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Overview: Little Belt Mountains Landscape Assessment 
Project 
In late 2011, the Lewis and Clark National Forest leadership requested a landscape assessment of 
the Little Belt Mountains Region (hereafter “Little Belts project” or “project”).  The project area 
covers 1.5 million acres and portions of the Belt Creek, Judith, Musselshell and White Sulphur 
Springs Ranger Districts (Fig.2).  The scope of the landscape assessment project had two primary 
objectives.  The first project objective was to describe current landscape conditions by analyzing 
vegetation departure, insect hazard and wildfire threat to specifically defined Highly Valued 
Resources and Assets (HVRAs).  The second project objective was to provide management 
opportunity recommendations focused on vegetation restoration and reducing wildfire threat to 
the selected HVRAs.  Forest leadership defined a timeframe for prioritizing and implementing 
potential projects from the identified management opportunities in the second objective as “short 
term” (3 – 5 years). Ultimately, as a result of project team interdisciplinary analysis and 
recommendations supported by leadership, the Little Belts Landscape Assessment Project 
resulted in three phases of work:  

• Phase 1 - Vegetation and Wildfire Threat Assessment;  

• Phase 2 - Midscale Management Opportunity Development; and  

• Phase 3 - Potential Project Opportunities Development.   

This report is intended to summarize the steps, actions, and analysis undertaken in the three 
phases of the project.  References are provided throughout to the numerous reports of the 
individual specialists on the project team for readers seeking a higher level of detail regarding 
individual resources and analyses.  Forest staffs are also available to assist interested parties and 
can be found in the “Contact and Additional Information” section of this report. 

An interdisciplinary project team of forest resource staff and specialists from TEAMS Enterprise 
Unit of the U.S. Forest Service was convened for the project, with direction and oversight by 
forest leadership.  The team structure is provided in Appendix A.  Interdisciplinary analysis was 
applied at all phases of the project, and TEAMS staff relied on local knowledge to refine analysis 
inputs for models and resulting opportunity development.   

As analysis progressed within the 1.5 million acres in 2012, it became apparent that there were far 
more management opportunities than could be tackled with available forest resources within the 3 
- 5 year time frame of the second project objective identified by forest leadership.  The “Little 
Belts Landscape Assessment Insect Hazard Rating Report” (March, 2012) and“Little Belts 
Landscape Assessment Vegetation Departure and Wildfire Threat Report” (April, 2012) 
documents Phase 1 of the project and is available at 
http://www.fs.usda.gov/main/lcnf/landmanagement/planning.   The insect hazard rating report 
supplements the analysis provided in the combined vegetation departure and wildfire threat report 
by providing an analysis using a forest insect risk rating across the project area.  Due to high 
insect hazard ratings, vegetation departure and wildfire threat across the entirety of the project 
area, an additional methodology and analysis was needed to filter the broad pool of management 
opportunities found in the initial analysis (ultimately Phase 1 of the project) into ones the forest 
could make meaningful choices on to prioritize and potentially implement within the forest’s 
program of work within 3-5 years. In mid-2012, forest leadership approved a scope change for 
the project to include a project Phase 2 titled “Midscale Management Opportunity Development”.  
In Phase 2 of the project the team further refined the management opportunities identified in the 
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“Little Belts Landscape Assessment Vegetation Departure and Wildfire Threat Report” (April, 
2012).  The current conditions and opportunities identified in that report were used as the starting 
point, or baseline, for the refined management opportunity development as well as Phase 3.  The 
Phase 2 Midscale Opportunity Development included applying additional filters and sideboards 
provided by leadership to narrow the field of management opportunities developed in Phase 1 
into ones the specialists identified, through interdisciplinary analysis, as best meeting project 
objectives. Phase 2 was completed in late 2012 and executed in three analysis steps.    The first 
two analysis steps of Phase 2 are contained in full in the “Little Belts Landscape Assessment 
Vegetation Departure and Wildfire Threat Report” (April, 2012), and “Little Belts Landscape 
Assessment Vegetation Departure and Wildfire Threat Management Opportunities, Operations 
and Transportation, Area Access Report” (March, 2012).  These documents are available at 
http://www.fs.usda.gov/main/lcnf/landmanagement/planning.   The third, resulting from an 
internal workshop, is presented in this report. 
As the analysis work on Phase 2 of the project by the team progressed in late 2012, two final 
scope changes were added.   The first was to design and execute a series of three public dialog 
sessions at locations representative of the project area.  The public dialog sessions had two 
purposes.  One purpose was to share the findings of the landscape scale and midscale assessment 
analyses. The second was to gather public input on which HVRA’s and midscale management 
opportunities the public and forest partner agencies valued most as the forest began the move to 
the final scope change initiated in December of 2012.  A document entitled “Little Belt Mountains 
Landscape Assessment Public Dialog Sessions Summary Report” (December, 2012) was 
completed that documents these dialog sessions.  It is available at 
http://www.fs.usda.gov/main/lcnf/landmanagement/planning.   

The second of the final scope changes for the Little Belts project was also completed in steps.  In 
what became Phase 3 of the project the team worked with the public input received in the dialog 
sessions and additional leadership sideboards to identify potential project areas for the 3-5 year 
implementation timeframe; and to identify a single potential project area to consider carrying into 
project level planning, design and implementation in 2013- 2014.  The findings of Phase 3 
analysis are presented in this document.   

Figures 1 through 3 provide a vicinity map, assessment area boundary map and an overview of 
the total project phases from the landscape scale to the project scale. 

 

 

Figure 1 Vicinity Map Little Belts and Lewis and Clark National Forest 
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Figure 2 Little Belt Mountains Landscape Assessment Project Boundary Map 

 
Figure 3 Little Belts Landscape Assessment Phases  

  

 
 
 
 
All of the primary reports that combine to create the Little Belts Landscape Assessment Project as 
identified above are available on the forest website at 
http://www.fs.usda.gov/main/lcnf/landmanagement/planning.  Secondary reports are available 
upon request to the forest.  Forest contact information is available in the “Contact and Additional 
Information” section of this report   
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Project Phase 1: Vegetation Departure and Wildfire Threat 
Assessments 
Phase 1 of the landscape assessment provided a baseline for identifying and prioritizing potential 
management opportunities from a vegetative restoration and wildfire threat reduction perspective.  
Two separate landscape-scale assessments were conducted to establish the baseline information: 
vegetation departure from reference conditions and wildfire threat to highly valued resources and 
assets (HVRAs).    A detailed account of the assessment methodologies is presented in the 
“Vegetation Departure and Wildfire Threat Report” (April, 2012) available at 
http://www.fs.usda.gov/main/lcnf/landmanagement/planning. 

Vegetation Departure Assessment Summary: 
Vegetation departure was assessed using biophysical settings (BpSs) as primary descriptors.  
BpSs are described as vegetation communities and their associated natural disturbance regimes 
(e.g., wildfire, insects, and disease), and are based on both the current biophysical environment 
(e.g., climate, topography, soil) and an approximation of the historical disturbance regime.  
Vegetation departure was quantified by comparing the current percentages of individual 
successional stages (S-Classes) within a BpS to reference percentages reflective of the natural 
range of variation under the historical disturbance regime.  Four BpSs were assessed, representing 
74 percent of the project area: 

• Rocky Mountain Subalpine Dry-Mesic Spruce-fir Forest and Woodland  
o Represents 29% of the project area. 
o Lodgepole pine is the dominant overstory species of most successional stages but 

the BpS will succeed to a late-seral subalpine fir/Engelmann spruce dominated 
stage in the absence of stand-replacement wildfire. 

o The historical disturbance regime was predominately characterized by infrequent 
high-severity wildfire; however mixed-severity wildfire and varying levels of 
insect and disease also occur. 

o 79% of the BpS is currently represented by late-seral S-Classes, compared to an 
average of 50% under the reference condition. 

o 95% of the BpS is moderately departed, 5% is similar to historical conditions.  
o In general, the vegetation is slightly less departed in the White Sulphur Springs 

and Musselshell Ranger Districts than the Belt Creek and Judith Ranger Districts. 
• Middle Rocky Mountain Montane Douglas-fir Forest and Woodland  

o Represents 29% of the project area. 
o Douglas-fir is the dominant overstory species. 
o The historical disturbance regime was characterized by frequent mixed-severity 

and occasional low- and high-severity wildfires.  Current high density conditions 
have led to a higher likelihood of stand-replacement wildfire and higher 
susceptibility to insects and disease. 

o 85% of the BpS is currently represented by late-seral S-Classes, compared to an 
average of 35% under the reference condition. 

o The BpS is moderately departed throughout the project area, driven by 
deficiencies in early and mid-seral vegetation.  

o The vegetation is slightly less departed in the Musselshell Ranger District than 
the others. 

• Northern Rocky Mountain Dry-Mesic Montane Mixed Conifer Forest – Ponderosa Pine-
Douglas-fir. 

o Represents 11% of the project area. 
4 
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o Ponderosa pine is typically the dominant overstory species on drier sites, while 
Douglas-fir is dominant on wetter sites. 

o The historical disturbance regime was primarily characterized by low- and 
mixed-severity wildfire.  Current high density conditions have led to a higher 
likelihood of stand-replacement wildfire and higher susceptibility to insects and 
disease. 

o 89% of the BpS is currently represented by mid-seral S-Classes, compared to an 
average of 35% under the reference condition.  There is a near absence of late-
seral vegetation. 

o The BpS is moderately departed throughout the project area, driven by 
deficiencies in late-seral vegetation.  

o The vegetation is slightly less departed in the Musselshell Ranger District than 
the others. 

• Northern Rocky Mountain Subalpine Woodland and Parkland 
o Represents 5% of the project area, but is an important ecosystem type regionally 

and locally. 
o Whitebark and limber pine are the dominant overstory species on harsh, high 

elevation sites and southern aspects.  Subalpine fir and Engelmann spruce are 
dominant on northern aspects. 

o The historical disturbance regime was characterized by infrequent mixed- and 
high-severity wildfires. 

o Recent mountain pine beetle infestation has resulted in substantial loss of pine 
species. 

o The BpS is moderately departed throughout the project area, driven by a surplus 
of late-seral successional stages and high deficiency of the mid-seral closed 
canopy stage.  

o The vegetation is most departed in the White Sulphur Springs Ranger District. 
 

General Vegetation Departure Findings: 
• The vegetation composition and structure in the Little Belts Mountains is primarily in a 

moderate state of departure from the historical range of variation.  There is some 
variability in departure among ranger districts, but overall vegetation departure is 
primarily the result of one or two S-Classes dominating within a BpS. 

• These results suggest that the frequency and severity of natural disturbances, and other 
ecological processes associated with vegetation composition and structure (e.g., 
hydrologic function) may also be moderately departed from reference conditions. Efforts 
to restore the reference condition distribution of S-Classes may increase the integrity of 
terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems within the project area and their resiliency to future 
stressors. 

