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Tim Reed - Stearns District Ranger 

USDA Forest Service 

3320 Hwy 27 North 

Whitley City, KY 42653 

 

RE: Greenwood Vegetation Management Project 

 

March 6, 2017 

 

Dear District Ranger Reed, 

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Environmental Assessment (EA) for the Greenwood Vegetation 

Management Project. Over our several years’ involvement in the Cumberland River Fire Learning Network 

(CRFLN), and extensive time examining the project area in the field, we have come to support the supposition 

that the landscapes within the Greenwood Project area historically supported fire-adapted open and semi-open 

forest community types. Restoration of, and management for, these community types could be very beneficial to a 

wide range of native flora and fauna, and ecosystem function.  

However, the Greenwood project, as proposed, fails to incorporate the best scientific and site-specific information 

made available to the Forest Service through the NEPA process, the CRFLN, and nearly three years of dialogue 

with resource personnel over the project. Significant issues and points of fact have been largely ignored or only 

superficially, or erroneously, addressed in the EA. We are concerned that management has been skewed away 

from the most effective restoration practices at the most in-need sites in order to build a project with a large 

output of merchantable timber. If an integral goal of the project is to produce a large volume of timber, then 

please state that clearly. It is not helpful to dance around this fact with selective information and arbitrary 

determinations about the efficacy of restoring lands without logging.  

We also think that it would have benefitted the public for the Forest Service to post about the comment 

opportunity on the DBNF Facebook page. That page has been a great way for the Forest Service to share useful, 

interesting, safety-oriented, and educational information with the public. We regularly share posts from that page, 

which is followed by over 6,000 people. We do not understand why a comment period for the most significant 

vegetation management project in over a decade would not be shared there in an effort to encourage public 

participation.  

The following comments are broken in to logical issue sections with some overlap. We address issues relating to 

natural history, management considerations, collaboration, and problems with the analysis. Specific stands are 

identified using the FID and LOCATION attributes from the most recent GIS data shared with Kentucky 

Heartwood.  

 

1. Issues with Process 

We have had ongoing concerns about process and communication about this project from the start. There has 

been a confusing and contradictory relationship between the collaborative CRFLN and the regrettably secretive 
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development of the Greenwood project. This is despite the project’s goals of implementing many of the CRFLN 

models in the CRFLN area. 

At the conclusion of the Predecisional Objection meeting for the Freeman Fork Oak Woodland Restoration 

Project on December 6, 2013, Stearns District Ranger Reed recommended that we begin early discussions 

regarding an upcoming project in the Stearns District (Greenwood) to discuss ideas early in the process. Project 

Team Leader Mike Lick had made a similar suggestion prior to this meeting, and following months of discussion 

on Freeman Fork, that we get out in the field and look at the forest together to discuss forest conditions and ideas 

for management.  

At the February 11, 2014 meeting of the Cumberland River Fire Learning Network, Jim Scheff asked Mr. Lick 

when a good time would be to get out in the field to look at the proposed Greenwood area. Mr. Lick replied that a 

decision had been made to withdraw the offer of early discussion, and that no information whatsoever would be 

provided until scoping. This occurred at a meeting of the CRFLN, hosted by the Forest Service, where we were 

discussing management in this very area. It made little sense at the time that a meeting would be called to discuss 

management of the area in the abstract, and yet the Forest Service stayed silent regarding the actual management 

plans being developed. During a June 11, 2014 CRFLN meeting and area tour, which included large portions of 

the Greenwood project area, Mr. Lick brought maps showing proposed management prescriptions of the 

Greenwood project. However, he would not allow us to even look at the maps, stating that they had not been 

finalized by the Supervisor’s office.  

We have worked in earnest to engage the Forest Service and partners through the CRFLN on the Greenwood 

project. We attended numerous meetings and field trips on October 8, 2015, November 15, 2015, November 30, 

2015, December 1, 2015, February 23, 2016. We also helped organize and lead the two-day CRFLN Shared 

Learning Event in June, 2016, where we visited sites in and around the project area. Throughout all of this time, 

there has been a steadfast refusal of the project team to substantively engage the CRFLN in identifying priority 

restoration areas and designing restoration approaches. And since Mike Lick left as project team leader in fall of 

2015 we have had no dialogue with the current project team leader, John Hull, other than discussion at one site 

during the June 2016 CRFLN event. While we understand the nature of Forest Service staffing, it is frustrating to 

spend years in dialogue with a project team leader to have that time and effort wiped away. 

As a last-ditch effort toward collaborative dialogue through the CRFLN over this project, on January 24 we sent 

an email to partners in the CRFLN requesting a meeting to discuss the soon to be published EA. No Forest 

Service personnel on the email thread, including several project team member and the District Ranger, responded 

to this request. 

This whole episode has been confusing and disappointing, and is contrary to FSH 1909.15 section 11.52, stating: 

“Public involvement should occur throughout the analysis process.  Continue to keep the public informed 

of the progress of the environmental analysis.” 

While the Forest Service frequently uses the term “collaboration” to describe various landscape analyses and 

discussions, when it comes to actual collaboration on a project it seems there is some sort of firewall.  

 

2. Beaver Creek IRMS 

The Background for the Purpose and Need for the Proposal states: 

“Since the approval of the Forest Plan, the DBNF implemented an Integrated Resource Management 

Strategy (IRMS), a systematic process for determining resource conditions and developing projects at the 

landscape level, based on the goals and objectives from the Forest Plan.” (EA-1) 
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This is a misleading statement. The Forest Service did not follow the public process described in the Integrated 

Resource Management Strategy, Daniel Boone National Forest, June 2009 Revision document. That document 

describes a specific public process that was not followed. It states: 

“Each assessment will have its own collaborative process involving publics interested in that particular 

area of the Forest. The most important objective of public interaction is to provide for open dialog among 

all interested publics. Two-way communication is essential, between the public and the Forest Service as 

well as between the different interests. Identify a key person who will facilitate the collaborative efforts 

throughout the assessment process.” (IRMS-8) 

And: 

“Early in the fiscal year in which the assessment is to occur, invite interested publics to an 

informational/collaborative session to review the results of the Level B inventories in Step 4. Discuss 

Step 5 - existing and desired future conditions. Utilize collaborative methods to determine priorities and 

possible management actions that will move the forest from existing to desired future conditions. Identify 

which conditions are of most concern to the public and should be addressed in recommended projects in 

Step 6. Describe the process that will be used to take a project from the assessment phase into project 

development. Specialists should be available to answer questions. Follow up with a newsletter, news 

release and updates to the web site.” (IRMS-9) 

And: 

“Utilize mailing lists and other records from assessment/inventory phases in project development phase. 

Bring publics back together to review work from the assessment. Identify new information. Utilize 

collaborative techniques throughout the analysis of proposed projects.” (IRMS-9) 

 

To our knowledge, the entire process of public engagement for the Beaver Creek IRMS consisted of a 2-hour 

meeting at the Stearns Ranger District on March 28, 2013. The only reporting on the 2013 meeting we have seen 

is language in the Greenwood scoping document that does not reflect our participation or the issues we 

emphasized. This is particularly frustrating as our interest in early collaboration on this project and in the Beaver 

Creek IRMS area were rebuffed following the initial offers made for early dialogue.  

 

3. Natural History of Open Communities 

The handful of historical accounts, along with current natural community composition, strongly suggest that the 

uplands encompassed by the Greenwood project historically included significant open and semi-open forest 

canopies. These communities coexisted in the landscape with well-developed and old-growth mesic and mixed-

mesophytic forests on lower and north-facing slopes and ravines below cliffline. The scattered distribution of 

heliophytic (sun-loving) perennial plants like blazing star (Liatris spicata), rattlesnake master (Eryngium 

yuccifolium), wild quinine (Parthenium integrifolium), eastern silver aster (Symphyotrichum concolor), and wood 

lily (Lilium philadelphicum), among others, supports this hypothesis. While most research and dialogue on the 

historical status of these communities, and the factors maintaining them, has focused on fire effects, the Forest 

Service should recognize the historical, and possibly keystone, role that bison played in their development and 

maintenance.  

The extensive bison herds of the Bluegrass region of Kentucky have been well-recognized. John Filson wrote in 

1794 that: 

“The amazing herds of buffaloes which resort thither, by their size and number, fill the traveler with 

amazement and terror, especially when he beholds the prodigious roads they have made from all quarters, 
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as if leading to some populous city; the vast space of land around these springs desolated as if by a 

ravaging enemy, and hills reduced to plains; for the land near these springs is chiefly hilly… I have heard 

a hunter assert he saw above one thousand buffaloes at the Blue Licks at once; so numerous were they 

before the first settlers had wantonly sported away their lives.” 

