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Congress established Wind Cave National Park in 1903 to protect Wind Cave.   Since the original designation, the purpose of the park has expanded from cave preservation alone to management of both surface and subsurface resources.   The primary features of the park are the cave, recognized worldwide as a significant site, and the surface ecosystem which supports plains and hills grasslands and forests, as well as a wide variety of wildlife, including bison, elk, and prairie dogs.  In order to preserve these values, an active fire management program is required to maintain the fire dependent ecosystem.  The primary values protected include scenic and geologic values, large expanses of remnant native mixed-grass prairie and ponderosa pine forest, associated native wildlife species, and the human occupation story for the past 11,000 years.

Wind Cave National Park contains large tracts of continuous fine fuels and large tracts of, what are now, closed stands of long-needled pine.  Fire is a fundamental ecological process that influences plant and animal diversity and distribution as well as abiotic processes such as erosion, nutrient cycling, and soil genesis.  Both natural and human-caused ignitions have historically influenced the landscape at Wind Cave National Park.  The park implemented its existing Fire Management Plan in 1999, which emphasizes fire suppression and the use of prescribed fire for fuel reduction.  The National Park Service has used prescribed fire as a management tool since the early 1970s at Wind Cave.  However, prescribed fires have not been sufficient to maintain forest stands in natural situations, which have resulted in forest canopy closure with attendant fuel buildup and forest spread into park grasslands.  
The National Park Service’s Fire Management Policy (Director’s Order #18: Wildland Fire Management) was revised in 2003, with specific guidance (Reference Manual #18: Wildland Fire Management).  
The park analyzed two alternatives for management of fire within the park:

· Under the No Action Alternative, the park would continue the existing practice of prescribed fire to reduce fuel loads and to achieve resource management goals.  In addition, fire suppression would continue, with no natural ignitions burning under any circumstances.  
· Under the preferred alternative, the park would continue the existing practice of fire suppression as well as using prescribed fire to achieve resource management goals and the reduction of fire fuels.  In addition, the park would utilize fuel treatments of forested areas to aid in prescribed fire preparation and reduce fire fuel hazards.  
Unlike the no action alternative, the preferred alternative actively works to bring forested areas to more safe and manageable conditions for the continued use of prescribed fire within the park.  Implementation of the action alternative would result in beneficial conditions to natural resources and provide a safer human environment both in and out of the park.

PREFERRED ALTERNATIVE
Under the preferred alternative, the park’s fire management program would continue the use of prescribed fire for fuel reduction throughout the park, as well as to achieve resource management goals.  Fire suppression would continue as in the past, as the park would not allow natural ignitions to burn under any circumstances.  
Suppression of all wildfires will be a priority in the park, with all suppression efforts directed to safeguarding life and property while protecting park resources from harm.  The park will evaluate all fires to determine the appropriate management responses considering vegetation terrain, fire behavior/effects, cultural resources, access, developed areas, and political boundaries.  
In addition, the park will use mechanical treatments in preparation for and in conjunction with prescribed fire treatment.  Treatments may include the following:

· cutting lower limbs from trees to reduce ladder fuels and the potential for crown fire;

· cutting ponderosa regeneration to reduce fire intensity and restore open ponderosa/mixed-grass ecosystem;

· tree felling to add to ground fuel loads to carry fire or break up canopy for reduction of canopy closure;

· mowing grass to create fuel breaks
· hose lays or the potential use of ATV with tanks; and 
· construction of fire breaks.  
Mechanical treatments are not to be the park’s long-term primary management tool for forested areas.  These will be used to move forest conditions to a point where they could be largely maintained by prescribed fire and then their use would be limited and would diminish over time.

OTHER ALTERNATIVES CONSIDERED

An analysis of the purpose and need led to the dismissal of an additional alternative that failed to meet the project objectives.

