
 

 

 

August 6, 2018 

Dale Deiter 

Prescott National Forest Supervisor 

2971 Willow Creek Road, Bldg. 4 

Prescott, AZ 86301 

 

Via email to: objections-southwestern-prescott@fs.fed.us. 

RE: Hassayampa Landscape Restoration Project 

Dear Supervisor Deiter, 

Please accept this Objection from the Center for Biological Diversity (“Center”) regarding the 

Hassayampa Landscape Restoration Project (the “Project”) on the Bradshaw Ranger District of 

the Prescott National Forest. The legal notice announcing the objection period was published in 

the Daily Courier on June 21, 2018. The 45-day objection period began that day and ends on 

Monday, August 6, at 11:59pm (36 CFR 218.6(a)), making this submission timely. The Center 

has been actively involved in the Hassayampa Landscape Restoration Project as an engaged 

stakeholder from the early stages of the project. We submitted scoping comments on February 

13, 2017, and commented on the Draft EA on February 9, 2018. Also, the author of this 

objection submitted personal comment on February 13, 2017 as a public citizen, along with his 

wife, Amber Fields. In addition we have participated in in-person stakeholders meetings, 

including but not limited to a public meeting and field trip on May 9, 2017, and several in-person 

communications with forest staff regarding the project.   

The author, as Southwest Advocate for the Center, presents these comments on behalf of our 

60,000+ members and 1.6 million activist-supporters nationwide who value wilderness, 

biodiversity, old growth forests, and the threatened and endangered species which occur on 

America’s spectacular public lands and waters. While many of the Centers members and 

supporters do not live in Yavapai County, we stand united in our defense of all things wild on 

our public lands, including the Prescott National Forest. Trudeau and Fields are also personally 

impacted by the Hassayampa Landscape Restoration Project as they live on a patented inholding 

at the projects northern edge as well as go to this area for recreation, wildlife viewing, 

sustenance, spiritual renewal, fuelwood, and many other aspects of their daily lives. Ms. Fields, 

furthermore, grew up at this location and has observed firsthand the changes in the landscape – 

as well as the respondent management actions taken by the Prescott National Forest – over the 

past 35 years. In addition, both Trudeau and Fields have extensive experience in natural 

resources management in southwestern fire-adapted forests, shrublands, and grasslands, and in 

particular, as former employees of the Ecological Restoration Institute, have extensive 
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backgrounds in landscape-scale restoration ecology principles and practice in these arid 

ecosystems. 

As we stated in our scoping comments and draft EA comments, at a broad scale, we support the 

US Forest Service in its efforts to restore ecosystem resiliency following a century of negative 

impacts to the fire-adapted ecology of the Bradshaw and Sierra Prieta Mountains resulting from 

fire suppression, cattle grazing, commercial logging, mining, drought, insect infestation and 

other impacts. As stewards of our public lands, we expect the Prescott National Forest to utilize 

the best available science, public participation, and ecological management principles to move 

the vegetative communities of the Bradshaw Mountains towards a state of higher ecological 

integrity and resilience. Unfortunately, the use of sound, current, and reliable site-specific data 

does not appear be a cornerstone of this analysis, nor do proposed treatments reflect numerous 

examples in the Forest Service’s own documentation that old and large trees are in a dramatic 

deficit on the Prescott National Forest. That the Forest Service dismissed calls for a 16” diameter 

cap on the basis that such a limitation would prevent the project from moving towards desired 

conditions. This suggests an arbitrary and capricious decision, as there is no documentation of 

current conditions on the project area as it relates to tree diameter occurrence, abundance, 

distribution, or, frequency. To the contrary, a number of sources present information that 

identifies a distinct lack of old and large trees on the Prescott National Forest.  

The subject of this objection consists of two issues: 

1) We object to the Decision on the basis that there is no project-wide restriction on 

removal of old growth and large diameter trees, which have been shown to be in in a 

dramatic deficit on the Prescott National Forest. 

