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1. INTRODUCTION 
The USDA Forest Service (USFS) has prepared this Environmental Assessment (EA) in 
compliance with the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) and other relevant laws, 
regulations, and agency policies. The contents of this EA and the process for public involvement 
follow Council on Environmental Quality and USFS regulations (40 CFR 1500-1508 and 36 CFR 
218 and 220, respectively) as well as guidance in the Forest Service Handbook for NEPA 
procedures (FSH 1909.15). 
This EA describes direction for managing scrub habitat originating in the Revised Land and 
Resource Management Plan for National Forests in Florida (USDA, 1999) (hereafter referred to 
as the “Forest Plan”), identifies the need for action by comparing current and desired conditions, 
presents the proposed action, and discloses potential environmental impacts.  This document 
also includes a Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI) based on evaluating the context and 
intensity of the potential effects disclosed in the analysis. This final EA is accompanied by a 
draft Decision Notice that is subject to a pre-decisional objection process described below. 
Additional project documents and supporting information are available on the project website 
(https://www.fs.usda.gov/project/?project=57808) or upon request from the Ocala National 
Forest’s district offices (contact Jared Nobles, Ocala National Forest Silviculturist at 352-625-
2520 or ronnie.nobles@usda.gov). 
 

Changes from the draft Environmental Assessment 
A draft Environmental Assessment was posted to the project website December 7, 2020 and 
public comments on the project were accepted from December 14, 2020 to January 13, 2021.  
This revised EA incorporates many minor changes to improve readability of the document and 
to address some of the issues raised either by comments or in internal discussions:   

• The description of the proposed action was moved entirely to section 2 to reduce 
repetition.   

• Information regarding the expected implementation timeline was clarified (p. 16)  
• Two alternatives were added that were considered but not analyzed in detail (p. 23-24).  
• The effects analysis has been reorganized to more clearly present information for each 

resource area. 
• The EA and FONSI have been updated to reflect the status of the project since the draft 

EA was made available in December 2020.   

There were no major substantive changes to the proposed action, analysis or conclusions. 
 

Background 
The Ocala National Forest (ONF) was established in 1908 as the first National Forest east of 
the Mississippi River and the southernmost forest in the contiguous 48 states. The ONF now 
covers approximately 385,000 acres in north-central Florida and is managed by the USFS for 
multiple uses including timber production, ecosystem restoration, rare species conservation, 
and providing the public with diverse outdoor recreation opportunities. 

Florida scrub is a unique ecosystem restricted to central Florida sand ridges as well as some 
coastal habitats in Florida and southern Georgia. The defining feature of the ONF is the “Big 
Scrub,” the largest remaining contiguous tract of Florida scrub habitat. Historical accounts of the 

https://www.fs.usda.gov/project/?project=57808
mailto:ronnie.nobles@usda.gov
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region noted the large expanse of scrub on what is now the ONF (Fig. 1), including a description 
as a “great sand-waste area” by an observer shortly after the forest was established (Hill 1916).  

Recent work by the Florida Natural Areas Inventory (FNAI) found that scrub habitats historically 
comprised approximately 230,000 acres of the ONF, which accounts for 60% of the total area of 
the forest.  Although scrub appears barren, it provides habitat for many animal and plant 
species that do not occur in other vegetation types. Typical scrub vegetation includes shrubby 
evergreen oaks, several habitat-specific shrubs and small trees, saw and scrub palmetto 
species, and a sparse cover of herbs and ground lichens with little grass.  Sand pine or south 
Florida slash pine is often present in the canopy layer, with tree density varying according to site 
history and soil productivity.  Short vegetation with patches of bare sand are common in some 
scrub habitats but decrease with vegetation succession and litter accumulation if fire is 
suppressed (Fig. 2).  The ONF scrub is actively managed for a range of habitat conditions and 
resource values according to past activities, current site conditions, and management direction.  

More detailed information about Florida scrub habitats and management may be found in the 
Florida Natural Areas Inventory Guide to the Natural Communities of Florida (FNAI 2010) or in 
the Ecosystems of Florida (Myers 1990). Additionally, the USFS prepared a landscape scale 
assessment of scrub habitat and conditions on the ONF in 2015 (unpublished, but available on 
the website for this project) that summarized relevant historical and scientific studies and 
described conditions of scrub habitat on the forest. 
 

 
 

Figure 1. Excerpt from an 1839 US Army map of Florida describing the features and landscape around the 
current boundaries of Ocala National Forest. Here scrub habitat is described as “oak scrub” or "high rolling 
oak scrub country." 
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Figure 2. Common scrub conditions on the ONF include A) open oak scrub created by sand pine harvest or 
fire and B) mature sand pine scrub where timber harvest and fire have not occurred in 30+ years.  The most 
common successional condition between these two is dense sand pine overtopping scrub oaks. 

 
Purpose and Need for Action 
The purpose of this project is to improve scrub habitat for wildlife that need large openings to 
thrive while providing for timber harvests as described in the Forest Plan.   
The Forest Plan promotes an adaptive approach to management in which proposed activities 
incorporate experiences from past actions as well as new information related to natural resource 
conditions (USDA,1999a, p. 1.1). The Forest Plan has been amended 12 times, and five of 
those amendments deal directly with scrub management on the ONF. The Forest Plan, Final 
Environmental Impact Statement, and Amendments are available on the NFFL website 
(https://www.fs.usda.gov/land/florida/landmanagement) or upon request. Several Forest Plan 
goals and objectives are directly related to scrub management (USDA 1999a, p. 2.4-2.5): 

Goal 6. Maintain, or where necessary, restore ecosystem composition, structure, and 
function within the natural range of variability in all ecosystems, with emphasis on 
longleaf-pine wiregrass, sand pine-oak scrub, pine flatwoods, hardwood/cypress, oak 
hammock ecosystems, and other imperiled specialized communities. 

Goal 8. Conserve and protect important elements of diversity—such as endangered and 
threatened species habitat, declining natural communities, and uncommon biological, 
ecological, or geological sites. 

Goal 9. Manage for habitat conditions to recover and sustain viable populations of all 
native species, with special emphasis on rare species.   

Objective 9. Maintain a dynamic system of at least 45,000 to 55,000 acres of habitat 
capable of supporting scrub-jays Forest-wide on the Ocala NF.  The 10-year population 
objective is 742 to 907 groups.   

https://www.fs.usda.gov/land/florida/landmanagement
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Objective 19. Regenerate between 39,000 and 41,000 acres of sand pine on the Ocala 
NF. (Note: this objective is for a 10-year period) 

The Forest Plan also established Management Areas (MAs) for geographic areas with similar 
resources, desired conditions, and management direction. Approximately 87% of the ONF’s 
historical scrub habitat has been assigned to either Management Area (MA) 8.2 – “Sand pine, 
mixed regeneration, moderate openings” (153,333 ac.) or MA 8.4 – “Scrub-jay management 
area” (47,113 ac.; Figure 3).  Most of the remaining scrub habitat is within the Juniper Prairie 
Wilderness or Pinecastle Bombing Range. Management of scrub in MAs 8.2 and 8.4 occurs 
through timber harvest, mechanical vegetation reduction (e.g., roller-chopping, mowing), sand 
pine regeneration (only in MA 8.2), and prescribed fire. Implementation of these activities have 
generated and maintained a mosaic of different aged scrub patches across the forest. This 
project contains proposed activities that occur only within MA 8.2. The ONF has been 
implementing scrub management projects under this direction since the Forest Plan was 
authorized in 1999. Forest Plan Amendments have changed management direction to facilitate 
timber harvests in MA 8.2 to more effectively meet Objective 19, which both produces forest 
products and the resulting open habitat conditions that benefit Florida scrub-jays and other rare 
species (e.g., gopher tortoise, southeastern kestrel, indigo snake, scrub lizard, sand skink and 
several rare plants).  
Amendment 12 substantially increased the area of MA 8.4, which is managed primarily for open 
scrub, and will result in a forest-wide increase in these conditions.  Hinchee and Garcia (2017) 
describe past and current sand pine management on the ONF, including integration with rare 
species habitat. Despite the increased acreage of MA 8.4, timber harvest in MA 8.2 will continue 
to meet forest plan objectives and goals by providing wood products and creating large 
temporary patches of open scrub habitat throughout the forest. The desired conditions and 
management direction for MA 8.2 can be found in the Forest Plan (USDA 1999a, p. 4.45-4.47) 
and related Forest Plan Amendments (see Appendix A). 
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Figure 3. Scrub management areas (MA 8.2 and MA 8.4) on the ONF in relation to this project. 
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Figure 4. Suitable Florida scrub-jay habitat on the Ocala National Forest (total = 39,281 ac). 

 

The purpose of this project is to improve scrub habitat for wildlife that need large 
openings to thrive while providing for timber harvests as supported by the Forest Plan. 
Although the Forest Plan provides a framework for management and decision making 
that complies with the National Forest Management Act and other laws and 
regulations, it does not authorize any specific activities to occur in any specific 
locations.  Instead, the ONF manages forest resources by developing projects – such 
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as this one – to implement the Forest Plan.  Projects are usually developed to either 
address specific resource needs or concerns (e.g., post-hurricane salvage activities or 
endangered species habitat improvement) or to address general recurring 
management needs in an area of the forest.  This project is in the latter category; 
although the USFS has conducted a variety of activities in the Southwest Scrub project 
area in the past, many stands in the project area have not been recently evaluated 
against desired conditions and management direction in the Forest Plan. 

Comparing current conditions of suitable Florida scrub-jay habitat and sand pine 
regeneration to the desired conditions described in Forest Plan Objectives 9 and 19, 
along with direction for managing MA 8.2, clearly identifies the need for action in this 
project area. Forest-wide, there are currently 39,281 acres of sand pine or oak scrub 
that is considered to be suitable nesting habitat for Florida scrub-jays (i.e., 3-12 years 
after harvest or fire; see Fig. 4). This is slightly below the desired level of at least 
45,000 to 55,000 acres of suitable Florida scrub-jay habitat described in Forest Plan 
Objective #9. In fact, without the wildfires in Juniper Prairie Wilderness and Hopkins 
Prairie, as well as the open conditions on the Pinecastle Range, there would be 
substantially less suitable Florida scrub-jay habitat than desired. 
Sand pine is a fast-growing tree that is commercially viable beginning at 25-30 years 
old and senesces rapidly after ~60-70 years (Outcalt 1997, Sekerak and Hinchee 
2001).  In the past 16 years (2004-2019), the average annual sand pine harvest has 
been 2,664 ac, somewhat below the annual target objective of 3,900 to 4,100 ac 
(extrapolated from to 10-year target in Forest Plan Objective #19).  Most of the 
harvested stands have been artificially reseeded approximately one year after harvest, 
though some reseed naturally while others are converted to oak scrub.  The acreage of 
timber-associated management activities in the ONF’s sand pine stands have 
historically varied among years depending on the wood pulp market, the distribution 
and availability of stands appropriate for harvest and the incidence of natural disasters 
(e.g., wildfire or hurricanes) that are followed by salvage harvest (Fig. 5). 

 

 
Figure 5. Historical management activities in scrub habitat on the Ocala National Forest. 
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After the reassignment of over 50,000 acres of MA 8.2 to MA 8.4 in Forest Plan 
Amendment 12, it was estimated that achieving the ~4,000 ac/year harvest for Forest 
Plan Objective #19 would require managing the remaining sand pine stands in MA 8.2 
on a 35-40 year rotation.  This would produce an age distribution with approximately 
equal acreage of ages 0-40 year in MA 8.2, with substantially less area older than 40 
years (~10% of the total, as described in the Forest Plan desired conditions for MA 
8.2).  However, the current forest-wide age distribution of scrub habitat in MA 8.2 
shows that this management regime has not been achieved (Fig. 6).  There are 
approximately 95,000 acres of stands – nearly two-thirds of the 153,333 acres of scrub 
within MA 8.2 – at a commercially viable age and tens of thousands of acres that are 
older than the desired rotation age. 
 