Wildland Fire Use:  Wildland fire use is allowing natural ignitions to burn, with no management action taken.  Although this alternative would restore fire to a natural state, this would create a significant risk to lives, property and park resources.  Because of staff limitations, small land management size, long response times, valuable cultural resources, and values at risk on neighboring lands, allowing uncontrolled wildland fires would not meet resource objectives and could potentially violate a number of state and federal resource laws; therefore, it was not analyzed further.  
No Prescribed Fire: The NPS mission is to protect and preserve the native ecosystems it manages for the enjoyment of future generations.  Guided by this mandate, the national fire management program focuses on restoring and maintaining fire as a natural process while protecting human life and property.  Furthermore, RM-18 directs parks to scientifically manage wildland fire using best available technology as an essential ecological process to restore, preserve, or maintain ecosystems and use resource information gained through inventory and monitoring to evaluate and improve the program.  To help in achieving these long-term goals, the NPS has a comprehensive fire management program including hazardous fuels reduction, prescribed fire, wildland fire for resource benefit, and wildland fire suppression.  Native species in Wind Cave National Park evolved with fire, and many are dependent upon fire for their continued survival.  Natural fire events are fewer due to land management practices and suppression activities associated with human utilization of landscapes surrounding the park, making prescribed fire necessary to replicate historic fire frequency.  Because the absence of prescribed fire would result in degradation of the native ecosystem at Wind Cave National Park, this alternative was not further analyzed or incorporated into other alternatives.  
Mechanical Treatment Alone:  Under this alternative, removal or manipulation of hazard fuel buildups would be by mechanical means only.  Removal of fuel by mechanical means alone would leave the majority of the land within the park with no viable method to remove fuel loads.  Approximately 63% of the land cover at Wind Cave is composed of grassland, with the remainder as forest, woodland, or shrublands.  The only mechanical treatment available in the grasslands is mowing, however, the rugged terrain and rapid growth of grasses during the summer months preclude mowing as a viable fuel reduction treatment.  Furthermore, widespread or frequent mowing would cause unacceptable visual impacts to the park’s prairie resources (long lasting tracks from the mower) and tends to encourage encroachment by exotic plant species.  Forests cover approximately 29% of the park.  This treatment most often employs chainsaws to remove woody fuels (i.e. trees) to reduce fuel loads.  Cut materials would require removal, causing additional unacceptable visual impacts to the park’s forest areas (long lasting stumps and tracks from vehicles) and again encourages encroachment by exotic plant species.  Although this alternative would protect people from fire and minimize impacts of wildfire on park and adjacent lands and resources, it fails to restore fire as a fundamental ecological process within the park.  In addition, this alternative would have extremely high costs and would result in substantial damage to the resources from heavy equipment use.  Therefore this alternative was not analyzed further.

ENVIRONMENTALLY PREFERRED ALTERNATIVE

The environmentally preferred alternative is determined by applying the criteria suggested in the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (NEPA), which is guided by the CEQ.  The CEQ provides direction that “[t]he environmentally preferable alternative is the alternative that will promote the national environmental policy” as expressed in NEPA’s Section 101b:

a. Fulfill the responsibilities of each generation as trustee of the environment for succeeding generations;

b. Ensure for all generations safe, healthful, productive, and esthetically and culturally pleasing surroundings;

c. Attain the widest range of beneficial uses of the environment without degradation, risk of health or safety, or other undesirable and unintended consequences;

d. Preserve important historic, cultural and natural aspects of our national heritage and maintain, wherever possible, an environment that supports diversity and variety of individual choice;

e. Achieve a balance between population and resource use that will permit high standards of living and a wide sharing of life’s amenities; and

f. Enhance the quality of renewable resources and approach the maximum attainable recycling of depletable resources.

The preferred alternative provides greater flexibility in the management of smoke and prevention of air quality degradation by using prescribed fire, including burning of brush piles, in a wider variety of seasons, prevention of smoke in local communities would be easier to achieve.

Under the preferred alternative, park managers would have better capability to protect cultural resources through fuel treatments and prescribed fires that burn in more predictable patterns.  Prescribed fire alone, as outlined in no action alternative, would increase the risk of damage or loss to cultural resources, as fires with little or no pre-treatment have a wider variance in predictable behavior and thus greater potential to harm cultural resources.

As examined, both alternatives present no substantive differences in impact on threatened or endangered species.
The preferred alternative provides greater ability to place fire on the ground in the season and area needed to achieve desired results in the vegetative communities, especially for reduction of exotic species and restoration of natural ecosystem processes.  In addition, the preferred alternative also provides greater ability to manage and enhance wildlife habitat within the park through utilization of fuel treatment and fire at the proper time and place.  
The Environmentally Preferred Alternative is Alternative B, which is also the agency Preferred Alternative.  This alternative has the greatest long-term positive environmental impacts with the least negative impacts.  Specifically, the Preferred Alternative has significant long-term positive impacts by restoring a natural process that would support native plant growth and survival, while at the same time providing for safety and security of park and adjacent land resources.  By supporting native plant species and communities, the Preferred Alternative would also have long-term benefits for the native mixed-grass prairie and forest ecosystem as a whole.  
THE PREFERRED ALTERNATIVE AND SIGNIFICANCE CRITERIA

As defined in 40 CFR §1508.27, significance is determined by examining the following criteria: Impacts that may be both beneficial and adverse.  A significant effect may exist even if the Federal agency believes that on balance the effect will be beneficial.

