 BURNED AREA EMERGENCY STABILIZATION PLAN
NEOLA NORTH FIRE

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This plan addresses emergency stabilization of fire effects resulting from the Neola North Fire that burned on the.  This plan has been prepared in accordance with the U.S. Department of the Interior, Departmental Manual, Part 620, Chapter 3 (Wildland Fire Management): Interagency Burned Area Emergency Response Guidebook (February, 2006): U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service Handbook 2509.13, Burned-Area Emergency Rehabilitation Handbook (January, 1995) and Forest Service Manual 2500, Watershed and Air Management, Chapter 2523 (Revised May, 2004).  

The primary objectives of the Neola North Fire Burned Area Emergency Response Plan are:

Human Life and Safety: 
· To prescribe post-fire mitigation measures necessary to protect human life and property
Soil/Water Stabilization

· To promptly stabilize and prevent further degradation to affected watersheds and soils 
Threatened & Endangered Species Habitat Stabilization

· To prevent permanent impairment of Federal Threatened and Endangered species habitat

Critical Heritage Resources
· To stabilize and prevent damage to known critical heritage resources

Invasive Plants

· To deter the establishment and spread of noxious and invasive species
Monitoring
· To monitor treatment effectiveness to determine if additional or amended treatments are 
required
A wide array of treatment options and/or actions allowable by Department of the Interior (DOI) and Department of Agriculture policy, have been considered to attain the above objectives.

Introduction

The National Interagency Burned Area Emergency Response (BAER) Team has conducted an analysis of fire effects using aerial and ground reconnaissance methods throughout the fire areas.  The watershed group worked with local U.S. Forest Service (USFS) hydrology and soils specialists to assess and map the overall fire impacts on watershed conditions and develop a soil burn severity map.  The vegetation specialists worked with local Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) and U.S. Forest Service (USFS) vegetation, range, and forestry specialists to evaluate and assess fire effects and wildland fire suppression impacts to vegetation resources, including mapping noxious invasive weed populations and fire induced vegetation mortality.  An archeologist inventoried wildland fire suppression impacts and fire effects to known culturally significant sites to determine if these sites require emergency stabilization treatments to prevent further damage or loss.  The archeologist initiated Section 106, National Historic Preservation Act consultations with the Utah State Historic Preservation Officer and the Ute Tribe associated with the Neola North Fire areas.  The wildlife biologist in coordination with USFS and BIA wildlife biologists conducted an assessment of fire effects to Federal Threatened and Endangered (T&E) wildlife and Forest Service sensitive species and their associated habitat.  The biologists also evaluated suppression impacts to wildlife species and initiated emergency Section 7, Endangered Species Act consultation with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Salt Lake Field Office.  The Team Geographic Information System (GIS) specialists gathered data layers necessary for the plan, coordinated GIS activities, processed data calculations for other resource specialists, and produced maps for analysis, for the BAER Plan and for presentations.

Resource assessments produced by these specialists can be found in Appendix I and individual treatment activities proposed for funding and implementation that have been identified in the resource assessments are located in Part F, Treatment Specifications.  A summary of treatment costs can be found in Part E, Cost Summary Table.  An Approval Page is provided as a signature page for agency review and approval at the front of the plan.  
Appendix II contains the environmental compliance documentation prepared in accordance with the requirements of the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), and BIA and USFS policy.  This appendix analyzes reasonably foreseeable individual and cumulative impacts of treatment actions proposed in the BAER Plan and evaluates the consistency of proposed actions with existing programmatic NEPA documents.  All proposed actions are either categorically excluded from NEPA or are covered in existing land management plans with approved environmental assessments.  Appendix III contains photographic documentation of fire effects and Appendix IV contains BAER Plan Maps produced to assist with resource damage assessments.  Appendix V contains supporting documentation for the plan.
Neola North Fire Information

The Neola North Fire burned 43,830 acres.  Land ownership within the fire area includes 22,185 acres of Uintah & Ouray Reservation land, 20,377 acres managed by the Forest Service, and 1,268 acres that are privately owned.  The Neola North Fire started on June 29, 2007 at approximately 0900 and grew rapidly over then next few days to approximately 22,000 acres on July 1st when the Type 1 Incident Management Team (IMT) took over command of the fire.  By July 11th, approximately 43,800 acres had burned and containment was estimated at 83%.  Elevations within the Neola North Fire range from 6,100 to 10,500 feet. The fire was primarily wind driven during the day and burned with low intensity at night.  Overall, the area burned by the Neola North Fire experienced low to moderate fire intensity with some small patches of high fire intensity.  Most of the fire in the upper elevations includes a mosaic pattern of burned area interspersed with patches of unburned, while some of the lower elevations burned cleaner due to fine fuel loading including cheat grass.