 
Figure 6. Age distribution of scrub stands in MA 8.2 on the Ocala National Forest 

 

In summary, achieving Forest Plan goals and objectives, as well as working toward the 
desired conditions of MA 8.2, requires frequent and large-scale harvest of mature sand 
pine timber across the ONF.  The Forest Plan explicitly links open scrub habitat 
creation and sand pine harvest – they are both purposes of this project.  Implementing 
these activities at the project level requires selecting stands proposed for harvest 
based on a range of criteria including age, proximity to other stands in a range of 
vegetation conditions, operability for harvest and the project- and forest-level sand pine 
age distribution compared to desired conditions.  The process of stand selection is 
described for this project in section 2 below. 

The Southwest Zone Scrub project encompasses about 58,000 ac in the southwestern 
section of the Ocala National Forest, of which 53,612 acres is managed by the USFS 
(the rest is private or water).  Most of the project area is scrub habitat and has been 
designated as either MA 8.2 (38,686 ac) or MA 8.4 (10,488 ac). These areas do not 
exactly match because a small number of scrub stands are located in different 
Management Areas, and MA 8.2 and 8.4 contain some stands of other vegetation 
types. Over the past 10 years, resource activities within the project area include post-
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fire timber salvage, timber harvesting, prescribed burning, reforestation activities (site 
preparation, sand pine seeding), scrub oak regeneration, road construction or 
maintenance, road designations, road closures, wetland restoration, non-motorized 
trails maintenance and motorized trails maintenance. The age distribution of scrub 
habitats in the Southwest Zone Scrub project area is similar to the forest-wide 
distribution, particularly in MA 8.2 (compare Figs. 6 and 7). 

 

 
Figure 7. Age distribution of scrub stands in the Southwest Zone Scrub project, divided by Management 
Area.   

 

Temporary openings (i.e., stands 5 years old or less) account for approximately 12% of 
the area of MA 8.2 in the Southwest Zone Scrub project (4,578 ac. out of 38,686 ac.) 
and none are located south of Forest Road 14 in the southernmost compartments in 
the project area.  Stands totaling 5,734 ac. (~15% of the total) are within the optimal 3-
12 year age range for Florida scrub-jay habitat, but well over half of the Southwest 
Scrub project area is at a commercially viable age (22,321 ac.) and 9,682 ac. (25% of 
the total) is currently over 40 years old.  Similar to the forest-wide need for 
management described above, achieving forest plan desired conditions for MA 8.2 
within the project area and contributing to Forest Plan goals and objectives requires 
harvesting older age classes of sand pine (i.e., >25yr) followed by stand regeneration 
through roller-chopping, prescribed fire and seeding.  

Several recent projects have authorized or implemented timber harvest in MA 8.4 
within the Southwest Zone Scrub project area.  Based on these recent or already 
approved activities, and the high proportion of young scrub stands (approximately half 
of scrub stands in MA 8.4 are 15yr old or younger), no additional timber harvest or 
open scrub maintenance was identified to meet project-level conditions of MA 8.4. 
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Public Involvement 
Disclosing the environmental effects of federal actions and considering public comments 
are the primary requirements of the National Environmental Policy Act.  We provided 
interested parties with project information through mail, email, and documents posted to 
the public website at https://www.fs.usda.gov/project/?project=57808.  USDA Forest 
Service regulations for implementing NEPA and the Administrative Procedure Act (36 
CFR 220 and 218) require multiple formal opportunities for public involvement during the 
decision making process, as described below. 

Scoping is the first opportunity for public involvement, during which the agency 
requests comments from potentially interested or affected parties regarding a 
broad range of issues related to the project, including effects of the proposed 
action.  Scoping methods may be formal (i.e., a designated comment period) or 
informal and are selected according to project complexity and level of public 
interest.  The results of scoping are used to clarify public involvement methods, 
refine issues, select an interdisciplinary team, establish analysis criteria, and 
explore possible alternatives and their probable environmental effects.  The 
methods and degree of the scoping effort undertaken for a given project vary 
depending on scope and complexity of the project. A scoping period for this 
project was provided from March 16 to April 10, 2020.  Four comments were 
received and considered in preparing the analysis in this EA; these comments 
are in the project record. In response to scoping comments, the proposed action 
was refined to include mitigation for Florida Black Bear by establishing “leave 
areas” to allow for denning habitat and escape cover for other species (Appendix 
B, criterion 7) and the potential effects of the project on black bears were 
discussed with experts and analyzed in the EA. 
A 30-day notice and comment period is announced when a draft EA is 
available.  The public and other interested or affected parties are invited to 
provide specific written comments that are within the scope of the project and 
address project procedures or analysis in the draft EA.  For this project, a legal 
notice announcing the 30-day opportunity to comment was published in the Daily 
Commercial (Leesburg, FL) on December 14, 2020.  The legal notice was 
preceded by a letter sent to the forest mailing list on December 3, 2020 that 
contained more detailed information about the project and described the 
upcoming opportunity to comment.  Several project documents, including the 
draft EA as well as a draft Biological Assessment and Biological Evaluation, were 
available on the project website before the legal notice was published, and the 
Dec. 3 letter provided contact information for the project.  One comment was 
received; the comment raised several issues related to adequacy of the NEPA 
process and analysis and disagreed with the proposed action based on potential 
consequences to Florida black bears and Florida scrub-jays.  Several changes 
were made to the EA based on comments, including consideration of two 
alternatives that were not analyzed in detail and clarification of several sections. 
A 45-day objection period is announced in a legal notice when a revised EA 
and draft Decision Notice are available.  During the objection period, the public 
may formally express concerns regarding the project analysis and decision and 
the USFS conducts an administrative review based on the objection issues. 
Eligibility to object is granted by previous submission of specific written 
comments during a designated comment period (i.e., scoping or the 30-day 
comment period for the draft EA), unless the focus of the objection is information 
not available at earlier stages of the project.  This is the current stage of public 

https://www.fs.usda.gov/project/?project=57808
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involvement for this project; information on the objection procedures are 
available on the project website. 

This final EA and FONSI and the draft Decision Notice are now available, and a legal notice will 
be published in the Daily Commercial (Leesburg, FL) to initiate a 45-day objection period 
pursuant to 36 CFR 218.  The notice will be posted to the project website and the opportunity to 
object will also be sent to interested parties on the project mailing list.  
Objections will only be accepted from those who have previously submitted specific written 
comments regarding the proposed project during a designated comment period in accordance 
with 36 CFR § 218.5(a). For this project, that includes comments during the scoping period from 
March 16 to April 10, 2020 as well as the 30-day comment period from December 14, 2020 to 
January 13, 2021.  Issues raised in objections must be based on previously submitted, timely, 
and specific written or substantive formal comments regarding the proposed project, unless 
based on additional information arising after the designated comment opportunities. Objections 
must be submitted within 45 calendar days following the publication of the legal notice; the 
publication date in the newspaper of record is the exclusive means for calculating the time to file 
an objection and the time to file an objection may not be extended.  
Objections should contain the name, address and (if possible) phone number of the objector 
and a clear description of the aspects of the proposed action for which additional review is 
requested. All objections will be part of the public record for this project, subject to federal 
privacy protection laws. The objection reviewing official for this project is Kelly Russell, Forest 
Supervisor for the National Forests in Florida.  
Objections should be submitted by mail or email at the following addresses:  
 
Mail:  Kelly Russell 

Forest Supervisor 
 National Forests in Florida  
 325 John Knox Road, Ste. F-100  
 Tallahassee, FL 32303  
 
Email: objections-southern-florida@usda.gov  
 
Electronic comments must be submitted in a common digital format, such as an email message 
or attachment in plain text (.txt), rich text format (.rtf), pdf or Microsoft Word (.doc, .docx). Please 
state “Southwest Zone Scrub Project” in the subject line when providing electronic comments, or 
on the envelope when replying by mail. 
If an objection is received, notice of an objection resolution meeting will be posted on the 
National Forests in Florida website. 
 

 

mailto:objections-southern-florida@usda.gov
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2. PROPOSED ACTION AND ALTERNATIVES 
This section provides a detailed description of the proposed action, including the specific 
methods that would be used to implement the activities.  This section also describes how the no 
action alternative was considered and identifies alternatives that were eliminated from further 
consideration. 

Proposed Action 
The Forest Service proposes to harvest and reforestation activities on ~4,000 acres of 
sand pine with the associated benefit creating open scrub habitat for the Florida scrub-
jay and other scrub endemic species (Fig. 8).  Specific activities include the following:  
commercial harvesting of sand pine (Pinus clausa) and crooked wood (Lyonia 
ferruginea), road reconstruction and maintenance, mechanical treatments such as 
roller-chopping or mowing, prescribed burning, and sand pine reforestation. The project 
team also recognized a need to decommission one mile of Forest Road 14-2.6 within 
the Southwest Zone Scrub area to protect sensitive wetland habitat (Fig. 9). 

Forest management  
• Harvest ~3,522 acres of sand pine and crookedwood.  After harvest, the stands would 

be prepared for reforestation (through roller-chopping, fire, or both) and then seeded 
with sand pine. 

• Harvest ~148 acres of sand pine and crookedwood.  These stands are in a no-plow 
zone and would not be roller-chopped or burned, allowing natural sand pine 
regeneration. 

• Prepare ~239 acres for reforestation (through roller-chopping, fire, or both) and seed 
with sand pine.  This area has no merchantable sand pine. 

 
Road management 
• Reconstruct ~20 miles of existing road to support forest management and access 

• Maintain ~15 miles of existing road to support forest management and access 

• Decommission ~1 mile of FR 14-26 within a wetland area for resource protection 
 
Design criteria developed by the project team to avoid or reduce environmental impacts are part 
of the proposed action and are found in Appendix B. 
Harvest units in the proposed project could be sold and harvested starting in the 
summer of 2021, with a target completion date within 5 years of the project decision.  
This would assure that the open scrub habitat resulting from sand pine harvest would 
be suitable for Florida scrub-jays as adjacent habitat quality wanes.  However, project 
implementation time can vary based on when the harvest units are sold, and the buyer 
then may harvest any time during the 3-year contract period, which may be extended 
for adverse weather or other factors.  Post-harvest site preparation (chopping, fire) and 
reseeding usually occur 3-5 years after the timber sale.   
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Figure 8. Project area (58,000 acres/portions of 40 compartments) and proposed treatment areas. 
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Figure 9. Proposed road decommissioning and nearby proposed treatment areas. 
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Detailed description of activities 
Harvest and reforestation – Approximately 4,000 acres 
Harvest of sand pine would be accomplished using different types of heavy equipment 
such as rubber-tired feller-bunchers, rubber-tired grapple skidders, knuckle boom loaders, 
and semi-trucks/trailers. This equipment is widely used across Florida and is the main 
method for harvesting and hauling the logs to the mill. Trees would be cut by the feller-
buncher, laid on the ground, and then the grapple skidder picks up the logs and drags 
them to the log landing to be loaded onto logging trucks (Fig. 10). 

 
Figure 10. Commonly used logging equipment on the Ocala National Forest 

 

Site preparation, reforestation, and wildlife habitat enhancement would be 
accomplished with heavy equipment and prescribed burning after harvest is completed. 
A tracked or rubber-tired dozer/ skidder is used to pull two drum choppers (also known 
as a double drum chopper). This equipment crushes and breaks up woody debris, 
stems, and roots creating bare ground for the seeds to fall in. Chopping is also used to 
aid in applying prescribed fire to the harvest unit by arranging the fuel closer to the 
ground instead of leaving it standing. Laying the fuel down gives prescribed fire 
managers greater ability to control fire within the burn unit (Fig. 11). A dozer with a 
plow would be used to establish control line around the harvest/burn unit before a 
prescribed fire. After chopping and/or burning a rubber-tired tractor is used to pull a 
scrub seeder that sows seed across the unit (Fig. 12). 
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Figure 11. Application of prescribed fire after sand pine harvest. 

