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Overview: Little Belt Mountains Landscape Assessment 
In 2011 the Lewis and Clark National Forest leadership requested a landscape assessment of the 
Little Belt Mountains Region.  The assessment scope included current landscape conditions in 
vegetation departure and wildfire threat, and a set of management opportunity recommendations 
focused on restoration and specifically defined Highly Valued Resources and Assets (HVRAs).  
The management opportunities targeted were treatments that would reduce wildfire threat and 
move toward restored vegetative conditions to protect and/or enhance the HVRAs.  The 
timeframe for implementing the management opportunities was defined as “short term” (1 – 5 
years).  The objective of the assessment and resulting actions is for a more restored and resilient 
landscape that protects and enhances the identified HVRAs. 

As the analysis was completed at the landscape scale with a project area of 1.5 million acres in 
2012, it became apparent that there were far more management opportunities than could be 
tackled with current resources.  Additional analysis was needed to refine the management 
opportunities into ones that could be planned and implemented during the identified time frame.  
Forest leadership then approved a scope change to include a “midscale assessment” in 2012, 
which led the team of specialists to further refine within the management opportunities identified 
in the landscape scale assessment.  The landscape scale assessment was completed in 2012.  The 
midscale assessment is ongoing is anticipated in early 2013.  The final phase of the project will be 
the project level work to identify and prioritize projects to carry into project level planning, 
design and implementation.  Figures 1 and 2 provide a project area map and an overview of the 
total project phases. 

This dialog session report, as well as the landscape and midscale assessments prepared for this 
analysis will be available on the forest website at 
http://www.fs.usda.gov/main/lcnf/landmanagement/planning once completed.  Forest contact 
information is available in the “Contact” section of this report. 
Figure 1 Little Belt Mountains Landscape Assessment Project Boundary Map 

 
 

http://www.fs.usda.gov/main/lcnf/landmanagement/planning
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Figure 2 Little Belts Landscape Assessment Phases 

 

Overview: Little Belt Mountains 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.  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.   

This report is a summary of the information shared, and gathered, at three public dialog sessions 
October 29, 30 and November 1, 2012.  The following sections outline the key messages, 
objectives, content, input and outcomes from the three sessions held consecutively in Great Falls, 
White Sulphur Springs, and Lewistown, MT.  This report is intended as a summary for attendees 
and an opportunity to share the assessment with additional publics and groups who may be able to 
engage in the dialog in early 2013 as the assessment stage moves to its’ completion.  It is also 
intended as a reference in future years for agency staff and publics engaged in project level 
planning and actions that result. 

The agendas and the two PowerPoint presentations in their entirety are available in the 
Appendices.  Please refer to the TOC for specific documents and locations. 
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Figure 3 Great Falls Dialog Session 

 

Dialog Session Key Messages:  
The following key messages were created by the Forest Service for the dialog sessions and shared 
with attendees at the outset of each session. 

1. We are here to let people know what we are doing in our work towards forest health and 
resiliency.   

2. We see this is the beginning of the ‘Little Belt Mountains Restoration Journey’.   

3. We are in a ‘planning’, not ‘implementation’ stage.   

4. We have identified some broad management opportunity areas to potentially begin looking 
more closely at in the next three years and beyond.  

5. We envision this process as a ‘shared learning journey’.   

6. We want the public to understand the perceived opportunities and defined limitations as the 
journey begins, and help identify others we may have missed.    

7. We envision working together today, and into the future for a common understanding and a 
high level of information sharing that leadership will use to help inform their decision 
making.   

8. We are committed to keeping you in the loop to work towards getting the best project design 
and implementation to achieve changes in the landscape that move it towards a more restored 
and resilient condition.    
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9. We have taken our analysis to a much broader scale to better answer ‘why here, why now’ at 
the project level, and to enable us to begin tracking changes in the landscape in a manner 
more consistent with ecosystem function and resiliency.   

10. We analyzed wildfire threat and vegetation departure based on specifically defined HVRA’s – 
here is what we found out, and we would like to hear from you about the findings, and 
potential priorities you have for more restored and resilient conditions in the identified 
project area. 

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.  
Figure 4 Great Falls Dialog Session Prioritization Exercise 
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Dialog Session Agendas and Formats 
The format remained largely the same for each session, with minor adjustments to the agenda 
based on public recommendations for change and improvements in Great Falls October 29, 2012. 
The meeting format was changed for the Lewistown meeting due to an emergency highway road 
closure preventing some of the project team and presenters from reaching the meeting location in 
time.  For this meeting, the rest of the team returned to the Supervisors Office and set up a remote 
connection to provide presentations while the District Ranger was on site at the meeting location.  
This decision was made instead of rescheduling due to the fact the forest was aware that some 
participants had RSVP’d to the meeting and were travelling distances to attend.  All sessions were 
intended to be interactive and gain feedback from attendees. 

