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 Identify and evaluate lands that may be suitable for inclusion in the National Wilderness Preservation 
System and determine whether to recommend any such lands for wilderness designation. 

(36 Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) § 219.7(c)(2)(v))  
 
 
The identification and inventory of lands that may be suitable for inclusion in the National 
Wilderness Preservation System (NWPS) is the first step in the overall wilderness evaluation 
process outlined in proposed Forest Service Handbook (FSH) 1909.12, Chapter 70. Areas that 
are included in the identification and inventory process will then be carried forward for further 
evaluation based on set evaluation criteria. The wilderness evaluation, the second step, takes a 
more detailed look at these inventoried areas in terms of wilderness character and other factors.  
Once the wilderness evaluation is completed, the responsible official will determine the areas to 
carry forward in the environmental impact statement (EIS). The third step involves analyzing 
and documenting those areas brought forward into the EIS. In the final step, the responsible 
official decides, based upon the analysis disclosed in the EIS document and input from tribes, 
State and local governments and the public, which areas, if any, to recommend for inclusion in 
the NWPS.  
 
This process paper documents the identification and inventory step of the overall wilderness 
evaluation process as performed by the Flathead National Forest (NF).  
 
As part of the process, the Flathead NF is engaging the public, tribes, other local governments 
and government agencies early and throughout the process to provide their feedback and input 
on the inventory, evaluation, and analysis of areas for wilderness recommendation. Currently, 
an interactive map of the draft identification and inventory of lands that may be suitable for 
inclusion in the NWPS is posted on the Flathead NF website for public comment and input.   

 
 
Step 1: Identification and Inventory  
 
According to FSH 1909.12 Chapter 70, the responsible official shall identify and create an 
inventory of all lands that may be suitable for inclusion in the NWPS. The primary function of 
the identification and inventory step is to efficiently and effectively identify all lands that may 
have wilderness characteristics as defined in the Wilderness Act of 1964 (16 United States Code 
1131–1136, 78 Stat 890) within the plan area, using a transparent process. Lands included in the 
inventory are documented and identified on a map and carried forward for further evaluation.  
 

Process Paper for the Identification and Inventory of Lands That May be Suitable 
for Inclusion in the National Wilderness Preservation System 
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To develop the inventory of lands that may be suitable for inclusion in the NWPS, three 
categories of inventory criteria (i.e., size, forest road improvement, and other improvements) 
detailed below and information obtained during the development of the Assessment of the 
Flathead National Forest report (USDA Forest Service 2014) was used.   
 

Please note: Inclusion in the inventory is not a designation that conveys or requires a 
particular kind of management. 

 

Size 
• NFS lands outside of existing designated areas that were at least 5,000 contiguous acres or 

greater were considered and included in the inventory. 

• Areas contiguous to existing wilderness, primitive areas, administratively recommended 
wilderness, or wilderness inventories of other federal ownership, regardless of their size, 
were included in the inventory.  

However, National Forest System (NFS) Lands on the Flathead NF less than 5,000 acres that 
were not contiguous to existing wilderness were excluded from inventory based on the 
responsible official determination that areas less than 5,000 acres were not practicable to 
manage in an unimpaired condition nor sufficiently large enough to be effectively managed as a 
separate unit of the NWPS.     

 

Forest Road1 Improvements 
Areas with the following road improvements were included in the inventory: 
 

1. Areas that contain objective maintenance level 1 (see Glossary for definition) forest roads.  
2. Areas with routes that are decommissioned, unauthorized or temporary, or forest roads 

that are identified for decommissioned in a previous decision document or identified in 
travel management plan or travel analysis. 

3. Areas with forest roads that will be reclassified to maintenance level 1 through a 
previous decision document or identified in a travel management plan or travel analysis. 

4. Areas with forest roads that were proposed for consideration as recommended 
wilderness in the 1986 Forest Plan, in the draft 2006 Forest Plan, and through public 
involvement during the development of the Assessment of the Flathead National Forest 
(USDA Forest Service 2014) were included in the inventory.  

