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             PO Box 6151, Bozeman, MT 59771

Gallatin National Forest

Bozeman Watershed Project

P.O. Box 130

Bozeman, MT  59771

Attn:  Jim Devitt

Re: Bozeman Municipal Watershed Project

November 9, 2005

Dear Jim,

Please accept these comments on behalf of the hundreds of members of the Native Forest Network, and include them in the public record for the Bozeman Municipal Watershed Project.

The Native Forest Network, its members and staff have enjoyed recreation in many forms in the Bozeman Creek and Hyalite Creek watersheds since 1992. I personally have spent many fine days in these areas and have explored nearly every corner in the past 20 years.

An EIS is Needed

We encourage you to prepare a full scale Environmental Impact Statement on this proposal. The issues involved here are vast and complex, and this project will surely receive intensive scrutiny. Preparation of a full scale EIS will reveal all of the issues involved, give each issue its due consideration, and give the public sufficient opportunity to be involved in the project.

How will public access be affected?

Both Bozeman Creek and Hyalite Creek receive heavy recreational use. This is hallowed ground to many Bozeman residents who go there frequently, even daily, to walk, hunt, fish, camp, bicycle, climb, and just relax. The project would last up to 5 years. How would recreation be affected during that time? Where would people be displaced to, and how will those areas be affected by increased visitation? 

Project Goals

This project contains some worthy goals. Primary goals of course, outside of the Purpose and Need, are to assure

public and firefighter safety. Native Forest Network supports these goals. Depending on the situation on the ground it may also be worthwhile to find ways to increase the security of homes in the Wildland-Urban Interface (WUI). At the same time it seems much of the WUI actually lies outside the bailiwick of the Forest Service. 

The scoping letter claims that a fire in Bozeman Creek and/or Hyalite Creek could shut down the city’s water processing facilities and precipitate a local water supply crisis. However such an event only seems likely given a severe wildfire followed by a heavy precipitation event. Certainly this could happen. But other siltation events are just as likely such as mass failure on steep slopes (especially in Bozeman Creek) and blowout of roads. The water treatment plant needs upgrades and the city needs other options for water plant protection regardless of the outcome of this current proposal.

City and Forest Service must identify other options for enhancing and protecting water supplies

Given that the primary objective is to reduce the impact on the city’s water treatment plant and avoid a water supply emergency, increasing water supply options (wells, conservation, etc.) must be weighed with equal measure alongside forest management proposals.

Building sediment-retaining structures upstream of the intake pipes in Bozeman Creek and Hyalite Creek, as proposed by Don Bachman, should be given full consideration.

Preventing human caused fires means controlling access

"The high rate of human-caused fires has generally been associated with high recreational use in areas of higher road densities." -An Assessment of Ecosystem Components in the Interior Columbia Basin and Portions of the Klamath and Great Basins--Volume II (PNW-GTR-405)

Forest Service figures show that eighty per cent of forest fires start in roaded areas. There is an extensive road and trail network in Bozeman and Hyalite creeks that allows easy human access to much of the landscape. Moser Divide, directly between Bozeman and Hyalite Creeks, is infested with user-created roads leading off the main road. People make fires, and fires can easily get out of control. The so-called Homecoming Fire this fall was started by humans, in a densely packed stand of regrowth, along a road. The only thing that stopped it from raging into Bozeman Creek and Leverich Canyon was wet weather and the easy access by road for firefighters.

We cannot control where lightning is going to hit, but we can control (to some extent) where people go and what they do when they get there.

One of the best ways to prevent fire, at least in Hyalite, would be to close some of the unnecessary road system. It could still be maintained for firefighter access, but gated. The multiple user-created roads in the area should be closed and rehabilitated, for many reasons. The road system and its usefulness or danger in terms of fire must be fully assessed.

Instead you are proposing construction of yet more temporary roads on the Moser Divide. Use the existing roads – surely there are plenty.

Please also assess the possibility of public closures in these watersheds to prevent fire during severe drought conditions.

Logging can cause fires to become more severe

“The removal of large…trees from forests does not reduce fire risk and may, in fact increase such risk.” – USDA and USDI: Report to the President, September 2000

“Timber harvest, through its effects on forest structure, local microclimate, and fuels accumulation, has increased fire severity more than any other recent human activity.” – Sierra Nevada Ecosystems Project, Final Report to Congress, 1996.

Logging is not a prescription against wildfire. In fact it can cause fires to become more severe. Please see the attached document “Mineral-Primm PDF.” The Fridley Fire of 2001 started in a roaded and logged area of private land and spread nearly into Bozeman Creek, and the Purdy Fire that same summer burned almost entirely in a heavily roaded and logged area.

Bozeman and Hyalite canyons will burn at some point. That is the nature of western forests. But will such a fire destroy Bozeman’s water supply?

Any amount of thinning, logging, and burning is only going to have a modest impact on forest fire in these drainages, and in the right conditions a severe fire is going to rip through here with equal intensity no matter what we do short of clearcutting and paving the whole watershed. 

We need an honest assessment of whether the proposed management activities can be expected to have a significant impact on a forest fire in extreme conditions.

Riparian Logging? Say What??

I was very concerned in the November 8 meeting to hear talk of removing large conifers (fir and spruce) in riparian areas, the purpose being to somehow improve riparian habitat. This is counter-intuitive to fire prevention and to maintenance of the health of riparian areas, the most sensitive and important wildlife habitat on the forest. Large trees help keep riparian areas cool and moist, and dissipate the impact of heavy runoff events. Large conifers in wet areas are consistently the ones that survive severe forest fires, and help to naturally re-seed the forest afterwards. I fail to see any benefit to removing large trees in wet areas.

