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Main Boulder Fuels Reduction Project

Scoping Document

	Introduction


	The Gallatin National Forest is beginning an environmental analysis, as required by the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), to evaluate fire risk and hazardous fuel reduction projects on National Forest System lands in the wildland urban interface areas along the Boulder River drainage 25 miles south of Big Timber, Montana.  The project is part of a ten year on going project to reduce the fire risk in the Main Boulder drainage and is part of a broader program to implement the National Fire Plan (USDA Forest Service, 2000).  The proposal has been developed with input from private homeowners, local watershed group, and local and state fire districts.

In August 2000, President Clinton asked Secretaries Babbit and Glickman to recommend how best to respond to the recent fire events, reduce the impacts of wildland fires on rural communities and ensure sufficient firefighting resources in the future.  The President also asked what actions federal agencies, in cooperation with states and local communities, could take to reduce immediate hazards to communities in the wildland urban interface, and to ensure that fire management planning and firefighter personnel and resources are prepared for extreme wildland fires in the future.

Other national and regional level reports have also set the stage for more aggressive fuels management:

(  Western National Forests: A Cohesive Strategy is Needed to Address Catastrophic Wildland Fire Threats (GAO/RCED-99-65).  This report concluded: “(The) most serious problem related to the health of the national forests in the interior West is the over-accumulation of vegetation.”

(  Managing Impacts of Wildfires on Communities and the Environment, Sept. 2000.  This report (prepared by Secretaries Babbit and Glickman) made recommendations on how to respond to the 2000 wildfires, how to reduce their impacts to communities, and how to ensure sufficient firefighting resources in the future.

(  Protecting People and Sustaining Resources in Fire-adapted Ecosystems – A Cohesive Strategy, October 2000.  This report outlines a strategy to reduce wildland fire threats and restore forest ecosystem health in the interior West.  The Cohesive Strategy outlined four priorities:  1) wildland urban interface; 2) readily accessible municipal watersheds; 3) threatened and endangered species habitats; and 4) maintenance of existing low risk Condition Class 1 areas (refer to 2.3.B).  

(  Towards Restoration and Recovery:  An Assessment of the 2000 Fire Season in the Northern and Intermountain Regions, January 2001.  This document describes current conditions, identifies opportunities and sets priorities for restoration after the 2000 fires.

  


	
	(  A Collaborative Approach for Reducing Wildland Fire Risk to Communities and the Environment – 10 yr Comprehensive Strategy, August 2001.  This document responds to Congressional direction for a multi-agency strategy by outlining a comprehensive approach to the management of wildland fire.  The 10-year comprehensive strategy has four goals:  1) improve prevention and suppression; 2) reduce hazardous fuels; 3) restore fire-adapted ecosystems; and 4) promote community assistance.  This document provides the initial foundation of the recent President’s Healthy Forest Initiative (August 2002). 

The Main Boulder Fuels Reduction Project is responsive to the hazardous fuels reduction and restoration elements of the National Fire Plan (2000), which states:

Hazardous Fuels Reduction – Assign highest priority for hazardous fuels reduction to communities at risk, readily accessible municipal watersheds, threatened and endangered species habitat, and/or other important local features, where current conditions favor uncharacteristically intense fires.

This project also addresses the more recent Healthy Forest Initiative (August 2002) in terms of reducing hazardous fuels, and promoting community assistance in the management of wildfire.


	Project Area


	The Main Boulder Fuels Reduction Project considers fuel management treatments from the Forest Boundary near the Natural Bridge and Falls south to the Box Canyon Guard Station area, which is a distance of 20 miles (refer to the attached Map).  Vegetation types include: Douglas-fir, Englemann and white spruce, lodgepole pine, subalpine fir, quaking aspen, and native grassland.  Management-ignited prescribed fire and /or mechanical manipulation of fuels will be restricted to the non-wilderness corridor along the Main Boulder Road (#6639). Only management-ignited prescribed fire to treat fuels will occur within the wilderness boundary. The criteria used for determining treatment areas include:

· The potential to reduce the effects of human-caused fire starts along the Main Boulder Road corridor.

· The ability to provide public and fire fighter safety in wildfire situations. 

· The ability to reduce Douglas-fir tree mortality from bark beetle attacks at the localized (stand) level within the Main Boulder corridor.

· The opportunity to improve and maintain meadow areas, by reducing current fuel loadings, and enhancing wildlife habitat.

