WildWest Institute

PO Box 6151

Bozeman, MT 59771

September 15, 2006

Gallatin National Forest

Bozeman Watershed Project

P.O. Box 130

Bozeman, MT  59771

Attn:  Jim Devitt

Re: Bozeman Municipal Watershed Project

Dear Jim,


Thanks once again for this opportunity to comment on the Bozeman Municipal Watershed Project. The following comments are subitted on behalf of the hundreds of members of the WildWest Institute, formerly the Native Forest Network.


Thank you for deciding to analyze this project via an Environmental Impact Statement rather than through the Healthy Forests Restoration Act. An EIS and full NEPA compliance will give the public much more say in this project and will help to reveal the full impact of the proposed actions.


I have to admit other than the EIS I see little in the current proposal to alleviate the concerns and issues I raised in my November 9, 2006 comments. The purpose and need have not really changed. I fail to understand how commercial logging in intact forest and roadless areas, nor removal of large trees, can contribute to the Purpose and Need of reducing the potential severity and extent of future wildland fires in the watershed, maintaining a high quality, long term water supply for Bozeman, providing firefighter and public safety in the drainages, and reducing the potential fire spread to adjacent lands in the WUI.

"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.

Can Wildfire be Prevented and Controlled?


It is clear and evident that during weather conditions such as those existing throughout late August and early September this year, no amount of human manipulation of the forest short of paving it is going to have any impact on major wildfires. The Jungle Fire, Derby Mountain Fire, Big Creek Fire, Passage Falls Fire and others demonstrate what we can expect in future wildfire seasons. 

These fires burn through forests, rangelands, roaded areas and developed areas. Whether or not the forest has been thinned has little bearing on a fire moving ten miles in a day. The only effective barriers have proven to be interstate highways.

Such fires are nearly inevitable in Bozeman Creek and Hyalite Creek. The Purdy Fire of 2001, in Little Bear Creek, burned almost entirely in a heavily roaded and logged area.


Given these facts, the only type of wildfire you can hope to influence by way of the Bozeman Watershed Project would be a moderate, "normal" fire during a wetter season. This type of fire is not going to cause severe impacts anyway (and may indeed be beneficial to the forest) and could probably be fairly easily controlled without doing any of the logging, thinning and burning you propose.


However, we do support the concept of thinning of dense, even-aged stands, particularly on the Moser Divide, where these stands could serve as unwelcome ladder fuels, launching a fire into the Bozeman Creek watershed from Hyalite.

Roads and Human Access


It is unclear how many miles of "temporary" roads would be constructed to accomplish the logging and thinning proposed in this project. But at the open house on Sept. 13, Jose Castro indicated that it could be a lot more than the four miles initially proposed.

Mr. Castro also indicated that he would like to see these roads remain in place as fire breaks and for access for future fire control and forest management. His statement puts the lie to the idea that these are to be "temporary" roads.


There is also 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. 


Given that much of the area has far too extensive of a road system as it is, we are opposed to any new roads being built for this project.

Gallatin Fringe Roadless Area


WildWest Institute is opposed to any of the proposed management activities in the Gallatin Fringe Roadless Area, other than perhaps prescribed burning. Too much of the Gallatin Range - hundreds of thousands of acres - have been left degraded by past logging and road building. The Gallatin Fringe Roadless Area is the closest and most visible roadless area in the Gallatin Range from the Bozeman perspective, making it that much more valuable to wildlife and people needing such undisturbed landscapes.

Protecting the WUI


Forest Service Chief Dale Bosworth in 2002 testified before Congress that the best way to protect homes from wildfire in western communities is by thinning of small diameter trees near homes and towns. The Forest Service's own Fire Sciences Laboratory found that the two most important steps are to clear away fuels from within 200 feet of homes and to fireproof the homes.

Yet there are still many homes tucked into the woods, and even more lacking metal roofs, along the WUI in the Hyalite, Bozeman Creek and Leverich Canyon areas.


Even in the Leverich area, much of the proposed thinning would be deep in the woods hundreds of yards or more from homes.

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.