Implementation of the preferred alternative will produce short-term, minor negative impacts to public health and safety resulting from smoke and smoke dispersion.  However, long-term effects would be beneficial to the human environment in that the area would be less susceptible to catastrophic fire events through a reduction of forest fuel, opening of forest canopies, and reducing fire energy.    
No significant adverse effects will occur as a result of implementing the preferred alternative.  Due to the generation of smoke for short duration during mechanical treatment, prescribed fires, brush pile burning, and wildland fires before suppression, implementation of this alternative would result in short-term, minor negligible impacts to air resources.

The direct impacts of fire and equipment on individual plants would result in short term, minor negative impacts on vegetation resources.  A planned and timed prescribed fire program would mitigate the direct impacts on species composition of the fire dependent plant communities.  Implementation of this alternative would result in long-term, moderate positive impacts to vegetation resources.

The degree to which the proposed action affects public health or safety

As previously discussed, the generation of smoke for short durations during brush pile burning, prescribed fires and wildland fires before suppression, implementation of this alternative would result in short-term, minor negative impacts to public health and safety.

Unique characteristics of the geographic area such as proximity to park lands, prime farmlands, wetlands, wild and scenic rivers, or ecologically critical areas

There are no prime farmlands, wetlands, wild and scenic rivers, or ecologically critical areas within the project area.  However, as described in the environmental assessment, the biotic systems of caves are highly specialized, and impacts to these resources are considered long term.  Although park cave resources nave no designation as ecologically critical areas, the unique nature of their ecosystem warrants a high level of protection.  National Park Service policies require protection of geologic resources and processes.  Burned areas may experience increased rates of erosion for short time periods following burns.  However, this increase would be negligible given the short duration of the increase and the rapid response of ground cover vegetation that characterize the park landscape.  In addition, studies show that fire occurred on regular intervals within the park and would have resulted in materials moving into cave and karst resources.  Both alternatives support the establishment of fire return to the park and thus the potential for materials moving into cave and karst resources.  Implementation of this alternative would result in long-term, negligible impacts to the geographic area.  
The degree to which the effects on the quality of the human environment is likely to be highly controversial

There were no controversial impacts identified during the analysis done for the environmental assessment.  
Degree to which the possible effects on the quality of the human environment are highly uncertain or involve unique or unknown risks

The risks to the quality of the human environment associated with the preferred alternative would be negligible.  There were no highly uncertain, unique, or unknown risks associated with implementation of the preferred alternative.

Degree to which the action may establish a precedent for future actions with significant effects or represents a decision in principle about a future consideration

The preferred alternative does not establish a National Park Service precedent for future actions with significant effects and does not represent a decision in principle about a future consideration.   
Whether the action relates to other actions with individually insignificant but cumulatively significant impacts

Implementation of the preferred alternative will contribute long-term moderate beneficial impacts to public health and safety.  The preferred alternative will not significantly impact the surface resources of Wind Cave National Park.  Any adverse effects, in conjunction with the adverse impacts of any other past, present, or reasonably foreseeable future actions, will result in long-term negligible to minor impacts to cave and cultural resources, soils, vegetation, and visitor use and experiences.
Degree to which the action may adversely affect districts, sites, highways, structures, or objects listed on National Register of Historic Places or may cause loss or destruction of significant scientific, cultural, or historical resources

Conducting prescribed fires within the park would be the greatest impact of implementation of the preferred alternative.  This alternative has the potential to disturb exposed artifacts, cultural landscapes, and ethnographic resources.  Completion of pre-burn fuel treatment projects increases the potential of identifying and protecting unknown cultural resources, thus reducing the potential for impact.  Long-term, minor negative impacts to cultural resources may occur.  Because wildland fire suppression is completed under emergency situations it is difficult to complete the pre-burn surveys and monitoring needed.  

