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Lisa Timchak, District Ranger

650 Wolfpack Way

Kalispell, MT 59901

E-mail: comments-northern-flathead-tally-lake@fs.fed.us
Re:  Sheppard Creek Postfire Project 

Because the issues we commented on in our scoping letter have not been adequately addressed in the DEIS, our official comments on this DEIS will repeat what we said during scoping with additional comments in non-italic text.

This project proposal is primarily for the purpose “…to recover the value of wood products from the fire area.” You requested comments on specific logging proposed as depicted on a map along with 7 pages of written information that contains little or no information that the public can use to make informed comment on the economic aspects of the proposal.  Several paragraphs are provided describing what the timber was like in 1913 and in 1941, but only one sentence describing percent of seedling, saplings, poles, and larger than poles before the burn.  That kind if general information provides very little useful information to comment on a site-specific economic proposal.

The Flathead Forest has probably invested millions of dollars in collecting and maintaining in-place timber inventory information over the past few decades in addition to the most recent forest-wide systematic statistical sample that can be applied to Photo Inventory stand classes on a per acre basis.  Why isn’t there disclosure and analysis of the latest timber inventory information?  Surely it is not unreasonable for your specialists to compile this best available information into a map of the timber resource by volume per acre at least into 5 MBF/acre volume classes.  A disclosure of the timber inventory is essential to making informed comment on site-specific treatments proposed.

With a basic in-place inventory available people can see what kind of stands are proposed for salvage and which ones are being left.  Burn intensity maps can be overlaid on the timber inventory to compile reasonable estimates of the volume standing in the various burn severity classes and which are proposed for salvage and which are not.  If there is no disclosure of what and where the opportunity areas for salvage are it is pretty difficult to make reasonable comments, but we will do the best we can with what was provided.
In our scoping comments we requested information on stand structure and burn severity.  We are glad to see that this information in the form of maps did appear in the DEIS but we feel it would have been more useful if the proposed harvest, stand structure and burn severity maps had been combined with layers so the public could see what was being proposed where and why.  It is very difficult to analyze the proposal without this especially since the severity and structure maps cover a different area than the sale map and do not have reference points other than stream locations.  

Area Proposed for Salvage is inadequate.  According to the information provided about, 25,000 FNF acres burned of which about 11,000 acres were regeneration harvested since 1950.  That means that at least 14,000 acres of burned area should have some commercial sized trees.  The one sentence on standing timber size class states that 45% of the area was poles or larger, so that indicates 11,500 acres had commercial volumes.  If one assumes that none of the previously harvested area has commercially operable volume, your proposal only proposes about half of all the burned area that had no previous harvest of any kind.  Surely a lot of previously harvested stands do have damaged or dead commercial volume and even low intensity burn areas in virgin timber will have a lot of volume that should be salvaged.  If heat damaged trees in low intensity burn areas are not salvaged, they will only provide optimal bark beetle breeding habitat.  Leaving too many fire-damaged trees not only forgoes their current value, it adds to future losses and costs due to beetle outbreaks damaging unburned areas which will include private lands.  With the information provided it appears that a proposal to salvage only about half or less than half the acres with commercial timber is inadequate to meet the purpose of the project to a reasonable degree.  

We note that only 68% of the commercial timber that burned in the sale area will be harvested in the proposed alternative.  We are amazed that 8% of the burnt commercial timber is called “post fire reserve” and left unharvested to fall over and rot or add fuel to a future fire.  We found no explanation or justification statutory or otherwise for “post fire reserve” in the DEIS.  We did find some blather that “ecosystem function is a consequence of structure” but we remain unenlightened about how a dead tree functions for anything except that leaving a small percentage for woodpeckers and soil regeneration might be useful.  But we certainly don’t need to leave 32% or even 8% of the commercial value to accomplish these minor objectives.   Of course dead trees are good for breeding tree killing insects and fueling future fires.  Simply stated it is irresponsible to waste this much resource for such doubtful and marginally beneficial purposes. 

An on the ground tour of the Plume and Dunsire drainages and comparison with your sale map reveals that you are leaving a very large amount of very valuable timber either standing or lying on the ground.  We saw some trees skidded to the road but less than a treelength from the road all the stands of commercial timber were untouched and the map indicates no intention to cut them.  This is true on both the stream side and uphill side of the road especially along Plume Cr.  Furthermore from the junction of 2890 and 2890A for about ¼ to ½ mile you have cut but not skidded dozens of huge trees most of which lie within 50 feet of the road.  We measured one at 30+ inches on the butt.  If these are hazard trees that were cut they should be included in the sale.  Many of the trees that are still standing are quite a distance from the creek, especially the ones uphill from the road.  They should be cut and sold.  

