I.  Introduction

The Bureau of Land Management (BLM) has made a “Decision” to treat vegetation on approximately 790 acres of public forest and meadow lands located about 6 miles south of Helena, Montana, near Sheep Mountain.  This Record of Decision represents the culmination of joint planning and analysis conducted for BLM and Forest Service administered lands in the Clancy-Unionville Implementation Area of the Divide Landscape. The ROD reflects the collaborative nature of this project, through promotion of developments that provide natural resource benefits at the landscape level and management of public use that protects sensitive local values, while cooperatively examining impacts of management actions and active vegetative treatments.  

The BLM analysis for this project included travel management proposals that complimented the future resource management for the area.  In order to provide a clear and concise decision on vegetative management, a separate Record of Decision will be issued concurrently by the BLM for travel management and travel amendment of the Headwaters Resource Management Plan.

This project was proposed following an analysis of resources along the Continental Divide in the Helena area.  The purpose of the vegetative treatments on the BLM lands is to re-establish the historic structure of sustainable ponderosa pine forests, along with associated meadows by mechanically reducing conifer stocking and re-introducing low intensity prescribed fire.  This action in turn will promote soil productivity, nutrient cycling, and understory plant diversity, and will reduce fuels in the urban interface, while producing wood products for important local industries and enhancing wildlife habitat values characteristic to open ponderosa forests, healthy ground vegetation, snags and down logs.

II.  Decision

It is our decision to implement vegetative Alternative A with minor modifications.  This decision will be effective on the date that the BLM notice of sale treatment is advertised in the Helena Independent Record or a similar newspaper of general circulation in the Helena area.  Selective individual and group tree harvesting will be done on 690 acres of forested land, where approximately 2.4 miles of temporary road will be constructed.  The harvesting will be followed by underburning on 150 acres.  An adjoining 97 acres of grass and shrub meadows will have colonizing trees cut and/or removed mechanically, followed by the use of prescribed fire to kill small trees and to stimulate growth and reproduction of ground plants.  The following modifications will be implemented with this decision:

1.  Meadow unit A-55, located north of Jackson Creek, will be subcommercially thinned, without the use of heavy equipment.  This unit will be burned as proposed, but only after satisfactory chemical treatment of two areas of dalmation toadflax that were noted near the ATV trail in the site examination.

2.  The width of cooperative fuel treatments, along eight miles of ownership boundaries and roads, will be expanded from 200 ft. to 300 ft., to provide for a larger area of collaborative management in urban interface areas of substantial development and value as analyzed under Alternative E.


3.  All public lands in T. 9 N., R. 3 W., P.M.M., Sections 29, 31, 32 and 33 located south of the Jackson Creek Road and north of the Lump Gulch Road, will be restricted from firewood removal for personal use purposes as described under Alternative D, except for authorized removal of slash materials from debris piles that are scheduled for burning, and for cooperative fuel treatments along ownership boundaries.

4.  An informational kiosk as described under Alternative E will be constructed near the Sheep Mountain Road in the S1/2SW1/4 of Section 31, to alert public users of treatment activities, noxious weed identification and suggested measures that prevent the spread of weeds, and local area regulations such as restrictions on firewood gathering,

III.  Alternatives Considered

The final Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) completed on this project identified four action alternatives, including the Proposed Action (Alt. A).  Each was addressed in detail in the final EIS, along with the No Action Alternative (Alt. B).  Alternatives C and D were designed to respond to one or more of the issues while still achieving the purpose and need that drove development of the Proposed Action.  Alternative E was developed in response to an alternative submitted by the Clancy-Unionville Task Force during public comment period.

There were other actions identified, but eliminated from detailed study, which are discussed briefly on pages II-32 and IV-Section 3-155 through 157 of the final EIS.  These alternatives were eliminated from detailed study, due to an inability to be responsive to the stated purpose and need, were too costly and infeasible to a large extent, were effectively considered as a part the action alternatives listed below, or presented an unacceptable risk to resource values and/or private developments in the area.