As confirmed by an October 17, 2005,  letter received from the South Dakota State Historic Preservation Officer, State Historical Society, the preferred alternative would have no adverse effect to historic properties providing Wind Cave National Park complies with 36 CFR part 800 for all undertakings that have the potential to effect historic properties, such as ground disturbing activities, and all eligible and unevaluated archaeology sites and structures are avoided by activities associated with this plan.
Degree to which the action may adversely affect an endangered or threatened species or its critical habitat

There may be short-term, minor negative effects to threatened or endangered species resulting from implementation of the preferred alternative.  The US Fish and Wildlife Service was contacted regarding this project, and the Service agreed through correspondence dated October 18, 2005, with the park’s finding of no effect on threatened and endangered species.

Whether the action threatens a violation of Federal, state, or local environmental protection law

The preferred alternative would not violate any federal, state, or local environmental protection laws.

Impairment

In addition to reviewing the list of significance criteria, the National Park Service has determined that implementation of the preferred alternative would not constitute an impairment to Wind Cave National Park resources and values.  This conclusion is based on a thorough analysis of the environmental impacts described in the project’s environmental assessment, relevant scientific studies, and the professional judgment of the decision-maker guided by the direction in National Park Service Management Policies.  Although implementation of the project would cause minor short and long-term adverse effects to air quality, cultural resources, public health and safety, and threatened and endangered species, in all cases these result from actions taken to preserve park resources.  Overall, implementation of the preferred alternative would result in long-term moderate positive benefits to sustainability and long-term management, vegetation resources, and wildlife.  Implementation of the preferred alternative at Wind Cave National Park would not result in impairment of any park resources or values.

PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT AND CONSULTATION

National Park Service internal discussions led to identification of the main issues addressed in this environmental assessment.  To obtain public input on the proposed project, the park sent out two press releases concerning the plan and associated open house, which were printed in local papers. The park hosted the open house on October 6, 2005.  Three individuals attended.  All expressed support for the preferred alternative.

A number of American Indian Tribes have demonstrated interest in the areas within Wind Cave National Park.  The following tribes and tribal representatives received copies of the draft environmental assessment for review and comment.
Apache Tribe of Oklahoma

Oglala Sioux Tribal Council

Arapaho Business Committee
Ponca Tribe of Nebraska

Cheyenne-Arapaho Tribes of Oklahoma
Ponca Tribe of Oklahoma 

Cheyenne River Sioux Tribe
Rosebud Sioux Tribal Council

Crow Creek Sioux Tribal Council 
Santee Sioux Tribal Council

Flandreau Santee Sioux Executive Committee
Sisseton-Wahpeton Sioux Tribal Council

Fort Belknap Community Council
Standing Rock Sioux Tribal Council

Fort Peck Tribal Executive Board
Three Affiliated Tribes Business Council

Lower Brule Sioux Tribal Council
Yankton Sioux Tribal Bus. & Claims Comm.

Northern Cheyenne Tribal Council

The park contacted the South Dakota SHPO, who concurred with the park’s determination that the preferred alternative would have no effect on historic properties through a letter dated October 17, 2005.

The US Fish and Wildlife Service agreed with the preferred alternative and the park finding of no adverse effect on threatened and endangered species through correspondence dated October 18, 2005.
Wind Cave National Park posted the environmental assessment on the NPS PEPC planning website on September 7, 2005.  The park also mailed the Draft Fire Management Plan and Environmental Assessment to a recipient list of state and local agencies and interested parties.  The public review period closed on October 22, 2005.  There were five responses received through this effort and a summary of responses to public comment are in the attached Errata Sheet.
CONCLUSION

The preferred alternative would not constitute an action that normally requires preparation of an environmental impact statement (EIS).  The preferred alternative would not have a significant effect on the human environment.  Negative environmental impacts that could occur are short-term and of negligible to minor in intensity.  There would be no significant impacts on public health, public safety, threatened or endangered species, or other unique characteristics of the region.  There are no unmitigated adverse impacts on sites or districts listed in or eligible for listing in the National Register of Historic Places.  No uncertain or controversial impacts, unique risks, significant cumulative effects, or elements of precedence were identified.  Implementation of the action would not violate any federal, state, or local environmental protection law nor would it result in the impairment of park resources or values.

Based on the foregoing, it has been determined that an EIS is not required for this project and thus will not be prepared.

