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Question & Answers

What is the process for this analysis and where are you in this process?

Initial public scoping was completed in February 2003. Resource specialists are now analyzing the effects of the proposal and alternative actions. A Draft Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) will be available for review and comment in the spring of 2004. To ensure that the comments are incorporated into the analysis, send all comments to Susan LaMont, Hebgen Lake Ranger District, PO Box 520, West Yellowstone MT 59758.  The Final EIS & the Record of Decision should be completed by the end of 2004.

Why are there so many weeds in the Gallatin National Forest?

· Invasive weeds are not native to this ecosystem, and the insects and disease that  keep plants at low levels are not present in our environment. Also, the weeds excrete toxins into the soil that inhibit the growth of native plants. These factors allow the invasive weeds to out-compete native plants. 

· Weeds are spread by many vectors: people; wildlife; wind; water; birds and vehicles.  

· Invasive weeds on public and private lands are a major problem in Montana, and the Gallatin National Forest is no exception. (The Forest has an estimated 15,500 acres of noxious weeds.)  

· There are more plants identified as invasive weeds (i.e., the 1987 Montana noxious weed list recognized 12 species; in 2003 the noxious weeds list consists of 28 species).  

· Most weeds spread exponentially, starting out with only a few plants for many years and then increasing rapidly. 

Why bother treating weeds when there are already 15,500 acres?

Although 15,000 acres is a lot of land, this is only a small percentage of the total acres of Gallatin National Forest land at risk of being invaded by non-native plants. We still have great latitude to control existing populations and eliminate new populations.  In addition, both the Montana County Noxious Weed Act and Executive Order 13112 require the control of noxious weeds.  Not treating the weeds is not a legal option and would put the entire Gallatin National Forest at risk to invasive plants.    

Why are invasive weeds such a concern?

Invasive weeds can drastically alter ecosystems; i.e., change fire patterns, increase erosion, and damage wildlife habitat. These plants are not native to this ecosystem and are very aggressive; they can colonize and then dominate the land regardless of whether the site has been disturbed or not. In addition to decreasing the diversity of native plants, most invasive weeds are either poisonous or have a very low forage value, so as weeds dominate the land, fewer edible plants are available for wildlife.

Can invasive weeds come back after we treat them?

This question has many facets:

First, weeds will re-colonize the treated area if there is an adjacent seed source or if the weeds are re-introduced into the area. Second, the rate that the weeds colonize a site depend on how aggressive the weeds are and how vulnerable the site.

Last, viable weed seeds can remain dormant in the soil for many years, and only a few germinate each year. Where weeds are well established, there will be a large seed bank in the soil and/or an extensive root system, which will require more years of repeated monitoring or treatment. 

Why are you using herbicides?

Herbicides allow you to treat weeds fairly effectively, reasonably safely, and with minimal expense. Other control tools such as biological control insects, pulling, clipping, grazing, and plant competition will also be used.

Are herbicides harmful to people (the general public and those applying the herbicides)?  

The toxicity of herbicides depends upon the concentration, duration, and toxicity level – all of which are considered before application.  We will use only herbicides that have been registered and approved for use by EPA -- those which have a low toxicity level. We will follow the label directions and use personal protective equipment for those applying the herbicides.   

Are herbicides harmful to wildlife?

Wildlife species will not be exposed to herbicides in high concentrations or for a long duration. Herbicide tests on laboratory animals have found no measurable effect when application rates followed label directions.

What type of monitoring for effectiveness of treatment (and/or potential effects of herbicides) will be done?

The specifics of monitoring will be determined by the analysis. 

Will areas that are treated be signed or closed to the public?

Developed recreation sites will be signed when treated but will not be closed.  It is not feasible or effective to sign everything.  

When will people have an opportunity to comment on specific sites being considered for treatment?

There will be a 45-day public comment period following the release of the Draft EIS, which will be completed this spring.

Why are you even considering aerial application, and will it cause injury to non-target species?

Many areas are not accessible by road and/or the weeds are located in steep terrain. Aerial spraying has been used on the Lolo National Forest without causing injury to non-target species. The same mitigations used by the Lolo will be added to this analysis.

How will most of these herbicides be applied?

Most of the herbicide will be applied with ground-based equipment (such as backpack sprayers, spray trucks, or ATV-mounted equipment).   

Will herbicides be applied near any water sources, and if so, will the herbicide affect the water?

Herbicides will not be used near culinary water sources or when there is a detrimental impact to water quality.  Only herbicides approved for aquatic use will be used near non-culinary water sources. 

Will herbicides harm aquatic resources, fisheries, or other aquatic organisms?

This analysis will determine the maximum amount of herbicide that can be used within a watershed without creating the risk of herbicides moving into the water and injuring aquatic species.

How do herbicides affect the soil?   Do they stay in the soil?

Herbicides could cause a slight temporary reduction in soil quality due to changes in the soil microbial population.  Because these effects are not intense or long term, no significant reduction is soil productivity would occur.

Conversely, many weed species will alter soil chemistry (depleting nutrients, altering organic mater, and producing allelopathic chemicals), so controlling weeds will improve soil quality over time.

Herbicide persistence in the environment depends on many variables: the presence of soil microorganisms; soil moisture and temperature; and soil chemistry. Most of the herbicides being considered in this project have a half-life of 30 to 100 days.

Are you considering biological control agents in your analysis?

Biological control agents will be addressed in this analysis.

Will the herbicides bio-magnify or bio-accumulate in the environment?

In order for biomagnifications to occur, the chemical must be long-lived, mobile, and soluble in fats. If the chemical is soluble in water (versus fats), then it will be excreted from the organism. Studies conducted with herbicides found that most are soluble in water and are rapidly excreted from animals. Based on high elimination rates and low tissue retention, these herbicides present a very low risk for bio-magnification.

Why do you want to use other herbicides beside those currently approved in the 1987 EIS?

The 1987 EIS looked at the effects of using 2,4-D and picloram. While these products are effective and will still be used, there are many reasons to use different herbicides:

· Improve effectiveness of treatment (some herbicides control specific weeds better than others).

· Use herbicides with lower toxicity level.

· Improve selectivity of treatment causing less impact to non-target plant species; for example, clopyralid will only affect three plant families (Asteracea, Fabaceae and Polygonaceae);

· Be able to use herbicides approved for aquatic use. 

