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Why revise the Custer Gallatin Forest Plan?  
Every national forest under the National Forest Management Act (NFMA 1976) develops a plan that provides 
broad direction for management.  Generally, land management plans are updated every 10 to 15 years, or 
when conditions have significantly changed.  The Custer Gallatin National Forest current plans were 
developed in 1986 and 1987 and conditions in the plan area have changed significantly over the last 30 years.  
The Forest is in currently in year 4 of the planning effort.  This planning effort helps us meet our current 
challenges, capture today’s opportunities, and adapt to future demands. Changed conditions include:  

• growth in surrounding communities and the wildland urban interface,  
• shifts in recreation trends, and  
• challenges with forest conditions such as invasive species, insect and disease and more fire on the 

landscape.  
 

What does the plan revision help address?  

The plan emphasizes the role the Custer Gallatin National Forest plays to support mineral development, 
grazing, forest products, and world-class recreation.    

It better recognizes the role of fire on the landscape, and supports a prescribed fire program, when conditions 
are appropriate, together with vegetation treatments to help reduce uncharacteristic wildfire risks and to help 
protect people, property and communities. 

The plan also ensures delivery of quality recreation experiences to the 3.1 million annual visitors and growing.  

What are some key updates to the Custer Gallatin Revised Forest Plan?  
• Providing updated direction reflecting current science to guide vegetation management and to 

support plant and wildlife persistence and a sustainable forest products, grazing, and recreation 
industry. 

• Direction that helps the forest proactively support active fuels reduction and the removal of brush and 
small trees near communities and homes.   

• Focused recreation emphasis areas to meet increasing recreation demand, offering opportunities for 
increased visitor contact and education, rental cabins, trails, boat ramps, improved campgrounds and 
improved maintenance of trails, roads, and facilities. 

• Helps further promote direction for partnerships and cooperative agreements accomplishing more 
work on the ground. 
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Custer Gallatin National Forest  

Frequently Asked Questions  
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To sustain the health, diversity and productivity of the Nation’s forests and grasslands 
 to meet the needs of present and future generations. 



  How did the Forest engage local, state and tribal governments? 
Timely meetings have occurred throughout the Forest Planning process with local, state Tribal and federal 
agencies.  The Forest also hosts an interagency working group to keep open lines of communication and 
ensure each entity is able to ask pertinent questions.  Forest Leadership also works to frequently brief 
Congressional staffers and representatives at milestones and key points in the forest plan development.   
   
Proposed land management plan direction was also reviewed for compatibility with the State Forest Action 
Plans, the State Wildlife Action Plans, Statewide Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plans, eleven county land 
use plans, and adjacent federal lands.  

The Custer Gallatin also has up to 18 Tribal governments which are interested in varying degrees in Forest 
Planning.  

How did the public participate in developing the revised land management plan? 
Public participation in the plan revision process began in January of 2016 with 15 informational public 
meetings. Two agreements were developed with the state universities; one for engagement documents with a 
practicum student and the other with Montana State Universities Local Government Center providing third-
party neutral facilitation at many public meetings. Another round of meetings was conducted in summer 2016 
sharing initial results to date on the assessment of existing conditions and ideas of the need to change. Kicking 
off 2017, the forest hosted 1 and 2-day collaborative workshops on distinctive roles and contributions and 
developing desired conditions with the public. Additional feedback was gathered for eligible Wild and Scenic 
Rivers and Wilderness Inventory in summer 2017. By fall 2017, public meetings focused on designing and 
seeking feedback on early plan components. Webinars supplemented the meetings providing an avenue for 
virtual engagement. Youth engagement ran parallel providing field trips, presentations and opportunities for 
youth comments.   

The proposed action was published January 2018 with a 62-day comment period, public meetings and weekly 
webinars. Approximately 10,500 comments were received. Following the comment period, the forest 
incorporated comments and created preliminary alternatives and hosted two Saturday half-day collaborative 
workshops in April 2018 seeking feedback on the conceptual alternatives and direction. Based on feedback 
from the April meetings, alternatives were adjusted, and the forest staff started analyzing and writing the 
draft EIS.  A Science Symposium in fall 2018 explained the science behind a number of natural resource 
planning topics.   

A 90-day comment period will be available during the draft plan and draft environmental impact statement 
comment period.  Public participation is vital to helping refine the final plan.  Ten public meetings are 
scheduled, 8 webinars at varying times and 10 resource-specific podcasts each providing unique opportunities 
for engagement and participation.  

How are existing Wilderness Study Areas (WSA’s) affected by these alternatives in 
the draft plan?  

