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May 27, 2014

Objection Reviewing Officer
USDA Forest Service
Northern Region
PO Box 7669
Missoula, MT 59807

OBJECTION


Proposed plan or plan amendment:
	Proposed Big Game Security Forest Plan Amendment, as presented in the Blackfoot [Non-Winter] Travel Plan, Final Environmental Impact Statement and Draft Record of Decision Big Game Security Forest Plan Amendment, March 2014
Responsible Official:  William Avey, Forest Supervisor
National Forest:  Helena National Forest
Ranger District:  Lincoln Ranger District


Objectors:
	Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks
	Region 2	/s/ Randy Arnold	
	Randy Arnold, Regional Supervisor	Randy Arnold, Regional Supervisor	
	3201 Spurgin Rd., Missoula, MT 59804	
	Phone 406-542-5504
	rarnold@mt.gov

	Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks
	Region 3	/s/ Pat Flowers	
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	1400 South 19th Ave., Bozeman, MT 59718-5496	
	Phone 406-994-4050
	pflowers@mt.gov
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Region 2 Office
3201 Spurgin Road
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Region 3 Office
1400 South 19th Ave.
Bozeman, MT 59718-5496
406-994-4042
Fax 406-994-4090

May 27, 2014

William Avey, Forest Supervisor
Helena National Forest
2880 Skyway Dr.
Helena, MT, 59602


	Reference:	Proposed Big Game Security Forest Plan Amendment, as presented in the Blackfoot [Non-Winter] Travel Plan, Final Environmental Impact Statement and Draft Record of Decision Big Game Security Forest Plan Amendment, March 2014


Dear Supervisor Avey:

Please find herein the objection of Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks (MFWP) to the “Draft Record of Decision (Draft ROD or DROD) Big Game Security Forest Plan Amendment” for the Blackfoot Travel Planning Area’s Final Environmental Impact Statement (FEIS), pursuant to 36 CFR Part 219, Subpart B.

While the term “objection” may seem confrontational, MFWP understands that the US Forest Service intends for the objection process to enhance collaboration.  The objection process is the State’s point of entry into a transparent and collaborative process that we hope will bring multiple stakeholders together with the Helena National Forest (HNF) Supervisor to address the unresolved issues in the Big Game Security DROD.  MFWP welcomes the transparency and the opportunities for problem solving that this new process affords.

We wish to emphasize here, for the record, that the objection process is pre-decisional.  The HNF has not rendered a final decision on the Blackfoot Travel Plan, and the DROD is a draft document, subject to change.  This distinguishes and contrasts the objection process from the more commonly known appeal process.  This letter does not constitute an appeal, or intent to appeal.  To the contrary, this letter begins a collaborative process intended to produce a final decision that would be better supported, rather than appealed.

MFWP’s mission is broad, but our objection (in this letter) is centered on a specific value for which Montana relies on the HNF:  the continued provision of elk (and other wildlife) hunting opportunities on public lands for present and future generations.  We further suggest that this value helps set the HNF apart from many other forests in the National Forest System, with regard to the multiple uses that we offer on our public lands in Montana.  The natural resources in the HNF form the basis of significant current, and potential, cultural and economic benefit to the local citizenry.

The HNF is a destination for elk hunting in the US, the foundation for which is the amount and quality of habitat, security and access afforded on our public lands.  Elk hunting on our public lands in West-Central Montana is at a crossroads, affected by recovered large carnivore populations, by an increasing lack of public hunting access to elk on private lands, and by reduced habitat management projects on public lands.  Recently, the HNF has worked in partnership with other East-Side Forests in Montana, MFWP, and the National Forest Northern Region Office to update elk security guidance, reflecting the best available science and professional expertise.  However, despite these efforts, the Big Game Security DROD coupled with the FEIS’s preferred Alternative 4 would actually decrease elk security on the HNF compared to alternatives presented in the DEIS, and would cumulatively risk elk populations and the hunting tradition on public land.  Again, we look forward to discussions that would avoid such an outcome.


OBJECTION:
MFWP objects to the proposed decision to adopt the big game security Forest Plan amendment alternative B (preferred alternative).  This amendment provides for and protects inadequate big game security in several Lincoln Ranger District (LRD) Elk Analysis Units--if it were to be implemented in conjunction with the FEIS’s Preferred Travel Plan Alternative 4.