Recommended: 
_________________________________________________

Superintendent 




Date

Approved: 
_________________________________________________

Midwest Regional Director 


Date
ERRATA SHEETS

FIRE MANAGEMENT PLAN

ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT
Wind Cave National Park

The environmental assessment for the Draft Fire Management Plan review at Wind Cave National Park was on public review for 30 days, ending October 22, 2005.  A total of five comments were received during the review period.  The comments were analyzed consistent with the guidance provided in the National Park Service’s Director’s Order 12, the NPS guideline for environmental compliance.  Comments are considered substantive when they: a) question, with reasonable basis, the accuracy of information in the draft environmental assessment, b) question, with reasonable basis, the adequacy of the environmental analysis, c) present reasonable alternatives other than those presented in the draft environmental  assessment, or d) cause changes or revisions in the proposal.  Comments that state a preference for one alternative (or component of an alternative), state opinions, or are outside the scope of the project, are not considered substantive.

The park received three letters from the public that opposed implementation of the preferred alternative and one letter in support of the preferred alternative.  In addition, the three individuals attending the public comment meeting expressed support for the preferred alternative.

Three letters with multiple comments were submitted during the public review period.  The issues raised in these letters are addressed below in “Response to Comments”.   
CHANGES IN THE ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT TEXT

Appendix R-3, Line 31: Change “Appendix F” to “Appendix J”.

Appendix R-11, Line 13: Change “19 prescribed burn units” to “21 prescribed burn units”
Appendix R-11, Line 34: After “wildland fire suppression.” Add “Mechanical treatment is a short term need (over the next 5-15 years) to get the park resources back to a point where prescribed fire regimes are possible to manage.

Appendix R-12, Line 27: Change “would” to “may”

Appendix R-13, Line 23: Change “19 prescribed burn units” to “21 prescribed burn units”
Appendix R-25, Line 1: Remove “Journal of Range Management.  31(4):285-289.”

RESPONSE TO COMMENTS
Comment: Present and future park managers could use the plan under the preferred alternative to avoid using prescribed fire and leave us with a landscape that looks and feels sterilized by humans.

Response: The Draft Resource Management Plan (National Park Service 2003b) and the Draft Vegetation Management Plan (National Park Service 2005b) both recommend fire as a necessary tool “to meet the park resource management objectives of restoring ecosystems and providing protection for developed areas and cultural resources.”  (Draft Fire Management Plan or DFMP, p. 8)

The Draft Fire Management Plan states, “Prescribed fire will be the tool to achieve management objectives.” and then lists two of the primary goals:

1. Restore and sustain natural ecosystems and reduce hazardous fuels; and

2. Restore the park to its natural fire-adapted ecosystems and to maintain the balance of prairie and forest (DFMP, p. 9).
The Draft Fire Management Plan states, “Mechanical treatments will be used to reduce fuels such as regeneration, hazard trees, and complete work preparation for prescribed fire.” (DFMP, p. 11)  As such, mechanical treatments are a preparatory tool for prescribed fire and not as stand-alone treatments.

In addition, the alternative of mechanical treatment alone was dismissed as it fails to meet the objectives of the plan.

Although a manager may want to deviate from the confines of the plan, to do so would require revision or a new plan altogether.
Comment: The preferred alternative allows for timber thinning in all areas of the park.  

Response: One of the goals of this plan is to restore the park to its natural fire-adapted ecosystems and to maintain the balance of prairie and forest. With this in mind, fire must be applied to all parts of the parks forest, shrub, and grasslands.  Forested areas of the park that have conditions precluding safe and successful prescribed fire may require mechanical treatments.
Comment: I do not want to hike through the forested areas of Wind Cave National Park and find a forest that has been “evenly spaced”.  I want to be able to find dead and down timber, where I can watch birds picking bugs from the decomposing matter.  I want a ponderosa pine forest that feels wild.

Response: The Draft Fire Management Plan and Environmental Assessment does not call for or state an “even spacing” of forest.  On the contrary, the plan specifically states that, “The goal is to achieve conifer stands that are widely spaced with varied age/size class distributions (including seedling, sapling, pole, mature, old growth, and snags).  Individual stands should have a ponderosa savanna appearance of open ponderosa and grassland mosaics, in relative small patches (between 0.20-40.0-acres in size).  For the most part, trees within stands will have wide and random spacing, including forest regeneration with seedling areas that are thin and widely spaced.  However, some pockets of thick, dense conifer will be retained.”

With this in mind, the park is working towards having a wide variety of seral stages within the forest areas. This would include young, mature, dead and down timber, and areas of decomposing matter.  Unfortunately, the forests of the park, and perhaps throughout the Black Hills, are now predominantly even aged and have little resemblance to a truly “wild” ponderosa forest.  The Summary of the Draft Fire Management Plan states, “The long range goals are to stabilize and/or establish ecosystems that approach pre-European settlement ecosystems that may have existed at Wind Cave National Park and management ignited prescribed fire is a principal tool to accomplish this.”