Bark Beetle Hazard Assessment Summary: 
An additional project report titled “Little Belts Landscape Assessment Insect Hazard Rating 
Report” (March 2012) was completed to supplement the analysis provided in the combined 
vegetation departure and wildfire threat report by providing an analysis using a forest insect risk 
rating across the project area.  The analysis is presented at a landscape scale highlighting focus 
areas of potential insect risk.  This presentation was selected versus a detailed analysis by 6th level 
watershed to reduce the size of that report and present a more user friendly analysis. 
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Table 1 below illustrates the beetle hazard findings across the project area.  The findings of the 
beetle hazard analysis are contained in full in the report which is available upon request to the 
forest.    

Forest insects require three things to cause significant impact to resource values: susceptible 
hosts; insect populations; and favorable weather conditions. Hazard rating systems measure the 
susceptibility of forested areas to a particular insect, rating forests as extremely low to high. 
Although hazard ratings do not predict when insects will result in an unacceptable level of 
resource impact, experience has shown that forest insects do have the most impact in high hazard. 
Hazard ratings address the quality and quantity of food available, but do not address insect 
populations (USDA, Forest Service 2011). 

A hazard rating model which combines all pine species was also presented to depict overall risk 
for the project area (see Table 1). This model was based on averaging tree criteria from the 
individual tree species models. A composite rating for all pine species was developed because 
mixed pine species stands can have a higher overall hazard rating than those predicted by 
individual host species. The Total Acres shown (892,410) in the table below represent the total 
acreage of hazard found within the analysis area. 

Table 1: Little Belts Landscape Assessment Project Area Pine Beetle Hazard Rating 

Tree 
Species 

Hazard Rating 
Total 

(acres) 
Non-forest 

(acres) 
Very/Extremely 

Low (acres) 
Low 

(acres) 
Moderate 
(acres) 

High 
(acres) 

All Pine 130,042 532 216,864 209,576 335,396 892,410 
Douglas-fir 130,042 93,130 372,190 297,048 0 892,410 
Lodgepole 

pine 
130,042 101,773 325,498 77,663 257,434 892,410 

Ponderosa 
pine 

130,042 689,664 5,244 67,460 0 892,410 

Whitebark 
and limber 

pine 

130,042 420,572 331,294 0 10,502 892,410 
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Figure 4 All Pine Beetle Hazard Little Belts Project Area 
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General Bark Beetle Hazard Findings: 
In addition to the information provided in the previous section as part of the general vegetation 
departure analysis, the following is a summary of the general findings on insect hazards within 
the project area.  Because such a large portion (71%) of the entire project area is at a moderate to 
high susceptibility for infestation, it was determined in Phase 1 that beetle hazard would not be a 
strong indicator for prioritizing potential management opportunities within the project area since 
the majority of the project area was at a moderate to high risk of pine beetle hazard.  However, 
the reduction of beetle hazard as it relates to the HVRAs was considered in identifying areas for 
prioritization as noted in the general findings below. 

• Evaluating the all pine hazard rating, about 29 percent of the forest area is rated at 
extremely low to low, 27 percent at moderate, and 44 percent at high.  Considerable 
mortality is occurring within the high hazard areas, particularly in the Burnt Ridge to 
Daisy Peak area, across the central portion of the project, and Sawmill Gulch.  Areas of 
high potential (shown in red and pink) include north of Neihart, adjacent to Hughesville, 
Thunder Mountain, Judith Campground, and Roberts Creek. 

• Review of the Douglas-fir rating for beetles shows most of the forested area is at low 
(49%) to moderate (39%) risk.  Areas where risk is identified as high areas would 
represent high priority areas for restoration based on risk of mortality to large diameter 
Douglas-fir from beetles. 

• For lodgepole pine, about 56 percent of the forest area is rated at extremely low to low, 
10 percent at moderate, and 34 percent at high.  The relatively homogenous mature age 
class structure of the lodgepole pine stands across the project support conditions suitable 
for sustained and extensive losses from MPB.  Exceptions to these conditions include 
young plantations from past timber harvest and large openings from recent stand 
replacement fire. 

• Review of the hazard rating for ponderosa pine shows most of the forested area is at very 
low to low (91%), with the remaining at moderate (9%) risk. Given the extent of recent 
mortality to ponderosa pine, it will be necessary to compare areas rated as moderate 
beetle hazard to estimated canopy loss to identify priority areas for restoration. 

• Review of the whitebark and limber pine rating for beetles shows most of the forested 
area is at very low to low (99%) with the remaining at high risk. High hazard areas would 
represent restoration opportunities to increase long term presence. 

Wildfire Threat Assessment Summary 
Wildfires, although a natural disturbance event , have the potential to damage or destroy HVRAs. 
However, the magnitude of damage varies greatly and wildfires may also result in substantial 
benefits to some HVRAs. Many factors influence the degree of wildfire-induced loss or benefit 
including, the intensity of the wildfire that occurs, proximity of the HVRA to ignitions, and 
susceptibility of the HVRA to wildfire-induced loss. The assessment methodology used here 
considers both positive (benefit) and negative (threat) responses to wildfire and is quantified as 
the expected net response (see “Vegetation Departure and Wildfire Threat Report” for details). 

The expected net response to wildfire of five HVRAs was assessed to identify areas of the 
landscape where HVRAs were more likely to be threatened by wildfire – that is, experience a loss 
in value while accounting for potential offsetting benefits. HVRA response to wildfire was 
quantified by integrating four primary components: 1) spatial modeling of wildfire hazard, 2) 
identification and mapping of HVRAs, 3) characterization of fire effects to HVRAs (i.e., response 
functions), and 4) assignment of relative importance values to account for managerial priorities 
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and to allow for the evaluation of overall response across HVRAs. The five general HVRAs were 
further divided into sub-HVRAs and variants (table x) to allow for more precision in the 
characterization of wildfire effects (component 3) as displayed in the following table.  

Table 2: Little Belts Landscape Assessment HVRA and Sub-HVRAs 

HVRA Sub-HVRA 

WUI (mapped as areas with greater than 0.1 structures per 
square km. within a 3 km. search radius) WUI  

Infrastructure 

General-investment Infrastructure 
High-investment Infrastructure 

Power Lines 
Electronics Sites 

Critical Wildlife Habitat 

Aspen 
Old Growth (dry site) 
Old Growth (wet site) 

Riparian 
Sagebrush Steppe 

Ungulate Winter Range 
Whitebark Pine 

Green Trees 

Tenderfoot Creek Experimental Forest 
Timber Base (Ponderosa Pine, Douglas-fir) 

Timber Base (Other Types) 
Visual Quality (Ponderosa Pine, Douglas-fir, 

Juniper) 
Visual Quality (Other Types) 

High Value Watersheds 

Westslope Cutthroat Trout Streams (Slope <35%) 
Westslope Cutthroat Trout Streams (Slope >= 

35%) 
Municipal Watersheds (Slope <35%) 

Municipal Watersheds (Slope >= 35%) 

General Wildfire Threat Findings: 
• Wildfire threat and benefit is non-uniformly distributed across the project area, and 

concentrated in certain HVRAs and geographic locations.  
• WUI structures are the most threatened of all the HVRAs assessed due to several co-

incidental factors: relatively high wildfire hazard where WUI structures are mapped; a 
response function that includes some strongly negative wildfire responses; and the fact 
that the WUI HVRA was assigned the highest relative importance value by forest staff 
and leadership. 

• High investment infrastructure was the second most threatened HVRA. 
• The Aspen sub-HVRA of the Critical Wildlife Habitat HVRA is the HVRA most 

benefitted from wildfire within the project area. 
• The Municipal Watersheds sub-HVRA of the Critical Watersheds HVRA in the project 

area generated an overall net response of zero to wildfire threat and benefit.  This is due 
to threat or benefit depending upon fire intensity and slope steepness, and the fact that 
threat and benefit balanced out overall throughout the project area in the analysis. 
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• Across the Little Belts project area as a whole, net wildfire response is not uniformly 
distributed from acre to acre. The net response is negative (a net threat) on 42% of the 
project area.  Furthermore, 40% of the cumulative net threat occurs on just 1% of the 
project area, and 90% of the cumulative net threat occurs on just 10% of the project area. 
These results suggest that threat reduction activities could be focused on the small 
fraction of the project area where the bulk of the threat occurs.  That is, instead of 
focusing fuel treatments on landscape level activities designed to reduce burn probability 
across a large portion of the landscape, it may be more efficient to focus fuels treatments 
on the smaller portion of the landscape where the bulk of the adverse effects may take 
place. 

• The SW portion of the project area along the highway corridor north of White Sulpher 
Springs and between Neihart and Monarch have a greater concentration of high-threat 
areas than other portions of the project area.  This is due to several factors including a 
higher annual burn probability in the SW resulting from its’ proximity to fast-spreading 
grass-shrub fuel. 

• Despite the offsetting benefits the most threatened pixels are concentrated in the SW 
portion of the project area and along the highway corridor north of White Sulphur 
Springs and between Neihardt and Monarch.   

• The areas with most net benefit are scattered in the project area with higher 
concentrations in the Belt Creek and Judith Ranger Districts. 

• Some fire adapted ecosystems are anticipated to have a net benefit response to wildfire. 
The HVRAs expected to have the highest benefit from future wildfire are aspen and 
whitebark pine vegetation types. 

• The cumulative benefits amount to only 20% of the threat in the project area 
comparatively.  This indicates that future wildfire can be expected to have a negative net 
effect.   

• The wildfire threat assessment report identifies portions of the project area most likely to 
experience wildfire related loss to the selected Highly Valued Resources and Assets. 
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Project Phase 2: Midscale Management Opportunity 
Development 
As the introduction described when analysis progressed within the 1.5 million acres in 2012, it 
became apparent that there were far more management opportunities than could be tackled with 
available forest resources within the 3 - 5 year time frame of the second project objective 
identified by forest leadership.  In Phase 2 of the project the team further refined the management 
opportunities identified in the “Little Belts Landscape Assessment Vegetation Departure and 
Wildfire Threat Report” (April, 2012) The Phase 2 Midscale Opportunity Development included 
applying additional filters and sideboards provided by leadership to narrow the field of 
management opportunities developed in Phase 1 into ones the specialists identified, through 
interdisciplinary analysis, as best meeting project objectives. Phase 2 was completed in late 2012 
and executed in three analysis steps.   In what became Phase 3 of the project the team worked 
with the public input received in the dialog sessions and additional leadership sideboards to 
identify potential project areas for the 3-5 year implementation timeframe; and to identify a single 
potential project area to consider carrying into project level planning, design and implementation 
in 2013- 2014.  Figure 3 shows the themes and relationships between the phases.     
 
With completion of Phase 1, a management opportunities workshop was held with the 
interdisciplinary team and associated forest staff resources in October 2012.  The workshop 
included the development of the criteria and methodologies for what would become the first step 
in Phase 2 to develop potential management opportunities that could later be refined in Phase 3 
into potential project opportunities. Building on the direction of the vegetation departure and 
wildfire threat assessments, management opportunities were identified as to their feasibility to 
restore departed vegetation conditions, reduce wildfire threat to HVRAs, or both (that is, both 
objectives can be met in the same location).  

Step 1: Treatment Type and Objectives Filter 
The first step, or “filter,” used to identify potential midscale management opportunities involved 
developing broad criteria for determining where four general treatment types would be feasible at 
meeting restoration and threat reduction objectives.  
The four general treatment types include: 

Non-commercial thinning: Treatment in which trees to be removed are too small for commercial 
utilization. 

