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Scope 

The purpose of this report is to evaluate the proposed project to determine whether there may 
be “significant and adverse impacts” to any of the following extraordinary circumstances 
described in FSH 1909.15, Chapter 30.3.2: (b) Flood plains, wetlands, or municipal watersheds.  
In addition to evaluating whether or not the project qualifies for a Categorical Exclusion from 
documentation in an EA or EIS, this report provides documentation of the project’s consistency 
with the 1987 Idaho Panhandle National Forests Plan and relevant State and Federal 
regulations. 

Project Location 

Kootenai Fuel Reduction Project is in the Coeur d’Alene, Idaho area, and includes proposed 
forest fuels reduction activities in the Panhandle National Forest, Coeur d’Alene Ranger District. 
Most fuels reduction areas are along the Wildland-Urban Interface (WUI) and within the Coeur 
d’Alene and upper Spokane Sub-basins.  See project map for more detail. 

Description of Purpose & Need for the Proposed Action 

Wildfire poses a significant threat to the values-at-risk within the WUI of Kootenai County; this 
threat establishes the need to reduce fuels on NFS lands in order to protect nearby values. The 
2015 Idaho Panhandle Forests Land Management Plan provides direction in the form of Forest-
Wide Desired Conditions. Desired Conditions and Guidelines from the LMP pertaining to this 
project are: 

FW-DC-FIRE-02:  Hazardous fuels are reduced within the WUI and other areas where 
values are at risk. Fire behavior characteristics and fuel conditions exist in these areas 
that allow for safe and effective fire management. Fire behavior is characterized by low-
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intensity surface fires with limited crown fire potential. Forest conditions, and the pattern 
of conditions across the landscape, exist in these areas such that the risk is low for 
epidemic levels of bark beetles, high levels of root disease and large scale, stand 
replacement wildfires. 

MA6-GDL-FIRE-01:  Fuels are reduced, particularly within the wildland urban interface, 
to reduce the threat of wildland fire. 

GOAL-VEG-01: Plant communities are trending toward the desired conditions for 
composition, structure, patterns, and process. The ecological integrity of the 
communities is high, and they exhibit resistance and resiliency to man-caused and 
natural stressors. 

The objectives of the Kootenai Fuel Reduction Project are to: 

1. Reduce surface and ladder fuels in the wildland-urban interface (WUI) of Kootenai 
County in order to reduce potential wildfire behavior. Fuel reduction will: 

 Limit the spread of uncontrolled wildfires across ownerships which 
threatens values-at-risk 

 Enhance and facilitate future suppression actions within the WUI, 
therefore protecting public safety 

 Protect highly valuable communication infrastructure located on National 
Forest System Lands 

2. Collaborate and engage with local partners to reduce impacts from wildfire to the 
community 

Description of the Proposed Action 
The Kootenai Fuel Reduction Project proposes to treat approximately 3000 acres of 
National Forest System Lands within Kootenai County that are immediately adjacent to 
private land, structures and high-value communications infrastructure. Surface and 
ladder fuels in these areas would be reduced through methods such as non-commercial 
thinning, mastication, pruning, chipping, piling and burning and underburning. Following 
fuel reduction treatments, up to 100 acres of native trees would be planted within fuel 
reduction units that have limited seed tree sources. The proposed actions focus on the 
highest priority areas to reduce potential fire behavior and potential future losses to 
wildfire. There are over 1200 structures within ½ mile of the treatment areas. A high 
proportion of the treatment area is focused on Canfield Butte, where several 
communication sites are located, including Kootenai County 911 facilities. 

Required Design Features  

                   No additional design criteria, above those listed in the proposal, are proposed 
for water resources. 

                   Additional design criteria, above those listed in the proposal, are proposed for 
water resources.  These criteria are attached to this document in Appendix A. 

Environmental Consequences 

Direct and Indirect Effects 

No direct or indirect significant, adverse effects to floodplains, wetlands, or municipal 
watersheds are proposed or expected for this project. 
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Some treatment units are located in a floodplain or within domestic and municipal water 
supplies. For example, Unit 58 is located within the floodplain of Rose Creek. However, 
modeling results coupled with the implementation of design criteria predict that there will be no 
sediment delivery to project area water features.  (See sediment yield section below and project 
files for modeling results).  Additionally, several units include perennial streams within their 
borders or are immediately adjacent to lakes.  However, Riparian Habitat Conservation Areas 
(RCHA) would be established along any creek or waterbody.  In this buffer the prescribed fires 
would have specific criteria to limit the severity of the fires included in the burn plans such as, 
constraints on fuel, duff, and soil moistures weather conditions such as relative humidity, and 
areas to exclude ignition. Fire intensity would be further controlled and adjusted during 
implementation by modifying the patterns of ignition.  Thus, there would be no adverse effect to 
the floodplain.  See Appendix A for how the size of buffers are determined and additional design 
criteria for protecting Riparian Habitat Conservation Areas. 