 

 

 

  
Figure 12. Techniques and equipment used for site preparation and reforestation  

Road Maintenance (15 mi.), Reconstruction (20 mi.) and Decommissioning (1 mi.) 
Road maintenance and reconstruction would be accomplished by using heavy equipment such 
as dozers, road graders, roller and dump trucks. Road work such as grubbing, clearing 
vegetation back from the road, dumping and spreading of clay and lime rock are done to 
improve existing roads (Fig. 13). Road decommissioning activities use a wide variety of heavy 
equipment like dozers, track hoes, bobcats with a grapple, and dump trucks. During road 
decommissioning, the compaction in the roadbed is broken up and surrounding vegetation is 
transferred to the decommissioned roadbed to promote establishment of native plant species. 
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Figure 13. Routine road work on timber sales and regularly used forest roads 

 
Harvest Stand Selection (Condition Based Management model) 
The ONF is broken up into three levels of forest management units. The first level of 
management unit is the Management Area. For this EA, the two most relevant Management 
Areas are the two that pertain to scrub habitat (MA 8.2 and MA 8.4), which together account for 
over 200,000 acres of the forest. The second management unit level is the compartment. There 
are about 300 compartments on the Ocala National Forest. Compartments are delineated based 
on vegetation/ecosystem type and natural/man-made boundaries. Compartments are comprised 
of stands, the third management unit level. Stands vary in size and shape but are no smaller 
than 10 acres. The Forest Service conducts land management activities at the stand level, 
though stands may be combined in scrub to create larger patches of open habitat.  

For this EA, MA 8.2 and 8.4 were divided into four zones (Northwest, Northeast, Southeast, and 
Southwest). Adding an additional forest management unit ensures that: 1) land management 
activities at the project level are focused in a particular region of the Forest; and 2) projects 
rotate across the Forest. The sizes of the four zones are based on past scrub timber harvest 
project sizes (Table 2). 

Table 1. Past, present and potential future timber harvest areas throughout the Ocala National Forest 

Project Name Project Year Project Size (Acres) 

Hog Valley Scrub EA 2011 66,000 

19&40 Scrub EA 2013 53,000 

Central Scrub EA 2014 41,000 

North 40 Scrub EA  2017 60,000 

Southwest Zone Scrub  2020 58,000 

Northeast Zone Scrub Future 54,000 
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Northwest Zone Scrub Future 56,000 

Southeast Zone Scrub Future 44,767 

 
Sand pine stand selection for harvest is achieved through a combined effort of using Condition 
Based Management Modeling (CBM) to identify a large group of merchantable harvest stands 
and then using an interdisciplinary team to select among eligible stands to identify a smaller 
subset of proposed harvest stands based on input from various subject matter experts on the 
project team. The process of selecting proposed harvest stands from all merchantable stands in 
the project area considers a combination of silvicultural, operational, and ecological factors.  
The CBM model is based on stand age (eligible stands are greater than 25 years old; stands 55 
years or older are often emphasized due to volume loss), stand location relative to suitable or 
waning Florida scrub-jay habitat, and the economic feasibility of a timber sale (proximity to 
roads and geographic grouping of proposed harvest units for efficiency in timber operations). 
The CBM begins by using geographic information systems (GIS) to produce two groups of 
stands to consider for harvest. The first group identifies eligible stands near scrub habitat that is 
decreasing in habitat quality for Florida scrub-jays. This approach aims to create new scrub-jay 
habitat near areas where habitat is “aging out” (i.e., approaching 10-12 years or more since the 
last harvest). The second group identifies eligible stands near existing scrub habitat for Florida 
scrub-jays This approach allows us to increase the habitat opening while providing for different 
ages of scrub habitat. A third group is also generated that contains stands that occurred in both 
groups. 
The biggest advantage to using the CBM model is it allows the USFS to focus on areas in need 
of harvest for multiple objectives. Once the GIS process to identify candidate stands for harvest 
is completed, members of the project team representing forestry, silviculture, wildlife biology, 
aquatic ecology, hydrology, archaeology, recreation, and fire ecology disciplines discuss the 
stands individually to develop a proposed action. Site visits to eligible stands are often 
conducted during this process to gain on-the-ground information. The end product would be a 
selection of harvestable stands that meet multiple objectives and goals of the ONF. 

 
No Action  
A separate “no action” alternative does not need to be evaluated in detail as long as the 
analysis of the proposed action clearly contrasts the impacts of the proposed action with the 
current condition and expected future condition if the proposed action were not implemented (36 
CFR 220.7(b)(2)(ii)).  Under the no action alternative, current vegetative conditions and trends in 
the project area would continue. Resources would largely remain in the conditions described in 
Chapter 3 (the Affected Environment) and in the Forest Plan, though natural processes such as 
vegetation succession would continue. Habitat value of the project area would continue to 
decline, and the area would not meet the desired conditions of MA 8.2. 

 
Alternatives Considered but Eliminated from Detailed Study 
The Forest Service’s regulations for implementing NEPA state that Environmental Assessments 
may analyze only the proposed action and may proceed without consideration of additional 
alternatives if there are no unresolved conflicts (36 CFR 220.7(b)(2)(i)).  Unresolved conflicts 
are defined as potential alternative uses of available resources rather than disagreement with 
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the proposed action of its potential effects by an external party.  For this project, the Forest Plan 
provides sufficiently clear direction to resolve many questions regarding management of forest 
resources.  However, we also considered the following alternatives that may contribute to some 
forest plan goals and objectives and at least partially meet the purpose and need for action.   

a. No timber sales, mechanical treatments only – Because large sand pine trees are 
present on most of the sites, mechanical treatment would have to be done by large 
expensive mowers. Without prescribed burning the sites after treatment, the large 
amount of fuel created would create a potentially hazardous situation. Additionally, the 
cost of the treatment would be extremely high and under current budget constraints, this 
treatment would not be practical.  This alternative would not meet the Forest Plan 
objective of producing pulpwood projects, though it could potentially meet wildlife 
management objectives if it could be implemented (i.e., if sufficient funding was 
available, which is unlikely). 
 

b. No timber sales, prescribed burning only - Stands with larger sand pines could be 
burned using a stand replacement burn method. Under current staffing levels and the 
short burning season for safe execution of stand replacement burning, it would take over 
ten years to carry out this project. As discussed above, the Forest Service needs to 
complete this project within approximately 5 years to meet the desired conditions for 
sustained timber harvest in the project area and meet the habitat needs of the Florida 
scrub-jay. Additionally, shifting resources to burn these areas would reduce our ability to 
burn scrub-jay management areas and other scrub that requires the same weather 
conditions for safer fire operations. Cost of treatment would be much higher than 
allowing timber sales to create openings.  This alternative would not meet the Forest 
Plan objective of producing pulpwood projects, though it could potentially meet wildlife 
management objectives if it could be implemented (i.e., if sufficient funding was 
available, which is unlikely). 
 

c. No harvest during Florida black bear denning season – This potential alternative was 
suggested in a comment received during the 30-day comment period on the draft EA.  
Specifically, the commenter suggested that the Forest Service should avoid harvesting 
mature sand pine stands during the Florida black bear denning season (approximately 
mid-December to mid-April) to reduce the potential for disturbing or harming Florida 
black bear sows and young cubs.  The commenter also suggest that prescribed fire and 
chopping should not occur during this time, but the areas proposed for prescribed fire 
would be recently harvested stands that are not suitable for black bear denning.  
Although this alternative could potentially achieve many project objectives, it would 
substantially delay implementation because harvest operations are usually slow (8-10 
acres/day) and already require several months to completely harvest large stands.  
Additionally, weather conditions during this period are often favorable for timber harvest.  
Given the large size of this project area, limiting harvest during the one-third of the year 
that is generally suitable for harvest operations could delay implementation of the project 
by multiple years, which would then affect both this and other projects.  Although harvest 
during other seasons may reduce the possibility of disturbing denning black bears, it 
may have increased effects on other plants and animals due to higher activity and 
reproductive seasons in the warmer months.  Moreover, if the suggested change is 
included in the authorized activities, it would constitute a modification to the proposed 
action and does not require detailed analysis as a separate alternative since the effects 
would generally be similar to and within the scope of analysis for the proposed action.  
Florida black bears do not receive any special protection by federal or state laws and the 
effects of this project on bears are disclosed below.   
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d. Management of stands to optimize Florida scrub-jay habitat – This potential alternative 
was suggested in a comment received during the 30-day comment period on the draft 
EA.  The commenter noted several ways in which the proposed action may not 
contribute to Florida scrub-jay recovery to the extent possible.  For example, by 
reseeding sand pine stands after harvest, those stands will be suitable scrub-jay 
breeding habitat for a shorter period than if the stands were not seeded.  However, such 
a change would be inconsistent with Forest Plan direction for Management Area 8.2.  
Additionally, the Endangered Species Act does not require that each individual federal 
action contribute optimally to listed species, only that the agency contributes to species 
conservation and recovery (i.e., compliance with ESA Sect. 7(a)(1)) and that individual 
activities are consulted on and do not jeopardize the continued existence of the species 
(i.e., compliance with ESA Sect. 7(a)(2)).  Despite not creating and maintaining Florida 
scrub-jay habitat to the extent possible in the project area, the proposed action will 
temporarily increase high-quality habitat in the project area by several thousand acres 
and implementation is not likely to adversely affect the species.  The effects of the 
project were documented in a Biological Assessment and the US Fish and Wildlife 
Service concurred with the determination.  It may be possible to modify the proposed 
action to reduce or delay seeding in harvested stands, but this change would not require 
detailed analysis as a separate alternative since the effects would generally be similar to 
and within the scope of analysis for the proposed action.   

In summary, these alternatives were considered but not fully analyzed due to one or more of the 
following factors: they do not comply with Forest Plan direction, they do not address the purpose 
and need for the project, or the changes from the proposed action could be achieved through a 
modified proposed action authorized in the project decision.      
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3. ENVIRONMENTAL CONSEQUENCES 
The resource analysis area for the Southwest Zone Scrub project includes about 58,000 acres 
across 40 compartments. The forest cover of the analysis area is predominantly sand pine and 
scrub oak. Over the past 10 years, land management activities within the analysis area have 
included fire salvage, timber harvesting, prescribed burning, site preparation, sand pine 
reforestation, scrub oak regeneration, road reconstruction and maintenance, road designation, 
road closures, and maintenance of motorized and non-motorized trails.  
Spatial and temporal bounds were established for the effects analysis of each resource by 
estimating how far away and how long effects may persist. Direct effects occur at the same time 
and place as an action. Indirect effects occur at a later time and/or different location. The 
cumulative effects analysis evaluated direct and indirect effects that may overlap within this 
project, as well as those that may overlap with the effects of other projects (past, present, and 
reasonably foreseeable) within the same spatial and temporal bounds.  This EA and the 
appended Biological Assessment (BA) and Biological Evaluation (BE) were based on a review 
of relevant scientific information. 

The Final Environmental Impact Statement for the Forest Plan (i.e., the FEIS; USDA 1999b) 
provided detailed analysis of the effects of implementing the plan; projects that are consistent 
with Forest Plan direction generally will result in environmental effects within the scope of those 
already analyzed in the Forest Plan FEIS and the analysis conducted for Forest Plan 
amendments. 

Effects on the Physical Environment 
Soil Productivity  

The vast majority of the analysis area has soil in the Astatula series. This soil is low in fertility, 
clay and organic matter, excessively drained, and not prone to compaction. Soils are described 
in the FEIS (p. 3-6). A comparison of soil loss and sediment yield rates with tolerable soil loss 
rates shows that soil loss from NFF lands falls within acceptable limits. The spatial scale for the 
soils analysis was set as the stands included in the proposed action alternative, as well as the 
haul roads and adjacent few feet. The temporal scale was set at three to eight years, because 
most of the actions that affect soils would take place within this period. 

