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Dear Ethel:

I am sending under separate cover a copy of the Draft Shenandoah National Park Fire Management Plan, three maps that detail the zones described in the plan, a folder of public comment announcements, as well as the few public comments received, and the "Five-year Plan of Proposed Fire and Fuels Treatment Projects" for your review and consultation as required under the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (as amended).

BACKGROUND

In 2000, Shenandoah National Park had an arson-caused wildfire that burned 22,000 acre, over 10% of the park area. After the fire was contained, park cultural resource staff spent over two months surveying every known cultural resource within the burn area. Although three previously-surveyed standing log cabin ruins of no remaining integrity were burned to the ground, known archaeological sites received no damage from the fire except for being rendered quite visible due to the incineration of the duff and litter that had previously covered them. In the most vulnerable cases, sites were rehabilitated by covering them with organic material brought from adjacent areas.

However, it was observed that several unknown archaeological sites were significantly damaged by the either mechanized machinery or the mechanical creation of fire lines.

Because of the lessons learned in this fire, it was decided that a new Fire Management Plan needed to be written. The draft plan is the subject of this consultation.

THE PLAN

The plan is divided into two types of actions: reactionary and proactive. The reactionary elements of those detailing how a wildfire started either by natural causes or arson will be responded to. The proactive element sets forth a five-year of mechanical fuels reduction and prescribed burns to allow the park to mitigate the impact of any future natural or man-made fires.

The reactionary portion of the plan divides the park into two fire management units (FMUs): the "Fire Ecosystems" units and the "Protection units. The Protection FMU's contain all of the park's National Register of Historic Places historic structures and significant cultural landscape as well as several other structures (the PATC huts and shelters) that are believed eligible, but not yet nominated, to the Register.

The Fire Ecosystems FMU contains all known archaeological sites in the park, all areas of less than 15% slope, and all areas near to springs or water sources—that is all areas of archaeological potential not included in the Protection FMU.

These two zones are shown on the three district maps sent with the Plan.  The Protection zone is pale green; the Fire Ecosystem FMU light blue. The black dots are historic structures and/or known archaeological sites.

As detailed in the plan, within the Protection zone all fires will be suppressed to protect life and property. However, every effort will be made to minimize ground disturbance and to protect historic structures. Within the Fire Ecosystem FMU, wildfire will be allowed to naturally burn in the belief that fire is a natural ecological function and suppression efforts general do more damage to cultural resources than does the fire itself.

Cultural resource staff in the park provided the data to delineate these zones and we are confident that while providing for life and safety of property, both within and adjacent to the park, these zones will maximize preservation of cultural resources.

THE FIVE-YEAR PLAN

Also included in the submission for consultation is a proposed five-year plan for proactive prescribed burns and fuels reduction. Fuels reduction would entail the hand removal of dead trees, branches up to 6' above grade, and smaller trees. No ground disturbance by way of cutting fire lines or ditches is proposed. Prescribed burns, many in area previously subject to consultation, would be undertaken in areas with extensive fuel loads caused by the die-off of hemlocks or oaks and, in most cases, would entail the use of roads and/or streams as fire breaks. 

The intent of both the prescribed burns and fuel reduction projects is to lessen the impact of any future natural or arson-caused fires on historic resources of adjacent private residences.

With the three exceptions noted below, cultural resource staff believe that the five-year plan will have no adverse effect on archaeological sites, cultural landscape, or historic structures.

DISCUSSION

Although most of the areas in the five-year plan have been previously surveyed and have no significant cultural resources, three of the projects listed will need additional study and consultation in the future before implementation.

1. Lewis Mountain Developed Area Fuels Reduction (p.131): Lewis Mtn is listed in the National Register of Historic Places and the landscape has been determined eligible by Va. 

DHR. The five-year plan does not provide adequate documentation to determine the effect on the cultural landscape.

2. Blackrock Prescribed Burn (p. 151): Archaeological and architectural reconnaissance of this area will be required to assure that no cultural resources will be effected.

3. Pass Mountain Prescribed Burn (p. 157): Archaeological and architectural reconnaissance of this area will be required to assure that no cultural resources will be effected.

With these exceptions, it is believed that the Draft Fire Management Plan and Five-year Plan will have no adverse effect on cultural resources.
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I concur that the proposed Draft Fire Mapagement Plan and Five-year Plan, with the three
exceptions noted, will have no adverse effect on cultural resources.
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