The Ecology Center, Inc.
801 Sherwood Street, Suite B

Missoula, MT 59802

(406) 728-5733

(406) 728-9432 fax

ecocenter@wildrockies.org
April 12, 2000

Cathy Barbouletos, Supervisor

Flathead National Forest

1935 Third Avenue East

Kalispell, Montana  59901

Ms. Barbouletos:

These are comments on the American Timber Company Land Exchange Environmental Assessment.

On the face of it, it would appear that the transfer of land along the North Fork Flathead River would have several benefits to the public, in regards to protecting old growth habitat and maintaining the River corridor as a Scenic River.  

Unfortunately, the EA glosses over some major points.  The EA does not contain an alternative that involves outright purchase of the non-federal land.  The EA states that this is because American Timber is not interested in selling the land.  This defies logic.  American Timber wants to receive value for its land, and it is in the business of making a profit.  American Timber’s declaration that it does not want to sell can only be taken as a negotiating position, not an absolute position.  The Forest Service knows this.  The Forest Service also knows that American Timber could be out of the timber business by the time the federal lands are conveyed, meaning the purpose and need of the exchange, as expressed in the EA, would be invalid.  We are certain that American Timber would consider the right price, and since the Forest Service has not made any offer then the EA simply doesn’t analyze the full range of alternatives NEPA requires.  Congress has legislated a fund to purchase lands, and for the Forest Service to simply eliminate such an option violates the intent of NEPA and Congress.

The EA simply concludes the non-federal land could get developed under a no-action scenario, but does not disclose what this means in terms of impacts.  The EA does not analyze cumulative impacts as NEPA requires.

The EA also fails to adequately analyze the impacts of logging on the national forest land to be conveyed, dismissing the impacts almost entirely.  This must be compared to the purchase scenario, with the federal land being maintained as it is, not clearcut as likely would occur if it is exchanged.

The EA states that the Forest Service could not get an easement on the land to be conveyed, without sufficient discussion to communicate to the public why this is so, or why an easement would be necessary for management of the land.

The EA does not provide any discussion to justify its contention that the lands are of equal value, making it impossible for the public to agree or disagree.  Again, this does not satisfy NEPA.  We must be able to see if significant omissions or unreasonable valuations are used, in order to participate as informed public in regards to issues that affect our resources.

Please keep us on the list to receive all future mailings concerning this land exchange proposal.

Sincerely,

Jeff Juel
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