You mention that you will reduce the sale of timber in Old Growth if it turns out that enough of the trees don’t die.  How many must survive to be considered viable old growth.  10%?   50%?  You also state that if the expected insect epidemic does not develop you will reduce the amount of cutting for bug infestation prevention.  Does this mean you will leave dead trees standing as well as green in these areas?  If so that is also a waste of the resource.  If you are willing to reduce the sale if predicted events do not occur, why are you not willing to increase it if mortality or infestation turns out to be worse than you predict?  The fact that there is no mention of increasing timber harvest if events call for it indicates that you are looking for excuses to reduce harvest.  

Approximately 3000 acres of the Brush Cr Fire are not in this sale.  Most of this land appears to be in the Gregg Cr. area.  Some of this ground is already included in a previous sale to Stoltz.  Since the sale covers only 1500 acres, you must disclose what salvage will occur on the rest of this burnt acreage in the north end of the fire.   

Riparian areas should not be harvest exclusion areas.   The map of proposed treatment show little or no harvest proposed in riparian areas.  Riparian areas are some of the most productive timber growth areas, so there is no doubt that significant timber values exist in these areas.  Some of the most severe burn intensities are in riparian areas where heavy fuels build up and wildfires radiate heat from both sides as well as feed up and down-stream winds. 

When all the standing dead trees are left to eventually fall over and build up heavy ground fuels it dooms the riparian area to even more severe fires in the future that will damage soil, water, and riparian wildlife habitat values.  When riparian areas are left to accumulate maximum fuel loads the stream bottom becomes a wick or fuse that rapidly conducts a firestorm up and down drainages.  The very destructive and costly.  The 2007 Lake Tahoe, California fire demonstrated that very dramatically when the riparian area conducted the firestorm right into town. 

Post fire stream channel surveys should be conducted in the burn area, especially on any stream that had any documented pre-fire stream channel evaluation to document how fires affect riparian values.  MFMU recommends that riparian areas that have heavy standing volumes in excess of future down wood needs in riparian areas be salvaged where possible.  Salvage can be accomplished without damage to riparian area just by complying with the Montana Stream Protection Act and applying Best Management Practices (BMPs).  Leaving excess volume to fall over in riparian areas is not good stewardship of existing values or future riparian/water values.

I seem to recall either in the DEIS or at one of the public meetings during the fire a discussion from FS managers about how the fire was channeling or following Shephard Cr.  Looking at the burn severity on Dunsire and Plume creeks this seems to have occurred there as well.  Leaving too much dead timber in the riparian zone only exacerbates this situation for the next fire.  

Surely you don’t need this much woody material in the stream.  Why don’t you go in there and cut the tops and whatever else you need to create that fish structure.  Fall a few trees across the slope for erosion control; leave a few for woodpeckers and sell all the rest.  Surely a few well placed logs will accomplish what you want as well or better than an entire stand left to randomly and inefficiently fall willy-nilly in the belief that they will fall in the right place to do some good.  Use whatever logging system you need.  In Plume Creek especially, this timber is so close to the road that you should have no problem accomplishing both riparian and economic objectives without damaging the soils.   

Obliteration of all proposed temporary road construction/reconstruction ignores long-term protection and management needs as well other multiple use and recreation values.  As proposed, over 26 miles of road is to be constructed or reconstructed to support the 6,485 acres of harvest proposed.  All 26 miles is proposed to be “rehabilitated” after the logs are removed.  The existing Forest Plan designates most of the burned area to be managed over the long term for “Cost efficient timber management with roads” as well as other multiple uses, especially motorized recreation in a roaded environment.  

MFMU believes that there are excessive economic and environmental costs to “rehabilitate” all these roads, for the public to be deprived of the access to their lands the roads provide, and then have to reconstruct them the next time there is a need to deal with bug infestations or fire.  Roads are part of the infrastructure needed for sustained protection and management of these areas in the future as well as providing much needed access to the public for recreation.  There is simply no reason why minimum cost single lane logging roads built to minimum standard with proper drive-thru cross-drains and other BMP drainage features cannot be system roads to be used and maintained for multiple use purposes over the long term.  System roads do not have to be high cost engineered roads.  Making roads unusable by man or beast by ripping, re-contouring, and/or clogging with debris adds to current costs as well as future costs when regenerated stands and stands that survived the fire need treatment. 

Most of the roads proposed to be constructed or reconstructed in this project appear to offer access to considerable areas of land.  Some of the burned area will need planting, you have even proposed planting about half of all the treatment acres.  Without the access provided by the logging roads, the planting costs will be increased significantly.  Many of the roads serve existing seedling sapling stands that survived the burn that now need or will need thinning, as well as  existing commercial stands that had low burn intensities that will need salvage and sanitation entries in the decade ahead.  Certainly the stands that are regenerated in the burned areas will need thinning in 10-20 years.  It simply is not cost efficient management to pay for management roads to be built, pay to rip them out, pay increased future management and protection costs due to lack of access, forgo future income from commercial salvage and thinning due to lack of access, and then pay for reconstruction of the road when conditions deteriorate to a point where an entry must be made or fires start. 