Timber harvesting activities such as felling, skidding, and piling (especially at log landings) 
would cause some soil movement and increase erosion potential. Movement is expected to be 
slight as the soils impacted are sands and have little slope. Compaction risk is low on these 
coarse sands where harvesting is proposed. Effects are short-lived and plant cover is re-
established within a year. No effect is anticipated to overall soil fertility nor are any changes in 
nutrient cycling anticipated. Mechanical treatment by roller chopping would cause some soil 
movement and minor erosion. The chopper blades do not turn the soil or alter the soil layers, 
but slice into the ground under the weight of the rolling drum. This method would not cause 
nutrient displacement or compaction, though chopping does incorporate biomass into the soil for 
better nutrient release. Effects are noticeable for approximately 3-6 years. Overall risk to soil 
productivity is minimal. 
Prescribed burning has both favorable and unfavorable effects on soil depending on the type and 
intensity of the burn. Favorable effects are the temporarily enhanced nutrient availability and 
phosphorus cycling. Adverse effects are caused directly by soil heating, soil erosion, and nutrient 
loss. Soil erosion and nutrient leaching occur indirectly during rainstorms and cause small nutrient 
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losses. Burning is expected to partly consume the litter and duff on most of the area. Soil biota is 
reduced from soil heating but quickly recovers. Soil erosion would be minor since soil types are 
Astatula and Paola sands which have a low potential erodibility and since slopes in area proposed 
for burning average just 2-3%. We expect a minor loss of 3-5 lbs./acre of nitrogen from soil 
leaching and between 300-350 lbs./acre of nitrogen may be released as gas from slash, litter, or 
duff, and topsoil. Other soil nutrients are little affected. (For additional information, refer to: EIS 
for Vegetation Management in the Coastal Plains pages IV-80 through IV-86). 
The proposed road maintenance activities are re-surfacing with some reshaping of existing 
drainage ditches. These actions prevent erosion that would occur from logging trucks hauling 
timber products on forest roads. Reconstruction activities occur only on existing surfaced roads. 
There may be some off-site movement of newly laid surfacing material within a few feet of the 
road but well within the road corridor. For a short period after ditch reshaping, heavy rains may 
cause some off-site soil movement. Overall changes to road system would not impact soil 
resources. 
Cumulative effects from harvesting that occur in adjacent and nearby stands over time would 
not be adverse as the quick vegetative response to harvesting is less than a year and erosion 
potential on these type soils is low. Cumulative effects are negligible as the amount of soil 
exposed by chopping is very small and recovery time is less than a year. Including this project, 
about 1,500-3,000 acres are chopped on the Ocala National Forest each year, which represents 
less than 1% of the total acreage on the Forest. Cumulative effects from burning would not be 
adverse due to quick vegetative response after burning, low erosion potential of the soils, and 
the inherent infertility of scrub soils. Each year several hundred and up to 1,000 acres are 
burned after timber harvest on the Ocala National Forest. These areas are scattered over the 
380,000-acre National Forest. 

Water Quality  

Lakes on the ONF are usually clear (though sometimes darkened by tannic acid from 
surrounding swamps), acidic, and naturally low in phosphorus. The ONF is bounded by the St. 
Johns and Ocklawaha rivers and has over 600 lakes and ponds.  Sinkhole ponds are common. 
This project falls within the Ocklawaha (Hydrologic Unit Code 03080102) sub-basin watershed. 
The only water resources within the project area are located in Compartments 216, 278, and 
298. The spatial scale for the water quality analysis was set as the   stands included in the 
proposed action alternative, nearby adjacent water bodies, and haul roads. The temporal scale 
was set at three to eight years. 

Sediment may be produced during timber harvest and chopping treatments. Compartments 216, 
278, and 298 are the only stands near water resources larger than 2 acres. These stands would 
be protected from harvesting and chopping by project design features, following State of Florida 
Silviculture Best Management Practices (BMP) and the following Forest Plan Standards and 
Guidelines (S&Gs): FI-7, FI-8, WA-1, and WA-2. Using these protection standards, no adverse 
effects are anticipated on the water resources. All other stands have no water bodies within or 
adjacent to their boundaries.  
Light intensity prescribed burning would cause little or no erosion.  Moderate intensity burning is 
capable of causing minor erosion, but soil movement out of the burned areas to water is not 
expected. Road maintenance would have a long-term beneficial effect of erosion prevention. 
Road surfacing material may be moved within the immediate construction area but would not 
likely contribute sediment to wetlands or waterways due to the distance from the roads.    
Based on many years of experience with similar actions on similar sites, no adverse effects on 
water resources are expected.   
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Air Quality  
Air quality in the forest is affected slightly by industry, motorized vehicle use, weather, and 
smoke from prescribed fire, wildfire, and debris burning by forest residents.  The Forest Service 
works with state and federal regulatory agencies to assure air quality meets the National 
Ambient Air Quality Standards set by EPA. The state of Florida responded to the Clean Air Act 
with regulations that assure prescribed burning is in compliance with air quality standards. See 
the Forest Plan FEIS (pp. 3-5 and 3-6), and the NFF 2009 Annual Monitoring and Evaluation 
Report for information on air quality.  See Long (1999) and Monroe (1999) for information on 
prescribed burning and air quality.  The spatial scale for the air quality analysis was set as the 
north-central Florida counties of Lake, Marion, Putnam, and Volusia. The temporal scale was 
set at three years, because the actions that affect air quality would take place within this period.   
The air resource may be affected by smoke from prescribed burning.  Forest Service standards 
for optimum burning conditions would limit any adverse effect on air quality.  Effects would be 
short-lived and directed away from major roads, airports and large populated areas. Generally, 
sale units adjacent to State Road 40 would not be burned. Short-term impacts of management 
fires would be projected from a combination of air quality and weather monitoring to calculate 
emissions, smoke transport, and mixing heights. Approval from the Florida Forest Service for air 
quality clearance would be a standard operating procedure for these fires. 
Though cumulative effects could be created from the amount of burning done on the general 
forest area and on adjacent and nearby public lands, no cumulative effects are anticipated 
because State regulations on smoke emissions would reduce the potential for any significant 
effect. 

Effects on the Biological Environment 
The spatial scale of the affected biological environment for this project is the sand pine scrub, 
xeric oak scrub, and embedded scrub pond and prairie habitats of the southwest quadrant of the 
ONF. The project area contains 49,297 acres of these habitat types. The embedded pond and 
prairie habitats are also part of the affected environment as they are surrounded by sand pine 
scrub and oak scrub habitats and may be indirectly affected by the proposed actions. This 
spatial scale was chosen to best describe the potential effects of this project at a larger, 
comprehensive scale while maintaining relevance by not overextending the area analyzed.  

 
Plant communities and vegetation structure 
Scrub habitat on the Ocala NF can be separated into three main categories: xeric oak scrub, 
young sand pine scrub, and mature sand pine scrub. Young sand pine scrub and mature sand 
pine scrub are different successional stages of the same habitat type. Xeric oak scrub is young 
scrub that is managed primarily with fire and has no significant sand pine component. Both 
young sand pine scrub and xeric oak scrub are early successional scrub habitats. These three 
categories differ in their plant species composition and physical structure.  
Xeric oak scrub is the type of scrub associated with Scrub-Jay Management Areas 
(Management Area 8.4). It is characterized by a low shrub layer dominated by oaks, low 
occurrence of sand pine, no significant canopy cover, and scattered areas of open bare ground. 
Many rare, endemic wildlife plant and wildlife species are adapted to the habitat conditions that 
xeric oak scrub provides, including the Florida scrub-jay, sand skink, scrub lizard, and Lewton’s 
polygala.  
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Young sand pine scrub and mature sand pine scrub are associated with timber-regulated 
management (Management Area 8.2). Young sand pine scrub is characterized by moderate to 
high occurrence of young sand pines and a low oak shrub layer. As young sand pines age into 
mature sand pine scrub, they shade out the oak layer, dominate the mid-story, and eventually 
form a canopy (~20-25 years of age). Mature sand pine is characterized by a dense sand pine 
canopy and mid-story of oaks and shrubs. In Management Area 8.2, mature sand pine is 
harvested and later re-seeded with sand pines to ensure that the forest stand produces enough 
sand pine for a viable future harvest. 
Activities proposed in this project would create changes in the structure and successional stage 
of scrub habitat within the proposed stands. The primary changes in the project would occur 
from mature sand pine scrub undergoing harvest and beginning the cycle anew as young sand 
pine scrub after prescribed burning and re-seeding activities. There are no proposed harvest 
stands within Management Area 8.4 in this project, so there would be no mature sand pine 
scrub transitioning to xeric oak scrub.  
Project activities would occur over approximately 3 to 5 years, so as they are implemented over 
this time span, other scrub habitat in the analysis area would experience age-related changes in 
structure and composition. For instance, some forest stands would gradually transition from the 
young sand pine scrub category to the mature sand pine scrub category within this time span as 
they reach the point of canopy closure. 
The proposed actions would mostly occur in mature sand pine scrub.  These stands are 
dominated by sand pines with understories of species such as scrub oaks, rusty lyonia, and 
garberia. Ground cover is low and scattered because of the shade from the canopy. Several 
proposed project stands are included because previous seeding operations did not produce an 
adequate number of sand pine seedlings to ensure a viable future stand for harvest. These 
stands currently do not have a developed sand pine overstory and would instead have a low 
shrub layer dominated by a mix of scrub oaks and sand pines. 
The sand pine and oak scrub ecosystems are further described in the Final Environmental 
Statement for the LRMP, the Biological Evaluation (BE) for the LRMP, and the 2015 Landscape 
Scale Assessment (https://www.fs.usda.gov/project/?project=57808).  
Clearcutting is proposed as the timber harvest method for this project, because experience has 
shown it to be the optimum harvest method for sand pine from both ecological and silvicultural 
perspectives. Sand pine scrub and xeric oak scrub are fire-adapted habitats. The fires that 
typically occurred within the scrub under natural conditions would frequently be high intensity, 
wind-driven fires. Often the result of these fires would be large expanses of young, early 
successional scrub habitat. Clearcutting mimics the openings that would have been created by 
fires. It also provides early successional habitat that is essential for most endemic scrub plants 
and animals. In addition, it is the most successful harvest method to support both artificial and 
natural regeneration in the sand pine scrub.  
Through harvest of mature sand pine, the proposed action would create 23 new openings 
totaling about 3,909 acres of young scrub habitat. This acreage represents about 8% of the 
sand pine scrub habitat in the project area. An opening is defined as a contiguous area of 
multiple stands of different sizes, but each within 0-6 years of stand establishment. Similar 
actions over the last 10 years have modified about 16-20% of this ecosystem forest-wide. After 
harvest and other connected actions (i.e., roller-chopping and prescribed burning) occur, the 
same composition of plant species begins to grow on the site. Harvest generally leaves the oak 
species on site, but the physical disturbance from the harvest operations often crushes or top-
kills the aboveground oak vegetation. Oak species coppice sprout and proliferate after these 
disturbances. 