                                                      
1 A road wholly or partly within or adjacent to and serving the NFS that the Forest Service determines is 
necessary for the protection, administration, and utilization of the NFS and the use and development of 
its resources (36 CFR 212.1). 
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5. Areas with historic wagon routes, historic mining routes, or other settlement era 
transportation features considered part of the historical and cultural landscape of the 
area. 

Additionally, we excluded areas from the inventory areas that contained the following: 
 

1. Permanently authorized roads validated by a Federal court or the Department of 
Interior for which a valid easement or interest has been properly recorded. 

2. Forest roads maintained to levels 3, 4 or 5. 
3. Areas of forest roads maintained to level 2; it was determined that all forest roads 

maintained to level 2 roads received some type of mechanical treatment to ensure 
relatively regular and continued use. 

Other Improvements 
The following improvements on the Flathead NF were reviewed to determine areas to include 
or exclude in the inventory.   
 

• Airstrips and heliports. 

o Airstrips were excluded from the inventory. Heliports are temporary structures and are 
included in the inventory.    

• Vegetation treatments that are not substantially noticeable. 

o Vegetation treatments were included in the inventory. The definition for substantially noticeable, 
and how the team used the concept in the inventory, is presented in appendix A. 
 

• Timber harvest areas where logging and prior road construction are not substantially 
noticeable. 

o Areas with regeneration harvest units that occurred in the last 40 years were excluded from the 
inventory. The definition for substantially noticeable, and how the team used the concept in the 
inventory, is presented in appendix A. 
 

• Permanently installed vertical structures, such as electronic installations including cell 
towers, television, radio, and telephone repeaters, provided their impact, as well as their 
maintenance and access needs, is minimal. 

o Permanently installed vertical structures, such as electronic installations including cell towers, 
television, radio, and telephone repeaters were included in the inventory.  
 

• Areas of historic mining where impacts are not substantially noticeable. 

o Areas of historic mining activity are very limited on the Flathead NF; therefore any areas that 
exist are included in the inventory.  
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• Areas of mining activity where impacts are not substantially noticeable. 
 

o Areas of mining activity are very limited on the Flathead NF; therefore any areas that exist are 
included in the inventory. 
 

• Range improvement areas, involving minor structural improvements (for example fences or 
water troughs) and non-structural improvements (chaining, burning, spraying, potholing, 
and so forth) that are not substantially noticeable. 
 

o Areas that have range improvements are very limited on the Flathead NF; therefore any areas 
that exist are included in the inventory. 
 

• Recreational improvements, such as occupancy spots, or minor hunting, or outfitting camps. 
As a general rule, do not include developed sites. Areas with minor, easily removable 
recreation developments may be included. 
 

o Recreational improvements such as dispersed camping sites or outfitter camps were included in 
the inventory. Developed recreation sites were excluded from the inventory.  
 

• Ground-return telephone lines, electric lines, and power lines if a right-of-way has not been 
cleared.  Exclude power lines with cleared right-of-ways, pipelines, and other permanently 
installed linear right-of-way structure. 
 

o These improvements were excluded from the inventory.  
 

• Watershed treatment areas (contouring, diking, channeling) that are not substantially 
noticeable, or if wilderness character can be maintained or restored through appropriate 
management actions. Areas may include minor watershed treatments that have been 
accomplished manually such as small hand-constructed gully plugs.  

 

o Areas of watershed treatment are very limited on the Flathead NF; therefore any areas that exist 
are included in the inventory.  
 

• Lands adjacent to development or activities that impact opportunities for solitude.  The fact 
that the non-wilderness activities or uses can be seen or heard from within any portion of 
the area, shall not, of itself, preclude inclusion in the inventory. 
 

o We did not exclude from the inventory any areas adjacent to development or activities that 
impact opportunities for solitude. Therefore they are included in the inventory. 
 

• Structures, dwellings and other relics of past occupation when they are considered part of 
the historical and cultural landscape of the area.    
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o We did not exclude from the inventory any areas that included structures, dwellings and other 
relics of past occupation when they are considered part of the historic and cultural landscape. 
Therefore they are included in the inventory.  

Results 
The areas listed in table 1 are areas that have been identified and included in the inventory and 
proposed to be carried forward for further evaluation based on set evaluation criteria. The 
wilderness evaluation, the second step, will take a more detailed look at these inventoried areas 
in terms of the wilderness characteristics of each area in the inventory using a set of criteria based on the 
Wilderness Act of 1964.   