The National Interagency BAER Team was ordered on July 3, 2007 and the Team arrived and negotiated acceptance of responsibility for preparation of the BAER Plan for the Neola North Fire on July 6, 2007.  An agency in-briefing for the BIA occurred on July 7th and for the Forest Service on July 8th.  On July 9th the BAER Team Leader participated in a town meeting and gave an overview of the BAER program and discussed the objectives of the team.  The Baer Team closeout was done on Friday July 20, 2007 at the Ute Nation Auditorium.  
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Management and Applicable Land Use Plans 
The Neola Fire burned area is predominately managed for grazing, wildlife habitat including threatened and endangered species, and dispersed recreation.  Management direction relevant to emergency stabilization treatments proposed in this plan can be found in:

Northern Ute Nation.  2000.  Northern Ute Indian Tribe Final Programmatic Environmental Assessment of Projects Authored Under Section 505 of the Ute Indian Settlement.
U.S. Department of the Interior, Bureau of Indian Affairs, Uintah & Ouray Agency. 2003.  Fire Management Plan and Environmental Assessment for Uintah & Ouray Agency. 
U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service. 1986. Ashley National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan and Final Environmental Impact Statement.

U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service. 2006. Ashley National Forest Fire Management Plan and Final Environmental Impact Statement.

U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service, 1994. Environmental Assessment for Noxious Weed Management, Ashley National Forest. 

U.S. Department of the Interior, Department Manual, Part 620: Wildland Fire Management, Chapter 3: Burned Area Emergency Stabilization and Rehabilitation (September, 2003)

U.S. Department of the Interior, 2006. Interagency Burned Area Emergency Response Guidebook.
Emergency Stabilization Issues

The BAER Team delegations of authority, in-briefing and subsequent meetings with BIA and Tribal representatives and public scoping provided valuable information concerning post-fire conditions and issues that need to be addressed.  These issues broadly fall under the categories of:
· Protection of Human Life and Property

· Soil and Watershed Stabilization

· Threatened and Endangered Species habitat stabilization

· Stabilization of Critical Heritage Resources

· Invasive Species Control

Specific issues included:

· Increase in cheatgrass – increasing fire frequency

· Potential flooding in Uintah and Whiterocks Canyons

· Impacts to municipal water supplies and intakes

· Impacts to residential properties in floodplains

· Bridges and roads impacted by flooding – including fish passages and culverts

· Impacts to big game winter range

· Impacts to cattle grazing and range improvements – fences and water

· Impacts to fisheries and aquatic resources – downstream listed fishes, trout sportfishery in Pole Creek

· Impacts to hydro-electric plant 

· Flood and erosion impacts to cultural sites

· Loss of site integrity due to fire effects on cultural resources

· Impacts to Boundary fence / Treatment Fence

· Impacts to irrigation infrastructure

· Noxious weeds

· Hazard trees impacting public safety and cultural sites, Buck Ridge Trail

· Impacts to fish hatcheries: State fish hatchery at Whiterocks 

· Effects on hydrology and vegetation recovery within Pinyon-juniper belt
· Suppression impacts

· Extent of hydrophobic soils

· Impacts to Northern Goshawk nests (FS sensitive spp)

· Impacts to endangered plants - Ute’s ladies tresses on Reservation
· Impacts to recreational use areas – Buck Ridge Trail, Pole Creek Campground, Youth Camp

· Impacts to Limestone sinks on Pole Creek

Resource Assessments:
Safety – Burned areas are dangerous environments to work in.  The emphasis on safety practiced throughout the fire suppression effort continued through the BAER Teams efforts.  Team members can encounter hazard trees, rough terrain, hazardous driving conditions, and numerous other environmental hazards and sudden weather events such as lighting.

