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CHAPTER I – Purpose and Need for the proposal

Introduction

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s Leavenworth National Fish Hatchery (LNFH) was established approximately 60 years ago to produce spring Chinook salmon for the Columbia River below Grand Coulee dam.  Management of the LNFH entailed, among other things, the exclusion of fire on hatchery lands.  As a consequence, park-like stands of open grown ponderosa pine have been transformed; thickets of small conifers have developed under the larger, older pines.  The thickets would, under the right conditions, function as hazardous ladder fuels which would transform a light intensity, low severity fire into a high intensity, high severity crown fire.

This environmental assessment addresses a proposal to treat the hazardous fuels build-up within the LNFH.  The LNFH, which is within the wildland/urban interface, is a 160-acre parcel of federally owned land, of which approximately ten acres consists of administration and fish rearing structures.  The rest of the hatchery lands are undeveloped fields and forest crisscrossed by trails and roads. 

Existing Condition

The LNFH is located two miles south of Leavenworth, Washington, on the valley bottom adjacent to Icicle Creek.  It is bounded by a number of rural homes, farms, and businesses, which because of current fuels conditions on the Federal land, are threatened by wildland fires.  The area in and around the town of Leavenworth is a fire-adapted environment, as evidenced by numerous fires including the large catastrophic fires that forced evacuation of the town in 1994, and again in 2001.  

Before the advent of European settlement, the planning area was dominated by park-like stands of ponderosa pine/Douglas fir, which were maintained by frequent, low intensity fire (Icicle Creek Restoration Project Final Environmental Impact Statement (January 2002), hereafter referred to as the FEIS, pg. 3-37).  This fire regime maintained the open park-like conditions by killing small trees developing in the understory.  The low intensity fires were not lethal to the larger, thick barked trees within the overstory. The exclusion of fire over the past sixty years or so, has allowed the small understory trees to develop into overstocked thickets of well over 1,000 stems per acre.

These overstocked thickets place the hatchery in fire condition class 2.  Fire regime condition classes are a qualitative measure describing the degree of departure from historical fire regimes.  Fire regimes in condition class 2 have been moderately altered from their historical range by (in this case) decreased fire frequency.  A moderate risk of losing key ecosystem components has been identified on these lands.  To restore the historical fire regime, these lands may require some level of restoration through prescribed fire, mechanical or chemical treatments, and the subsequent reintroduction of native plants (USDI, USDA 2000 pg. 30).  

Desired Future Condition and Need for the Proposal

The desired future condition for the planning area is to restore the hatchery stands to the historical fire regime found in the pre-European settlement stands.  This would place the LNFH within the historical fire regime, and hence, in fire condition class 1.

In order to restore the hatchery’s stands to fire condition class 1, there is a need to reduce the stocking density of the thickets.  Treating the thickets to reduce the hazardous fuels would, in the event of a fire start, reduce the intensity of the wildfire, and greatly aid in its management or suppression.  It would reduce the likelihood of the fire developing into a high intensity, high severity event.

Chapter II: Proposed Action and Alternatives 

Two alternatives were generated from scoping and constructed to evaluate the Leavenworth NFH Fuels Reduction Project: (1) The No Action Alternative, and (2) The Proposed Action Alternative.  The proposed action is the Service’s effort to meeting the purpose and need for action as stated in Chapter I of this document.  Several alternatives to the proposed action were identified.  For reasons discussed below, these alternatives were considered, but dropped from further analysis.  Based on consultation and coordination with the public and public agencies, no unresolved conflicts concerning alternative uses of available resources have been identified that warrant consideration of additional alternatives; therefore, no other alternatives were identified.

A. ALTERNATIVES

1: No Action
The No Action alternative proposes that no action be taken in reducing hazardous fuels within the LNFH.

2. The Proposed Action
The proposed action would implement timely reduction of hazardous fuels within the wildland/urban interface of the Leavenworth Fish Hatchery.  Operations are proposed to commence in the summer of 2003, and last approximately two weeks.  

The proposed action entails reducing ladder fuels by thinning thickets of small trees (( 6”dbh) as well as pruning low-growing branches of the residual trees.  Thinning and pruning would occur within two treatment units totaling approximately forty acres (refer to the map in Appendix A).  Only upland thickets would be treated; no riparian areas would be cut.  The topography is flat, and existing hatchery roads would be used for this proposed project.  No new roads would be constructed.

The following summarizes the proposed action:

· The thickets would be thinned from below.  This means that the larger dominant and co-dominant trees would be retained at the expense of the smaller trees and woody shrubs growing in the understory.  Thickets of understory vegetation (ladder fuels) and/or overstocked sapling trees totaling approximately 40 acres would be thinned.  Only trees (6” dbh would be cut.  Cutting would be by hand, only chainsaws or loppers would be used.

· Overstocked thickets of trees are scattered within the forested portion of the hatchery.  Some of the thickets consist exclusively of ponderosa pine saplings, whereas others are comprised of small trees growing under a canopy of larger, older trees.  Both types of thickets would be thinned.

· The thickets, which contain up to several thousand stems per acre, would be thinned to an approximate spacing of 16’X16’ (170 trees per acre).  Trees larger than 6”dbh would be retained regardless of their spacing.

· No snags larger than 6”dbh would be cut

· Residual trees would be pruned of branches – both dead and green – to a height of about 6’ above the ground.

· Only existing roads would be used; no new roads would be constructed.

