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KENTUCKY – TENNESSEE

SOCIETY OF AMERICAN FORESTERS
602 Hawthorne Drive

Maryville, TN   37803

June 30, 2003

Cherokee National Forest

Content Analysis Team

P.O. Box 221150

Salt Lake City, UT   84122

Dear Project Team Leader:

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the draft EIS and Proposed Revised Land and Resource Management Plan for the Cherokee National Forest. The Kentucky-Tennessee Society of the Society of American Foresters (KTSAF) represents 400 professional foresters and natural resource managers in Kentucky and Tennessee whose mission is to advance the science, education technology and practice of forestry to ensure the continued health and use of forest ecosystems to benefit society. We are the professional scientific and educational association representing the profession of forestry.

We compliment the planning team on the work put into this document. We are impressed and reassured to know each National Forest goes through this process and there is ample opportunity for the public to comment or otherwise get involved in the process. It is obvious that a large amount of effort was put into this DEIS and Proposed Revised Plan. However we do have issues with the document that should be addressed.

Our interest with the Cherokee National Forest and with this document is to maintain healthy forests. We believe the best way to accomplish that objective is for a broader diversity of age class distributions from early to mid and late successional areas and species.

After our team reviewed the document, we were not supportive of any of the presented alternatives. Each alternative could be summarized as “dominant use with side effects” without the multiple-use concepts as mandated by federal law. 

Our comments for the preferred alternative I are:

1. This alternative looks like a hodge-podge of different dominant land uses put together in an alternative without integrating the uses. The analysis seems to look at each use in isolation, then those uses are assembled. For example, why can’t area designated for black bear habitat also have some degree of timber management without compromising the primary objective?

2. The alternative does not provide for sustained yield management or production of high-quality forest products as one of the multiple uses.

There seems to be a bias against the production of wood products throughout the Draft documents. “The National Forests in the United States contain nearly one-sixth of our forest land that can be used to grow trees for wood products. They were established mainly for the production of timber and the protection of the watersheds of streams (USDA Bulletin No. 91, August 1952). The Act of June 4, 1897 and the Weeks Law of 1911, which was used to purchase most of the land for the Cherokee, both include language pertaining to the production of wood products. Yet, in our view, the DEIS and the Proposed Revised Land and Resource Management Plan fail to adequately acknowledge these laws. There are more recent laws pertaining to the management of National Forests, but they do not negate the laws that were used to establish the National Forests, especially the Weeks Law in the East.

We realize that there are other valuable resources that need protection and management, and that priorities and demands have changed since those early laws. However, wood products will continue to be in demand in the future as well as other resources. The law of 1897 required that the National Forests be managed to furnish “continuous supplies of timber for the use and necessities of the citizens of the United States.”

Wood products are one of the multiple-uses of the forest established in the National Forest Management Act of 1976. Timber harvests are designed to incorporate multiple stewardship objectives, including insect and disease prevention and control, wildlife habitat management, fuels treatment and construction or maintenance of roads needed for longer term access. Alternative I allocates more than 62% of the forest in set aside areas --- wilderness and roadless areas, inaccessible areas, riparian areas, black bear areas, scenic areas, remote backcountry recreation areas, restoration areas ---- that will eventually be late successional habitats, about 8% for early successional habitats and 26% classified as (1) Dispersed Recreation with Vegetation Management and (2) Management, Maintenance, and Restoration of Plant Associations to their Ecological Potential (however that is defined?). We doubt that this 26% will be highly managed for a diversity of age class distributions.  Over the entire forest, the amount of land available for vegetation management is unacceptable for the continued health and prosperity of the forest. National Forests should be a model for demonstrating how forests should be managed for multiple values, including wood products, wildlife recreation, water and scenic values. Forest management including timber is compatible with good ecosystem management; it is one of the most effective tools available to insure the sustainability of healthy ecosystems. We did not see any discussion in the DEIS of any adverse effects of timber production, especially in light of the above comments

The limited area allocated to early successional habitat also seems out-of-balance for the long-term health of the forest. We ask how this was determined and the reasoning. The current plan allocates 10 to 15 percent of the forest in early successional habitat. The forest needs a full range of ages and species to insure biodiversity and sustainability. Otherwise these goals would be compromised.

We are concerned about the rural economies of communities adjacent to the forest. How has the forest benefited the communities of Benton, Etowah, Greeneville, Mountain City and Elizabethton in recent years? Our opinion is that the service industry associated with tourism does not provide the economic development and the year around, higher paying jobs with benefits that forest industry can provide. The Cherokee National Forest should insure that a stable, sustainable supply of timber is available to these areas. The proposed Alternative I does not provide a sustainable supply of timber.

We are not in favor of setting aside additional land in wilderness or roadless areas in the Cherokee National Forest. The Cherokee is unique because it is bisected by the 500,000 acre Great Smoky Mountains National Park (GSMNP), where land is already in a set aside with little to no management designation. With the amount of “old growth” habitat in the GSMNP, there is little need for additional designated wilderness areas and set asides in the Cherokee National Forest. Some of the roadless acres may warrant exclusion from the suitable timber base, particularly steep and/or unstable land to minimize damage to soil and water. Using the plan’s data, 100,000 acres of the total is more than adequate in this set aside area.