MFMU believes that the recreation values alone warrant keeping most of the roads targeted for rehabilitation on the system.  If some roads need use controls, that should be accomplished with gates not closures that require heavy equipment to open or to reconstruct the road.

MFMU notes that there are no ATV trails on this district and less than 10 miles on the entire forest.  FNF managers have said for years that Tally Lake would be the place to have some ATV trails.  There is a new ATV club starting up in the valley.  MFMU believes that FNF could collaborate with this club to monitor two or more loop trails in the fire area and work together to eradicate weeds IF an infestation developed.  If an infestation does develop these loops could be closed with gates until the weeds were controlled. 

We did an analysis of sediment delivery using the figures and charts provided in the DEIS.  We find that there is not enough justification for road closure based on sedimentation.  

0.61 (Acres per mi using 15’ road width) X 79.4 mi in project area = 48.4 acres of road in the project area. 

This does not count level 1 roads which are put to sleep and do not contribute much sediment.  Using the maximum predicted amount of sediment for the sale area of 0.7 tons/acre the roads in the sale area would yield 34 tons of sediment/year from roads in the sale area.  Ch 3-130 & 131 also chart 3-37   Thus roads in the area would yield 34 x 30 = 1017 tons of sediment over 30 years.
According to Table 3-39, the burned area would yield 10 x 22285 = 222,850 tons of sediment over 30 years.
Using the model in Figure 3-8 Ch 3-128 the erosion over the next 5 years would be 3.25 tons/ acre for of burned slope (50% the median slope on the chart)  with 30-80% delivery of sediment to streams.  If we use a figure of 55% delivery and assume that 80% of the area was burned and that 80% of that area has a slope greater than 20% (22285 acres x 0.8 x 0.8 x 0.55 x 3.25 tons/ac =25494 tons in next 5 years from burned acres in project area.
Using calculations above roads will deliver 170 tons in next 5 years.  

Notice the worst case scenario of 0.7 tons/yr was used for roads and average scenarios were used for burnt acre calculations.  As noted in the DEIS, these figures are all subject to large errors and are useful only as gross comparisons.  However, even if we increase road sediment by one order of magnitude and reduce fire induced sediment by one order of magnitude, roads will deliver less than half the sediment of fire over the next 30 years (using WEPP model) or  66% of  sediment from fire acres over next 5 years using erosion model and assumptions about burned area and delivery. 

Considering the huge difference in potential sediment delivery deduced from models presented in this DEIS why does FS state, “Roads, road construction, and road maintenance are considered the major source of sediment from upland forested watersheds (Brooks, et al. 1991). “  and  “Because forest roads are the major contributors of sediment, they represent the greatest concern in terms of non-point source pollution, water quality, and aquatic habitat.”

Because there are many good reasons to leave roads intact and no good reasons to close them, it is irresponsible and arbitrary to destroy them.  

Too much area is targeted for helicopter logging.  Helicopter logging is expensive and not cost efficient.  It uses most of the timber value simply to move the logs to the truck, and therefore does not generate much economic value for federal stumpage or the County.  There is no local helicopter logging contractors, so most of the timber value goes out of state.  There is no information provided in the proposal to make informed comment on this, but MFMU believes that a lot of the area proposed for helicopter could be conventionally logged with some reasonable investments in roads.  Road costs should be viewed as a long-term investment in future management of the landscape and all the multiple uses of all the land the road serves rather than a cost totally assigned to only the acres and volume currently proposed for harvest.   We believe a hard look should be taken at additional road construction and conventional logging for much of the area proposed for helicopter logging.
Inadequate information on economic values and costs.  In order for the public to make informed comments on values being proposed for capture or to be forgone by no harvest, MFMU believes that some public information should be provided on the logging costs and timber values of common timber stands and logging methods proposed (mature lodgepole stands, mixed stands, Douglas-fir/larch stands with significant peeler components, etc.)   What about bio-fuel values?  Are there areas that could be cleaned up by chipping for biomass boilers or for commercial firewood harvests?  This is currently being done on several logging sites around the valley.  

The stated purpose to “Recover Merchantable Wood Fiber in a Timely Manner” is not met by any alternative in this project.  Alternative D is clearly the best alternative except it uses too much helicopter logging.  We believe you should add more timber into the harvest until you get close to 85-90% utilization of the commercial timber.

Nevertheless, MFMU agrees with the purpose of the project, and we hope our comments will help you formulate a more cost effective project that will provide increased public benefits from this project and from the whole project area in the future.

Sincerely,
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Fred D. Hodgeboom, President
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406.837-1363

