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Region 2 Headquarters

FEB 1020H J?01 sPutnrR,°Q9CLMissoula, MT 59804
Ravalli County Commissioners Phone 406-542-5500

February 9, 2015

Dear Interested Citizen:

Enclosed you will find for your review the Draft Environmental Assessment (EA) for a
Montana Fish, Wildlife& Parks(FWP) proposal to conduct forested habitat improvement
treatments on approximately 400acres within FWP's Threemile Wildlife Management
Area (WMA) northeast ofStevensviile in Ravalli County. The purpose is to restore and
improve ungulate winter range and reduce the risk ofcatastrophic wildfire to the WMA
and adjacent forested ownerships.

This EA may also beobtained bymail from Region 2 FWP, 3201 Spurgin Rd., Missoula
59804; byphoning 406-542-5540; by emailing shrose(%mt.gov: orby viewing FWP's
Internet website http://fwp.mt.gov ("Public Notices," beginning February 9).

Comments may be made on FWP'swebsite (information above) or maybe directed to
Sharon Rose at the mail, phone or email addresses above. Comments must be received
by FWP no later than 5:00 p.m. on March 10, 2015.

Aspart of thedecision making process under the Montana Environmental Policy Act
(MEPA), I expect to issue the Decision Notice for this EA soon after the end of the
comment period. The Montana Fish and Wildlife Commission has the final decision
making authority for this proposed timber action, and we will ask the Commission to
render its decision on this proposal (tentatively) at its May 14 meeting in Helena. (If
this should go to Commission earlier than the May meeting and if youwould like us to
update you on the timing, please contact Sharon Rose at the email address above.)

Sincerely,

Randy Arnold
Regional Supervisor
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Project Overview

Figure 1. Entrance sign at the north edge of the proposed forest habitat improvement project.

Figure 2. Radio-collaring elkinWinter 2014on the southendof the Threcmile Wildlife Management Area,
outside of the proposed habitat improvement project.



Proposal

Montana Fish,Wildlife & Parks (FWP) proposes to thin up to 400 acres of forest on the
Threemile Wildlife Management Area (WMA), in Ravalli County (Figure 3). Ifapproved bythe
Montana Fish and Wildlife Commission, the work would begin as early as June 2015 and extend
into the winter months of 2015-16. Forest management activities would not occur during the
generalhunting season. The purpose is to improve wildlife habitat; this projectwould not be
proposed if not for a need to conserve and improve wildlife habitat on the WMA.

Figure 3. Location of the Threemile Wildlife Management Area in relation to the
towns of Florence and Stevensville, in the northern Bitterrroot Valley.

Area Description

FWP acquired the Threemile WMA in 1967 to provide winter range for elk that were restored to
the Sapphire Mountains earlier in the twentieth century. FWP's management plan for Threemile
WMA sets wildlife and wildlife habitat as its first priority, and public access compatible with
wildlife needs is second. Most of the 6,169-acrc WMA is forested (Figure 3), and the forest is
residual or regenerated after logging that occurred 40 years ago by the private owner of now-
expired timber rights. Forest management has not occurred since that time.



Ecological Setting

Robert M. Rich conducted his
master's research on Threemile

WMA, and found quantifiable
evidence in General Land Office

survey notes from 1902 that the
stand structure and ecology of the
current forest has changed
dramatically from the historic
conditions that shaped the
evolution of native wildlife species
(Rich 2011; Figures 4 and 5).

Historic timber harvest practices,
fire exclusion and the lack of

forest management in recent
decades have set the stage for a
potential long-termloss of wildlife
and wildlife habitat on the Threemile WMA. Of foremost concern is the increased likelihood of
a stand-replacement event when a wildfire occurs in the future. This forest evolved with a

natural cycle of frequent,
low intensity, ground fires
that minimized stand

replacement events and
promoted the retention and
recruitment of large trees in
open stands (Rich 2011;
Figure 4). Decades of fire
prevention and suppression,
coupled with historic, high-
grade harvesting and a lack
of subsequent management
to restore a natural stand

structure, have increased
the vulnerability of the
forest to fires that once

burned beneficially (Rich
2011; Figure 5). FWP
would like to thin some

forest stands in the coming
months to increase the
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Figure S Stand visualization showing theopen-grown stand conditions m 1902. when
Ihete was 1:1 averageof 37 trees peracre, a basalarea of S2 fU acre, and a quadratic
mean diameter of20" (at l-ft above ground level)

Figure 4. Reprinted from Rich (2011. p. 41): modeled,historic, forest structure on
Threemile Wildlife Management Area.
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Figure9. Standvisualization showing the densestandconditionin 2007. whenthere was
an average of 202 trees per acre, a basal area of 204 ft2 acre, and a quadratic mean
diameter of 13" (at 1-ft above ground level)

Figures. Reprinted from Rich(2011, p. 42): modeled,current.forest structure on
Threemile Wildlife Management Area.

probability of larger trees surviving the inevitable lightning or human-caused fire in the future.
Otherwise, a wildfire is likely to burn much hotter than would have naturally occurred, reaching
the forest canopyand more deeply into the mineral soil, thus removing most or all of the existing
forest structure, to the detriment of many wildlife species on the WMA.



Wildfire Event of August 29, 2014

The recommended forest management project is not intended to significantly reduce or eliminate
fire risk—wildfire is natural and inevitable—but is intended and would be designed to improve
the survival rate of the larger trees in the event of a fire. A fire started on Threemile WMA on
August 29, 2014, coincidentally as FWP was developing this proposal (Figure 6). The U. S.
Forest Service responded immediately with 3 helicopters, 2 single-engine air tankers and ground
crews, joined by engines from the Stevensville, Florence and Three Mile rural fire departments.
This effective initial attack, aided by weather conditions favorable for suppression, resulted in
the bum being contained to 48 acres, of which about 18 acres fell within the perimeter of this
proposed forest management project. This latest event, and others before it, remind us that the
Threemile WMA has attracted repeated fire starts in recent decades, and that we, the public,
cannot expect fire fighters to always be as fortunate and effective as they have been to date. This
most recent fire stayed on the ground, though it is too early to tell whether most trees will
survive (Figures 7 and 8).