https://www.fs.usda.gov/project/?project=57808
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Roller-chopping breaks up the coarse woody debris left behind by the harvest operations (i.e., 
“slash”) and also chops up the vegetative material of the oaks. One function of roller-chopping is 
to break down large pieces of wood left over from harvest operations into smaller pieces than 
can either decay more quickly or be consumed more readily by fire. Disturbance from chopping 
also stimulates a growth response in oak species, often creating multiple individual shrubs from 
what was previously one rooted oak individual. This activity can create a thick, uniform oak 
shrub layer in a forest stand if it is not burned after chopping. Chopping can kill some individual 
plants, but this usually requires a “direct hit” to the root system of the plant.  Many endemic 
scrub species have either very long taproots (to help capture nutrients deep in the sandy soils) 
or have rhizomatous growth that allow them to tolerate or even thrive after physical disturbances 
like roller-chopping. A roller-chopping layout that leaves intermittent areas of undisturbed 
vegetation (referred to locally as the “sloppy chop”) is encouraged to promote small-scale 
habitat variability. The “sloppy chop” is a standard reforestation technique developed and 
implemented on the Ocala NF scrub for more than 10 years. Roller-chopping treatments would 
be performed within 18 months of harvest. Some stands may be roller-chopped twice to further 
break down larger pieces of material. 
Seeding or artificial regeneration uses a modified farm tractor to spread sand pine seed on the 
ground. Seeding is usually more successful at achieving desired sand pine stocking levels than 
natural regeneration. Artificial regeneration allows for selective timing for application, and the 
season is limited in which seedlings can germinate and survive the high soil surface 
temperatures of the scrub. The act of seeding produces low levels of mechanical disturbance 
because of the low physical impact and the slow speed of the farm tractor during seeding 
operations. 
Post-harvest prescribed burning consumes woody debris from harvest and chopping operations 
and helps moderate oak re-sprouting by top-killing some individuals throughout the stand.  
Burning simulates the same type of disturbance that naturally occurred on these sites from 
infrequent catastrophic wildfires, although prescribed fire produces a much less intense and 
cooler fire than a catastrophic wildfire.  Fire can also kill or top-kill forb or ground cover species, 
but most scrub species are adapted to fire and possess adaptations such as deep taproots or 
seeds that require the presence of fire. 
Harvest, roller-chopping, and prescribed burning operations would increase sunlight penetration 
to the ground and create an open environment with large patches of bare ground during the 
short-term. After 5-10 years, the seeded sand pines may begin to outgrow the oak shrub layer 
and begin to shade out the oaks and ground cover. Over the long-term, canopy closure of sand 
pine in stands seeded with sand pine would occur and decrease shrub cover and ground cover 
diversity and abundance. Around 30 years after seeding, sand pine stands usually begin to let a 
little more sunlight to the forest floor as the pines begin to space out more as taller trees 
outcompete their neighbors. Vegetation composition often varies throughout the forest stands 
as sand pine density varies due to minor fluctuations in local biotic factors (e.g., rain, 
temperature, topography). 
Cumulative effects related to harvesting, chopping, burning, and seeding sand pine come from 
similar actions being carried out within the affected environment across different years as well 
as similar actions occurring Forest-wide concurrently and over time. Within the affected 
environment, there are 1,272 acres of sand pine harvests that were approved through previous 
decisions but have not yet been implemented. These harvests were part of the Central Scrub 
Project and addressed under the Central Scrub Supplemental Information Report Biological 
Assessment. All 1,272 acres of these previously approved harvests will occur within 
Management Area 8.4. These stands will be harvested within the next 12 months and would be 
managed as xeric oak scrub and would not be reseeded with sand pine. The conversion of 
these stands to a management regime that maintains an early successional state benefits 
endemic scrub plants. As mature sand pine stands in MA 8.4 are harvested over time, there 
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would essentially be a permanent net increase in early successional scrub on the landscape 
that would be bolstered by continued MA 8.2 management. If the amount of early successional 
scrub increases over time, scrub endemic plants would cumulatively benefit from decreased 
distances between metapopulations and possible subsequent increases in genetic diversity. 
Botanical surveys and ecological inventories done in recent years have found the same species 
composition and abundance as had been found in earlier surveys. Several TES plant species 
are common and even abundant on the ONF. It does not appear that any negative cumulative 
effects to plant species has occurred from past similar actions or would occur from the proposed 
actions. 
There are not any anticipated similar actions that would be occurring concurrently outside this 
defined project area during the time period of the proposed action. Future harvesting, chopping, 
burning, and seeding of sand pine would occur in other sections of the Forest over time. Future 
actions would maintain desired amounts of sand pine scrub in different age classes that provide 
early successional sand pine scrub as well as mature sand pine scrub on the landscape. 
Continued harvest in areas recently converted to Management Area 8.4 would, over time, 
cumulatively decrease the amount of mature sand pine scrub and increase the amount of young 
xeric oak scrub on the landscape. Harvest in MA 8.4 areas would occur gradually over time as 
portions of eligible scrub in other Forest zones become the focus of harvest treatments. 
 
Non-native Invasive Plant Species 
Cogon grass, natal grass, and Japanese climbing fern are the three most common non-native 
invasive plant species (NNIS) present in the project area.  These species and other NNIS thrive 
in areas where disturbance removes the canopy layer and allows quick-growing species to 
outcompete the endemic scrub flora.  In order to treat current infestations and prevent the 
spread of NNIS to other parts of the Forest, these species and any others found would be 
treated prior to timber harvest operations.  Surveys would also be conducted after operations to 
ensure treated areas do not re-sprout or to find infestations that may have occurred as a result 
of machinery bringing in NNIS material from off-site areas during project activities.  Design 
features would minimize the potential for introduction and spread of NNIS species. Treatment of 
NNIS is addressed in the 2003 Final Environmental Assessment for Exotic Invasive Plant 
Management. 

 

Federally listed and sensitive plant species 
Four federally listed plant species (Florida Bonamia, Lewton's Polygala, Scrub Buckwheat, and 
Scrub Pigeon Wings) are known to occur or may occur in the project area. A detailed 
assessment of the potential effects of the proposed actions of the Southwest Scrub Project on 
these four Federally listed species is included in the Biological Assessment. Four Regional 
Forester’s sensitive plant species (Sand Butterfly Pea, Sand Stylisma, Giant Orchid, and 
Frullania donnellii, a liverwort species) are associated with scrub habitat and therefore are likely 
to occur in the project area. A detailed assessment of the potential effects of the proposed 
actions of the Southwest Scrub Project on these four sensitive species is included in the 
Biological Evaluation (See Project Website). 
The Biological Assessment determined that the Southwest Scrub Project “may adversely affect” 
the four Federally listed plant species. These effects determinations simply parallel the “may 
[adversely] effect” determinations in the 1999 LRMP and the amended Biological Opinion for the 
Scrub Pigeon Wings. These determinations were reached based on the potential for activities to 
harm or kill individual plants of these species. The Biological Opinion for the 1999 LRMP 
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determined that implementation of the LRMP is not likely to jeopardize the continued existence 
of any of the four plant species identified. All activities in this proposed action are also analyzed 
in the LRMP and thus are covered under the Biological Opinion for the LRMP. 
In summary, the Biological Assessment determined it would be highly unlikely that harvest 
operations would affect these four species because they naturally occur in open conditions and 
would not be likely to occur in mature sand pine stands. Florida Bonamia can occasionally occur 
in mature sand pine stands, but the species is known to readily reappear following disturbance. 
Any negative direct effects on these four species result from the potential for a limited number of 
individuals to be killed by roller-drum choppers during chopping operations. However, all these 
species have adaptations (e.g., deep woody taproots and/or the presence of rhizomes) that limit 
that impact of such physical disturbance. Only a “direct hit” would threaten Scrub Buckwheat or 
Scrub Pigeon Wings individuals, and individual mortality from such encounters would not be 
expected to threaten even the local populations of these plants. 
Project stands would provide short-term (0-10 years) habitat quality until canopy closure 
occurred.  Once canopy closure occurred, habitat quality would decrease for these species until 
the forest stand was harvested again.  Based on many years of experience with similar actions 
on similar sites, the long-term beneficial effects that result from the establishment of young 
scrub openings greatly outweigh the short-term disturbance of vegetation being mechanically 
harvested, chopped and/or burned. 
The effects on the four sensitive species are similar to the effects described above for the 
Federally listed plant species.  There exists a limited amount of risk of harm or mortality to 
individual plants from disturbance, but the number of individuals impacted would not be 
expected to have significant effects at the local level.  Again, the long-term beneficial effects that 
result from the establishment of young scrub openings greatly outweigh the short-term 
disturbance of vegetation being mechanically harvested, chopped and/or burned. 
 

Wildlife (general) and wildlife habitat 
As succinctly summarized in Myers’ (1990) chapter on scrub and high pine, “the structure and 
stage of development of the scrub vegetation has a profound effect on wildlife habitat 
availability”. Species such as the Florida Scrub-Jay, Florida mouse, scrub lizard, sand skink, 
gopher tortoise, southeastern kestrel, common nighthawk, common ground dove, and northern 
bobwhite prefer the low, open vegetation of the xeric oak scrub. Species such as the golden 
mouse, cotton mouse, downy & hairy woodpeckers, red-bellied woodpecker, great crested 
flycatcher, pine warbler, and eastern screech-owl prefer the developed canopy of mature sand 
pine scrub. Any changes in scrub habitat “structure and stage” will, over time, temporarily 
improve habitat quality for some species and decrease habitat quality for others. 
In addition to the effects to wildlife and habitat conditions in general, the effects of the proposed 
action were analyzed for the following wildlife species or categories of species: (a) Federally 
listed (threatened or endangered) species, (b) Regional Forester’s sensitive species, (c) 
migratory birds, and (d) the Florida black bear. These species were selected for analysis based 
on Federal policies and guidance (e.g., Endangered Species Act Section 7 Consultation, 
Migratory Bird Treaty Act, Forest Service Manual), public comments on the initial scoping letter, 
and issues identified by the project interdisciplinary team.  
Immediately following sand pine harvest, the exposed pine seeds would provide food for small 
mammals and ground-foraging birds, such as quail, turkey, and dove. Within a year after project 
completion, these sites would provide browse in the form of new growth from oak species and 
various forbs. Within three years, scrub oak species would produce abundant, seasonally 
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persistent hard mast in the form of acorns. As oak height increases, the scrub would be valued 
as bedding sites by deer or, if dense enough, cover for black bears. 
Young scrub, here available as young sand pine scrub, would provide quality habitat for 
wintering migrant birds such as the palm warbler and yellow-rumped warbler. Harvest areas 
would provide herpetofauna that require early successional scrub (e.g., scrub lizards, sand 
skinks) with habitat from 2-4 years after project completion, until tree growth reduces basking 
sites and prey availability (about 5-10 years). Southeastern kestrels and screech owls would 
move to the one-year old clearcuts and occupy them until thick vegetation made obtaining prey 
difficult (about 5 years). Regeneration areas of the ONF provide important nesting habitat for the 
southeastern kestrel in stands where snags are available. Young scrub would also provide a 
steady source of hard mast for various wildlife species in the form of acorns from the suite of 
scrub oak species. Such areas would provide suitable habitat for gopher tortoises and the many 
species that use their burrows for escape cover or in which to place their own burrows (such as 
the Florida mouse). Early successional scrub would also provide high quality habitat for rodents 
such as the Florida mouse and the various snake species that prey on rodents such as the 
Eastern Coachwhip, Eastern Indigo Snake, and Eastern Diamondback Rattlesnake. Lizard and 
skink species would also benefit from the open canopy and scattered bare ground that would 
temporarily available in the young sand pine scrub.  
Future treatments in other Forest zones on the landscape are anticipated to be similar in 
composition, volume, and intensity as the Southwest Zone project. Harvest levels, in concert 
with continued stand growth and maintenance management (such as burning MA 8.4 stands), 
would maintain a breadth of age classes and scrub habitat types for the wide range of wildlife 
species that use sand pine scrub and xeric scrub habitats. Over next 15-20 years, there would 
be a gradual increase in early successional xeric oak scrub habitat and a gradual decrease in 
mature sand pine scrub as more mature sand pine stands within Scrub-Jay Management Areas 
in Amendment 12 are harvested a final time and managed as xeric oak scrub. The cumulative 
increase in xeric oak scrub would provide a net increase in high quality habitat for the suite of 
rare endemic species that require this habitat type. The cumulative decrease in mature sand 
pine scrub would impact species that use this habitat. However, there would still be enough 
mature sand pine scrub remaining on the landscape to maintain viable populations of species 
that use this habitat during their life cycles. This increase in xeric oak scrub is a step towards 
better representation of this rare habitat type on the Ocala National Forest’s landscape. 
 