Comment: The preferred alternative will remove one more aspect of wilderness and the values which our national parks are supposed to be preserving.

Response: There were many references in comments of “wilderness”.  It is noted here that Wind Cave National Park has no lands designated as wilderness.  However, one of the goals of this plan is to “restore and sustain natural ecosystems.” (DFMP, p. 10 and Appendix R-3)

Comment: Stumps should not be painted with herbicides because of the karst topography in the area.  This opens the door for accidental contamination of areas with herbicides.

Response: Painting stumps with herbicides is a common practice on species with a propensity to regenerate after cutting.  The native forested species within the park would not require this type of treatment.  However, removal of some exotic species can only be accomplished by cutting and painting, such as tamarix and Russian olive.  The park has recently participated in the completion of the Northern Great Plains Exotic Plant Management Plan and Environmental Assessment, which specifies this as an acceptable treatment for these types of species.  If necessary, the park would implement this practice to combat exotic species, while exercising care to protect cave and karst resources.

Comment: Residual trees will be pruned of all branches to a minimum of five feet above the ground.  Pruning trees impairs resources for birds and visitors alike.  Taken literally, the preferred alternative would have the understory of the forest cut to a minimum of 5 feet above the ground. Many small birds and mammals use understories and downed timber as a habitat. That would affect the wildlife and also the experience of visitors as they hike through the forest.  This would be a long term, moderate impairment under the definitions and classifications listed within the EA. 

Response: The park agrees that pruning of branches on all residual trees is not desired and as a result will change the wording on Appendix R-12, Line 27 from “would” to “may”.  There are instances where branches extending to the ground should remain and would not constitute a fire hazard and pruning dictated by the needs of the prescribed fire unit.  However, ponderosa pine branches are self pruning, which means that as the tree grows lower branches will fall off over time.  As such, the direct impacts of fire and equipment on individual plants would still result in short term, minor negative impacts on vegetation resources, as indicated in the environmental assessment.  
Comment: Under no circumstances should feller-bunchers be used (plan p. 48 bulleted item 3). This type of equipment disturbs vegetation, creates a negative disturbance, leaves obvious signs of human machinery, and could increase the number of exotic plants. The use of feller-bunchers will impair the sound scape, the view shed, and will leave deep tracts in the soil which would be seen for many years to come.

Response: Feller-bunchers and other track or wheeled equipment may have certain applications.  However, the Draft Fire Management Plan states on page 48, appropriate use of these types of treatments could potentially be when ground is snow covered and frozen in order to mitigate negative disturbance.  However, the Superintendent must authorize this use.

Comment: Using the wood from the thinning projects establishes a precedent of consistently using wood from the forests of Wind Cave for human uses (p 48, bulleted item 5). 

Response: The use of wood from thinning projects is consistent with present park practices.  Current uses of wood resources from the park are park benches, steps, erosion control, and visitors buy park wood for campfires. 
Comment: Creating and burning slash piles excuses the use of prescribed fire in too many people’s minds. Slash pile burning does not provide all of the benefits of a larger fire because it does not recycle the nutrients. Slash pile burning can damage habitat since it opens areas to exotics.

Response: As was previously stated, one of the main goals of this plan is to restore the park to its natural fire-adapted ecosystems and to maintain the balance of prairie and forest.  It is not the intent of this plan to burn slash piles alone.  Mechanical treatments and the possible creation of slash piles are pre-treatments for impending prescribed fire.  These are not stand alone, but integrated treatments.
Comment: The mechanical treatment states that no new roads will be constructed.  Please state that the old fire roads, which are now hiking trails, will not be used by wheeled vehicles.

Response: Although only using fire roads as hiking trails is a lofty goal, the park has and continues to use, on a minimal basis, wheeled vehicles on some of the old fire roads for prescribed fire.  In each instance, the Superintendent has approval authority.

Comment: Mechanical thinning should not be contracted out (P48) and wood products should not be kept by contractors, which is essentially logging.  Nothing ensures that the contractors will follow the guidelines set forth.

Response: There may be times when the park may not have the resources to accomplish mechanical thinning projects required for a safe and effective burn.  In these situations, thinning by private contractors may be the only means to complete a thinning/prescribed burn project to move the area to a more natural ecosystem.  Although these would be small acreages, the wood products from these areas may be the only incentive for private contractors to consider this work.  The Draft Fire Management Plan states, “The details of hiring contract labor will be handled by the NEKOTA Contract Specialist and oversight will be provided by the park staff.” (DFMP, p. 48)  Administrative oversight is in place to assure compliance to contracts.