2) We object to the Decision authorizing steep slope logging on slopes up to 80% using 

equipment that has not been proven for this use in arid forest ecosystems. 

 

Issue 1: The decision fails to protect old growth and large diameter trees  

We object to the Decision on the basis that there is no project-wide restriction on removal of old 

growth and large diameter trees, which have been shown to be in in a dramatic deficit on the 

Prescott National Forest. For the purposes of this objection, we will consider VSS 5 (18”-24”) 

and VSS 6 (24”+) trees as those meeting a large tree definition, and trees 144 years old and older 

as those meeting an old tree definition. Additionally, according to the Prescott Forest Plan, Old 

Growth is usually described as groups of trees that show signs of aging such as large diameters, 

dead standing trees (snags), fallen trees (logs) or those with broken tops, and large tree tops 

(canopies) that interlace with each other (dense canopies). A Rapid Assessment of Mexican 

spotted owl Protected Activity Centers on the Bradshaw Ranger District of the Prescott National 
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Forest completed by the Ecological Restoration Institute set the “old tree” definition at 144 years 

and we will follow that benchmark. 

The Project would complete mechanical thinning and mechanical fuel breaks on ~40,000 acres 

of forested PNVT’s across a 234,276 acre project area. The ~40,000 acres to be mechanically 

treated includes 4,331 acres in nine Mexican spotted owl Protected Activity Centers and their 

nest cores, 3,200 acres in pine-oak recovery habitat, several northern goshawk habitat areas, and 

the general landscape matrix between those designated sites. The only limitation to mechanical 

entry to these sites is an 80% slope limit. The decision does not include any degree of protection 

for old growth or large diameter trees, despite these trees being of crucial importance to Mexican 

spotted owl and northern goshawk. The Final EA does not provide quantitative analysis of the 

proportion or distribution of large and old trees across the full physical setting of the ponderosa 

pine PNVT’s within the project area and therefore does not provide adequate baseline current 

conditions to weigh treatment effects against. 

 

Northern Goshawk requires large and old trees for continued viability 

• The 2015 Prescott National Forest Revised Forest Plan Final EIS (page 80) states that: 

“Primary threats to northern goshawks include activities that remove older, larger trees and 

simplify stand structure; removal of dead and down trees; and stand-replacement wildfire.” 

• The 2015 Prescott National Forest Revised Forest Plan Final EIS (page 87) states that: 

“Risk Factors – Primary threats to northern goshawks include activities that remove older, 

larger trees and simplify stand structure; removal of dead and down trees; and stand-

replacement wildfire.” 

• The 2015 Prescott National Forest Revised Forest Plan Final EIS (page 87) states that among 

all vegetative size classes, medium/large trees are the most important for the widest range of 

goshawk prey on the Prescott National Forest: 

“All 14 prey species listed for the northern goshawk in the “Management Recommendations for 

Northern Goshawks” (MRNG) (Forest Service, 1992) are associated with medium/large tree 

vegetative structural stages. Medium/large trees are important habitat components to 13 of the 

14 prey species for maintaining sustainable populations. Canopy openings are important for 

maintaining sustainable populations for 8 of the 14 prey species listed in the MRNG. 

Herbaceous and shrub components are important for 13 of the 14 prey species. Ten of the 14 

prey species listed in the MRNG are associated with early seral stages including 

seedling/saplings and small trees. All 14 prey species need an interspersion of vegetative 

structural stages to maintain sustainable populations.” 
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• The Hassayampa Landscape Restoration Project Final EA (page 87) states that: 

“Eleven of the 12 prey species listed for the northern goshawk in the Management 

Recommendations for Northern Goshawks (Reynolds et al. 1992) are associated with large tree 

vegetative structural stages (vegetation structural stages 5 and 6). Large trees are of 

medium/high importance as habitat components to 10 of the 12 prey species for maintaining 

sustainable populations.” 

