Titles 1900 and 7700 are intended to contain
       following adoption of the proposed revision. Obviously, this area
       of potential confusion needs to be resolved.
     2. 
       If the assumptions regarding incorporation of the proposed manual
       revisions are correct, the proposed roads strategy offers a
       refreshing shift in stated roads policy and objectives, and offers
       a substantial improvement in direction regarding roads planning.
       There are, however, a number of areas where the manual revisions
       that are proposed fall short of those needed to ensure
       ecologically sound roads planning (see specific comments below).
     2. 
       The proposed new roads strategy does not incorporate any
       modifications to current manual direction regarding development,
       operation and maintenance, or the federal lands highway program
       (i.e., Chapters 7720, 7730 and 7740). It is extremely unlikely
       that the promising intent reflected in proposed changes to the
       Zero Code and Planning chapters of the transportation title of the
       manual will come to fruition without the adoption of supporting,
       dramatic modifications to direction regarding roads development,
       operation and maintenance.
     2. 
       To be assured the new roads policy concepts are embraced
       throughout the agency, supporting revisions to other titles of the
       Forest Service Manual also should be proposed. Title 2300
       (Recreation, Wilderness and Related Resource Management), Title
       2500 (Watershed and Air Management), and Title 2600 (Wildlife,
       Fish and Sensitive Plant Habitat Management) were identified in
       the National Forest Roads Policy Briefing Materials prepared by
       Pacific Rivers Council (PRC 1999) as providing direction that
       indirectly bears on roads management. Direction in these, and
       undoubtedly other, titles of the Forest Service Manual should be
       amended to support the new roads policy. While supporting
       revisions to these titles could be important, it is of
       significantly lower priority than completing the revision of Title
       7700.
     2. 
       The proposed manual revisions and the proposed Roads Analysis
       Handbook appear to be written without benefit of the conclusions
       reached from many real world hard lessons. Specifically, no road
       proposal is considered to be “beyond the pale,” despite the fact
       that we have substantial scientific documentation to support a
       conclusion that there are some areas where roads simply are not
       appropriate. To make this point abundantly clear, consider whether
       any line officer or forest user would consider it appropriate to
       construct a road on a steep, unstable slope. Because of ecological
       wisdom earned through research and experience, it now is
       self-evident that consideration of some road locations essentially
       amount to a self-righteous exercise in demonstrating all options
       are being considered. Neither the agency nor the public need waste
       its time considering some of these options. The roads strategy
       should not shy away from including these default conclusions in
       its guidance for road planning, development, operation and
       maintenance.
   Specific Comments Regarding Proposed Regulatory and Manual Revisions
     1. 
       Proposed regulatory revisions call for the identification of
       unneeded roads and reference scheduling their decommissioning (§
       215.5 (b)(2)). A similar regulatory revision should be included,
       perhaps in § 215.5 (b)(1), calling for identification of the
       backlogged maintenance of needed roads and referencing scheduling
       this critical work.
     2. 
       The proposed roads strategy would include a roads management
       policy statement that priority should be given to upgrading the
       most heavily used roads to provide safe and efficient travel (FSM
       7701.1 (1)). In the same policy statement it is indicated that
       such upgrades also should be undertaken to reduce adverse
       environmental impacts, but that such impact reductions need only
       be accomplished “to the extent practicable.” Clearly, improvements
       to provide for safe and efficient travel can only be undertaken to
       the extent practicable – where the work is not feasible, the
       improvements won’t be undertaken and some other remedy will be
       pursued. There is no need to appear to discriminate against
       efforts to reduce adverse environmental impacts. Neither purpose
       for maintaining or reconstructing roads should be encumbered
       verbally by the clause “to the extent practicable.”
     3. 
       Direction proposed as policy for long-term application of Roads
       Analysis would exempt both routine and emergency maintenance
       projects from the obligation to conduct Roads Analysis before
       proceeding with the project (7710.32 (1)(b)). While there is
       sufficient logic to support an exemption for emergency work during
       long-term application of the direction (as long as “emergency” is
       defined clearly to include projects developed in response to
       sudden changes in road condition that negatively impact safety or
       environmental condition), the logic for exempting routine
       maintenance during this time is less compelling. Over the
       long-term, all forests are required to develop and maintain a Road
       Atlas, and that Atlas must be based upon the science-based
       assessments prescribed by Roads Analysis. Therefore, there should
       be no need to exempt routine maintenance. In fact, it should be
       anticipated that the Roads Analysis will provide important
       insights into prioritization of maintenance needs, and it is to be
       expected that the analysis will suggest modifications to routine
       maintenance needs.
     4. 
       Transitional procedures provide direction regarding road
       construction and reconstruction both in roadless and unroaded
       areas and in roaded areas (FSM 7710.32 (2)(a) and (b)), however
       there is no direction proposed as an amendment to the manual
       regarding road maintenance or decommissioning during the
       transition period. The table included as Appendix B in the Federal
       Register Notice that provided an overview of proposals indicates
       that during the transition period decommissioning of both
       classified and unclassified roads across the landscape is allowed.
       In addition, the table shows that routine and emergency
       maintenance of classified roads and emergency maintenance of
       unclassified roads to protect the resource are allowed. The
       proposed manual revision should include proposed language to
       reflect this intent.
     5. 
       Proposed transitional procedures exempt road construction and
       reconstruction projects from the requirement that a roads analysis
       be completed if work is underway or listed in the schedule of
       proposed actions prior to the effective date of the new direction
       (FSM 7710.32 2.b.). While exempting work already underway is
       logical, exempting work “listed in a schedule of proposed actions”
       is and potentially could undermine the intent of the direction.