Commercial thinning: Treatment in which trees to be removed are large enough for commercial 
utilization. 

Regeneration harvest: Treatment designed to develop a new early-seral age class of trees. 

Prescribed fire: Treatment in which management ignited low to high intensity fire is used to meet 
management objectives. 

The interdisciplinary team Workshop participants filled in tables 1 and 2 below using the above 
treatment definitions and the following criteria for meeting objectives: 

Restoration criteria: Treatment has the potential to modify vegetation composition and structure 
in a manner that converts overrepresented successional stages to underrepresented successional 
stages, or sets a trajectory to replenish underrepresented stages through natural vegetation 
dynamics.   
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Threat reduction criteria: Treatment has the potential to modify vegetation composition and 
structure and/or surface fuel loading in a manner that reduces the likelihood of wildfire-induced 
loss to the HVRA and is generally feasible under current forest policies. 

 It is important to note that this first filter limits management opportunities for restoration to those 
that influence the departure status of a BpS as a whole. In other words, if the restoration of one S-
Class causes another S-Class to become further departed, it does not improve the BpS as a whole 
and was therefore not considered. For example, in the montane Douglas-fir Bps, late-seral S-
Classes are overrepresented, while early- and mid-seral classes are underrepresented. Therefore, 
following the restoration criteria defined above, only treatment types that would reduce late-seral 
S-Classes and recruit underrepresented S-Classes were considered. Thinning (both commercial 
and non-commercial) was not considered because it typically does not change seral stage. In other 
words, thinning late-seral, closed-canopy stands would produce late-seral, open canopy stands, 
and thinning late-seral, open-canopy stands would only retain the open structure – neither recruits 
acres into the underrepresented S-Classes. This does not infer there is no restorative benefit to 
thinning late-seral stands, particularly closed stands. Shifting the proportion of late-seral, closed 
stands towards its reference proportion via thinning would still be restorative at the stand level. 

It is also worth noting that this filter is broad in terms of implementation considerations. Factors 
such as operational (e.g., harvesting systems, accessibility) and regulatory (as they apply to 
special designation areas) constraints are not considered until the next filter, as described under 
step 2 below. 

Table 3: Treatment types applied to biophysical setting/succession class combinations to indicate a vegetative 
restoration opportunity. ‘X’ indicates valid treatment type. 
 

 
Biophysical Setting Succession 

Classes 
 

NC 
 

CT 
 

RH 
 

RX 

Rocky Mountain Subalpine Dry-Mesic Spruce-Fir 
Forest and 
Woodland 

 
Late-seral (Lodgepole 
dominant) late seral 
(spruce fir dominant) 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
X 

 
X 

Middle Rocky Mountain Montane Douglas-fir Forest 
and 
Woodland 

 
Late-seral (open and 
closed canopy) 

 
-- 

 
-- 

 
X 

 
X 

Northern Rocky Mountain Dry-Mesic Montane 
Mixed Conifer 

    

Mid-seral (open and 
closed canopy) 

 
X 

 
X 

 
-- 

 
X 

Northern Rocky Mountain Subalpine Woodland and 
 

late-seral (open and 
  

X X X X 
  Treatment types are: NC: non-commercial, CT: commercial thinning, RH: restoration harvest, and RX: prescribed fire. 
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Table 4: Treatment types applied to sub-HVRA/variant combinations to indicate wildfire threat reduction opportunity. 
‘X’ indicates valid treatment type. 

HVRA Sub-HVRA Variant NC CT RH RX 

WUI WUI -- X X X X 

Infrastructure 

General-investment infrastructure -- X X X X 

High-investment infrastructure -- X X X X 

Power lines -- -- -- -- -- 

Electronics sites -- X X X X 

 Critical 
Wildlife 
Habitat 

Aspen -- X X X X 

Old growth dry site X -- -- X 

Old growth wet site X -- -- -- 

Riparian -- X -- -- -- 

Sagebrush steppe -- -- -- -- -- 

Ungulate winter range -- X -- -- X 

Whitebark pine -- X X X X 

Green Trees 

Tenderfoot Creek Experimental Forest -- -- -- -- -- 

Timber base PP/DF X X X X 

Timber base Other types X X X X 

Visual quality PP/DF/Juniper X X -- X 

Visual quality Other types X X -- X 

High-value 
Watersheds 

Westslope cutthroat trout streams -- X X -- X 

Municipal watersheds -- X X X X 

 

Step 1 Findings: 
There is more opportunity for threat reduction than restoration under each of the treatment types. 
The amount of threat reduction opportunity is a function of how HVRAs were characterized and 
mapped within the project area, the expected fire behavior and HVRA response, and assignment 
of treatment feasibility (table 2) by the interdisciplinary team and Forest resource staff. Prescribed 
fire resulted in the most restoration and combined restoration/threat reduction opportunity under 
this filter. Non-commercial thinning provided the most threat reduction opportunity with 
prescribed fire a close second. 

Step 2: Management Sideboards Filter 
The second step, or “filter” applied in the midscale assessment for potential management 
opportunities was undertaken by the forester/transportation planner.   This step refined the 
identification of management opportunities by treatment type – regeneration harvest (RH), 
commercial thin (CT), non-commercial thin (NC), and prescribed fire (RX) – based on 
management sideboards provided by Forest leadership and resource staff. 
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The sideboards include: 

1. No new national forest transportation system (NFTS) road construction should be 
required to fulfill the management opportunities identified. 

2. Locate treatments based on existing road systems (temporary and NFTS).  Identify 
opportunities in a manner that limits or removes need for temporary road construction. 

3. Actions proposed should be compatible with law, regulation and policy (exception: big 
game hiding cover direction FP). 

4. Isolate all opportunities to Lewis and Clark National Forest management areas A, B, C, 
E, F, G, H, I, and J. 

5. Isolate RH, CT, and NC opportunities to within 1,500 feet of an existing road. 
6. Isolate RH, CT, and NC opportunities to slopes less than 35%. 
7. Isolate CT and RH opportunities to areas with trees greater than 5.9” dbh. 

The purpose of the midscale sideboards was to further narrow the pool of management 
opportunities from those identified under the first filter (step 1).  This second filter is intended to 
limit the field of opportunities to ones that could be prioritized and implemented in the 3-5 year 
timeframe. Areas excluded by these sideboards may still be considered for project level actions 
per leadership direction/discretion in accordance with law, regulation and policy. 

The above sideboards were applied using geographic information system (GIS) software and 
results were summarized by Lewis and Clark National Forest management area, treatment type 
and objective. Management areas were compiled into two groups for reporting purposes: 
management area B, which has a timber management emphasis, and a combination of 
management areas A, C, E, F, G, H, I and J, which have a suitable timber resource but timber 
management is not the primary emphasis.  

Application of the additional sideboards of this filter further refined the management 
opportunities of step 1 from a feasibility standpoint related to staffing and funding. The results 
highlight where different treatment types are expected to be effective at meeting landscape scale 
vegetation restoration and wildfire threat reduction objectives. The addition of slope, access, and 
diameter constraints further reduced the area of commercial opportunities (CT & RH, Table x) 
from that under the first filter (step 1). RH treatments provide just over 100,000 acres of 
restoration opportunity (Table x). On approximately half of those acres there is also opportunity 
for threat reduction – primarily to the timber base sub-HVRA (Table 3) located within 
management area B. CT treatments provide just over 80,000 acres of threat reduction opportunity 
but less than 30,000 acres of restoration opportunity (as defined by resource specialists under 
filter 1, see Table 2). Similarly, NC treatments provide primarily a threat reduction opportunity. 
There are approximately 60,000 more acres of NC than CT opportunity due to NC treatments 
being identified as feasible to more sub-HVRAs (Table 3) and the lack of a diameter constraint. 
RX treatments provide the most opportunity as they were the least constrained under this filter – 
no slope, access, or diameter constraints – and because they were identified as a feasible 
treatment type for meeting restoration objectives (Table 2) and threat reduction objectives to most 
sub-HVRAs (Table 3).  

Leadership will be able to review this information and quickly identify potential areas of the 
landscape for project level review, based on the foundational information of the vegetation 
departure and wildfire threat assessments completed in phase 1. Figure X shows a side-by-side 
comparison of the feasibility of the four treatment types meeting the restoration and threat 
reduction objectives identified in this landscape assessment while working within the sideboards 
defined for this filter. 
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Table 5: Amount of area meeting restoration and threat reduction objectives by treatment type under the 
management sideboards filter. 

Treatment Type Objective Acres 

Regeneration Harvest 
Restoration Only 52,331 
Threat Reduction Only 26,018 
Restoration and Threat Reduction 49,912 

Commercial Thin 
Restoration Only 16,222 
Threat Reduction Only 69,811 
Restoration and Threat Reduction 12,211 

Non-commercial Thin 
Restoration Only 13,624 
Threat Reduction Only 126,237 
Restoration and Threat Reduction 18,642 

Prescribed Fire 
Restoration Only 275,470 
Threat Reduction Only 139,990 
Restoration and Threat Reduction 213,775 

Note: objectives are independent of each other. 
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Figure 5 Side-by-side comparison of management opportunity by treatment type under the management sideboards 
filter. 
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Step2 Findings: 
Application of the additional sideboards of this filter further refined the management 
opportunities of step 1 from a feasibility standpoint. The results highlight where different 
treatment types are expected to be effective at meeting landscape scale vegetation restoration and 
wildfire threat reduction objectives. The addition of slope, access, and diameter constraints again 
further reduced the area of commercial opportunities from that of step 1 as well as regulatory 
direction. These opportunities are concentrated in specific areas of the landscape. Non-
commercial opportunities are the highest opportunity from an acreage treatment standpoint of all 
the mechanical treatments which is to be expected based upon the departure information in the 
project area.  Prescribed fire opportunity changed little as it was the least constrained in this filter. 

Leadership will be able to review this information to quickly identify potential areas on the 
landscape for project level review, based on the foundational information of the vegetation 
departure and wildfire threat assessments completed in phase 1. 

Step 3 Final Midscale Assessment Management Opportunity 
Development: Resource Opportunity and Conflict Filter 
After a review of the opportunities and constraints facing the forest for the execution of program 
of work and site specific project level actions (staffing & funding limitations as a primary factor), 
the remaining specialists in the core team (aquatics, wildlife, soils and hydrology) were directed 
to provide the following final midscale analysis by forest leadership based on staff 
recommendations: 

1. Identify where any conflicts existed for their resource and associated HVRAs based on 
the commercial opportunities identified in the Logging Systems and Transportation report 
within 1500 ft. of an existing NFS road. 

2. Identify where any additional opportunities  to restore/protect and potentially enhance 
existed for their resource and associated HVRAs based on the commercial opportunities 
identified in the Logging Systems and Transportation report within 1500 ft. of an existing 
NFTS road. 

3. Propose any other highly beneficial management opportunities for their resource and 
associated HVRAs in the project area that were not captured in the previous analysis area 
(within 1500 ft. of an existing NFS road) for  CE and other opportunities for leadership 
decision making on the scope and timing of project level management actions.   