A Risk Assessment/Job Hazard Analysis (JHA) was completed for the BAER Team assignment for the Neola North Fire.  Operations presented the Risk Assessment/JHA to the BAER Team when we arrived and all team members signed it acknowledging the risks associated with this assignment.  The risk assessment/JHA can be found in Appendix V.  Safety briefings were also conducted at each nightly team meeting, and a safety corner was established in the BAER Den with a new safety message posted daily.  

Seven BAER Team members took helicopter flights during the Team’s aerial reconnaissance phase of the Neola North Fire to gather information.  Operations scheduled these flights through the Air Operations Director on the IMT.  The Helitack Manager at the helibase conducted safety briefings for the Team members prior to each flight.  

There were no accidents that occurred during the BAER Team assignment at the Neola North Fire. 

Suppression Impacts - The Deputy Team Leader (Operations) of the National Interagency BAER Team arrived on the Neola North Fire on July 6, 2007.  The team established communications and coordinated all BAER activities with the Type 1 Incident Management Team, as well as the BIA and USFS staff assigned to the fire.  Operations assessed suppression related damage and assisted BAER Team members with reconnaissance flights and ground surveys.  Surveys were conducted in conjunction with other BAER disciplines and agency resource advisors to identify areas needing emergency stabilization and rehabilitation.  Field assessments identified approximately 21.22 miles of dozer line including a portion of line that was constructed on BIA land through the Uinta River.  Operations coordinated with the IMT and helped get that portion of dozerline in and around the Uinta River repaired to BIA specifications.  Operations also identified numerous miles of preexisting secondary roads which have been heavily impacted by suppression activities.  The USFS will have their roads crew fix their portion under the suppression account and the BIA will contract out their portion and also charge it to the suppression account. Wildlife biologists and watershed specialist were concerned about a retardant drop in the Whiterocks River as part of the suppression actions.  Operations obtained records of aerial application and MSDS sheets on retardant and furnished the information to BAER Team members and agency resource advisors so issues associated with water quality and wildlife habitat could be addressed. Operations also coordinated team logistics for the Neola North Fire assignment.

Watershed – The purpose of the watershed burned area assessment was to determine if the fire caused emergency watershed conditions and if there were values at risk from these conditions.  The Interagency BAER Team hydrologists and soil scientists conducted aerial reconnaissance flights and field visits to review resource conditions after the fire.  The main objectives of the field visits were to 1) evaluate soil burn severity and watershed response in order to identify potential flood and erosion source areas; 2) identify and inventory values at risk, 3) identify the physical and biological mechanisms that are creating risks; 4) review channel morphology and riparian conditions; 5) inspect hillslope conditions; and 6) determine needs for emergency stabilization.  
The soil burn severity was primarily low or unburned (81%) with some areas of moderate (15%) and high (4%).  While fire intensity varied throughout the burn area, the rapid rate of fire spread through herbaceous, shrub, and pinon-juniper areas produced short fire residence times.  Herbaceous, shrub, and piñon-juniper plant material was for the most part consumed, but litter and duff were not completely consumed.  Soil organic matter and fine plant roots were not consumed.
Values at risk included residential structures along Farm Creek, roads, irrigation ditches, culinary water systems, hydro-electric plant, youth camp, cemeteries, and the Pole Creek Sink.  The watershed assessment determined that roads and irrigation ditches within and downstream of the burned area are at moderate risk from post-fire flows eroding roads and ditches or sediment, rock, and vegetative debris being deposited on the roadways and in ditches.  There is a risk to public safety on roadways from flooding during storm events and rock fall.  The residential structures along Farm Creek are at moderate risk of minor flooding during large storm events.  It was determined that the culinary water systems, hydro-electric plant, youth camp, cemeteries, and Pole Creek Sink were not at risk from post-fire flooding, erosion, or sedimentation.

Vegetation – The purpose of the vegetation assessment was to determine if lands burned directly by the wildland fire are likely to recover naturally from severe fire damage or if emergency stabilization treatments are required to ensure that vegetation recovery will emulate historic or pre-fire ecosystem structure, function, diversity, and dynamics. This vegetation assessment includes the development of strategic treatments to deter the establishment and spread of noxious and invasive species within the burned area. The assessment will also include management recommendations combined with treatments for the protection of recovering burned areas to benefit soil stabilization. 