· The branches and stems of the cut trees would be chipped.  The chipper would not leave the road.  Limbs and stems would be hand-carried to the chipper.  The chipper would have a trailer to catch the chips.  The chips would either be used by the hatchery or made available, free to the public, for use as garden mulch.  In either event, the chips would be removed from the site.

To prevent inadvertent disturbance to adjoining properties, the boundaries will be clearly posted prior to on-the-ground implementation.  

An adjacent landowner has two access easements through the hatchery which allow access to adjacent private property.  One of the easements entails the ongoing use of an existing gravel road to access the property.  The other easement entails the ongoing use and maintenance of a cable gondola to cross Icicle creek in order to access the private property.  Neither of the easements would be affected by the proposal. 

Design Specifications

The following described measures (project design specifications) would be incorporated into the proposed action to mitigate anticipated environmental impacts from implementation of the proposed action.

Threatened and Endangered Fish, Wildlife, and Plant Species

Bull Trout and Critical Habitat (Threatened)

To minimize potential effects to bull trout and its proposed critical habitat, all hazard fuels reduction work would occur upslope of the 100-foot riparian buffer of Icicle Creek.  Additionally, using the 300 feet definition for Riparian Reserves established in the Northwest Forest Plan (USDA 1994 pg. C-30), the total area of fuels treatment would not exceed 10 percent of the riparian area. 
Gray Wolf (Endangered) and Grizzly Bear (Threatened)

To minimize potential effects to the gray wolf and grizzly bear prey species from the temporary elevation of ambient noise, hazard fuel reduction activities would occur after July 31st, which is after the fawning and calving seasons. There would be no increased human access as a result of implementation, as there are no additional road or trail building activities associated with this project. See Biological Assessment (BA) for the Leavenworth NFH Fuels Reduction Project (pp. 24 - 25)
Bald Eagle (Threatened)

To minimize potential effects to bald eagles, project implementation would occur outside of the November 1st through March 1st winter roost season.  No potential perch or roost trees would be affected as no work would occur in the riparian zone and only crowded trees with a 6" dbh or smaller will be removed.  If bald eagle activity does occur within one mile of the project area during implementation, then work hours would be restricted to between 9 am and 3 pm, the recommended time period for reducing the potential effects from noise.  See BA for the Leavenworth NFH Fuels Reduction Project page 25.

Northern Spotted Owl (Threatened)

In order to minimize potential effects to the northern spotted owl, project activities would be restricted until after the owl’s nesting season (July 31st).  No work would occur within one mile of a potential nesting site. See BA for the Leavenworth NFH Fuels Reduction Project page 25.  

ESA Listed Plants
Three endangered and threatened plant species potentially may occur in the project area: Showy stickseed (Hackelia venusta); Wenatchee Mountains checkermallow (Sidalcea oregana var calva); and Ute Ladies' tresses (Spiranthes diluvialis).  However, as documented in the Biological Assessment (BA) for the Leavenworth NFH Fuels Reduction Project (pp. 20 - 24) recent plant surveys have determined that no endangered or threatened ESA listed plants occur in the action area.  If any listed plants were to be discovered during project implementation, they would be protected from physical disturbance through the use of buffers and timing restrictions. Decisions on buffer zones necessary to protect the previously unknown population(s) would be determined in the field by a botanist.  In addition, locations of rare plant populations if found would be carefully identified on maps so that disturbance can be avoided.
Neotropical Migratory Birds
To reduce potential effects to neotropical migratory birds, no fuels reduction work would occur within the 100-foot riparian buffer and all work would occur outside of the breeding/rearing period from March 1st to July 31st.
Noxious weeds

In order to minimize the potential for the spread of noxious weeds:

· All equipment would be required to be washed prior to transport to the project area. 

· No mechanized equipment would leave any existing road.

· The cut material would be lifted off the ground and hand carried to the chipper to minimize duff disturbance and exposed soil.  

B. Alternatives Considered but Dropped From Further Consideration

1. Piling the slash and burning it: This alternative differs from the proposed action only in respect to slash disposal.  Rather than chip the slash, this alternative would hand-pile it, and burn it once the fuels have cured.  This alternative was dropped from consideration due to smoke management concerns in the wildland/urban interface, and a municipal burn ban in effect for the hatchery and surrounding environs. 

2. Burning the slash with an underburn:  This alternative would apply fire to the thinned thickets.  This alternative was dropped from further analysis because: the hatchery’s location in the wildland/urban interface makes an underburn too risky an undertaking; many of the post-thinning residual trees would be small, young trees that would succumb to the fire; scorched trees would be visually unacceptable; underburning would put up unacceptable amounts of smoke in the wildland/urban interface; and, there is a municipal burn ban in effect for the hatchery and surrounding environs.

3. Commercial logging:  This alternative would remove trees of all size classes in order to eliminate ladder fuels and reduce the stocking level to about 170 trees per acre.  This alternative was dropped from further analysis because a commercial thinning would focus on the larger diameter trees.  Logging larger, commercial sized trees would not meet the need of the proposed project, which is to reduce ladder fuels in the understory that pose a hazard. The hazard to the community occurs from dense concentration of smaller trees in the understory, which in the event of a fire, would function as ladder fuels.

4. Treat the area with an herbicide and follow up with an underburn:  In lieu of thinning, this alternative would apply herbicide to selected trees, and dispose of the dead trees by underburning.  This alternative was dropped for the reasons discussed above in Section B 2. 