Wolf Lodge Creek was identified as a domestic water supply in the Coeur d’ Alene Lake and 
River Sub-basin Assessment and Proposed Total Maximum Daily Loads report (IDHW 1999).  
The two units within that watershed (Units 36 and 37) are high on ridges and any increased 
sediment production would not be delivered to the creek.   

Other units are within municipal water supplies.  Four units are within the municipal water supply 
of the city of Coeur d’Alene (Units 27, 28, 29, 30).  Again, RHCAs would be established and 
design features employed along any creek or waterway negating any adverse effect to the 
watershed (Appendix A).  Unit 59 (4.2 acres) is within the municipal water supply of the Rose 
Lake Water Association.   No impact to this water supply would be expected because of the 
small size and 1 percent grade of this unit. 

Water Yield and Peak Flows 

Watershed processes are very complex and exist with large amounts of natural variability (Elliot 
and Glaza 2008).  Generally, removal of forest canopy through stand-consuming fires, forest 
insects and disease, or timber harvesting can increase water yield and modify hydrographs (i.e. 
increased peak flows or altered base flows). The hydrologic effects of prescribed burning are 
largely a function of fire severity and area burned. High severity burns that consume protective 
litter and expose mineral soil, kill vegetation, and remove canopy cover generally increase 
runoff and sediment yields, whereas low severity burns, such as prescribed underburns that 
only consume the upper litter layers have much less hydrologic impact.  

No impact to water yield would be expected from this project because the prescribed fires 
implemented would be expected to be low to moderate intensity. The prescribed fires would 
have specific criteria to limit the severity of the fires included in the burn plans such as, 
constraints on fuel, duff, and soil moistures weather conditions such as relative humidity, and 
areas to exclude ignition. Fire intensity would be further controlled and adjusted during 
implementation by modifying the patterns of ignition. Additionally, burns would likely be initiated 
a short time before wet weather is expected. Troendle et al. (2010) report that since low severity 
prescribed fires do not cause a high degree of tree mortality or litter combustion, the effects on 
evapotranspiration and forest floor water storage are generally too small to change watershed-
scale water yields. This same publication summarizes numerous studies which confirm that light 
to moderate prescribed fire has little effect on streamflow. 

Sediment Yield 

Sediment yield to streams is a natural process and includes events such as landslides and 
wildfires. These events can deliver tremendous amounts of sediment but are stochastic in 
nature and occur infrequently over time. Transport of sediment plays a fundamental role in the 
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natural function of forested watersheds. In excess, suspended sediment degrades aquatic and 
fish habitat, disrupts hyporheic connection, enhances the transport of sorbed pollutants, and 
increases treatment costs associated with municipal water withdrawal (Rehg et. al. 2005). 
Forests generally have very low erosion rates unless they are disturbed (Elliot et. al. 2000). 
Prescribed fires have the potential to increase erosion by removing the protective litter that 
covers the underlying mineral soil.  

Several watersheds within the project area have streams that are 303 (d) listed for excess of 
sediment (Table 1).  A negligible increase in sediment yield to streams would be expected from 
this project which would not affect their listing. The surface condition after a prescribed fire is 
typically a mosaic-like pattern of low severity, high severity, and unburned patches (Robichaud 
2000). The patterns of burn severity help control the spatial scale at which the effects of 
prescribed burning can be detected (Troendle et al. 2010). The patchiness of burn severity 
allows unburned and low severity patches to infiltrate runoff and trap sediment that is generated 
on adjacent high severity patches (Swift et al. 1993, Cawson et al. 2012).  