· The ability to maintain/rejuvenate or increase aspen stands located throughout the project area.

· Break up the fuel continuity through the corridor modifying the fire behavior.




	Proposed Actions
	The proposed treatments described in the following chart are based on current conditions, such as fuel continuity, fuel arrangement (vertical and horizontal), and vegetative types, corresponding to the criteria listed above in the project area description.


	
	Type
	Location
	 Proposed Treatments

	
	Understory Thinning
	This treatment is being considered for areas adjacent to the Main Boulder Road corridor.
	Thinning of understory trees to reduce  fuels.  These fuels have potential to carry fire from the ground into the overstory canopy. 



	
	Overstory Thinning
	This treatment is being considered for areas adjacent to the Main Boulder Road corridor.
	Thinning of overstory trees to reduce fuels.  Recommended separation between tree canopies is determined by steepness of slope.

 

	
	Understory and Overstory Thinning
	This treatment is being considered for areas adjacent to the Main Boulder Road corridor.
	Thinning of understory trees, and overstory trees to reduce fuels, to reduce the potential for ground fire from transitioning into overstory canopy, and potential crown fires.

  

	
	Prescribed Burning
	This treatment is being considered for (a) areas adjacent to the Main Boulder corridor which overstory and understory treatment has occurred, (b) and meadows and aspen stands and (c) areas within the A-B Wilderness  adjacent to the Main Boulder corridor 
	Controlled burning of winter range and other meadows to reduce light fuels, improve wildlife habitat, and staging areas for public and fire fighter safety.  Per direction of the Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness Fire Management Guidelines, management – ignited prescribed fire is allowed to burn into the wilderness to treat fuels within the wilderness boundary.



	
	
	
	


	Other Treatments Being Considered 
	The following fuel treatments that may be considered in place of, or in conjunction with, thinning activities include:

· Cutting or slashing small diameter trees that provide "ladder" fuel to the more mature tree canopies;

· Chipping of slashed or natural down woody material;

· Piling of natural and/or thinning-related fuels, followed by burning of handpiles;

· Trampling or crushing natural down, woody fuels that presently suspended above ground - by trampling these fuel conditions, the woody material would be in close contact with the ground, thus accelerating the decomposition process.

· Pruning of lower limbs and branches of trees left after the thinning would be considered to reduce ladder fuels.


	Proposed total acres of fuels management treatments
	Approximately 1000 acres 


	Proposed  Implementation Timeframe
	Prescribed burning activities (understory burning and hand pile burning) being considered for the spring, fall, and winter seasons.


	Road Construction 

Wilderness

Inventoried Roadless Areas 
	The project area is situated along the Main Boulder Road and Boulder River corridor.   New permanent road construction is not being proposed at this time.

Prescribed fire management activities are being considered in the Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness with this project proposal. Mechanical treatment is not being proposed within the AB wilderness. This is consistent with direction in the Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness Fire Management Plan.

According to the Gallatin Forest Plan EIS Inventoried Roadless Analysis (1987), the northern portion of the proposed project area lies adjacent to two units of the North Absaroka Inventoried Roadless Area:  the East Boulder unit to the east of the Boulder River and Mt. Rae unit west of the Boulder River.   Commercial thinning is not being proposed within these inventoried roadless areas.   



	Purpose and Need for the Proposed Action

 
	The overall goal of the proposal is to provide for public and fire fighter safety by reducing the effects of potential human-caused fire starts and the potential for wildland fire leaving the wilderness and entering the wildland urban interface of the Main Boulder Corridor.

The Main Boulder road services the corridor containing approximately 250 private residences, 26 recreational residences, 4 church camps, 6 Forest Service campgrounds and numerous trailheads.  During the summer months, the area is heavily utilized by tourist and recreationalists.  The Main Boulder road is a gravel single lane load providing one way access.  Evacuation of the public from the area would be difficult due to the access and to the severity of the fire behavior due to fuel buildup in the area. 

 Objectives:

· To remove fuel and vegetation in the corridor that may aid the transition of surface fires to faster moving crown fires.

· Create residual stand conditions where trees are less susceptible to insect and disease infestation.

· To maintain or improve wildlife habitat by enhancing winter range habitat, meadows and aspen stands.

· Encourage adjacent private property and local groups to develop hazardous fuel reduction plans.

These areas being considered are on National Forest land adjacent to private property and residences.  Other areas on National Forest land are permitted summer home lease areas, recreation areas and campgrounds.  