Climate Change

The Forest Service should include climate change in this assessment. Climate change is recognized as a reality, and in the northern Rockies is likely to result in a warmer, dryer climate. Climate change affects the health of forests, the frequency and intensity of fires, and extent and duration of insect outbreaks, and the temperate and abundance of water.
It affects everything that happens on the forest. Your silviculturalist should take into account the reasonably foreseeable affects of climate change in this project.

Watershed Destruction?

During the November 8 meeting, both Jose Castro and Chris Kukulski referred to the “destruction” of the watershed by fire. I thought this view of forest fire had been disproven and dropped after the Yellowstone fires, at least by public professionals. Obviously a fire is not going to “destroy” these watersheds. Rather, forest fire could cause widespread and significant change in the landscape, and could bring both beneficial and detrimental affects.

Runoff Monitoring

Has there been any monitoring of water quality and sediment runoff following the Purdy and Fridley fires? If so any information from such monitoring would be extremely helpful in making decisions on this project.

Thinning of even-aged stands may make sense

Past logging activities in the Gallatin Range, especially in Hyalite, have resulted in a large number of even-aged, monocultural stands of trees that are ripe for a fire. Timber plantations comprised of densely-stocked, even-aged stands of young conifers are extremely flammable and vulnerable to catastrophic fire effects. When plantations burn they normally result in 100% mortality of trees, yet have no native seed sources to naturally regenerate stands. Densely packed, even-aged stands of trees can increase the severity of fire and serve as “ladder fuels” which send the fire into the crown of the adjacent mature forest. Yet the scoping letter makes this highly suspect claim: 

“The many harvests that have occurred in these areas over the last 40 to 50 years are the only reason younger, faster growing and healthier stands of forest exist today. These stands are fairly resistant to insect and disease attack and are providing areas where fire severity levels would be lower were a fire to occur.”

I was relieved to hear the Forest Service admit in the November 8 meeting that these densely packed young stands of trees are in fact ladder fuels. This is where thinning should be concentrated, especially on the Moser Divide.

Some thinning in WUI could be needed

Some thinning and burning in the WUI and along the main road corridors may be appropriate for home protection and public safety. Some thinning and burning might also be better than post-fire industrial logging in Bozeman Creek and Hyalite Creek. The most promising components so far are thinning in the even-ages stands on Moser Divide (assuming it does not detract from Canada Lynx recovery) and maintaining currently open, grassy slopes via prescribed fire.

Homeowner education in the WUI

The best available science indicates that the most effective measures for protecting homes are within 200 feet of homes. The Forest Service cannot do much management in that area, which is generally private and, but they can provide information for homeowners on how people can protect their own homes and property from fire. 

What the Forest Service CAN do is help to educate people living in the WUI. Homeowner education should be part of a larger effort undertaken with Gallatin County and the rural fire departments to prepare a Community Wildfire Protection Plan.

It is unclear at this point whether this project is to be the Gallatin National Forest’s first “Healthy Forest Restoration Act” project. If so there are some clear guidelines about what is required by HFRA, including a Community Wildfire Protection Plan.

The State of Montana has made it clear that they do not plan on doing any logging or thinning in the Bozeman Creek/Mount Ellis area any time soon. That means it is up to the Forest Service or the homeowner.

Wildlife

Any project in these watersheds must protect the remnant population of Westslope cutthroat trout in Wildhorse Creek. 

As much of the prescribed burning would occur in the spring, a major concern should be the impact on nesting birds. Fire normally occurs late in the summer or in the fall when birds have fledged. Nestlings would be unable to escape fire were it to be used as a management tool in the spring.

How would the Northern Goshawk be impacted by proposed management activities? What about Pine Marten (a Sensitive species on the forest) and Wolverine? Lynx? Are they present and are they starting to utilize habitat provided by regrowth in previously logged areas? How would the proposed activities affect their recovery?

Gallatin Fringe Roadless Area

The Gallatin Fringe roadless area, on the north and east side of Bozeman Creek, is some of the closest roadless, wild land to Bozeman. Hiking in this area, one feels like you are out in the wilderness. I have seen black bear, moose, elk and large mule deer bucks in this special area (and very few people). It should be left as it is. This is not the place for logging, road building, or even prescribed fire. Fires that start here are not likely to blow toward Bozeman Creek due to prevailing southwesterly winds. Homeowners in Bear Canyon and on the edge of the forest must take responsibility to protect their homes from any fires that may begin in this area.

Jose Castro noted correctly on November 8 that any proposal for roads or clearcutting in the roadless areas will be met with stiff opposition, and will probably be rejected by Forest Service Chief Dale Bosworth. So drop these ideas now and consider other options.

Visual Quality

Any logging or thinning on the slopes facing Bozeman – such as on the northeast side of Bozeman Creek or on Lousetown Ridge – may negatively affect Bozeman’s visual quality. Past logging and roadbuilding has already created an ugly patchwork on the northern slopes of the Gallatin Range. People pay big bucks for views of pristine mountain sides. The remaining intact forest on these slopes is of inestimable value. 

Thanks for this opportunity to comment on the Bozeman Municipal Watershed Project.

Phil Knight

Native Forest Network

Cc: Bozeman City Commission

