







SEPTEMBER 11, 2006

Abigail Kimbell, Northern Regional Forester
USDA Forest Service, Northern Region

PO Box 7669, Missoula, Mt 59807

Dear Abigail,

  Please accept these comments for the Valley Face Fuels Reduction Project [VFFRP] that is planned on the Tally Lake Ranger District of the Flathead National Forest.

 First I would like to say that this project is categorized a collaborative process project. After partaking in all announced open houses, the field trip and talking to forest service staff, I do not see where the collaboration process was. Is public participation now called collaboration?
Is collaboration having a Forest Service Professional at the first open house ask my neighbor and me if we   live in wooden houses and when we said yes then tell us that we have nothing to say about the process? Solution: educate the USFS Professionals that they are there to hear public comment and not stop public comment. Also it is important for the USFS Professionals to understand that the public funds their position and pays for bad decisions and bellow cost timber sales.
The VFFRP purposely excluded fuel reduction planning around homes as a component of any alternative. Fuel reduction around homes is the best way to protect property. So why is this not this addressed?

Roads are a major vector for weeds, are bad for wildlife, water quality, air quality, soils and create edge effects. Sufficient road maintenance funds are not available. Most Ranger Districts have identified bad roads and try to remove them. This project has no road decommissioning and instead plans for over 4.8 miles of low grade road improvement and new roads. The road density on the Tally Lake District, not counting private roads is presently very high. A road decommissioning plan and no new roads being built should be integrated in the VFFRP. 
The VFFRP has been sold to the public as a fuel reduction project. I see it as a plan that funding could be found for. The VFFRP is a 12 million acre timber sale that will affect areas in the project area for over 100 years. I do not find that the chosen treatments will make my house safer, but instead create conditions that speed the spread of fire. 
Most fuel reduction treatments will create sites that will be drier, promote weed invasion, promote illegal ORV use, change wildlife habitat for years in a negative manner, dry the sites and allow for faster burning fires that will be harder to contain.
Solution: limit treatments to stricter diameter limits of all tree species for removal to 8” dbh. Remove from plan all treatments that are clearcuts, meadow creation or regeneration harvests.
Snags are a very limited resource in the VFFRP area and treatments need to respect these snags. There should be no treatments that will compromise the snags. This means that all treatments will stay away from snags. 

Cumulative effects on White-tailed deer: this project supports the most productive white-tailed deer population in Montana. Many treatments in VFFTP are positioned next to past timber sales in order to homogenize the view shed. While this approach is more pleasing to the human eye, it has major deleterious effects on wildlife. The USFS has identified portions of the project area as important whitetail deer habitat. The growth in housing development in the project area is remarkable. This too impacts negatively quality wildlife habitat. The DNRC also has timber sales planned in this same deer habitat. The USFS has analyzed effects of this project on white-tailed. It has not addressed the cumulative effects on the deer population by all effects that are presently happening. While I am confident that this project will not extirpate the white-tail population, I do not feel confident that this remarkable area will not harm this population.

Cumulative effects on elk:
Hunting security levels are not at 30% as is recommended and no projects should be planned that further reduces the security areas. No new roads should be planned because roads reduce elk habitat.

The EA has noted that moss, which grows on Douglas fir, is a major white-tailed deer winter food source. The VFFRP plans on changing over 3354 acres, removing tree densities and creating a drier forest, thus removing the moss as a winter food source for white-tailed deer on a very large scale. At what point will the deer population demise be no longer acceptable. Hunting is an important resource for Montanans and is the effects that are planned the highest use for these lands?

 Weeds: weeds are a growing problem in the VFFRP area and all projects areas need to be designed to not introduce more weeds. Changing canopy cover levels will only dry the sites and facilitate weed spread.
No Old growth parcels should have any treatment in them. Projects adjacent to all old growth need to be dropped or have large setbacks to limit future negative edge effects. There is a paucity of old growth in the planning area and this resource as you have acknowledged will take over 100 years to replace because of planned projects.
There is a very large remnant larch on Twin Lakes Road that is in unit 27 below the road. There are very few trees like this. This tree is used by a variety of wildlife. Please drop this area from the planned treatment.
Unit 27 is a major wildlife corridor. I have seen mountain lion, bear, bob cat, deer, a wolf, and a host of raptors, etc use this area. The corridor heads north of Twin Lakes Road toward Boot Jack Lake. I request that this are is removed from the planned MDR treatment.

I feel that I could give more and more examples why this project should have a finding of significant impact. The plan does affect over 3300 acres. This is a large scale plan. 
I do approve of the non commercial logging treatments. I do support the planting of shrubs for cover, regardless of funding.

If dbh limits of 8” or less are planned I would support this plan. This will allow for adequate fire protection and protect other forest resources. I do understand that this area is designated as being timber based. I do hope that with time that other resources are viewed with similar importance. As the population increases I hope that the USFS is able to view their lands as providing  resources that to me are more important than timber.
It is important to protect all large trees, regardless of species. Cutting any large tree should be restricted. A 28” Douglas fir is a large fire resistant tree and should not be harvested.
Thank you for your time and I hope that your decision is based on future generations, not  mainly in finding funding for projects that may not be the best benefit for the health of the forests that you are responsible to manage,
Stephen Braun

Po box 735

Kalispell, Mt 59903

406.862.7885