Alternative A

This alternative is the action proposed that was designed to be responsive to the stated purpose and need.  This action incorporated the comments received during the initial public involvement efforts in early 1997.  It was first described for the public scoping period that began on June 25, 1997, when the public helped to identify issues and concerns, from which the other alternatives were developed for environmental analysis.  In general, this alternative was designed to improve forest health and sustainability, enhance declining plant communities, protect vegetative and habitat diversity, reduce wildfire risks, and maintain and improve watershed condition.  It uses a combination of selective timber harvest and burning to develop desirable and variable forest stand conditions, redeveloping native grass and shrub meadow openings that are being colonized into closed canopy, pine woodland with declining ground vegetation.

Alternative B

This is the “no-action” alternative, where none of the treatment actions identified under the other alternatives would occur and management activities would continue as they have in the past.  This alternative is responsive to those concerns that oppose any vegetative manipulation or road construction in the area.  It provides a baseline to compare the amount and rate of change of each of the action alternatives and an opportunity to analyze the environmental effects of not actively manipulating vegetation under a landscape perspective.  It should be noted that current BLM activities associated with the control and spread of noxious weeds would continue under this alternative, and could even increase should additional weed incursions amplify threats on the public lands.


Alternative C

This alternative drops the use of prescribed fire as vegetative treatment method, in favor of selective mechanical harvesting only.  Excess forest residues and logging slash could be disposed of by piling near roads mainly with heavy equipment, and burning the piles under carefully control conditions that limit the potential for spread to adjacent forest areas.  This alternative is responsive to public comments about the risk of fire escape, impacts to air quality from smoke and concerns that prescribed fires strongly amplify noxious weed threats in the area. 

Alternative D

This alternative was developed in response to issues centering around wildlife and wildlife habitat.  It emphasizes important big game security and wet site habitat found on public lands mainly on the north and west sides of Jack Mountain.  These areas are more remote from the rural subdivision and homesite development that is occurring near and adjacent to the other public lands in the Lump Gulch and Jackson Creek areas.  Under this alternative, the treatment units on the south side of Jack Mountain would be dropped.  This would leave the public lands in the portion of the BLM analysis area north of Sheep Mountain undisturbed, and focusing the harvesting and burning treatment activities to the Lump Gulch drainage area.  In addition, this alternative protects the snags and downed large woody logs generated as a result of the treatments, by restricting the removal of personal use firewood by the public between the Lump Gulch and Jackson Creek Roads, after the woody residue piles created during the harvest treatments have been burned.  

Alternative E

This alternative was developed in response to the alternative submitted by Clancy-Unionville Task Force during the public comment period.  The full text of this proposal is presented in Appendix C of the final environmental impact statement (EIS).  This alternative has several key features that depart from treatment techniques proposed in the designed of other action alternatives.  Selective thinning treatments of ponderosa forest and hazardous fuel reductions could occur on BLM lands within an interface zone of up to ½ mile from the rural subdivisions in Big Sky Heights and Lump Gulch.  The treatments would be severely limited in size, would not allow temporary road construction for treatment access, nor would treatments in areas with any weed infestations be conducted until the weeds were totally eradicated prior to treatment.  Horse logging would be encouraged over the use of heavy equipment for harvest treatments.  An intense, focused program site monitoring would also be required by BLM personnel for years both prior to and after the treatments, to explicitly document any change in a wide variety of resource values.  Local residents could be allowed to reduce fuels under the appropriate tree thinning permit, up to 300 yards on public lands within the interface zone, in conjunction with fuel reduction work on being done on their adjacent private lands.   