Daniel Boone, describing the bison herds of the Red River region, wrote: 

“The buffaloes were more frequent than I have seen cattle in the settlements, browzing on the leaves of 

the cane, or cropping the herbage of those extensive plains, fearless because ignorant of the violence of 

man. Sometimes we saw hundreds in a drove, and the numbers about the salt springs were amazing.” 

Boone also reported on vast herds of buffalo grazing in the valleys of East Tennessee, while James Ramsey wrote 

of the “immense numbers of buffalo and other wild game” in the Nashville basin. Other accounts exist describing 

prevalence of bison in the larger valleys and broad plateaus of the region.  

The route of U.S. 27 follows a historic trail that’s been referred to variously as “the Great Tellico Trail” and the 

“Tennessee, Ohio, and Great Lakes Trail.” It is well recognized that prominent Native American trails tended to 

be established along large game trails, both for reasons of practicality and hunting purposes. The Great Tellico 

Trail, as it courses north through the areas included in the Greenwood project, follows the rolling uplands between 

the entrenched gorges and cliffline of the Cumberland and Big South Fork. It is reasonable to suppose that this 

pathway was an ancient corridor for the north-south migration of bison between the broad plateaus and valleys of 

east and central Tennessee and the Bluegrass. This corridor would have facilitated both seasonal, perhaps intense, 

browsing by bison and increased ignitions by Native Americans following the same corridor for hunting and trade 

purposes. As such, it is a logical conclusion that natural communities formed by and adapted to these disturbances 

would have evolved.  

While eastern bison are no longer of this Earth, and reintroduction of any bison species in this landscape is 

impractical (especially with a naturalistic, transient impact), their impacts should nevertheless be considered when 

designing restoration management activities that are intended to recreate and maintain natural communities to 

which they were likely integral. 

 

4. Pine Restoration 

A substantial part of the Greenwood project is predicated on restoring shortleaf (Pinus echinata) and pitch pine 

(P. rigida) communities following severe losses during the southern pine beetle (SPB) outbreak from 1999 

through 2002. Shortleaf pine restoration is proposed on 663 acres. However, as we describe below, management 

prescribed for several of the stands proposed for “restoration” should be more accurately described as 

“conversion.” 

Braun (1950) described pine-heath and pine-oak-heath communities in the margins above cliffline in this region 

of the Cumberland plateau with primarily pith pine and Virginia pine (P. virginiana) with an understory of 

mountain laurel (Kalmia latifolia), common huckleberry (Gaylussacia baccata), lowbush blueberry (Vaccinium 

vacillans), and box huckleberry (Gaylussacia brachycera). Excepting for the relative rarity of pitch pine, this is a 

fairly common community suggesting an intermediate fire regime with little browsing effect. Braun further 

described open pine woods, stating: 

“Instead of this pine-heath or pine-oak-heath community, some of the promontoris are occupied by open 

pine woods (the three species of pine [including P. echinata]) with a grassy layer of Andropogon 

scoparius, A. glomeratus, and Sorghastrum nutans, in which there are few scattered forbs. Fires have 

modified most (perhaps all) of these pine summits, although the abundance of large Cladonia mats is an 

indication that there has been no fire for many years.” 
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Until recently, the area was occupied by the federally endangered red cockaded woodpecker (Leuconotopicus 

borealis) (RCW), which requires mature and old-growth pine forests for its habitat. In the late 1990s, Kentucky 

Heartwood threatened litigation against the USFS for overharvesting mature pines and degrading habitat for the 

RCW. Following a temporary halt to logging in the area, the SPB outbreak wiped out most of the remaining pine 

habitat and the remaining RCW individuals were relocated to other states.  

According to the scoping document under Existing Conditions for Action 9 – Shortleaf Pine Restoration, 

10,468 acres of the project area lost, at minimum, 30% of their canopy to southern pine beetle (SPB) mortality. 

The Five-Year Review of Implementing the Forest Plan (2009) states:  

“Trend in Forest Cover - A significant change occurred to the forest during 1999-2001 because of a 

widespread southern pine beetle (SPB) outbreak. Based on the trends from the stand exams done since 

then, some of the stands that were overstocked with mixtures of pine and hardwood have been naturally 

thinned”  

And later that:  

“Many of the pine stands sampled since then, have a significant component of hardwood of the same age 

remaining, although stocking has been significantly reduced.” 

Notably, the EA and associated documents fail to provide any reasonable description or analysis of forest stand 

structure in the stands impacted by the SPB. The scoping document actually appears to provide more information 

on this that the EA. The best information we can find in the EA and associated document is the following from 

the Vegetation Report: 

“The pine beetle eliminated pine seed sources and there was an absence of pine advance reproduction in 

the understory due to a lack of appropriate growing conditions (e. g. shortleaf pine is intolerant of shade) 

which resulted in hardwood regeneration upon the mortality of overstory pines (Oswalt et al. 2012; South 

and Buckner 2003). While these communities are minimally represented in Figure 2, there could be more 

acres present; however, data collected prior to the pine beetle epidemic that contains pine vegetation types 

cannot be relied upon.” (VEG-3) 

This statement suggests two things. Firstly, that restoration activities will occur where forests lost significant pine. 

As we describe below, this is not the case for some stands. Secondly, it clearly states that the Forest Service is 

making major decisions without adequate information about the extent, distribution, species composition, and 

structural condition of SBP impacted forest stands. Significant parts of this project are predicated on addressing 

SPB impacts to the forest. There can be no informed decision on specific management actions without this 

information.  

Kentucky Heartwood supports the restoration of pine communities, especially fire-adapted pine communities, on 

sites where a significant majority of the canopy was in pine prior to the SBP outbreak. To achieve this goal, we 

support a combination of non-commercial mechanical treatments (including felling and mastication), prescribed 

fire, and plantings. We also support the proposed planting of “some native grasses and pollinator species” (EA-9) 

in these stands. We are somewhat concerned about the statement that pitch pine seedlings will be planted “if 

seedlings are available” (EA-9). We hope that the Forest Service will work in earnest to include pitch pine in any 

plantings.  

There is a growing body of research from shortleaf pine ecosystems in Missouri and Pennsylvania suggesting that 

short fire intervals (~2-4 year intervals) are beneficial for pine regeneration, while periods of fire cessation (~10 

years) are needed to for seedlings to grow into fire-resistant saplings. The Forest Service should apply these fire 

patterns to promote natural regeneration in and near stands where mature or younger cone-producing pines 

currently exist. At the very least, specific burn patterns with regards to natural pine recruitment and growth need 

to be discussed in the EA. 
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There are many sites in the project area that lost a majority of canopy cover, and where, absent fire, red maple and 

tulip poplar are beginning to dominate. We stressed in our scoping comments and in conversations with project 

team members over the past 2 ½ years that these are the sites most in need of restoration. An example of a 

suitable site proposed for pine restoration is the 17 acre stand at the junction of Blue John Road and Valentour 

Road (FID 77, LOCATION 5035). The 12 acre stand behind the Alpine recreation site (FID 156, LOCATION 

5058) is also a good site. We have identified other similar sites in the field with Forest Service project team 

members through Greenwood and CRFLN field trips.  

The Forest Service participated in an academic study in 2005 that used Landsat data to develop GIS tools for 

identifying SBP impacted areas, including the entirety of the Greenwood project area.1 We raised this in our 

discussion through the CRFLN and Greenwood analysis process as a vital tool for the Forest Service to apply in 

tailoring the project toward restoration of the most impacted former pine stands. Unfortunately, neither the DBNF 

nor the authors of the project (including former DBNF GIS specialist, Bill Luhn) retained the data or resulting 

map products. Other mapping tools ostensibly exist, but we were unable, given our limited capacity as an 

organization, to perform the analysis. It is unfortunate that the DBNF would participate in a study to use GIS tools 

identify specific SBP impacted areas in 2005, then fail to apply that data a decade later when actually proposing 

management to address SPB impacts.  

Regrettably, the Forest Service has proposed pine restoration activities in several stands that are currently closed-

canopy oak and oak-hickory forests with only limited, scattered or localized pine mortality in evidence, and basal 

areas around 100 ft2/ac. An example of forest in this condition is the 29.5 acre stand proposed for pine restoration 

at the end of Valentour Road (FID 133, LOCATION 5036). At the center of this stand is a small patch (~ ¼ acre) 

that was about half pine, while most of the stand shows little or no evidence of ever having a pine component 

(especially on the well-developed north-facing slope). The stand is, and was, a mature oak-hickory forest prior to 

the SPB outbreak. The proposed treatment for this stand is a seed-tree harvest followed by planting. This is not 

restoration, but instead conversion of hardwoods to pine. We object to this practice. From a NEPA perspective, 

you must disclose that this is not restoration of an impacted community, as implied in the EA, but conversion 

from one vegetation community to another.  

