DECISION NOTICE & FINDING OF NO SIGNIFICANT IMPACT
DESIGNATION ORDER

USDA Forest Service, Eastern Region
Green Mountain and Finger Lakes National Forests
Middlebury Ranger District

Towns of Goshen and Chittenden
~ Addison and Rutland Counties

CAPE RNA DESIGNATION

THE DECISION

By virtue of the authority vested in me by the Secretary of Agriculture under regulations at
7 CFR 2.42, 36 CFR 251.23, and CFR Part 219, I hereby establish The Cape Research
Natural Area (RNA). It shall be comprised of 290 acres (117.4 hectares) of land in Rutland
and Addison Counties, Vermont, on the Middlebury District of the Green Mountain
National Forest, as described in the section of the Establishment Record entitled "Location".

The Regional Forester recommended the designation of The Cape area as a proposed RNA
(hereafter referred to as a Cari-“date RNA or cRNA) in the Record of Decision for the Green
Mountain National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan (LRMP) in 1986. That
recommendation was the result of an analysis of the factors listed in 36 CFR 219.25 and
Forest Service Manual 4063.41. Results of the Regional Forester's analysis are documented
in the LRMP and Final Environmental Impact Statement which are available to the public.

The Regional Forester has reexamined The Cape cRNA to ensure that the environmental
effects of establishing the area as an RNA have not changed since 1986. This analysis is
documented in "The Cape Candidate Research Natural Area Environmental Assessment”,
which is attached to the Establishment Record as Appendix 3. Based on the analysis in the
environmental assessment, it is my decision to adopt Alternative B, to establish The Cape as
an RNA with the boundaries described therein. Alternative B is selected because it provides
long-term protection and recognition of an old-age, rich-mesic, northern hardwood
community, and includes the entire extent of the distinctive physical landscape and
processes associated with this community. It includes more of the old-age community and
associated physical environment than Alternative C, while eliminating a younger,
disturbed, and less distinctive area found in Alternatives C and D. The area excluded from
this RNA designation will be managed according to the standards and guidelines in the
LRMP under its current Management Area designation of 8.1D. By excluding this area,
Alternative B also avoids potential conflicts between public use of an adjacent travelway and
RNA objectives. Alternative B also offers a more appropriate set of standards and
guidelines for management of The Cape as an RNA than the Proposed Action. The Cape
RNA will be managed in compliance with all relevant laws, regulations, and Forest Service
Manual direction regarding RNA's, and in accordance with the management direction
identified in the LRMP and in Alternative B.

The Green Mountain National Forest LRMP is hereby amended to change the allocation of

290 acres of The Cape area from Candidate to Established RNA (184 acres), and from
Management Area (MA) 3.1 to Established RNA (106 acres) (pages 3.04, 4.10, 4.92,4.144,
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4.163, 4.186, A.11), to be managed according to standards in the LRMP with the additional
standards described in the section of the Establishment Record entitled "Management
Prescription”, and in Alternative B of the Cape cRNA Environmental Assessment. The
remaining 20 acres of The Cape Special Area and original ¢cRNA excluded from the
Established RNA will continue to be managed as "The Cape Special Area", according to the
original standards in the LRMP for Management Area 8.1D. This is a non-significant
amendment of the LRMP (36 CFR 219.10()).

OTHER ALTERNATIVES CONSIDERED AND REASONS THEY WERE NOT
SELECTED

Alternatives considered were the Proposed Action, which would establish The Cape as an
RNA using the boundaries described in Alternative B but with standards and guidelines
that differ from Alternative B in terms of plant collecting, public use, vegetation
management, fire, and reintroductions; Alternative A, the "No Action" alternative, which
would continue management of The Cape as a Special Area; Alternative C, which would
establish The Cape as an RNA using the boundaries defined in the LRMP; and Alternative
D, which would establish The Cape as an RNA using the boundaries described in
Alternative B except for an alternate western boundary.

The Proposed Action was not chosen because the standards and guidelines were not
adequate for the management of the RNA. Sections on plant collecting for research,
educational and other public use, vegetation management, fire, and reintroductions were
either incomplete or ambiguous, or misrepresented the intent of the standard. These
sections were clarified in Alternative B based on public comment. Alternative A was not
selected because it would only provide uncertain and possibly short-term protection of The
Cape area, and would not provide a suitable and unique community to the national network
of RNAs, which is a desired future condition for the National Forest System. Alternative C
was not selected because it did not include the new area to the south identified as having
the same characteristics as The Cape area, and therefore would not adequately protect and
recognize this unique forest ecosystem for research purposes. Alternative D was not
selected because it included an area with none of the characteristics that distinguish the
rest of The Cape, in addition to increasing the risk of conflict between public use and RNA
objectives by using a town road and snowmobile trail as an RNA boundary.

Two alternatives were considered but, for various reasons, not carried forward in the
analysis. An alternative to expand the RNA to 500 acres was not carried forward because it
did not meet the purpose and need for designation of this RNA, the 500 acre minimum size
did not have an adequate scientific basis for this forest community, type and region, and the
expansion would necessarily include many areas of forest disturbed within the past 50
years. An alternative to include standards and guidelines to prohibit any human
intervention (except research) in the RNA was not considered further because I believe such
a prohibition to be excessive, given the uncertainty of future events. In addition, such an
alternative would not meet one of the purposes for establishing RNAs, which is to help in
implementing provisions of special acts, such as the Endangered Species Act.

PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT

Public issues and management concerns related to the proposed action were identified by
reviewing national direction for the establishment of RNA's, and by contacting interested or
affected publics and Forest Service staff. Public comments were collected in response to a
formal scoping letter mailed on 1 October 1992 to 200 interested individuals and
organizations. This mailing informed the recipients of the Proposed Action and requested
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their comments. Responses to this mailing included written letters, telephone calls, and
personal contacts. Each comment received during scoping was evaluated to determine how
it should be addressed in the environmental assessment. A list of those contacted and
individual comments are found in Appendices 3B and 3C of the EA. As a result of this
evaluation, six major issues were identified They are:

Issue 1:  Some people believe the western boundary of The Cape RNA should remain along
FR 403, providing a higher level of protection for the western portion of the RNA
than proposed. This issue is the basis for Alternative D of the EA.

Issue 2:  Some people believe that The Cape RNA boundaries should remain as stated in
the Forest Plan (see D2 map). They believe that the LRMP boundaries
encompass an RNA of sufficient size, and that there is little justification for the
proposed expansion. This issue is the basis for Alternative C of the EA.

Issue 3:  Some people expressed a concern for the loss of the timber resource in the
proposed action. This is discussed in the "Environmental Effects" section of the
EA

Issue 4:  Some people believe that The Cape Special Area should not be designated as an
RNA. It would therefore remain under its current designation of Special Area
with the boundaries and standards and guidelines described in the Forest Plan
(p. 4.163; D2 map). This issue is the basis for Alternative A of the EA.

Issue 5:  Some people believe that The Cape RNA should be expanded to 500 acres, as this
would be consistent with the Forest Plan definition of an old growth community.
This issue is addressed in the "Alternatives Not Carried Forward" section of the
EA.

Issue 6: Most respondents had comments or suggestions regarding standards and
guidelines for management of The Cape RNA. The comments included concerns
about user restrictions and monitoring of use, fire policy, reintroductions,
integrated pest management, a catastrophic event policy, and activities on
adjacent lands. These suggestions and comments were evaluated and many were
used to develop a revised set of standards and guidelines, which are included in
Alternatives B, C, and D of the EA. Those suggestions not used are discussed in
the EA as issues outside the scope of the analysis, or in the "Alternatives Not
Carried Forward" section of the EA.

FOREST PLAN CONSISTENCY

The LRMP is being amended to redesignate a portion of The Cape Special Area and an
adjacent piece of land to The Cape Research Natural Area. Therefore, the redesignation will
be consistent with the amended LRMP.

FINDING OF NO SIGNIFICANT IMPACT

I have determined that designation of The Cape Research Natural Area, as described in
Alternative B of the EA, is not a major Federal action significantly affecting the quality of
the human environment (40 CFR 1508.27). In addition, I have determined that an
amendment to the Green Mountain National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan,
as described in Alternative B, will not significantly alter the multiple use goals and
objectives of the Plan (36 CFR 219.10(f)). Therefore, an environmental impact statement is
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not needed. The following factors were considered in this finding of no significant impact:

1.

10.

This designation and Forest Plan amendment will not produce any known significant
irreversible resource commitments or any significant irretrievable loss of timber
production, soil productivity, water quality, wildlife habitats, or recreation
opportunities (Environmental Effects Section, EA, pages EA-12 - EA-15).

This designation and Forest Plan amendment will not affect public health or safety.

Unique characteristics of the geographical area are included in this designation, and
will thereby be protected. This designation and plan amendment will therefore have no
significant environmental effect upon these characteristics.

Based upon the involvement of Forest Service specialists, and specialists in other
agencies, universities, and organizations, [ do not expect the effects of this action on the
quality of the human environment to be highly controversial (Environmental Effects
section, EA, pages EA-12 - EA-15; Consultation section, EA, page EA-16).

There are no known effects of this designation on the human environment that are
highly uncertain or involve unique or unknown risks (Environmental Effects section,
EA, pages EA-12 - EA-15).

This action does not establish a precedent for future actions with significant effects, or
represent a decision in principle about a future consideration. Each candidate RNA
described in the Forest Plan may be studied individually on its own merits for
redesignation as an RNA, or may be studied as part of an analysis of many candidate
RNAs. Therefore, this designation does not establish a precedent for future Forest Plan
amendments or designations having significant effects.

There will be no significant cumulative impacts associated with this designation and
Forest Plan amendment. This action includes no ground-disturbing activities. In
addition, the loss of opportunity to manage The Cape RNA for vegetation, wildlife, or
recreation resources is minor in relation to the existence of these opportunities on
adjacent lands (Environmental Effects section, EA, pages EA-12 - EA-15).

This action has no adverse effect upon scientific, historical, or cultural resources.
This action will have no adverse impact on Federally proposed or listed plant or animal
species, since no ground-disturbing activities are proposed, no such species were

identified in the area, and the action protects the forest community for scientific
research.

This action does not threaten a violation of Federal, State, or local law or requirements
imposed for the protection of the environment.

APPEAL RIGHTS

This decision is subject to appeal pursuant to 36 CFR Part 217. Two (2) copies of the Notice
of Appeal must be in writing and submitted to:

The Secretary of Agriculture
14th & Independence Ave., S.W.
Washington, D.C. 20250
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The Notice of Appeal prepared pursuant to 36 CFR 217.9(b) must be submitted within 45
days from the date of legal notice of this decision in the Federal Register. Review by the
Secretary is wholly discretionary. If the Secretary has not decided within 15 days of
receiving the Notice of Appeal to review the Chief's decision, appellants will be notified that
the Chief's decision is the final administrative decision of the U.S. Department of
Agriculture (36 CFR 217.17(d)).

As mentioned above, legal notice of this decision will appear in the Federal Register. The
Forest Supervisor of the Green Mountain National Forest shall notify the public of this
decision and mail a copy of the Decision Notice and Designation Order to all scoping
respondents and persons on the Green Mountain National Forest NEPA mailing list.

Chief Date
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