 

Mexican spotted owl requires large and old trees for continued viability 

The scientific literature is unified in identifying old and large trees and forest structure as a 

primary habitat element required by Mexican spotted owl. The 2012 Recovery Plan summarizes 

the body of science and clearly identifies large trees as critical habitat primary constituent 

elements, as preferred nest/roost trees and sites, and as essential components of owl home 

ranges. The Recovery Plan team identified large tree density (trees over 18” dbh) as the single 

factor that could describe minimum conditions for nest/roost habitat (Recovery Plan, page 267). 

Tables C.2 and C.3 strongly recommend against removal of large and old trees. 

The 2015 Prescott National Forest Revised Forest Plan Biological Opinion (USFWS July 9, 

2014, page 68) states that “Large, live trees are an important element of Mexican spotted owl 

habitat, and owl use is often correlated with a medium-to-large tree component. Large trees and 

snags take many years to develop and are very difficult to replace, even over the long term.” 

The Hassayampa Landscape Restoration Project Final EA (page 73) states that: 

“…where thinning would be conducted, the balance of tree size-classes and forest stand 

structures would immediately change toward larger-diameter, upper-level trees, because 

proposed treatments focus on removing smaller, lower-level trees. Growth of retained large trees 

would improve and candidate groups or clumps would advance over time toward old-forest 

composition.” 

In addition, the Hassayampa Landscape Restoration Project Final EA (page 74) also states that: 

“Treatments around the nest and roost stands will be designed to retain large trees and 

hardwood components while improving the quantity and quality of understory vegetation that is 

the crux of most prey species’ habitat needs.” 

Despite these statements, there is no indication of actionable strategies or enforceable guidelines 

for old and large tree retention. 
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Large and old trees are in dramatic deficit on the Prescott National Forest 

Numerous Forest Service documents prepared by and for the Prescott National Forest clearly 

identify departure from desired conditions being driven by an overabundance of small and 

medium and young to middle aged trees, and these documents also identify a lack of old and 

large trees.  

• The Hassayampa Landscape Restoration Project Final EA (page 82) provides a table of forest 

structure in sampled goshawk habitats, showing several key pieces of information: 

► In the 9,704 acres of general ponderosa pine foraging habitats, there is a 

disproportionately high percentage of VSS 3 and VSS 4 classes and a disproportionately 

low percentage of VSS 5 and VSS 6 classes. 

► In the 4,708 acres of mixed conifer foraging habitat, there is a dramatic deficit of VSS 

6 classes. 

► For 2 goshawk nest stands there is no data available, making informed planning 

impossible for these areas. 

• The Hassayampa Landscape Restoration Project Final EA (Table 34, page 70) provides a table 

of forest structure in sampled Mexican spotted owl habitats, showing several key pieces of 

information suggesting that removal of trees >18” dbh does not support a strategy of moving 

towards desired conditions: 

►Trees/acre greater than 18” dbh are below minimum desired conditions for 6 out of 11 

PACs, and only marginally over minimum desired condition for 2 PACs. 

► Percent of basal area for trees greater than 18” dbh is below minimum desired 

conditions for 6 out of 11 PACs. 

► Percent of basal area for trees 12”- 18” dbh is below minimum desired conditions for 

4 out of 11 PACs. 

► The final line in the table incorrectly identifies that all four attributes are met on 

average across sampled stands, as percent of basal area in trees greater than 18” dbh is 

below minimum desired condition. We asked for this to be corrected in our comments on 

the Draft EA. 

► A critical point is that the desired conditions set by the USFWS 2012 Mexican 

spotted owl Recovery Plan are minimums and not targets, and values in excess of 

the minimum are not undesirable on their own right. 
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• The Final Environmental Impact Statement for the Prescott National Forest Land and Resource 

Management Plan (Volume 1, page 48) states: 

“Conditions found within the Ponderosa Pine-Evergreen Oak PNVT show a low similarity to 

desired ecological conditions. Fuel loads have accumulated on the forest floor. This PNVT has 

too many young and mid-aged trees and shrubs growing closely together…When wildfires 

occur under current conditions, they are more likely to kill many of the large and old trees, 

moving the vegetation structure further from desired conditions, and thereby, increasing the time 

it would take to restore forest structure to groups of uneven aged, multistoried stands described 

in the desired conditions.” 