IV.  Environmentally Preferred Alternative


Alternative A is the preferred alternative.   This alternative emphasizes protection of the environment while attaining the widest range of beneficial uses without degradation to the environment.  The BLM interdisciplinary team of specialists in consultation with specialists from the Forest Service and after consideration of comments submitted by the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and others, believed that this alternative could be strengthened in terms of environmental protection and concerns raised by the public, while achieving the stated purpose and objectives.  In final review of the Final Environmental Impact Statement (FEIS), the team recommended modifications to Alternative A, pooling strengths from the other alternatives and recommending timely implementation.  This formed the “Decision” described above, which will be implemented in 2001 in a coordinated, efficient manner with other landscape level projects as BLM personnel and resources become available in the Butte Field Office.

V.  Rationale for the Decision

The decision to select Alternative A with minor modifications is based in part on the considerable amount of attention that went into development of the proposed action by both BLM and Forest Service resource specialists and the public.  Over a year of valuable time and careful effort was given by these groups to develop an action that is responsive to a variety of resource and public needs.  The following two years of analysis of the alternatives and issues discussed in the FEIS, also demonstrate the same level of consideration, and the minor modifications that strengthen the action in this decision are derived from meaningful features analyzed in these alternatives.

The purpose and need for this project is to move toward more sustainable and desired conditions for vegetation in the project area.  The project involves thinning heavily-stocked stands in a locally important forest type, and reintroducing low intensity fire into a natural system that formerly was heavily dependant on fire for vegetative health and sustainability.  It is consistent with the land use recommendations and management guidance prescribed in the Headwaters Resource Management Plan.

Using fire in the grass and woodlands will recycle nutrients back into the soil and stimulate the growth of desirable shrubs, grasses, and forbs, enhancing big game habitat in areas characteristic of winter range.  Opening up the forest canopy will also stimulate production of desirable ground species.  Reducing competition between the ponderosa pine trees through removal of the smaller trees, will allow the larger dominant trees to grow faster and remain healthy longer.  The stands are expected to more rapidly develop features that were typical to the large tree, old growth ponderosa pine stands that commonly occurred in the area prior to settlement a little over a century ago, but are largely absent in the area today.

Completion of vegetative treatments will insure that a diverse variety of forested and meadow habitats will be provided to meet the needs of the area’s native wildlife.

The treatments will reduce “fuel loadings” and make these forest stands much more resistant to stand-replacing fires and more sustainable for future generations to enjoy.  The reduced fuels will decrease prospective burn intensities, lowering the direct impact of fire to the vegetation, soil and other natural values.  This will also assist local firefigthers in future suppression efforts, safely increasing their ability to control wildfire in the ponderosa forests on Sheep and Jack Mountains.  While this action will not eliminate the risk of wildfire, reducing fuels in and near the urban interface will make these forests more “fire proof”, which in turn benefits public and private lands in the area.

In completing these treatments, excess forest materials and fuels will be disposed of as wood products, helping to supply raw materials for processing by important local industries.


The modifications to Alternative A strengthens environmental protection and satisfy concerns raised in a number of public comments, allowing the BLM to more fully meet the vegetation treatment objectives and desired conditions in the Clancy area.  The greater measure of fuel management provides for stronger fire control between the public and private lands in the area.  Important nongame and old growth habitat features that are largely absent in these stands, will also be redeveloped with the generation and protection of individual snags and large down logs in the forested setting.  Public education and knowledge of the importance of these values and protection of the area will be enhanced, giving the people interested in this area a stake in its management and helping the BLM with enforcement of the local environmental protection regulations.

The public concerns for smoke and risk of escaped wildfire are shared by the BLM.  However, selection of this alternative does not constitute undue risk, as the existing smoke management guidelines and burn prescriptions will minimize the amount of smoke produced, and the mechanical treatment provides an opportunity to substantially reduce fuels and provide buffer strips between burn units and private property.  This would result in a condition that will be much safer from the risk of wildfire when compared to current conditions.