The 19 acre stand on the west side of Liz Worley Circle/Old Hwy 27 Loop 1 (FID 134, LOCTION 5058) is 

similarly a misapplied restoration site. While this site had more pine than the Valentour site, it was still less than 

30% of the canopy prior to the SPB outbreak. The forest is a closed-canopy oak forest with some residual, large 

shortleaf and significant and large red maple (~ 6” to 10” dbh) in the midstory. We recommend (and have 

recommended in the field on several occasions) that this site be treated with a midstory reduction and prescribed 

fire. Again, the activites currently proposed are more aptly described as conversion and not restoration.  

The Vegetation Report states: 

Shortleaf Pine Restoration  

The desired future condition is to restore areas to forest types having a ≥ 30% component of yellow pine 

on appropriate land type phases so that this vegetation community is represented within the project area. 

Shortleaf pine dominated stands are desired as well as shortleaf pine and mixed hardwood stands. (Veg-9) 

The above-referenced stands did not have “a ≥ 30% component of yellow pine” prior to the SPB outbreak. The 

Forest Service needs to recheck these and other stands in the field.  

 

 

                                                           
1 Maingi and Luhn (2005). Mapping Insect-Induced Pine Mortality in the Daniel Boone National Forest, Kentucky Using 
Landsat tM and ETM+ Data. GIScience & Remote Sensing, 42:3 (224-250) 
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5. Woodland Establishment 

The Proposed Action includes 674 acres of timber harvests to 30 to 50 ft2/ac to establish canopy densities 

associated with woodland forest communities. The Vegetation Report states: 

Woodland  

The desired future condition is forested stands in the project area that are relatively open in the understory 

with more grasses and forbs, and thin to dense patches of low shrubs < 3 feet in height. A low density (< 

5 ft2 of basal area per acre) of midstory trees may be present. An overstory comprised of healthy, long-

lived, fire resilient tree species such as shortleaf pine and chestnut oak with a basal area ranging from 30 - 

50 square feet per acre are desired (USDA-FS 2004a). Tree crowns ideally would not be touching, and 

would provide 25-60% cover. (Veg-9) 

The scoping document provides more specific information regarding the status of woodlands in the project area, 

and the purpose and need for this action, than the EA and associated documents. Therefore, we must refer to the 

scoping document for specifics. The scoping document states that, since 2007, only 156 acres of woodland has 

been created on the DBNF, and an addition 359 acres will be provided by the Freeman Fork Oak Woodland 

Restoration Project. The specific reason given in the purpose and need for woodland establishment harvests is to 

create mid-density forests that ostensibly do not exist in the project area. 

“The purpose of this proposed action is to meet the desired future condition for the woodland habitat type 

described in the Forest Plan (page 3-33). The purpose of the proposed timber sale would be to 

establish the low to moderate basal area. The purpose of the proposed midstory control treatment 

would be to further develop woodland structure. The purpose of the proposed prescribed burning would 

be to maintain woodland structure and function. 

“Since only 156 acres of hardwood and hardwood-yellow pine woodlands have been established on the 

DBNF since 2007, and only 359 more acres will be established as part of the Freeman Fork Oak 

Woodland Restoration Project, there is a need to establish and maintain 1,875-2,620 more acres of this 

habitat type within the Cumberland River Management Area in the first decade (2004-2014). Proposed 

action 2 would move the project area towards this land management objective by establishing 1,028 more 

acres of this habitat type within the Cumberland River Management Area. The mature closed canopy 

hardwood stands found in the project area provide an opportunity to increase the amount of 

hardwood and hardwood-yellow pine woodland habitat needed in the Cumberland River Management 

Area and on the DBNF as a whole.” (Scoping document at 8, emphasis added) 

The EA fails to address the abundance of “low to moderate basal area” forests in the project area. This is a point 

we addressed exhaustively in our scoping comments, in meetings with the project team, and in the field. 

Reiterating what we stated above in the section on Pine Restoration, according to the scoping document under 

Existing Conditions for Action 9 – Shortleaf Pine Restoration, 10,468 acres of the project area lost, at 

minimum, 30% of their canopy to southern pine beetle (SPB) mortality. The Five-Year Review of Implementing 

the Forest Plan (2009) states:  

“Trend in Forest Cover - A significant change occurred to the forest during 1999-2001 because of a 

widespread southern pine beetle (SPB) outbreak. Based on the trends from the stand exams done since 

then, some of the stands that were overstocked with mixtures of pine and hardwood have been naturally 

thinned”  

And later that:  

“Many of the pine stands sampled since then, have a significant component of hardwood of the same age 

remaining, although stocking has been significantly reduced.” 
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This means, as a matter of fact, that over 10,000 acres of the project lost at least 1/3 of canopy cover. Many areas 

lost significantly more, even most, canopy cover. This is the entire justification for the Shortleaf pine restoration 

action in the project. It is, at best, arbitrary to only consider the existence of low to moderate basal area forests 

created by timber harvest while failing to consider those considered by documented natural disturbance. We spent 

2 ½ years with the Forest Service and partners through the CRFLN and Greenwood analysis process looking at 

sites that meet this description in the field. And as the Vegetation Report states, the Forest Service has not 

inventoried all of the SPB impacted areas to assess the extent, distribution, species composition, and structural 

condition of SBP impacted forest stands. 

“The pine beetle eliminated pine seed sources and there was an absence of pine advance reproduction in 

the understory due to a lack of appropriate growing conditions (e. g. shortleaf pine is intolerant of shade) 

which resulted in hardwood regeneration upon the mortality of overstory pines (Oswalt et al. 2012; South 

and Buckner 2003). While these communities are minimally represented in Figure 2, there could be 

more acres present; however, data collected prior to the pine beetle epidemic that contains pine 

vegetation types cannot be relied upon.” (VEG-3, emphasis added) 

The following are satellite images from Google showing sections of the project area with canopy densities in the 

range of those proposed for establishment by harvest. They are real. 

The first area displayed shows areas along Blue John Road just east of US27. The grayer, patchy areas are where 

significant pine was lost. The forest canopy shows a clear, variable distribution of open, mid-density, and closed 

forests. The only management proposed in this section is pine restoration in two stands along US27 that exhibit 

little canopy disturbance (FID 173, LOCATION 5035 and FID 174, LOCATION 5052). Most of this area is not 

even proposed for burning, when it is, in fact, one of the more ecologically important areas in the Greenwood 

project area to burn. We’ve discussed this specific area in the field with Forest Service personnel on multiple 

occasions.   

 

This next area shows a similar canopy distribution along Bauer Road, just east of US27. Again, what is shown is a 

mix of open, low-density, and closed canopy forest, much like those that the Forest Service proposes for creation 

through timber harvest. The denser canopy section nearest US27 is proposed for pine restoration through harvest. 

Most of this area is (appropriately) included in a burn prescription. Again, what is visible from this image (and on 

the ground) is a forest canopy that is already exhibiting a woodland canopy distribution.  
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The next area shown is Curt Pond Ridge off of Keno Road/751. This is a very significant biological area. The 

“Route 751 roadsides” was identified as a priority conservation area in the 1988 Cooperative Inventory of 

Endangered, Threatened, Sensitive, and Rare Species, Daniel Boone National Forest, Somerset Ranger District by 

the U.S. Forest Service, The Nature Conservancy, Kentucky State Nature Preserves Commission, and Kentucky 

Department of Fish and Wildlife Service. The area was recognized because it “contains several rare species that 

are typical of pine-savanna or other southern grasslands.” The area is immediately upslope of the Minton Hollow 

area, identified in the same report, and is notable for its entrance to the Sloans Valley Cave system and the 

significant bat habitat provided.  

The Curt Pond Ridge area has had significant SPB impacts along with prescribed and wildland fire. As we 

understand it, some pine was salvaged following the SBP outbreak. The area has excellent developing woodland 

structure, though needs more fire to maintain and enhance this structure. Most of it is included in an existing burn 

prescription area. We have visited this site numerous times with the Forest Service, and included it in the field 

tour during the CRFLN Shared Learning Event hosted by DNBF, TNC, Kentucky Heartwood, and other partners 

in June 2016. 
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This last image shows areas in the DBNF immediately adjacent to the project area along Shelton Road and Keno 

Road along the railroad right of way with similar forest structure to the above examples. The SPB disturbance and 

emerging woodland structure here is extensive. The areas pictured within the project area (on the north side of 

Shelton Rd.), include a total of 282 acres of commercial harvests, including 119 acres of woodland establishment 

harvests.  