Figure6. Outline of burned area, viewed from west of the entrance to Threemile Wildlife
Management Area. The fire started on August 29, 2014. Photo taken on September 1.



Figure7. Site that burned on August29. 2014on the ThreemileWildlife Management Area.
| Photo taken onSeptember 1.
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Figure8. Barkchar and initialcanopyeffects on a site that burned on August29, 2014 on the
Threemile WildlifeManagement Area. Photo taken on September 1.

Moisture Regime
FWP intends to increase the availability of scarce surface and subsurface moisture to enhance
forest features that contribute the most to wildlife habitat. Increased stand density on the diy
west, southwest and south-facing slopesof the WMA createsmoisture stress that inhibits the
growth and recruitment of old, large ponderosa pine and Douglas-fir trees—those features of
importance as elk thermal cover in winterand as livingor future-dead wildlife trees (snags).
Aspen, upland willow and otherdeciduous trees and shrubs, which add habitat and wildlife
species diversity, are being shaded out by the increasing conifer densities on some sites (Figures
9 and 10). FWP would prescribe thinning in a patternthat would promote moisture deliveryin
stands with the greatest growthand survival potential, and in places where aspen andother
deciduous plants would benefit from thinning the forest canopy and disturbingthe plants
themselves to promote sprouting.
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Dense Cover

Equally important as the treatment are the stands within the project area that would not be treated
(Figure 11). Forests in the riparian bottoms and on steep, north-facing slopes along the draws
would be left standing, including a mix of larger Douglas-fir and spruce, and thickets of shrubs
and shade-tolerant conifer regeneration. These important features of the overall wildlife habitat
would remain irregularly interspersed with treated stands to maintain a functional mosaic of
forest structures for a diversity of wildlife. Among other values, these stands are used by elk for
winter thermal cover, and in combination with large pine and Douglas-fir boles on the adjacent,
south-facing slopes provide diverse habitats in close proximity, which allow wintering elk to
minimize their exposure to wind or maximize their exposure to the sun and reflected solar
radiation, as conditions vary (Beall 1974).

Figure 11. Example of a densely forested draw in proposed Unit 4 that would not be treated.

Demonstration Project

FWP proposes to begin forest management on a small scale, with the idea that this initial
treatment would serve as a demonstration for FWP to evaluate and learn from, and for the public
to react to, before proposing any further forest management projects on Threemile WMA in the
future. FWP would involve only about 500 acres—about 10% of the forested acres on the
WMA—in this demonstration (which includes untreated acres within the project area). The
project area would be contiguous and blocked in the north half of the WMA, which would



minimize and confine the operational disturbance and leave most of the WMA unaffected
(Figure 12). Any future forest management projects would be proposed and released for public
review and comment at a later date, and no-action would remain a viable alternative at that time.

Figure12. Relative location (red box) of the proposed forest habitat
improvement project within the boundary of the Threemile Wildlife
Management Area.



Partnership with DNRC
As thehabitat manager, FWP would decide which trees would be removed, and which would be
left standing, along with all other aspects of the forest management prescription. However, FWP
has developed this proposal inpartnership with the Montana Department of Natural Resources
and Conservation (DNRC) and its Forestry Assistance Program to incorporate the professional
forestry expertise that exists there. The role of DNRC foresters has been to hear FWP's purposes
and goals, and to translate them into forest management prescriptions that aresilviculturally
sound and feasible. Project development hasbeen acontinual process of trial and feedback, and
trial again, to meet wildlife needs and address wildlife opportunities first (Figure 13). If the Fish
and Wildlife Commission ultimately approves a final project proposal this winter, a DNRC
forester would serve as the project administrator—in the field and inday-to-day contact with the
tree-harvesting contractor—to ensure that the management prescription is followed and that any
issues are addressed as they arise.

Figure 13, DHRC Service Forester, Kurt Gelclerman. along asegment of proposed new load construction on the Threemile
Wildlife Management Area.
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Draft Environmental Assessment
MEPA, MCA 23-1-110 CHECKLIST

PART I. PROPOSED ACTION DESCRIPTION

1. Type of proposed state action:
FWP proposes to thin up to 400 acres of forest on the Threemile Wildlife Management Area
(WMA), in Ravalli County (Figures 3 and 12). If approved by the Montana Fish and Wildlife
Commission, the work would begin as early as June 2015. The purpose is to improve wildlife
habitat; this project would not be proposed if not for a need to conserve and improve wildlife
habitat on the WMA. Please see #9, below, for a detailed description of the proposed action.

2. Agency authority for the proposed action:
The land subject to this proposal is included in the Threemile Wildlife Management Area
(WMA), which was originally purchased in 1967 with Federal Aid in Wildlife Restoration
monies administered by the U. S. Fish and Wildlife Service under the authority of the Pittman-
Robertson Act (P-R). Matching funds for acquisition of the WMA were provided by FWP from
revenues generated by the sale of Montana hunting licenses. FWP uses budgeted license
revenues, within spending authority granted each biennium by the Montana legislature, for
maintenance of the WMA. FWP is authorized to use supplemental funds from various public
and private sources, which may be awarded under specificconditions for individualmaintenance
and enhancement projects on the WMA and other properties.

Threemile WMA Management Plan (1992)

FWP initially established the Threemile WMA by purchasing and exchanging lands from 1967
through 2009 for the purpose ofprotecting wildlife habitat and carrying on wildlife restoration
projects in accordance with P-R. More specifically, FWP manages this property primarily to
provide importantwinter range for elk and deer, as outlined and described in the Application for
Federal Assistance and the Management Plan for the Threemile WMA (on file at FWP, Region
2). The ManagementPlan directs FWP to "restore and sustain the natural productivity ofthe
ponderosa pine/bunchgrass/riparian ecotone extending fromThreemileCreek to AmbroseCreek,
includingThreemile WMA and adjacent ownerships, to retain a wide variety ofpotential
management alternatives for future generations. For the expected 10-year life of this plan, as in
the past under DFWP ownership, provide high-qualitywinter range for elk and mule deer, as
well as compatible public recreational opportunities."

