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U.S. Department of the Interior Date: 02/16/2024

Categorical Exclusion Documentation Form (CE Form)

Project: Vernal Pool Trail Abandonment
PEPC Project Number: 121501
Description of Action (Project Description):

MIMA proposes abandonment of the Vernal Pool Trail consisting of a boardwalk, overlook, and natural woodland trail. The
trail was built after 1996 (CLI for Battle Road Unit 1996) as an approximately 3426 linear foot (LF) trail loop that would
guide visitors to a vernal pool habitat and connect on either side to the Battle Road Trail. The northern portion of the trail
loop has already been closed as a result of successional vegetational growth, leaving a trail that dead ends at the vernal pool
overlook. The existing 365 LF of boardwalk and 10-foot by 10-foot overlook are in serious condition due to significant
design flaws, including joists being nailed rather than strapped to beams, beams held together with single screws and posts
heaving out of the ground. Together, these flaws have caused the boardwalk to become very uneven and in areas even lean to
one side. Additionally, the natural trail surface shows signs of substantial compaction and erosion and sections of the trail are
not compliant with the Architectural Barriers Act Accessibility Standards. (Condition Survey 8/27/2020).

The boardwalk and overlook were scheduled to be rehabilitated (i.e. repaired and replaced in-kind) in 2024 using alternate
transportation and Great American Outdoors Act funding. As the design progressed, however, it became apparent that the
boardwalk and overlook could not be replaced using Diamond Pier footings that cause minimal disturbance in wetland areas
due to the rocky nature of the area. Instead, excessive excavation would be needed to remove rocks and properly seat the
footings. Another alternative NPS explored was a floating boardwalk, which keeps people's feet dry, but sits directly on the
wetland surface.

Because the work would entail more disturbance than NPS would be willing to accept and working with the Conservation
Commissions, NPS is now proposing to remove 1550 square feet of boardwalk and overlook, fill the holes and allow the
wetland and trail to revegetate. NPS would use brush, likely from the removal within the project area of invasive buckthorn
during the non-fruiting season, to block the trail. Trailhead signage would be removed and freestanding stone walls partially
re-installed to discourage entry.

Project Location: Middlesex County, Massachusetts
There are no required mitigations identified.

CE Citation: 3.3.E.4 Removal of non-historic materials and structures in order to restore natural conditions.

CE Justification:

This proposal would remove a twenty-year-old, non-historic boardwalk and overlook and restore the wetlands and trail base
to natural conditions.



Extraordinary Circumstances:

D. RESOURCE IMPACTS TO CONSIDER:
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Impact

Potential Issues & Impacts

Biological Potential | Issue: Invasive shrubs are present in the vicinity of the Vernal Pool Trail. Work on and

Nonnative or around the Vernal Pool Trail and boardwalks could facilitate the spread of these species,

Exotic whereas abandonment of the trail could allow invasive species to colonize the abandoned

Species trail.

Invasive

shrubs Impact: While both removal and replacement of the boardwalks would increase the
amount of disturbance and therefore increase the likelihood of spreading invasive
species, the disturbance required to potentially reroute and replace boardwalks would be
greater than removal alone. Although trail abandonment could also provide an
opportunity for invasive species to colonize bare ground, this will be mitigated by
removing invasive shrubs alongside the trail and reusing the material to "brush in" the
trail surface.

Biological Potential | Issue: Native wetland vegetation may be damaged by boardwalk removal and/or

Vegetation replacement.

Native

wetland Impact: Mats would be used to minimize trampling and damage of native wetland

vegetation vegetation during all work activities in the vicinity of the boardwalks. However,
replacement of the Vernal Pool Boardwalk would likely require some vegetation cutting
or removal in order to reroute the boardwalk. However, boardwalk removal would not
necessitate any removal or cutting of native wetland vegetation.

Biological Potential | Issue: Vernal pool obligates, including wood frogs and spotted salamanders, are known

Wildlife to breed in the vernal pool complex associated with the Vernal Pool Trail and

and/or boardwalks. Removal and replacement of the boardwalks could disrupt these species.

Wildlife

Habitat Impact: To minimize disturbance to vernal pool obligates, all work on the boardwalks

including will occur outside the breeding and development periods for these species. Whereas

terrestrial replacement of the boardwalks could continue or increase habitat disturbance and

and aquatic fragmentation, removal would restore habitat for these species in the former footprint of

species the boardwalks (approximately 1500 square feet).

Vernal pool

obligates and

other wildlife

Cultural Potential | Issue: Disturbance resulting from boardwalk removal and/or replacement could

Archeological potentially uncover archeological resources (Native or Colonial objects or sites).

Resources

Area around Impact: Boardwalk removal would cause minimal ground disturbance, given that current

boardwalks footers are not well-secured in the ground. By contrast, replacement of the boardwalk

and trail would likely require excavation in order to install appropriate footers, increasing the

(Vernal Pool likelihood of disturbing archeological resources.

Trail)
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Other Potential | Issue: The Vernal Pool Boardwalk is currently unstable and therefore unsafe. A survey

Human conducted by an architectural firm recommended closure of the boardwalk to minimize

Health and public safety risk.

Safety

Visitor safety Impact: The instability of the current boardwalk necessitates its removal regardless of
potential replacement in order to ensure visitor safety. The area will be closed to the
public during all work activities along the trail and boardwalks to mitigate risks.

Visitor Use Potential | Issue: While use of the Vernal Pool Trail is light, some visitors enjoy birding, viewing

and wildlife, or walking in this relatively quiet area.

Experience

Visitor Use Impact: The adjacent Battle Road Trail will continue to remain open to visitors. The

and edge of the vernal pool complex can still be viewed from alongside the Battle Road

Experience Trail, allowing visitors to view birds and other wildlife that utilize this habitat.

Birding and

other

recreational

opportunities

Water Potential | Issue: Work on and around the Vernal Pool Trail and boardwalks could disturb vernal

Wetlands pool habitat and increase sedimentation or other degradation.

Stream and

vernal pool Impact: Removal of the boardwalks will result in restoration of approximately 1500

square feet of vernal pool habitat. Erosion controls and mats will be required to
minimize sedimentation, damage to native vegetation, and other detrimental impacts to
the wetlands. Use of heavy equipment will not be permitted.
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