The Forest Service could be working much more aggressively and cooperatively with homeowners in the WUI. Witness the cooperative effort near Red Lodge which assisted homeowners affected by the Willie Fire:

"The Willie fire of 2000 made believers out of 400 Ranch neighbors south of Red Lodge. They saw that wildfire scorch land near a couple of their cabins. Neighbors were already doing some cleaning on their property, but the Willie fire sparked 'vigor' in their efforts, according to Barbara Ostrum, secretary-treasurer of the landowners' association. The 74 cabin owners applied for a federal grant to reduce fire risk on their land, which is surrounded by the Custer National Forest. The grant is a 50-50 deal. The landowners' contribution of $24,000 in cash and elbow grease is to be matched with $24,000 allocated by the state of Montana."

"Ground zero in the fight against wildfires is this rural-urban interface - places like the 400 Ranch where housing and commerce meet forest and prairie." Source: Billings Gazette August 3, 2003.

Preventing human-caused fires


As mentioned in our November 2005 comments, preventing human caused fires should be a top priority in the Bozeman and Hyalite Creek drainages. Forest Service figures show that eighty per cent of forest fires start in roaded areas. Why has this problem not been addressed in the Bozeman Watershed Project scoping documents? Instead you have proposed more roads. How about closing some of the existing roads, especially the illegal, user-created routes that branch off everywhere in Moser and Langhor? One pallet fire getting out of control during a party is all it would take to start a catastrophic fire in these watersheds.

Prescribed Burning


Prescribed burning may be one of the most cost-effective tools available to the Forest Service (other than natural wildfire) to control the spread of larger fires. However, the limited amount of land that can be treated in any one season means prescribed burning is no substitute for the return of natural fire, nor will it have much impact on the large, stand-replacing fires which are becoming more commonplace in the interior West.


Nor should prescribed burning be used in the fall to any large extent. Burning in the fall leaves soil exposed to runoff in the spring, and could lead to the very sort of sedimentation this project is designed to prevent.

Protecting the Water Treatment Plant and the city water supply


At the Sept. 13 open house, Rick Moroni, manager of the City Water Treatment Plant expressed his concern about new roads being built for this project. He stated that as few new roads as possible should be built, in order to protect the city water supply from sources of sediment created by runoff from roads.


The City of Bozeman should include in the EIS their alternatives for other ways to protect the water supply from siltation and ash.


The thinning and logging proposed in Leverich Canyon would do little to protect the city's water supply as Leverich Creek enters Bozeman Creek well below the intake for the city water treatment plant.

Economics


The price of fuel of course has skyrocketed.  Helicopter logging seems like a rather expensive proposition. Please include in the DEIS a FULL cost/benefit analysis of this proposal.

Visual quality


Some of the proposed logging would be visible from Bozeman, One of the most intact and visually pleasing parts of Bozeman's viewshed is the Gallatin Fringe Roadless Area and adjacent state lands. The views of these areas are in stark contrast to the patchy, degraded forest easily seen to the west along the Gallatin Front. It it really necessary to create yet more eyesores in our viewshed?

Wildlife and Endangered Species


Any project in these watersheds must protect the remnant population of Westslope cutthroat trout in Wildhorse Creek and Leverich Creek. The Leverich population has just been discovered. How would the proposed partial harvest affect this remnant population? How would they be protected from siltation caused by road building and logging?


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 might 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? How would Lynx Management Standards be applied to this proposal? Are grizzly bears and grey wolves present and how would they be impacted?

Recreation


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? 

Water Quality Monitoring


Monitoring of water quality and runoff should be used to track sedimentation of Bozeman and Hyalite Creeks prior to, during and after the project. Other sources of sedimentation such as road blowouts and land failures could affect the water quality in these creeks as easily as fire, and should be taken into account.

Range of Alternatives


We request that the Forest Service present a full range of alternatives in the DEIS.  The Forest Service should consider and analyze the following alternatives in the Draft Environmental Impact Study:

1. No new roads

2. Prescribed burns only

3. Stewardship contracting project

4. A collaborative project wit local community organizations

5. Focusing only on the WUI and the main road corridors, including  homeowner education and preparation of a community wildfire protection plan.

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

For the Forest,

Phil Knight

WildWest Institute

Roadless Rockies Campaign