4. Propose recommendations for project design guidelines for improvement to their HVRA 
or resource upon implementation for short term and long term contexts.  An example 
would be a recommendation that all projects minimize short term impacts to wildlife 
habitat and result in improved stand conditions for specific wildlife habitat.  The 
objective of the work product is to assist the forest in better project design that is multi 
resource benefitting to meet Integrated Resource Management (IRM) goals. 

 
The findings in detail are available upon request from the forest (See Contact section).  The 
following section provides a summary of the information developed in this step that led to the 
potential project opportunities development phase of the project. 
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Hydrologic Compatibility 
The watershed team for the Little Belts Landscape Assessment Project selected the Equivalent 
Clearcut Area (ECA) as the mid-scale tool to identify any issues or conflicts between vegetation 
departure analysis and threat management opportunities and HUC 6th watersheds. The ECA has 
been designed to estimate streamflow responses to forest management in third to fifth order 
streams (King, 1989) corresponding to subwatersheds of 10,000 to 40,000 acres (Ager and 
Clifton, 2005).  ECA is used to assess the cumulative effects of vegetation treatments by 
providing a broad indicator of changes in peak streamflows (Ager and Clifton, 2005). Depending 
on the interaction between water yield, sediment yield, and stream channel conditions, increases 
in ECA could have impacts on stream channels. The lower the ECA percentage the higher or 
better the watershed condition. Based on local conditions, ECA in the Lewis and Clark National 
Forest (LCNF) is considered to be of concern when it exceeds 25 percent. 

In addition to ECA, the watershed team selected proposed temporary stream crossings and Clean 
Water Act 303-d impaired watersheds as potential incompatible opportunities to certain 
treatments that could cumulatively compromise the quality of the water resources. 

Results 

ECA is often used as an indicator of water yield and represents the amount of forest canopy 
openings in the watershed. Historical treatment information is limited to Forest Service lands. In 
some instances the ECA calculation may not account for all the activities that have potentially 
occurred in the past, especially when private lands are present. 

The total HUC 6th watersheds in the Little Belts project area is 70. No previous vegetation 
management has been recorded in many of these watersheds resulting in a 0% ECA. These 
included 50 watersheds. The remaining 20 watersheds have ECA ranging from one to four 
percent; values well below the 25% threshold established for the LCNF. Most of the stand 
clearcuts in the Little Belts occurred in the late 1960’s, followed by a not so heavy logging period 
in the late 1980’s.  

The final ECA values suggest an adequate vegetative recovery from past management activities, 
resulting in balanced peak flows and no significant impacts on stream channels. Therefore, no 
issues or conflicts between vegetation departure analysis and threat management opportunities 
and HUC 6th watersheds are anticipated.  

A total of fourteen temporary road segments proposed to cross streams are noted but not 
necessarily considered an incompatible opportunity but rather something to further assess in 
terms of the need for stream crossings and additional sedimentation modeling at the project level. 
 
 

• Belt Creek-Nasen Coulee 
• Upper Newlan Creek 
• Belt Creek-Carpenter Creek 
• Meadow Creek 
• North Fork Smith River-Lake Sutherlin 
• Smith River-Bear Gulch 
• Belt Creek-Hoover Creek 
• Upper Sage Creek 
• Lower Dry Fork Belt Creek 
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• Lower Sheep Creek 
• Middle North Fork Mussellshell River 
• Upper South Fork Judith River 
• Belt Creek-Monarch 
• Middle Sheep Creek 
• Moose Creek 
• Upper Sheep Creek 
• Smith River-Cottonwood Creek 
• Upper Dry Fork Belt Creek 
• Smith River-Two Creek 
• Belt Creek-Jefferson Creek 
• Smith River-Blacktail Creek 
• Upper Ross Fork Creek 
• Upper North Fork Musselshell River 
• Lower South Fork Judith River 
• Sheep Creek Headwaters 
• Headwaters Big Otter Creek 
 

Twenty six watersheds have impaired streams or may impact impaired streams under clean water 
act. Management treatments in these watersheds are not necessarily incompatible, but additional 
analysis should be conducted on the following 303d listed HUC 6th watersheds, especially on the 
highlighted watersheds (underlined), which are among others, sediment impaired. 

Fisheries Compatibility 
In order to look at compatibility of opportunities for commercial and non-commercial thinning 
with fisheries resources in the Little Belts two metrics were examined: erosion and roads. Erosion 
was examined because the addition of sediment, from up-slope vegetation treatments, to streams 
can alter habitat leading to decreased fitness and survival of individual fish and therefore, 
populations. Roads were examined because road crossings over streams with fish habitat are often 
a barrier to fish movement. Impairing fish movement can lead to isolated populations decreasing 
genetic mixing and potential decreasing genetic fitness. Isolating a population can also lead to the 
decimation of a population after a severe wildfire with no potential for other populations to re-
colonize.  
Erosion 
The GIS layers for non-commercial and commercial thinning were overlaid with Westslope 
cutthroat trout (WCT) distribution as well as the potential for erosion. A spreadsheet was 
generated that summarizes these layers. Six streams had the potential for high erosion and five 
streams had the potential for medium to high erosion. Treatment in these areas may be desirable 
for fisheries (see opportunities narrative) however additional buffers and design criteria may be 
applied during project design. 
Roads 
Two potential temporary roads have crossings across streams with WCT. These roads would need 
to have crossings that provided passage for all life stage of WCT at all flows.  

Fisheries - Opportunities 
The following streams were identified as areas where thinning could be potentially beneficial. 
These streams have populations of Westslope cutthroat trout (WCT) that are 100% or 90 to 99% 
genetically pure; high or high to medium erosion potential, and nearby areas identified as having 
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potential thinning opportunities. Two of these streams also have fish barriers that prevent non-
native fish from moving into habitat occupied by WCT. 
Thinning could reduce the potential for high intensity wildfires in the following watersheds. 
High-intensity wildfires can mobilize sediment into streams causing decreased fitness and/or 
mortality to WCT populations.  
Streams 
Carpenter Creek – 100% genetic purity, high to medium erosion potential, non-commercial 
thinning opportunities identified nearby 
Weatherwax Creek – 100% genetic purity, medium erosion potential, non-commercial thinning 
opportunity 
N.F. Deep Creek – 90 to 99% genetic purity, medium erosion potential, thinning opportunities, 
fish barrier 
S.F. Deep Creek - 90 to 99% genetic purity, high erosion potential, thinning opportunities, fish 
barrier 
Pilgrim Creek – 90 to 99% and 100% genetic purity, high to medium erosion potential, thinning 
opportunities 
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Figure 6 Fisheries Compatibilities    
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Soils Compatibility 
Prioritizing management opportunities at the midscale and potential project level in the Little 
Belts will entail identifying areas that are located in edge environments which may be areas that 
will be sensitive to change from management or wildfire, identifying areas with past management 
(grazing, harvesting etc.), and identifying areas that may have high soil productivity.  Within the 
HVRA’s where management opportunities were identified through the larger landscape scale 
assessment, the soil assessment will identify the following areas: 

• Areas with productivity or other soil limitations.  For example areas with limestone 
parent materials, cold environments and/or low moisture environments.  This will be 
done with soil mapping and REAP data  

o Landtype data identifies where poor slope stability exists and the erosion model 
identifies where possible sheetwash potential may occur 

o Contextualize where erosion or other soil limitations (ex. thin top soil) matters 
and where it doesn’t matter (steep eroded slopes may not matter) 

o Identify where soils could be related to lodgepole growth following a wildfire. 
(Example might be where there is a mixed dry forest type, depending on soils, 
lodgepole may regenerate following wildfire.) 

• Where forest and grassland/shrub ecosystems intergrade – where there may be 
temperature and moisture limitations; isolate mollic (soils with more organic matter in the 
top horizon) soil conditions 

o Promote savannah conditions where the potential exists - mollic intergrades 
o Past harvest history could increase woody plant dominance – but organic matter 

could increase recovery of sites.  Past harvest history layers will be used along 
with the ECA modeling done by the hydrologist to assess harvest history impacts 
on soils and watersheds 

• Areas with higher productivity – where there is higher soil moisture, a thicker soil 
mantle, and vegetation is most productive.  For example in concavities, toe slopes or on 
clay soils.  This will be done using the REAP data, landtype data, geology maps and local 
expertise from Jay Skoglan 

Tools that may be used in the soils assessment for project level analysis are: REAP data (GIS data 
that examines total effective precipitation), Landtype data, harvest history data, and geology 
maps.  This data will be combined with the larger scale landscape assessment to further identify 
management opportunities or limitations in relation to soils. 
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Figure 7 Soils Compatibility 
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Wildlife Considerations and Opportunities  
The following identifies opportunities to promote wildlife habitat, as well as treatment 
considerations that will help ensure compliance with direction provided in the Lewis and Clark 
Land and Resource Management Plan and help to maintain stand and landscape level habitat for 
the Canada lynx. 

Canada Lynx Considerations 
Canada lynx are considered a transient in the Jefferson Division of the Lewis and Clark National 
Forest, which provides secondary, peripheral lynx habitat (USDI FWS 2013). The Northern 
Rocky Mountains Lynx Management Direction (NRLMD) provides direction to conserve and 
promote the recovery of lynx within the Little Belts project area and includes objectives, 
standards and guidelines to promote lynx conservation (USDI FWS 2007). Table 6 displays 
Northern Rockies Lynx Management Direction and identifies survey and treatment considerations 
that will help to ensure compliance. Prior to project implementation, compliance with NRLMD 
and the Endangered Species Act will be completed based on current Region one and Fish and 
Wildlife Service direction.  

Table 6: Little Belt Compliance with NRLMD Objectives, Standards and Guidelines 

NRLMD Direction Compliance/Considerations 

Objectives 

ALL O1 – Maintain or restore lynx habitat connectivity in 
and between LAUs and in linkage areas 

This would be achieved by maintaining landscape level 
forest, foraging and den habitat.   

VEG O1 – Manage vegetation to mimic or approximate 
natural succession and disturbance processes while 
maintaining habitat components necessary for the 
conservation of lynx. 

Where possible proposed treatments should be designed 
to restore naturally occurring fire regimes and associated 
vegetative communities, while maintaining foraging 
habitat.  Stands proposed for treatment will need to be 
surveyed to document winter hare habitat.  

VEG O2 – Provide a mosaic of habitat conditions through 
time that support dense horizontal cover and high 
densities of snowshoe hares. Provide winter snowshoe 
hare habitat in both the stand initiation structural stage 
and in mature, multi-story conifer vegetation 

Multi-story and stand initiation habitat will need to be 
identified through field surveys in order address this.  

VEG O3 – Conduct fire use activities to restore ecological 
processes and maintain or improve lynx habitat. 

Identify prescribed fire opportunities to restore fire and 
promote understory conifer/shrubs/hardwoods, 
including mixed severity fire to promote stand initiation 
habitat.  

VEG O4 – Focus vegetation management in areas that 
have potential to improve winter snowshoe hare habitat 
but presently have poorly developed understories that 
lack dense horizontal cover 

Emphasize fire or harvest treatments in the stem 
exclusion or intermediate habitat to promote understory 
development. Treatments that promote aspen, shrub 
and conifer diversity would also comply.   