• The Final Environmental Impact Statement for the Prescott National Forest Land and Resource 

Management Plan (Volume 1, page 48) states: 

The Ponderosa Pine-Gambel Oak PNVT “has a low similarity to desired conditions. As with the 

Ponderosa Pine-Evergreen Oak PNVT, fine fuels in this PNVT have accumulated on the forest 

floor. There are too many young and mid-aged trees and too few old trees…When wildfires 

occur under current conditions, they are more likely to kill many of the large and old trees, 

moving the vegetation structure further from desired conditions, and thereby, increasing the time 

it would take to restore forest structure to groups of uneven aged, multistoried stands described 

in the desired conditions for the Ponderosa Pine-Gambel Oak PNVT.” 

• The Final Environmental Impact Statement for the Prescott National Forest Land and Resource 

Management Plan (Volume 1, page 213) states: 

“Results of this change in the fire regime are: there are too many young and mid-aged trees and 

too few mature trees which create high canopy cover and stands that have a single overstory 

canopy layer; both fine and coarse fuels have accumulated on the forest floor; and there has 

been a decrease in the growth and germination of grasses and forbs in the understory.” 

• The 2015 Prescott National Forest Revised Forest Plan (page 33) states that: 

“The Ponderosa Pine-Evergreen Oak PNVT is currently severely departed from desired 

conditions. It has too many young and mid-aged trees and uncharacteristically high tree and 

shrub density. There are not enough old trees.” 

• The 2015 Prescott National Forest Revised Forest Plan (page 36) states that: 

“The Ponderosa Pine-Gambel Oak PNVT is severely departed from desired conditions. It has 

too many young and mid-aged trees and not enough old trees.” 

• The 2015 Prescott National Forest Revised Forest Plan (page 59) states that: 

“Within the Ponderosa Pine-Evergreen Oak and Ponderosa Pine-Gambel Oak PNVTs…Dense 

young and mid-age forests with more than 30 percent tree canopy cover predominate in these 
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PNVTs. This is due to several factors but is primarily attributed to past fire suppression. The 

density of trees leads to uncharacteristic crown fires when wildfires do occur.” 

• The 2009 Prescott National Forest Ecological Sustainability Report (Page 23) states that in 

Ponderosa Pine forest on the Prescott National Forest: 

► 38% is classified as Young Forest with >30% canopy Cover 

► 49% classified as Mid Aged forest with >30% canopy cover 

► 3% classified as Mature Old forest 

► “Reference Condition” is 100% Mature old forest with regeneration and <30% canopy 

cover 

• The 2009 Prescott National Forest Ecological Sustainability Report (Page 24) states that in 

Mixed Conifer w/frequent fire forest on the Prescott National Forest: 

► 30% is classified as Young Forest with >30% canopy Cover 

► 64% classified as Mid Aged forest with >30% canopy cover 

► 0% classified as Mature Old forest 

► “Reference Condition” is 100% Mature old forest with regeneration and <30% canopy 

cover 

• The 2009 Prescott National Forest Ecological Sustainability Report (Page 25) states that in 

Mixed Conifer w/aspen forest on the Prescott National Forest: 

► “Reference Condition” calls for 49% in “Late development; old forest with large size 

trees & regeneration; open or closed canopy” but current condition is at 0%.   

► 86% of current condition is in “Mid development; medium size trees & regeneration 

with open or closed canopy” while reference condition calls for just 29%. 