VI.  Mitigation and Monitoring Measures to be Implemented

The BLM will continue to coordinate activities in the project area with the Forest Service specifically to strengthen management efficiency in enforcement, noxious weed control, prescribed burning, monitoring and public education for public lands in the Clancy area.  The following measures are adopted as a part of the decision:

i The Best Management Practices for Forestry developed in 1988 by the Montana Cumulative Watershed Effects Cooperative will be applied where appropriate.

i Noxious weeds identified within or near any prescribe burn unit or road or trail will be chemically treated prior to implementation of harvesting or burning activities.

i All chemical herbicides used for pre and post treatment of noxious weeds will be approved for use and registered by the State of Montana.

i Heavy logging equipment to be used off-roads (e.g. skidders, earth moving equipment) will be scrubbed or steam cleaned prior to entry on federal lands.  Log trucks, loading equipment, and personal vehicles will be required to remain on the roads or in the landing areas.

i Temporary roads constructed for timber harvest will be closed to public motorized vehicle travel, except when opened by on-site, BLM personnel for gathering of personal-use firewood on a short term basis under the appropriate permit.

i No live trees over 17 inches in diameter or snags over 9 inches in diameter will be cut, unless they occur within the clearing limits of a constructed road, trail or landing, or constitute a safety hazard to forest workers or the public.

i Log hauling will not be permitted on weekends, Federal holidays, and on days when the Clancy public schools are in session, during periods (7:00 to 8:30 a.m. and 3:00 to 4:30 p.m.) when school buses would be gathering or returning children along county roads.

i All treatments will be designed to avoid adverse impacts to any identified cultural resources as described on page II-13 of the FEIS, required under the National Historic Preservation Act.


i Prescribed broadcast burning will be scheduled primarily in the spring under prescription conditions that reduce overstory mortality, stimulate establishment and growth of ground vegetation, and where the risk of fire escape is minimized.  Exceptions will be granted for fall burning, in boundary areas where more complete fuel removal objectives are required.

i All subcommercial trees 2 inches in diameter and greater, and identified for thinning in any burn treatment unit and occurring within 200 ft. of the Sheep Mountain and Jackson Creek roads, will be felled and/or trimmed.

i All prescribed burning will be done in compliance with the Montana Air Quality restrictions and guidelines.

i A cultural specialist will delineate the recommended protection buffers within the treatment units for cultural sites 24JF1375 and 24JF1376.  Heavy equipment use and prescribed fire will not be allowed within the protective buffers.

i Monitoring:

1.  The Monitoring Plan described for the BLM in Appendix B of the final EIS will be implemented as stated.

2.  All new road construction and timber harvesting activities will be periodically monitored by BLM personnel for compliance with environmental protection measures included in the contract(s), including but not limited to Best Management Practices (BMPs) designed to for water quality and soil protection, weed control measures designed to prevent the introduction or spread of noxious weeds, and buffer strips left to retain visual qualities and/or provide wildlife security.

3.  A cultural specialist will make a pre and post treatment photographic record of cultural sites 24JF1375 and 24JF1376.

VII.  Scoping and Public Involvement

Over the last three years, the Forest Service and BLM have been very interested in getting public participation and involvement on this project.  A local relationship of public/private interests was recognized early by the interdisciplinary team of specialists from both agencies in the development the treatment proposals, which is due in part to the analysis areas’ proximity of the City of Helena, the rural/urban interface of the residential community and the pattern of public ownership.  The agencies initially put together a list of city, county and state agencies to be included in the public scoping efforts.  This included the City of Helena, the county commissioners, local county planning boards, county noxious weed districts, volunteer fire departments, county public works and water protection districts, the Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife and Parks; the Montana Department of Natural Resources and Conservation, and the Montana Governor’s Office.

Public involvement began early in the analysis process, with preliminary public scoping at the beginning of 1997 that started a direct mailing to over 300 entities.  Public meetings were held in late January 1997, at the Clancy Elementary School and the Lewis & Clark Library in Helena, to introduce preliminary project proposals and receive comments.  After 30 days, 78 comments were received that revealed a number of public concerns on wildlife habitat, risk of fire and off-the-road vehicle (OHV) use.  The interdisciplinary team reviewed and analyzed the comments, which helped to refine the proposed action for the public examination that occurred in the summer of 1997.

