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Date:  April 30, 2009
RE:  Opportunity to Comment on the South Cottonwood Fuel Reduction Project
The Bozeman Ranger District is seeking your comments on a proposal to implement a fuel reduction project in the South Cottonwood Creek drainage seven miles south of Bozeman, Montana in year 2011 (Figure 1).  The project includes a combination of commercial and non-commercial thinning of trees on about 270 acres and the construction of about 2.0 miles temporary road (Figure 2).  An environmental analysis will be conducted.  Comments provided by the public will help shape the proposal and the analysis.  Gallatin County has completed a Community Wildfire Protection Plan which identifies this area as wildland urban interface (WUI). 
Purpose of and Need for Action

The purpose of the project is to reduce the risk of a wildfire originating on public or private lands damaging private property and threatening human life in the wildland urban interface (WUI) (Figure 2). 
Some landowners in the project area have conducted logging activities to reduce fuels on their property.  There is also a need to reduce fuels on the adjacent National Forest.  In the event of a wildfire, dense forest canopies and downed wood on the National Forest would make protection of property and lives on adjacent private land difficult.  Prevailing winds typically are from the southwest putting private land and structures in this area in the path of fires originating on the National Forest.  Recent fires in the area indicate additional wildfires will reoccur.  The 5,000 acre Purdy Fire occurred five miles to the southwest in 2001 and several other smaller fires in the surrounding area were suppressed before burning large areas. 

Proposed Action

Commercial Thinning: About 233 acres would be commercially thinned.  These acres would be thinned from below meaning the smaller commercial-size trees would be removed to leave a more open forest canopy.  On average, trees would be spaced about 30 feet apart.  Spacing would be varied to create somewhat of an irregular spacing between trees to provide some visual diversity in the stands.  Harvested trees would be whole tree yarded by skidders to landings where limbs and tops would be removed and piled for later burning.  
Areas of proposed activities include stands of Engelmann spruce, Douglas-fir, lodgepole pine, aspen and areas where all these species occur together.  Areas of Engelmann spruce would be left at a closer spacing or in some cases not thinned at all because their shallow root system exposes them to wind-throw.  There are some areas 1-5 acres in size of nearly pure stands of lodgepole pine experiencing high mortality from mountain pine beetle.  In those cases all mature lodgepole would be removed leaving a few Douglas-fir per acre.  This would create openings one to five acres in size.  There are several remnant aspen stands being replaced by conifers.  Thinning conifers to would allow aspen to regenerate.  Regenerating aspen has several positive implications:  aspen regenerates immediately after fires or logging; aspen has several qualities appealing to wildlife and is preferred forage for wild ungulates; older aspen trees are 
susceptible to rot and provide habitat for wildlife that rely on cavities for nesting and shelter; and, aspen understories are diverse in plant life.      

Non Commercial Thinning: There are about 40 acres of steeper terrain (over 35 percent slopes) not accessible to tractor logging that would be non commercially thinned (Figure 2). Smaller trees less than seven inches in diameter would be thinned from the understory to reduce ladder fuels and to open the canopy.  The residual trees would be spaced 12 to 15 feet apart leaving a fairly dense stand but having reduced fuel loads.  Slash from this activity would be hand piled for burning or in some cases scattered and left to decompose.  Hand crews would perform all the work with chainsaws.

Road Access: There are three proposed road access points for log hauling.  One originates on the National Forest and the other two are on private land (Figure 2).  Access for the majority of activities would be from the existing Cliff Creek Road to the south (Figure2).  The first private land access is in Section 28 and the second private land access is along the South Cottonwood Road in Section 34 (figure 2).  Private land access for the purpose of removing National Forest timber is currently being sought from the land owners through temporary easements.  
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Figure1. Vicinity Map. South Cottonwood Fuel Reduction Project





Less than 2.0 miles of temporary road would be constructed for the project.  All roads would be obliterated, and reseeded with native forbs and grasses upon completion of the timber sale contract.  Obliteration includes pulling soil back onto the road surface and scattering slash to block vehicle use and help with the establishment of vegetation.  All areas of obliterated roads and log landings would be reseeded with certified weed-free native seed. 
[image: image2.jpg]-

Potential Access N
'
0

from Private land

South Cottonwood
Fuel Reduction





Figure 2. South Cottonwood proposed fuel reduction project.

Decision to Be Made

The deciding official for this project is the District Ranger.  Prior to the final decision being made, an environmental analysis documenting the effects of the project will be available for a 30 day comment period.  Comments received during the 30-day comment period and the environmental analysis will help shape the Ranger’s decision.   
Preliminary Issues

Some of the concerns identified from comments on previous fuel reduction projects and local residents include:

· Road and bridge impacts from logging traffic
· Public safety

· Visual effects on the landscape

· Effects on wildlife habitat, sensitive plants, invasive weed control

· Trail user conflicts 
Contact Person and Where to Send Comments:  

The contact person for this project is Teri Seth (406) 522-2539.  Comments can be mailed to: 

Bozeman Ranger District

Attn: Teri Seth
3710 Fallon St. Suite C

Bozeman, Mt 59718

E-mail comments can be sent to: comments-northern-gallatin@fs.fed.us.  Please include “South Cottonwood project” on the e-mail subject line.  We would like to have all comments provided to us by May 22, 2008.
/s/ José Castro

JOSÉ CASTRO

District Ranger

Comments received in response to this solicitation, including names and addresses of those who comment, will be considered part of the public record on this proposed action and will be available for public inspection.  Comments submitted anonymously will be accepted and considered; however, those who submit anonymous comments will not have standing to appeal the subsequent decision under 36 CFR parts 215 or 217. Additionally, pursuant to 7 CFR 1.27(d), any person may request the agency to withhold a submission from the public record by showing how the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) permits such confidentiality.  Persons requesting such confidentiality should be aware that, under the FOIA, confidentiality may be granted in only very limited circumstances, such as to protect trade secrets.  The Forest Service will inform the requester of the agency's decision regarding the request for confidentiality and notify the requester that the comments may be resubmitted with or without name and address within 10 days.

South Cottonwood Fuels Reduction Project 

PROJECT INTEREST CONFIRMATION FORM
________________________________________________________________________

In order to remain on the mailing list for this project you must return this form unless you attended the meeting held on 4/20/09 and signed the participant list.
______ Yes, I am interested in staying involved in the South Cottonwood Fuels Reduction Proposal mailing list.  Please keep my name on the mailing list for future mailings.  

My name is:  

and the address used for this mailing is correct.

______ Yes, I am interested in staying involved in the South Cottonwood Fuels Reduction Proposal.  Please keep my name on the mailing list for future mailings.  My contact information needs to be corrected as follows:


Name:


Address:

______  Yes, keep my name on the list and here is the name and address of someone else that may be interested in the project.


Name:


Address:

______ Yes, I am interested but would prefer to receive future mailings over the computer.  

               My email address is ____________________________________.

______   Not interested.

Please return this form to:

Bozeman Ranger District, 

ATTN:  Teri Seth, NEPA Team Leader, 

3710 Fallon St, Ste. C, 

Bozeman, MT  59718.  

Thank you for your interest in the management of your National Forest.
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