• The 2011 Prescott National Forest Plan Revision EIS Terrestrial Viability Report (Page 24) 

shows a deficit in medium and large trees in the Ponderosa Pine/Gambel Oak PNVT: 

► Desired acres for “Small” tree size classes is 981 acres while current condition is 

18,149 acres 

► Desired acres for “Medium/Large” tree size classes is 46,109 acres while current 

condition is 26,979 acres 

• The 2011 Prescott National Forest Plan Revision EIS Terrestrial Viability Report (Page 26) 

shows a deficit in medium and large trees in the Ponderosa Pine/Evergreen Oak PNVT: 
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► Desired acres for “Small” tree size classes is 17,155 acres while current condition is 

30,498 acres 

► Desired acres for “Medium/Large” tree size classes is 40,665 acres while current 

condition is 23,510 acres 

• The 2014 (Revised) Prescott National Forest Plan Revision EIS Vegetation & Fire Ecology 

Specialist Report (Page 93) shows a dramatic deficit in medium and large trees in the Ponderosa 

Pine/Evergreen Oak PNVT: 

► Desired condition is for 64% of this PNVT to be in medium and large to very large 

size (≥ 10” dia.) trees 

► Currently, 37% of this PNVT is in medium and large to very large size (≥ 10” dia.) 

trees, and 47% of the PNVT is in small diameter closed canopy 

• The 2014 (Revised) Prescott National Forest Plan Revision EIS Vegetation & Fire Ecology 

Specialist Report (Page 94) shows a dramatic deficit in medium and large trees in the Ponderosa 

Pine/Gambel Oak PNVT: 

► Desired condition is for 94% of this PNVT to be in Medium size (10”-19.9” dia.) and 

Large to very large size (≥ 20” dia.) trees 

► Currently, 55% of this PNVT is in Medium size (10”-19.9” dia.) and Large to very 

large size (≥ 20” dia.) trees, and 37% of the PNVT is in small diameter closed canopy 

• The September 2003 Forest Service report “Forest Resources of the Prescott National Forest” 

by Paul Rogers includes several charts showing tree size distributions on the Prescott National 

Forest, all of which clearly show a disproportionately high amount of small and mid-sized trees 

and dramatic deficit of large trees, those in VSS 5 and VSS 6 classes: 
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► From page 4 of the September 2003 US Forest Service report titled “Forest Resources of the 

Prescott National Forest” by Paul Rogers, a chart showing an overabundance of mid-size trees 

and lack of trees over 11”: 

 

 

► From page 5 of the September 2003 US Forest Service report titled “Forest Resources of the 

Prescott National Forest” by Paul Rogers, a chart showing the rapid decline in trees over 16”:
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► From page 9 of the September 2003 US Forest Service report titled “Forest Resources of the 

Prescott National Forest” by Paul Rogers, a chart that shows the #trees by 2” size class on the 

8% of the Prescott National Forest covered by non-reserved timberlands. This chart more 

accurately portrays ponderosa pine and mixed conifer forest stand conditions than the previous 

chart which showed all tree species, but the trend of dramatic deficits of trees over 16” is 

strikingly similar: 

 

 

► From page 8 of the September 2003 US Forest Service report titled “Forest Resources of the 

Prescott National Forest” by Paul Rogers, a chart showing the tree size distribution by VSS class, 

showing a dramatic deficit of VSS 5 and VSS 6 classes/acreage and an abundance of 

trees/acreage under 12” dbh: 
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• The Terrestrial Ecosystem Unit Inventory of the Prescott National Forest (2000) randomly 

sampled representative stands for each Terrestrial Ecosystem Unit. Pages 701-703 provide data 

reporting the structural size classes represented on sample plots. Those data are summarized for 

ponderosa pine sites in the chart below: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

VSS 1 - 32% 

VSS 2 - 14% 

VSS 3 - 32% 

VSS 4 - 19% 

VSS 5/6 - 
2.7% 

Tree size classes on sampled PNF TEUI plots 
Just 2.7% of sampled trees were greater than 18" 

VSS1 (Seedlings)

VSS2   (<5"dbh)

VSS3   (5"-12" dbh)

VSS4   (12"-18" dbh)

VSS5/6   (>18" dbh)
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• The “Rapid Assessment Report for Selected Mexican Spotted Owl Habitat – Prescott National 