Another direct mailing and news release describing the Clancy-Unionville (C-U) proposed action was sent out on June 26, 1997.  The Helena Independent Record newspaper ran an article on the proposed action on July 1.  Press coverage continued with another article in the Helena Independent Record on July 6 and an editorial on July 13.  Public meetings were held at the Montana City Elementary School and the Lewis & Clark Library on July 8 and 10 respectively.  Field trips were held in mid-August to acquaint the interested parties with the analysis area, and two more articles appeared in the Helena Independent Record also during August.  After a 30 day comment period, 84 comments were received, with concerns regarding roads and wildlife habitat leading the list of issues.

On October 10, 1997, the Notice of Intent to produce an environmental impact statement for the project was reproduced in the Federal Register.  An additional 45-day period was established in the notice for submission of public comments, with another mailing to the project mailing list that included an update of the project and a refinement of the “purpose and need” statement.  The agencies received 29 comments by November 17, 1997, which ended the comment period, but no new issues were raised.

From the comments received during the summer and fall comment periods, the interdisciplinary team developed the treatment and management alternatives that were introduced in an open house held at the Helena National Forest Headquarters in Helena on February 19, 1998.  There were two field trips held during August, 1998, to offer interested persons an opportunities to view and ask questions about the C-U proposals. 

A joint agency, drafted an environmental impact statement (EIS) for C-U Vegetation Manipulation and Travel Management Project was published and available for public review and comment on November 6, 1998.  A summary of the draft EIS was sent to all parties on the mailing list, with a complete copy of the draft EIS being sent to anyone who requested one.  From the draft analysis available at that time, the BLM identified Alternative A (proposed action alternative) as the preferred alternative for the vegetation treatments involving public lands managed by the BLM.  Public meetings were held at the Clancy Elementary School and the Helena National Forest Headquarters on December 1 and December 3, respectively.  The comment period on the vegetative proposals in draft EIS closed on February 1, 1999, and many people commented on it.

The agencies hosted two additional field trips that were held during the summer of 1999.  The July 1999 field trip was taken to a similar project, named Bull-Sweats Vegetation Manipulation Project, to look at the effects of timber harvest and prescribed fire.  The August 1999 field trip was to the Clancy-Unionville area to look at and discuss concerns on weeds, timber harvest, prescribed fire and travel management.

The public comments received on the draft EIS resulted in a re-examination of the proposal and analysis by the interdisciplinary team.  The team updated their analysis and made substantial changes in the final EIS document, completed and published in February, 2000.  One of the most substantive changes, was the additional and analysis of a new alternative (Alternative E), proposed by a group of people called Clancy-Unionville Citizens’ Task Force.  Agencies responses to specific comments are found in Chapter IV of the final EIS.


On March 10, 2000, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) published a notice stating that the final EIS for the C-U Vegetation Manipulation Project is been available for examination.  Concurrently, the Forest Service and BLM sent a summary of the final EIS to all parties on the mailing list, with a complete copy of the final EIS being sent to anyone who requested one.  A news article discussing the project, the final EIS, and the scheduled open house appeared in the Helena Independent Record on March 7, 2000.   The open house was held at the Helena National Forest Headquarters on March 15, 2000, to answer questions and listen to concerns regarding the final EIS and the tentative preferred alternative.  Most of the comments received since March have centered on the travel management.

VIII.  Major Issues

All of the comments received as a result of the public involvement efforts through to the analysis completed for the final EIS were used to help identify the issues discussed below.  No new issues have been raised since that time.  The public comments and agency concerns were formally analyzed by the interdisciplinary team of specialists from the Forest Service and BLM, working cooperatively.  These issues were used in formulating the alternatives, analyzing the environmental consequences, and in making the decision on this project.  This discussion deals only with the portions of these issues that are concerned with the vegetative manipulations analyzed in the final EIS.

Issue 1: Impacts upon water quality and users’ recreation experiences related to existing roads and trails and the proposed new roads.