Table 1. Streams within the Kootenai Fuels Project that are 303(d) listed as impaired 

Creek 

Reason for Impairment 

Temp Sediment Nutrients 
Habitat 
Alteration 

Pathogens Bacteria 
Oil and 
Gas 

Rathdrum Creek  X X     

Hayden Lake  X X     

Fernam Creek X X X X X   

Wolf Lodge Creek X X X X  X  

Cedar Creek  X X  X   X 

Carlin Creek X X      

Fourth of July Creek X X  X    

Blue Lake Creek X       

Rose Creek X       

Data Sources: IDHW 1999, IDEQ 2000, IDEQ 2012 

This project would include design criteria which excludes ignition within RHCAs. This would limit 
the fire severity and subsequent consumption of litter and surface roughness which traps 
sediment before it is delivered to the stream. Fire would be allowed to back into RHCAs but the 
intensity would be expected to diminish due to the increased shade, humidity, and fuel 
moistures found in riparian areas, and would be expected to have generally beneficial results.  
Dwire and Kauffman (2003) reported that prescribed fire may top kill certain riparian trees and 
shrubs but is unlikely to negatively affect belowground structure. This indicates the bank-
stabilizing properties of the riparian vegetation is preserved and the trees, shrubs, and forbs 
would recover quickly. 

Potential sediment delivery was also modeled using Disturbed Water Erosion Prediction Project 
(WEPP) Watershed tool.  Disturbed WEPP is an interface to the WEPP soil erosion model  to 
allow users to easily describe numerous disturbed forest and rangeland erosion conditions 
(Elliot et al. 2000). The interface presents the results as a summary and extended WEPP 
outputs, and also presents the probability of a given level of erosion occurring the year following 
a disturbance.  The units were modeled under three conditions: Existing condition, low severity 
burn, and high severity burn.   
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The model was run for several sub-watersheds within the Coeur d’Alene and upper Spokane 
Sub-basins that are located within the project area.  As expected, the existing condition of 
forested hillside had the lowest levels of hillslope erosion (<0.1 tons/acre/yr), while prescribed 
fire treatments were modeled as delivering higher amounts of sediment than the existing 
condition (0.1 tons/acre/yr).  High severity burns were modeled to have the highest sediment 
delivery by some orders of magnitude (3.17 tons/acre/year).  In correlation with the research 
cited above, the models indicate that areas of increased erosion following prescribed fire are 
possible at the hillslope scale, however, few of the areas of increased erosion have the 
topography required to deliver sediment to the stream network. The model outputs should be 
considered a ‘worst case’ scenario because the simulation emulates conditions immediately 
after a prescribed fire where no vegetative recovery has occurred. This type of condition would 
be short lived since vegetation and groundcover (i.e. needle cast from dead trees) would be 
expected to recover shortly after the fire.  All modeling data can be found in the project file. 

Stream Temperatures 

Several units are found within watersheds that are 303(d) listed as impaired for temperature 
(IDEQ 2012; Table 1).  The total maximum daily load (TMDL) analysis has been conducted for 
total heat loads for these streams and target amounts of shade have been established (IDEQ 
2012).  Many of these streams have reaches that meet shade targets and many headwater 
tributaries that are close to meeting the target shade. Only in the lower reaches where there 
have been impacts to shade from land-clearing activities (residential and agricultural 
development) is there substantial lack of shade (IDEQ 2012). 

Fuel reduction treatments [prescribed fire] could potentially affect water temperature by altering 
vegetative shade that attenuates the input of solar radiation to streams. Direct sunlight warms 
streams, particularly during periods of low flow (Dwire et al. 2010).  However, no increase in 
stream temperatures would be expected from implementation of this project because shade-
providing riparian vegetation would be preserved. Project design features would exclude fire 
ignition within RHCAs. With direct ignition excluded, the conditions (cooler temperatures, higher 
humidity and fuel moistures.) found adjacent to streams would limit the intensity of prescribed 
burning within the riparian areas which would reduce vegetation mortality thereby preserving 
shade. Many riparian species appear to be fairly resilient to disturbance, particularly fire (Dwire 
and Kauffman 2003). Additionally, vegetative disturbance that does occur as a result of fire 
would be of short duration as shrubs, grasses, and forbs recover within one growing season.  

Cumulative Effects 

No adverse cumulative effects to floodplains, wetlands, or municipal watersheds are proposed 
or expected for this project.  Cumulative effects would be most noticeable at the site scale (if 
they occur), becoming progressively less discernible at the sub-watershed, watershed, and sub-
basin scales.  Given the low degree of anticipated site-level effects, cumulative effects are 
expected to be negligible.  