The Threemile WMA Management Plan directs the Departmentto pursue opportunities to
enhancethese resources when compatible with elk and deer management. This proposed Project
would meet these standards by maintaining and recruiting thermal cover—in the long term—to
address a habitat limitation in periods of harsh winter weather for migratory populations of300
elk. This proposed project would maintain and enhance woody browse understories and aspen
stands that historicallyprovided winter forage for mule deer and elk on the lower slopes of the
SapphireMountains,but have been severely degradedby conifer encroachmentand fire
suppression over the last 40 years.
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The proposed forest management project addresses, in part, the "Forest Management Problem"
that wasoutlined in the Threemile WMA Management Plan as follows: "Nearly20 years after
logging last occurred onThreemile WMA, forests are at varying stages of recovery and
'maturity.' Commercially valuable timber ispresent onthe WMA. DFWP desires todevelop
objectives regarding thetype of forest structure(s) that best meet WMA goals for wildlife and to
subsequently develop appropriate management strategies that might include prescribed timber
harvest. To clarify, wildlife management objectives, rather thanthecommercial value of the
timber, should betheprimary consideration inevaluating any future timber harvest options on
the WMA."

87-1-201(9) (iv) and 87-1-621 MCA

FWP is required to implement programs that address fire mitigation, pinebeetle infestation, and
wildlife habitat enhancement giving priority to forested lands in excess of 50contiguous acres in
anystatepark, fishing access site,or wildlife management area under thedepartment's
jurisdiction. FWP, inconjunction with DNRC, has identified habitat improvement priorities
following extensive field work, literature review, and conversations with WMA users and
neighbors overthepastdecade. TheMontana Legislature has provided FWP themeans to
accruerevenue from forestmanagement activities andspendthemto fund further management
projects on its forested lands.

23-1-126 MCA. The Good Neighbor Policy of Public Land Use
Asapplied topublic recreational land, TheGood Neighbor Policy seeks to limit impacts to
adjoining private and public land from noxious weeds, trespass, Utter, noise and light pollution,
streambank erosion, and loss ofprivacy.

The Montana Statewide Elk Management Plan (2005)
The MontanaStatewideElk Plan directsFWP to improve elk habitat throughprojects designed
to improve vegetative diversity andto maintain or increase carrying capacity on winter range.
Thisproposed project would work toward meeting thisgoal byrestoring aspen stands, removing
shadetolerant conifers encroaching on historically openand fireadapted ponderosa pine stands,
increasing recruitment of grass and woody browse understories in treated stands, removing late
seraianddiseasedpine and Douglas-fir, and reducing the probability of intense stand
replacement fire events on the WMA.

Montana's Draft State Wildlife Action Plan (2014)

The Threemile WMA is included within the Lolo-Clark Fork Connectivity, Tier One Focal Area.
Priority species forthatFocal Area, which would berelevant to themanagement of Threemile
WMA, includethe Black-backed Woodpecker, BorealChickadee, Brewer's Sparrow, Brown
Creeper, Cassin's Finch, Clark's Nutcracker, Flammulated Owl, Gray-crowned Rosy-Finch,
Great Gray Owl, Northern Goshawk, Pileated Woodpecker, Varied Thrush

3. Name of project:
Threemile Wildlife Management Area Forest Habitat Restoration Project

4. Anticipated Schedule:
Estimated Commencement Date: 6/01/2015
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Estimated Completion Date: 3/1/2016
Current Status of Project Design (% complete): 100%

5. Location affected by proposed action (county, range and township):
Ravalli County;
Township 10North, Range 18 West, Section 19,20, 29, 30.
Project is locatedwithin the ThreemileWildlife Management Area (Figures 14-16).
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Figure 14. The Threemile WMA, located in Montana's Bitterroot River watershed.
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Figure 15. Stand map ofthe Threemile Wildlife Management Area, with the general location ofthe
proposed habitat improvement project outlined.
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Figure 16. Forested stands proposed for treatment as part of the Threemile Wildlife Management Area
Forest Habitat Restoration Project.
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6. Project size—estimate the number ofacres that would bedirectly affected thatare
currently:

Acres Acres

(a) Developed: (d) Floodplain 0

Residential Q
Industrial Q (e) Productive:

(existing shop area) Irrigated cropland 0

(b) Open Space/ 500 Dry cropland 0

Woodlands/Recreation Forestry 0

(c) Wetlands/Riparian Q Rangeland 0

Areas Other 0

8. Listing ofany other Local, State or Federal agency that has overlapping oradditional
jurisdiction.

(a) Permits:

Agency Name Permits
None required

(b) Funding:

Agency Name: Montana FWP

Funding Amount:

Costs to FWPfor theseforest habitat restoration treatments areexpected to be covered by
the sale ofmerchantable timber byproduct. Any revenue inexcess ofproject costs will
bedeposited into the legislatively-established FWP Forest Management Account to
implement further forest management projects pursuant to the provisions of87-1-
201(9)(a)(iv).

(c) Other Overlapping or Additional Jurisdictional Responsibilities:

Bitterroot National Forest Wildland FireProtection
Ravalli County WeedDistrict Noxious Weed Control

9. Narrative summary of the proposed action or project including thebenefits and
purpose of the proposed action:

TheThreemile WMA is located in the Bitterroot Valley of west-central Montana, in Ravalli
County, lying on the west slope ofthe Sapphire Mountains between Eightmile Creek on the
north and Ambrose Creek onthe south (Figure 14). The nearest communities are Florence and
Stevensville. The farming, ranching and recreation/tourism industries support the local
economy. Missoula is the nearest major population center, located about 25 miles northwest of
the Threemile WMA.
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Threemile Point, at 5,964-feet in elevation, is themain topographic feature, andThree Mile
Creek is the principal watershedof the WMA (Figure 15).

Amigratory elk herd uses theThreemile WMA for winter range. Marcum (1975) documented
that thiselkherd habitually occupies summer ranges extending into theWelcome Creek
Wilderness in theRock Creekdrainage. Thus, changes in elkhabitat on theThreemile WMA
may directly affect opportunities for thepublic to hunt and view elkacross a much larger area
including portions of theLolo andBitterroot National Forests andaccessible state andprivate
lands. The WMA itself is one of the most heavily-usedhunting areas in FWP's Region 2 and
FWP has invested considerable effort over the years in providinga satisfactory experience for
hunters on the WMA (Thompson et al. 1991).

