Mr. Luis Pellati
PR Planning Board President
San Juan, PR 00924

The purpose of this letter is to provide El Yunque National Forest (EYNF) comments to the final
draft version of the “Plan de Uso de Terrenos” (PUT). Our comments represent a summary of
the EYNF’s vision shared with you and your staff during previous executive meetings. We
include a description of the current management situation for EYNF, the newly proposed Forest
role in the region, and recommendations for land classification compatible with broad
landscape conservation.

Current Management Situation

El Yunque National Forest is managed by the U.S. Forest Service under the guidance of the 1997
Land and Resource Management Plan. The Forest is conducting a revision of the 1997 plan
using the 2012 Planning Rule. The 2012 Rule requires us to consider municipal and regional
planning conducted by the local government. The 2012 rule introduces the concepts of broad
landscape conservation and restoration, social and economic sustainability, climate change
among others. We started plan revision with an Assessment of the current ecological, social
and ecological condition. In November 2014, we published a Notice of Intent and Proposed
Action in the Federal Register. These documents can be found at El Yunque National Forest
website under the planning section.

As part of the PUT and Forest Plan reviews, we have met and discussed the Assessment Key
Findings and our planning vision. The draft forest plan vision states:

“A living forest, accessible and sustainable which integrates multiples uses and provides social,
economic and ecological opportunities. We promote education, identity, environmental and
cultural knowledge to achieve the conservation of natural resources based on collaborative
management.”

This vision statement serves as starting point for alignment of the Forest Plan and the PUT.
The forest proposed action and its planning level relationships with the PUT
We present a summary of forest planning themes which have a relationship with the PUT. We

recommend that these themes be inserted in this planning effort to strengthen the regional
ecological, social and economic sustainability.

The themes are:

e Develop a plan that introduces social and economic sustainability as part of a balanced
solution.



e Creation of a new recreation, access, and tourism system.
e Development of a stronger regional identity.

e Consideration of ecosystem services from the forest.

e Improvement of the roads and trails.

e Adaptation to climate change.

The 2012 Planning Rule defines sustainability as the capability to meet the needs of the present
generation without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs. For
purposes of this part, “ecological sustainability” refers to the capability of ecosystems to
maintain ecological functioning; “economic sustainability” refers to the capability of society to
produce and consume or otherwise benefit from goods and services including contributions to
jobs and market and non-market benefits; and “social sustainability” refers to the capability of
society to support the network of relationships, traditions, culture, and activities that connect
people to the land and to one another, and support vibrant communities.

There is a need to better recognize and potentially enhance the role of El Yunque National

Forest in supporting local economies through a service-based economy focused on recreation
and tourism.

There is a need to include plan direction regarding potential climate change effects such as
increases in storm events, flooding, and other extreme weather.

There is a need to incorporate opportunities for working across boundaries to manage

landscapes with adjacent land managers such as state and federal partners and other land
management entities.
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We recommend PUT alignment with the following actions:

e Definition of the broader landscape as the eight municipalities surrounding the planning
unit.

e |dentification of plan components that focus on sustainability.

e Development of anintegrated management strategy for lands within the municipalities
of Ceiba, Naguabo, Las Piedras, and Juncos, which recognizes the unique sub-regional
landscape, social, and economic conditions.

e Incorporate plan components that foster adaptation and mitigation to climate change.

e Design recreation opportunity and settings, which consider the role of adjacent
communities as partners in the management of recreation sites across the region.



The PUT and the Broader Landscape surrounding El Yunque

Forested areas represent the largest portion of land cover in the region surrounding the EYNF,
and forested cover has increased over the past several decades. Nonetheless, urban cover is
increasing at a much more rapid pace, resulting in landscape fragmentation and negative effects
on the Forest and other natural areas in the Region. Moreover, many of the negative effects of
urbanization are likely to be compounded in the context of global climate change.

There is a need to incorporate strategies directed to control urbanization expansion
surrounding EYNF. Land dedicated to farms in the region surrounding the EYNF, is decreasing,
while also being increasingly parceled and fragmented. Agricultural lands represent an
opportunity for conservation for growing food, provide for wildlife, and employment through
recreation. There is a need to develop strategies that foster forest-agricultural initiatives.