 

 

 

The above images provide clear examples from within (and adjacent to) the project area of forests exhibiting 

canopy densities within the range of targets for which woodland establishment harvests have been proposed. But 

according the scoping document and EA, none of these areas or conditions exist, and can only be created through 

commercial harvest. With continued and proper fire management, these and other areas could develop excellent 

woodland structure and function. The Forest Service cannot pretend that these low to moderate basal area forests 

do not exist, and continue to ignore these facts in the project analysis. The Greenwood project should focus 

woodland and pine restoration management on these SBP impacted areas – many of which will transition to dense 

red maple forests without management.  

We also want to highlight a specific stand proposed for woodland establishment thinning that is an inappropriate 

ecological site based on existing natural community and landscape position. On the northwest side of Blue John 

Road is a 43 acres stand (FID 81, LOCATION 5036) proposed for woodland establishment. A significant portion 

of the stand is a north-facing mesic forest with an understory with spicebush (Lindera benzoin), maidenhair fern 

(Adiantum pedatum) and abundant and large black cohosh (Actaea racemosa). These understory plants are 

contrary indicators for woodland establishment.  

We were going to comment about another specific stand that is ecologically inappropriate for woodland 

establishment, but you have already removed it from the harvest plan. There is a really nice 50 acre stand at the 

mouth of Beaver Creek (FID 60, LOCATION 5040) that has a nice cane (Arundinaria gigantea) understory with 

a canopy including mature (and possibly some old-growth) sugar maple (Acer saccharum), mockernut hickory 

(Carya tomentosa), and American beech (Fagus grandifolia) (in addition to white oak (Quercus alba) and tulip 

poplar (Liriodendron tulipifera)). The sugar maple and American beech in particular are generally mesic, fire-

intolerant species and not indicative of historical woodland composition. This stand also has issues with autumn 
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olive encroaching from the creek/lake banks which would have been exacerbated by major reductions in the 

canopy. Because of the lower slope position we are not overly concerned that the fire proposed in the area will 

cause problems. Thank you for removing this stand from the harvest plan.  

We also want to thank you for removing the 29 acre stand at the trailhead to the Three Forks of Beaver Creek 

Overlook from the woodland establishment thinning prescription. This is one of the few easily accessible and 

scenic trails in the area. The currently proposed midstory removal and fire seems appropriate given the 

community type and landscape position. We do recommend being very careful with the firelines. We have found 

mountain camellia (Stewartia ovata) along the northern portion of the Three Forks Loop trail. This species is not 

listed as threatened or endangered in Kentucky, but is considered rare in Jones (2005). Special care should be 

taken to not damage specimens through fireline construction or prescribed burning.  

 

6. Fire Intervals 

We can find no references to intended or desired fire intervals, or any discussion on the variable effects of fire 

frequency and seasonality on vegetation structure, in the EA and associated documents. The EA discussion on 

Economic Resources, in Table 6 (EA-32), states that the analysis accounts for one burn of 10,627 acres over a 10 

year period. While this is a discussion on economic issues, it is the only reference to anticipated fire intervals that 

we have found in the record. If the Forest Service is planning >10-year fire intervals, then the ecosystem goals 

presented in the purpose and need and throughout the analysis will not be met. If more frequent fire is planned, 

then this needs to be disclosed and analyzed. Whatever the plan, it needs to be clear in the EA.  

The effects of fire intervals (and seasonality) have been a major point of discussion in the CRFLN. The EA and 

Vegetation Report assume certain effects on structure resulting from fire (e.g., reductions of sapling and stump 

sprout regrowth, promotion of grasses and forbs in the understory), but do not address whether and how these 

effects are related to specific burn intervals. The Vegetation Report states: 

“While there would be an initial flush of new sprouts after the first burn, the number of stems per acre 

would decrease as repeated prescribed burns are applied (Arthur et al. 2015). This is because the root 

systems of some stems would be killed which would prevent sprouting. Again, this would be dependent 

on landscape position with impacts being more pronounced on dryer sites. Structurally, repeated 

prescribed fire would create an understory with less stems per acre and more herbaceous coverage.” 

(VEG-26) 

The pattern described in the above statement will not emerge with 10-year fire intervals. It may not emerge even 

with 5-year fire intervals. Perhaps the statement in the Vegetation report assumes more frequent fire. We have no 

way of knowing. And a deciding officer cannot know without disclosure. In contrast, the Freeman Fork Oak 

Woodland Restoration Project, which has some of the same project goals (restoration of woodland community 

structure) and overlaps geographically with the Greenwood project, clearly prescribes 2-year fire intervals.  

At the CRFLN shared learning event in June, 2016, we joined in a discussion with practitioners, including Dr. 

Patrick Keyser of the University of Tennessee at Knoxville who is principal investigator for the research project 

associated with the Freeman Fork project. We discussed in detail how, at least initially, burns need to be carried 

out somewhat frequently (about every 2 or 3 years) to suppress woody regrowth (especially stump sprouting) and 

allow for the establishment of forbs and grasses. Once woody regrowth is addressed and grasses and forbs better 

established, then fire intervals can by lengthened. At the CRFLN interpretive site at the Sheltowee Trace trailhead 

just north of the Stearns Ranger Station we looked at forest structure and discussed how the dense woody 

understory was a result of not enough fire, and how from a community structure perspective it’s not much 

different than a harvest or midstory reduction without fire. There appeared to be a general consensus on this issue.  

The Forest Plan defines Woodland as follows: 
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Woodland - High canopy, low-moderate basal area (30-50 square feet/acre) forest with a well developed 

shrub/grass/forb layer consisting of any or all of the mentioned vegetation forms: This habitat condition 

consists of mid to old age (50-200 years) canopy trees with thin to dense low shrubs (≤3 ft) and or 

grasses/forbs which are promoted by a regular cycle of burning. A low density (≤5 BA) of midstory trees 

may be present. This set of conditions will be found on upland sites, in hardwood (primarily oak), yellow 

pine and mixed forest types. It may occur in other forest types and on other landscape positions. 

Approximately 37,800-50,400 acres of oak dominated woodland is provided within 30 years. 

Approximately 12,600-16,800 acres of yellow pine-dominated woodland is provided within 100 years. 

(Forest Plan 3-33) 

Inadequate burn intervals, particularly following harvest, are likely to result in an understory of saplings and 

stump sprouts, and not “thin to dense low shrubs (≤3 ft) and or grasses/forbs” as described in the Forest Plan.  

Longer burn intervals may be appropriate after understory composition shifts, but until the density of saplings and 

stump sprouts following harvest is reduced, burn intervals should stay somewhat frequent – otherwise the stated 

goals for woodland establishment activities will not be met.  

The pattern of frequent fire followed by relatively infrequent fire has also been identified as important for the 

natural regeneration of shortleaf pine. Stambaugh, Guyette, and others have published several studies on the 

importance of fire regime with regards to shortleaf pine recruitment and survival.2 

Issues relating to fire intervals need to be addressed in the EA, both in terms of clear goals and environmental 

effects. We understand that actual implementation of prescribed fire on the DBNF is subject to many hurdles, 

including budget, weather, staffing, etc., but this does not mean that goals cannot be set or that effects of different 

burn intervals should not be evaluated in the EA.  

 

7. Species Inventories 

We have urged the Forest Service throughout the process to conduct site-specific surveys for both rare species and 

good remnant populations of heliophytic herbaceous species in order to best tailor the project to locations. 

Scoping comments from the Kentucky State Nature Preserves Commission (KSNPC) stated: 

“We recommend that a thorough survey be conducted by a team of qualified biologists for rare species 

and communities of all stands proposed to be managed as part of this project, so that impacts on rare 

species and communities can be avoided.” 

The Wildlife Resources Report does a good job describing many species that may occupy areas proposed for 

management. However, the report also eliminated a great number of species from detailed analysis (particularly 

difficult to identify rare plants species), stating that “These species have not been recently document from the 

project area.” As indicated by KSNPC, there have not been full or recent surveys of the area to make such a 

determination. Therefore, we are concerned that some species may have been overlooked for consideration.  

It is further not clear that the field assessments adequately addressed rare flora – even those species carried 

forward in the analysis. While we trust Joe Metzmeier with regards to wildlife surveys, it is not indicated that the 

forest botanist, David Taylor, was involved in any plant surveys. Rare flora can be extremely difficult to identify. 