The core of this issue stems from travel management concerns with perceived impacts of roads and trails on watershed values, and of the use by motorized vehicles in the area on recreational values.  The area’s granitic and erosive soils are seen as contributing to local stream sedimentation and lowering water quality, aggravated by a number of current travel route locations and conditions.  Adding more miles of temporary new roads, built to accommodate the vegetative treatments could add to the sedimentation problem.  A number of commentors indicated that the current level of motorized activities detracted from their enjoyment of the area.  
Some water quality considerations were made in treatment design and formulation of this decision.  Approximately 2.4 miles of temporary roads would be constructed in support of the vegetative treatment work.  Repair of the Sheep Mountain Road is also needed to return it to a condition suitable for access for the treatment work and the general public, and to control erosion.

This decision is not expected to result in significant impact to water quality for several reasons.  The areas affected by the proposed treatment activities are ephemeral drainages, that do not have any streams or streamside management zones (SMZs) as defined by the Montana Streamside Management Act.  As a result, there remains considerable distance of undisturbed and/or buffering lengths of vegetation to the main streams in the analysis area.  These buffers will filter sediments from runoff. 

The anticipated repair work on the Sheep Mountain Road is expected to reverse the water concentration and rutting that is currently occurring and damaging the lower end of the road.  Drainage control features such as dips and culverts installations with some road realignment will disperse water from the road surfaces and reduce erosion in the area.


This decision requires that all treatment activities conform to the Best Management Practices for Forestry developed in 1988 by the Montana Cumulative Watershed Effects Cooperative will be applied where appropriate.  These practices are specifically designed to protect water quality through control of nonpoint sources of sediment during timber management activities. According to the 1998 Forestry BMP Audit Report developed by the Montana Department of Natural Resources and Conservation, the BMP practices have been 95 percent effective in protecting soil and water resources on federal lands.  The BMPs will be built into the layout and administration of the BLM treatments, and involve such features as vegetative buffer strips, road/trail alignment, drainage and maintenance, and the slash treatment and burn prescriptions.  The BLM will require a performance bond from the timber purchaser, that will insure that the BMP measures are carried out under the harvesting contract.

The monitoring plan calls for examination of Ohio Gulch and the other draws leading from the treatment areas down into Lump Gulch, to detect if sediment movement is occurring as a result of the road construction, harvest or burn treatments.  Corrective actions such as vegetation reseeding and sediment traps would be taken if any sediment movement is detected in the monitoring plots.

Issue 2: The effects of the proposed activities on wildlife and wildlife habitat.

Concerns for possible loss of wildlife habitat were registered numerous times throughout the public comment periods, especially concerns for elk and mule deer habitat.  Loss of hiding cover, disruption of travel corridors, and reduction of undisturbed habitat were the main concerns.  Additional concerns were expressed for effects to big game thermal cover and wildlife hunting and viewing opportunities.  Overall, people want assurance that suitable habitat will be maintained to continue supporting the diversity of wildlife communities that utilize the area.  Potential effects to threatened and endangered species, sensitive species, and management indicator species were also mentioned as concerns.

The purpose and need explains the rationale for maintaining a vegetative condition similar to the natural diversity of  habitats that was found in the C-U implementation area prior to settlement and aggressive fire suppression.  This was condition to which the local species evolved and are adapted too.  With the high degree of rural/urban interface with the public lands and difficulties/dangers in protecting private lands and improvements, prevents reestablishment of natural ignition fire regimes in the area.  The heavy forest stocking of mostly pine trees that exists currently, also present strong difficulties/dangers in protecting the forest and habitat values with either wildfire or use of prescribe fire as the sole treatment technique in restoring habitat values on these lands.