Forest” that was completed by the Ecological Restoration Institute (ERI, 2014) has been cited by 

the Forest Service to support the proposed actions in the Hassayampa Project. Among aspects of 

this report that were cited was the statement that “There are 10 to 100 times as many trees across 

the landscape than we estimate were present in the historic, frequent-fire regime period.” This 

statement does not suggest there are too many old or large trees. In fact, other statements in that 

report include: 

 ► “The age class diversity has shifted toward younger trees.” (page 24) 

► “With the disruption of the frequent fire regime, there is currently a greater number of 

smaller, younger trees across the landscape” (page 22) 

► “Significant increases in tree stocking, compared to historical tree data, now exist. 

The increased tree densities are represented by younger trees, and more shade tolerant 

species.” (page 26) 

► “Within the project area tree groups have changed due to the establishment of larger 

dense pockets of younger trees, and the separation of the tree groups by open, non-tree 

areas is limited.” (page 27) 

The overall conclusion of this ERI report is that fire suppression has led to dramatic increases in 

small and young trees, and in no way does this report indicate an overabundance of large or old 

trees. The other evidence we have cited here supports our position that there is a dramatic deficit 

of old and large trees on the Prescott National Forest. The ERI report does not support the need 

to remove any such trees in order to meet desired conditions, and until reliable data is collected 

for the Project area that catalogues the abundance and distribution of old and large trees there is 

no solid scientific defense for the removal of them. The report does suggest a strict diameter cap 

may have unintended consequences, however. Recognizing this is why we suggested a large tree 

retention strategy akin to the 4FRI model where there is a “cap with exceptions.” The Prescott 

National Forest, however, has chosen to ignore this recommendation, as well as dismiss citizen 

calls for a diameter cap, and instead has chosen to decide in favor of a project wherein any and 

all old and large trees can be removed, despite their relative rarity on the Project area. 

This project is being advanced as a “Landscape Restoration Project”, and as such we believe that 

the guiding principles should be those within an ecological restoration framework. Retention of 

large trees and old growth is a fundamental principle of ponderosa pine forest restoration, as 

described in our previously submitted comments and attachments. Unfortunately, because of a 

total lack of a cohesive strategy and/or intention to protect old and large trees, the Hassayampa 

Landscape Restoration Project does not commit to ecological restoration principles. Furthermore, 

the treatments described are not built upon a solid foundation of scientific inquiry into the 

reference conditions and natural range of variability (NRV) of the unique conifer-hardwood 

forests and woodlands that are dominant in the project area.  Instead, the term “commercial 
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logging” is used a number of times, and the ecological underpinning of the proposed actions are 

adherent to the Forest Service’s own literature review on the subject, GTR-310, or Reynolds et al 

(2013), which according to Regional Silviculturalist James Youtz “does not readily apply to the 

Prescott National Forest” (Personal Communication, August 1, 2017). The Project decision does 

not identify ways that prescriptions or design features adjust for the specific conditions on the 

Project area. 

Issue 1: Suggested Remedies 

Because of a widespread paucity of VSS 5 and VSS 6 trees and stands, the Hassayampa 

Landscape Restoration Project should adopt an 18” diameter cap for tree removal in 

ponderosa pine PNVT’s (including but not limited to the general landscape, MSO PACs 

and recovery habitat, goshawk PFAs and other habitats, and MSO nest/roost replacement 

habitat) as well as a restriction on all old growth tree removals.  

The 2015 Forest Plan (page 76) states that the “largest and oldest trees are usually retained” in 

forest community projects. The Hassayampa Project should codify this into a clear and 

unambiguous restriction on removal of old and large trees. The simple statement that “measures 

will be taken to retain pre-settlement and old growth trees where possible” (Final EA, page 257) 

does not provide an actionable direction for retaining the rarest trees on the landscape, especialy 

when considering that "old-growth qualities, desired throughout the Ponderosa Pine PNVTs in 

the form of finer-scale groups or clumps of old or large trees (emphasis added), are generally 

absent or poorly represented" (Hassayampa Project Draft EA, page 50).  