GRAZ O1 – Manage livestock grazing to be compatible 
with improving and maintaining lynx habitat.   

Include project design feature to defer or modify grazing 
if necessary to promote aspen regeneration. 

Standards 

ALL S1 – New or expanded permanent developments and 
vegetation management projects must maintain habitat 
connectivity in an LAU and/or linkage area. 

Maintain den and foraging habitat across the landscape 
and between LAU’s. Suitable habitat would need to be 
surveyed.  
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NRLMD Direction Compliance/Considerations 

VEG S1 – Unless a broad scale assessment has been 
completed that substantiates different levels of stand 
initiation structural stages, limit disturbance in each 
structural stage as follows: If more than 30 percent of the 
lynx habitat in an LAU is currently in a stand initiation 
structural stage that does not yet provide winter 
snowshoe hare habitat no additional habitat may be 
regenerated by vegetation management projects. In 
addition, fuel treatment projects may not result in more 
than 3 LAU’s exceeding the standard. 

Based on the Forest lynx habitat layer and existing stand 
initiation habitat, it is likely project area LAU’s would 
comply. However validation of stand initiation habitat 
identified by the Forest model should be done, 
particularly in LAU’s 16 and 7, which are near 30 percent.   

VEG S2 - Timber management projects shall not 
regenerate more than 15% of lynx habitat on NFS lands 
within a LAU within a 10-year period. 

Based on past activity data, all project area LAU’s will 
comply 

VEG S5 – Pre-commercial thinning projects that reduce 
snowshoe hare habitat, may occur from the stand 
initiation structural stage until the stands no longer 
provides winter snowshoe hare habitat only if they are 
within 200 ft. of admin. site, dwelling or outbuildings, for 
research purposes, if they are based on new information 
that has been peer reviewed, for conifer removal in 
aspen or to restore whitebark pine. This applies to all 
pre-commercial thinning projects except fuel treatment 
projects that use pre-commercial thinning as a tool 
within the WUI as defined by HFRA. Fuel treatment 
projects within the WUI that do not meet VEG S1, VEG 
S2, VEG S5, and VEG S6, shall occur on no more than 6 
percent of the lynx habitat on the Forest and will be 
designed considering standards VEG S1, VEG S2, VEG S5 
and VEG S6 to promote lynx conservation (See VEG G10). 

Approximately 54,600 acres within the Little Belts project 
area occur within the Draft WUI. Pre-commercial 
thinning within the final WUI can be used to meet project 
objectives, although a component of stand initiation 
habitat would need to be maintained.  Field surveys will 
be necessary to validate lynx habitat conditions within 
any sites proposed for pre-commercial thinning.  
No pre-commercial thinning would be permitted outside 
the final WUI. 
The project areas would comply with VEG S1 and VEG S2. 
Treatment would need to occur on less than six percent 
of the Forest lynx habitat.  

VEG S6 – Vegetation management projects that reduce 
snowshoe hare habitat in multi-story or late successional 
forests, may occur only if they are within 200 ft. of 
admin. site, dwelling or outbuildings, for research 
purposes, or for incidental removal during salvage 
harvest. This applies to all projects except fuel treatment 
projects within the WUI as defined by HEFRA. Fuel 
treatment projects within the WUI that do not meet VEG 
S1, VEG S2, VEG S5 and VEG S6 shall occur on no more 
than six percent of the lynx habitat on the administrative 
unit (Helena NF). Also fuel treatment projects should be 
designed considering VEG S1, S2, S5 and S6 (VEG G10 

Treatment of mulit-story habitat within the WUI is 
permissible, although a component  would need to be 
maintained. Field surveys will be necessary to validate 
lynx habitat conditions within any sites proposed for 
treatment.  
No treatment of multi-story habitat would be permitted 
outside the final WUI. 
The project areas would comply with VEG S1 and VEG S2. 
Whenever possible treatments should occur in 
intermediate or stem exclusion or habitat in order to 
promote foraging habitat in stands where it is currently 
absent.  

Guidelines 

VEG G1 – Vegetation management projects should be 
planned to recruit a high density of conifers, hardwoods, 
and shrubs where such habitat is scarce or not available. 
Priority for treatment should be given to stem exclusion, 
closed-canopy structural stage stands to enhance habitat 
conditions for lynx or their prey (e.g., mesic monotypic 
lodgepole stands). 

Where possible, treatments should promote aspen, 
shrubs and fire tolerant conifers from intermediate and 
stem exclusion habitats. Pursue opportunities to increase 
structure in mesic monotypic lodgepole stands. Aspen 
occurs on approximately 1,400 acres within project area 
LAU’’s and opportunities to maintain this component 
should be pursued. 

VEG G4 – Prescribed fire activities should not create 
permanent travel routes that facilitate snow compaction. 
Constructing permanent firebreaks on ridges or saddles 
should be avoided. 

Design of fire management activities need ensure that 
fire lines or fire breaks don’t create conditions that 
would facilitate snowmobile or permanent human 
access.  
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NRLMD Direction Compliance/Considerations 

VEG G5 – Habitat for alternate prey species, primarily red 
squirrel, should be provided in each LAU. 

This would be achieved through retention of old growth, 
untreated mature forest and maintaining a large tree and 
downed wood component within treatment units.   

VEG G10 – Fuel treatment projects within the WUI as 
defined by HFRA should be designed considering 
Standards VEG S1, VEG S2, VEG S5, and VEG S6 to 
promote lynx conservation. 

All LAU’s comply with VEG S1 and VEG S2, Because all 
treatments within Mulit-story or stand initiation habitat 
would occur within the WUI, all LAU’s would comply with 
VEG S5 and VEG S6.   

VEG G11 – Denning habitat should be distributed in each 
LAU in the form of pockets of large amounts of large 
woody debris, either down logs or root wads or large 
piles of wind thrown trees (jack strawed piles). If denning 
habitat appears to be lacking in the LAU, then projects 
should be designed to retain some coarse woody debris, 
piles or residual trees to provide denning habitat in the 
future. 

Compliance can be achieved through implementation of 
project design features that retain a downed wood 
component or unburned piles, by providing a mosaic of 
burned and unburned lands within treatment sites and 
untreated suitable habitat. If existing data on downed 
wood is not available, some field surveys should be 
completed to characterize existing den habitat.  

HU G7 – New permanent roads should not be built on 
ridge-tops and saddles, or in areas identified as 
important for lynx habitat connectivity. New permanent 
roads and trails should be situated away from forest 
stringers. 

New road construction will need to be avoided within 
travel corridors. 

GRAZ G1 - In fire- and harvest-created openings, livestock 
grazing should be managed so impacts do not prevent 
shrubs and trees from regenerating. 

Within prescribed fire and regeneration harvest sits, 
defer or modify grazing if necessary to promote shrub, 
hardwood and conifer diversity.  

GRAZ G2 - In aspen stands, livestock grazing should be 
managed to contribute to the long-term health and 
sustainability of aspen. 

Within treatment sites containing aspen, defer or modify 
grazing if necessary to promote aspen regeneration. 

GRAZ G4 and LINK G2- Livestock grazing in shrub-steppe 
habitats should be managed to contribute to maintaining 
or achieving a preponderance of mid- or late-seral 
stages, similar to conditions that would have occurred 
under historic disturbance regimes. 

Within shrub/steppe habitat defer or modify grazing if 
necessary to promote composition and structure 
characteristic of historic conditions.  

 

Goshawk Considerations  
The northern goshawk is an old growth management indicator species on the Lewis and Clark 
National Forest and the Forest Plan includes direction to ensure nests are protected and that 
landscape conditions characteristic of goshawk habitat are maintained. In addition to continued 
monitoring of project area nests to determine nest activity, the following direction would apply to 
all potential treatment sites:  

• No treatment activity would be permitted around active nest sites (minimum of 40 acres) 
and ground disturbing activities within 1,320 feet of active nests would be restricted 
between April 15th and August 15th.  

• Within the home range of active nests, maintain a minimum of 240 acres of suitable nest 
habitat in blocks of at least 40 acres.  

• Within the post-fledgling areas (PFA) of active nests, maintain 40 percent in trees greater 
than five inches in diameter with 40 percent of more canopy cover. Where possible, 
utilize prescribed fire and timber harvest to promote stand and landscape level diversity.  
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Old Growth Considerations 
The Forest Plan requires that a minimum of five percent of the commercial forest within each 
timber compartment be managed as old growth. For compartments that don’t meet the five 
percent minimum, additional stands should be surveyed and identified prior to treatment to ensure 
old growth is maintained and Forest old growth objectives are met. 

Because old growth stands contain conditions preferred by late successional species, no old 
growth stands should be treated unless they have been surveyed to document stand conditions and 
ensure that desired structural characteristics can be maintained over the long-term.  

Aspen and Whitebark Pine Considerations 
Aspen - Because aspen provides habitat for a variety of wildlife species and is declining across 
the Little Belts, treatments such as prescribed fire and conifer release should be implemented to 
promote aspen wherever it exists. Units with aspen should be evaluated following treatment to 
determine if protective measures (e.g. fencing, protection with slash, grazing modifications) are 
necessary to ensure desired aspen recovery.   

Whitebark Pine – Due to the fire suppression, continued mortality from blister rust and conifer 
encroachment, both stand and landscape level whitebark pine is expected to continue to decline.  
Proposed actions should pursue opportunities to promote whitebark pine including pre-burning 
fuel enhancement and prescribed fire whenever possible.   

Final S-Class Analysis Proposed Project Area 
As a final step in the FY13-14 potential project area development, the fuels and vegetation 
analyst refined the information from the midscale assessment into the table presented in Table 7. 
To better assist the local silviculturist and fuels specialists in identifying potential treatment units 
in more detail.  
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Table 7: Summary of landscape assessment target vegetation within proposed project area 

Harvest Units1 

Biophysical Setting Seral Stage 
North Zone 

(acres) 
South Zone 

(acres) 
Total 

(acres) 

Montane Douglas-fir 
Late seral, open 660 1,309 1,969 

Late seral, closed 417 1,079 1,496 

Montane dry mixed conifer 
Mid-seral, closed 77 0 77 

Mid-seral, open 80 1 81 

Subalpine dry spruce-fir Late seral, closed (LP)2 3,087 770 3,857 

Total: 4,321 3,159 7,480 

Fuel Units1 

Biophysical Setting Seral Stage 
North Zone 

(acres) 
South Zone 

(acres) 
Total 

(acres) 

Montane Douglas-fir 
Late seral, open 400 797 1,197 

Late seral, closed 224 529 753 

Montane dry mixed conifer 
Mid-seral, closed 46 2 48 

Mid-seral, open 35 1 36 

Subalpine dry spruce-fir Late seral, closed (LP)2 1,593 234 1,827 

Total: 2,298 1,563 3,861 
1 Harvest and fuel units overlap. 
2 Refers to the lodgepole dominated late seral stage of the Rocky Mountain dry-mesic spruce-fir forest and woodland 
biophysical setting (S-Class C). 