Chapter III environmental impacts of the proposed action and alternatives

Vegetation and Wildland Fire

Affected Environment

The exclusion of fire over the past sixty years or so, has contributed to the establishment of an understory of thickets of small ponderosa pines.  These overstocked thickets, which place the hatchery in fire condition class 2, place the hatchery at moderate risk for a stand replacement fire.  In 2002, the hatchery started to address the problem of stand density related hazardous fuel buildup by thinning approximately eight acres of overstocked stands in the vicinity of the old U.S. Forest Service bunkhouses in the southwest portion of the hatchery.  
No Action:  

The need for implementing a fuels reduction project in a timely manner would not be met.  The no action alternative would not address the problems created by the presence of ladder fuels.  In the event of a fire start, the thickets would be a source of fuel that would, under the right conditions, enable a low intensity, easy-to-control surface fire to develop into a high intensity crown fire.  Once a crown fire starts, it would have the potential to spread throughout the forested portions of the hatchery, as well as onto the adjacent private lands in the wildland/urban interface.

The untreated thickets contain, on average, 179.30 square feet of basal area per acre.  The current canopy base height is one foot.  If a surface fire were to break out, it would only take a low intensity fire (9 btu/ft/sec) with flame lengths of one foot to reach the canopy and develop into a crown fire.  Once a crown fire breaks out, fire behavior would become unpredictable, suppression and control would be more difficult, and the potential for a catastrophic event would be increased.
The no action alternative would not alter this situation.  The risk of a small, low intensity surface fire easily developing into a high intensity, high severity fire would remain.  The risk of such a fire spreading from the hatchery to adjacent homes and ranches within the wildland/urban interface would not be reduced.

The Proposed Action 

The proposed action would thin the overstocked ponderosa pine stands, prune low growing limbs from the residual trees and chip the slash.  The resultant open stand structure would improve tree vigor, and reduce the stand’s vulnerability to insects, disease, and severe fire.  Reducing the ladder fuels by thinning, pruning and disposing the resultant slash would, in the event of a fire start, reduce the likelihood of a ground fire reaching the canopy and developing into a crown fire.  If kept on the ground as a surface fire, the intensity and severity of the wildfire would be relatively low, and relatively easy to suppress.  The risk of a fire originating on hatchery lands spreading to private lands within the surrounding urban interface would be reduced, and vise versa. 

The Icicle Creek Restoration Project will be implemented on the LNFH at about the same time as the proposed action (summer of 2003).  The effects of the restoration project are taken into account in the discussion on environmental consequences of the proposed action.  The Icicle Creek Restoration Project entails restoring riverine conditions to a portion of the creek’s channel that had water diverted from it over the past 60 years.  The water was diverted to a man-made canal that is no longer used for hatchery operations.  Sediment has accumulated in the original channel, transforming it from riverine habitat to wetland habitat.  The restoration project will restore the original channel back to its historic condition as a fish-bearing stream.  Refer to the FEIS for a complete description of the Restoration Project (Modified Alternative 3).

The proposed action would treat those upland (non riparian) stands not treated by the hatchery’s initial eight-acre thinning project.  Like the 2002 thinning project, the proposed action would create an open, park-like stand that would be resistant to high intensity, high severity fire.  Upon completion of this action, no further fuel reduction projects are foreseen for the next ten years. 

Research has shown that density reduction is the primary treatment need in overstocked second growth ponderosa pine stands that range from 120 to more than 200 square feet of basal area per acre (Fiedler in USDA 1996 pg. 39).  To maintain vigor and reduce vulnerability to fire, density targets following treatment (thinning) should range from 40 to 80 square feet of basal area per acre (Fiedler in USDA 1996 pg. 39).  This basal area density range is equivalent to about 120 to 240 eight-inch dbh trees per acre.

The proposed action would reduce basal area from the current 179.30 square feet per acre to 74.5 square feet of basil area per acre.  Average stem diameter would be 13.8 dbh, and average stand density would be 170 trees per acre.  The average canopy ceiling height would increase from 33 to 47 feet, and the canopy base would increase to 8 feet.  Whereas under the current conditions a fire with one-foot flame lengths and an intensity of 9btu/ft/second would develop into a crown fire, the proposed action would result in a more fire resistant stand requiring a fire with an intensity of 198 btu/ft/sec, and flame lengths of 5’ to ignite the canopy (the flame wouldn’t need to physically touch the crown, convective heat would cause ignition).  Given the topography and roaded condition of the action area, under this alternative, it is most likely that a surface fire would be suppressed before it reached sufficient intensities to develop into a crown fire.  Refer to the Fuels Analysis (pg. 2) in the Administrative Record for further information.
Recreation and Public Use

Affected Environment

The hatchery, which attracts over 100,000 visitors annually, is a year round tourist destination that provides visitors with such recreational activities as special community events, sport and tribal fishing, interpretive nature trail walks and environmental education projects and activities.  Recreational activities that occur in and around the action area include:

· Cross country skiing and snow shoeing on a network of groomed trails 

· Winter sleigh rides,

· Interpretive walks on the one-mile Icicle Creek Interpretive Nature Trail

· Horseback riding and bicycle riding

· Bird watching.

The Leavenworth Hatchery property is listed as a registered National Watchable Wildlife Site. This designation provides visitors a specific place to view spring chinook salmon in Icicle Creek from May to August.  
No Action 

There would be no change to the recreation experience.  Barring a wildfire or other disturbance, the lands adjacent to the cross-country ski and snowshoe trails would retain their forested appearance.  Winter recreation activities would not be affected.  The same can be said for recreational activities in the non-snow months; the birding and wildlife viewing opportunities would remain as they are at present.

