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Background. 
The Tongass National Forest is seeking a review of it’s monitoring protocols.  Wetland implementation and effectiveness monitoring questions were included in the 1997 Tongass Land Management Plan. The wetland monitoring questions included in the 1997 forest plan are spelled out in the wetland monitoring protocol document.  To make the wetlands effectiveness monitoring question more achievable it was changed for the January 2008 Tongass Management Plan revision. The question currently reads:
Were the wetland conservation practices implemented and effective to avoid and/or minimize impacts to wetlands to the extent practicable?

Tongass Wetlands 

The Tongass is a coastal temperate rain forest. The climate is cool and wet.  Precipitation ranges from 40 to over 200 inches a year.  Under these conditions organic matter decomposes slowly and tends to accumulate on-site.  Poorly drained mineral soils and peatlands support wetland vegetation that ranges from sphagnum moss non-forested bogs to commercially valuable Cedar-hemlock swamp forests.  Depending on which inventory is used, wetlands occupy between 25 and 40 percent of the forest.  On most project areas wetlands occupy 30 to 40 percent of the project area and are largely unavoidable when locating and constructing roads to access timber harvest units. Most, but not all roads through wetlands on the forest are constructed under the silvicultural exemption from the 404 permitting process. 

In the mid 1990s more than 100 miles of forest road was constructed on the Tongass each year.  Due to a down turn in the timber industry the amount of road constructed on the forest is down to less than 10 miles in 2007.  This reduction in road miles constructed has reduced the “strength” of the concern over wetland impact and loss on the forest.
Review needed

BMP implementation monitoring on the forest has been successfully conducted since 1992.  Effectiveness monitoring associated with the wetlands question has lagged behind.  The protocol document explains why.  In 2006 a qualitative wetland effectiveness monitoring protocol was written and implemented.  A wetland monitoring report was written in 2007.  With the completion of the 2008 forest plan revision, the forest is seeking a statistical review of all of it’s monitoring protocols.  At this time the wetland monitoring protocol does not involve many quantitative measurements and few statistics have been used to analyze the data collected. 
For the wetlands monitoring protocol we are seeking a review that focuses on the defensibility of this monitoring protocol, specifically: 
1. Are we collecting data that will provide answers to the 2008 forest plan monitoring question? Please explain.
2. Are we collecting data that displays that the forest is meeting the intent of the 33 CFR 323 Baseline Provisions?  What additional data, if any, should be collected and reported? 
3. Are there opportunities to collect less data and still me our forest plan commitment and any implied commitments under 33CFR or Executive Order 11990?   Please explain
4. Is the Tongass setting a precedent that other national forests could be forced to follow? 

5. To your knowledge are we collecting more or less data than other national forests with wetland impacts?  Examples?
6. Can we improve the data collection or methods to make the protocol more scientifically sound or statistically sound without raising the costs beyond a reasonable investment level? Please explain
7. In your opinion is it necessary to assign functions and values to wetlands to meet the intent of CFRs and/or Executive Order 11990?  Please explain.
8. Do you agree with our assertion in the protocol document that monitoring implementation of the baseline provisions is enough to meet the intent of the Baseline Provisions. (This question is a follow up to question 7.)
9. In your opinion does the protocol represent the minimum amount of “monitoring” necessary to meet our obligations as a federal agency constructing roads through wetlands under the silvicultural exemption?  Please explain.
Documents included:
2006 Wetland monitoring protocol document.

2007 Wetland monitoring report.