Portions of the WMA also provide important winter range for migratory and resident populations
ofmule deer and white-tailed deer. Black bear, mountain lion, wolves, mountain grouse and
furbearing species are common on the property.
FWP acquired the Threemile WMA in 1967 to provide winter range for elk that were restored to
the Sapphire Mountains earlier in the twentieth century. FWP's management plan for Threemile
WMA sets wildlife and wildlife habitat as its first priority, and public access compatible with
wildlife needs is second. The stands subject to this proposal lie on the western edge of the WMA
at the lower forest edge, and are adjacent to private lands (Figure 15).

The subject stands were historicallyopen grown and dominatedby large ponderosa pine with
approximately 10%Douglas-fir. Dominant trees were severalhundred yearsold and commonly
numbered 10 to 30 trees per acre. Tree size was commonlyover 24 inches diameter at breast
height(DBH). Structure wasuneven-aged in groups. Thesegroups couldbe several acres in
size. The opencharacter of thestandand dominance ofponderosa pine was maintained by
frequent low intensity fire occurring every 5 to 10 years. A reconstructionof the historic stand
on the sitewas completed using Government Land Office original survey notes from 1905 (Rich
2011). These notes described distances from surveyed corners and DBH of48bearing trees.
These notes allow for a reconstruction of the stand as it existed in 1905. This reconstruction is of
courseonlyonesnap shot in time. Standconditions change over time. Basedon thesenotesthe
following estimate of the 1905 stand is as follows.

Range ofDBH: 6" to 42"
Average DBH: 21"
Species composition: Ponderosa pine-91 %, Douglas-fir-9%
Trees per acre (Greater than 6' DBH): 20
Basal area: 62 sq. ft/acre
Average spacing between trees: 47 feet

Logging in theearly1900s gave riseto thecurrent stands on thesiteby removing mostof the
larger trees at the time. Thisextensive harvesting allowed forgermination of new seedlings and
release of advanced regeneration that was already established beneath the largertrees. Logging
andsubsequent fireexclusion allowed a dense even-aged stand to develop. Additional
harvesting in the 60s and 70s removed the remaining trees that were not harvestedearlier in the
century. Theseremovals allowed for additional pockets of newregeneration to become
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established and further release of advancedregeneration. It also eliminated nearly all trees over
20 inches DBH from the site. Current stands are predominately composedofdense second
growth ponderosa pineandDouglas-fir. Basal area is approximately 160 square feet peracre
with 300-400 trees peracre. Diameters range from 5"to 18" DBH, and average approximately
11". Pine beetle mortality is common throughout the area and insome portions of thestand
ponderosa pine has been nearly eliminated asa result ofpast beetle caused mortality. An
understory ofsapling size Douglas-fir has become established inmuch of thearea, especially
where thecanopy hasbeen opened upbypine beetle mortality. Quaking aspen is found in
several locations!—most frequently in and along draw bottoms. Inthese draws it is found as long
stringers and as groves ofup to an acre in size. Itisalso found on several dry south slopes and
ridge lines throughout the stand type. In the draw bottoms, stem diameter isup to 14 inches
DBH. Onthe driersiteswhere it occurs, it ismuch smaller andis often verydecadent or dead.
Conifers frequently overtop the aspen except where the aspen grows in apure grove. This
conifer overstory iscausing decline inthe aspen component ofthe stand.

Douglas-fir dwarfmistletoe is found in isolated patches, nearly always in the Douglas-
fir/Ninebark (PSME/PHMA-PHMA) habitat type. Pine beetle mortality is common throughout
the area. Potential for further pine beetle mortality ishigh. The risk ofstand-replacing wildfire
is high, as aresult ofhigh canopy density, small tree diameter, down fuels and developing ladder
fuels.

FWP proposes to mechanically thin the shade-tolerant understory species (primarily Douglas fir
and lodgepole pine) from below while favoring retention ofolder age class ponderosa pine and
Douglas-fir. Patches ofyounger trees and snags will be retained within thinning units to provide
cover for wildlife and to more closely mimic vegetative mosaics typical ofstands maintained by
high frequency, low intensity fire regimes. Any future prescribed fire treatments would be
subject to additional public scoping and review. Slash will be piled in places where the least
damage to native ground cover would occur, and burned on site when conditions permit.

Access to the treatment units is along the Three Mile Creek Road and upon the existing FWP
entrance road and the open road system on Threemile WMA (Figure 16). Approximately 0.45
miles ofclosed road would be improved, and 0.2 miles ofnew road constructed to bypass
excessively steep grades on the open road system; this improved and new road segment would
become the new open road in the Threemile WMA travel plan, and the existing steep road
segment (0.7 miles) would be closed and reseeded when work is completed. Because the
proposed route would be shorter than the existing open road section, aslight decrease ofabout
0.05 miles in open road would occur due to this project. Road improvements and construction
would occur in the summer of2015 and forest management activities would not occur during the
general big game season.

All harvesting would be done using ground based equipment and would be restricted to slopes
less than 35%. The proposed treatments are as follows (please refer to Figure 16):
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Unit 1-200 acres; 5%-35% slopes.
Current condition- Mature ponderosa pine (PP)/Douglas-fir (DF) with scattered patches of
dense Douglas-fir regeneration. Basal area (BA) average of 120 sqft/acre.
Treatment - Proposal is to thin PP to a BA of20- 40 on the drier slopes and benches. PP
stocking would be reduced to approximately 60-80 BA on the wetter slopes and draws. The
largestand oldest PP would be favored to leave in all stands. All suppressedand sub-
merchantable PP would be removed first before sawtimber sized PP would be cut to meet the BA

objectives. Douglas-fir dominated stands would be left untreated. To protect hiding cover, DF
advanced regeneration would be protected as well as PP patches that are composed of trees <
4"in diameter. Both PP and DF would be removed within aspen stands and at least 50 feet above
the existing stand to encourage recovery and expansion ofaspen and brush species.

Unit 2-116 acres; 5%-35% slopes.
Similar to the current condition and treatment of Unit 1. This was made a separate harvest unit
because it is dependent on the new road being built.