There is one Wilderness Study Area on the Custer Gallatin National Forest, the Hyalite-Porcupine-Buffalo Horn 
Wilderness Study Areas; this is one of eight wilderness study areas in Montana from the Montana Wilderness 
Study Act of 1977 (Note:  not a WSA included as part of Congressman Daines’ current bill).  
 
The Hyalite-Porcupine-Buffalo Horn Wilderness Study Area is located in the core of the Gallatin Range, 
running from Hyalite Canyon in the north to Yellowstone National Park boundary in the south. 
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How are existing Wilderness Study Areas (WSA’s) affected by these alternatives in 
the draft plan? (continued) 

The Hyalite Porcupine Buffalo Horn wilderness study area is approximately 36 miles long by 4 to 12 miles wide 
and contains 144,060 acres of lands managed by the National Forest. The forest is analyzing several 
alternatives for managing this Wilderness Study Area should Congress release it without wilderness 
designation (see the table below).  
 
In all alternatives the entire Wilderness Study Area would continue to be managed as an inventoried roadless 
area, but differences occur in the number of acres managed as recommended wilderness, backcountry area 
and recreation emphasis area per alternative (as noted in the following table):  
 
Hyalite-Porcupine-Buffalo Horn Wilderness Study Area by alternative 
 

Land Allocations/Management 
Direction 

Alternative A (no 
action) 

Alternative 
B 

Alternative 
C 

Alternative 
D 

Alternative 
E 

Inventoried Roadless Area (IRA) 
Acres 144,060 

Research Natural Area Acres 1,280 

Recommended Wilderness Acres 0 66,618 79,677 142,456 0 

Backcountry Area Acres 0 21,539 38,103 0 144,060 

Recreation Emphasis Area Acres 0 12,606 21,031 0 0 

Acres of no additional designation 
other than IRA  

Current Gallatin 
direction 43,301 5,253 1,604 0 

Trail miles closed to mechanized 
use  No change No change No change 19 No change 

Additional Opportunity for motorized 
recreation  No No No No  Yes 

Trail miles closed to motorized 
recreation No change No change No change 36 No change 

 
The plan alternatives provide a variety of potential allocations which would be available to manage the 
Hyalite-Porcupine-Buffalo Horn Wilderness Study Area. However, since the Hyalite-Porcupine-Buffalo Horn 
Wilderness Study Area is congressionally designated, the acres and boundaries do not vary in any of the 
alternatives, including alternative A. In all alternatives the Hyalite-Porcupine-Buffalo Horn Wilderness Study 
Area would continue to be managed under direction found in Public Law 95-150 and interim orders until 
released by Congress.  
 

How will the Forest manage recommended wilderness? 
The Custer Gallatin National Forest plays an integral role as part of the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem, one of 
the largest intact ecosystems in the lower 48.  The Forest works seamlessly with Federal, State, Local and 
Tribal partners recognizing the importance of this landscape.  Throughout the planning process there has been 
strong public interest in recommending additional areas for wilderness designation.  As such, the draft 
environmental impact statement analyzes a full range of alternatives; recommended wilderness areas are 
based on public proposals and interest. (continued) 
 

 

 



  How will the Forest manage recommended wilderness? (continued) 
Land management plan direction for recommended wilderness areas would maintain their existing wilderness 
characteristics that form the basis for the recommendation. Natural processes and disturbances would 
function with limited human influence.  Recreation vehicles such as snowmobiles or mountain bikes would 
continue to be suitable activities in alternative B and would not be suitable activities within recommended 
wilderness areas in alternatives C and D.  Alternative land allocations such as backcountry areas generally may 
allow existing motorized recreation to continue. 

High public interest in recreation and recreation access in recommended wilderness areas and other remote 
backcountry areas of the Custer Gallatin National Forest led to a range of management alternatives in the 
draft environmental impact statement. The alternatives vary from allowing existing motorized and 
mechanized access to continue, to indicating those uses would not be suitable, to modifying recommended 
wilderness area boundaries so existing uses can continue in other land allocations such as backcountry 
recreation areas.  

In general, the areas recommended for wilderness fall outside of lands suitable for timber production. Thus, 
the proposed management of these areas does not substantially reduce the expected potential timber sale 
quantities projected across alternatives.  

What happens to the Wilderness Management Plans when the Revised Plan is 
approved?  

The Revised Plan, when completed, will supersede the Wilderness Management Plan (Appendix F1) in the 
current Gallatin (and Custer) Forest plans.  Unlike the Bob Marshall Complex, stand-alone Wilderness 
Management Plans have not been completed for the Lee Metcalf and Absaroka-Beartooth.  The Designated 
Wilderness Area section of the Draft Revised Plan has added additional detailed direction than was included in 
the 2018 Proposed Action.  The direction included in the Draft Revised Plan has been updated to meet the 
needs of current day managers at the area and forest level scale and within the context of the current day 
wilderness management philosophy and planning rule.  After completion of plan revision, the Forest Service 
will determine if a more site specific or more operation-based wilderness management plan will be needed.   