There would be no short-term effects to public recreation on hatchery grounds.  All of the above listed activities would continue.  In the long term, however, there would be an increasing risk of the site being disturbed by fire.  If a low intensity, low severity surface fire were to develop into a high intensity, high severity fire, the forested nature of the hatchery would be altered, and the recreational opportunities provided by the hatchery would be degraded.
The Proposed Action
The proposed action, which would thin pine thickets and reduce stand densities to about 170 pruned trees per acre, would occur in the late summer of 2003.  The Icicle Creek Restoration Project would be taking place at the same time.  Separately or cumulatively, the two projects would have no negative effects on public recreation except during the actual periods of operation.  The proposed action would require approximately two weeks to complete, whereas the Restoration project would take from six to ten months to complete (FEIS pg. 4-47).  No conflicts between the two projects are anticipated.  The restoration project is an in-stream project, whereas this action would take place within upland stands.  

Hikers, equestrians, and other recreational users would not be able to recreate within the action area during the approximate two weeks of operations.  Since the treated stands would retain their forested appearance, implementation of the action should have no negative effects to the recreational experience.  
This would be the hatchery’s second hazardous fuel reduction project.  The first such project, which was implemented in 2002, thinned, approximately eight acres of forested land in the southeastern portion of the hatchery.  The project resulted in the creation of an open park-like stand of pine.  The proposed action, which proposes to thin the rest of the overstocked non- riparian stands within the hatchery, would have the beneficial cumulative effect of creating additional aesthetically pleasing park-like ponderosa pine stands.  Additional fuel hazard reduction projects are not anticipated for at least ten years.
The designated National Watchable Wildlife Site provides visitors a specific place to view spring chinook salmon in Icicle Creek from May to August.  No trees would be cut within riparian areas, and hence there should be no adverse impacts to the Watchable Wildlife Site from the proposed action.  
Education and interpretation programs at the hatchery would be enhanced by the increased potential of teaching about hazard fuel reduction and fuel management in the urban interface.  The action has the potential to be a demonstration project where hatchery neighbors can also learn about fuel hazard reduction techniques to use on their own property. 

The proposed action would have no measurable short-term effects to recreation. The long-term effects of the alternative, would, however, be beneficial.  It would reduce the risk of a high intensity, high severity fire consuming the hatchery’s forested stands, thereby increasing the probability of continued use of the forested setting by the recreating public.  
Threatened and Endangered Fish, Wildlife and Plant Species

Affected Environment

Nine ESA listed species, two of which have critical habitat either designated or proposed, may be present at or within the vicinity of the action area.  For a complete list see Appendix B of this document (Species List).  These species and critical habitat are discussed in Chapter III of this document. (For additional background on these species please refer to the FEIS, pp. 3-5 through 3-12; 3-24; 3-27 through 3-28).

No Action

The No Action alternative would have no short-term effects on the nine ESA listed species or critical habitat that may be at or within the vicinity of the action area.  Species presence and activity and habitat conditions would remain the same.  In the long-term, however, there would be an increasing risk of the site being disturbed by fire.  The potential effects of fire disturbance to ESA listed species and their habitat would depend on fire behavior and intensity.  It is likely that in the event of a fire in the project area, habitat conditions for ESA listed species and designated Critical Habitat would be degraded.
The Proposed Action
FISH

Bull Trout (Salvelinus confluentus): Implementing the proposed action "May Affect, Is Not Likely to Adversely Affect" bull trout or its proposed critical habitat.  Tree removal and thinning has the potential to indirectly increase stream sedimentation through increased runoff and decreased large woody debris (LWD).  However, all hazard fuels reduction work would occur in upland thickets and not within the 100-foot riparian buffer of Icicle Creek.  No fuels reduction work would occur within critical habitat boundaries.  Critical habitat boundaries are defined in terms of bankfull width.  All project work would occur upland of Icicle Creek’s bankfull width.  Additionally, the total area of fuels treatment in the riparian area (using the Northwest Forest Plan’s definition of 300-foot buffers on each side of the stream) would not exceed 10 percent.  The proposed action is consistent with the Fire Consultation Planning Process for National Fire Plan Activity.  Under this consultation process, the potential effects, increased stream sedimentation and decrease in large woody debris (LWD), of proposed activities were determined to be negligible (Biological Assessment pg. 24; Activity Narrative attached to Criteria for At Risk Salmonids: National Fire Plan Activities (March 2002), pg. 83) 

Implementation of the proposed action "May Affect, Is Not Likely to Adversely Affect" proposed critical habitat for bull trout (BA pg. 24, concurrence letter pg. 3).  Tree removal and thinning has the potential to indirectly increase stream sedimentation through runoff and decrease LWD.  However, these effects are determined to be negligible, see the section above for more detail.  Additionally, no fuels reduction work would occur within critical habitat boundaries. Critical habitat boundaries are defined in terms of bankfull width.  All project work would occur upland of Icicle Creek's bankfull width.

WILDLIFE
Gray Wolf (Canis lupus): The project area lies within habitat for gray wolves in the conterminous (lower 48) states, however, there have been no confirmed sightings of gray wolves in or near the action area since 1992 when a solicited howling response of an individual was confirmed in the Alpine Lakes Wilderness Area, approximately 15 miles from the action area (Gaines et al. 1995).  No denning or rendezvous sites would be affected.  Additionally, there would not be increased human access as a result of implementation, as there are no additional road or trail building activities associated with this project.  Therefore, implementation of the proposed action would have “No Effect” on gray wolf (BA pg. 25, concurrence letter pg. 3).  

