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I am a professional forester as well as an avid recreationist (hiking, skiing, mtn biking) who uses BLM-managed lands frequently. My comments pertain to management of the Medford District, with which I am most familiar.

Need for a new alternative with a restoration focus

BLM should develop an alternative with an explicit restoration focus.  Restoration would involve moving existing forests closer to their natural range of variability with respect to stand density, stand structures, species composition, etc.  Sustained yield timber production would be a by-product of ecological restoration and therefore would meet the purpose and need for the plan revisions.  A science-based restoration approach would be based primarily on aggressive thinning with judicious use of prescribed fire.  However, some regeneration harvesting (with retention of "legacy" conifers, hardwoods, snags, logs, etc.) might be appropriate in order to create openings for shade-intolerant species and to promote a balance of seral stages.  Also, there is ecological justification for thinning in old growth stands currently at risk of loss from uncharacteristic wildfire and bark beetle attack.   Many areas currently off-limits (for all practical purposes) to management such as riparian management areas and LSRs could and should be treated.  Thus a science-based restoration approach doesn't mean thinning only small diameter trees in plantations, but rather, management across a larger landscape, with the potential to generate significant timber volumes.  

Rationale:  There is an growing consensus among decision makers, scientists, foresters, and many others that aggressive thinning and other management activities are needed to restore forests historically characterized by frequent low and mixed severity fire regimes, such as those of the Medford District.  Restoration is something that most interested parties can agree on; it is socially acceptable, ecologically sound, and generates timber and jobs.  Numerous local and regional collaborative efforts such as the S OR Small Diameter Collaborative, Applegate Partnership, and many others attest to support for restoration-based approaches. Not all would agree with the restoration approach described above, but there is movement in that direction.  At the very least BLM should generate a restoration alternative that can be compared with the current set of alternatives.  

What's missing from the analysis or needs to be clarified

· In assessing amount of structurally complex forest under the alternatives, the DEIS does not seem to consider the high likelihood that wildfire at some point in the future will significantly reduce this amount.  As a result, there is a need to manage for and/or reserve more structurally complex forest as "insurance" against stand-replacing wildfire.  Also, the DEIS does not seem to model the effects of fire on growth and yield of timber, or if it does, this is not obvious. 

· The DEIS contains little discussion of small diameter/biomass utilization on Medford District.  Given the published estimates of 6+ billion board feet of small diameter timber on the District (45 years of the District's ASQ under Alt. #2), this is a major omission. 

· More details are needed about how uneven-aged management / partial harvesting under Alternative 3 would be implemented on the Medford District and elsewhere.  What stand structures will result from partial harvesting?  What would be the size of openings?  At what range of densities would stands be managed?  Perhaps this is too much detail for this kind of management plan, but it's hard to get a sense of how Alt. 3 would look when implemented on the ground. 

· Where does the riparian management zone (as defined in the DEIS) begin?  I think it's the edge of the channel migration zone, but this is only a footnote in a table and is nowhere discussed that I could find.  This is significantly different than defining the RMA based on the ordinary high water mark.   For low gradient streams with wide floodplains, where the RMA begins could make a huge difference in the size of the riparian zone.  

Comments on the Alternatives

· The NAA could be significantly improved (i.e., if modified and designed as a new alternative) by modifying the size of the RMAs as in Alt. #1 or perhaps #2, and by incorporating the LSMA concept (vs. no-touch LSRs).

· Alternatives #1 and #2 have several major flaws:

-They are based on even-age plantation management is not a good ecological fit for major portions of the Medford District.  

-They will increase the risk of local extirpation of some plant and animal species (according to the analysis) and (under Alt #2) will increase the risk that invasive species will be introduced.  

-The absence of green tree retention will slow the development of structurally complex forests and will reduce the potential habitat for many wildlife species

-Fire hazard is increased and fire resiliency is substantially reduced compared to the NAA and Alt 3, or compared to a restoration-based alternative.  

-Social acceptability will be a challenge (to say the least) because of the large increase in the amount of visible clearcutting as well as accelerated harvesting of structurally complex ("old growth") forest. 

-In sum, they result in an unacceptable tradeoff of increasing the ASQ and associated economic values at the expense of other values.  Alternative #1 is better than #2 for these reasons.  

· Alt 3 is preferable to #1 and #2 since it provides for greater fire resiliency, is likely to be more socially acceptable since it is not based on plantation management, maintains and promotes further development of structurally complex forests, and still provides for a higher ASQ and payments to counties compared to the current situation or the NAA.  

Needed modifications

-If an alternative employing timber management areas and regeneration harvesting is adopted, there should at a minimum be green tree and snag retention in regeneration harvests in TMAs to 1) increase fire resiliency, 2) provide better habitat in the short and long term, 3) speed the development of more structurally complex forests, and 4) reduce visual impacts of clearcuts.   Retention should include hardwoods as well as conifers.  

Concepts from the DEIS that should be retained

· The LSMA concept is an improvement over LSRs, which allow minimal or no management.  In the Medford District, thinning/partial harvesting to regulate stand density in LSMAs is appropriate to reduce fire hazard and increase resistance to insect attack.  There shouldn't be a limit on the age of stands treated, but treatments should have a clear ecological rationale.

· The size of the riparian management zones in the NW Forest Plan is excessive and seems to have little ecological rationale, at least in terms of providing shade or large wood.  The RMAs in the WOPR DEIS seem adequate for riparian protection, even under Alt 2., as long as the riparian zone begins at the edge of the channel migration zone (assuming the analysis is correct and is supported by the best science).  However, non-fish bearing streams that are capable of supporting fish but are blocked from fish passage by an artificial barrier, such as a culvert, should be treated the same as fish-bearing streams.  If possible, designation of RMA sizes should be more site-specific and flexible.  

Management of structurally complex/late successional/old growth stands

· Low elevation old growth is scarce in the Medford District and throughout western Oregon; BLM lands contain much of this resource. Therefore existing structurally complex/old growth should be reserved from regeneration harvest, but also should be actively managed when and where appropriate with thinning and prescribed fire to increase tree vigor and resilience.   BLM should also promote the development of new structurally complex forests.

Other comments

· Management of the Ashland Resource Area over the past 10-15 years provides some good examples for other areas of the Medford District: shaded fuelbreaks, large-scale commercial thinning projects, underburning, treatment of non-commercial vegetation, etc.  More needs to be done but it’s heading in the right direction.  