In addition, management direction that affects Designated Areas can be found throughout the Draft Revised 
Plan.  For example, riparian management zones apply everywhere on the Forest, and a fire and fuels guideline 
speaks to minimum impact suppression techniques in designated wilderness.    

What is the proposed management for wildlife, in particular bison, bighorn sheep 
and wildlife connectivity? 
The revised plan will guide management of vegetation and aquatic habitats to provide the ecological 
conditions to support the diversity of plant and animal species. It provides for the maintenance and 
improvement of vegetation conditions within the fire-adapted ecosystems of the Forest, ensuring prescribed 
fire plays a role on the landscape and providing more affirmative language for allowing unplanned natural 
wildfire. This will help ensure that important wildlife habitats can recover from future stressors and threats, 
such as fire, drought, or invasive species. The revised plan includes species-specific management direction for 
species the public has expressed strong interest in such as bison and bighorn sheep. For example, specific 
habitat direction would minimize risk of disease transmission between bighorn sheep and domestic livestock 
and bison direction helps facilitate bison presence on the Forest.  Forest-wide plan components provide for 
connectivity, and alternatives B, C, and D propose key linkage areas on the northern end of the Gallatin 
Mountains and the west side of the Bridger Mountains.   

 

 



  What drove alternatives and why did alternative B (the proposed action) change 
from earlier concepts? 

Alternatives were developed directly from public comments we heard from the scoping of the proposed 
action (January 2018).  Public participation in Forest Plan Revision is a vital component to making the draft 
plan and draft environmental impact statement.  Each alternative is multi-faceted and represents plan and 
draft environmental impact statement.  Each alternative is multi-faceted and represents areas that we heard 
from public comment.  Ultimately the decision maker is able to draw from any alternative, so long as it has 
been analyzed.  Alternative B was modified in response to public comments and internal forest review and to 
provide a full spectrum of opportunities and uses in the range of alternatives and ensure fully analyzing each 
of these alternatives in the draft environmental impact statement.   

Why is there no preferred alternative in the Draft Environmental Impact Statement?  
The Forest Service may, but is not required to identify a preferred alternative in the Draft Environmental 
Impact Statement.  The Custer Gallatin has not identified a preferred alternative as we want to fully hear, 
review, and consider all public comments received for the draft plan and draft environmental impact 
statement. This will help further refine the work that will go into the final plan.  After considering the public 
comments during this phase the Forest will choose a preferred alternative and a draft record of decision will 
be released with the final plan and final environmental impact statement.   

What are some key changes in management direction from the proposed action that 
apply to all alternatives?  
Plan direction for many topics has been modified based on public comment and internal agency review.  Some 
key changes to plan direction include: 

• In the proposed action, a 300-foot riparian management zone width each side of the stream was 
proposed for fish-bearing streams.  In all alternatives, a 200-foot riparian management zone width 
each side f the stream is now proposed for fish-bearing streams. 

• Additional direction is provided for protection of regional endemic and peripheral plants in the Pryor 
Mountains. 

• East Rosebud Creek was designated a Wild and Scenic River in 2018 and the plan direction recognizes 
this formal designation.  

What is the proposed management for the Crazy Mountains? 
The draft plan sets a framework for management of the Crazy Mountains supporting right-of-way access and 
assuring long-term protection, administration and use of the National Forest lands and resources.  The Crazy 
Mountains represent an area on forest with substantial intermingled ownership and checkerboard ownership.  
The Forest will continue to work towards utilizing the primary methods to acquire and protect access to 
National Forest lands including land adjustments (land exchange and purchase), cooperative or reciprocal 
access arrangements, direct negotiation, and establishing existing rights. 

The recent Notice of Intent to sue (Feb. 13, 2019) that the Custer Gallatin National Forest received in the Crazy 
Mountains is a separate issue not related to Forest Plan Revision.   

What is a key linkage area and what are examples of restrictions?  
Direction that applies to key linkage areas in alternatives B, C and D is found on pages 57 and 58 of the Draft 
Revised Plan, Section 2.3.15 Wildlife: FW-GDL-WL 02, 03 and 04.  A key linkage area is a mapped area in 
alternatives B, C and D with specific guidelines to avoid permanent habitat alterations and limit temporal 
aspects of disturbance for wildlife movement (see draft environmental impact statement, page 488).   
 

 

 



  Where in the Draft Environmental Impact Statement can I find standards relating to 
possible changes to management of domestic goats?  