Bald Eagle (Haliaeetus leucocephalus): Bald eagles are known to perch and forage along waterways, riparian areas, and forests within and adjacent to the action area.  The nearest recovery territory is in the Tumwater Canyon less than five miles from the LNFH.  No nests have been located within one mile of the action area, though there is a winter roost site less than one mile upstream from the action area.  Implementation of this project would occur outside of the winter roost season so this roost site would not be affected.  No potential perch or roost trees would be affected as no work would occur in the riparian zone and only crowded trees 6" dbh or smaller would be removed, regardless of existing density.  If bald eagle activity does occur within one mile of the project area during implementation, then work would only occur between 9 am and 3 pm, the time period that Service biologists recommend for reducing the potential effects from noise (BA pg. 26).  Therefore, implementation of this alternative "May Affect, Is Not Likely to Adversely Affect" bald eagles (BA pg. 26, concurrence letter pg. 3).  

Grizzly Bear (Ursus arctos): The proposed action would not affect grizzly bears because it is unlikely that grizzly bears occupy the project area.  Noise disturbance from operations is unlikely to even minimally and temporarily affect prey species and their activities.  However, this is unlikely because project implementation would occur after the fawning season (deer are a primary prey species).  Additionally, there would be no increased human access as a result of implementation.  Road densities would not be increased and core habitat would not be decreased (BA pg. 26).  The Icicle and Peshastin Bear Management Units (BMUs) would not be affected.  The BMUs were established by the North Cascades Ecosystem Recovery Plan chapter for the Grizzly Bear (USFWS, July 1997) and is part of the Grizzly Bear Recovery Plan (USFWS 1993).  Both of these documents are incorporated by reference.  The proposed action would have “No Effect” on grizzly bears (BA pg. 26, concurrence letter pg. 3).

Northern Spotted Owl (Strix occidentalis caurina): The action area is not suitable spotted owl habitat; the proposed action would have no affect on spotted owl nesting, roosting, foraging, or dispersal habitat.  The nearest northern spotted owl designated critical habitat, designated as Critical Habitat Unit WA-11 in the Draft Recovery Plan for the Northern Spotted Owl, (USFWS1992), is one half mile to the south of the project area.  It is unlikely that noise from project activity would affect spotted owl activity since project operations would commence after July 31st and be two miles from the closest, potential activity center (BA pg. 26, concurrence letter pg. 3).  Thus, the proposed action would have “No Effect” on the northern spotted owl or its designated critical habitat.

Canada Lynx (Lynx Canadensis): The project area is at 1200 feet in elevation and is shrub-steppe and mesic-dry forest type.  This is not suitable lynx habitat.  The project area is outside of any Lynx Analysis Unit (LAU) and the area of the Icicle Creek Valley does not provide connectivity habitat between lynx habitats or LAUs.  LAUs were established by The Lynx Conservation Assessment and Strategy (Ruediger et al. 2000 USFS R1-00-53).  Effects to Lynx are analyzed by the use of LAUs per the Lynx Conservation Agreement (USDA, USDI 2000).  The Lynx Conservation Assessment and Strategy and Lynx Conservation Agreement are incorporated by reference. The Final listing of the Canada lynx (March 2002) is hereby incorporated by reference.  Canada lynx and its habitat are not issues for this activity.  Thus, implementation of either the no action alternative or the proposed action would have “No Effect” on Canada lynx (BA pg. 27, concurrence letter pg. 3).  

PLANTS

Review of the Washington Natural Heritage database, and field surveys conducted in1999 indicate that no federally listed plants or designated critical habitat occur in the project area (BA pp. 20, 22, 24).  Therefore, there would be no effects on federally listed plants or designated critical habitat for listed plant species.  Likewise, this activity would have no affect on designated critical habitat for listed plant species, as there is no designated critical habitat within the project area.  If any listed plant populations were to be discovered during project implementation, the populations would be protected from physical disturbance through the use of buffers and timing restrictions.  Thus, implementation of either the no action alternative or the proposed action would have “No Effect” on federally listed plant species (BA pg. 27, concurrence letter pg. 3). 

MIGRATORY BIRDS

The no action alternative would have no effects to migratory birds.  The proposed action would have negligible effects to neotropical migratory birds because all project activities would occur in upland stands and outside of the bird’s breeding/rearing period from March 1st to July 31st.  Refer to the FEIS (3-21, 3-30, 4-42, and Appendix H1) for further information.

Noxious Weeds

The Integrated Weed Management Plan for the Leavenworth National Fish Hatchery (USFWS 2001) includes the planning area associated with this project.  The purpose of the Integrated Weed Management Plan is to develop and implement prevention and control measures that result in a reduction in the spread and incidence of noxious weed infestations on the grounds of LNFH

The application of project design specifications would minimize the potential of noxious weeds being transported into or becoming established in the project area (FEIS pg.2-9).  Consequently, it is unlikely that the proposal would result in adverse impacts related to or from noxious weeds

Environmental Justice, Minorities and Civil Rights

There would be no effects to the disadvantaged, minority groups, or the civil rights of any United States citizen as a result of no action or implementation of the proposed action.  Federally recognized American Indian Tribes of the Yakama Nation and Confederated Colville Tribes, having established historical uses for subsistence or religious purposes have been consulted as part of this process, pursuant to Secretarial Order 3206.  The tribes brought no concerns forth.