We note that the Forest Service at Land Between the Lakes National Recreation Area contracted with Austin Peay 

State University in Tennessee to conduct a thorough botanical survey for the Pisgah Bay project in 2014. That 

project was scoped shortly before the Greenwood project, and proposed silvicultural treatments on a similar 

acreage to Greenwood (albeit in a much smaller analysis area). That report provided excellent information. We 

                                                           
2 Stambaugh, Michael C., Richard P. Guyette, and Daniel C. Dey. "What fire frequency is appropriate for shortleaf pine 
regeneration and survival." USDA For Serv Northern Res Sta Gen Tech Rep NRS-P-15 (2007): 121-128. 
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encourage the Daniel Boone National forest to contract with area professionals as needed in order complete a 

similar survey. 

 

8. Wildlife Openings 

Actions 10 and 11 relate to management of 75 wildlife openings covering 222 acres, along with 286 acres of stand 

improvement activities surrounding these openings. The proposal includes broadcast spraying of glyphosate 

across the 222 acres of existing openings and spot treatments of NNIPs in the 286 acres within 100 feet of wildlife 

opening boundaries. The scoping document and EA state that the broadcast spraying of herbicides is to promote 

“no till” practices to address unidentified erosion problems, and that following herbicide treatments that plots will 

be planted with “wildlife plot mixes, native grasses or pollinator mixes.” 

 

8.1. Native vs. Non-native plantings 

On August 4, 2014, during the scoping period, I emailed Mike Lick (former project leader) and David 

Taylor asking how many acres of native versus non-native vegetation, and what non-native vegetation, 

was planned for the wildlife openings. I wrote: 

Mike and David, 

Can you please provide more detail regarding Greenwood Action 10: Herbicide use associated 

with Wildlife Opening Maintenance? What acreages are planned for treatment as Wildlife Plots, 

Native Grass Stands, and Pollinator mixtures respectively? With regards to the Wildlife plots, 

what sorts of "wildlife plot mixes" constituting non-native plants are being considered? 

Thank you. 

On August 6, 2014, Mike Lick responded:  

We’re working on this response Jim. I need some verification from our Wildlife Biologist on a 

couple of things and I’ll get your answers back to you as soon as possible. Thanks. 

No other response to this question was forthcoming. On November 5, 2015 during a Forest Service led 

field trip to the Greenwood Project area I again asked this question of the planning team. No one present, 

including the project team leader, wildlife specialist, botanist, or KDFWR staff could answer this 

question. We assumed that this very basic, fundamental issue would be addressed in the EA. It is not. The 

section of the EA describing this action appears largely cut-and-paste from the scoping document. Should 

we anticipate 2 acres of native plants and 220 acres of corn? Or 220 acres of native plants and 2 acres of 

corn? Or something in the middle? At which sites? What non-native vegetation do you actually intend to 

plant? How will those site specific decisions be made, if not prescribed in the EA? It is disappointing that 

after two and half years since we raised this question that the Forest Service still cannot provide a 

response. Unless the deciding officer can answer these questions, an informed decision cannot be made. 

 

8.2. No-till agriculture versus herbicide 

The reason provided for proposing broadcast applications of glyphosate on 222 acres is to advance no-till 

planting as an environmentally preferable method. No-till agriculture is useful primarily in reducing 

erosion. Nowhere in the EA or supporting documents does the Forest Service describe identify erosion as 

an issue in any of 75 wildlife openings in the project area. We have looked at many of the openings in the 

field, and all of them on maps, and do not see how erosion is a significant problem at these sites. Wildlife 

openings tend to be on flat ridgetop sites, away from stream channels, and surrounded by forest. If the 
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Forest Service is going to approve such extensive application of herbicides to address erosion, then you 

must first identify erosion as a site specific issue. This has not been done, likely because it’s not actually 

an issue. Therefore, we ask: What is the actual purpose of moving to herbicides for field management 

instead of tilling? Is it expedience? Preference?  

We also argue that the weight of the argument for using herbicides to clear non-native groundcover 

(particularly fescue) is affected greatly by the intended purpose: Is the use intended to restore native 

vegetation or to plant non-native forage? This matters, and needs to be addressed. 

 

8.3 Wildlife opening alternatives 

The London Ranger District recently released for comment the London District Wildlife Opening 

Maintenance Project, addressing management of all wildlife openings in the Cane Creek and Mill Creek 

Wildlife Management Areas. The London District has proposed to transition all openings to native 

vegetation, and without herbicides. This is a commendable, progressive proposal and we strongly suggest 

that the Stearns District look at what the London District is proposing. We think that the Forest Service 

should approve something similar for the Greenwood Project’s wildlife opening maintenance to support 

native plants and limit herbicide use. Planting native grassland species in those wildlife openings which 

are incorporated in prescribed burn areas could have the added benefit of creating a population source for 

these heliophytic species to enter into surrounding woodland communities.  

We also support the planting of native soft-mast species. We categorically oppose broadcast spraying of 

herbicides to plant non-native vegetation.  

 

9. Hemlocks 

Having spent ample time with district fire staff, we are not concerned that any proposed activity in the Greenwood 

Project will negatively impact Hemlock Conservation Areas (HCAs). Still, there are several claims in the EA 

regarding hemlocks that need to be addressed. 

The author of the Vegetation Report appears to have some confusion about hemlock stands, their extent, and 

treatment. In the discussion on vegetation structure in the project area, the report states: 

Hemlock woolly adelgid suppression would cumulatively improve vegetation community diversity by 

improving the chances of survival for hemlock trees and thereby the presence of on-site conifer northern 

hardwood communities in the project area. (Veg-23) 

 

An analysis using the STANDS database and other available data show that about 2,400 acres of hemlock forests 

currently exist in the project area. Around 320 acres of HCAs are in the Greenwood project area and outside of 

the Beaver Creek Wilderness, and therefore eligible for chemical treatment. The 240 acres of HCAs within the 

Wilderness are not eligible for chemical treatment, and may only be managed using HWA predator beetles. 

Considering that there have only been two releases of predator beetles on the DBNF, and both at the same site 

near Laurel Lake, it is not reasonable to assume that any hemlock forest within the Wilderness will be treated. By 

this measure, and considering the current extent of HWA in the area, it would be prudent to assume that around 

2,180 acres of hemlock forests are likely to suffer severe mortality over the period of implementation of the 

Greenwood project. 

This has direct implications with respect to the analysis. First, the implication of the statement in the Vegetation 

Report is that, since HCAs will be treated, hemlock mortality will not be a significant problem in the project area. 

This is not a defensible assertion. Second, the purpose of the analysis of existing and anticipated forest structure 
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relates directly to assumptions made about open canopies and forest disturbance. Much of the analysis, and 

Purpose and Need for the project, is predicated on the assumption that there is little existing, or anticipated, 

canopy disturbance in the project area. It is reasonably foreseeable that approximately 2,180 acres of the project 

area will lose a substantial amount of canopy cover over the coming decade to HWA induced mortality. This 

needs to be reflected in the analysis. 

The Vegetation Report also makes a stunning statement insisting that forest regeneration of any kind is unlikely if 

hemlock stands are not logged before HWA decline sets in. The report states: 

Many riparian areas have been left unmanaged for various reasons resulting in mature stands of 

eastern hemlock with very little regeneration and, in many cases, an under and midstory 

dominated by rhododendron. Many of these stands are experiencing severe decline and dieback 

due to the hemlock woolly adelgid; however, without regeneration of other tree species already 

established combined with competition from existing shrub species, it is difficult for reforestation 

to even occur. Had disturbance been introduced into these areas such that other tree species could 

become established, forest health would have been improved and the impact lessened.  

While site-specific dynamics relating to understory structure and tree regeneration certainly exist, the assertion 

that the best course of action for forests with substantial hemlock is to get in and log them is worrisome in many 

respects. First of all, shady hemlock stands have been a near-constant in the landscape for about 4,000 years 

(following about 1,000 years where they disappeared from the pollen record). Rhododendron have no doubt been 

a part of that same community structure. And, shockingly, sometimes those trees died and forests managed to 

regenerate at those locations before logging was ever a thing. Secondly, is the Forest Service suggesting that we 

should have projects opening roads in riparian areas to log hemlocks and use herbicides to kill rhododendron 

based on an assumption that trees will never grow again where the hemlocks die? I hope not. 

It is also worth pointing out that the discussion on forest health and structural impacts with relation to hemlocks 

comes amidst discussion about how there is not, nor will there be, enough disturbance in the project area. In fact, 

most of the discussion is about how the overstory needs to be removed at an increasing rate so that our forests 

don’t all decline and die. This is addressed in more detail elsewhere in these comments.  

