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SULPHUR SPRINGS HAZARDOUS FUELS REDUCTION PROJECT
ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT

1 INTRODUCTION / PURPOSE OF AND NEED FOR ACTION

1.1 Introduction

The Bureau of Land Management (BLM), Battle Mountain District Office (BMD) proposes to
reduce hazardous fuels on approximately 8,620 acres of public lands administered by the BLM
within the Shoshone-Eureka Planning Area in Eureka County, Nevada (Project). Various fuels
treatment methods would be implemented in a phased manner over two to ten years with
approximately 500 to 2,000 acres implemented annually (Proposed Action) (Figure 1.1.1).

Historically, the approach to fire management has been one of full or modified suppression for
all wildland fires on public lands administered by the BLM; therefore, very limited use of
prescribed fire or fuels management has occurred. As a result, there have been numerous and
extensive wildland fires in the past five to seven years and greater emphasis has now been placed
on wildland fire rehabilitation and hazardous fuels reduction. New national direction is outlined
in the Review and Update of the 1995 Federal Wildland Fire Management Update (2001 Federal
Fire Policy) (United States [U.S.] Department of the Interior 2001). In addition, the National Fire
Plan (NFP) (U.S. Department of Agriculture and U.S. Department of Interior 2000) provides for
implementation of hazardous fuels reduction activities such as those outlined in the Healthy
Forests Initiative and Healthy Forests Restoration Act. Congress has provided funds to address
hazardous fuels management issues and to re-introduce fire into fire dependent ecosystems.

1.2 Purpose of and Need for Action

The purpose of the Proposed Action is to: 1) decrease the severity of future wildland fires in the
Sulphur Springs Assessment Area (Assessment Area) by reducing hazardous fuels (ground and
aerial) and provide for a safer fire suppression environment; 2) reduce the likelihood for loss of
life and property and natural resources due to wildland fire in and around the Assessment Area;
and, 3) provide links with natural fuelbreaks in adjacent areas.

Additional goals of the proposed Project include:

Improve sage grouse habitat;

Improve rangeland health and productivity;

Improve pinyon-juniper woodland health;

Reduce pinyon-juniper encroachment into rangeland sites;
Improve wildlife habitat in the long term;

Protect bitterbrush habitat;

Protect property and natural and cultural resources;

Protect community infrastructure;

Provide for vegetative and ecological diversity;

Protect important wildlife habitat from devastating wildland fire effects;
Protect important raptor nesting habitat;

Protect riparian areas from devastating wildland fire effects;
Restore riparian functionality and improve ecosystem health;
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. Improve extent and vigor of riparian plant communities; and
. Restore channel morphology to be in balance with climatic and landform setting.

The Project is necessary to 1) moderate fire behavior within the treated areas; and 2)
compartmentalize sagebrush areas to reduce the damage from catastrophic wildland fire.
Implementing the Project would also create a safer environment for firefighters than that which
is now present.

1.3 BLM Responsibilities and Relationship to Planning

The BLM is required to comply with the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) to analyze
the impacts the Proposed Action and potential alternatives would have on the human
environment. This Environmental Assessment (EA) is prepared in conformance with the NEPA,
Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) regulations (40 Code of Federal Regulations (CFR)
1500-1508), and BLM NEPA Handbook H-1790-1 (BLM 2008). The BLM Handbook provides
instructions for compliance with the CEQ regulations for implementing the procedural
provisions of NEPA and the Department of the Interior’s (DOI’s) manual on NEPA
(516 DM 1-7).

The BLM is responsible for the preparation of this EA, which was prepared in conformance with
the policy guidance provided in the BLM’s NEPA Handbook (BLM Handbook H-1790-1).

1.3.1 Resource Management Plan

The Shoshone-Eureka Resource Management Plan (RMP) approved in 1986 did not specifically
address fire management. In 2002, an amendment was prepared. The amendment states, “up to
21,000 acres may be treated within the Shoshone-Eureka Planning Area per year” and “this
figure includes the average of 5,900 acres that would burn annually due to wildland fire.”
Therefore, 15,100 acres per year in the Shoshone-Eureka Planning Area may be managed for
fuels reduction or prescribed burning. The maximum number of 2,000 acres to be treated under
the Proposed Action annually is consistent with the requirements of the RMP.

This EA is also consistent with the objectives described in the Shoshone-Eureka Rangeland
Program Summary (RPS) (BLM 1988). This EA is an activity level document designed to
address environmental impacts of the various methods that make up the Proposed Action.