EYNF land ownership has remained stable in recent years, though priority acquisition areas
remain largely unprotected on private lands. There is a need to ensure plan direction that
promotes land base contiguity where possible and effective management of isolated tracts
when necessary. Plan direction should promote the maintenance of existing arrangements and
the pursuit of new opportunities for land acquisition and conservation across Forest boundaries
by working with adjacent and interested public and private land managers, land owners, and
other stakeholders within a landscape approach.

The EYNF encompasses over 30 miles of roads and 36 miles of trails, but given its popularity,
there is frequent congestion and overcrowding of the Forest during high visitation periods in
early spring and summer. Plan direction should diversify regional recreation opportunities.

The Forest is a major service provider of water for the region. There is a need to integrate
watershed management concepts by municipalities.

The recommended PUT and Forest Plan alignments are to:

e Collaborate with Municipalities' Territorial Plan and Puerto Rico Land Use Plans by
fostering an All Lands Regional perspective.

e Create aland acquisition plan that promotes conservation initiatives for protection of
surrounding coastal hills, stream corridors, riparian areas, Wild & Scenic Rivers
corridors, and connections to the Gran Reserva de Noreste Rivers Reserve, Rio Espiritu
Santo Natural Reserve, Las Picuas Reserve, La Monserrate Public Park, Las Cabezas de
San Juan Natural Reserve, Seven Seas Natural Reserve, Gran Reserve Natural CEN,
Natural Areas in Roosevelt Roads, Ceiba State Park(Bosque Estatal de Ceiba) and
Humacao Natural Reserve (Refugio Natural de Vida Silvestre de Humacao).

e Integrate lands programs to include conservation easements and other land
conservation and restoration programs this means conservation easements could be
pursued, also donation of lands from the private sector could be incorporated.

e Plan, develop and participate in agro-forestry initiatives with partners.



e Develop strategies for continued land ownership adjustments giving priority to lands
that:

o Help consolidate large blocks of existing NFS lands (as opposed to adding onto
small or isolated blocks) and inholds;

o Protect resource values on adjacent, existing NFS land;

o Contribute to the recovery of threatened or endangered species or aid in the
protection of diverse species;

o Enhance recreation, public access and protection of aesthetic values, especially
those that provide public access to waterways; and Provide for the protection of
important cultural resources.

Additional PUT Land Classification Recommendations
Finally, we make the following area specific recommendations:

1. Alignment of PUT with the “Area de Planificacion Especial Gran Reserva del Noreste”.
The objective of this recommendation is to protect floodplains and wetlands south of PR
3, and to maintain natural corridors from the lowlands to El Yunque mountains within
the Sabana, Pitahaya and Juan Martin Watersheds. Also, this recommendation protects
over 5,000 acres newly zoned and over 70 miles of stream corridors.

2. Alignment of PUT with development of a Scenic Byway (Ruta Panoramica) along PR-186.
This recommendation includes the maintenance of a “rural character” along PR-185.
The objective of this recommendation is to protect the scenic character of the area in
order to facilitate development of recreational opportunities in the zone. This
recommendation can integrate the PUT with the Forest Plan proposal to consider the
area as a Community Interface Resource Management Area (CIRMA). The CIRMA is
planned to be an access zone within the Forest that serves as a transition into the forest
land and uses.

3. Zoning of the southern mid and low elevation lands on a band that starts in Juncos/Las
Piedras and extends to Ceiba. The objective of this recommendation is to facilitate
implementation of All Lands programs which include agro-forestry and agro-tourism in
the sector. This recommendation is fundamental to avoid development up slope on an
area impacted by frequent rains.

4. Zoning of upper, mid and lower Rio Fajardo Watershed for management of the water
based ecosystem service. This watershed is vulnerable to erosion as indicated in the
DNRA Rio Fajardo Watershed Management Plan.

5. Insertion of watershed based planning at the “Plan Territorial” level. The objective is to
promote the use of watershed based planning as a municipal integration tool.



6. Zoning of functional riparian corridors not using linear concepts. Th objective of this
recommendation is to maintain hydrological functions. Climatic changes require
allocation of lands that allows resource adaptations.

7. Zoning of green spaces within the current northeast urban and suburban areas. The

objective of this recommendation is to provide mitigation of urban heat.

Thanks for your consideration. In case you have questions, please contact Pedro Rios,
Ecosystem Management & Planning Team Leader at 787-540-0080 or prios@fs.fed.us.