Vegetation mortality was determined to be 74% High, 11% moderate, 7% low and 11 % percent low to un-burned on Tribal lands. There were 7472 acres of Pinyon-Juniper on tribal lands that had high vegetation mortality. Vegetation mortality on USFS lands was 25 % high, 14% moderate, 15 % low and 46% low or un-burned. This is due to over 5000 acres of Aspen dominated communities that were fairly resistant to fire damage. There were over 26 Plant associations that were grouped into grassland, shrub, sagebrush, riparian, mountain shrub, and Forests including mixed-conifer, aspen, lodgepole pine, and spruce-fir .

No threatened and endangered plant species were impacted by the fire.  

Noxious and invasive non-native plant species are known to occur within and adjoining the burned area and are expected to expand their distribution in the southern to middle portions of the fire primarily below 7200 feet in elevation. 

The overall strategy of vegetation treatments is to prevent the establishment of cheatgrass, change the frequent fire regime dominated by these annual species, and ensure the recovery of native plant communities.

Aerial seeding of 1977 acres-USFS, 3366 acres-BIA is proposed with a common seed mix in Pinyon-Juniper communities that had high canopy cover and vegetation mortality.  Aerial seeding of 1538 acres will also be seeded in the southwest portion of the fire near the origin after herbicide application to prevent cheatgrass germination.  Non-Native weed control is also proposed on 292 acres of tribal land and 169 acres of USFS. Tree hazard mitigation will occur on 280 trees within the Ashley National Forest.  To protect the seeding investment 22 miles of protective fence is to be constructed or repaired.  Finally the monitoring of treatment effectiveness is proposed to determine success of treatments and recovery of native vegetation recovery on the treatments proposed.

Wildlife – The federally listed threatened species, Canada lynx (Lynx canadensis) has habitat that occurs within the fire area.  The Ashley National Forest is currently considered “unoccupied” for Canada lynx.  Potential, but marginal, habitat for one candidate species, the Yellow-billed Cuckoo (Coccyzus americanus), may also occur in the area.  However, to date, there have been no documented sightings or other evidence that they occur within the fire perimeter or on the Forest.  Populations of Colorado pikeminnow (Ptychocheilus lucius), bonytail chub (Gila elegans), humpback chub (Gila cypha), and razorback sucker (Xyrauchen texanus) are endemic to the Colorado River Basin of southwestern United States and are federally listed as endangered.  These fish species do not occur within the Ashley National Forest or on Bureau of Indian Affairs lands within the fire area.  Water from the drainages in the fire area provides habitat for these fish in larger downstream rivers.  Portions of the area serve as wintering habitat for the Bald Eagle (delisting to occur August 8, 2007; Federal Register / Vol. 72, No. 130 / Monday, July 9, 2007 / Rules and Regulations/ page 37346).
The Canada Lynx and Yellow-billed Cuckoo were not affected by the fire or suppression activities, or by proposed emergency stabilization practices.  Approximately 5000 acres of lynx habitat was burned as was a portion of the potential cuckoo habitat and bald eagle wintering habitat along the riparian area of the Uinta River.  Emergency stabilization practices will have no negative effect on these species.

Water used during fire suppression activities (approximately 3.8 acre-feet) came from tributaries to the Colorado River.  This action may effect and is likely to adversely affect the endangered Colorado River fishes and their habitat.  The fire itself and emergency stabilization practices have had, or will have, no effect on these species.

Other special emphasis species include Northern goshawk, elk, mule deer, moose, Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep and mountain goat.  The following acreages of ‘critical’ habitat for the big game species, as designated by the Utah Division of Wildlife Resources, were burned: Elk - 12,471; Mule Deer - 25,773; Moose - 27,520; Bighorn Sheep - 2,135; Mountain Goat - 6,404.  Short term loss of forage for these species will cause the animals to focus on unburned areas within the fire and to shift to areas outside the fire perimeter.  Inter and intra-species competition for available habitat may increase until grasses, forbs and shrubs grow.  The only active goshawk nest within the fire perimeter was not burned.