 

10. Log Landings 

The Soil and Water resource report states that there will be 139 log landings disturbing a total of 27.8 acres, and 

assuming 0.2 acres per landing. Most of the log landings we have seen on the DBNF are substantially larger than 

0.2 acres, and we do not believe that this is a proper area to consider in the analysis. We recently measure the 

landing complex in the Freeman Fork project off of Hughes Cemetery Road. We refer to it as a landing complex 

because there are two larger cleared areas about 100’ wide and 200’ long connected by a 30’ to 40’ wide 

“temporary road.” The total disturbed area for this landing is about 1.5 acres, or 7 times the size assumed for 

landings in the analysis. We also recently visited a log landing in the Brushy Ridge Project that was similarly 

about 1.5 acres in size.  

Below is a picture showing only a portion of the Brushy Ridge landing. It is clearly much larger than 0.2 acres. 

Following that are pictures from the two main sections of the Freeman Fork landing off Hughes Cemetery Road.  
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Implementing restoration goals on sites disturbed by the SPB and with existing open overstory structure will limit 

the impacts of log landings and temporary roads. The Cumberland District recently approved a modified proposal 

for the Commercial Harvest in Beaver Creek project to reduce the size of log landings and eliminate temporary 

and new system road construction. The Stearns District should consult with the Cumberland District on this issue.  

 

 

11. Temporary Roads 

 

The Greenwood Project includes 4.1 miles of temporary road construction and 1.6 miles of road reconstruction. 

The Wildlife Resources Report states: 

“These roads would be restored and rehabbed to their original condition of forested woodland after the 

close of a sale.” (Wildlife Resource Report at 5) 

 

We object to the characterization of these logging roads as “temporary.” While they may be temporary in terms of 

Forest Service management, they will remain as landscape features for decades or centuries. They are bulldozed 

across slopes, creating benches and tearing through root zones, are planted with non-native vegetation, and can 

disrupt hydrology. And the Forest Service does not restore these roads “to their original condition.” 

 

Below are two recent pictures of temporary roads in the Freeman Fork project area. We are particularly interested 

in an explanation of how the bulldozed and planted shelf in the lower photo (which is not unusual for temporary 

roads on the DBNF) will disappear and no longer exist once the project is completed.  
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The Forest Service should not approve any harvests that require the building of these “temporary” roads, or any 

new system road construction. The Greenwood project area already has 175 miles of system roads for a density of 

3.5 miles of system road per square mile of national forest. This does not include the former logging roads 

(former “temporary” roads) that are abundant throughout the area, and for which no mapping or mileage appears 

to be documented. As noted above, the Cumberland District recently modified a proposal to implement a timber 

sale without the originally planned temporary and system road construction. The Stearns District should assess the 

efficacy of such an approach in the Greenwood project area.  

 

 

12. Other Logging/Cumulative Effects 

The EA states that 21,415 acres of the analysis area (approximately 40%) is private land. The Vegetation Report 

(as described in detail below), makes grand statements about how the forests in the project area are not harvested 

with a great enough frequency. Logging on private land in the analysis area is a regular occurrence. The EA must 

take into account the extent of logging on private land with respect to vegetation, wildlife, and water quality.  

 

Below we share three satellite images from Google showing recent harvests in the analysis area. The first image 

shows about 240 acres of harvested land on Cave Creek. The Greenwood project proposes nearly 100 acres of 

logging immediately adjacent to these harvested inholdings. 
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The next image shows a recent harvest a the junction of Blue John and Cave Creek Roads: 
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And here is a recent harvest in Tom Clark Hollow: 

 
 

 

13. Silvicultural Assumptions 

 

The EA and Vegetation Report fail to provide important information necessary for making an informed decision. 

Furthermore, certain severe and categorical statements are made regarding forest health that need to be addressed. 

 

According to the DBNF STANDS database, over 9,000 acres of the project area (approximately 28%) of the 

project area is < 60 years in age. These forests are largely immature, codominant, ecologically young forests. 

Approximately 3,600 acres have been harvested since 1980. Just under half of the project area (according to the 

STANDS database) is over 100 years old (14,595 acres), and about 2,000 acres are over 130 years.  

 

These data do not appear to include changes in age class and structure resulting from the SBP outbreak. The 

Vegetation Report states: 

 

“Data collected prior to the pine beetle epidemic that contains pine vegetation types cannot be relied 

upon.” (VEG-3) 

 

As stated previously in these comments, the scoping document provides that 10,468 acres of the project area lost, 

at minimum, 30% of their canopy to southern pine beetle (SPB) mortality. The EA and Vegetation Report do not 

provide any information about the distribution of SBP damage across the forest and changes in forest structure. 

There is no information about how many stands were “thinned” (losing less than 50% of their 

canopy/intermediate severity disturbance) versus how many acres experienced regeneration events, losing a 

majority of the canopy. If we assume that half of the acreage identified by the Forest Service as having lost > 30% 

of the canopy lost more than 50% of the canopy (meaning it experienced a regeneration event), then we can 

“ballpark” the figure at another 5,200 acres of forests in the project area that are less than 20 years in age. Perhaps 

it is less, perhaps more. Again, the EA does not disclose this significant information. 

 

But looking at a range of adjusted age classes, given SPB effects, somewhere close to 9,000 acres of the project 

area may be less than 40 years in age, and the amount of forest over 100 years may be considerably less than 

assumed in the analysis. 
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The EA and Vegetation Report also fail to account for reasonably foreseeable hemlock mortality over project 

implementation and the temporal frame for the analysis. The age analysis section of the Vegetation Report states: 

 

“Hemlock woolly adelgid suppression would improve the chances of survival for hemlock trees which 

improves the chances that existing structures remain intact resulting in no cumulative effect.” (VEG-27) 

 

This is an unreasonable assumption given the facts. Based on our analysis of DBNF data, there are around 2,400 

acres of hemlock forests in the project area, including 559 acres of Hemlock Conservation Areas (HCAs). 

However, 240 acres of HCAs are within the Wilderness, and not eligible for chemical treatment. Predator beetle 

releases are approved in the Wilderness, but are unlikely. Only two releases have happened so far on the DBNF, 

with both along Laurel Lake and procuring more beetles has been difficult. Therefore, it is reasonably foreseeable 

that approximately 2,000 acres more of the project area will be subject to major canopy loss over project 

implementation or through the temporary frame for the analysis. 

 

Further, most of these hemlock stands are over 100 years in age. Nearly 1,000 acres of hemlock stands are over 

130 years in age, representing about half of the forest in the Greenwood project area that is in the oldest age 

classes present. In all likelihood most of them will be gone. This has not been disclosed in the analysis and needs 

to be. 

 

Overall, the baseline information and assumptions relating to forest age classes and structural condition, both 

current and reasonably foreseeable, are substantially incorrect or missing key information. This information feeds 

directly into the purpose and need for the project, the affects analysis, and various assumptions made about forests 

in the project area. 

 

The Vegetation Report makes severe, categorical statements about forests in the project area. The Report states: 

 

“Implementation of Alternative 1 (the No Action Alternative) would result in no direct impact to forest 

health as defined by the capacity for renewal and resilience of forested areas to a range of disturbances. 

Indirectly, forest health would deteriorate throughout the project area as stands age and begin to exhibit 

high stem densities and become structurally similar reducing the capacity for renewal and resilience to a 

range of disturbances. This alternative could result in a decline of biological diversity, loss of primary 

productivity (e. g. slowed growth, nutrient loss), reversal of successional patterns (e. g. long term stress 

from climate change), and widespread and severe disease (Odum 1985; Rapport 1985). 

 

“Therefore, in a homogeneous setting, a single natural disturbance could be catastrophic whereas in a 

heterogeneous setting, that same natural disturbance may only impact areas in a patchwork fashion 

(Loreau et al. 2001). For example, excessive winds could cause catastrophic damage to a mature closed 

canopy stand while leaving an immature regenerating stand fully intact.” (VEG-30) 

 

It is alarming that this is the perspective being put forth the by the Forest Service. It is one thing to advocate for 

early successional habitat for wildlife species, and even tree regeneration. It is a different thing altogether to make 

extreme, alarmist statements that our forests will suffer a “decline of biological diversity, loss of primary 

productivity (e. g. slowed growth, nutrient loss), reversal of successional patterns (e. g. long term stress from 

climate change), and widespread and severe disease” if they are not logged more frequently and with regeneration 

harvests. This absolutely belies the bulk of ecological science with regards to our native forests. Our national 

forest lands are not fiber plantations.  