In the FEIS Draft Record of Decision (DROD, p 24, Rationale for Decision, Management Objective and Purpose and Need for Action), Forest Supervisor Avey states, “Alternative 4 achieves the purpose and need for action, as described below [a list of 9 items, one of which is]:”

4. More closely align current science, local conditions, and other information with elk security needs that meet the intent of the Forest Plan; ensure Helena Forest Plan (USDA Forest Service 1986, as amended) management direction applicable to big game security is up-to-date and based on the best available information -- A detailed wildlife analysis was conducted for this project as documented in the wildlife specialist report and biological assessment, which is summarized in FEIS chapter 3.  If the big game security Forest Plan amendment alternative B (preferred alternative) is implemented with travel plan alternative 4 (the subject of a separate decision), this need will be met because the preferred alternative was developed based on local conditions, continued collaboration with other agency biologists, and the best available science related to big game security.

MFWP disagrees with this statement.  We object to its use as a rationale for adopting either the proposed new big game security standard (amendment alternative B) or the Blackfoot Travel Plan FEIS Preferred Alternative 4.  This is because, for amendment B to provide adequate and well-distributed big game security in several of the Lincoln Ranger District’s Elk Analysis Units, adoption of a Blackfoot Travel Plan Alternative very similar to Alternative is required. Adoption of Amendment B in conjunction with FEIS Alternative 4 would fail to provide or protect adequate big game security within much of the LRD. 

Further, the Big Game Security Amendment DROD, implies or cites[footnoteRef:1] that the total number of elk documented by MFWP biologists within hunting districts that include the Lincoln Ranger District  lands is a correct measure of whether or not adequate secure big game habitat is available on Forest Service lands. This is inappropriate because  the correct measures of big game security are  annual bull survival rates and the degree to which big game are retained on public land during the fall hunting season. [1:  Pg 10 para 3, pg 13 para 2, pg 18 para 2] 


MFWP supports the concept that, on the LRD, providing adequately large, properly configured, well-distributed, and numerous patches of non-motorized secure fall habitat within the LRD’s Elk Analysis Units (EAUs) would ensure annual bull survival objectives are met and would reduce the likelihood of public elk leaving public lands during the fall hunting season.  While it is true that MFWP biologists collaborated closely with USFS biologists (and, in fact, provided the data, analysis, and professional opinion that formed the basis of big game security Amendment Alternative B), MFWP’s recommendations were explicitly predicated and dependent upon the adoption of a Travel Plan closely aligned with FEIS Alternative 3.  

In some EAUs, Big Game Security Amendment alternative B will not provide or protect adequate fall big game security if the Preferred Travel Plan Alternative 4 were to be adopted.

MFWP stated in DEIS comments (MFWP 22 April 2013, pg 1 para 2 & 3) on the HNF’s proposed Programmatic Plan Amendment (Appendix F of the DEIS) for the Big Game Security Standard 4(a) in the HNF Forest Plan (USDA 1986), as it relates to the Blackfoot Travel Plan area:

Although elk populations have generally increased in hunting districts that include Helena National Forest land since adoption of the 1986 HNF Forest Plan, the number of elk that spend summer and fall on the Lincoln Ranger District (LRD) have not.  No hunting district within the Blackfoot Travel Plan area is currently above the FWP-adopted population objective (MFWP 2005).  Bull survival is low relative to FWP objectives in 3 of the 4 elk hunting districts that include the Lincoln Ranger District; the one exception being hunting district (HD) 339 where special regulations specifically limit bull harvest opportunity.  FWP recommends that land managers provide enough secure habitat during fall to meet annual bull survival objectives while maintaining general bull harvest opportunity.  The current status of each affected hunting district is presented at the end of this letter.

Neither public land populations nor bull ratios in the Lincoln valley have increased despite the near elimination of antlerless harvest opportunity and the adoption of spike-bull harvest restrictions.  In contrast, the number of elk that spend the majority of the year on some nearby private lands has increased dramatically between 1986 and 2013.  FWP has consistently urged the HNF to increase functional fall habitat security on the Lincoln Ranger District during the more than 5 years we have participated in the non-winter Travel Plan amendment process.  Alternative 3 in the Blackfoot Non-winter Travel Plan DEIS (hereafter, Alternative 3) fairly represents FWP’s recommendations.  