Unit 3-62 acres; 5%-35% slopes.
Current condition- Grassland with scattered PP and isolated densePP poletimber/sapling stands.
Treatment- Proposal is to treat only the isolated densePP poletimber/saplingstands. All dense
stands wouldbe thinnedto a 35-50 footspacingexceptthe stand in the lower 1/3 of the unit
surrounding the upgraded road segment (see map). This standwouldhave irregular, 10-20foot
diameter openings createdaround designated leavetrees scattered throughout the stands to
improve stand health while providing hiding and travelcover.

Unit 4-76 acres; 30% - 70% slopes.
Current condition - scattered andclumps of mature PP on steepsouthslope. Thickcontinuous
stands ofmature DFwithheavybrush andregeneration undergrowth on steepandmoderate
slopes.
Treatment - thesestandswouldbe leftuntreated to protect securetravel corridors from the lower
elevation grasslands to the thicklytimbered upperelevations above the harvestunits.

General Guidance

• Wildlife habitat comes first.

• Components of wildlife habitat to be left untreated (if existing) or recruited (if not
existing) are: coverage of aspen andupland willow, big trees (living andsnagrecruits),
clumps of small regeneration, and dense forest coverin thesteeper draws.

• Thinning patterns generally wouldbe derived by first locating leave treesand leave
clumps and stands of trees.

• Thinning patterns would result in an irregularmosaic with relatively short sight distances.

• Cut trees would be marked, in collaboration between FWP and DNRC service foresters.

• To the extent possible, burn piles will be located in openings within treated stands where
little ground cover currently exists. Openingssupporting native rangeland will be
avoided.
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• Timber harvest is encouraged in winter, when the ground is frozen and snow-covered.

• Timber harvest will not occur in the general big game hunting season.

• Road improvement and construction will occur in summer.

• The segment ofexisting road to be abandoned will be left in a condition that allows
continued travel on foot or horseback, but will be closed to motorized vehicles.

• Roads and harvest will comply with Best Management Practices.

• Control ofnoxious weeds will be included as part of the treatments.

10. Description and analysis of reasonable alternatives (including the no action alternative)
to the proposed action whenever alternatives are reasonably available and prudent to
consider and a discussion of how the alternatives would be implemented:

Alternative A: No Action

If FWP decides not to proceed with theproposed action, no stands on the Threemile WMA
would be treated thisyear. FWP expects that theriskof high-intensity catastrophic wildfire
would continue to increase.

Alternative B: Proposed Action
Conduct forested habitat improvement treatments onapproximately 400 acres of theThreemile
WMA asdescribed in #9,above. Following thisaction, FWP anticipates that important ungulate
winter range condition would improve due to increased grass and woody browse understory
recruitment. Treatment would also reduce the riskof high-intensity, stand replacement fire
eventsthat wouldremove the remnant largeoverstory trees,damagethinorganicsoils,slow
grass and woody browse recruitment, and pose asignificant risk toneighboring landowners.
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PART II. ENVIRONMENTAL REVIEW CHECKLIST

1. Evaluation of the impacts of the Proposed Action including secondary and cumulative
impacts on the Physical and Human Environment.

A. PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT

1. MM! RESOURCES

Will the proposed action result in:

IMPACT*

Unknown None Minor Potentially
Significant

Can Impact
Be

Mitigated

Comment

Index

a. **Soilinstability or changes in geologic
substructure?

X

b. Disruption, displacement erosion, compaction,
moisture loss, orover-covering of soil, which would
reduce productivity or fertility?

X

c. **Destruction, covering or modification ofany
unique geologic or physical features?

X

d. Changes in siltation, deposition or erosion
patterns that may modify the channel of a river or
stream or the bed orshore of a lake?

X

e. Exposure of people or property to earthquakes,
landslides, ground failure, or other natural hazard?

X

f. Other

NarrativeDescriptionand Evaluationof the Cumulativeand Secondary Effectson LandResources (attach additional pagesof
narrative if needed):

Roads would be built or improved to BMP specifications. No impacts to riparian areas wouldbe anticipated and
no sediment delivery to or siltation ofperennial water bodies will occur.

The abandonmentof a 0.7-mile segment ofsteep road would greatly reducea chronic source of erosion.
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2. AIR

Will the proposed action result in:

IMPACT*

Unknown None Minor Potentially
Significant

Can Impact
Be

Mitigated

Comment

Index

a. **Emission of air pollutants or deterioration of
ambient air quality? (Alsosee 13 (c).)

X

b. Creation of objectionable odors?
X

c Alteration ofair movement moisture, or

temperature patterns or any change in climate,
either locally or regionally?

X

d. Adverse effects on vegetation, including crops,
due to increased emissions of pollutants?

X

e. ***ForP-R/D-lprojects,will the Droiectresult in
any discharge, whichwillconflictwith federalor
state air quality regs? (Also see 2a.}

X

f. Other:

Narrative Description andEvaluation ofthe Cumulative andSecondary Effects onAirResources (attach additional pages of
narrative ifneeded):

Much of the slash andresidual byproduct generated during thecourse of theproposed treatments would be
burned on-site. The contractor would comply with Ravalli County open burning timing restrictions and comply
with inter-agency slashtreatment regulations.
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3. WATER

Will the proposed action result in:

IMPACT*

Unknown None Minor Potentially
Significant

Can Impact
Be

Mitigated

Comment

Index

a. *Discharge into surface water or any alteration of
surface water quality including but not limited to
temperature, dissolved oxygen or turbidity?

X

b. Changes in drainage patterns or the rate and
amount ofsurface runoff?

X

c Alteration of the course or magnitude of
floodwater or other flows?

X

d. Changes in the amount of surface water in any
water body or creation ofa new water body?

X

e. Exposure of people or property to water related
hazards such as flooding?

X

f. Changes in the quality ofgroundwater? X

g. Changes in the quantity ofgroundwater? X

h. Increase in risk ofcontamination of surface or

groundwater?
X

i. Effects on any existing water right or reservation? X

j. Effects on other water users as a result of any
alteration in surface or groundwater quality?

X

k. Effects on other users as a result of any alteration
in surface or groundwater quantity?

X

1. *«»»For P-R/TM. will the project affect a
designated floodplain? (Also see 3c.)

X

m. »*«For P-R/D-t. will the project result in anv
discharge that will affect federal or state water
quality regulations? (Also see 3a.)

