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1.0 Overview

The purpose of this guidance document is to provide information for those conducting Biological Evaluations for sensitive plants on the Tongass National Forest.  It is available to help improve the quality and consistency of the Biological Evaluation process for plants across the Forest.  Regional direction is also found in FSM 2600 R10 Supplement 2672.42 (Procedure for Conducting Biological Evaluations). 

Conducting a Biological Evaluation (BE) is required for all projects (per FSM 2672.4) including those covered under Categorical Exclusions.  The purpose of a BE is to analyze and document the possible effects of planned, funded, executed, or permitted programs and activities on sensitive species. There are no threatened or endangered plant species on the Tongass.
The 2008 Standards and Guidelines for sensitive plants of the Tongass Land Management Plan direct that project leaders consult with FS Manual (FSM) 2670 and R10 supplemental direction for sensitive plant guidelines. Additionally it calls for project leaders to “consider the protection around the plant population that meets the habitat needs of the species” (USDA 2008).  The BE process will help the interdisciplinary team determine if sensitive plants or their habitats are adversely affected by a proposed project.

2.0 Project Initiation and Pre-field Review
The Project Initiation (PI) and Pre-field Review (PFR) are necessary to efficiently gather information to conduct a Biological Evaluation. They are available on the web at http://fsweb.r10.fs.fed.us/staffs/wfew/index_wfew.shtml.  

The Project Initiation Form is given to the project leader by the botanist or ecologist to describe the scope of the project.  This information will be used by the botanist or ecologist in the Pre-field review process.  A copy of a completed PI is kept in the project files.
The Pre-field Review, prepared by a qualified botanist or ecologist, helps determine if field surveys are needed for a specific project.  It also serves as a BE document in certain situations where field surveys were not recommended due to low or no risk to sensitive plants.  In Section B of the Pre-field Review, there is space to add habitat information concerning each of the plant taxa known or suspected in the project area.  This information is found in the plant matrix for the sensitive taxa (available from Regional botanist, Tongass ecologist, or District botanist or at http://fsweb.r10.fs.fed.us/staffs/wfew/index_wfew.shtml ).  Habitat information is necessary in order to leave a trail of logic as to why surveys were or were not recommended.  If the Pre-field Review form is used as a BE document, and the person preparing the document does not have the qualifications as stated in the manual (FSM 2672.42) then it must be reviewed and approved by a qualified Tongass botanist or ecologist.  The signed, original Pre-field Review document is sent to the project leader and the botanist retains a copy. 
2.1 Using the Pre-field Review as a BE 
By completing the form and using professional botanical judgment, the botanist may determine that surveys are not necessary for a certain project.  In this case the BE is complete with a signed Pre-field review document.  Delete lines that give direction in filling out the form (such as “insert here”) that have nothing to do with the final document.  The document is signed electronically for the planning record by using /s/ and botanists name and date. A hard copy is signed and dated and sent to the project leader, and a copy is retained by the botanist.  The dates should be the same between the hard copy and the electronic copy.  A header with the name of the project and the botanists name and date is recommended if the document is more than a few pages in length.  If the pre-field review form is being used as a BE, state the plants being analyzed and why, and a statement as to why the other plants are excluded from further analysis as applicable.  Use the same sensitive plant determination language in the document. 
Some past projects on the Tongass that have conducted a Biological Evaluation and have used the Pre-field Review form as the BE document: 
· construction projects on previously disturbed sites with no sensitive plant habitat

· small mine closures

· projects that have a very small footprint and botanical surveys have been completed nearby in the past

· renewals of Special- Use permits or new issuances with no change in use or any ground disturbing activities, and with little or no risk to sensitive plants or their habitat. 
· rock-pit expansions adjacent to past harvest areas
· some pre-commercial thinning projects

If the location of the project is known or suspected to have sensitive plant habitat and the Pre-field Review is used as a BE document, the botanist must explain in detail why botanical surveys were not completed for the project.  Cite any previous botanical surveys with the name of surveyor and the date if available.  Past survey information is now available in NRIS.
3.0 Biological Evaluations

The Region 10 intranet website contains a template for a Biological Evaluation for Plants (See http://fsweb.r10.fs.fed.us/staffs/wfew/index_wfew.shtml).  This template is updated periodically on the web and provides basic guidance for the elements outlined below (sections 3.1-3.15).  The information below is essential to all BE’s unless the Pre-field Review form is determined to be adequate.  
3.1 Cover Title Sheet and Table of Contents
Include within this title page the basic information identifying the botanist, date, the action the BE addresses, and the Forest and/or District (if a District project).  Use this information in a header as well. Use table of contents for larger documents.
3.2 Introduction and Summary
Briefly describe the type of analysis done (BE), purpose of BE, basis for the action proposed and location of management actions being analyzed, so that the reader quickly understands the scope of the project being addressed.  Describe for what type of analysis the BE supports, an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) or Environmental Assessment (EA).  If the BE is an addendum, then cite the previous BE here by author and date, and include it in the literature cited section.  An addendum BE is prepared when there has been additional field work or analysis completed for a project that was not accounted for in the original BE.  A new BE is conducted when the project scope or the sensitive species list has changed, or if a new decision will be made concerning a project.  An example of an addendum rationale is shown below: 

