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Dear Interested Public,
The Sandia Ranger District of the Cibola National Forest are seeking your feedback for using chainsaws to fell hazard trees along the trails in the Sandia Mountain Wilderness (see attached map). 

Sandia Mountain Wilderness area (37,232 acres) has experienced extensive tree mortality due to insect and disease infestations encouraged by extended periods of drought. Majority of the trails in the Sandia Mountain Wilderness are heavily traveled by users from Albuquerque and surrounding communities. Many of these trails have numerous dead trees falling on or near the trails, making it unsafe for general visitor travel. Trails primarily affected include Pino, Embudo, Embudito, La Luz, Cienega, Faulty, Domingo Baca, and the Sandia Crest Trail (north and south portions).

The District is looking to utilize the Minimum Requirements Decision Guide (MRDG) to address use of chainsaws in the Wilderness. The MRDG is designed to assist Wilderness managers in making appropriate decisions in wilderness.  The MRDG is a process to identify, analyze, and select management actions that are the minimum necessary for Wilderness administration. The MRDG is intended to help identify, analyze, and select management actions that are the minimum necessary for Wilderness without compromising safety. 

The Regional Forester has the authority to allow chainsaw use in the Wilderness and has requested public feedback before making his determination.
Regional Forester’s determination to use chainsaws in the Wilderness does not fall under NEPA regulations and is not subject to appeal because it is not a decision for implementation.
Dropping of the hazard trees along the trail corridors warrants public feedback to provide information, gather input and make a decision. A fair and honest evaluation of all available options, within agency safety requirements, is needed to make an appropriate decision for wilderness. The Forest Service Manual (FSM) 2323.52 allows vegetation to be cut when necessary for wilderness purposes when emergency conditions like fire, insect and disease, or protecting public safety make it necessary.

The proposal of clearing/felling the hazard trees for public health and safety along the trail corridor would include the following

1. Provide for public safety from hazardous trees along designated trails within the Wilderness area.

2. Close the affected trails (79.5 total miles) in the Sandia Mountain Wilderness until the hazard can be assessed and mitigated. Actual affected mileage will be determined during the assessment phase. It is not anticipated the entire trail lengths will have trees dropped in this project.

3. Only the affected trees located within 1.5 tree lengths from trail center would be dropped. 

4. Align saw cuts to minimize visual impacts from more heavily traveled corridors. Slope cut away from line of sight when possible. Trees will be dropped in place, away from the travel corridor.
There are four options being considered to fell hazardous trees killed or damaged by insect and disease infestations within the Sandia Mountain Wilderness boundaries. Due to health and safety concerns, the trails would be closed to public use until the falling trees no longer pose a safety threat along the travel corridors.


Option 1:  Allow the dead and dying trees to fall to the ground naturally, and then cut the


     fallen trees with cross-cut saws. The use of cross-cut saws is labor-extensive 


     as well time consuming process. The trails most affected by the downfall will



     be closed to public until the trail has been cleared of the hazard trees. 


Option 2:  Allow the dead and dying trees to fall to the ground naturally, and then cut the


     fallen trees with chainsaws. The use of chainsaws would expedite the trail 


     corridor clearing, allowing the trails to be reopened to use.


Option 3:  Close the trails to use until the hazard trees can be felled by cross-cut saws. 



     Cross-cut saws are labor-extensive and time-consuming, prolonging the 



     time the trails would remain closed.


Option 4:  Close the trails to use until the hazard trees can be felled by chainsaws. 



     Chainsaws would expedite the clearing of the travel corridor, allowing the 


     trails to be reopened in a reasonable timeframe.

The decision to proceed with the felling project would be categorically excluded from documentation in an EA or EIS under FSH 1909.15 Chapter 31.12. The decision on which method to use for felling the trees does not fall under NEPA regulations and is not subject to appeal.

In order to expedite the process, your feedback on the use of chainsaws in the Wildernesses and the proposal to fell hazard trees along designated trails will be accepted until February

16, 2009. The feedback on the chainsaw use determination and project proposal will be accepted via the following methods:

Written responses may be submitted to: Lisa L. Jones, Trails and Wilderness Program Manager, Sandia Ranger District, 11776 Hwy 337, Tijeras, NM 87059.  Fax number 505-281-1176.

Hand-delivered or oral responses may be submitted weekdays 8:00 am - 4:30 pm to the Sandia Ranger District, 11776 Hwy 337, Tijeras, NM 87059, or called in via phone: 505-281-3304. 

For further information concerning this proposal, please contact, Lisa L. Jones, Trails and Wilderness Program Manager, at the phone and fax numbers above, or via e-mail to ljones@fs.fed.us . Thank you for your continued interest in the management of the Cibola National Forest.

Sincerely,

	
	
	

	 /s/ Cid H. Morgan
	 
	 

	CID H. MORGAN
	 
	

	District Ranger, Sandia RD
	 
	

	Enclosure 
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