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                          Gallatin National Forest Update
                                              June 2004

            Summer is on its way, and now is a good time to bring everyone up to speed on what is  happening in the Gallatin National Forest.  We have had a busy winter and spring season, working on projects such as travel management planning, bison management, and hazardous fuels reduction.  Here’s a brief overview of some of our programs and projects.  If you have questions or comments, please contact:  Lorette Ray, Public Affairs Officer, at 587-6703 (e-mail: lray@fs.fed.us).   Please feel free to share this information with others who may be interested. 

John P. Allen

Acting Forest Supervisor___________________________________________________

Travel Management Planning - Forest staff are currently working on a Draft Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) for travel management planning.  The Draft EIS will identify a preferred management alternative for roads and trails in each of the Forest’s 40 travel planning areas.  The Draft EIS will be released in late summer, at which time there will be a public comment period and open houses.  A final decision, which will result in an amendment to the Gallatin National Forest Plan, is expected to be made in 2005.

Bridger Bowl Ski Area - The Supplemental Draft Environmental Impact Statement (SDEIS) for the Bridger Bowl Special-Use Permit and Master Development Plan was released for public review and comment in late April.  The purpose of the proposed project is to improve the current recreation experience at Bridger Bowl Ski Area and address the expected growth over the 40-year duration of the special-use permit. Review copies of the SDEIS (as well as CD copies) are available, and electronic copies can be downloaded from the Gallatin National Forest website at www.fs.fed.us/r1/gallatin?page=projects.bridger_bowl.  Comments must be postmarked by June 15, 2004. 

-MORE-

Trust for Public Land Donation  - The Trust for Public Lands recently donated approximately 100 acres of land located in the Lightning Creek/Taylor Falls area near the Lee Metcalf Wilderness.  The newly acquired parcel provides significant resource benefits for the Greater Yellowstone Area including habitat for bear, moose, and resident and migratory elk; protection of key watersheds; and dispersed recreation opportunities.  This project is part of the 320 Ranch/Taylor Fork land conservation project, a joint effort by the Trust for Public Land  (TPL) and Forest Service. TPL purchased five 20-acre lots from the owners of the 320 Ranch in 2003 and offered to donate the lands to the Forest Service.  The Trust for Public Land and the Forest Service are seeking to purchase one more key parcel of land in the upper Taylor Fork. 

Avalanche Center Highlights – It was a busy year for the Gallatin National Forest Avalanche Center, which wrapped up its season in mid-April.  The staff at the Center delivered lectures and classes to over 1,000 snowmobilers, and taught 56 avalanche education programs to 2,800 individuals.  According to Doug Chabot, Center Director, “We see the benefits of increased education through live recoveries, more folks wearing avalanche gear, and a strong demand for classes.  The most exciting thing is that there were no avalanche fatalities in the Gallatin National Forest – the first time in four years!”

Bison Management - Along with the National Park Service, USDA Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service, and the Montana Department of Livestock and Montana Department of Fish Wildlife and Parks, the Gallatin National Forest is in its fourth year of implementing the Interagency Bison Management Plan.  The purpose of the plan is to:  preserve a viable, wild population of Yellowstone bison; address the management of bison when they leave Yellowstone National Park; reduce the risk of transmission of brucellosis from bison to cattle; maintain Montana’s brucellosis-free status; and protect private property.  

As a cooperator, the Gallatin National Forest has issued a special-use permit for the Montana Department of Livestock to set up a bison capture facility at Horse Butte, near Hebgen Lake (outside of West Yellowstone).   The facility is used to capture (and test) bison that cannot be successfully moved back into the Park during the winter/spring season.  (The National Park Service operates a similar capture facility at Stephens Creek, outside of Gardiner, MT.)  There were numerous hazing operations in the Horse Butte area and one capture operation that involved 18 bison.  Eight bison tested negative and were released; ten tested positive and were sent to slaughter. The meat, head, and hides were donated to tribal organizations and charity organizations, such as food banks. For a complete summary of bison operations at both the north and west end of the Park, visit www.discoveringmontana.com/liv/animalhealth/bison/bison.asp. 

-MORE-

Bison Management continued - The Horse Butte capture facility was the site of a protest in April, where a member of the Buffalo Field Campaign stationed himself on a monopod erected in the center of the facility for several days.  The protestor was arrested and will appear in US Federal Court in June.  The Horse Butte capture facility has been dismantled for the season.

The five agencies are currently exploring options for future management tools, including a bison vaccination program, a bison hunt, and a bison quarantine facility. 

Invasive Weeds - Invasive weeds can drastically alter ecosystems by changing fire patterns, increasing erosion, decreasing species diversity, and/or reducing the quality of fish and wildlife habitat. The Gallatin NF is currently preparing an updated environmental analysis that will evaluate the effects of using up-to-date weed management techniques on approximately 13,260 acres of invasive weeds.   Methods being evaluated include treating plants with a variety of EPA-approved herbicides, hand pulling, and biological control.  The Draft Environmental Impact Statement is expected to be published this summer at which time there will be a public comment period.  

Healthy Forests Initiative - The President introduced the Healthy Forests Initiative as one measure to restore forest and rangeland health and protect communities from catastrophic wildland fires.  Part of this work involves the reduction of hazardous fuels.  Four extreme fire seasons have made hazardous fuels reduction a high priority for the Forest Service, and the Gallatin National Forest is no exception.  Local forest managers have treated approximately 2,500 of about 4,041 acres scheduled for treatment this year.  (Most of the treatment will be accomplished by prescribed burning.) Two other fuels reduction projects in the pipeline are the Main Boulder and Gallatin Canyon North projects.   

We expect to publish a Draft Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) for the proposed hazardous fuels reduction project in the Main Boulder River canyon (Big Timber Ranger District) this summer.  The project proposes to thin 2,480 acres of forested stands and underburn 1,200 acres.  Once the draft is released, there will be a 45-day public comment period.  

Forest managers also plan to begin implementing the Gallatin Canyon North Fuels Reduction Project this year.  The project is located in the Gallatin River Drainage, from Swan Creek south to Big Sky, Montana, and includes part of the Spanish Creek portion of the Lee Metcalf Wilderness.  It will include prescribed spring burns (approx. 2,600-2,800 acres), five understory thinning areas (50-60 acres), and 20 acres of commercial thinning.  The project will take place over the next 8 to 10 years.

The Gallatin National Forest is also working with local counties to develop community fire protection plans.  These plans will help define wildland urban interface areas and identify high fire risks and protection measures.

-MORE-

Competitive Sourcing/Business Process Re-Engineering – Like most other Federal agencies, the Forest Service is studying the effectiveness of some of its work processes, including Information Technology (IT), Financial Management, and Human Resources.  

Information Technology has undergone a full study and a decision on whether or not the work will be contracted out will be made this summer.  For the purpose of sustaining an unqualified audit and to build a cost-effective financial management organization, the Chief of the Forest Service has decided that Financial Management will be centralized in one location.  Albuquerque, New Mexico, is the location that has been chosen for the Financial Management center.  

Human Resources (HR) is also being reviewed under Business Process Re-Engineering.  The Forest Service has completed:  1) an analysis of the current HR “As Is” environment; 2) the benchmarking of public and private organizations; 3) a description of the difference between “As Is” and “Best Practices;” and 4) the “Business Case” rationale in support of the need for change.  We have begun drafting options for the “To Be” organization.  A final decision on the HR organization is slated for this summer.
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