Visual Quality Considerations and Opportunities  
Visuals were identified in sub-HVRAs within the Green Trees HVRA.  In particular visual quality 
in Douglas fir, ponderosa pine and aspen stand supporting landscapes.  The forest is currently in 
the process of moving to the new Scenery Management System (SMS).  As this work is 
completed each project level action will be considered for opportunities to enhance the scenic 
quality of the landscapes.  Although some management actions to maintain and restore the Little 
Belts landscapes may have short term effects to visual quality, project level decisions can include 
design features and opportunities to restore/protect and potentially enhance visual quality sub- 
HVRAs.  Opportunities are abundant in the scenic corridor along highway 89 and management 
opportunities in this area are recommended as the highest priority for visual quality sub-HVRAs 
along with aspen stands.  Also recommended are the inclusion of Landscape Architect review and 
acceptance of design feature implementation in project level design and any subsequent 
contracting.   The following figures provide the visual quality information in the project area 
(noting again that upon completion of the SMS that information will supersede the figures shown 
below). 
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Figure 8 Visual Quality Concern Level Inventory Draft 
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Figure 9 Visual Quality Scenic Attractiveness Inventory  
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Project Phase 3: Potential Project Opportunity Area 
Development 
As described in the introduction, and again in the section on Phase 2 to recap: when analysis 
progressed within the 1.5 million acres in 2012, it became apparent that there were far more 
management opportunities than could be tackled with available forest resources within the 3 - 5 
year time frame of the second project objective identified by forest leadership.  In Phase 2 of the 
project the team further refined the management opportunities identified in the “Little Belts 
Landscape Assessment Vegetation Departure and Wildfire Threat Report” (April, 2012) The 
Phase 2 Midscale Opportunity Development included applying additional filters and sideboards 
provided by leadership to narrow the field of management opportunities developed in Phase 1 
into ones the specialists identified, through interdisciplinary analysis, as best meeting project 
objectives. Phase 2 was completed in late 2012 and executed in three analysis steps.   In what 
became Phase 3 of the project the team worked with the public input received in the dialog 
sessions and additional leadership sideboards to identify potential project areas for the 3-5 year 
implementation timeframe; and to identify a single potential project area to consider carrying into 
project level planning, design and implementation in 2013- 2014.  Figure 3 shows the themes and 
relationships between the phases.     
 
After the findings of the midscale assessment were completed and reviewed, leadership again 
expanded the scope of the assessment.  A potential projects opportunities workshop was held with 
the interdisciplinary team and associated forest staff resources in July of 2012.  The internal 
workshop included the development of the criteria and methodologies for what would become the 
first step in a multi- step potential project opportunities process. The work continued in a series of 
tasks that acted as future “filters” to refine the management opportunities identified in previous 
phases into the following categories: 

• A potential project opportunity area for development consideration in fiscal year 2013 - 
2014. 

• Additional potential project opportunity area recommendations for development 
prioritized for consideration in the 3-5 year time frame. 

 

Step 1 Potential Project Opportunity Area Development Workshop 
The following leadership sideboards, based upon staff recommendations, were developed and 
executed in the workshop: 

Step 1 Leadership Sideboards: 
1. Refine the focus of the Midscale Assessment to concentrate on assessing opportunities 

and identifying potential projects that reduce vegetation departure as expressed in S Class 
conditions and create restored vegetative conditions in the project area landscape while 
addressing the protection and enhancement of the highest number of HVRAs and wildfire 
threat reduction. 

a. The Landscape Assessment analyzed two key areas: vegetation departure and 
wildfire threat.   A potential suite of management opportunities were then 
identified (much like a “toolbox”) in the midscale analysis that could be applied 
to restore forest conditions and reduce catastrophic wildfire in coarsely defined 
acreages within the project area as a whole at this still-broad landscape scale.  
The HVRAs were incorporated into the analysis as they were ranked and 
prioritized by the forest.  Addressing departure and threat would result in 
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protection and enhancement of all the identified HVRA’s at the midscale.  
However, when compared, the results of the two analyses showed that vegetation 
departure as expressed in S Class conditions was the primary “driver” for action 
to protect and enhance the HVRAs in this particular landscape area.   This was in 
part due to the very high lodgepole pine stocking in the landscape area analyzed.  
The reason is that the departure conditions are so pervasive in the project area, in 
particular with relationship to the HVRAs (as ranked and prioritized), that 
addressing them would result in meeting the wildfire threat reduction objectives 
in short term and long term contexts.  This is because the relationship between 
departed vegetative conditions and wildfire response are closely aligned.  The 
more departed a vegetative condition is, the higher the likelihood of negative 
response to wildfire by most of the highest ranked HVRAs in the project area.  
For this reason the Midscale Opportunity phase was further refined to address 
vegetation departure as the primary focus.  By addressing departure and creating 
restored vegetative conditions that allow fire to take a more natural role in the 
landscape  the wildfire threat issues are addressed in addition to the other highly 
ranked HVRA objectives of protect and enhance.  At the project design level the 
wildfire threat reduction can be built into the purpose and need as appropriate to 
the site specific conditions of the project area.  The project level work can be 
designed and site specifically tailored to maximize the protection and 
enhancement of the HVRAs and other forest objectives and targets. 

2. Use the same landscape assessment HVRA rankings as project design objectives to 
identify & prioritize potential projects. 

a. The forest identified and ranked HVRAs for the Landscape Assessment.  The 
continued use of these HVRAs as a project design objective is a necessary and 
appropriate sideboard to allow the analysis to connect up to the landscape scale 
and evaluate the success of project levels management actions and the data inputs 
for landscape and midscale assessments over time.  It is a foundation to the 
potential for adaptive management.  It is also aligned with public input gathered 
during the dialog sessions. 

3. Avoid IRAs to greatly reduce complexity and cost of NEPA analysis. 
4. Consider additional non-commercial treatment at the project design level to increase 

efficacy of treatments. 
5. Consider limiting project development to areas adjacent to WUI (using the WUI  spatial 

layer developed in the Wildfire Threat Workshop) 
6. WUI was the highest ranked HVRA.  It also incorporates in most instances the high value 

Infrastructure HVRA.   
a. “Buttoning up” of roads in WUI areas at completion of treatment activities assists 

with Travel Management Implementation, another high level forest management 
objective. 

b. “Buttoning up” of roads in this area at completion of treatment activities prevents 
wildlife habitat encroachment issues via recreation activities. 

c. Treatment in this area creates a more defensible fuels profile to allow prescribed 
fire use in the adjacent forest management areas in this landscape such as IRAs 
(esp. subalpine late closed areas).  This can result in larger treatment areas for 
prescribed fire, which is a significantly more cost effective treatment option for 
forest management. 

7. Limit potential project proposals to within areas with commercial opportunities less than 
1500 feet from an existing NFS road 
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a. Reduces complexity and cost of NEPA analysis dramatically (removes temp 
roads issues although they will be considered in project design).  Project design 
will look at non-commercial opportunities also. 

b. Reduces Implementation cost (removes temp roads issues although they will be 
considered in project design).  Project design will look at non-commercial 
opportunities also. 

8. Additional benefits to proposed potential project design 
a. Can analyze in project level design for potential Defensible Fuels Profile Zones 

(DFPZs) across the entire Little Belts Area that provide safer tactical 
environments for firefighting staff and potentially tied to slowing beetle 
infestation rates. 

b. Costs savings realized protecting (vs. replacing) high value infrastructure can be 
applied to more vegetation restoration activities. 

c. Can analyze in project level design for potential big game hiding cover and 
habitat corridors across the entire Little Belts Area 

d. Can implement potential NFS and temp road conversion to trails as designated in 
Travel Management across the entire Little Belts Area using funds associated 
with the commercial treatments at a cost savings to complete closing and 
“buttoning” roads. 

e. Allows for consideration of marketable Stewardship contracting options that 
might support local economies. 

f. Allows for consideration of a series of smaller EIS or EAs within potential 
CFLRP larger polygon opportunities. 

g. Nearly the entire area is at a moderate to high level of infestation threat resulting 
in all treatments potential to enhance the Green Tree HVRA, and protecting the 
visual quality sub-HVRA.. 

h. The majority of the proposed areas include 303d identified watersheds with high 
restoration potential for hydro, soils & aquatics. 

 
The intent of the sideboards was to enable the isolation of potential projects that would be 
implementable in the identified timeframes and provide the highest potential to meet overall 
project objectives.   As noted, no limits were pre-set for final project design, but these boundaries 
showed the highest potential to meet the project objectives as a prioritization filter. 
 

Step1 Interdisciplinary Team Workshop Findings: 
1. Proposed potential project polygons were identified and refined in the workshop as 

shown in Figure 13.  Areas found to include IRAs were removed, areas outside IRAs 
were added.    

2. The passing of the Farm Bill in 2014 offers options to consider moving ahead with 
various project proposals tied to the forest program of work. 

3. CFLRP Feasibility Study Proposal – A proposal was discussed by the interdisciplinary 
group for a CFLRP feasibility study within the identified polygons to further refine 
project design metrics, provide needed site specific field surveys and enable through 
public collaboration well defined proposed actions.  Adequate analysis data would likely 
limit the need for extensive alternatives as issues were addressed up front, early, and with 
public participation.  A challenge to this approach is that the concept of a feasibility study 
as a part of CFLRP funding would be a departure from the current CFLRP model, and as 
a result may require additional decision making above that at the forest level.  Any 
consideration of CFLRP by leadership will also require a determination that the forest has 
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the capacity to undertake and successfully execute the effort to avoid potential staffing 
and funding shortfalls and ensure project readiness.  At the time of the completion of this 
report it was not anticipated that the forest would have this capacity in the short term time 
frame identified for the project due to upcoming Forest Plan Revision efforts.  This 
factor, combined with the departure from CFLRP norms such an approach would 
represent limited its viability. In the future if conditions change from a capacity and 
viability standpoint it is recommended that the feasibility study proposal be revisited.   

4. A proposal was made to use a smaller EA polygon the first potential project for FY 13-14 
as a pilot for the larger one associated with a CFLRP feasibility study.  It would create 
additional match funds to strengthen the CFLRP feasibility study and create a “lessons 
learned” environment for the feasibility study.  Project design metrics can be set, 
monitoring metrics tested and an adaptive management pathway test run prior to the 
larger series of projects as a CFLRP.   

5. The feasibility study can consider other integrated resources (watershed KV etc.) 
6. Lodgepole Pine is limited in what can be done from a mechanical treatment standpoint 

unless using regeneration harvest techniques.  The story with lodgepole pine in the Little 
Belts project area is late seral structures – what’s lacking is mid seral structure.  Wildfire 
management is recommended for consideration as the primary tool for application due to 
its’ cost efficacy in these landscape conditions. 