Guidance and procedures for management and treatment of renewable resources, including
utilization of prescribed fire and emergency fire rehabilitation, are found in BLM Manual 1740
and BLM Manual Handbook H-1740-1. Guidance for emergency fire rehabilitation is found in
Section 1742 of the BLM Manual. This EA is tiered to the RMP and the 2001 Federal Fire
Policy. All BLM documents referenced in this EA are available for review at the BMD during
normal business hours.
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The Proposed Action and the No Action Alternative described in this EA are in conformance
with the RMP and Record of Decision (ROD) (BLM 1983 and BLM 1986a), and to the extent
possible, are consistent with federal, state, and local laws.

1.4 Scoping

The Project was scoped internally by the BLM Interdisciplinary (ID) Team. A public scoping
letter was sent to interested parties on March 24, 2008 to inform groups and individuals about the
proposed Project and to solicit comments, which would be accepted until May 2, 2008. Three
comment letters were received and have been considered in the preparation of this EA. Interested
Native American tribes were sent the public scoping letter on March 24, 2008 and in response
the BLM received one request from the South Fork Band of the Western Shoshone for a field
tour. The tour was conducted by the BLM’s Native American Coordinator on July 1, 2008.

15 Issues

During an internal meeting, BLM personnel identified the critical elements and other resources
and uses to be addressed in this document as outlined in Chapter 3. Specific issues related to the
Proposed Action were identified and include the following:

Pine nut gathering

Noxious Weeds (Titled Noxious Weeds, Invasive and Nonnative Species in Chapter 3)
Riparian and Wetland Areas

Greater Sage-grouse

Pygmy Rabbits

Special Status Bats or Raptors

Migratory Birds

Livestock grazing and range improvements

Cultural Resources (Pony Express Trail, Eureka to Palisade Stage Route & Eureka to
Palisade Stage Route Railroad, Carbonari Platforms, Historic Structures [including
Prince of Wales Mine])
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4 ENVIRONMENTAL CONSEQUENCES

4.1 Proposed Action

4.1.1  Air Quality

Fuels treatment activities within the Assessment Area would create fugitive dust, causing a
minor impact to air resources. As described in the Proposed Action, fugitive dust would be
controlled by minimizing surface disturbance and implementing the environmental protection
measures outlined in Section 2.1.6. Speed limits on access roads would be observed, and travel
on roads within the Assessment Area would be conducted at prudent speeds. Impacts would also
be minimized as areas are revegetated or reseeded as outlined in Section 2.1.6. The Proposed
Action would also result in smoke emissions from the pinyon-juniper prescribed fire treatment
option; however, these emissions would be temporary and seasonal.

4.1.2 Cultural Resources

Each Treatment Unit would be inventoried for cultural resources prior to initiating ground
disturbing activities. In addition, all NRHP eligible and unevaluated sites would be avoided;
therefore, no impacts to cultural resources would occur as a result of the Proposed Action.

4.1.3  Noxious Weeds, Invasive and Non-native Species

New surface disturbance from the Proposed Action would increase the potential for and promote
the spread and establishment of noxious weeds, invasive, and nonnative species. Approximately
8,620 acres (with approximately 500 to 2,000 acres implemented annually) within the Treatment
Units would be temporarily impacted by Project activities over a maximum of ten years.

Cheatgrass is already present in the Assessment Area; therefore, cheatgrass would likely return
following implementation of the Proposed Action or following a severe wildland fire. The return
of cheatgrass could be temporary until native vegetation is established. As stated in Section
2.1.6, seeding following the Proposed Action would occur, if necessary, in order to promote the
establishment of native vegetation species.

Impacts from noxious weeds, invasive and non-native species would be minimized with the
implementation of the environmental protection measures outlined in Section 2.1.6 and
following the BMPs: avoidance of known noxious weeds, invasive, and nonnative species
infestation areas by vehicles; removal of noxious weeds, invasive, and nonnative species in
Treatment Units; and washing of vehicles prior to entering weed free areas and existing areas of
known noxious weeds, invasive, and nonnative species infestation.

4.1.4  Wildlife (Including Threatened and Endangered Species, Special Status Species,
and Migratory Birds)

Direct impacts to wildlife would consist of temporary habitat loss and disturbance from all the
fuel treatment options. Approximately 8,620 acres (with approximately 500 to 2,000 acres
implemented annually) of existing wildlife habitat in the Treatment Units would be temporarily
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