Table 1. Wilderness Identification and Inventory April 2014 

Area Name Acres 
BMSSHH* 352,165 
Canyon 18,572 
Coal 63,565 
Demers 6,959 
Essex 18,331 
LeBeau 5,272 
NF Cold Creek 228 
Fatty Creek 4,963 
Piper Creek 590 
Cold Creek 674 
Lindberg Lake 1,019 
Meadow Lake 1,033 
Jim Creek 1,509 
S Woodward Creek 2,198 
Glacier Creek 2,590 
Beaver Lake 3,542 
Elk Creek 5,036 
Puzzle 22,103 
Skywest 6,076 
Tuchuck 34,189 
Whale 66,183 

Total 620,427 
* Bear-Marshall-Scapegoat-Swan-Hungry Horse 
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Glossary 

Maintenance levels.  The level of service provided by, and maintenance required for, a specific 
road.  
 
• Level 1.  These are roads that have been placed in storage between intermittent uses.  The period of 

storage must exceed 1 year.  Basic custodial maintenance is performed to prevent damage to adjacent 
resources and to perpetuate the road for future resource management needs.  Emphasis is normally 
given to maintaining drainage facilities and runoff patterns.  Planned road deterioration may occur at 
this level.  Appropriate traffic management strategies are to "prohibit" and "eliminate" all traffic.  
These roads are not shown on motor vehicle use maps. Roads receiving level 1 maintenance may be 
of any type, class, or construction standard, and may be managed at any other maintenance level 
during the time they are open for traffic.  However, while being maintained at level 1, they are closed 
to vehicular traffic but may be available and suitable for non-motorized uses. 

 
• Level 2.  Assigned to roads open for use by high clearance vehicles.  Passenger car traffic, user 

comfort, and user convenience are not considerations.  Warning signs and traffic control devices are 
not provided with the exception that some signing, such asW-18-1 “No Traffic Signs,” may be posted 
at intersections.  Motorists should have no expectations of being alerted to potential hazards while 
driving these roads.  Traffic is normally minor, usually consisting of one or a combination of 
administrative, permitted, dispersed recreation, or other specialized uses.  Log haul may occur at this 
level.  Appropriate traffic management strategies are either to “discourage” or “prohibit” passenger 
cars.  “Accept” or “discourage” strategies may be employed for high clearance vehicles.  

 
• Level 3.  Assigned to roads open and maintained for travel by a prudent driver in a standard 

passenger car.  User comfort and convenience are not considered priorities.  The manual on uniform 
traffic control devices is applicable.  Warning signs and traffic control devices are provided to alert 
motorists of situations that may violate expectations. Roads in this maintenance level are typically 
low speed with single lanes and turnouts.  Appropriate traffic management strategies are either to 
"encourage" or "accept" passenger cars.  "Discourage" or "prohibit" strategies may be employed for 
certain classes of vehicles or users. 

 
• Level 4.  Assigned to roads that provide a moderate degree of user comfort and convenience at 

moderate travel speeds.  Most roads are double lane and aggregate surfaced.  However, some roads 
may be single lane.  Some roads may be paved and/or dust abated.  The manual on uniform traffic 
control devices is applicable.  The most appropriate traffic management strategy is to "encourage" 
passenger cars.  However, the "prohibit" strategy may apply to specific classes of vehicles or users at 
certain times. 

• Level 5.  Assigned to roads that provide a high degree of user comfort and convenience.  These roads 
are normally double lane, paved facilities.  Some may be aggregate surfaced and dust abated.  The 
manual on uniform traffic control devices is applicable.  The appropriate traffic management strategy 
is to "encourage" passenger cars. 
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Substantially Noticeable 

Because the term substantially noticeable is not directly defined in the wilderness evaluation 
directives (reference Forest Service Handbook 1909.12 chapter 70, 71.22b), the plan revision 
team vegetation and scenery specialists developed a definition with the forest landscape 
architect’s input.  The term substantially noticeable was defined in terms of what a viewer will 
likely see when viewing harvest areas and associated roads from the background, mid-ground 
and foreground to assist in determining whether or not vegetation treatments, timber harvest, 
and prior road construction were substantially noticeable and, consequently, whether or not 
they were included or excluded from the wilderness evaluation inventory.  

