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Exploration of a Collaborative Unit Pool for Staney Creek Timber Sale
Background:  During June - July 2008, the Alaska Division of Forestry (DoF) and The Nature Conservancy (TNC) engaged in an experiment to test whether common ground could be identified related to planning within the Staney Creek / Shaheen Creek landscape that would provide both an economically viable and ecologically sustainable timber sale.  Information tools used in this analysis were the USFS Logging Systems and Transportation Analysis (LSTA), developed as part of the 2008 Tongass Land Management Plan (TLMP), as well as the Conservation Assessment for the Coastal Forests Ecoregion developed by TNC and Audubon Alaska.  The LSTA provides an estimate of the best system for harvest of timber based on operability, topography, etc., while the TNC / Audubon Conservation Assessment provides a synthesis of habitat conditions and ecological values based on a suite of key focal species and ecological systems.  The Assessment provides a characterization of landscapes as: (1) intact watersheds of high ecological value; (2) modified watersheds of high ecological value; (3) core habitat areas within each of these watershed types; and (4) lower-value habitat areas.  While both of these sources were developed at a Tongass-wide scale, they were evaluated for accuracy and consistency within this landscape, and were determined to be suitable for the present stage of planning.  
Gate 1 – Unit Pool Development: The first stage of planning within the framework of the USFS Timber Sale Planning Process is “Gate 1”, which involves identifying the pool of possible harvest units (unit pool) based on logistic feasibility and economic constraints, as well as recommended logging systems.  Economic viability of a project is estimated in a timber appraisal, and judged as “net positive” when the value of the wood at the mill is greater than the cost of sale planning, harvest and transportation.  Potential logging systems include ground, cable, and helicopter-based extraction, as well as recommendations for even-aged (clear-cut) or selective pattern of harvest.  This initial pool was then compared with results of the TNC-Audubon conservation assessment, and logging systems were identified that would be most consistent with the long-term maintenance of existing habitat and other ecosystem values.  In general, emphasis was placed on reduced road construction and greater application of selective harvest techniques that retain greater structural, biologic, and hydrologic integrity within harvested stands.  Moreover, units within intact watersheds of high ecological value that would require extensive road construction typically were dropped from further consideration (see unit pool map).  At this point, we believe this collaboration has yielded a positive result at the “Gate 1” stage, in that we have identified a pool of potential harvest units that is both economically viable and sensitive to existing habitat conditions and ecological values.  This unit pool, however, does not represent a final sale design.  
Gate 2 – NEPA Process:  The Staney Creek landscape is of very high value for the people on Prince of Wales Island and southeastern Alaska in general for production of salmon and steelhead for subsistence and recreational hunting and fishing.  Moreover, the cumulative effects of any proposed action on these systems, within the context of extensive logging that occurred there in the 1970’s and 1980’s, requires careful analysis.  These issues are addressed in “Gate 2” through public input, scoping of issues, and development of an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) with a range of alternative actions.  
DoF and TNC believe that this has been a useful avenue of collaboration and are committed to continue to find solutions within this process.
 Objectives for creating the collaborative unit pool:

1. Timber sale is economic (net positive)

2. Account for and incorporate Staney Restoration EA where applicable
· Time road closure and restoration activities to accommodate potential timber sale
· Close and restore roads under timber sale contract and make funds available for other road restoration work
· Time timber sale activities with restoration activities to make efficient use of equipment and materials on site and in area to facilitate both projects

3. Minimize road construction
· Forwarder trails (temporary) vs. surfaced roads
· Temporary vs. system roads
· Helicopter and ground based 
· Harvest small patches from existing roads

4. Protect ecological values identified in TNC / Audubon Conservation Area Design: 

· Intact watersheds of high ecological value

· Modified watersheds of high ecological value

· Core habitat areas within high-value watersheds

Desired Future Condition:  
1. Wildlife habitat: Seek to minimize impact of harvest:
· Selective harvest, both helicopter and ground based, will leave structure, snow intercept, snags, snag replacements, and diversity in stand

· Use of temporary roads and trails (no permanent roads) will maintain security after harvest
· Minimize clear cut prescriptions will result in less area of stem exclusion in the future
2. Water quality: Seek to minimize impact on water quality and flow regime:  

· Selective harvest and minimal clear cutting will protect ground cover
· Temporary roads and trails will be restored after harvest with no long term run off concerns 
3. Connectivity: Seek to maintain connectivity:  
· Temporary roads and trails will limit fragmentation and reduce risk to sensitive wildlife species
· Selective harvest will maintain security cover and travel corridors
4. Economics

· Selective harvest will remove value wood within DBH & BA limits and leave less valuable (smaller, defective, utility) wood in stand

· New road construction is minimal and temporary for less expensive road building costs and lower long term maintenance costs
Selective Harvest Prescriptions:
While determination of the harvest prescription generally occurs at the Gate 2 stage, we have developed specific recommendations on desired conditions and harvest methods that we believe are central to meeting the objectives for this collaborative unit pool.

1.
Helicopter Harvest:
All harvest will occur within 3/4 mile of an existing road.  Up to 25% of the total basal area of each represented species can be harvested across the harvest unit. Upper and lower diameter limits will be established to assure some large trees remain on site as well as smaller, healthy, vigorous stock trees of all represented species to replace the harvested trees. Selection of cut trees will be determined at time of harvest within prescription guidelines. 
Utility Wood:  Limbs, tops, and utility logs not meeting specifications will be left on site for nutrient and down dead wood replacement. Cut trees not meeting harvester expectations can be left on site but count towards established BA thresholds.

DFC: A residual stand with small openings that mimic high frequency, low intensity wind disturbance.
2. Ground-Based Harvest: 
With ground based equipment the stand will have a selective, variable retention harvest (VRH). VRH was developed to mitigate the impacts of clear cutting and to mimic the biological legacies of natural disturbance regimes. The openings created by intensive harvest will facilitate the reproduction of spruce and cedar. Healthy, vigorous, windfirm spruce and cedar seed/shelter trees will be left by the openings for a seed source and structural diversity. Patches left in the less intensively harvested areas will serve as snow intercept, security, forage production, and habitat for wildlife. Harvest can remove up to 35% of the basal area of the stand. 
DFC: A wind firm residual stand with a range of ecosystem conditions, from patch cuts to thick retention patches.  
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