Comment: The impacts of fuel reduction are not comprehensive and do not include wilderness, view shed, soundscape, or visitor experiences.

Response:  
Wilderness.  The park has no wilderness areas, therefore need not address this topic.  
Viewshed.  One of the primary considerations of this plan is what the park looks like (viewshed) and its significance in both visitor satisfaction and resource preservation.  The effects of fire control over the past 100 years in causing changes to natural patterns of vegetation are one of the influences, along with logging and grazing, that altered park ecosystems, in particular forested areas.  The long range goals are to stabilize and/or establish ecosystems that approach pre-European settlement ecosystems that may have existed at Wind Cave National Park.  To accomplish this, forested areas, will undergo treatment that will slowly move them from a highly altered, predominantly even aged stands with predominantly uniform basal area to stands that are widely spaced with varied age/size class distributions.  The viewshed will change over time, but the “look” and “feel” will be natural and be what visitors expect from a National Park. 

Soundscape.  Neither of the alternatives addressed in this analysis would introduce long-term, inappropriate noise levels to the park and the proposed action would not alter the baseline, ambient noise level in the park.  Therefore, noise was addressed and dismissed as an impact topic in this EA.  

Visitor Experience.  NPS Management Policies require parks to provide for visitor use.  Fire events (which include pre-treatment, active burning, and follow up activities) may require visitor use closures for visitor protection.  However, the displacement of visitors would be temporary and localized due to the discontinuity of fuels and the burn unit distribution.  Generally, similar visitor experiences would be available in other areas of the park.

Comment: I would like WCNP to change it’s forested burn plot time frame so that the prescribed burns for forested areas are planned to occur every 4 years.  In reality, the forest burns might actually happen every 10 years.  I believe that even though the park is behind in its fire plan, we should continue with the philosophy that using natural means to manage the forest and the prairie is the best method. I do feel that the park should be more aggressive in doing prescribed burns.  If an area can not for some reason be burned one year, it should be listed again the next year until the park is successful in completing the burn.

Response: The Draft Fire Management Plan addresses this in that the park will need to adjust its prescribed fire strategies.  As stated in the plan, “Instead of burning areas of the park every 8-10 years some areas may need to be burned in consecutive years to remove dead fuels created by previous fires and remove seedlings that come up in recently burned areas.” (DFMP, p. 9) 
Comment: We object to mechanical treatments because of the adverse effects it will have for park visitor, especially those of us that relish hiking in the park. Mechanical treatments of vegetation in the park will detract from the wild, natural experience that visitors presently enjoy in the park’s backcountry. Evidence of stumps and chipped material, stacked slash piles, and ground disturbance resulting from thinning operations will stand in sharp contrast to the natural condition of the landscapes we now enjoy.

Response: We recognize there will be intrusions to visitors through prescribed fire treatments.  Fire events (which include pre-treatment, active burning, and follow up activities) may create changes to portions of the visual appearance of the landscape.  However, as these treatments are completed and the forested areas of the park return to more natural conditions, visitor experiences will be enhanced.  Under this program, the park will reduce the impact to the visual environment by flush cutting stumps as close to ground level as possible, scoring or covering stumps with debris to facilitate rapid decay, and placing fire in the area as part of a prescribed burn.  The casual visitor to the park may not notice management activities that have taken place in the park, but the evidence is nevertheless there.  For example, in the early 1990s, the park cut trees along the west side of Highway 87 to reduce fuel loads.  However, the park failed to burn the area resulting in heavy down and dead materials on the ground and residual stumps.  
Comment: Mechanical treatment will, in a matter of a few years, alter the appearance of the park.  Although the Draft Fire Management Plan indicates that the park desires mechanical treatments to mimic the results of disturbance by fire, in reality the treatments will be human designed and executed. Tree stands are going to become more and more uniform in basal area and stand age. The random mosaic resulting from fires on the ecosystem cannot be duplicated by mechanical treatments.  The random mosaic produced by the natural disturbance regimes of fire and insects will disappear. Nor will mechanized thinning and burning slash piles produce the benefits to the parks grasslands that fire brings.