Cultural Resources

Previous archaeological surveys within and adjacent to the proposed Fuels Hazard Reduction project area were conducted in 1995, 1996, 1998, 2001 and 2002.  As a result of these surveys, three historic sites were identified were identified on hatchery grounds. These three sites, however, are not located within the action area.  The proposed action would not affect them.

The administrative structures comprising the Leavenworth National Fish Hatchery complex were constructed by the Bureau of Reclamation between 1939 and 1941 to mitigate the barrier presented by Grand Coulee Dam to the Columbia River’s native fish runs.  The hatchery complex was evaluated for historical significance and was listed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1998 for its association with the themes of Conservation/Fish Restoration and architectural qualities.  The hatchery complex is located outside of the action area.  Implementation of the proposed action would not impact the hatchery complex. 

The no action alternative would have no effect to cultural resources.  The proposed action, which involves hand felling of 6" dbh (or smaller) trees and carrying the slash to a chipper on an existing road, would have little to no potential to affect cultural resources.   

Economics

The no action alternative would have little, if any, effect on the local economy. The potential to spend millions of dollars to suppress unwanted wildland fires would not be reduced.  The proposed action would have a minor impact to the local community’s economy.  The primary benefit of the action would be the reduction of fire hazard, and saving the costs of fighting the fire.  A wildfire within the wildland/urban interface can cost millions of dollars to suppress.  Small tree thinning and chipping slash typically costs $500 to $700 per acre.  Assuming 40 acres of thinning at $700 per acre, the action would cost $28,000.  Economically, it is more beneficial to spend $28,000 to treat fuels than to potentially spend millions of dollars to suppress unwanted wildfires such as the recent Icicle Fire.  The Icicle Fire, which occurred in 2001, burned 7,695 acres to the immediate south of the LNFH and cost approximately $7,700,000 to suppress.

Air Quality

Neither slash burning or underburning are proposed as part of the project.  Thus, implementation of either the no action alternative or the proposed action would have no effects to air quality.  

Prime Farmland and Rangelands

Neither of the alternatives would have any effects upon prime farmlands or rangelands.  

Wetlands and Floodplains

The proposed action thins upland thickets of ponderosa pine.  Neither alternative would have effects to wetlands and/or floodplains.

Chapter IV Agencies and Persons Consulted

In January 2003, a scoping letter describing the proposed project was sent to individuals and organizations known to have an interest in management activities on the LNFH, neighboring agencies, the Yakama Nation, and the Confederated Colville Tribes.  The letter gave a brief description of the project, and invited all to a public meeting to further describe the project and answer questions.  

Listed below are the topics raised during internal and public scoping.  These topics are those considered most relevant to the decision-making process, and are discussed in Chapter III of this document.  

1. Impact of the proposed project on recreation and public use of USFWS lands administered by the LNFH.

2. Impact of the proposed project on threatened and endangered fish, wildlife, and plant species in the scope of the project area.

On February 11, 2003, a public meeting was held at the Icicle Middle School in Leavenworth, Washington.  A second public meeting was held on the hatchery grounds on February 18, 2003.  The second meeting was held at the community’s request to familiarize homeowners with ways they can do similar types of projects on their own land.

The fishery affected by LNFH operations remains an important resource to the Yakama Nation and Confederated Colville Tribes.  The Tribes have an active interest in all aspects of hatchery management as documented in the FEIS (3-5).  The Yakama Nation and Confederated Colville Tribes were each informed of this proposal by letter.  Neither of the tribal governments voiced concern over the proposed action.

Section 106 State Historical Preservation Office (SHPO) consultation was completed for the Leavenworth Fuels Reduction Project under the 1997 Programmatic Agreement among the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Region 1, The Advisory Council on Historic Preservation, and the Washington State Historic Preservation Officer regarding the Administration of Routine Undertakings in the State of Washington, pursuant to stipulated US Fish and Wildlife Service Specialist review dated March 31, 2003.

The EA is posted on Leavenworth National Fish Hatchery website and administrative record information is available upon request from the following address:


USDI Fish and Wildlife Service


911 NE 11th Ave 


Portland, OR 97232



Attn: Dennis Seidman (Refuge Operations)
Notice of availability of this environmental assessment, and the opportunity to comment will be mailed to the interested public, neighboring agencies, and the Yakama Nation, and Confederated Colville Tribes.  No written comments have been received to date.  Notice of availability of this environmental assessment, and the opportunity to comment will also be published in the Leavenworth Echo and Wenatchee World newspapers.
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Appendix B 

Species List 

Consultation Memo
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United States Department of the Interior
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FISH AND WILDLIFE SERVICE

Central Washington Field Office

215 Melody Lane, Suite 119

Wenatchee, Washington  98801

Phone: (509) 66.5-3508 Fax: (509) 665-3509

February 20, 2003

Ms. Malenna Cappellini 

USFWS/MCRFRO 

7501 Icicle Road

Leavenworth, Washington  98826

RE:
Species List Request

FWS Reference: 03-SP-W0154

Dear Ms. Cappellini:

Thank you for your request dated February 18, 2003. The following threatened or endangered species may be present, at or near the proposed fuels reduction project at the Leavenworth National Fish Hatchery in Chelan County, Washington.