This document is an addendum to the 2001 Biological Evaluation (BE) (Shephard 2001) prepared for the Shoreline/ Outfitter Guide (O G) Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS). This addendum contains additional analyses for sensitive plants and their habitats pertaining to: 1) the proposed Large Group Areas identified as having high risk for sensitive plants and their habitats as identified in Shephard (2001) (Table 1); and 2) the 294 currently permitted O G activities in specific geographic locations of the northern Tongass (Appendix 2). In the 2001 BE, the proposed Large Group Areas were assessed as having low, moderate, or high risk to sensitive plants or their habitats due to project activities. Those determined to have low or moderate risk did not receive further analysis in this addendum. 

Summarize the findings if it is a project with a lot of information.  Mention the plants analyzed along with the risk analysis and determinations.
3.3 Project Description

Use the information gathered from the Project Initiation Form.  State how many miles of roads are proposed, alternatives, units, miles of trail etc.  Describe the exact location of the project. 

3.4 Sensitive Plants

In this section, the document will clearly state the rationale for establishing which species are evaluated.  Include the most recent R10 sensitive plant list and habitat matrix as an appendix and a reference to it.  The plants that are included in the analysis are the only ones that will have determinations. 

In brief, include,

· the list of sensitive plants that are known or suspected to occur on the unit (District or Forest). 

· documentation that all species were considered.

· the species that are known or suspected to occur within the project area and potentially be affected by the proposed action.

· a description of any other sensitive species that will be evaluated based on project specific concerns (based on scoping etc). 

3.5 Pre-field review of Existing Information

List any sources used in the review, including personal communication or meetings.  Include the databases and the date they were used.  All formal consultation documents should be identified, including related programmatic plans or assessments 

3.6 Plants Known

Use the latitude and longitude (or general location) of the plant and distance from the project area.  An example: Botrychium tunux, Yakutat, Canon Beach, 10 miles from project area.
3.7 Sensitive Plants Suspected and Habitat within the project area
This section contains a list of the terrestrial habitats a botanist may encounter while conducting sensitive plant surveys or that are known to exist in the project area.  Using aerial photos, GIS, other maps, field surveys, and the PI form, the botanist indicates which habitats are most likely found in the project area.  After briefly listing the habitats, more detail can be provided for the habitats of each sensitive plant known or suspected in the project area. 

3.8 Field Survey for Sensitive Plants

This section includes the sensitive plants encountered, if any, the botanist who did the surveys with their survey numbers (if applicable), job title and organization, and the dates of surveys. 
List plants here if the project area has the appropriate habitat for the plants known or suspected but surveys were not completed in those habitats.  Include additional survey recommendations for future dates if applicable.
The survey routes and plant locations are digitized into NRIS at the end of the calendar year for each field season.  The BE document should state if the surveys and plant locations are entered into the appropriate database.  If they are not entered at the time of the BE preparation, provide a proposed date of data entry and a contact person with the field data.  All hard copy records should be filed in the project files and a copy retained by the botanist.
3.9 Sampling Methods
The Forest Service Manual (FSM) 2670 and R10 supplemental direction states that the survey intensity is related to the possible risks associated with the project, the species involved, and the level of knowledge at hand.  Therefore, the surveys are commensurate with the risk involved to sensitive plants known or suspected in the project area and the amount of sensitive plant habitat in the project area that may be impacted.  The proportion of the project area surveyed and the intensity (levels 1-6) is not based on how much time a botanist has to do surveys or the amount of time an Interdisciplinary Team (IDT) leader for a NEPA project considers adequate.  The botanist uses professional judgment to determine the amount and timing of surveys needed for a project after completing the Pre-field Review analysis. 
3.10 Determination of Effects

The BE template states: “If the survey levels 5 and 6 were conducted by a qualified botanist at the proper time of year and no sensitive plants were found, then a risk assessment is not warranted and the project as described will not adversely effect any sensitive plants”.  If the surveys were not done at the 5 or 6 level, the BE requires a risk assessment (FSM 2672.43). 