 

This continues a set of narratives in DBNF project EAs that insist that old-growth forests in our region are 

unnatural, unhealthy, degenerate blights. We addressed this issue in depth with regards to the stocking 



23 
 

assumptions in our comments on the EA for the Spring Creek project on the Redbird District (comments 

attached). We will address some these assertions briefly here. 

 

1. High stem densities with increasing age: Forest stands do not increase in stem density with age, as 

stated in the Vegetation Report. Stand development processes proceed in the opposite direction, with very 

high densities following regeneration, and gradually tapering off through stem exclusion. This process 

may continue for many decades, and even forests in the DBNF that are 70 to 90 years old are still 

exhibiting signs of stem exclusion.3 Frelich (2002) states that stem exclusion continues for 100 to 150 

years in northern hardwood forests.4 Moving through understory reinitiation (demographic transition) and 

into old-growth (old multi-age) forest structure does not increase stem density, while overall basal area 

may still increase. Overall, basal area is redistributed among fewer, larger, and more variable stems with 

patches of regeneration (stand initiation) proceeding in large gaps. 

 

 
 

2. Stands would become structurally similar without increased even-aged harvests: Most of the forests 

in the project area are structurally young with dense, codominant canopies. While differing cohorts of 

even-aged forests may have different ages, structurally they are very similar. Structural and species 

diversity at the patch and landscape scale increases as forests accrue disturbances of variable intensities at 

irregular scales. As they tend toward old-growth, large canopy gaps, canopy layering (including dominant 

trees), and other structures emerge. An important aspect of old-growth or old multi-aged forests is that 

trees are large enough that gaps formed in the canopy allow for new cohorts of regeneration, rather than 

canopy closure from trees on the edge of the gap.5 Fire-adapted old-growth communities would also 

increase structural and species diversity at different scales, as dominant trees and gaps combine with fire 

effects on understory structure and regeneration. This is not to dispute the contributions of heavily-

disturbed, early successional habitat. But landscape diversity is not predicated on a patchwork of 

regeneration harvests. 

 

3. Loss of primary productivity/slowed growth/nutrient loss: This is an antiquated assumption. Newer 

research on old-growth forests globally (including temperate broadleaf forests) shows that, on the whole, 

productivity can increase in older and old-growth forests6. The tapering net primary production (NPP) 

figure posited by Odum half a century ago, and upon which this assumption is likely predicated, has been 

                                                           
3 Scheff, Robert (2002). The Development of Old-Growth Structural Characteristics in Second-Growth Forests of the 
Cumberland Plateau, Kentucky, U.S.A. Master’s Thesis, Eastern Kentucky University. 
4 Frelich, Lee (2002). Forest Dynamics and Disturbance Regimes: Studies from Temperate Evergreen-Deciduous Forests. 
Cambridge University Press.  
5 Ibid. 
6 Luyssaert et al. (2008). Old-growth forests as global carbon sinks. Nature 455(11): 213-215. 
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reassessed. Regarding nutrient loss, these losses occur when removing biomass from the system, not by 

allowing it to accrue. If you are going to state that under a limited, undisclosed set of circumstances that 

nutrient loss could occur through not harvesting (and we are not aware of the science behind that 

statement, but are happy to review it), then you also must disclose the loss of nutrients from harvesting. In 

fact, Odum (1985) (cited in this section of the report), states: 

  

“In a recent symposium edited by Mooney and Godron (1983), several authors, including M. 

Rapp and P.M. Vitousek, agree that leaching losses of major nutrients are normally much less 

than the amounts recycled within forests but that disturbance may result in increased losses.” 

 

This contradicts the statement that the not logging (i.e., disturbing) the forest will result in increased 

nutrient loss.  

 

4. Reversal of successional patters: We presume that this is referring to red maple encroachment in 

historically oak and oak-pine stands. The successional model of this process was thrown out long ago, 

and is not supported by observations of the last 30 years of harvesting on the DBNF. Even-aged harvests 

across the DBNF have resulted in the widespread establishment of tulip poplar and coppiced red maple 

forests in formerly oak and oak-pine stands. This is why the DBNF has approved multiple non-

commercial thinning projects on many thousands of acres to help oaks, hickories, and pines compete with 

the abundant red maples that were promoted through harvesting. This is, in fact, the purpose of Action 6 – 

Crop Tree Release on 2,347 acres in the Greenwood project. It is clear that there is a puzzling ecological 

process happening, whereby red maples are dominating forest understories and regeneration, but this is 

likely due issues of fire suppression, climate, and altered disturbance regimes – not insufficient logging.  

 

5. Susceptibility to widespread and severe disease: Odum (1985), cited in the justification for the 

assertion that allowing stand development to proceed to older structural forms results in severe disease, 

describes primarily theoretical responses of ecosystems to stresses. There is little about forests, and 

nothing to support the statements here in the Vegetation Report. Similarly, Rapport (1985) cited here is 

general, dated, and does not provide specific information relating to forests. 

 

As we illustrate above, the forests in the project area are ecologically very young with a few exceptions (the 

exceptions are primarily in the Beaver Creek Wilderness), with almost no forest having significant old-growth 

characteristics. These characteristics begin to emerge in secondary forests after 130 to 160 years, and provide 

structural, processional, and habitat characteristics absent in younger forests.7 The natural, historic landscape in 

the project area would not have been dominated by even-aged cohorts, though some even-aged patches no doubt 

existed. However, natural disturbance regimes in our region do not tend toward even-aged forest structure. 

 

It is also worth pointing out how the effects or predictability of major natural disturbances are simultaneously 

emphasized and dismissed based on whether or not it supports logging. As quoted above, the Vegetation Report 

justifies the importance of even-aged management by stating that variable even-aged cohorts are needed to help 

the forest withstand the effects of major natural disturbance. 

 

“For example, excessive winds could cause catastrophic damage to a mature closed canopy stand while 

leaving an immature regenerating stand fully intact.” (VEG-30) 

 

However, just a few pages earlier the report downplays the contribution of significant natural disturbance in 

creating heavily disturbed, regenerating forests, stating: 

 

                                                           
7 Scheff, Robert (2002). The Development of Old-Growth Structural Characteristics in Second-Growth Forests of the 
Cumberland Plateau, Kentucky, U.S.A. Master’s Thesis, Eastern Kentucky University. 
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“For example, no large (e. g. 25 acres) even aged or two aged stands would exist without the occurrence 

of natural disturbance, some of which are rare and all of which are unpredictable. The result is no 

diversity of age classes (e. g. 0-10 years, 11-30 years, etc.) within the project area because all stands 

would be multi-aged.” (VEG-27) 

 

In other words, the insistence is that major disturbance events don’t happen reliably or frequently enough to create 

even-aged patches on the landscape, but they do happen reliably and frequently enough that we need to log more 

forest in anticipation of them. This is a deeply arbitrary and capricious set of positions constructed to emphasize a 

fiber production bias using ecological arguments. The Forest Service needs to get beyond this kind of thinking.  

 

 

14. Wilderness 

 

We disagree with the interpretation of effects to the Beaver Creek Wilderness. The Wilderness Report states: 

 

“It is not uncommon for visitors to hear vehicles, trains, planes, boats and equipment such as tractors, 

dozers and chainsaws.” (Wilderness Report at 1) 

 

And: 

 

“Solitude or Primitive and Unconfined Recreation Character- Noise created by this alternative would be 

in addition to noise that emits from the Norfolk-Southern railroad, US highway, Boone Docks Marina, 

and boaters on Lake Cumberland. Cumulatively this could impact visitors’ feelings of remoteness from 

occupied and modified areas outside the wilderness; however, it would be difficult to determine the 

specific source of noise at any given time and as such, additional noise would likely go unnoticed by 

users.” (Wilderness Report at 3) 

 

Having spent many days and nights in the Wilderness, we have not heard “vehicles, trains, planes, boats and 

equipment” in the Wilderness. While such sounds may be heard from time to time at some locations, this is not 

our experience. Referring to hearing these noises as “not uncommon” is not an accurate characterization. The 

main noise we have heard is gunfire.  

 

There are over 1,800 acres of silvicultural treatments within 1/8 mile of the Wilderness boundary, and these 

noises will have an effect on the experience of solitude in the Wilderness. We strongly disagree that “additional 

noise would likely go unnoticed by users.” 