MFWP went on to describe our rationale for recommending a new Big Game Security Amendment alternative that--if Travel Plan Alternative 3 were to be adopted--would sufficiently improve and protect fall big game security on the LRD.

Statement demonstrating link between prior comments and the content of objection or issue:
MFWP stated in our DEIS comment letter commenting on the big game security Programmatic Plan Amendment (Appendix F of the DEIS; MFWP 22 April 2013) that although we supported the HNF’s general approach to analyzing fall big game security within LRD Elk Analysis Units, adequate big game security would only be provided and protected if a Travel Plan alternative very similar to FEIS Alternative 3 were selected. Alternative 4 was not described or analyzed in the DEIS and, so, MFWP had no opportunity to describe the implications of selecting that alternative along with the big game security DEIS Programmatic Plan Amendment at that time.
 
Suggested Remedy:
FWP recommends that the HNF not adopt the Big Game Security Forest Plan Amendment B unless a Blackfoot Travel Plan Alternative that would allow it to provide an adequate amount and distribution of fall big game security is also adopted. Amendment B combined with FEIS Alternative 3 would provide adequate big game security in most LRD Elk Analysis Units; adopting Amendment B in conjunction with FEIS Alternative 4 would not.


Issue:  Within the Travel Plan FEIS and Big Game Security Amendment DROD, the analysis of overall elk population trend mischaracterizes the specific purposes of providing secure big game fall habitat.  In reality, these purposes should be to:  1) increase bull elk survival, and 2) prevent the displacement of elk from public lands during fall hunting seasons.

The objective of a big game security standard is to ensure that adequate and well-distributed secure big game habitat is retained within LRD EAUs.  The correct measure of the standard’s adequacy is not elk population counts or trend within MFWP hunting districts or FS Elk Analysis Units[footnoteRef:2].  Instead, provision of adequate and well-distributed secure public-land habitat is intended both to protect a defined proportion of bulls from harvest and to prevent the displacement of public elk from public lands during the fall hunting season. [2:  As was used in Appendix F on:  p. 152 para 5; p. 159; p. 165 “Correlation . . . and Elk Numbers”; p. 166 para 3; p. 168 para 1; p. 175 “A Modification . . .”; p. 176 “Summary and Conclusions” 2nd and 3rd bullets] 


Statement demonstrating link between prior comments and the content of objection or issue:
FWP made this point in our previous comment letter regarding the Programmatic Plan Amendment DEIS (MFWP 22 April 2013; p. 1, para 2-3; p. 2 para 3; p. 6) and comment on the Blackfoot Travel Plan DEIS (March 11, 2013; p. 2).

Suggested Remedy:
FWP recommends that the Final ROD clarify that the specific purposes of providing big game security are to improve bull elk survival and to retain elk on public lands during the fall hunting seasons.   


Issue:  Within the Travel Plan FEIS, the use of “Elk Herd Unit” and “Elk Analysis Unit” (or just, “Analysis Unit”) are incorrectly treated as equivalent[footnoteRef:3]; they are not.   In addition, the term “Analysis Unit” is used to explain the “Hillis Paradigm” (Hillis et al. 1991) of elk security, but this term is not defined (Appendix F, p. 171 para 4).  The interchangeable use of these terms leads to the inaccurate conclusion that the minimum “30% threshold” of secure habitat within a defined Elk Herd Unit would be met or increased under the Preferred Alternative 4 (Appendix F, p. 174).  The incorrect use of these terms in the FEIS led to mistaken conclusions in the Big Game Security Amendment DROD that proposed Amendment B would adequately provide and protect fall big game security habitat under any of the analyzed Travel Plan alternatives. [3:  As was used in Appendix F on: p. 173 para 1-2; p. 174 “The Proposal . . .”; p. 175 “An Alternative . . .”; p. 177 2nd bullet] 


MFWP worked with USFS biologists to define discrete year-round Elk Herd Unit boundaries that, in most cases, included both USFS and adjacent private lands.  During later collaborative work to assist the USFS in developing an amended Big Game Security standard, MFWP recommended use of the concept of the Elk Analysis Unit, defined as “that portion of an Elk Herd Unit within the Forest Service administrative boundary,” because we recognized that USFS planners could neither regulate nor control elk habitat management outside the National Forest administrative boundary and that private lands outside the administrative boundary are generally insecure.  