Plan components addressing risk assessments for potential disease transmission between domestic 
sheep/goats and bighorn sheep are found in the Draft Revised Plan as follows: 

• Pages 76 and 77, Section 2.4.5 Permitted Livestock Grazing: FW-STD-GRAZ-02 and 03;  
• Page 94, Section 2.4.15 General Recreation; Suitability 01 
• Pages 104 and 105, Section 2.4.25 Recreation Opportunities – Outfitter Guides: FW-STD-RECOG-01 

 
What is the plan, if any, for weed control if goat grazing is banned in any alternative?  
The Forest Service would continue to use other weed management tools, such as hand pulling, mowing, 
herbicides, and biological controls.    
 

Does drone use vary by alternative?  
 
The Forest Service can manage drone launching and landing; not use of drones in the air.  The draft revised 
plan proposes that recreational and commercial drone launching and landing is not suitable in some areas; the 
Cabin Creek Recreation and Wildlife Management Area, the Wilderness Study Area, Research Natural Areas 
and recommended wilderness areas.  In some of these areas, drone use may be allowed for administrative 
purposes or in approved research projects.  While the management direction for drones for each of these 
areas does not vary by alternative, the amount of recommended wilderness area does vary by alternative, so 
the amount of land affected by the plan direction varies by alternative. 
 
What strategy does the USFS have for cumulative effects monitoring of all activities 
in final decision?  
A forest plan monitoring strategy is included in Chapter 4 of the draft revised plan. 
 
Explain the transition from forest plan decision to any travel changes.  When? How 
soon?  
 
Travel management plans developed by the Custer Gallatin that apply to the resources or land areas within 
the planning area must be consistent with the plan components. Travel plans developed prior to the revised 
plan decision will be evaluated for consistency with the plan and updated if necessary. Timing of any needed 
updates has not been determined at this time.    
 
What action by the Forest Service is being looked at for improving motorized areas? 
Parking, trails, more area?  /Which alternative takes into account that cramming our 
expanding population into tighter areas with less recreation opportunities only 
further exacerbated what we are already seeing as user conflict?  
 
The Draft Revised Forest Plan page 100, Roaded Natural Recreation Opportunity Spectrum Settings (ROSRN) 
Objective 01 proposes to improve accessible design at sites, such as toilets at trailheads or interpretive 
opportunities. The number of sites varies by alternative.  
 
Alternative E would allow more semi-primitive motorized opportunity in the wilderness study area (if it were 
released by Congress) than the current situation or other revised plan alternatives (page 690 of the DEIS). 
 

 

 

 



 Climate Questions: 
How has climate change been addressed in the development of alternatives?  
How is warming wrapped into the plan?   
The 2012 Planning Rule emphasizes planning for resilience and managing to enhance the ability of ecosystems 
to adapt to change, stressors and system drivers, including climate change. In contrast to previous planning 
rules, the 2012 rule requires forests to develop plans that ensure “ecological integrity”, defined as “the quality 
or condition of an ecosystem when its dominant ecological characteristics (for example, composition, 
structure, function, connectivity, and species composition and diversity) occur within the natural range of 
variation (NRV) and can withstand and recover from most perturbations imposed by natural environmental 
dynamics or human influence.” (36 C.F.R. §219.19).   

Focusing on the Natural Range of Variation as a guide for developing Desired Conditions that restore or 
maintain ecological integrity is a cornerstone of the plan’s overall approach to climate change adaptation.  This 
approach is based on two primary assumptions: 1) native biota evolved within the landscape context of a 
range of variability and thus maintaining the Natural Range of Variation should sustain native biodiversity; and 
2) the Natural Range of Variation conditions will be resilient to many of the stressors associated with climate 
change including increased intensity and frequency of disturbance. As such, it is assumed that the Natural 
Range of Variation-based Desired Conditions represent, at minimum, a useful waypoint to manage for 
ecological systems that will resilient to the anticipated stress complexes associated with climate change. 

It is also acknowledged that there is an incomplete understanding of both climate change and its potential 
impact to forests and ecosystems. In a series of workshops in 2018, the Custer Gallatin National Forest worked 
with partners from other Federal agencies, universities and non-governmental organizations to better 
understand the threats and vulnerabilities posed by climate change and examine how plan direction could 
promote adaptation strategies and tactics that promote resilience. Results of this effort were used to inform 
and refine the development of plan components as well as provide important strategies and tactics, many of 
which are reflected in the Management Approaches (appendix A of the Draft Revised Forest Plan).  

Please refer to “Climate Change Considerations and Assumptions” starting on page 147 in Chapter 3 of the 
Draft Environmental Impact Statement for more detailed information on how climate change was addressed in 
the planning process. 
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