X

n. Other:

Narrative Description and Evaluation of the Cumulative and Secondary Effects on Water Resources (attach additional pages of
narrative ifneeded):

Treating thesubject stands may slightly alter the rate and volumeofspring runoff and retained snowpack. Given
the limited scale of the project and condition ofadjacent stands, this effect is expected to be extremely minor.
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4. VEGETATION

Will the proposed action result In?

IMPACT*

Unknown
None

Minor Potentially
Significant

Can Impact
Be

Mitigated

Comment

Index

a. Changes in the diversity, productivity or
abundance of plant species (including trees, shrubs,
grass, crops, and aquatic plants)?

X

b. Alteration ofa plant community?
X

c Adverse effects on any unique, rare, threatened,
or endangered species?

X

d. Reduction in acreage or productivity of any
agricultural land?

X

e. Establishment or spread of noxious weeds?
X

f. **"For P.R/D-I. will the project affect wetlands,
or prime and unique farmland?

X

g. Other:

Narrative Descriptionand Evaluationofthe Cumulativeand Secondary Effectson Vegetation (attach additional pages of
narrative if needed):

The Projectintent is to restoreand diversifyvegetation to benefitwildlifehabitat conditionand protect stands
from high-intensity wildfire. Please see #9 abovefor a more detailed description of proposedtreatments.
Noxious weedspread wouldbe mitigatedby minimizing grounddisturbance and treatingaffectedareas or areas
at risk with herbicide during the Spring of 2015 and 2016.
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..S. FISH /WILDLIFE

Will the proposed action result in:

IMPACT •

Unknown None Minor Potentially
Significant

Can

Impact Be
Mitigated

Comment

Index

a. Deterioration of critical fish or wildlife habitat? X

b. Changes in the diversity or abundance of game
animals or bird species?

X

c. Changes in the diversity or abundance of nongame
species?

X

d. Introduction of new species into an area? x

e. Creation ofa barrier to the migration or movement
of animals?

x

f. Adverse effects on any unique, rare, threatened, or
endangered species?

X

g. Increase in conditions that stress wildlife
populations or limit abundance (including harassment
legal or illegal harvest or other human activity)?

X

h. *»**Fnr P-R/D-l. will the project be performed in
any area in which T&Especies are present and will the
project affect any T&Especies or their habitat? (Also
see5f.)

X

i. ***For P-R/D-i. will the project introduce or export
any species not presently or historically occurring in
the receiving location? (Also see Sd.)

X

j. Other

Narrative Description and Evaluation ofthe Cumulative and Secondary Effects on Fish and Wildlife:

Near Term: Some wildlife would be temporarily displaced from the Project area while treatments are ongoing.
Large and mobile species would likely move to secure, adjacent habitat. Bird nesting activity will have been
completed before Project initiation and implementation (winter treatments). Winter treatments may attract deer
and elk to feed on the felled tops.

Long Term: Habitat for songbirds would be enhanced with the enhancement ofaspen communities. More large
trees would be recruited over time and will grow larger to provide thermal cover, nesting sites and roosting sites
for wildlife, and will eventually develop a snag component that is currently absent. Within two years following
treatment the forest would be more resistant to stand replacement fire, would be more likely to benefit from
unintended burns, and the existing potential threat ofdecades-long habitat loss due to unnatural stand
replacement would be lessened.
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B. HUMAN ENVIRONMENT

ft NOISE/ELECTRICAL EFFECTS

Will the proposed action result in:

IMPACT*

Unknown None Minor Potentially
Significant

Can

Impact Be
Mitigated

Comment

Index

a. Increases in existing noise levels?
X

b. Exposureof people to severe or nuisance noise
levels?

X

c. Creation ofelectrostatic or electromagnetic
effects that could be detrimental to human health or
property?

X

d. Interference with radio or television reception
and operation?

X

I e. Other:

Narrative Description and Evaluation oftheCumulative and Secondary Effects onNoise/Electrical Effects (attach additional
pages ofnarrative if needed):

Logging and trucking equipment would increase noise levels on the Project area while activities are ongoing.
Merchantable timber byproducts would betransported out the Three Mile Creek Road and East Side Highway.

7.1AHDJISE

Will the proposed action result in:

IMPACT*

Unknown None Minor Potentially
Significant

Can Impact
Be

Mitigated

Comment

Index

a. Alteration ofor interference with the
productivity or profitability ofthe existing landuse
ofan area?

X

b. Conflictedwith a designated natural area or area
of unusual scientific or educational importance?

X

c. Conflictwith any existing land use whose
presencewouldconstrainor potentially prohibit
the proposed action?

X

d Adverse effects on or relocation of residences?
X

e. Other:

Narrative Description andEvaluation of theCumulative andSecondary Effects onLand Use (attach additional pages ofnarrative
ifneeded):

The proposed Project implements the Threemile WMA's Management Plan. The Project Area lies ina matrix of
State, federal, and private ownerships that also actively manage their forested lands. The demonstration intent
would provide all interested parties with an opportunity toleam and improve practices for managing forests for
wildlife.
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8. RISK/HEALTH HAZARDS

Will the proposed action result in:

IMPACT*

Unknown None Minor Potentially
Significant

Can Impact
Be

Mitigated

Comment

Index

a. Riskof an explosion or release of hazardous
substances (including, but not limited to oil,
pesticides, chemicals,or radiation) in the event of
an accident orother forms ofdisruption?

X

b. Affectan existingemergency response or
emergency evacuation plan, or create a need for a
new plan?

X

c. Creation ofany human health hazard or potential
hazard?

X

d. •••For P-R/D-J. will any rhemiral tnxiranft hp
used? (Also see 8a)

X

e. Other:

Narrative Description and Evaluation of the Cumulative andSecondary Effects on Risk/HealthHazards (attachadditionalpages
of narrative if needed):

Timber management activities areinherently dangerous. A DNRC forester would oversee harvest operations and
thesalepurchaser would be required to enterinto a written contract toensurethatsafemanagement practices are
in place.

9. COMMUNITY IMPACT

Will the proposed action result in:

IMPACT*

Unknown None Minor Potentially
Significant

Can Impact
Be

Mitigated

Comment

Index

a. Alterationof the location,distribution, density, or
growth rate of the human population of an area?