This is an important distinction because the authors of the “Hillis Paradigm” (Hillis et al. 1991) stress that “to be biologically meaningful, analysis unit boundaries should be defined .  .  .  specifically by the local herd home range during hunting season” and should not be adjusted for land ownership.  Because significant portions of several LRD Elk Herd Units are privately managed, and likely insecure, MFWP biologists recommended that more than the minimum proportion of Elk Analysis Units (within the administrative boundary) be managed as big game security habitat in order to meet overall elk habitat requirements.

In the DEIS Draft Big Game Security Amendment, the HNF proposed that 30% of an entire Elk Herd Unit be maintained as secure habitat, which followed both the Hillis Paradigm and the MFWP/USFS joint Working Group recommendations.  However, the FEIS Big Game Security Amendment B measures elk security at the Elk Analysis Unit level.  The USFS analysis in Appendix F (p. 174) therefore incorrectly implies that there would be an increase in the “desired minimum threshold” or “Goal” from 30% to 50% secure habitat because the denominator of the ratio is entirely different for each calculation.  The 50% standard applied in the Preferred Alternative B refers to that portion of an Elk Herd Unit within the FS boundary, a.k.a., the Elk Analysis Unit, while the 30% threshold was tied to the entire Elk Herd Unit, as above.  In fact, some Elk Herd Units[footnoteRef:4] would include less than 30% secure habitat using either definition under any of the Travel Plan Alternatives.   [4:  Flesher Pass, Poorman Creek, and Ogden Mountain.] 


Statement demonstrating link between prior comments and the content of objection or issue:
FWP made this point in our previous comment letter regarding the Programmatic Plan Amendment DEIS (April 22, 2013;; p. 3, para 6; p. 4, para 7; p. 5, para 3; p. 6) and our comment letter regarding the Blackfoot Travel Plan DEIS (p. 8, item 3; p. 4, para 3-4).  

Suggested Remedy:
MFWP suggests that the HNF consistently analyze and describe the provision of elk security under each of the Travel Plan alternatives and adopt a final Travel Plan alternative that provides adequate big game security in all LRD Elk Analysis Units.  


Issue:  The preferred Big Game Security Amendment B (if implemented in conjunction with the preferred Travel Plan Alternative 4) does not provide even the minimum recommended amount of secure fall habitat in several LRD Elk Analysis Units.

MFWP biologists and managers worked with the HNF to develop Big Game Security Amendment Alternative B, to replace existing Forest Plan Standard 4(a).  This collaboration, and the shared agencies’ recommendations for the provision of big game security that led to the development of Alternative B, were a direct result of the application of the Forest Service’s policy as described in the US Forest Service and Montana Department of Fish Wildlife and Parks’ Collaborative Overview and Recommendations for Elk Habitat Management on the Custer, Gallatin, Helena, and Lewis and Clark National Forests (MFWP & USDAFS 2013).  These recommendations implement research findings and USFS management guidance (Hillis et al. 1991, Lyon and Canfield 1991, Christensen et al. 1993, Rowland et al. 2005, McCorquodale 2013, Proffitt et al. 2013, and many others).

Please refer to MFWP’s formal Big Game Security Standard 4(a) comment letter (22 April 2013, pp 2-6; attached) for a detailed description of the data and rationale used to develop recommendations for minimum security area patch size and configuration, appropriate elk analysis units, and road closure dates that informed the development of Big Game Security Amendment Alternative B.  In short, for the Lincoln Ranger District, security is defined as a proportion of an Elk Herd Unit within the administrative boundary of the Lincoln Ranger District that:

· Consists of an area at least 1,000 acres in size;
· Is at least ½ mile from a motorized route open to the public between 9/1 and 12/1; and
· Does not include constrictions less than ½ mile in width (if secure blocks had constrictions less than ½ mile in width, then the blocks were to be split into two units/blocks and analyzed separately).

The Blackfoot [non-winter] Travel Plan FEIS explicitly states a “Goal” (Appendix F, p. 171) to “maintain or, . . ., improve big game security” (as defined above) in Elk Analysis Units where the sum total of secure habitat constitutes less than 50% of the Elk Analysis Unit.