In our judgment, the trend toward more “old growth” or set aside areas (little or no timber management for extended periods) and increasing acreage of overstocked conditions for all forest types runs counter to the President’s Healthy Forest Initiative. Only with active forest management (planned periodic removal of trees) can the forest remain vigorous and healthy. Otherwise, as the forest matures (and overmatures), it becomes ripe for pests (southern pine beetle, gypsy moth are examples) and increasing chance of catastrophic fire from overstocked stands. None of the alternatives come close to removing the annual growth in the suitable timber base acres. The longer we wait, the more out-of-balance becomes the age class distribution.

Also, some of the alternatives emphasize “restoration.” Does this imply that in the past, the Forest Service has not properly managed the National Forest such that we now have to “restore” or “repair” past mistakes? We question if there is a problem. Our view is that the Forest Service has done a credible job in managing the forest and correcting abuses present when they acquired the land. Their “care of the land” ethic through multiple-use management has made the National Forest a place that people treasure. 

We also question the 120,000+ acres set aside in riparian areas. The DEIS and proposed plan makes the assumption that forest management activities can be counter-productive to water quality. Research at the Forest Service’s Coweeta Hydrologic Lab near Otto, NC and the Fernow Timber and Watershed Lab near Parsons, WV have demonstrated that harvesting timber under far less restrictive guidelines than proposed in the Alternatives can be implemented with no significant deterioration of water quality. The arbitrary set-aside in riparian areas should be re-analyzed and the plan should set forth the assumptions and reasoning used to justify further land allocation in “no management” riparian zones. Research has shown time and time again that management activities have and can occur without significantly affecting aquatic and riparian communities.  The additional land allocation in riparian zones further jeopardizes maintaining healthy and sustainable forests and creating a more diversified age distribution.

Although not addressed specifically in the DEIS and proposed plan, we take issue with the recent action filed by Quentin R. Bass II concerning his view of the past disturbances of southern Appalachian forests. We suggest that peer-reviewed research on forest disturbance by ecologists Dr. Hazel Delcourt and Dr. Paul Delcourt at the University of Tennessee and Dr. Marc Abrams at Pennsylvania State University be reviewed to counter the assertions made by Mr. Bass.

We ask clarification about the designation of forested boulderfields as a rare community type.  What is so unique and distinctive about this community that makes it a rare community? The documentation mentions that it supports yellow birch, but yellow birch is not rare (it also occurs on the Cumberland Plateau) and rocky ground, i.e., termed boulder fields in the DEIS, is fairly common. More information and the reasoning for this designation are needed. What is so ecologically special about forested boulderfields?

KTSAF is also concerned about the ability of the Forest Service to implement the plan once approved. Declining budgets in recent years have reduced infrastructure and personnel on the National Forest. Without a concurrent commitment by the Forest Service through increased personnel and budget, many of the forest prescriptions to satisfy management objectives, whether for wildlife habitat, recreation, or timber are just pipe dreams.

As written, KTSAF does not support any of the alternatives presented.  With modification, preferred Alternative I could be supported if (1) it includes a sustained-yield timber management (prescription 10.A), (2) high-quality forest products (prescription 10.B) and (3) allow a much larger proportion of the acreage to be included within the timber management base (similar to Alternative D). Likewise, we could also support Alternative D, if modified.  Alternative D has many of the components outlined above that were missing from Alternative I. However, this alternative, in our view, does not provide a diverse group of multiple-use objectives that should occur on public lands. 

The DEIS and Proposed Revised Land and Resource Plan for the Cherokee National Forest looks to us that it is truly not a multiple-use. Many of the prescriptions (uses) described seemed mutually exclusive to others, dominant use with side effects. It is evident to us that sections were written and compiled by authors with little consideration to the forest as a whole or how they fit with other management scenarios. If the management plan is to represent multiple-use values without the exclusivity, more coordination between disciplines is recommended.

Again, our primary concern with the Cherokee National Forest plan is to maintain healthy forests. We believe the best way to keep forests healthy is broaden the age class distribution of the forest (early- to mid- to late-succession) which will involve more active forest management, particularly providing more acreage in younger age classes, than currently proposed. An actively managed forest as opposed to a passively managed forest would reduce the risk of disease and insect disease, provide greater diversity of wildlife habitat as well as increase wildlife populations, reduce fuel build-up and treatment, increase public access and provide more recreational opportunities. We favor leaving some set aside area for late successional and old growth properties such as wilderness areas, scenic zones and inaccessible sections as part of multiple-use management. However, the land allocation should be considered collectively among the various multiple-uses.

We appreciate this opportunity to comment on the proposed management plan. We look forward to a continuing dialogue in the planning process for the best management of the Cherokee National Forest.

Sincerely,

Wayne K. Clatterbuck

Co-chair Policy Committee

Kentucky-Tennessee Society of American Foresters