 

We offer here language from the decision in Izaak Walton League of America, Inc. v. Kimbell, 516 F. Supp. 2d 

982 - Dist. Court, Minnesota 2007, where the court sided with plantiffs with regard the Forest Service’s 

assessment of noise impacts to the Boundary Waters Canoe Areas Wilderness from approved motorized activities 

outside the Wilderness boundary. The court stated: 

 

“Defendants argue that the EA sufficiently analyzed the sound impact in terms of sound magnitude, 

duration, and context. Specifically, the EA noted that sound is already audible from the Royal Lake area, 

that the affected portion of the BWCAW is not a pristine, noise-free area, and that the area is lightly used 

during the winter. Nonetheless, defendants acknowledge that the EA did not calculate or analyze decibel 

levels "since any noise is likely to impact wilderness users." (Def.' s Reply Mem. at 21.) 

 

“The Court finds that the analysis of sound impact contained in the EA is inadequate to support the 

FONSI. The EA provides no quantitative evidence or analysis of decibel levels projected by the South 

Fowl Trail into the adjoining wilderness. Instead, the FONSI merely approximates the decibel level in the 
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BWCAW as 49 decibels, and concludes that that sound impact is not significant. The absence of any 

supporting data in the EA deprives interested parties of information relevant to the agency's decision-

making process and thus undermines the procedural safeguards of NEPA. Further, the EA determined that 

an analysis of sound impact in the BWCA W was "moot" because visitors to the wilderness would likely 

consider any sound to be negative. (Admin. Rec. 157.) But a heightened sensitivity to the environmental 

impact on adjacent wilderness does not support the Forest Service's decision that an analysis of the sound 

impact is unnecessary. Rather, it underscores the need for a more detailed analysis in an EIS. As 

discussed above, agency activity that results in sound that is louder, more constant, more frequent, or of a 

different quality, than the sound that presently exists within the wilderness, is more likely to degrade the 

wilderness character from its present condition and thus result in a violation of § 4(b) of the Wilderness 

Act. As such, the Court finds that the potential sound impact of the South Fowl Trail on the adjoining 

wilderness necessitates a more thorough analysis of the environmental impact and requires the agency to 

prepare an EIS.” 

 

  

The Forest Service needs to provide a more substantive analysis of the effects of 1,800 acres of silvicultural 

treatments within 1/8 mile of the Wilderness boundary. Based on references we have been able to find, chainsaws 

run atou about 110 dB. Using an online calculator for estimating sound levels at different distances8, we could 

anticipate that chainsaw noise at about 70 dB would be experienced in the Wilderness. That’s about the decibel 

range of a vacuum cleaner or freeway traffic.9 And while the sound effects of the proposed action on the 

Wilderness area will be temporary, there is no disclosure regarding how long it will actually take to implement. 

Our understanding as that it will probably be 4 to 6 years for implementation. So does this mean that visitors to 

the Beaver Creek Wilderness will hear chainsaw noises at highway volumes during weekday visits for 4 to 6 

years?  

 

We actually support some of the silvicultural treatments adjacent to the Wilderness (i.e. midstory thinning and 

crop tree release), but that does not mean that these effects on the Wilderness should not be analyzed and 

disclosed.   

 

We also note that the Summary Table on page 5 states that there will be no effects on water quality. This 

contradicts the Water and Soil Report (Table 5, page 9) which states that a 6.1% increase in sediment is 

anticipated.  

 

 

15. Citizens Alternative 

 

The Forest Service rejected requests made by Kentucky Heartwood and others to fully analyze a non-commercial 

“citizen’s alternative.” In eliminating this alternative from the analysis, the EA states: 

 

“Citizens Alternative - A variety of vegetation management techniques would be employed to establish 

woodlands, restore shortleaf pine communities, implement non-commercial thinning, and maintain 

wildlife openings. This is an alternative as submitted by members of the public and was dismissed for a 

variety of reasons. Specifically, no acreage or site-specific locations were included in the comment letters, 

the suggested methods to accomplish goals and objectives would be ineffective, and several suggestions 

were outside the scope of this project. Clarification of the actions, as presented by the commenters, is 

contained in the Issue Analysis.” (EA-25) 

 

                                                           
8 http://hyperphysics.phy-astr.gsu.edu/hbase/Acoustic/isprob2.html 
9 http://chchearing.org/noise/common-environmental-noise-levels/ 
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The reasons providing for refusing to include this alternative in the analysis are weak or flatly incorrect. We will 

address each of them. 

 

1. No acreage or site-specific locations: As we described at the beginning of this comment letter, the 

Forest Service withdrew offers of early discussion on this project and refused any discussion of the 

specific goals, management area, etc. (even within the context of the CRFLN) until after scoping was 

formally published. The public was given 30 days to assess 17 management actions across more than 

32,000 acres of national forest system lands. The initial proposal included silvicultural treatments in 196 

forest stands covering more than 5,700 acres. Given the size and scope of this project, and the Forest 

Service’s unwillingness to engage the public in a collaborative manner, it is unrealistic to think that a full 

proposal built around specific sites could have been submitted to the Forest Service during the scoping 

period. Regardless, we worked to provide concrete guidelines for a viable ecological approach to address 

the purpose and need for the project while reducing environmental impacts. A number of other 

commenters supported this approach. 

 

During the months and years following scoping we regularly met with the Forest Service project team 

through the CRFLN, as well as during the single official Greenwood project field trip, and discussed 

specific sites in detail. We looked at specific sites and discussed the efficacy of non-commercial 

management prescriptions, the inappropriateness of pine restoration at some sites, the appropriateness of 

pine restoration at other sites, existing and emerging woodland structure in some areas, and specific areas 

with high conservation priority. We raised the issue that the Forest Service contributed to a study (Maingi 

and Luhn, 2005) that established GIS tools to identify SBP impacted areas, and encourage using these 

tools in concert with the GIS landscape models produced by the CRFLN to tailor management 

prescriptions. The scoping document states “Comments will be accepted any time during the process” 

(Scoping-1). We provided detailed information as early and often as possible. At this point it seems that 

our good-faith efforts were an exercise in futility.  

 

2. The suggested methods to accomplish goals and objectives would be ineffective: The Forest Service 

does not adequately or reasonably describe why the distribution of open canopies in the project area 

resulting from the SBP outbreak and other disturbances are inadequate for woodland establishment or 

pine restoration. As demonstrated in section 5. Woodland Establishment, it is a factual assertion that 

woodland canopy distributions exist in the project area as a result of the SBP outbreak, which the Forest 

Service states caused substantial canopy loss on over 10,000 acres (roughly 1/3) of the project area. We 

have looked at the Curt Pond Ridge site with the Forest Service on multiple occasions as one example of 

how fire and SBP impacts can establish woodland characteristics. In terms of canopy structure there is 

little difference between natural disturbance and logging when the same basal area distributions are 

result.10  

 

Pine restoration (planting) requires a more open canopy than the woodland prescription. However, areas 

with very low basal area from the SBP outbreak exist in the project area, including areas with nearly no 

remaining overstory. Again, we’ve looked at these areas in the field with the Forest Service and discuss 

them above in sections 4. Pine Thinning and 5. Woodland Establishment. The 12 acre stand behind the 

Alpine recreation site (FID 156, LOCATION 5058) exhibits the type of disturbance that we think makes 

for a very appropriate pine restoration site consistent with the Citizen’s Alternative. That site was not 

initially proposed for management. After it had been included in the modified proposal we visited the site 

with Mick Lick and other Forest Service staff and discussed how we agreed that it was a good site. But in 

the EA, to dismiss carrying the Citizen’s Alternative forward for analysis, the Forest Service states that 

                                                           
10 Brewer, Stephen J. (2016). Natural Canopy Damage and the Ecological Restoration of Fire-Indicative Groundcover 
Vegetation in an Oak-Pine Forest. Fire Ecology 12(2): 105-125. 
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managing this site “would be ineffective.” This is an arbitrary determination and not based on facts or 

good-faith reasoning. 

 

The rejection of the Citizen’s Alternative does not address how limiting herbicide use to spot-treatments 

of non-native species will be ineffective, nor does it address the request to plant only native vegetation in 

wildlife openings.  

 

3. Several suggestions were outside the scope of this project: As we discuss above in section 2. Beaver 

Creek IRMS, the Forest Service failed to adequately engage the public through the Beaver Creek IRMS 

process to identify a range of interests and needs for the area. This means that commenting through the 

Greenwood project NEPA process is the main way that the public has had to engage in management 

priorities and decisions beyond the vegetation management proposed by the Forest Service.  

 

 

Again, we thank you for the opportunity to comment on this Environmental Assessment, and look forward to 

ongoing dialogue toward a better, more holistic outcome.  

 

 

Sincerely,  

 

 

 

 

Jim Scheff, Director 

Kentucky Heartwood 

P.O. Box 1486 

Berea, KY 40403 

 

(859) 334-0602 

jim@kyheartwood.org 