This approach represented the two agencies’ biologists’ best interpretation of the science and USFS management guidance.  However, we reiterate that the effectiveness of these collaboratively developed recommendations, and the resulting Big Game Security Amendment Alternative B, depend entirely on the implementation of a Travel Plan Alternative that results in sufficient fall big-game habitat security in each EAU in the Lincoln Ranger District.  MFWP was precise in that the above framework would only provide adequate security for big game [and serve as an acceptable replacement for the previous Forest Plan Standard 4(a)] in several Elk Analysis Units, if a Travel Plan Alternative very similar to Alternative 3 were selected.  

The Preferred Travel Plan Alternative 4 renders Big Game Security Amendment Alternative B inadequate to sufficiently provide or protect big game security within several Lincoln Ranger District EAUs.  Adoption of the Preferred Travel Plan Alternative 4 would reduce the total amount of secure fall habitat (as defined in Alternative B) by more than 17,000 acres on the LRD, compared to Alternative 3.  More importantly, the most dramatic reductions would occur in EAUs where big game security was already low, and likely limiting.  

Specifically, Amendment B--if implemented in conjunction with Alternative 4--would reduce the total amount of secure fall habitat within the Ogden Mountain EAU from 41% to 24% (an insubstantial improvement over the No Action Alternative).  This would not be acceptable, given that:

1. Alternative B considers only that portion of the Elk Herd Unit (EHU) within the Forest boundary, while the Ogden Mountain EHU includes large amounts of unsecure private land outside of the Forest boundary; the actual amount of secure habitat within the EHU is far below the minimums outlined in either the literature or the Inter-agency Recommendations;
2. Even under Alternative 3, the amount of secure fall habitat in this EAU would be below the Forest Service’s explicit 50% Goal; and,
3. The potential for displacement of elk from public to private land is high within this herd unit.  This diminution in security is a direct result of the failure in FEIS Alternative 4 to implement 9/1 road closures west of Ogden Mountain (as described in Alternative 3) and the development of the “Helmville-Gould” Trail 467 as a motorized route during the fall season.
 
Similarly, implementation of the Preferred Security Amendment B and FEIS Alternative 4 would significantly reduce the amount of secure fall big game habitat in the Poorman Creek EAU, compared to Alternative 3.  This is almost entirely the result of the designation of the user-created Helmville-Gould Trail 467 as a motorized OHV trail open 7/1 to 10/15.  The inevitable impacts of this new and improved motorized trail would be disproportionately large because of where it is located and the increased traffic volume that the planned improvements would encourage.  Under the Preferred Alternative 4, motorized users of Trail 467 could follow the ridgeline along the roadless Nevada Creek headwaters, providing ready hunter-access to this remote area.  Roads and trails facilitating such access along high-elevation ridge top roads, such as proposed Trail 467, have been shown to render resident elk “especially vulnerable” (Hillis et al. 1991).  

The literature[footnoteRef:5] and the Inter-agency Recommendations (MFWP & USDAFS 2013) define security as “non-linear blocks of hiding cover.” Designating Trail 467 as motorized effectively splits a large block of secure habitat, creating a smaller isolated linear block[footnoteRef:6] of secure habitat.  As a result, secure habitat within the Poorman Creek EAU would consist of three disparate blocks:  two of these blocks would be linear in shape and the third would be one of the smallest secure blocks of habitat (1,345 acres) on the LRD. [5:  Hillis et al. 1991]  [6:  For much of its length, this block is ≤1 mile wide.  ] 


As is the case with the Ogden Mountain EHU, the Poorman Creek EHU includes large amounts of unsecure private land outside of the Forest boundary, and the actual amount of secure habitat within the EHUs are far below the minimums outlined in either the literature or the Inter-agency Recommendations[footnoteRef:7].  Even under Alternative 3, the amount of secure fall habitat in theses EAUs would be below 50%, the Forest Service’s explicit “Goal.” [7:  <17% Secure Habitat for the EHU, with a minimum recommendation of 30% of the entire EHU] 


Designating Trail 467 as a motorized route open until 10/15 would also reduce big game security (as defined by Amendment B) in the Nevada Creek EAU by a similar amount as in Poorman.  The secure habitat within Nevada Creek EAU is important not only to the elk within the EAU but also elk that spend part of the year in the Poorman Creek EAU.