Alternative A will improve forage for wildlife and maintain sustainable habitat over the long-term, providing a balance of cover and forage similar to natural conditions.  Local browse will be improved with recovery of the ground vegetation species, which is currently sparse in many areas of the treatment units.  Important elk security areas are not included within the BLM treatment units, so the number of elk security acres would not be changed.  Species favoring cover are likely to decrease in the treatment areas.  But these species would not be eliminated from the entire area as 81 percent of the BLM forest and meadow acreage in the Clancy area would not be disturbed under this decision, and the selective nature of the harvest treatment will allow flexibility in retaining more tree cover in areas of higher apparent wildlife use and nesting.  Habitat for species dependent on snags and down logs will increase.  No areas of old growth are included in the treatment units, however these areas are expected develop ponderosa pine old growth characteristics more quickly after completion of the harvest and burn treatments.

Issue 3: The effect of the proposed activities on noxious weed populations.


During the scoping process, concerns were raised about the effects new temporary road construction, timber harvest and prescribed burning would have upon existing noxious weed populations and the spread of noxious weeds.  These activities could create soil disturbance and/or remove ground cover, creating a condition conducive to the establishment of new weed populations.

The BLM will continue its efforts in the area to identify and control the noxious weeds found on the public lands, and will expand efforts if new areas are found.  Much of these efforts focuses on the roads and trails, where the dangers of establishment and spread are the strongest.  However,  the action alternatives also contain a strategy that is expected control weed spread from the treatment activities.  Herbicide pre-treatments and post-treatments will be required along the routes used for timber hauling and in the mechanical and burn treatment areas.  Motorized use by the public of new temporary roads constructed to facilitate treatment access will be prohibited, unless specifically administered by BLM personnel on-site, while administering an authorized permit.  Subsequent rehabilitation and prompt revegetation of these roads will minimize the risk of weed establishment.  In addition, the timber purchaser, subcontractors and government personnel, will be required to wash all off-the-road equipment, prior to entering the treatment areas.  The timber purchaser will be required to submit payment for post-treatment grass reseeding and chemical herbicide applications on any roads used during the harvesting activities.

Unit A-55 was analyzed for harvest and burning under the proposed action.  Due to two developing areas of weeds, the decision has scaled the unit back from harvesting activity to hand slashing and pruning to reduce the conifer colonization, so that heavy equipment will not be needed in the unit.  This unit can be burn under this decision, but only after satisfactory control of two areas of dalmation toadflax through chemical pretreatment.  Unit A-57 was also considered similarly to A-55, because of the spotted knapweed found in the unit.  Chemical treatment last year successfully reduced the numbers of knapweed to very low levels, sufficient to allow commercial mechanical treatment with burning provided the pre and post chemical treatments occur.

The BLM will support efforts to educate public land users in the Clancy area on identification of noxious w eeds and ways they can do to help in control.  The informational kiosk constructed near the base of the Sheep Mountain Road will have information and flyers posted to alert public users of noxious weed problems, identification and suggestions as to ways that they can help prevent the spread of weeds.

Issue 4: Prescribed fire and the risk of wildfires.

Wildfires in the project area have been routinely extinguished as soon as possible for the past 70 years.  Excluding fire from playing its natural role on the landscape has resulted in unusually high levels of organic material like limbs, whole trees, needles and dead grass accumulating on the ground.  The proposed activities include introducing prescribed fire back onto the landscape, which will amount to 250 acres conducted by the BLM under this decision, with most burn treatment units located in the vicinity of homes and private property.  Several commentors are concerned about the risk associated with using prescribed fire as a management tool and centers around the ability of the Forest Service and BLM to control these burns and the risk that they posed to private property.  Questions of liability were raised, along with the results on wildlife habitat, water quality, and noxious weeds.