7. WUI together with restoration focus on DF, BPs, and PP fir should be target for 
restoration. 
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Figure 10: Potential Project Opportunity Areas July 20121 

  

1 Area 1(in brown) was added as an opportunity by leadership despite  being located in an IRA (which were 
excluded from consideration). This was due to the high concentration of HVRAs, slopes less than 35%, 
system road access and trees of 5.9” dbh or greater.   This area was also added due to it being highly rated 
as a priority in the Great Falls public dialog session prioritization exercise (see p.7“Little Belt Mountains 
Landscape Assessment Public Dialog Sessions Summary Report” (December, 2012) 
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Step 2 Potential Project Opportunity Area Development: Public Dialog 
Sessions 
The dialog sessions were created to engage the public in the ongoing landscape assessment in the 
Little Belt Mountains region.  At leadership’s direction, a series of public dialog sessions were 
designed to “check in” with the public.  The intent was to share the assessment findings to date 
and gather public input to inform the completion of the midscale assessment work and the 
development of the potential project opportunity areas.  The overall vision was a series of 
successful, robustly attended sessions with quality information sharing.  In specific terms, the 
forest defined “success” as the public feeling informed about the assessments and able to provide 
meaningful input to both leadership and the project team as criteria for designing the dialog 
session format and content.   

Step 2 Dialog Session Objectives:  
1. To inform the general public about what the Forest is doing in terms of looking at this 

larger landscape with some new tools to assess forest health and resiliency. 
2. Present and discuss the findings of a landscape assessment on current vegetative 

conditions, Highly Valued Resources and Assets (HVRAs) and wildfire threat in the 
Little Belt Mountains in a manner understandable to an audience with widely varying 
degrees of knowledge of forest/ecosystem management and personal interests.   

3. Inform the public of: 
a. the landscape assessment findings generally (including the objectives & 

sideboards leadership set for the project); 
b. the midscale assessment findings generally (including the objectives & 

sideboards leadership set for the project); 
c. the strategy proposed to take these findings into the forest program of work as 

site specific projects  
4. Discuss and gather public input on how potential opportunities are being analyzed and 

refined for the Little Belt Mountains  
5. Discuss and gather public input on site specific forest restoration goals and management 

options for the Little Belt Mountains.  

Prioritization Exercise HVRAs and Areas 
The dialog sessions included two dot prioritization exercises by attendees.  Each participant was 
provided with 5 green and 5 orange dots to provide input on the HVRAs importance and on areas 
in the project area where they felt potential project level work should be focused or prioritized for 
forest health ad HVRA enhancement/protection.    This exercise was undertaken at the beginning 
of the meeting prior to information sharing and exchange, and again at the close of the meeting.  
The intent of the exercise was for the public to identify management opportunity areas and 
HVRAs that they prioritized, and to see if these priorities shifted as a result of session 
information sharing.  In the final area prioritization exercise the public was provided with an 
outline of the large scale potential project opportunity polygons developed by the project team in 
the midscale assessment (see Figure 13.).   

Step 2 Public Dialog Session Findings 
1. The public exhibited strong levels of support for the assessment process. 
2. The public expressed strong desires to collaborate and form groups to assist the agency in 

this effort particularly as project level actions are undertaken. 
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3. The public’s HVRA values, while on the same page as the agency in terms of what was 
identified, may not exactly reflect the way the agency originally set out the analysis 
ratings for the HVRAs for the analysis.  This is due in part to their being highest ranked. 

4. The public in all instances noted that they felt the agency was doing good work, but often 
hindered by obstacles (lawsuits, etc.) that prevented achieving actions on the ground. A 
desire to “see something happen” was broadly expressed and supported across the 
sessions. 

5. The restoration of vegetative conditions, the reduction of wildfire threat, and their relative 
importance to HVRAs are complex sets of information for the public to internalize over 
the course of a dialog session. 

6. The broad scale sets of information produced in the assessments requires additional 
information and communication to assist the public in understanding the crosswalk to 
designing site specific projects and prioritizing those projects over 3-5 years. 

7. A higher interest in wildlife issues, particularly ungulates was noted in all the sessions. 
8. WUI as both an HVRA and in terms of management opportunity areas was supported in 

all the sessions. 
9. The management opportunity areas were reflective of the demographic areas of the 

participants in each session.  The areas around the highway 89 corridor were identified in 
both the Great Falls and White Sulphur Springs Meeting.  The Showdown Ski area was 
noted in both sessions as a potential area for the design and execution of prioritized 
actions.  The Lewistown meeting noted opportunities in the south fork of the Judith River 
area.  The south fork of the Judith was also noted in Great Falls. 

Step 2 Outcomes 
It was determined through staff recommendation based on the assessment findings  and 
leadership approval to use the potential project areas as developed, with minor corrections to 
polygon boundaries to avoid the Tenderfoot Experimental Forest and remove some lands 
identified as in private ownership. 
 

Step 3 Potential Project Area Development for Fiscal Year (FY) 2013 
– 2014 
Immediately following the public dialog sessions, a final full project team workshop, including 
forest counterparts, was held to identify a potential project opportunity area to carry forward.  In 
November 2012, the team first identified the orange striped polygon shown in Figure 14.  Forest 
leadership, based on the outcomes of the public dialog sessions and staff recommendations, 
identified the areas west of highway 89, near the Showdown Ski Area and surrounding WUIs, as 
an area to focus on to identify a potential project area.  The interdisciplinary effort identified and 
refined this area into the pink polygon shown in Figure 14. during that workshop.  The 
information developed throughout the project life cycle, as well as local forest staff expertise of 
conditions on the ground, were the basis for the new pink polygon selected for reasons described 
in the following paragraph From that point forward, the team involved in refining the project area 
for handoff to the forest as final project completion included the silviculturist, 
forester/transportation planner, fuels and vegetation analyst, wildlife biologist, project lead, 
project liaison, and associated forest counterparts.  This was due to the concerns from aquatics, 
hydrologic and soils perspectives being largely addressed at a level deemed sufficient for 
movement to project level design in this area prior to initiation an interdisciplinary team for 
internal scoping and ultimately National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) analysis.  Figure 14 
shows the evolution of the project polygon from that workshop through the focused analysis of 
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the refined project team, and in particular the final analysis work of the wildlife biologist and 
fuels and vegetation analyst, which will be provided ahead. 

 
Figure 11: Potential Project Opportunity Areas November – January 2013 

The revised pink polygon area was added by the refined project team due to the high 
concentration of HVRAs, slopes less than 35%, system road access and trees of 5.9” dbh or 
greater.  It also contains a high level of S-Classes identified for prioritized treatment that would 
potential enable recovery more closely aligned to historic reference conditions.  It was also 
recognized as having high potential to enable more prescribed fire activity in the IRA, and 
creating a strong fuel break if a fire should “jump” the highway 89 corridor from the west, 
leading to potentially stand replacing fire event in the IRAs adjacent to the east.   
Following this effort, the forest silviculturist and vegetation and fuels analyst began the process to 
refine the treatment units as described in the next steps identified in the forester/transportation 
planner analysis in the midscale assessment.  This work was followed by the wildlife analysis, 
and a final review by the forester/transportation planner and fuels and vegetation analyst outlined 
in the next sections. 

Wildlife Analysis Opportunities and Concerns 
The following summarizes treatment considerations related to the wildlife analysis that were 
developed to support project design criteria and screening for the project area and in general for 
all prioritized or associated actions using the data produced in the Little Belts Assessment for 
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project level planning and design. This includes “restrictions”, or Forest Plan or ESA 
requirements that would limit management, as well as “opportunities”, or desired wildlife habitat 
conditions that can be maintained or enhanced by management.   

Canada Lynx Considerations 
Proposed actions will ensure compliance with  Region 1 direction and NRLMD objectives, 
standards and guidelines that are designed to maintain lynx habitat within individual Lynx 
Analysis Units (LAU’s).  The following summarizes necessary surveys and treatment 
considerations.   

Surveys – All sites proposed for treatment will need to be surveyed to identify lynx den and 
foraging habitat conditions, including as assessment of downed wood and understory structure.  

Treatment considerations that will ensure compliance with NRLMD and maintenance or 
enhancement of lynx habitat including the following: 

• Where possible proposed treatments should be designed to restore naturally occurring fire 
regimes, while maintaining foraging habitat.  

• Identify prescribed fire opportunities to restore fire and promote understory conifer, 
shrubs, and hardwoods.  

• All project area LAU’s would need to maintain less than 30 percent unsuitable stand 
initiation habitat.  

• No treatment of stand initiation and multi-story hare habitat can occur outside the project 
Wildland Urban Interface. Forest-wide, treatment of these two habitats must be less than 
six percent of the available habitat.   

• Whenever possible treatments should occur in intermediate or stem exclusion habitat in 
order to promote foraging habitat in stands where it is currently absent.  

• Untreated mid to late successional habitat needs to be maintained across the landscape to 
accommodate movement by lynx and provide red squirrel habitat.  

• Construction of permanent firebreaks on ridges or saddles should be avoided. 

• Following treatment, defer or modify grazing as necessary to promote shrub, hardwood 
and conifer diversity.  

Goshawk Considerations  

Data and Surveys  
Surveys – Prior to implementation, known nests would be monitored to determine nest status and 
activity.    

Considerations for the northern goshawk include maintenance of nest, foraging and post-fledgling 
habitat (PFA) habitat, which includes the following: 

1. Nest Habitat - No activity around the nest site (minimum of 40 acres) would be 
permitted. There are seven known nests within the project area including four that are 
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currently active. At a minimum, activities would be restricted on approximately 280 
acres. Ground disturbing activities within 1,320 feet of active goshawk nests (900 acres) 
would be also be restricted between April 15 and August 15. Activity within known nests 
would continue to be monitored prior to and during project implementation.  

2. Home Range - Within each home range (@5,000 acres), maintain a minimum of 240 
acres of suitable nest habitat in blocks of at least 40 acres. A minimum of approximately 
5,000 acres within the project area would need to be maintained, whereas  approximately 
51,500 acres currently occur as potential nest habitat. 

3. Post-fledgling Area habitat - Within each nest PFA (420 acres within individual nest 
home range), maintain a minimum of 40 percent with an average stand diameter of 
greater than 5 inches dbh and 40 or greater percent canopy cover.  

4. Foraging habitat – Foraging areas are characterized by heterogeneous landscape 
vegetation and include mature forest, as well as a mix of other forest seral stages and 
non-forest habitat. Activities that promote stand and landscape diversity, including 
increasing seral stages or within stand diversity would improve goshawk foraging habitat.   

Old Growth Considerations 

Data and Surveys 
Surveys – Due to the importance of old growth habitat for wildlife, stand conditions should be 
field validated prior to treatment to identify stands that have desired old growth structural 
conditions and/or species composition. 

Because old growth stands contain conditions preferred by late successional species, stands that 
provide structural conditions characteristic of old growth should be dropped, unless treatment is 
necessary to reduce insect/disease impacts that would jeopardize the integrity of the stand. A 
minimum of five percent old growth will need to be maintained within each compartment.  

Aspen, Sage and Whitebark Pine Considerations 
Aspen - Because of the value of aspen to wildlife and considering its current declining trend, 
opportunities to maintain aspen should be pursued wherever they exist. While remnant aspen 
could occur anywhere within the project area, compartments likely to contain a larger aspen 
component were identified.   

Sagebrush – Due to past wildfire suppression and conifer encroachment, sagebrush has been and 
is expected to continue to decline. Where the opportunity exists, prescribed fire should be used to 
reduce conifer encroachment and maintain native shrub/grassland habitat.   