Cultural Resources – The Neola North Cultural Resources Assessment addresses damages to known cultural resources as the result of fire effects, potential risks from post fire effects such as flooding, erosion, and looting/vandalism, and risks posed by emergency stabilization treatments designed to protect other values at risk.  A field reconnaissance of the fire in addition to results from record searches at the Ashley National Forest SO, the Ute Indian Tribe Cultural Rights and Protection Office, and the Utah SHPO revealed that known site density is relatively low within the fire boundary.  However, it should be cautioned that much of the area has not been inventoried for cultural resources.  Nevertheless, the Ute Indian Tribe identified large areas of high cultural sensitivity within the burn. It was observed that two cemeteries within the burn sustained light damage.  High wind events were observed in areas that have been denuded.  Cultural resources in such locations may be susceptible to both erosional and depositional processes.  

Findings that led from these observations are: 1) Elkhorn Guard Station on the Forest sustained no fire damage, however, a historic bridge that has collapsed into Farm Creek may pose risks to other values and is recommended by the watershed specialists to be removed.  2) One additional treatment proposed to address vegetation concerns may have the potential to affect Historic Properties. 3) A historic canal and associated features was not affected by the fire and is not at risk from post-fire effects.  However, the water diversion structure at the head of the canal has been vandalized by graffiti.  4)  One prehistoric site has been burned over and is exposed.  It may be subject to erosion or possible looting activities.  5) One of the two cemeteries was at risk from tree hazards.  These hazard trees were removed by a fire crew during preparation of this plan and no additional risks remain.  To address these findings, specifications were developed to: 1) Address cultural resources treatment clearance for compliance with Section 106, 2) Discourage looting and vandalism of cultural resources through Law enforcement-Surveillance, and 3) Engage the Ute Indian Tribe on cultural resource concerns through Tribal consultation. 
Environmental Compliance - An environmental compliance document was prepared in accordance with the requirements of the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) for the Neola North Fire.  The compliance documentation analyzed reasonably foreseeable individual and cumulative impacts of the treatments identified in the Burned Area Emergency Response Plan.  The compliance documentation also evaluated the consistency of the proposed action with existing Uintah & Ouray Agency and Ashley National Forest programmatic NEPA documents.  
All treatments proposed on Tribal lands were categorically excluded from NEPA.  All but one treatment proposed on the Ashley National Forest were categorically excluded from NEPA and the one remaining treatment is already covered in an existing NEPA document.  Compliance documentation is complete pending local agency consultation with the State Historic Preservation Office in compliance with Section 106 on the National Historic Preservation Act regarding some proposed emergency stabilization treatments (Specifications 6 & 7) and consultation with the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service in compliance with Section 7 of the Endangered Species Act regarding suppression, suppression rehabilitation, and emergency stabilization treatments.  Also, a decision memorandum will be completed by the Ashley National Forest. 
Emergency Stabilization Recommendations

Based on aerial and ground surveys the BAER Team identified the treatments for implementation for BIA and USFS managed lands.  The following treatments recommended for BIA lands are in accordance with Department of the Interior, Emergency Stabilization Policy and include:
· Treatment Monitoring
· Pinyon-Juniper Aerial Seeding
· Non-Native Invasive Weed Control
· Post-Flood Road & Irrigation Infrastructure Clean Up
· Native American Consultation

· Cultural Resource Treatment Clearance
· Install Safety Signs

· Aerial Seeding & Chaining

· Aerial Herbicide
· Protective Fence Repair
· Lop and Scatter
· Law Enforcement Surveillance
· Native American Consultation

· Protective Fence Construction
The following treatments recommended for USFS lands are in accordance with Department of the Agriculture, Emergency Stabilization Policy and include:
· Treatment Monitoring
· Pinyon-Juniper Aerial Seeding
· Non-Native Invasive Weed Control

· Post-Flood Road Clean Up

· Native American Consultation

· Cultural Resource Treatment Clearance

· Install Safety Signs

· Bridge Removal

· Tree Hazard Mitigation

· Armored Rolling Dip

The BAER Team conducted a closeout presentation to the Ute Tribe, BIA - Uintah and Ouray Agency, USDA Ashley National Forest and other agency representatives on July 20, 2007, providing issues, observations, findings and recommendations.  The BAER Team provided detailed information of the proposed emergency stabilization treatments to the agency administrators and staff.  The Team recommends hiring of a project manager (implementation leader) as soon as possible to ensure treatments are initiated as quickly as possible.
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