Much of the current Trail 467 is currently impassible for OHVs other than motorcycles.  The Preferred Alternative 4 proposes construction of a trailhead and trail reconstruction specifically to allow high-volume use by all motorized vehicles 50” in width.  The risk of permanently displacing elk from public to private land is high within the Ogden Mountain, Poorman Creek, and Nevada Creek EAUs.  

Security habitat within the Nevada Creek, Ogden Mountain, and Poorman Creek EAUs provides security for elk that also use habitat immediately south of the LRD:  There are no large blocks of roadless habitat on the Helena Ranger District between Nevada Mountain and MacDonald Pass.  Although these areas are beyond the scope of this Travel Plan, Nevada Creek EAU likely serves as secure habitat for elk from the Little Prickly Pear-Ophir Creek EAU on adjacent Forest Service lands, and at 24% secure habitat, the Prickly-Pear Ophir Creek EAU is well below the Alternative B standard and offers limited possibilities for improvement.  

Alternative 4 proposes to construct a trail and trailhead to a high standard, leading to Stonewall Mountain (that would remain open until 10/15), which would, in and of itself, reduce big game security in the Keep Cool EAU by nearly 10% (as defined by Amendment B).

About 75% of the Flesher Pass EHU[footnoteRef:8] is unsecure private land.  Alternative 4 would reduce the amount of secure habitat (as defined by Amendment B) within the EAU (which would be below 50% even under Alternative 3), primarily due to the change in the timing of closures from 9/1 to 10/15 on motorized routes in Hogum Creek, Sandbar Creek and Route 1827.  In our 11 March 2013 DEIS review letter, MFWP recommended that Route 1827 along the crest of the Continental Divide close at Stemple Pass beginning on September 1.  This change was not included in Alternative 4, which proposes to further reduce habitat security due to proposed 10/15 closure dates.   [8:  10% Secure Habitat for the EHU, with a minimum recommendation of 30% of the entire EHU] 


Adoption of Travel Plan Alternative 4 in conjunction with Amendment B would unacceptably reduce fall big game security in precisely those EAUs where that security is already well below minimum levels recommended in the literature and by MFWP and USFS biologists.  It would render the proposed Big Game Security Amendment B inadequate to either provide or protect fall big game security on the Lincoln Ranger District.

Statement demonstrating link between prior comments and the content of objection or issue:
FWP made this point in our previous comment letter regarding the Programmatic Plan Amendment DEIS (22 April 2013) in sections entitled “Minimum Security Area Patch Size” (p. 2), “Security Area Design and Distribution” (p. 3), “Minimum Amount of Retained Security Area” (p. 4), “Fall Hunting Season Dates” (p. 5), and “Specific Recommendations” (p. 5).

Suggested Remedy:
MFWP does not support adoption of the Big Game Security Amendment B in conjunction with FEIS Travel Plan Alternative 4. MFWP continues to recommend the implementation of Travel Plan Alternative 3, with certain adjustments, in order to provide and protect fall big game security on the Lincoln Ranger District (if done in conjunction with the adoption of Big Game Security Amendment Alternative B).  This would ensure the improvement and protection of fall habitat security that agency collaborators intended--during the development of Big Game Security Amendment B (DEIS review stage).  

In closing, MFWP again reiterates our appreciation for this opportunity to enter into a collaborative discussion about these issues.  We look forward to hearing from you, and toward the process points to follow.

Sincerely,


/s/ Randy Arnold	/s/ Pat Flowers	

	
Region 2 Supervisor	Region 3 Supervisor

RA, PF/sr

C:	Amber Kamps, District Ranger, Lincoln Ranger District
	William Avey, Forester Supervisor, Helena National Forest

Separate Attachments (References):
1. MFWP letter (11 March 2013) regarding the Blackfoot [Non-Winter] Travel Plan DEIS
2. MFWP letter (22 April 2013) regarding the proposed Plan Amendment (Big Game Security Standard 4(a) of the Helena NF Forest Plan, 1986) for the Blackfoot [Non-Winter] Travel Plan DEIS
3. MFWP & USDAFS. 2013
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