LISTED

Endangered

Gray wolf (Canis lupus)

Showy stickseed (Hackelia venusta), plant

Wenatchee Mountains checkermallow (Sidalcea oregana var. calva), plant

Threatened

Bald eagle (Haliaeetus leucocephalus) 

Bull trout (Salvelinus cortfluentus) 

Canada lynx (Lynx canadensis)

Grizzly bear (Ursus arctos = U.a. horribilis) 

Northern spotted owl (Strix occidentalis caurina) 

Ute ladies’-tresses (Spiranthes diluvialis), plant

Designated

Critical habitat for the northern spotted owl 

PROPOSED

Critical habitat for bull trout 

CANDIDATE

Yellow-billed cuckoo (Coccyzus americanus)

If there is federal agency involvement in this project (funding, authorization, or other action), the involved federal agency must meet its responsibilities under section 7 of the Endangered Species Act of 1973, as amended (Act), as outlined in Enclosure A. Enclosure A includes a discussion of the contents of a Biological Assessment (BA), which provides an analysis of the impacts of the project on listed and proposed species, and designated and proposed critical habitat. Preparation of a BA is required for all major construction projects. Even if a BA is not prepared, potential project effects on listed and 

proposed species should be addressed in the environmental review for this project. Federal agencies may designate, m writing, a non-federal representative to prepare a BA. However, the involved federal agency retains responsibility for the BA, its adequacy, and ultimate compliance with section 7 of the Act. Enclosure B provides additional information for Ute ladies’- tresses.

Preparation of a BA would be prudent when listed or proposed species, or designated or proposed critical habitat, occur within the project area. Should the BA determine that a listed species is likely to be affected by the project, the involved federal agency should request section 7 consultation with the 

U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service (Service). If a proposed species is likely to be jeopardized by the project, or proposed critical habitat is likely to be adversely modified or destroyed, regulations require conferencing between the involved federal agency and the Service. If the BA concludes that the project will have no effect on any listed or proposed species, we would appreciate receiving a copy for our information.

Candidate species receive no protection under the Act, but are included for your use during planning of the project. Candidate species could be formally proposed and listed during project planning, thereby falling within the scope of section 7 of the Act. Protection provided to these species now may preclude possible listing in the future. If evaluation of the subject project indicates that it is likely to adversely impact a candidate species, we encourage you to modify the project to minimize/avoid these impacts.

If there is no federal agency involvement in your project, and you determine that it may negatively impact a listed or proposed species, you may contact us regarding the potential need for permitting your actions under section 10 of the Act.

Several species of anadromous fishes that have been listed by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) may occur in the project area. Please contact NOAA Fisheries in Ellensburg, Washington, at (509) 962-8911 to request a list of these species.

If you would like information concerning state listed species or species of concern, you may contact the Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife, at (509) 575-274Q, for fish and wildlife species; or the Washington Department of Natural Resources, at (509) 925-6131, for plant species.

This letter fulfills the requirements of the Service under section 7 of the Act. Should the project plans change significantly, or if the project is delayed more than 90 days, you should request an update to this response.

Thank you far your efforts to protect our nation's species and their habitats. If you have any questions concerning the above information, please contact Christiana Manville at (509) 665-3508 ext. 15.
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Sincerely,

Supervisor
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United States Department of the Interior

FISH AND WILDLIFE SERVICE

Central Washington Field Office

215 Melody Lane, Suite 119

Wenatchee, Washington 98801

Phone: (509) 665-3508 Fax: (509) 665-3509

May 6, 2003

Julie Collins

Acting Complex Manager

Leavenworth National Fish Hatchery

12790 Fish Hatchery Road

Leavenworth, Washington 98822

FWS Reference: 03-I-W0222

HUC: 17-02-00-11-04

Dear Ms. Collins:

This responds to your request for informal intra-Service consultation on the proposed Leavenworth National Fish Hatchery Fuels Reduction Project (Project), located in Chelan County, Washington.  Your Biological Assessment (BA), dated April 22, 2003, was received in the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service's (Service) Central Washington Field Office (CWFO) on April 22, 2003.

The Service's Leavenworth National Fish Hatchery (LNFH) has requested concurrence for the Project with the determination of “may affect, not likely to adversely affect” for the bald eagle (Haliaeetus leucocephalus) and bull trout (Salvelinus confluentus), and “no effect” for the grizzly bear (Ursus arctos), gray wolf (Canis lupus), Canada lynx (Lynx canadensis), northern spotted owl (Strix occidentalis caurina) and its designated critical habitat, Ute ladies'-tresses (Spiranthes diluvialis), showy stickseed (Hackelia venusta), and Wenatchee Mountains checkermallow (Sidalcea oregana var. calva) and its designated critical habitat in accordance with section 7(a)(2) of the Endangered Species Act of 1973 (Act), as amended (16 U.S.C. 1531 et seq.).  In addition the LNFH has requested informal conferencing on proposed critical habitat for the bull trout in accordance with the implementing regulations (50 CFR 402.10).

The Project area is located within the Icicle Creek Watershed, on 160 acres on the grounds of the LNFH.  The LNFH is approximately 3 miles south of Leavenworth and is adjacent to a number of rural homes, farms, and businesses. Based on the information provided in the BA, Project implementation appears to be consistent with the Strategy for Consultation on National Fire Plan (NFP) Projects in the Northwest.