X

b. Alteration of the social structure of a
community?

X

c. Alteration of the level or distribution of
employment or community or personal income?

X

d. Changes in industrial or commercial activity? X

e. Increased traffichazards or effects on existing
transportation facilities or patterns of movement of
people and goods?

X

f. Other:

Narrative Description andEvaluation oftheCumulative andSecondary Effects onCommunity Impact (attach additional pages of
narrative ifneeded):

Jobs would becreated or sustained byProject work while theProject isongoing. Log hauling and contractor
traffic would increase during theProject. Roads andother infrastructure thatwould be used bycontractors were
designed (and would be maintained) tosupport commercial logging and log transport activities. Itisgenerally
recognized in the professional forestry community that the harvest ofa million board-feet of timber equates to
10 man-years of employment.
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1 ft PIIR1.IC SERVICES/TAXES/UTILITIES

Will the proposed action result in:

IMPACT*

Unknown None Minor Potentially
Significant

Can Impact
Be

Mitigated

Comment

Index

a. Will the proposedactionhave an effectupon or
result in a need for new or altered governmental
services in any of the followingareas: fireor police
protection, schools, parks/recreational facilities,
roads or other publicmaintenance,water supply,
seweror septicsystems,solidwaste disposal,
health, or other governmental services? Ifany,
specify:

X

b. Will the proposedactionhave an effectupon the
local or state tax base and revenues?

X

c. Will the proposedactionresult ina needfornew
facilities or substantial alterations ofany of the
following utilities: electricpower, naturalgas, other
fuelsupply or distribution systems, or
communications?

X

d. Will the proposed actionresult in increased use
ofany energy source?

X

e. "Define projected revenue sources

f. ••Define projected maintenance costs.

g. Other:

Narrative Description and Evaluation ofthe Cumulative and Secondary Effects on Public Services/Taxes/Utilities (attach
additional pages ofnarrative if needed):

The Project would increase state and local tax revenues from the sale of fuel and equipment and from
employees' income. Fuel and electricity would be required to treat stands and process timber byproducts.

The abandonment of the 0.7-segment of steep road would reduce the existing road maintenance burden.
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Mil. AESTHETICS/RECREATION

Will the proposed action result in:

IMPACT*

Unknown None Minor Potentially
Significant

Can Impact
Be

Mitigated

Comment

Index

a. Alteration of any scenic vista or creation of an
aesthetically offensive site or effect that is open to
public view?

X

b. Alteration ofthe aesthetic character ofa

community or neighborhood?
X

c ••Alteration of the quality or quantity of
recreational/tourism opportunities and settings?
(Attach Tourism Report)

X

d. •••For P.R/D-). will any designated or proposed
wild or scenic rivers, trails or wilderness areas be
impacted? (Alsosee 11a, lie.)

X

e. Other:

Narrative Descriptionand Evaluationof the Cumulativeand Secondary Effectson Aesthetics/Recreation (attach additional
pages ofnarrative ifneeded):

Some treated stands wouldbe visiblefrom the FWP openroadsystem. The Project's intent is to restorestands to
moreclosely approximate historic conditions. A steepstretch of the existing openroad system would be closed
and re-seeded, which wouldreducerunoffand erosion. The riskof catastrophic wildfire, whichwouldalso
modify the scenic vista, would be reduced.

12. CULTURAL/HISTORICAL RESOURCES

Will the proposed action result in:

IMPACT*

Unknown None Minor Potentially
Significant

Can Impact
Be

Mitigated

Comment

Index

a. **Destruction or alteration of any site, structure
or objectof prehistoric historic, or paleontological
importance?

X

b. Physicalchangethat would affectunique cultural
values?

X

c Effectson existing religious or sacred uses of a
site or area?

X

d. ••••For P-R/D.|. will thp projprt affprr histnrir
or cultural resources? Attach SHPO letter of
clearance. (Also see 12.a.)

e. Other:

Narrative Description andEvaluation of theCumulative and Secondary Effects onCultural/Historical Resources (attach
additional pages ofnarrative if needed):
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SIGNIFICANCE CRITERIA

11. SUMMARY EVALUATION OF

SIGNIFICANCE

Will the proposed action, considered as a whole:

IMPACT*

Unknown None Minor Potentially
Significant

Can Impact
Be

Mitigated

Comment

Index

a. Have impactsthat are individuallylimited, but
cumulativelyconsiderable? (A projector program
may result in impacts on two or more separate
resourcesthat create a significanteffect when
considered together or in total.)

X

b. Involve potential risksor adverseeffects,which
are uncertain but extremely hazardous if they were
to occur?

X

c. Potentiallyconflictwith the substantive
requirements ofanylocal, state, or federal law,
regulation,standard or formal plan?

X

d. Establish a precedent or likelihood that future
actions withsignificant environmental impacts will
be proposed?

X

e. Generate substantial debate or controversy
about the nature of the impacts that would be
created?

X

f. •••For P-R/D-l. is the proiett expected to have
organized opposition orgenerate substantial public
controversy? (Also see 13e.)

X

e ••♦•Fnr P-R/n-l. listanv federal orstate permits
required.

Narrative Description and Evaluation ofthe Cumulative and Secondary Effects on Significance Criteria (attach additional pages
ofnarrative if needed):

This project would improve ungulate habitat conditions and reduce the risk ofhigh-intensity wildfire on and
adjacent totheThreemile WMA.
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PART in. NARRATIVE EVALUATION AND COMMENT

Montana Fish, Wildlife &Parks (FWP) proposes to thin up to 400 acres offorest on the
Threemile Wildlife Management Area (WMA), in Ravalli County. Ifapproved by the Montana
Fish and Wildlife Commission, the work would begin as early as June 2015. The purpose isto
improve wildlife habitat; this project would not be proposed ifnot for aneed to conserve and
improve wildlife habitaton the WMA.