To complete a risk assessment, direct and indirect effects are examined to determine the level of consequence (Factor 1), and level of likelihood that sensitive plants will be impacted due to project activities (Factor 2) (Figure 1).
3.11 Direct and Indirect Effects 

This section identifies the expected effects or threats the proposed action has on each sensitive species evaluated.  Describe what and where activities will affect sensitive plants or their habitat and how.  If possible, quantify the direct effects.  The plants mentioned in the direct and indirect effects section are the same plants that were documented as plants known or suspected for the project area.  General statements should be avoided.  
The difference between direct and indirect effects is based on when the proposed impacts will occur.  Direct effects occur immediately or soon after the implementation of the action (such as churning of soils, crushing plants, sedimentation on plants etc.).  Indirect effects are those effects that are “reasonably likely” to occur at a later point in time after a project implementation (such as changes in hydrology or intensified or decreased of solar radiation). 
3.12 Cumulative Effects
This section includes a list of projects from the past, present and reasonably foreseeable future in the cumulative effects area for sensitive plants.  The botanist assesses the effects the proposed actions have had or will have on a species, and then summarize how these effects in relation to the proposed project may cumulatively impact a species.  Always provide the reasoning behind the conclusions that are drawn.  By using the appropriate database, the botanist may find that surveys have already been done in the same area.  District personnel in other resources are also sources of information concerning past projects. 

A cumulative effects analysis for sensitive plants includes: 
1) a determination of which direct and indirect effects warrant an in-depth assessment of cumulative effects (i.e., which effects could be significant and/or important to the decision maker, if direct effects are minor, then state that cumulative effects are minor).  2) the initial extent for the spatial and temporal bounding for each sensitive plant that is ecologically driven, such as the range of the plant on the Tongass. 
3) the past, present, and reasonably foreseeable actions/disturbances within the cumulative effects area. 

 4) an estimate of the effects (individually, collectively) of the past, present, and reasonably foreseeable actions within the project’s spatial and temporal boundaries on each sensitive plant analyzed. 
5) a clear documentation of the rationale used.  It may be that information on private land is not available.  If this is the case, then state so. 
3.13 Risk Assessment 
This part of the BE process requires critical thinking and the botanist should present all the rationale behind the decisions made of the risks to sensitive plants or their habitats.  The risk assessment is required for each plant known or suspected to occur in the sensitive plant habitats of the project area. The BE process requires the botanist to determine if sensitive plant habitat exists and surveys were not completed for a project, what are the risks to the possible populations of sensitive plants due to the project activities.  Similarly, if sensitive plants were discovered in the project area, the botanist must consider any adverse impacts.  In order to determine the risks associated with the project on sensitive plants or their habitats the botanist must consider the consequences of adverse effects and their likelihood. 

Appendix C included in the BE Boiler Plate document on the web should always be included in a BE. http://fsweb.r10.fs.fed.us/staffs/wfew/index_wfew.shtml
 The process of identifying the consequences and the likelihood of effects only serves to document the rationale for arriving at the conclusions for each sensitive plant in the analysis in the Determination section as per the WO letter dated May 15, 1992.

Both factors are evaluated for each sensitive plant in the analysis.  An example of a risk assessment for a plant found in the project area could be the following: , “Factor 1: The consequences of adverse effects to Botrychium tunux due to project activities are high because this plant has only been found one place in Yakutat.  There are approximately 100 acres of preferred habitat that this plant may occupy where surveys were not conducted.  The area receives other uses such as off-road recreation.  An electrical power line runs across one portion of this habitat.  Factor 2: The likelihood of adverse effects from this project is moderate because the boundary of the units can be altered to exclude any edges that reach the preferred habitat of this plant.  The overall risk to Botrychium tunux due to project activities is moderate to high because it is not well distributed on the island and there is a chance that the preferred habitat could occur within the unit boundaries”.

If a sensitive plant has not been found in the project area, but is known or suspected, and its habitat exists in the project area the risk analysis could read:  “The consequences of adverse impacts to Botrychium tunux due to project activities is moderate because 10 miles of road will be built through middle to high elevation edge habitat, of which only 10% was surveyed for sensitive plants.  The likelihood of adverse effects from this project is moderate to high because the road construction is permanent, and is not controllable by seasonal or spatial restrictions.  The overall risk to Botrychium tunux is moderate to high because only a small portion of the preferred habitat was surveyed and work is not controllable by seasonal or spatial restrictions”. 
Criteria for Risk Assessment

Factor 1.Consequence of Adverse Effect From a Particular Activity
LOW:
None, or questionable adverse effect on habitat or population. No cumulative effects expected.

MODERATE: Possible adverse effects in habitat or on population. Cumulative effects possible.

HIGH:
Obvious adverse effects on habitat or population. Cumulative effects probable.

Factor 2. Likelihood of Adverse Effect From a Particular Activity
NONE: Activity will not affect habitat or population.(no further risk assessment needed).

