FIRE MANAGEMENT PLAN
ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT

REQUEST FOR SCOPING COMMENTS

The National Park Service (NPS) is preparing an Environmental Assessment (EA) for a Fire Management Plan for Big Cypress National Preserve in southwest Florida.  This effort will be conducted in compliance with the National Environmental Policy Act, Title 40 of the Code of Federal Regulations Parts 1500-1508, Department of the Interior Departmental Manual 516, and NPS Director’s Order #12 and Handbook.  As part of the scoping process, we are soliciting comments from agencies, tribes, organizations, and individuals concerning issues and alternatives they would like us to consider and their rationale for suggesting they be analyzed.
The current Fire Management Plan for the Preserve was written in 1994 and is required by NPS policy to be reviewed and revised every five years.  There have also been fire management terminology changes over the past several years from the direction of the National Fire Plan adopted by all Federal land management agencies, which further necessitates this proposed update/revision.

The EA will evaluate the environmental effects of four alternatives.  The preferred alternative is the no action alternative; i.e., continuation of existing fire management as described in the 1994 plan.  This alternative would involve a combination of prescribed fire, wildland fire use, and wildland fire suppression.  All unplanned human ignitions would be designated wildland fires and appropriate suppression action taken.  Prescribed fires would be employed to mimic as nearly as possible the timing, extent, and effects of natural fire in portions of the Preserve where natural fire regimes are interrupted.  Prescribed fire would be used to supplement Wildland Fire Used for Resource Benefits (WFURB) when analysis shows that human alteration or safety concerns have reduced fire frequency, including reduced frequency resulting from wildland fire suppression necessitated by smoke management or other safety concerns.  Prescribed fire would be used to reduce hazardous fuel accumulations and to prevent wildland fires from entering the Preserve or WFURB from leaving designated units. WFURB would be permitted under prescribed conditions when criteria for designation are met.  Prescribed fire would continue to be the option applied most often, but wildland fire use would be available as a management option over a wide area of the Preserve.

Prescribed fire activities are described in the Preserve’s General Management Plan, which states that fire is an integral part of the ecology of south Florida and that most plant communities are not only susceptible to fire but in fact depend on periodic burning for their survival.  The historic fire-return interval of the fire-dependent ecosystems in the Preserve was approximately three to seven years.  Fire suppression, livestock grazing, human development, and logging likely combined to reduce both fire frequency and size.  Since fire in the Preserve is recognized as an ecological process necessary for maintenance and health of this unique ecosystem, management of this ecological process through a combination of wildland fire use and prescribed fire is essential.

The other alternatives to be analyzed include 1) no prescribed fire and full suppression of wildland fires, 2) prescribed fire and full suppression of wildland fires, and 3) prescribed fire, wildland fire suppression, and limited wildland fire use.