Federally Threatened and Endangered Wildlife Species 
Detailed analyses of the potential effects of the proposed project on federally listed species are 
in the Biological Assessment (See Project Website). The Biological Assessment reached 
determinations of “may affect, likely to adversely affect” for the Eastern Indigo Snake and Sand 
Skink, and a determination of “may affect, not likely to adversely affect” for the Florida Scrub-
Jay. With the exception of the Florida Scrub-Jay, the effects determinations are the same as 
those reached in the Biological Assessment conducted for the 1999 Revised Land and 
Resource Management Plan (“Forest Plan”). The effects determination for the Florida Scrub-Jay 
relative to this project differs from that reached in the Forest Plan because there would be no 
disturbance to potentially occupied Scrub-Jay habitat during the proposed project, thus 
removing the source of the adverse effects identified in the LRMP determination. Because the 
effects determinations are the same (or lesser) as those reached in the 1999 Forest Plan, and 
the activities proposed here are as described in the Forest Plan, the Forest Service’s proposed 
activities would be covered by the Biological Opinion issued for the 1999 Forest Plan as part of 
Section 7 consultation requirements. The Forest Service has requested concurrence regarding 
this determination from the US Fish & Wildlife Service. 
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To summarize the Biological Assessment, timber harvest would be unlikely to directly impact 
these three species because mature sand pine scrub is not suitable habitat.  Roller-chopping 
and prescribed burning present minor risk of direct mortality to the Eastern Indigo Snake and 
Sand Skink due to improved conditions immediately post-harvest for the species or their prey. 
The creation of early successional habitat as a result of the proposed action would benefit all 
three species due to increased habitat quality either directly to these species or closely related 
species such as the Gopher Tortoise.  Eventually habitat quality would begin to decrease for 
these species once canopy closure occur as the habitat develops into mature sand pine scrub. 

 
Regional Forester’s Sensitive Wildlife Species 
Detailed analyses of the potential effects of the proposed project on Regional Forester’s 
Sensitive Wildlife Species are in the Biological Evaluation (See Project Website). The Biological 
Evaluation determined that the proposed project may impact individuals but would not be likely 
to result in a trend towards federal listing or loss of viability for the Striped Newt, Gopher Frog, 
Florida Mouse, Sherman’s Fox Squirrel, Gopher Tortoise, Scrub Lizard, Southern Hognose 
Snake, Eastern Diamondback Rattlesnake, Ocala Deepdigger Scarab Beetle, Ocala 
Clawcercus Grasshopper, Sand Butterfly Pea, Sand Stylisma, and Frullania donnellii. The BE 
also determined that the proposed project may provide beneficial impact to the Monarch 
butterfly. 
To summarize the Biological Evaluation, the proposed actions may create or cause the potential 
for direct impacts to species that use mature sand pine scrub, but these impacts would be 
limited to individuals and would not be expected to impact local populations. Species that use a 
wide variety of successional stages of scrub (Southern Hognose Snake, Eastern Diamondback 
Rattlesnake) have a small chance of being directly impacted by activities, but maintaining a 
balance of scrub habitats of varied ages would provide indirect benefit to these species in the 
long term. The young sand pine scrub resulting from project activities would provide short-term 
early successional scrub habitat for species such as the Gopher Tortoise, Florida Mouse, Scrub 
Lizard, Ocala Deepdigger Scarab Beetle, Ocala Clawcercus Grasshopper, Sand Butterfly Pea, 
Sand Stylisma, and Frullania donnellii. Since these species occur in early successional scrub, 
they are unlikely to occur in project stands at the time of disturbance and thus are unlikely to 
experience direct impacts. 

 
Migratory Birds 
Scrub habitats are not widely used by migratory bird species. As Fitzpatrick and Woolfenden 
described, “landbird fauna of peninsular Florida is depauperate, especially in xeric oak scrub” 
(1996). On Lake Wales Ridge scrub habitats, species diversity and overall bird densities were 
higher during winter than summer (Fitzpatrick and Woolfenden 1996). On the ONF the most 
common bird during the breeding season in the scrub – besides the Florida Scrub-Jay – is the 
Eastern Towhee. Summer Tanagers appear occasionally where mature sand pine scrub 
borders young sand pine scrub or xeric oak scrub. To date, there have been no specific 
examinations of scrub habitat use of wintering or stopover habitat by migratory songbird species 
on the Ocala National Forest. However, Forest Service biologists have noted use of young 
scrub habitats in winter (both young sand pine and xeric oak scrub) by Golden-rumped 
Warblers, Palm Warblers, and Ovenbirds. It would be expected that young sand pine scrub 
would provide slightly more abundant food resources in the winter than xeric oak scrub because 
of greater surface area and plant biomass present (from the presence of sand pines) for 
arthropod species to occur.  
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The proposed actions would maintain a mix of mature sand pine scrub, young sand pine scrub, 
and xeric oak scrub across the Southwest Zone Scrub project area. Young sand pine scrub 
would be generated in the short-term, providing breeding habitat (for species such as the 
Eastern Towhee and Brown Thrasher) and additional wintering habitat for the suite of species 
that uses the habitat. A mix of successional states across the landscape would provide a 
breadth of wintering and stopover habitat for migratory bird species. 
 

Florida Black Bear 
Although the Florida black bear is not a Federally listed species, Regional Forester’s Sensitive 
Species, or Management Indicator Species, the potential effects of the project on Florida black 
bear are examined here because the Ocala National Forest’s landscape is important to the 
larger Ocala/St. John’s subpopulation. The Forest Service also received comments regarding 
potential impacts on the Florida black bear during initial scoping. 
Black bears are considered a generalist species based on their omnivory and use of “a wide 
range of habitats varying in importance seasonally and geographically” (Schoen 1990). On the 
Ocala NF, the Florida black bear uses a range of habitats and successional stages throughout 
its life cycle. Figure 14 displays the relevant ecosystems within the southwest zone and parses 
sand pine scrub into three age classes. A review of studies conducted on the Ocala NF show 
two important seasonal relationships for bears relevant to the forest’s scrub habitats: (1) bears 
in general require abundant and diverse food sources in the fall prior to the winter months; and 
(2) female bears that have given birth in the winter prefer dense cover for denning in the late 
winter-early spring.  
Wooding and Hardisky (1994) radiocollared black bears on the Ocala NF and examined home 
ranges, finding that seasonally, bears appeared to use sand pine scrub in proportion to 
availability in the fall, with use gradually ramping up from winter through to the fall. The authors 
concluded that the “shift . . . to sand pine scrub during the late summer and fall corresponded to 
the availability of acorns produced by the abundant dwarf oaks in the scrub.”  
Moyer et al. (2008) found that at the landscape level, summer home ranges of female black 
bears on the Ocala NF included more xeric oak scrub and sand pine forest than expected. 
When they examined summer use patterns within home ranges, female bears preferred these 
two habitats least among the habitats available, perhaps because pine flatwoods and swamp 
habitats produce a greater diversity of food sources in summer. The authors suggest 
“[maintaining] a diversity of habitats” because bears “use food resources from different habitats 
on both a seasonal and annual basis”. 
These studies highlight the importance of having a variety of scrub habitats across the 
landscape for black bears, particularly as a reliable food source in the late summer and fall. The 
oak component within the scrub is an assemblage of species, and thus crop failure by one 
species in a given year can be ameliorated by other species’ acorn crops. 
Florida black bears – especially females having given birth earlier in the winter – require dense 
cover for denning during winter. Garrison et al. (2012) found that among 25 radiocollared female 
black bears on the Ocala NF, “sand pine [scrub] ranked as the most preferred habitat, followed 
by swamp forests and pine flatwoods.” Here sand pine scrub is synonymous with mature sand 
pine scrub as described in this document. Xeric oak scrub was used for denning much less than 
it was available, but this study assigned young sand pine scrub to the xeric oak scrub category 
for analysis, which prevents a direct comparison to the xeric oak scrub occurring within Scrub-
Jay Management Areas. 
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Figure 14. Habitat and age classes relevant to Florida black bear habitat 
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The first examination of the data from this denning study appears in Garrison’s MS thesis 
(2004). In this study, habitat classifications were based on stand data provided by the Forest 
Service and thus did assign xeric oak scrub to its own category. Sand pine scrub was divided 
into three age categories for analysis: stands aged 0 to 7, 8 to 24, and 25 or older. Here 
Garrison did not find “statistical preference or avoidance of specific habitats”. The study found 
slightly more bear dens in xeric oak scrub than expected based on habitat availability, and found 
no dens found in sand pine scrub aged 0 to 7. 
Based on examinations of these data sets, we can safely assume that mature (25+ years old) 
sand pine scrub provides dense enough cover for denning and that bears use it when available. 
Sand pine scrub in the 0-7 age range doesn’t provide enough cover and probably does not get 
used significantly for denning. Sand pine scrub in the 8-24 age range is likely to see some 
denning activity, particularly in the later ages. However, all young sand pine scrub has future 
value for bears as over time it will become mature sand pine scrub.  
The value of xeric oak scrub (i.e., Scrub-Jay Management Areas) for denning is less clear. Ideal 
Scrub-Jay habitat, marked by significant amounts of open bare ground, likely would not provide 
good denning habitat. However, large patches of xeric oak habitat are heterogeneous and as 
many participants of Florida Scrub-Jay surveys on the Ocala NF can attest, burned xeric oak 
scrub can often yield large swaths of continuous, dense, unyielding scrub oaks. Such areas 
could very well serve as suitable denning habitat for bears. During FWC agency review of 
Forest Plan Amendment 12, a lead bear researcher noted that “community was not as important 
as structure” and that female bears seemed to select for a dense midstory and understory 
layers when denning (W. McCown, personal communication). It was also noted that denning did 
not appear to be a limiting factor for the black bear subpopulation at the time. 
FWC review of Amendment 12 also included the suggestion that leaving “small (2-5) acre 
clumps of unburned, untreated rough with dense midstory allowed to survive prescribed burns 
or treatment would mitigate loss of denning areas” (W. McCown, personal communication). 
During initial project, the Forest Service reached out to FWC bear biologists to gain further 
clarification on these unburned, untreated, “leave areas” and how frequently they may need to 
occur on the landscape to provide benefit to black bears (B. Schieck, personal communication).  
The following summarizes their clarifications on the leave areas: 

• Leave areas can be as small as one acre; 
• Stands less than 100 acres in size may not need leave areas because they will be close 

to edge and other habitat; 
• Stands with other habitats embedded or bordering may not need leave areas; 
• In stands more than 100 acres, aim for leave areas to account for 10% of the stand size; 
• Diversity of habitat and stand shape can reduce number of leave areas needed; 
• Leave areas should be away from roads, ORV trails, hiking trails, campgrounds, and 

other areas heavily used by humans; and 
• Ideally these areas should not be burned, but they also should not be protected by fire 

breaks. 
 