As we explained in detail in past comments, large tree retention meets the project purpose and 

need, avoids cumulative impacts, and mitigates adverse effects to wildlife. Limiting all tree 

removal to small and mid-diameter trees will still accomplish the Projects underlying needs to: 

► Improve the health and resiliency of fire-adapted ecosystems by restoring and maintaining 

fire to a more natural role; 

► Reduce fire hazards in strategic locations to improve fire protection and human safety around 

communities within the project area; and 

► Improve the quality of wildlife habitat while reducing the risk of catastrophic fire. 

Because an Alternative was not developed for comparison that considered an old and large tree 

retention plan as per public request, the Forest Service has not adequately shown the public that 

the Project needs cannot be met within the confines of such a strategy. The dismissal of public 

calls for such a strategy and Alternative has not been shown conclusively through site-specific 

data or modeling to fail at moving towards desired conditions, and as such constitutes a probable 

arbitrary and capricious decision.  
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Current direction in the Forest Plan (2015) has been shown by Forest Service modeling to fail in 

achieving desired conditions within the 80-year modeling window: 

“None of the alternatives would achieve all of the desired conditions for vegetation structure and 

composition within the modeled 80-year timeframe. The current vegetation conditions are such 

that 80 years is not enough time to grow and develop the necessary amount of mature and old-

age ponderosa pine trees that are desired across the landscape. Forest restoration efforts within 

these PNVTs can be initiated, and many desired conditions achieved, but some desired condition 

characteristics require 100 years or more time to develop” (Forest Plan Final EIS, page 59). 

Because predicted effects of plan-authorized treatments will not recruit adequate mature and old 

age ponderosa pine such that desired conditions are met, there is no defensible rationale for 

removal of any VSS 5 or VSS 6 trees, with the exception of direct threats to human safety 

(hazard trees). In fact, the Hassayampa Project Final EA claims that thinning prescriptions for 

goshawk habitat will move towards desired conditions despite that modeling showed otherwise 

(see page 85). This is a clear abdication of science, when modeling is cast aside in favor of 

opinion. In addition, the Final EA admits that stand structure would not move towards desired 

conditions following thinning treatments in the Towers Mountain PFA.  

The 2015 Prescott National Forest Revised Forest Plan Biological Opinion (USFWS July 9, 

2014, page 68) states that the US Fish and Wildlife Service understands that “the Prescott NF 

will integrate habitat management objectives and species protection measure in the Recovery 

Plan (USDI FWS 2012) in order to conserve and manage for the Mexican spotted owl and its 

critical habitat.” The Opinion goes on to identify the maintenance of adequate habitat features 

including large trees as a condition to the Forest Plans implementation (page 102), and 

recommends that the Prescott National Forest design forest restoration projects that “protect 

existing nest/roost replacement habitat…” The Hassayampa Project analysis has not shown that 

protection and improvement of such habitat cannot be accomplished by following and old and 

large tree protection plan and as such a reasonable range of alternatives has not been explored. 

 

Issue 2: Steep slope logging 

We object to the Decision authorizing steep slope logging on slopes up to 80% using equipment 

that has not been proven for this use in arid forest ecosystems. The Forest Service responses to 

our comments on the Draft EA were simply a regurgitation of material in the Draft, and there 

was no thought given to our key points: 

►More than 40% of steep slopes in the Project are within Mexican spotted owl PACs, 

which are inappropriate locations to test equipment with no regional track record. 
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►Equipment proposed for use is not proven in arid, southwestern mountains with 

unstable soils. Examples given of this equipment are relevant to New Zealand and 

Canada, not Arizona. 

► Formulation of best management practices following recommendations developed in 

Cram et al (2007) are not applicable as maximum slopes in that publication were 43%, 

nowhere near the 80% slopes in the Hassayampa Project. In that study the authors stated 

that “the heavy disturbance we observed and recorded on steep slopes appeared to be 

directly correlated with slopes ≥30%. As slope increased above 30% on our study sites, 

deep tire rutting appeared inevitable” (Cram et al., 2007: page 364). 