       The “schedule of proposed actions” apparently is not a document
       consistently maintained by units of the Forest Service.
       Conceivably, it could range from a loose collection of all roads
       proposals ever imagined, but not implemented on a given forest to
       a discrete, documented enumeration of projects for which NEPA
       decisions have been made, but on which construction has not been
       initiated. While an argument can be made to exempt projects that
       have a valid NEPA decision, the argument fails when considering a
       loose aggregation of “wish list” projects. This section of the
       proposed revision needs to be clarified.
     6. 
       Under the proposed roads strategy, the Deputy Chief for the
       National Forest System would be given responsibility for approving
       an alternative roads analysis process (FSM 7710.41). However, such
       an approval should not occur on a geographically piecemeal basis.
       Many of the benefits of having the national policy presumably will
       accrue from standardizing analysis protocols across jurisdictional
       boundaries. If the Deputy Chief approves alternative analysis
       processes for an occasional forest “here and there” the benefits
       of standardization will be lost.
     7. 
       FSM 7711 refers to a “Forest Transportation Atlas and Records”
       that consist of geospatial and tabular data showing location of
       each facility. FSM 7711.1 refers to a “Road Atlas” that is a
       critical component of the transportation atlas and includes, at a
       minimum, the location and jurisdiction of classified roads not
       under Forest Service jurisdiction, the location and road
       management objectives of Forest Service roads and bridges, and the
       location of and management decisions on unclassified roads. FSM
       7711.2 refers to maintenance of a “Transportation Atlas” by
       providing direction about when and how to add and remove
       facilities from the atlas. The terminology is confused. It is
       difficult to determine the differences, if any, between the Forest
       Transportation Atlas, the Road Atlas, and the Transportation
       Atlas. If such a difference is intended, the particulars and their
       import must be made clear. If there is no difference, the language
       needs to be cleaned up so that only a single term is used in all
       instances.
     8. 
       The proposal locates the text definition of all but one term
       relevant to Title 7700 in FSM 7705. However, the definition of the
       term “unroaded” is located in FSM 7710.5 (although the definition
       at this point is simply direction to see FSM 1920.5). It would
       appear logical to complete the gathering of terms in Title 7700
       and move the definition of “unroaded” to FSM 7710.5. It should be
       noted that the proposal would add the definition of two terms to
       FSM 1920.5. In addition to adding “unroaded” the proposal would
       add “Inventoried Roadless Area.” Because this term also is
       relevant to Title 7700, it would make sense to also include this
       term in the list of definitions in FSM 7710.5 with corresponding
       direction to see FSM 1920.5. Two other terms are used in the
       Transportation Title of the manual, but are not defined therein.
       They are found most prominently in proposed Exhibit 1, and are the
       terms “public road” and “classified trail.” These terms also
       should be defined in FSM 7710.5.
     9. 
       Objectives and policies regarding analysis are found in two
       locations within Chapter 7710. At the beginning of the chapter in
       FSM 7710.2 four “objectives of transportation analysis” are
       stated. In addition, FSM 7712.02 provides another distinct four
       objectives that “transportation analysis is supposed to be
       conducted to achieve.” A similar duality is created regarding
       policies. Initial Chapter 7710 policies are found at FSM 7710.3
       and its subparts to guide analysis requirements and long- and
       transition-application of roads analysis. Further policy direction
       is provided at FSM 7712.03 regarding the integration of
       transportation planning (a.k.a. analysis) into regional guides,
       forest and site-specific project plans. There could be better
       coordination among the respective objective and policy statements.
       With careful consideration given to whether there is need to
       divide the direction among two locations, and if so to
       determination of what parts belong in which section.
   General Comment Regarding the Roads Analysis Handbook
   =====================================================
     1. 
       The correlation of Roads Analysis Appendix 1 questions and
       Appendix 2 indicators to the analysis’ six-step process can be
       somewhat convoluted. As a result, it may prove exceptionally
       difficult to implement the analysis protocols with consistent
       quality and rigor. One approach to rectifying a portion of the
       difficulties that will thereby arise would be to incorporate a set
       of default judgments that would be assumed, unless specific
       analysis proves the situation is otherwise in a given area (see
       general comment 5, above). Another approach would be to require a
       post-analysis technical review of the Roads Analysis Report by a
       team composed of agency and non-agency experts. The Roads Analysis
       Support Team identified in Appendix 5 of the Roads Analysis
       Handbook could serve as the source pool from which agency experts
       could be drawn to form review teams. It is likely that some
       combination of the two approaches would most likely reduce the
       chance for harmful error.
   Specific Comments Regarding the Roads Analysis Handbook
     1. 
       To increase the likelihood that the Roads Analysis will be
       credible, each analysis team should include, at a minimum,
       professionals with backgrounds and expertise in geomorphology,
       soils, hydrology, biology and engineering.
     2. 
       The Roads Analysis Handbook would be strengthened by inclusion of
       a discussion of models available for use in predicting sediment
       delivery from roads systems to riparian areas and streams. A
       number of different models, with different assumptions, strengths,
       and weaknesses currently are being used across the agency.
       Guidance regarding what model is most appropriate in what
       situations would help ensure that conclusions are properly drawn
       during the analysis.
     3. 
       No matter how useful the information contained in Roads Analysis
       Reports might be, it can not help management decisions or affect
       conditions on the ground until the analyses are complete and the
       results are incorporated into forest plans. The proposed roads
       strategy needs to establish a target date by which the roads
       analysis process must be integrated into forest plans.
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