In order to mitigate the temporary loss of denning habitat from sand pine harvests, the Forest 
Service will implement the suggested leave areas based on the criteria above. The ~239 acres 
of the project that are re-stocking failures will not have leave areas implemented because of low 
sand pine densities in these stands. Leave areas in these stands would not provide the needed 
amounts of cover. Ten stands are under 100 acres and would not have any leave areas 
implemented per recommendations. The remaining stands would have leave areas 
implemented to account for approximately 10% of the stand acreage. 
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Harvest activities occurring during the mid-December to mid-April time period may impact 
pregnant sows or sows with cubs denning within project stands. Denning females within project 
stands at time of harvest may be forced to move to another stand or potentially abandon cubs. 
Other bears occupying sand pine stands during harvest activities in other months could easily 
leave stands for other nearby cover. Roller-chopping activities would not be likely to directly 
impact bears (denning or otherwise), as all roller-chopping would be post-harvest chopping and 
the habitat being chopped would have no cover. 
While there exists some potential for direct impacts, the probability of impact is low. We do not 
believe these impacts would affect the viability of the St. John’s/Ocala subpopulation at a local 
or landscape level. There are approximately 28,000 acres of sand pine scrub 25 years or older 
within the analysis area, of which 3,909 are proposed to be harvested. This leaves 
approximately 24,000 acres of mature sand pine available for denning and unaffected by the 
project within the analysis area. Considering that harvest activities would occur throughout the 
calendar year and over a three-year time span, and this translates to a very limited amount of 
suitable habitat that would be disturbed during the denning months in any year. 
Indirect impacts would stem from habitat changes within the scrub. There are 3,909 acres of 
sand pine scrub proposed to be harvested, which would change the habitat from the oldest sand 
pine scrub age class to the youngest. Although 3,909 acres would leave the oldest age class, 
2,253 acres within the southwest zone would move into the 25+ age class over that three-year 
time span. While there would be a temporary net reduction in the oldest age class, there would 
still be adequate mature sand pine scrub for denning. Additional younger sand pine scrub would 
improve food availability and consistency over the landscape. Bears with home ranges 
encompassing proposed harvest areas may shift their home ranges in response to habitat 
changes, but this would not be expected to have a significant negative effect on the bear 
population. 
There are 1,272 acres of harvests from previously approved projects remaining in the southwest 
zone. All of these acres are within Scrub-Jay Management Areas, and therefore they would 
convert mature sand pine scrub to xeric oak scrub. Although these areas would no longer 
provide denning habitat, there would still be adequate denning habitat on the landscape to 
support a viable black bear subpopulation. Other planned projects in the southwest zone involve 
sandhills restoration and would not impact black bears as they do not frequently use this habitat. 
The southwest zone would be eligible for harvests again in 8 years. Future harvests would 
continue to convert the remaining approximately 3,900 acres of sand pine scrub within Scrub-
Jay Management Areas to xeric oak scrub for Florida Scrub-Jays and other federally listed 
endemic scrub species. The Forest Service intends to gradually “fold in” implementation of 
Scrub-Jay Management Areas over time to avoid large-scale habitat changes occurring over a 
short time span. While the denning habitat represented by mature sand pine scrub would be 
gradually reduced over time, there would still be adequate mature sand pine scrub for denning 
across the southwest zone and the Ocala NF in general. The increase in xeric oak scrub on the 
Ocala NF’s landscape is necessary to ensure the long-term species viability of the Florida 
Scrub-Jay and other endemic plants and wildlife. 

 
Effects on Socio-Economic Environment 
Recreation opportunities 
Recreation would be temporarily affected by the activities of the proposed action. Recreation 
activities associated with the project areas include hiking, horseback riding, OHV riding, and 
hunting. These activities would be temporarily interrupted during project implementation in the 
treatment areas due to noise from heavy equipment from clearcutting, roller chopping, seeding, 
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and road maintenance activities. Project Design Criteria #12 through #16 would lessen the 
effects for trail riding or hiking. It is expected that the treatment of each stand would be 
accomplished in thirty days or less and all areas would be treated over a 3-5 year period starting 
in 2021. The effects to visual resources and scenery may be apparent in the short term, with 
clear cuts creating large swaths of cleared or burned forest. These patches, however, are 
expected to re-vegetate with densities and species more typical of scrub habitat, over time and 
return the area to a more natural state. Treatment would generally occur during the week when 
visitation rates are lower. Other trail and camping opportunities on the ONF would not be 
interrupted during project implementation.  There are no other known activities that would affect 
recreation during the treatment period that would have combined effects with the proposed 
action. There should be no cumulative effects to recreational activities associated with the 
project implementation. All recreational activities may resume following treatment of each stand. 
 

Heritage Resources  
The sand pine scrub environment is considered over most of its range to have a low potential 
for archeological or historical sites with some scattered areas that have a higher potential on the 
ONF. This is primarily due to the extremely arid conditions of this environment. The stands and 
road decommissioning proposed for this project are primarily located within the desert-like 
conditions of the deep sand pine scrub ecosystem. Heritage resources are described in the 
FEIS (pp. 3-101 through 3-105). Surveys are conducted by a crew of 2 or more people. They 
work in a grid pattern across stands planed for harvest, along the sides of the roads that are 
going to be used, and other areas that are impacted by the proposed action. Once the survey is 
completed a report is written up stating the findings. That report is then sent out to the State 
Historic Preservation Officer and Tribal Historic Preservation Officers for review and comment. If 
protection of a heritage resources is needed, then an appropriate mitigation will take place. 
Survey of heritage resources in the project area by the ONF archeologist has been completed 
and the proposed activities will not affect protected resources.   
 
Economic impact 
Costs associated with the proposed action would include funding to contractors to perform the 
desired treatments. This cost will vary based on the size of harvest unit and the amount of 
merchantable timber extracted. This project is designed to be completed over 3-5 years, though 
could take longer depending on delays in harvest or reforestation activities. Local employment 
opportunities would be similar to the current situation but with a few additional temporary jobs 
created to complete treatment.  This project would generally benefit the local wood products 
industry but will not have a measurable impact on the local economy. See Appendix E for 
additional economic analysis.  
 

Environmental Justice and Civil Rights 
None of the actions proposed by any of the alternatives should have any negative effects on the 
Civil Rights of the citizens of Marion, Lake and Putnam Counties or the surrounding area.  No 
minorities would be discriminated against because of the proposed actions in these alternatives.  
No groups of people would be disproportionably affected as a consequence of the proposed 
action.  All labor contracts generated from the proposed action would have clauses which 
prohibit discrimination for any reason.  There are no foreseeable changes in the management of 
the forest or surrounding private lands that would adversely affect the Civil Rights of people in 
the future.  
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4. FINDING OF NO SIGNIFICANT IMPACT 
The CEQ NEPA regulations require considering the context and intensity of effects when 
determining the significance of a proposed action (40 CFR 1508.27).  

Context  
As analyzed in the EA, the effects of this project considered social, environmental, spatial, and 
temporal dimensions.   

• This is not a major action within the context of the Forest Plan, the historic level of 
management activity for the project area, and the amount of management activity 
needed to meet the purpose and need for action.  The area proposed for harvest is less 
than 10% of the scrub acreage within the project area and less than 2% of the forest-
wide scrub acreage. 

• The types of activities that will be implemented are similar to activities that have 
occurred in the past in this area or areas similar to it.  The amount of management 
activity is similar to historic levels of activity in this area (EA, Figure 5 and Table 2), and 
within the range of activities considered in the Forest Plan FEIS.   

• The physical and biological effects will usually be limited to the project area and 
immediately adjacent areas.   However, for some resources the spatial boundary was 
expanded for the effects analysis.   

Intensity 
The intensity of effects was considered in terms of the following factors:  

1. Impacts may be both beneficial and adverse. A significant effect may exist even 
if the Federal agency believes that, on balance, the effect will be beneficial. The 
project is based on the goals and objectives described in the Forest Plan, and the 
effects on resources are generally within the range disclosed in the Forest Plan FEIS.  
Although implementation would follow guidance to avoid or reduce effects to many 
resources, the potential negative effects of the proposed action were fully considered 
in the determination that the project impacts will not be significant.   

2. The degree to which the proposed action affects public health or safety. Activities 
associated with implementing the proposed action entail some level of risk.  Harvest, 
reforestation and road work require heavy machinery and operate in areas that may be 
used by the public.  However, hazards will mitigated by project design criteria in 
Appendix B, timber sale and contract specifications for safety, and state traffic laws. 
There will be no significant effects on public health and safety because any 

3. Unique characteristics of the geographic area, such as proximity to historic or 
cultural resources, park lands, prime farmlands, wetlands, wild and scenic 
rivers, or ecologically critical areas. There will be no significant effects on unique 
characteristics of the area because there are no unique characteristics of the 
geographical area that will be adversely affected by the proposed actions.  Wetlands 
and other resources will be protected by project design criteria.  Implementation of 
timber harvest activities will incorporate State of Florida Best Management Practices 
(BMPs) to prevent soil erosion and sedimentation (EA, Chapter 3 – Physical 
Environment).    

4. The degree to which the effects on the quality of the human environment are 
likely to be highly controversial. Based on consultation with technical experts and 
many years of implementing similar projects, the effects on the quality of the human 
environment are not likely to be highly controversial. Disagreement with the proposed 
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action based on undesirable effects does not constitute controversy. There is no 
known credible scientific controversy over the impacts of the proposed action, and 
potential effect (both positive and negative) have been disclosed in the EA.  

5. The degree to which the possible effects on the human environment are highly 
uncertain or involve unique or unknown risks. The Agency has considerable 
experience with actions like the one proposed. The effects of this project involve well-
quantified risks, which are disclosed in the EA and are within the scope of effects 
anticipated for Forest Plan implementation. The analysis shows the effects are not 
uncertain, and do not involve unique or unknown risk. Similar projects have been 
completed in the Ocala National Forest for decades with results well within anticipated 
effects.   

6. The degree to which the action may establish a precedent for future actions with 
significant effects, or represents a decision in principle about a future 
consideration. The action is not likely to establish a precedent for future actions with 
significant effects, because commonly accepted techniques will be employed in the 
implementation of this project.  Additionally, this decision to implement activities within 
the project area does not commit us to actions on lands outside the project area.  

7. Whether the action is related to other actions with individually insignificant but 
cumulatively significant impacts. The cumulative impacts are not significant. There 
are no known significant cumulative effects between this project and other projects 
implemented or planned within the project area or adjacent areas.  All known 
connected actions associated with the selected activities which are likely to occur in 
the reasonably foreseeable future have been identified in the EA.  All anticipated 
direct, indirect, and cumulative effects have been disclosed (EA, Chapter 3, 
Environmental Consequences), 

8. The degree to which the action may adversely affect districts, sites, highways, 
structures, or objects listed, or eligible for listing, in the National Register of 
Historic Places or may cause loss or destruction of significant scientific, 
cultural, or historical resources. There are no anticipated effects on scientific, 
cultural or historical resources.  A heritage resource survey was completed and the 
report has been sent to the State Historic Preservation Officer and the Tribal Historic 
Preservation Officers for review and comment. Once we receive comments back if any 
heritage resources need protection, that mitigation will be included in the proposed 
action. No ground disturbing action will be done until the heritage survey is completed. 

9. The degree to which the action may adversely affect an endangered or 
threatened species or its habitat that has been determined to be critical under 
the Endangered Species Act of 1973. The Biological Assessment recognized the 
possibility that the project activities could negatively affect individuals of the following 
species: sand skink, eastern indigo snake, Florida bonamia, scrub buckwheat, and 
Lewton's polygala. However, most of the project activities are in habitats not suitable 
for any of these species and the potential impacts to individuals would have minimal 
effects on the overall population. A Biological Assessment was prepared to comply 
with ESA and agency guidance for considering federally listed species.  The U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service (FWS) concurred with our effects determinations (refer to 
correspondence on March 2, 2021, FWS Log No. 04EF1000-2021-I-0563). They noted 
that “all of the activities for the above Federally-listed Species are covered activities in 
previous Biological Opinions noted in the document prepared by the U.S. Forest 
Service for the proposed project. The resulting outcome of the proposed activities will 
provide beneficial habitat improvements for listed species.” Based on the analysis and 
findings in the Biological Assessment and concurrence from the USFWS, the risk and 
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potential consequences of adverse effects to endangered or threatened species from 
the proposed activities is not significant. 

10. Whether the action threatens to violate Federal, State, or local law or 
requirements imposed for the protection of the environment. The action will not 
violate Federal, State, and local laws or requirements for the protection of the 
environment.  Applicable laws and regulations were considered in the EA and are 
summarized in the draft Decision Notice. The action is consistent with the National 
Forests in Florida Land and Resource Management Plan.  