For the purpose of this wilderness evaluation process, vegetation treatments and timber harvest 
are considered different activities. Vegetation treatments included only ecosystem/prescribed 
fire use and non-commercial fuel reduction treatment. These types of treatments generally have 
not created substantially noticeable effects on the Flathead NF landscape. As such, vegetation 
treatment areas are not considered substantially noticeable and were included in the wilderness 
evaluation inventory.  

Based on the following factors, it was determined that regeneration timber harvest (i.e.,clearcuts 
and seed tree harvest) and associate road building activities that were conducted within the last 
40 years (since 1974) were substantially noticeable on the Flathead NF.  Factors considered were 
tree height growth, stand productivity, stand densities, time of tree regeneration, topographic 
features (i.e., slope), abundance and type of ground vegetation (i.e., shrub density) and distance 
from harvested area. There is obvious variability in stand conditions across the Flathead NF, but 
for the purposes of this inventory process and the need to consider all Flathead NF lands 
outside of existing wilderness (1,024,526 acres), the average condition of 40 years was used as 
the basis for the determination of substantially noticeable.    

Tree growth rates (height growth), especially in young, immature tree stands, depend upon site 
productivity. Average stand height growth across all sites on lands suitable for timber 
production was estimated. On the better growing sites of the Flathead NF, one could expect the 
average stand height to increase by about 11 inches per year during the first 40 years of growth. 
On the poorest sites, average stand height may increase on average about 6 inches per year.  
Therefore, on the Flathead NF, a 40 year old stand would generally have a height range of 20 to 
37 feet, depending on site productivity.  

Viewshed 

On the Flathead NF, boundaries of past regeneration harvest units are typically geometric in 
shape with straight lines that contrast with non-harvested areas. When viewed from the 
background (4 or more miles from viewer), harvested areas are typically very distinct, with the 
line of delineation between harvested areas and non-harvested areas substantially noticeable 
from the background view.   

Appendix A 
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Roads associated with the harvested area (within and surrounding the harvested area) are 
particularly visible during the first few decades after harvest, until young trees have gained 
sufficient height to block views of the road. In areas with steep terrain, the steep slopes increase 
road visibility (prominent cut and fill slopes) and require longer time periods (greater tree 
height) before trees are tall enough to block continuous view of the road. 

After 4 decades, tree height should generally be high enough (generally 20 to 37 feet) to reduce 
the line of delineation between harvested and non-harvested areas as well as intermittently 
break up views of road cuts and fills.   

In the mid-ground view (0.5 to 4 miles from viewer), evidence of past regeneration harvested 
units are similar to background view except that in the mid-ground view, the viewer may not 
have a continuous line of sight as when viewing from the background view.  The line of 
delineation between harvested and non-harvested areas as well as road cuts/fills may be 
interrupted due to terrain and vegetation.   

In the foreground view (0 to 0.5 mile from viewer), decomposition is slower under the drier and 
colder conditions of the Flathead NF, as compared to warm, moist forests in other parts of the 
Northern Rockies or Pacific Northwest.  Therefore, stumps are generally evident within 4 
decades after harvest, particularly in drier area.  After 4 decades, stumps have decomposed or 
ground covers (shrubs) sufficiently block the visibility of the stumps.  Road cuts may be long 
lasting and evident to the foreground viewer for longer than 40 years.    

The delineation between harvested and non-harvested areas diminishes as the young trees grow 
and reduce views within the harvested area.  

Conclusion 

After considering tree height growth, stand productivity, stand densities, time of tree 
regeneration, topographic features, abundance and type of ground vegetation within the fore, 
mid- and background viewsheds, areas of past harvest are generally found to be substantially 
noticeable, on average, for at least 40 years from time of harvest. The high contrast edges 
created by the harvest, associated road cuts, and evidence of mechanical harvest (i.e., visible 
stumps, skyline corridors) within these areas, were the most prominent features affecting the 
substantially noticeable determination.    
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