Response: Without careful planning, a mechanical treatment could result in a uniform appearance of forest.  Mechanical treatment is only one tool that will be used in conjunction with prescribed fire.  However, the Draft Fire Management Plan specifically states, “The goal is to achieve conifer stands that are widely spaced with varied age/size class distributions (including seedling, sapling, pole, mature, old growth, and snags).  Individual stands should have a ponderosa savanna appearance of open ponderosa and grassland mosaics, in relative small patches (between 0.20-40.0-acres in size).  For the most part, trees within stands will have wide and random spacing, including forest regeneration with seedling areas that are thin and widely spaced.  However, some pockets of thick, dense conifer will be retained.”

With this in mind, the park is working towards having a wide variety of seral stages within the forest areas. This would include young, mature, dead and down timber, and areas of decomposing matter.  Unfortunately, the forests of the park are now predominantly even aged stands, which have predominantly uniform basal area.

Comment: Mechanical treatments will experience more problems with invasive plant species.

Response: We assume this comment is referring to the use of wheeled or tracked vehicles and the potential for opening up soil resources.  The Draft Fire Management Plan states that, “. . . track or wheeled equipment (could potentially be used when ground is snow covered and frozen, but must be authorized by the Superintendent)”, recognizing the need to take precaution from disturbing soil and allowing seed introduction.  With this mitigation and post-fire monitoring, exotic species infestation should be no more than that expected through normal prescribed fire operations.    

Comment: Visitor experience is going to be marred by the noise generated by mechanical treatment of vegetation.  Visitor experience is also going to be interrupted by closure of areas within the park during periods when mechanical treatments are going on and when slash piles are being burned.

Response: Neither of the alternatives addressed in this analysis would introduce long-term, inappropriate noise levels to the park. No actions are proposed that would introduce long-term noise sources to developed or remote/undeveloped portions of the park, and the proposed action would not alter the baseline, ambient noise level at Wind Cave National Park.  The displacement of visitors would be temporary and localized and, generally, similar visitor experiences would be available in other areas of the park.

Comment: If mechanical thinning is implemented the park is going to experience an increase in off-road mechanized travel. Equipment and personnel will be moved across and into areas that are presently unroaded. There will be evidence of such movements, and some of those disturbances are going to last longer than others.
Response: Off-road vehicle use within the park is under the discretion of the Superintendent.  Past authorized off-road vehicle uses include fence maintenance, utility construction, fire preparation, and prescribed and wild fire activities.  The park will take every precaution to minimize impacts of implementation of this plan.  For example, if track or wheeled vehicles are deemed necessary, they would “be used when ground is snow covered and frozen, but must be authorized by the Superintendent)”.  The park does not operate under a “no tread”, rather a “tread lightly” policy.  
Comment: We do not believe the park has the legal authority to implement mechanical vegetative treatment as a part of its fire management policy. Such activity is outside and contrary to management contemplated by the Organic Act. The park should be managed to conserve its natural landscape and condition; management activities should not impair the values for which the parkland is held.

Response: The National Park Service operates under a tiered management structure.  The Organic Act of the National Park Service (16 U.S.C §1 et seq.) provides the primary authority for implementation of this plan.  Under this guidance, the Superintendent’s responsibility is to “. . . conserve the scenery and the natural and historic objects and the wild life therein and to provide for the enjoyment of the same in such manner and by such means as to leave them unimpaired for the enjoyment of future generations.”  Under present conditions, forested areas within the park are not natural due to preclusion of fire.  The intent of this plan is to return the park to conditions that are as natural as can be given the lack of natural fire.  To accomplish this, an integrated approach is necessary to ensure the safety of people and resources.  This document is mandated by and complies with National Park Service directives and policy.  
Comment: The non-fire fuel treatment plan included in the Draft Fire Management Plan as appendix m is not sufficient to relieve the park of its obligation to submit each proposed mechanical treatment to NEPA analysis and review before implementing the treatment. Factors influencing the degree of treatment, such as wildlife habitat requirements, basal areas, stand age and composition, etc., all have to be analyzed and reviewed before any mechanical thinning project is implemented. Action without the requisite analysis is arbitrary and capricious.

Response: The Draft Fire Management Plan and Environmental Assessment closely align the park and its management programs with NEPA.  Each proposed prescribed burn (which many include preparatory mechanical treatment) will be analyzed to ensure compliance with this plan.  A prescribed burn that falls within the guidelines of this plan is categorically excluded from further review.  Any prescribed burn that exceeds the intent of this plan is required to undergo further analysis through the environmental analysis and even environmental impact.    
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