In comments made by the Clancy Volunteer Fire Department at a meeting on September 17, 1997, the volunteer firefighters referred to the Sheep Mountain area as a lightening rod.  They submitted a written request that the fuel management activities being considered by the Forest Service and BLM begin in the “Clancy-Sheep Mountain area”, due to the danger that the current fuel situation posed to private lands adjacent to the public lands.  With comments such as these and the concerns of the local residents for escape fire, a higher level of prescribed burning originally that was preliminarily proposed by the BLM after the mechanical treatments was scaled back to 250 acres in the proposed action (Alternative A).  A “No Burn” alternative (C) was also analyzed in the final EIS.  The decision selected alternative A for implementation, due to the controlled, restrictive nature of the prescribed burning, and the health and productivity benefits to the native vegetation in the meadow areas will occur with burning, along with longer term benefits to wildlife habitat.  Ladder fuels in these areas would be removed before the burning, reducing the risk of torching or crown burning.  The mechanical harvest treatments will be removing the larger cut trees in whole tree fashion, so that much the forest residues will occur in piles near the roads for controlled disposal by burning, rather than as additional ground fuel in the prescribed burn areas.

Issue 5: The effectiveness of the proposed vegetative treatments in improving the health of the forested timber stands and sustaining desired ecosystems.

Overall forest health and maintenance of healthy ecosystems is a strong concern of many people interested in the C-U project.  Several commentors questioned the effectiveness of the proposed treatments to solve problems related to insect and disease threats, overstocking of tree stands, loss of forage and fuel loading.  Concerns for old growth, unique plant communities and snag management were also expressed.  The effectiveness of treatments to maintain the health and vigor of grass and shrublands was likewise of concern.  The proposed vegetation treatments have the potential to affect forest health and sustainability, both negatively and positively.

As with the fire risk issue, the activities implemented with this decision will not solve all of the ecosystem condition concerns, however within and adjacent to the treatment areas, substantial improvement will occur.  The select nature of the ponderosa harvest treatments that is similar to mechanical thinning from below, is designed to mimic the selective effect of low intensity burning that occur in the local presettlement forest environment.  The larger trees would be left to grow in variety degrees of overstory cover, with the highest degree of mortality (and removal) occurring in the smaller sized trees.  The effected stands would move strongly toward development of a open ponderosa forest in several areas, with an overall stand structure characterized as uneven aged, with various tree sizes and stocking levels that includes with a healthy component of large trees.  A healthy component of native grasses and shrubs is expected to develop in the opened areas and more quickly on the burned areas.  The more open areas would have varying levels on natural forest regeneration and the restored stands could be more easily maintained by prescribed fire in the future.   Larger sized snags and downed woody materials would also be created, an forest habitat element that is currently lacking in the area.  The beneficial effects of low intensity burning (i.e. nutrient cycling, duff reduction and very small tree mortality) would not be achieved on the mechanically treated areas, but approximately 31 percent would receive these benefits, striking a balance between concerns for a higher level of ecosystem health and the risk of fire escape.  This decision implements treatments that more fully meets the purpose and needs in the project area than the other alternatives analyzed.


IX.  Implementation and Protest Provisions

The effective date of this decision is expected to occur in 2002, with publication of the notice of forest product sale in the Helena Independent Record.  Treatment implementation and timber harvesting could start as early as the summer of 2002.

On all public lands administered by the Bureau of Land Management, protest of forest management decisions involving vegetative treatments and the sale of forest products, are subject to the provisions described under 43 CFR Subpart 5003 - Administrative Remedies.  The effective date of this decision for BLM treatment areas, will occur upon the publication on the notice of sale advertisement in a newspaper of general circulation.  All parties submitting comments or indicating an interest to the BLM, will be sent a copy of the sale notice, concurrently with publication of the notice.  Protests may be made within 15 days of publication of the sale notice, and shall contain a written statement of reasons.  Protests must be filed with the BLM authorized officer:

Butte Field Office Manager
P.O. Box 3388, 106 N. Parkmont
Butte, Montana, 59702

Protests received more than 15 days after the publication of the sale notice are not timely filed and shall not be considered (43 CFR 5003.3(c)).


                                                                                                                                                              Richard M. Hotaling,  Butte Field Office Manager				       Date
             Bureau of Land Management
	


Vegetative Treatment Map   (Please Refer to the Coordinated Decision Map for Vegetative Treatments that showns both BLM and Forest Service Vegetative Treatment Units for the Clancy-Unionville Implementation Area)