Regulatory Framework 

Executive Orders 11988 and 11990 (Floodplains and Wetlands) 

Floodplains: The Project will not modify or occupy floodplains to an extent greater than 
already exists.  As such, there will be no adverse impacts to floodplains; thereby complying 
with EO 11988 and FSH 1909.15, Chapter 30.3.2. 
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Wetlands: The Project does not propose to modify or destroy wetlands. As such, the Project 
will not adversely affect wetlands; thereby complying with EO 11990 and FSH 1909.15, 
Chapter 30.3.2. 

Municipal Watersheds: The project will not adversely affect municipal watersheds; thereby 
complying with FSH 1909.15, Chapter 30.3.2. 

Clean Water Act, Safe Drinking Water Act, and State Water Quality Laws 

The proposed action would be in compliance with all applicable State and Federal water 
quality laws with implementation of project design criteria and BMPs to protect water 
resources. 

 

 

 

Multiple-Use Sustained-Yield Act 

The proposed project is consistent with the intent of the Multiple-Use Sustained-Yield Act of 
1960, which states that management of the National Forests must provide "sustained yields in 
perpetuity without impairment of the productivity of the land", because watershed functions are 
not expected to be impaired. 

National Forest Management Act 

The proposed project is consistent with the intent of the NFMA because project activities will not 
irreversibly damage water resources and project Design Criteria and BMPs have been included 
to protect water resources. 

 

Clean Water Act: Sections 303(d), 305(b) Impaired Waters and TMDLs 

 

Watershed (HUC6) of proposed project:  

Is the watershed on Idaho’s 303(d) Impaired Waters List?                                                 YES  NO 

    If YES: Is the pollutant/issue excess sediment?                                                              YES  NO 

    If YES:  Are ground disturbing activities proposed?                                                        YES  NO 

    If YES: Are BMPs or Design Criteria included to minimize/eliminate sediment delivery to Waters of 
the US? YES  NO 

    If YES: Is the pollutant/issue excess temperature?                                                         YES  NO 

    If YES:  Is vegetation or canopy cover removal proposed?                                             YES  NO 

 

Will the proposed project likely result in further impairment of the watershed?                    YES  
NO 

 

Reason: See discussion in Direct and Indirect effects section. 
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Land and Resource Management Plan 

The 2015 Forest Management Plan for the Idaho Panhandle National Forest (USDA Forest 
Service 2015) lists desired conditions, objectives, standards, and guidelines intended to achieve 
the stated goal of “GOAL-WTR-01. Maintain or improve watershed conditions in order to provide 
water quality, water quantity, and soil productivity necessary to support ecological functions and 
beneficial uses.” Adherence to the guidelines listed in this plan should ensure that activities 
related to the proposed fuels reduction project would have no impact on water resources in the 
project area. Further, the 2015 forest management plan retained decisions from the Inland 
Native Fish Strategy (INFISH; USDA Forest Service and USDI Bureau of Land Management 
1994, USDA Forest Service 1995).  The INFISH specifies standards and guidelines intended to 
protect ecological communities in and near streams (Appendix A). 

:  

SIGNATURE OF PREPARER 

I certify that the contents of this report are true and accurate, to the best of my knowledge.  
Questions about this specialist report can be addressed to Adam Switalski, Hydrologist, 406-
396-1941. 

 

 

/s/ Adam Switalski  4 May 2018 

Hydrologist  Date 
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APPENDIX A:  Design Criteria for Protecting Riparian Habitat Conservation 
Areas (RCHA) 

 
The 2015 forest management plan for the Idaho Panhandle National Forest (USDA Forest Service 2015) 
lists desired conditions, objectives, standards, and guidelines intended to achieve the stated goal of “GOAL-
WTR-01. Maintain or improve watershed conditions in order to provide water quality, water quantity, and soil 
productivity necessary to support ecological functions and beneficial uses.” Adherence to the guidelines 
listed in this plan should ensure that activities related to the proposed fuels reduction project would have no 
impact on aquatic resources in the project area. Further, the 2015 forest management plan retained 
decisions from the Inland Native Fish Strategy (INFISH; USDA Forest Service and USDI Bureau of Land 
Management 1994, USDA Forest Service 1995).  INFISH specifies standards and guidelines intended to 
protect ecological communities in and near streams.  The proposed fuels reduction within RHCA’s (i.e. 
backing ground fire, hand thinning) would reduce fuel loading and decrease risk of high intensity and/or high 
severity fire occurring within an RHCA. The reduction of fuels contributes to meeting or moving conditions 
towards FW-DC-WTR-01 which adds to achieving GOAL-WTR-01 The interim standard widths defining the 
Riparian Habitat Conservation Areas (RCHA) apply to the proposed fuels reduction project and are 
presented below: 
 