The analysis in the EA and the evaluation of context and intensity factors provide strong support 
for the finding that the proposed actions in the Southwest Zone Scrub project will not 
significantly impact the environment. Therefore, an EIS is not required for this project. 
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5. AGENCIES AND PERSONS CONSULTED 
The Forest Service consulted the following individuals, Federal, State, tribal, and local agencies 
during the development of this EA: 

• Brian Scheick, Lead Bear Researcher, Florida Freshwater Fish & Wildlife Conservation 
Commission (FWC) 

• Mike Orlando, FWC 
• Kevin Enge, FWC 
• USFWS, Jacksonville Office 
• State of Florida Historic Preservation Office   
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APPENDIX A.  Forest Plan Direction for Management 
Area 8.2  
 
The following management direction for MA 8.2 is from the Forest Plan (USDA 1999, p. 4.45-
4.47, as amended): 
 

8.2 - Goal 

To produce pine pulpwood under conditions that balance efficient timber production practices 
with practices that promote the growth and perpetuation of species native to the Big Scrub area 
within the Ocala NF. To provide a wide range of opportunities for people to use and experience 
the forest. 

8.2 - Desired Future Condition  

The overall desired condition is a landscape of large, regular shaped patches designed to 
reduce edge and fragmentation of the landscape as well as to facilitate the use of prescribed 
fire. Connectivity of young patches is emphasized to promote movement of scrub-jay and other 
species such as the sand skink and scrub lizard.  

Approximately one-fifth of the area contains openings up to 800 acres scattered across the 
landscape, creating a mosaic of different aged stands that vary over time. Many seedlings are 
the result of natural regeneration, although artificial regeneration is usually needed to achieve 
minimum stocking requirements. Seedlings are usually not discernible as rows and their density 
can be variable from site to site. About 10 percent of the stands are may be left to grow older. In 
these, trees start to lean and some die, giving the stand an increasingly open, crooked, and 
picturesque look, as well as providing an important habitat component for a variety of species. 
Each opening of up to 800 acres provides contiguous suitable habitat for 20 to 25 Florida scrub-
jay territories. An opening may be defined as a contiguous area of multiple stands of different 
sizes, but each within 0-6 years of stand establishment. 

8.2-3 Clearcuts and resulting openings may be as large as 800 acres. Manage toward a 
minimum stand size of 80 acres. Place clearcuts next to each other up to the 160-800 acre 
maximum opening size. Design openings to be as large as practical, up to the 800 acre 
maximum. Stands contiguous with occupied scrub-jay territory are highest priority for harvest. 
Once the opening size reaches 800 acres, do not allow further clearcutting adjacent to it until 
the oldest stand reaches 6 years of age. Clearcuts should be shaped and blended to the extent 
practicable with the natural terrain and avoid areas of special interest such as developed 
recreation sites.  

8.2-5 Following timber harvests, improve the quality and extend the period of suitability of sand 
pine scrub habitat for Florida scrub-jays, scrub lizards, gopher tortoises and other species 
requiring open, early successional scrub, by reducing coarse woody debris, increasing 
occurrence of bare sand surfaces, and creating areas with fewer sand pine and wider-spaced 
scrub oak using one or more of the following seeding techniques singly or in combination. 
These may be carried out independent of, or in combination with prescribed fire. 

1. Delay machine seeding by 1 year to determine if natural regeneration meets minimum 
seeding levels and eliminates need to artificially seed. 

2. Conduct seeding in an every-other-row pattern. 
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3. Select core areas of at least 2 acres each and totaling more than 5% of stand area, to 
exclude from machine seeding. Log landings are inappropriate for core areas. 

4. Select core areas of more than 2 acres each and totaling more than 5% of stand area, to treat 
with 2 passes of a drum-chopper, and exclude from machine seeding. 

Log landings are inappropriate for core areas. 

8.2-7 Post harvest treatments such as roller drum chopping are prescribed to create suitable 
ground conditions for sand pine seeding and for regeneration of other native scrub species. 
Scattered un-chopped areas of approximately 100 to 500 square feet in size are left randomly 
throughout the area, but preferably around remaining snags, green trees, gopher tortoise 
burrows, intermittent wet areas, and unit edges. These un-chopped areas would represent 
approximately 3-5% of the treated area.  
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APPENDIX B.  Project Design Criteria 
1. Water, sinkholes and wetlands are protected by Silviculture Best Management Practices 

(State of Florida guidelines) and the National Forest LRMP. There are small ponds > 2 acres 
in or adjacent to stands proposed for timber harvest. Harvesting and chopping activity in 
these areas would be buffered by at least 35 feet.  

2. To maximize the potential for beneficial effects and minimize the potential for adverse 
effects on Threatened, Endangered and Sensitive (TES) plant and animal species, the 
timber sale administrator would coordinate with the botanist, wildlife biologist, or hydrolysis 
about the placement of log landings and skid trails. 

 
3. To reduce the risk of destroying reptile eggs, roller-chopped stands that are seeded and fail 

to meet the sand pine lower stocking level of 200 seedlings per acre would not be re-
chopped. 

 
4. No roller-chopping activities would occur from May to August to prevent destruction of the 

eggs or young of ground-nesting birds and herpetofauna. 
 
5. To reduce the potential of adversely affecting eastern indigo snakes, all contractors would 

be educated on their identification, status, felony charges that would result from their take 
(16 USC, Endangered Species Act), and federal law against killing, molesting, or 
possessing wildlife without a permit [36 CFR 261.8(a)]. 

 
6. There are several known actively occupied striped newt ponds in the project area. Habitat of 

striped newt ponds would be protected from roller-drum chopping within 700 feet of the 
occupied wetland margin. If actively occupied striped newt ponds are discovered in other 
parts of the project area in scrub habitat, the potential habitat of any terrestrial striped newts 
would also be protected from roller-chopping with a 700-foot radius buffer from the occupied 
wetland margin. 

7. In stands ≥100 acres leave up to 10% of the stand has unharvested for diversity of habitat. 
These areas should be place throughout the stand not equaling more than 10% of the stand. 
They should be away from roads, OHV trails, hiking and horse trails, and campgrounds.      

8. Field personnel and contractors would be educated in gopher tortoise burrow identification if 
new to the ONF.  Log landings and skid trails would not be located within 25 feet of known 
gopher tortoise burrows.  Equipment operators would be instructed to maintain a 25-foot 
distance during operations when previously unknown burrows are encountered. 

9. Minimize the potential for introduction and spread of non-native invasive species (NNIS) 
such as cogon grass, Japanese climbing fern, and Japanese mimosa on the ONF as a 
result of timber sales or other mechanical activities.  Cogon grass and Japanese climbing 
fern are present in the project area.  Known and new NNIS locations would be documented 
and treated prior to timber harvest.  All equipment would be washed according to timber 
contract specifications (BT6.35) before entering the ONF.  If site preparation equipment may 
be transported on a road right-of-way, a Forest Service official would inspect the route.  
Coordination would also take place to prevent the spread of NNIS during road 
reconstruction and maintenance. 

 
10. The ONF Archeologist would locate and protect heritage resource sites on the ground prior 

to ground disturbing activity as discussed in the Management Summary for FY-20, Heritage 
Resources Report (In-Progress). 
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11. Prescribed burning would be done within Regional and Forest standards, and within 

parameters described in the EA for Prescribed Burning on the ONF (2006). Parameters 
include that during prescribed burning operations, suppressant foam will not be applied 
within wetland ecotones when wetlands are holding water, and foaming agent containers will 
not be rinsed in wetlands. 

 
12. Emphasize prescribed burning after harvesting to enhance habitat for TES species. 
 
13. Promote public safety and protect resources adjacent to Horse Trails (LAM Equestrian Trail 

and Prairie Horse Trail) and motorized trails (Centennial OHV) by using restrictions and 
cleanup activities as needed.  Safety signs would be posted. Trails would usually remain 
open during timber harvest, site preparation and reforestation treatments, but would be 
subject to temporary relocation or closure as needed.  Timber harvest may be prohibited on 
weekends, and may be restricted to periods of low trail usage.  Trees with trail blazes on 
them would either be left or replaced with a post and sign. To better define trails during site 
preparation, roller chopping would be excluded from a 35 foot-wide strip along the trails. Of 
these trails only sections on them will be impacted by proposed activities and the majority of 
the trail system will not be impacted.  

 
14. Stumps from timber harvest that are within three feet of motorized trail tread can be hazards 

to safe OHV operation. Timber sale staff will coordinate with recreation staff at the time of 
timber sales to identify potential hazard trees or stumps and develop a plan to cut or 
otherwise remove them. 

 
15. Promote public information and education; such as placing kiosks and signs in key 

locations, public education programs, outreach, and website development, to interpret large 
scrub openings and scrub-jay management.  Some large openings may require leaving 
visual buffers of young scrub oaks in key locations to partially screen portions of openings 
from view. 

 
16. Promote scenic goals along paved roads, by using a 100-foot slash treatment zone in 

harvest units that are adjacent to paved roads. 
 
17. Cut material (excluding timber products) generated from timber harvesting and roller-

chopping would be used to block unauthorized travel routes and system roads planned for 
decommissioning that occur in or adjacent to the treatment areas 
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APPENDIX C. Proposed Action by Stand/Compartment 
Table 2. Proposed Action Components by Compartment 

Compartment Stand Acres Harvest Single 
Chop 

Double 
Chop 

Prescribed 
Burn 

Seeded Natural 
Regeneration 

211 7 113 X     X   X 
211 8 35 X     x   X 
211 11 103 X X     X   
212 2 172 X X     X   
214 9 61 X X     X   
214 12 93 X X     X   
214 19 39     X X X   
214 22 76     X X X   
214 24 78     X X X   
214 40 46     X X X   
215 1 70 X   X   X   
215 2 63 X X     X   
215 3 58 X X     X   
215 18 79 X X     X   
215 22 80 X X     X   
215 23 78 X X     X   
215 24 20 X X     X   
215 26 35 X X     X   
216 1 139 X X     X   
216 16 11 X X     X   
252 13 101 X X     X   
252 20 79 X X     X   
252 22 36 X X     X   
254 6 23 X X     X   
254 11 63 X X     X   
276 2 68 X X     X   
276 3 49 X X     X   
276 4 251 X X     X   
277 21 44 X   X   X   
278 3 75 X X     X   
278 8 83 X X     X   
278 26 15 X X     X   
283 18 37 X   X   X   
283 23 54 X X     X   
284 17 58 X X     X   
284 18 84 X X     X   
284 19 94 X X     X   
284 23 81 X X     X   
286 3 44 X X     X   
286 4 55 X X     X   
286 6 131 X X     X   
286 7 34 X X     X   
286 15 15 X X     X   
286 16 162 X X     X   
295 12 21 X   X   X   
298 1 84 X X     X   
298 3 67 X X     X   
298 7 318 X X     X   
298 14 68 X X     X   
298 24 147 X X     X   
298 151 22 X X     X  
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APPENDIX D.  SCRUB OPENINGS 
Analysis of scrub opening size created through timber harvest and wildfires across scrub MA 8.2 and MA 8.4 
on the Ocala National Forest. 

Decision 
Date 

Project Name 
 

Scrub 
Acreage 

Stand 
Count 

Number 
of 

Openings 

Average  
Opening 

Size 
(AC) 

Range of 
Opening 
Size (AC) 

Openings 
Count (100 

- 149ac.) 

Openings  
(≥150 ac.) 

10/2009 South Ocala 
Scrub 

2,476 31 22 105 15 to 282 3 6 

4/2011 Hog Valley 
Scrub 

3,440 36 21 213 33 to 435 3 16 

3/2013 19&40- Alt. 1 5,649 59 32 170 23 to 700 2 12 
5/2013 Hopkins Prairie 

Fire 
Salvage 

1,000 1 1 1,000 1,000 0 1 

7/2014 Central Scrub- 
Alt 2  

6,499 52 33 258 32 to 649 5 21 

3/2017 North 40 Scrub 13,396 112 48 263 36 to 764 4 27 
10/2018 Central Scrub 

SIR 
1,545 18 3 515 156 to 

1018 
0 3 

7/2019 Post Fire 
Wildlife 
Habitat 

Restoration   

1,722 21 4 289 64 to 813 0 2 

TBD Southwest Zone 
Scrub 

3,909 51 20 258 36 to 806 2 12 
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APPENDIX E.  ECONOMIC EFFICIENCY ANALYSIS 
Table 3. Economic Efficiency Analysis for the Southwest Zone Project. 
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