Whitebark Pine – Due to the fire suppression, continued mortality from blister rust and conifer 
encroachment, both stand and landscape level whitebark pine would continue to decline.  Where 
the opportunity exists, pre-burning fuel enhancement and prescribed fire should be implemented 
to help maintain whitebark pine.   

Final S-Class Analysis Proposed Project Area 
As a final step in the FY13-14 potential project area development, the fuels and vegetation 
analyst worked with local specialists to refine the information from the midscale assessment 
presented in Table 7 to refine potential treatment units to maximize S-Class restoration potential. 
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Final Proposed Project Area: Steps to a Formal Project Proposal 
The following steps are recommended to carry the analysis into project development: 

1. Silviculture and fuels specialists should identify refined areas of treatment with assistance 
from the forester/transportation planner. 

2. Wildlife survey protocols need to be refined and field survey work executed. 
3. Potential treatment units should be revised/refined as needed to address resource issues 

including wildlife heritage and scenic values, especially with-in the Highway 89 corridor.  
4. Additional Public Dialog sessions are recommended for planning and execution to further 

involve the public in up front and early issue identification and information sharing to 
improve project design. 

5. An Interdisciplinary Team should be initiated to conduct internal scoping. 
6. A public scoping period should be initiated and NEPA analysis at the appropriate level to 

identify alternatives and selection by the Responsible Official. 
 

Next Steps & Focused Recommendations  
1. Include the need to identify information gaps, and establish a strategic plan for their 

resolution to generate adequate site specific information in the project area, focused on 
the potential project opportunities as a priority for funding and execution. 

2. Implement an assessment to identify how field data gaps can be accurately captured, field 
protocols for data gathering strengthened, and develop a strategy to leverage “boots in the 
field” appropriate to journey level requirements for certain resources. 

3. Determine if and how partnerships and other opportunities can be leveraged to meet all 
project objectives and needs. 

4. Focus on prescribed fire as the most cost effective tool in the implementation toolbox that 
generates the multi resource benefitting objectives identified for the project and an 
adaptive management approach to the landscape. 

5. Focus on public education and partnerships to support the return of fire to the landscape 
through prescribed and managed approaches. 

6. “Follow the winners” – multi-resource benefitting projects, with low NEPA complexity 
and a high likelihood of transitioning S-Class conditions to ones that are closer to historic 
range of variability, and address the protection and enhancement of the highest number of 
HVRAs. 

7. Address habitat related forest plan standards that are able to be changed or modified with 
accurate site specific data and possible project level amendments as appropriate to 
support meeting desired conditions and project level objectives, such as big game hiding 
cover. 

8. Develop a strategy and protocols for spatial and tabular information development that are 
easily cross-walked, and readily useable in project planning, design and NEPA analysis. 

9. Develop and implement a feasible assessment and implementation monitoring strategy. 
10. Develop a strategy to clearly tie projects to program of work and workload balancing 

administratively to maximize ability to design, analyze and implement Little Belts 
projects.  Recommendations provided in Appendix B. 

11. In light of the Agricultural Act of 2014 (the Farm Bill) that was signed in the final editing 
phase of this document, investigate stewardship contracting, Good Neighbor Authority 
and NEPA provisions for categorical exclusions in project level actions (16 U.S.C. 
6591(b)) under this authority   
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Applicable Forest Service and State Plans, Strategies and 
Recommendations: 

Restoration Strategies 
The Little Belts project planning is aligned with the following State Strategy: 

Restoring Montana’s National Forest System Lands: Guiding Principles and Recommended 
Implementation (April, 2011) 
http://www.montanarestoration.org/van_upload/UP0000000170.pdf 
 
This project is aligned with the following principles established in this document: 

• Principle 1 – Restore functioning ecosystems by enhancing ecological processes 
• Principle 2 – Apply adaptive management 
• Principle 3 – Use the appropriate scale of integrated analysis to prioritize and design 

restoration activities (Use landscape, watershed and project level ecosystems analysis in 
bot prioritization and design of projects). 

• Principle 4 – Monitor restoration outcomes. 
• Principle 5 – Re-establish fire as a natural process on the landscape 
• Principle 6 – Consider social constraints and seek public support for reintroducing fire on 

the landscape. 
• Principle 7 – Engage community and interested parties in the restoration process. 
• Principle 8 – Improve terrestrial and aquatic habitat and connectivity. 
• Principle 9 – Emphasize ecosystem goods and services and sustainable land management. 
• Principle 10 – Integrate restoration with socio-economic well-being. 
• Principle 12 – Protect and improve overall watershed health, including stream health, soil 

quality and function, and riparian function. 
 

Recommendation: If the Forest Restoration Committees (FRCs) recommended for establishment 
in this document are realized they are recommended for incorporation into efforts associated with 
the Little Belts project.  If they are not realized, efforts by the forest to coordinate with the 
Montana Forest Restoration Committee (MFRC) would potentially benefit mission objectives for 
both the USFS and the State of Montana. 

Climate Change 
The focus of the Little Belts Project was on implementation actions in a short term (3-5 year) 
context.  The issues of climate change are designed into and assessed for environmental effects at 
the level of programmatic actions, such as Forest Plan revisions, and at the project level in NEPA 
documentation.  The Little Belts Project was an assessment, and does not constitute a formal 
agency action requiring these types of environmental review.    This will occur at the project 
level.  However, the assessment was designed and executed to address or meet key goals and 
objectives in the following documents: 

USDA Strategic Plan 2010 – 2015 (June 2011) 
http://www.usda.gov/documents/AFStratFrame_FINAL-lr_6-3-11.pdf 

Strategic Goal 2: Ensure Our National Forests and Private Working Lands are Conserved, 
Restored, and Made More Resilient to Climate Change, While Enhancing Our Water Resources 
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• Objective 2.1 – Restore and Conserve the Nation’s Forests, Farms, Ranches and 
Grasslands. 

• Objective 2.2 – Lead Efforts to Mitigate and Adapt to Climate Change 
• Objective 2.3 – Protect and Enhance America’s Water Resources 
• Objective 2.4 – Reduce Risk from Catastrophic Wildfire and Restore Fire to its 

Appropriate Place on the Landscape  
 
USDA Forest Service National Roadmap for Responding to Climate Change (July 2010) 
http://www.fs.fed.us/climatechange/pdf/roadmap.pdf  

• Manage for resilience in ecosystems as well as in human communities, through 
adaptation, mitigation, and sustainable consumption strategies (p.4). 

• Immediate Initiatives – Develop landscape-scale assessments, adaptation plans, and 
management strategies (p.16). 

 
Agricultural Act of 2014 (2014 Farm Bill) 
On February 7, President Obama signed into law the Agricultural Act of 2014, better known as 
the 2014 Farm Bill. This five-year legislation allows USDA to carry out its vital mission of 
serving rural America, creating jobs, and providing a safety net for Americans in need.  The Farm 
Bill also achieves meaningful and needed reform and a new tool for the forest to utilize to achieve 
restored vegetative conditions in the landscape.  The USFS is now beginning the important work 
of bringing the benefits of Farm Bill programs to producers, communities and landscapes across 
our country.  Numerous Farm Bill provisions will help better achieve the Forest Service mission. 
Among the provisions that pertain to the Forest Service, the Farm Bill provides permanent 
authority for stewardship contracting, expands Good Neighbor authority to all states with NFS 
lands, and clarify the NEPA decisions process for categorical exclusions. 
The forest is currently working to determine acres within the analysis area under a collaborative 
process that fit the insect and disease criteria provided in the Farm Bill (16 U.S.C. 6591(b)) 

Conclusion: 
The Little Belts Landscape Assessment was undertaken to analyze resources at the landscape 
scale and complies with the National Forest Management Act (NFMA). It focused on identifying 
key drivers that, when carried into project level design, might institute/influence landscape level 
shifts in vegetation departure and wildfire threat to HVRAs.  It was developed with a 
methodology that enables the landscape level information to be carried through to project level 
design in a manner that allows constant evaluation of the assessment inputs, project design 
criteria, and project monitoring metrics in an adaptive management pathway.  It involved partners 
and the public in collaboration efforts very early and offers a venue for its’ meaningful expansion.  
This involvement positively influenced project outcomes that will continue through project level 
design and development, in ways that can also influence the cost efficacy for the agency and 
social and economic benefits to the surrounding communities.  This effort is considered 
groundbreaking for the agency.  It reflects a strong clear movement into adaptive management 
pathways for natural resources and HVRAs.  It offers a new, cost effective, easily monitored 
methodology for adaptive management that translate directly from analysis to project design and 
into program of work efforts that fulfill agency missions and guidelines on strategic, 
programmatic and project levels at national, state and local levels. 
 
This project reflects a fundamental shift from reactive responses in addressing landscape issues 
and conditions at the project level to strategic responses.  Strategic responses that address larger 
areas cost effectively, and in ways that maximize multi-resource HVRA benefits at the landscape 
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scale in a short term (3-5) year timeframe.  And the potential to allow meaningful analysis of 
climate change responses in the landscape that can be built into project design. 
 

Contact and Additional Information 
Visit the planning page on the forest website at http://www.fs.usda.gov/land/lcnf/landmanagement 
for more information and to view project updates.  For additional information, including copies of 
reports and analyses referenced in this report, please contact: 

John Casselli 
Lewis & Clark National Forest, USDA Forest Service 
jcasselli@fs.fed.us 
406-791-7723  
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Appendix A: Project Team List  
Figure 12 Project Team List 

LCNF LITTLE BELTS PROJECT 
TEAMS 
CORE TEAM TITLE LCNF STAFF TITLE 
Colleen (Chaz) 
O'Brien IDTL 

Carol Hatfield 
Ron Wiseman 

Lead Line Officer 
Line Officer 

Brooke DeVault Fisheries Kendall Cikanek Fish Biologist 

Don Helmbrecht Fire/Fuels 
Katie Hetts 
Clint Kolarich Fuels Specialist 

Cheryl Beck 
GIS 
Specialist Dave Yarger GIS Specialist 

Camilo Arias Hydrologist Wayne Green  Hydrologist 

Frank Yurczyk   
Logging 
Specialist 

Tim Lahey-Helena 
NF Pre-sale Forester 

David Keefe 
(retired) Silviculture Tanya Murphy Botanist 

Tricia Burgoyne 
Soil 
Scientist 

John Hamann(retired) 
Beth Anderson Soil Scientist 

Rick Baxter 
Scott Reitz 
(retired) 

Wildlife 
Biologist Laura Conway Wildlife Biologist 

    John Casselli LCNF- IDTL 
    Tanya Murphy Botany  

    
Dave Payne (retired) 
Helena NF 

Recreation 
planner/Scenery 

    Kelly Keim Archeologist 

    Rowdy Wood 
Range/Noxious 
Weeds 

    Dave Cunningham Public Affairs 
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Appendix B: Proposals for Next Steps   
 
Figure 13: Potential Projects: Next Steps: 

 

Figure 14: Adaptive Management Pathway Proposal\ 
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Figure 15: Potential Forest Adaptation Proposal for Integrated Landscape Restoration Assessments & Projects 
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