Historic timber harvest practices, fire exclusion and the lack of forest management inrecent
decades have setthe stage for a potential long-term loss ofwildlife and wildlife habitat on
Threemile WMA. Of foremost concern, whena wildfire occursin the future, is the increased
likelihood of a stand-replacement event. This forest evolved with a natural cycle of frequent,
low intensity fires thatminimized stand replacement events and promoted theretention and
recruitment of largetrees in openstands (Rich 2011). Decades of fireprevention and
suppression, coupled with historic, high-grade harvesting and a lack ofsubsequent management
to restore a natural stand structure, have increased the vulnerability of the forest to fires that once
burned beneficially (Rich 2011). FWP would like to thin some forest stands in the coming
months to increase the probability of larger trees surviving the inevitable lightning or human-
caused fire in the future. Otherwise, a wildfire is likely to burn much hotter than would have
naturally occurred, reaching the forest canopy and more deeply into the mineral soil, thus
removingmost or all of the existing forest structure, to the detriment ofmany wildlife species on
the WMA. The recommended forest management project is not intended to significantly reduce
or eliminate fire risk—wildfire is natural and inevitable—but is intended and would be designed
to improve tree survival in the event ofa fire.

Increasedstand density on the dry west, southwestand south-facing slopes of the WMA creates
moisture stress that inhibits the growth and recruitmentofold, large ponderosa pine and
Douglas-fir trees—those features of importance as elk thermalcover in winter and as livingor
future-dead wildlife trees. Aspen, upland willow and other deciduous trees and shrubs, which
add habitat and wildlife species diversity,are being shaded out by the increasing conifer
densities on some sites. FWP would prescribethinning in a pattern that would promote moisture
delivery in stands with the greatest growth and survival potential, and in places where aspen and
other deciduous plants would benefit from thinning the forest canopy and disturbing the plants
themselves to promote sprouting.

Equally importantas the treatment are the stands within the project area that would not be
treated. Forests in the riparian bottoms and on steep, north-facing slopes along the draws would
be left standing, including a mix of larger Douglas-fir and spruce, and thickets of shrubs and
shade-tolerant conifer regeneration. These important features of the overall wildlife habitat
would remain irregularly interspersed with treated stands to maintain a functional mosaic of
forest structures for a diversity of wildlife. Among other values, these stands are used by elk for
winter thermal cover, and in combination with large pine and Douglas-fir boles on the adjacent,
south-facing slopes provide diverse habitats in close proximity, which allow wintering elk to
minimize their exposure to wind or maximize their exposure to the sun and reflected solar
radiation, as conditions vary (Beall 1974).

31



FWP proposes to begin forest management on a small scale, with the idea that this initial
treatment would serve as a demonstration for FWP to evaluate and learn from, and for the public
to react to, before proposingany further forest management projects on Threemile WMA in the
future. FWP would involve only about 500 acres—about 10%of the forested acres on the
WMA—in this demonstration (which includes untreated acres within the project area). The
project area would be contiguous and blocked in the north half of the WMA, which would
minimize and confine the operational disturbance and leave most of the WMA unaffected. Any
future forest management projects would be proposed and released for public review and
comment at a later date, and no-action would remain a viable alternative at that time.

As thehabitat manager, FWP would decide which trees would be removed, and which would be
left standing, along with allother aspects of the forest management prescription. However, FWP
has developed this proposal in partnership with the Montana Department ofNatural Resources
and Conservation (DNRC) and its Forestry Assistance Program to incorporate the professional
forestry expertise that exists there. The role ofDNRC foresters has been to hear FWP's purposes
and goals, and to translate them into forest management prescriptions that are silviculturally
sound and feasible. Project development has been acontinual process oftrial and feedback, and
trial again, to meet wildlife needs and address wildlife opportunities first. Ifthe Fish and
Wildlife Commission ultimately approves a final project proposal this fall, a DNRC forester
would serve as the project administrator—in the field and in day-to-day contact with the tree-
harvesting contractor—to ensure that the management prescription is followed and that any
issues are addressed as they arise.

PART IV. PUBLIC PARTICIPATION

1. Describe thelevel of public involvement for this project if any, and, given the
complexity and the seriousness of the environmental issues associated with the proposed
action, is the level of public involvement appropriate under the circumstances?

The public will be notified in the following manners about the opportunity to comment on this
current EA, the proposed action and alternative:

• Legal notices will be published once in each ofthese newspapers: Bitterroot Star
(Stevensville), Independent Record (Helena), Missoidian, and Ravalli Republic (Hamilton)

• Public notice will be posted on FWP's webpage: http://fwp.mt.gov ("News," then "Public
Notices")- The Draft EA will also be available on this webpage, along with the opportunity
to submit comments online.

• Anews release will be prepared and distributed to astandard list ofmedia outlets interested
in FWP Region 2 issues; this news release will also be posted on FWP's website
http://fwp.mt.tiOv ("News," then "News Releases").

• Direct mailing oremail notification will be made to adjacent landowners and other
interested parties (individuals, groups, agencies) to ensure their knowledge ofthe proposed
project.
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Copies ofthis draft EA may be obtained by mail from Region 2 FWP, 3201 Spurgin Rd., Missoula
59804; by phoning 406-542-5540; by emailing shrose@.mt.gov: or by viewing FWP's Internet
website http://fwp.mt.gov ("Public Notices." beginning February9, 2015).

Comments should be directed by: mail to FWP Region 2, Attn: Sharon Rose, 3201 Spurgin
Road, Missoula, MT 59804; phone to 406-542-5540; or email to shrose(d)mt. gov. Comments
must be received by FWP no later than 5:00 p.m. on March 10, 2015.

This level of public notice and participation is appropriate for a project ofthis scope having
limited impacts, many of which can be mitigated.

PART V. EA PREPARATION

1. Based on the significance criteria evaluated in this EA, is an EIS required? (YES/NO)?
If an EIS is not required, explain whv the EA is the appropriate level of analysis for this
proposed action.

No. Based upon the above assessment which has identified a limited number of minor impacts
to the physical and human environment that will be either for a short duration or that the affects
of the propose project can be mitigated below the level of significance, an EIS in not required
and an environmental assessment is the appropriate level of review.

2. Name, title, address and phone number of the person(s) responsible for preparing the
EA:

Mike Thompson
Regional Wildlife Manager
FWP, Region Two
3201 Spurgin Road, Missoula MT 59804
(406)542-5516

3. List of entities consulted during preparation of the EA:

Montana Department of Natural Resources and Conservation (DNRC), Missoula and
Hamilton
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