The four categories of stream or water bodies and the standard widths for each are:  
 
Category 1- Fish-bearing streams: Interim RHCAs consist of the stream and the area on either side of the 
stream extending from the edges of the active stream channel to the top of the inner gorge, or to the outer 
edges of the 100-year floodplain, or to the outer edges of riparian vegetation, or to a distance equal to the 
height of two site-potential trees, or 300 feet slope distance (600 feet, including both sides of the stream 
channel), whichever is greatest.  
 
Category 2- Permanently flowing non-fish-bearing streams: Interim RHCAs consist of the stream and 
the area on either side of the stream extending from the edges of the active stream channel to the top of the 
inner gorge, or to the outer edges of the 100-year flood plain, or to the outer edges of riparian vegetation, or 
to a distance equal to the height of one site-potential tree, or 150 feet slope distance (300 feet, including 
both sides of the stream channel), whichever is greatest.  
 
Category 3- Ponds, lakes, reservoirs, and wetlands greater than 1 acre: Interim RHCAs consist of the 
body of water or wetland and the area to the outer edges of the riparian vegetation, or to the extent of the 
seasonally saturated soil, or to the extent of moderately and highly unstable areas, or to a distance equal to 
the height of one site-potential tree, or 150 feet slope distance from the edge of the maximum pool elevation 
of constructed ponds and reservoirs or from the edge of the wetland, pond, or lake, whichever is greatest.  
 
Category 4- Seasonally flowing or intermittent streams, wetlands less than 1 acre, landslides, and 
landslide-prone areas: This category includes features with high variability in size and site-specific 
characteristics. At a minimum, the interim RHCAs must include:  
(a) the extent of landslides and landslide-prone areas;  
(b) the intermittent stream channel and the area to the top of the inner gorge;  
(c) the intermittent stream channel or wetland and the areas to the outer edges of the riparian vegetation;  
(d) for Priority Watersheds, the area from the edges of the stream channel, wetland, landslide, or landslide-
prone area to a distance equal to the height of one site-potential tree, or 100 feet slope distance, whichever 
is greatest;  
(e) for watersheds not identified as Priority Watersheds, the area from the edges of the stream channel, 
wetland, landslide, or landslide-prone area to a distance equal to the height of one-half site potential tree, or 
50 feet slope distance, whichever is greatest.  
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Relevant INFISH standards and guidelines to the proposed project are listed below: 
 
From Roads Management 
 
RF-2. For each existing or planned road, meet the RMOs and avoid adverse effects on inland native fish by: 
(4) avoiding sediment delivery to streams from the road surface.  

(a) Outsloping of the roadway surface is preferred, except in cases where outsloping would increase 
sediment delivery to streams or where outsloping is infeasible or unsafe.  
(b) Route road drainage away from potentially unstable stream channels, fills, and hillslopes.  

 
From Fire/Fuels Management 
 
FM-1. Design fuel treatment and fire suppression strategies, practices, and actions so as not to prevent 
attainment of RMOs (Riparian Management Objectives), and to minimize disturbance of riparian ground 
cover and vegetation. Strategies should recognize the role of fire in ecosystem function and identify those 
instances where fire suppression or fuel management actions could perpetuate or be damaging to long-term 
ecosystem function or inland native fish. 
 
FM-4. Design prescribed burn projects and prescriptions to contribute to the attainment of the RMOs. 
 
From General Riparian Area Management 
 
RA-2. Trees may be felled in RHCAs when they pose a safety risk. Keep felled trees on site when needed 
to meet woody debris objectives. 
 
RA-3. Apply herbicides, pesticides, and other toxicants, and other chemicals in a manner that does not 
retard or prevent attainment of RMOs and avoids adverse effects on inland native fish.  
 
RA-4. Prohibit storage of fuels and other toxicants within RHCAs. Prohibit refueling within RHCAs unless 
there are no other alternatives. Refueling sites within RHCAs must be approved by the Forest Service or 
Bureau of Land Management and have an approved spill containment plan. 
 
RA-5. Locate water drafting sites to avoid adverse effects to inland native fish and instream flows, and in a 
manner that does not retard or prevent attainment of RMOs. 


