
130 Day Comment Period~ February 14 to June 29, 2020
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Hi. I’m Alice Cohen, Collaboration Specialist for the National Forests in North Carolina.

As many of you are aware, the National Forests in North Carolina have been revising their comprehensive land management plan for the Nantahala and Pisgah National Forests.
We have recently announced the extension of the public comment period to account for the disruptions caused by the covid-19 pandemic. The comment period will now extend to the end of June, 2020.
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To provide some context:

The Nantahala and Pisgah National Forests are among the most visited in the National Forest System with nationally recognized scenic and recreation destinations that are among the region’s greatest economic assets.

The 2 forests are scattered across the 18 western-most counties

Approximately 1.1 million acres.

The plan provides a framework to guide future management of the forests taking into account environmental, economic, and social impacts of activities.

Multiple-use mission: The plan recognizes the multiple uses of the Forest Service mission.
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Places DO Matter.

To better reflect what we heard are the values and important places across the forest, we added a whole chapter  and guidance to the forest plan. 

Geographic Area mini-chapters include a description of restoration and sustainable recreation opportunities, the connections the local communities have to those areas, opportunities to partner with others to get more done and lists places and uses that are important in those areas.

To assure consistency with local land and comprehensive plans, we reviewed 94 county, city, town and regional plans. Common themes included:
Economics related to public lands and their values
Recreation references- greenways, other outdoor rec
Cultural and heritage- FS works to preserve them as well
Natural resources- air quality, soils erosion, water quality, etc
Natural hazards- flooding, erosion, landslides, water quality- rec and water supply; development on steep slopes (leads to landslides, sedimentation, etc)
Protections/Awareness- scenery, aesthetics, ridgelines, natural areas, etc; reference their awareness and more details if needed.
Growth management- may have relevant nuggets
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Over the last several years, we’ve held 48 public meetings. We reached out to all 18 counties and focused meetings with 14 of them. We met with three regional councils of government, local congressional staff, Tribes, scientists, interest groups, and youth. 

We’ve been heavily involved in 3 collaborative groups working toward shared goals for the future of our forests.

We have received an unprecedented amount of public comments and have incorporated numerous innovative management approaches in the plan.

Using public input, we’ve re-written parts of the plan, changed management area boundaries, and added a new chapter about places and uses on each part of the forest. We added and analyzed for a second tier of objectives we may be able to accomplish through partnerships and other outside resources.

Our goal is a broadly supported, fully implementable plan. 
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All action alternatives include:
We currently average approximately 800 acres of timber harvester per year. We are proposing 1600 to 3800 acres harvested per year over the life of the plan, a goal supported by timber interests and environmental interests alike.
We are one of the most visited national forests in the nation. We propose increasing sustainability of our recreation opportunities along with increasing the quality of those experiences.
The proposed plan includes improved forest road conditions and increased access to the forest.
All of which leads to increased jobs across the area.
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The plan revision process has multiple steps and a greater-than-ever emphasis on collaboration under the new Forest Service plan revision guidance.

The first steps are to determine the current status of the resources, identify the issues and needs and 

Collaborate…collaborate…collaborate. 

We have drafted a forest plan with multiple approaches or alternatives to implementing that plan. 

The alternatives examine different ways that management can make progress towards multiple goals and be sensitive to special places.

The Forest Service does not have a preferred alternative because we want to hear from you before we make that decision.

We built alternatives based upon what we heard were shared values to offer win-win solutions and minimize polarization.

Then we are required to analyze how those alternatives effect all of the resources. It’s an incredibly complex process. 

We released the draft plan, environmental analysis and maps in mid February 2020 kicking off a formal comment period.  Soon thereafter the coronavirus pandemic hit and impacted all of our lives and work.

We have now extended the comment period to June 29, 2020- an additional 45 days beyond the original 90 days announced. This extension allows us to adjust our approach to reaching our rural communities and allows interested groups and individuals to review the drafts and offer comments back to us.
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There are numerous references we have created to help folks navigate through what we have proposed. Please see our website for informative and interactive materials from videos, to maps to information on your county and areas of interest.
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The revised plan will increase the pace and scale of restoration.

The revised plan will help generate more jobs and economic development in local communities.

The revised plan will promote sustainable use and enjoyment of our national forests.

We hope you will help us engage our counties and communities. 

We have the opportunity to create healthy, resilient forests for the future. 
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