The purpose of the Project is to reduce the amount of hazardous fuels in the wildland/human interface in order to decrease the intensity of wildfires and aid in fire suppression.  The LNFH proposes to reduce ladder fuels within the understory of densely stocked ponderosa pine stands.  Stands will be thinned from below with the removal of trees less than or equal to 6 inches diameter at breast height (dbh) and woody understory shrubs.  The goal is to reduce the 

stand density from several thousand trees per acre to about 170 trees per acre.  In addition, low-growing limbs on retained trees will be pruned to a height of 6 feet off the ground. Slash generated by the Project will be carried to the road where it will be chipped and removed from the cut area.  There will be no cutting in riparian areas within 100 feet of Icicle Creek and the total area of riparian treatment will not exceed 10% of the Riparian Reserve (using the 300 feet definition established in the 1994 Northwest Forest Plan).  No new roads will be constructed and all work will be done by hand, chainsaw, and chipper.  The LNFH proposes to work on this Project for two weeks in August and September.

The Project area does not contain any Bald Eagle Recovery Territories designated in the Recovery Plan for the Pacific Bald Eagle.  Bald eagles forage along Icicle Creek and in the LNFH grounds throughout the year.  The closest nest is more than one mile downstream of the Project area and the closest winter roost is less than one mile upstream of the Project area.  No potential nest, roost, or perch trees will be removed, since the Project only allows for removal of trees 6 inches dbh or smaller.  Project implementation will occur outside of the winter roosting season so wintering birds will not be disturbed.  Using the criteria screen for the bald eagle developed in the Northwest NFP Consultation Process, potential effects from the Project are anticipated to be negligible.

The bull trout in Icicle Creek comprise one of the ten stocks in the Wenatchee River Subbasin. Resident fish are isolated above the LNFH dam and migratory forms occur below this dam. Tree and shrub removal may increase stream sedimentation and decrease the amount of future instream large woody debris. However, no fuels reduction work will occur within 100 feet of Icicle Creek, no new roads will be built, and the total area of fuels reduction in Riparian Reserves will not exceed 10°Io. Using the criteria screen for the at-risk salmonids in the Northwest NFP Consultation Process, potential effects from the Project are anticipated to be negligible.

Icicle Creek from its mouth on the Wenatchee River upstream 5.5 miles to a potential boulder barrier has been proposed as bull trout critical habitat. No fuels reduction work will occur in the proposed critical habitat, as no fuels reduction work will occur within 100 feet of Icicle Creek.

The Project may increase stream sedimentation and decrease the amount of future instream large

woody debris as described above.  Therefore Project effects to proposed bull trout critical habitat are anticipated to be negligible, and will not result in destruction or adverse modification. If the proposed critical habitat is designated in the future, the Service agrees that project implementation would be insignificant and discountable.

The Project area is located within the North Cascades Grizzly Bear Recovery Zone (NCGBRZ) but does not contain grizzly bear core area due to the concentration of roads and trails. Similarly, although the Project area contains potential habitat for gray wolves, there is no gray wolf security habitat. No grizzly bear denning or foraging sites and no gray wolf denning or rendezvous sites are in or adjacent to the Project area. No new roads will be built so the Project will not result in a decrease in grizzly bear core area or gray wolf security habitat. 

Because of the high level of human activity at the LNFH and on the surrounding private land, grizzly bear and gray wolf use of the area is unlikely. The Project is consistent with the interim direction for grizzly bear management within the NCGBRZ.

The Project area does not contain suitable habitat for Canada lynx or northern spotted owl.  In addition the Project area does not contain critical habitat for the northern spotted owl.  Surveys for threatened and endangered plants conducted in 1999 on the LNFH did not detect any Ute ladies'-tresses, showy stickseed, and Wenatchee Mountains checkermallow.  There is no critical habitat for the Wenatchee Mountains checkermallow in the Project area.

The CWFO concurs with your determination of “may affect not likely to adversely affect” for the bald eagle, bull trout, and proposed critical habitat for the bull trout, based on the information included in the BA.  The LNFH has also requested concurrence with the determination that the Project will have no effect on grizzly bear, gray wolf, Canada lynx, northern spotted owl, Ute ladies'-tresses, showy stickseed, and Wenatchee Mountains checkermallow or critical habitat designated for northern spotted owl and Wenatchee Mountains checkermallow.  The Act's implementing regulations (50 CFR Part 402) do not specifically provide for Service concurrence with an action agency's determination that its proposed action will have no effect on listed species or critical habitat.  However, in response to your request and based on the information you have provided to us in the BA,the CWFO agrees with your determination that the Project, as proposed and analyzed, will have no effect on the aforementioned species or critical habitat.  This concludes informal consultation and conferencing pursuant to the regulations implementing the Act, 50 C.F.R. § 402.13 and 50 CFR 402.10.  This Project should be reanalyzed if new information reveals effects of the action that may affect listed or proposed species or designated or proposed critical habitat in a manner or to an extent not considered in this consultation; if the action is subsequently modified in a manner that causes an effect to a listed or proposed species or designated or proposed critical habitat that was not considered in this consultation; and/or, if a new species is listed or critical habitat is designated that may be affected by this Project.

If you have any questions regarding CWFO comments or your responsibilities under the Act, please contact Christiana Manville at (509) 665-3508 ext. 15 or Jeff Krupka at (509) 665-3508 ext. 18 of the CWFO.

Sincerely,


Supervisor

CC:
FRO, Leavenworth (Malenna Cappellini)

USFWS, Portland (Dennis Seidman)

WDFW, Ephrata (Supervisor)
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Photos

Untreated Fuels at Leavenworth NFH

[image: image4.jpg]



Untreated Fuels at Leavenworth NFH
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Untreated Fuels at Leavenworth NFH
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Untreated Fuels at Leavenworth NFH
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Leavenworth NFH stands after 2002 hazardous fuels reduction project
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