LOW:
Activity controllable by seasonal or spatial restrictions. and not likely to affect habitat or populations.

MODERATE: Activity not completely controllable or intense administration of project needed to prevent adverse effects on habitat or population. Adverse effects may occur.

HIGH:
Activity not controllable and adverse effects on habitat or populations likely to occur.

Figure 1. Text taken from Appendix C of an R10 Biological Evaluation.  These criteria should be addressed if sensitive plants and their habitats are known or suspected in a project area and the required level of survey 5 or 6 was not conducted. 

3.14 Determinations
This section lists the determination for each plant, based on the analysis.  The BE document states that these determinations should already take into account standards and guidelines.  Any further mitigation measures proposed by the botanist are documented after the botanist makes the determination for the plants.  The project may negatively impact individual plants as proposed.  However, with mitigation measures advised by the botanist, the project may not impact those plants.  However, it is never guaranteed that the mitigation measures recommended by the botanist are incorporated in the final EIS.
Use appropriate determination language as stated in FSM R10 Supplement 2672.42 Standards for Biological Evaluations for sensitive species.  The determinations should be part of the decision memo for the project. 
3.15 Summary of essential information to include in a BE document
· District Name

· Name and title of preparer, date of signature

· Location of project-township and range or lat and long

· Description of project-how many acres it will occupy or alter

· Alternatives, if applicable
· Names of surveyors, dates of surveys, and levels of surveys

· Determine to the best of your knowledge how much of the project area by sensitive plant habitat was surveyed. example (10% of the calcareous fens in the project area were surveyed); or how much of a specific proposed action was surveyed (example: 50% of the proposed 20 miles of road were surveyed)

· The kinds of sensitive plant habitats expected or known in and around the project area; if there are none, then state this.

· Names of sensitive plants that are documented closest to the project area, the date of search, and where the information was found.

· If sensitive plant habitat does not exist in the project area, and no surveys were done, then the BE document should state this.  This type of project may only need a BE conducted in the form of a Pre-field Review stating why surveys were not done and no impacts to sensitive plants are expected. 

· Determination language should be consistent with the manual direction (FSM 2672.42) (see Appendix C).

· If the botanical surveys were not done at the 5 or 6 levels, then the determination of effects to sensitive plants must also include direct, indirect, and cumulative effects to the plants and their habitats from the proposed project as well as past projects in the area.

· If the botanical surveys were not done at the 5 or 6 levels, a risk assessment is warranted for those sensitive plants whose habitats are present in and around the project area

· If a thorough survey (Level 5 or 6) was conducted by qualified botanists at the proper time of year and no sensitive plants were found, a risk assessment is not warranted for the plants suspected in the project (see FSM 2672.43).  The determination should read: This project, as described, is not expected to adversely impact sensitive plants.  The BE ends here.

· Determinations for sensitive plants must not be linked to the assumption that the recommended mitigation measures will be implemented.  The mitigation and monitoring section should be after determinations are stated.

.
3.16 Other writing tips for BE preparation
· A BE addresses only sensitive species, and not those that are considered special interest on the Forest or by Alaska Natural Heritage Program as rare.  If special interest plants were found in a project area, they are addressed in a resource report.  This report will also go into the planning record for the project.

· Use the term “significant” with caution. Usually this word is reserved for usage within a NEPA document such as an EA or EIS.  It has different meanings under ESA and in statistical analysis.
· “Effect” is a noun, and ‘affect” is a verb.  These words are often used interchangeably (and often incorrectly). Be sure to spell check thoroughly. 

· Acronyms: spell out acronyms when first used in the document.

· Use page headers or footers (with page numbers and the name of the document) to make the document easier to read, review and comment.  It is also useful for the planning record to have the header/footer included in the document.

· Spell out months rather than using numbers (e.g. July 2003 versus 7/2003).

· Numbers less than 10 are spelled out unless used in combination with numbers greater than 10. 

· Names of species should be consistently used throughout the text.  By including the scientific name the first time a species is mentioned ensures that the reader knows what species or subspecies is being discussed.  Put the common name in parenthesis after the first time the scientific name is used.

· The word “sensitive” does not have to be capitalized when referring to “sensitive plants”.  Be consistent throughout. 

· For inserted tables and figures: the text is inserted above the table and inserted below a figure.

· If you reference a map, and it is not attached to the BE, then reference in detail where to find the map.  Ideally the photos with the exact route you traveled should be scanned in and electronically attached to the BE, or made with ArcGis.

· If a certain project area has an official name, (i.e. Crystal Creek Project Area or Analysis Area), then use capital letters in “Project Area”, or “Analysis Area” throughout the document when referring to it. 

· When discussing or describing information that is not considered common knowledge or includes data not collected by the author, always provide a citation to the reference from which the data were obtained.
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