The 2015 Forest Plan (page 74) states that “Operation of heavy equipment, such as dozers, 

backhoes, or vehicles, on slopes with a grade of 40 percent or greater should be avoided. If use 

of equipment in such areas is required, site-specific design features should be implemented to 

minimize disturbance to soil and vegetation.” The Hassayampa Project Final EA states that 67% 

of the Project is classified as severe erosion hazard, and of those acres most are on slopes above 

40%. On pages 105 and 108 the Final EA describes the effects of compaction and erosion on 

forest soils, but suggests that those effects can be mitigated by using slash to pad the forest floor.  

Design features were developed to mitigate these effects, even though the Final EA has not 

shown any examples where those have been successful in southwestern arid mountains on slopes 

up to 80%.  

Numerous unanswered questions remain regarding this unproven tool for forest thinning. The 

Final EA provides a response (page 253) to our comments saying that “the steep slope 

mechanical treatments will remove the activity fuels that are more difficult to burn.” If slash is to 

be retained as a mat to protect soils, how or why will it be removed? These statements seem to 

stand in stark contrast to each other. Also, the effects of activity fuels (18” deep slash mats) 

remaining on site on fire behavior were not clearly incorporated into fire modeling, as prescribed 

fire is not to be used on slopes over 40%, so any remaining activity fuels would be subject to 

intense wildfire effects. Nor was there identification of infrastructure needs to facilitate such 

equipment, such as new temporary roads and winch anchor sites/yards. 

The Final EA provides a response (page 251) to our comments saying that “Utilizing the cut-to-

length forwarder system may reduce potential negative impacts associated with skid trail 

construction. This system can also reduce impacts on soil, especially those associated with 

multiple passes of machinery and impacts on wetter soils (McDonald and Seixas 2013).” The 

phrases “may reduce” and “can also reduce” imply bold assumptions and not clear assertions.  

Can the Forest Service provide an example of where this equipment was used successfully in 

arid southwestern mountains? Are there examples of where it has been used in Mexican spotted 

owl PACs without negatively impacted owls? 
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The Final EA (page 251) states that “Use of this newer technology is expected to result in less 

impact than would result from the inevitable high-severity fire that would burn through these 

areas if left untreated.” This statement is misleading, because it does not provide a meaningful 

comparison for analysis. The EA has not compared impact of steep slope logging to hand 

thinning, only to no action. The public has no way to determine if hand thinning can meet the 

Projects needs as the comparison has not been made. 

Issue 2: Suggested Remedies 

The steep slope logging component should be removed entirely from the Hassayampa 

project until technologies proven for arid southwestern mountains and operations in PACs 

are proven. The areas identified for steep slope logging should be prioritized for hand 

thinning and prescribed fire based on the strategic effectiveness and degree of fire risk in 

those units. The analysis has not adequately assessed the impacts of this equipment on 

wildlife, fire behavior, erosion, and other factors, and as such cumulative effects cannot be 

fully disclosed or mitigated. 

 

Thank you for your consideration of our concerns over the Hassayampa Landscape Restoration 

Project. We are pleased with some of the changes that have been made as a result of our 

stakeholder interactions with the Forest Service so far in the project, and overall the project has 

much potential benefit. Much improvement has been made since the early stages of the project, 

and the project can still be an effective management action to reduce the risk of uncharacteristic 

fire and degradation of the watershed. Additional protections for large trees as identified in this 

Objection will still enable the Forest Service to meet the project objectives and will ensure a 

more rapid restoration of old growth qualities and reduction of fire risk. Please do not hesitate to 

contact me directly with questions or concerns, and I look forward to resolving these issues in a 

timely fashion, and clearing the project to begin implementation. 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

 

Joe Trudeau 

Southwest Advocate 

Center for Biological Diversity 

PO Box 1013, Prescott, AZ 86302 

jtrudeau@biologicaldiversity.org 

(603) 562-6226 
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