Dialog Session Dates, Locations & Attendance 

Table 1 Dialog Session Dates, Locations, and Attendees 

Date Location Attendees 

October 29, 2012 Lewis & Clark NF Supervisors Office 
Great Falls, MT 35 

October 30, 2012 
Lewis & Clark Ranger District Office  

White Sulphur Springs, MT 
10 

November 1, 2012 
Lewis & Clark Ranger District Office  

Lewistown, MT 
13 

 

Dialog Session Summary  

Prioritization Exercise HVRAs and Areas 
The Great Falls and White Sulphur dialog sessions included two dot prioritization exercises by 
attendees, and Lewiston only one HVRA exercise due to the venue and format shift.  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 work should be focused or prioritized 
for forest health.    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 
area prioritization exercise the public was provided with an outline of the large scale management 
opportunity polygon developed by the project team in the midscale assessment.   

The outcome of the exercises varied in each location.  Exercise directions were created for the 
White Sulphur and Lewistown sessions to provide additional clarification.  In Great Falls, some 
participants did not complete the second exercise if their choices were unchanged, resulting in a 
lower number of dots in the session end prioritization exercise.  The overall outcomes are viewed 
as indicators of public interests for the purposes of this report. The following figures provide the 
documentation of the exercises in each dialog session location. 
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Great Falls 
 

Figure 5 Great Falls HVRA Prioritization Exercise #1 Start of Dialog Session 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6 Great Falls HVRA Prioritization Exercise #2 End of Dialog Session 
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Figure 7 Great Falls Area Prioritization Exercise #1 Start of Dialog Session

 
Figure 8 Great Falls Area Prioritization Exercise #2 End of Dialog Session 
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Figure 9 Great Falls Dialog Session Outcomes HVRAs

 
 Figure 10 Great Falls Dialog Session Outcomes Specific Opportunity Areas 
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White Sulphur Springs 
Figure 11 White Sulphur Springs HVRA Prioritization Exercise #1Start of Dialog Session

 
 

Figure 12 White Sulphur Springs HVRA Prioritization Exercise #2 End of Dialog Session 
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Figure 13 White Sulphur Springs Area Prioritization Exercise #1 Start of Dialog Session

 
 

Figure 14 White Sulphur Springs Area Prioritization Exercise #2 End of Dialog Session
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Figure 15 White Sulphur Springs Dialog Session Outcomes Specific HVRA's and Opportunity Areas 

 
Figure 16 White Sulphur Springs Name and “Issue” Exercise 
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Lewistown 
In Lewistown the venue shift affected the exercises.  As a result only one HVRA prioritization 
exercise was undertaken with hand markers replacing the dots.  Some participants stated that they 
did not wish to mark areas on the maps, and the only area identified as a management opportunity 
was the South Fork Judith River area. 

Figure 17 Lewistown HVRA Prioritization Exercise #1Start of Dialog Session 

 

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. 

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. 

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 supported across the sessions. 
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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 require additional 
information 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 ungulate 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, but the areas around the highway 89 corridor were identified 
in 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. 

 

Dialog Session Recommendations All Session Attendees 
1. Maintain strong communication, outreach and collaboration. 

2. Support the efforts of local publics to coordinate, organize and collaborate. 

3. Review the HVRAs as ranked and processed in higher detail at the project level as a 
primary tool for better project level design.   

4. If assessments are undertaken in the future consider an additional round of public input 
prior to the wildfire threat modeling to assist leadership in defining HVRAs and 
associated priorities with the public. 

5. Create additional products and information (virtual and web based) to support the 
completion of the assessment and to allow for replicable products tailored to the 
assessments being undertaken in future efforts.   Provide links to the presentations on the 
web with the summary report and consider creating additional products (handouts, 
brochures) on wildfire threat and vegetation departure information to enable broader 
participation in these efforts over time as project design and implementation occurs. 

6. Consider developing a set of design criteria associated with the crosswalk from the 
midscale assessment to the project level to assist public collaboration throughout the 
project life cycle (3-5 years).  Include the information gathered from the public in setting 
prioritization recommendations. 

7. Work with the project team to further refine the wildlife issues within the management 
opportunity areas to better understand both the opportunities and constraints of actions to 
enhance critical wildlife habitat HVRAs. Further address elk specific values and 
summer/fall range values. 
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8. Return to the public with the first round of potential project level actions to further refine 
and develop well designed and implementable projects.  Include outreach to sportsman 
groups Billings area for any follow up meetings. 

9. Investigate the Showdown Ski Area and highway corridor as a potential location for a 
larger scale project level action with the team. 

10. Avoid holding meetings during big game hunting season. 

 

Appendix List  
Appendix A. Dialog Session Announcement Flier 

Appendix B. Landscape Assessment PowerPoint Presentation  

Contact and Additional Information 
Visit the planning page under landscape and watershed assessment on our forest website for more 
information.  Assessment and project updates will be added as they become available.  For 
additional information or assistance please contact: 

John Casselli 
Lewis & Clark National Forest, USDA Forest Service 
jcasselli@fs.fed.us 
406-791-7723  
 

 

 

 

 
  

mailto:jcasselli@fs.fed.us
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Appendix A. Dialog Session Announcement Flier 
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Appendix B. News Reports 
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