


MEMORANDUM
To:	Tenmile South Helena Forest Restoration Collaborative Committee, the City of Helena, resources, stakeholders, member of the public, and media
From:	Ecosystem Research Group
Date:	July 23, 2015
Re:	Summary of the July 1, 2015 field trip
SUMMARY OF TENMILE SOUTH HELENA FOREST RESTORATION COLLABORATIVE COMMITTEE JULY 1, 2015 FIELD TRIP

Attendance
1. Collaborative Committee members – Vice Co-chair Jordan Alexander, fire community representative; Vice Co-chair Mike Bishop, citizen-at-large representative; Jeff Chaffee, commercial use representative; Angie Grove, recreation use representative; Gary Marks, commercial use representative; Eleanor Morris, conservation organization representative; and Leonard Wortman, County government representative

2. Resources and stakeholders– Andy Burgoyne, Department of Natural Resource and Conservation wildfire suppression resource; Heather DeGeest, Forest Service POC; Sarah Elkins, City of Helena administrative POC; David Farrand, Natural Resource Conservation Service (NRCS); Grant Hokit, Carroll College biological resource; Ben Irey, Ecosystem Research Group facilitator and coordinator; Brad Langsather, City of Helena technical POC; Jonathan Matthews, Sierra Club POC; Nancy Sweeney, NRCS POC

3. Members of the Public - None in attendance

4. Media – None in attendance

5. Absent - Ron Alles, City of Helen representative; Chair Joe Cohenour, conservation representative; Doug Powell, citizen-at-large representative; and Mike Murray, County government representative
Summary of Field Trip
1st Stop - Marks - Miller Post and Pole
Marks - Miller Post and Pole got its start in the mid 1970s by salvaging useable pole material from slash.
Back in those days, you could also get green slips from the Forest Service that allowed you to harvest small amounts of timber.
Marks - Miller Post and Pole can make use of timber that is 6-7" diameter-at-breast-height and larger.
Marks - Miller Post and Pole provides a commercial use for material that is otherwise unmerchantable.  Harvesting this value can help increase the extent to which we can treat the forest for fuels reduction or for forest health reasons.
It has been estimated that 80% of the beetle killed lodgepole around here will be on the ground after being dead for 12 years.  For ponderosa pine, it is estimated that all of the beetle killed trees will be on the ground after year 6 or 7.
Once that timber hits the ground, Marks - Miller Post and Pole can't use it.  There is a time component to getting these areas treated so that we can get useable timber and get more acres treated.
If downed timber burns, that fuel will burn hotter and longer close to the ground, which increase the likelihood of soils becoming damaged and eroding.
2nd Stop - Example of ponderosa pine ecosystem fuels reduction treatment by BLM
a) The BLM removed the fuels in 2006 and 2007 and treated the area with prescribed fire in 2007 and 2008.
b) As can be seen at this site, understory trees regenerate fairly quickly.  The openness of this site would be maintained by frequent, low intensity fire in a pre-settlement environment.  To maintain this stand structure today requires multiple entries that mimic that historic frequency and intensity.
c) In sites like this that have not burned at regular intervals in the last 100 years, needle litter or duff buildup can cause unintended tree mortality when fire is introduced back into the ecosystem.
d) Normally ponderosa pines are well adapted to frequent low intensity fire, but fire can burn more persistently in thick duff, leading to higher tree mortality.
e) Removing duff buildup to reduce unintended tree mortality is an objective when planning and executing prescribed fire treatments in these conditions.
f) Weeds are a constant concern in the forest, whether you are doing treatments or not.  The best practice is to treat weeds before and after treating the fuels. Seeding with sterile annuals can give the existing vegetation a chance to bounce back and outcompete the weeds.
3rd  Stop - Example of untreated, beetle affected lodgepole pine forest and road recontouring
a) This site is a good example of where these lodgepole pine forests are headed if left untreated. The beetles have killed a large portion of these trees, the needles have fallen off, and the dead trees are beginning to fall.
b) These fallen trees put a large amount of fuel close to the ground.  If this area were to burn, these downed trees would put a lot of heat close to the ground, increasing the likelihood of sterilizing the soil and making it more susceptible to erosion.  This could have major consequences for the ability of Helena to continue to use this watershed as its primary municipal water source.
c) Lodgepole forests in this condition or worse negatively affects big game habitat.  Previous speakers to the Collaborative have discussed the way big game use these types of jackstrawed lodgepole forests.  Elk may have a difficult time utilizing the interiors of these stands, but may use the outer edges to bed.  Keeping these beetle-killed forest from becoming jackstrawed should improve the ability of big game species such as elk to utilize the forest.
d) The recontoured road at this site is an example of a temporary road that has been decommissioned by recontouring.  Recontouring a road is the most complete form of decommissioning.  When a road is recontoured, the culverts at stream crossings are typically pulled out.  This eliminates the maintenance and substantially reduces the likelihood of a road blowout and sediment run-off.
e) Other forms of decommissioning include cold storage, where work is done to reduce the maintenance needs of the road but still leaves the potential to use it open for the future.  This too can include pulling out crossings.
f) Decommissioning can also include gating the road and leaving the rest of the infrastructure intact, which allows the road to be used again with little infrastructure improvements.  This kind of decommissioning is more likely to cause problems such as blowouts and erosion and requires more long-term preventative maintenance.
4th Stop - Example of mechanical fuels removal treatment in lodgepole pine forest, 28 years post - treatment
a) This site shows how a lodgepole forest that has been treated by mechanically removing the trees looks after almost thirty years.  The site was treated again eight years ago to thin the regenerating lodgepole thickets.
b) Most lodgepole pine cones are serotinous, meaning that fire is needed to release the seeds from the cone.  It is the heat from the fire that releases the seeds from the cones, this can also happen on hot days when the cones are against the soil and the soil warms to high enough temperatures. 
c) Lodgepole periodically produces non-serotinous cones, primarily in the first 30 to 60 years of their life.
d) Felling trees knocks off a lot of the cones.  Mechanically dragging the tree to the yard drops more cones and disperses them.
e) This unit was treated mechanically.  Mechanical treatment refers to the fact that machines are used to cut and pile the fuels.  Mechanical treatment with removal refers to the fact that machines cut and haul off the fuels.  Hand treatment means that the fuels are cut and piled by hand.
f) Mechanical treatment, if done using best management practices, can have low levels of impact on the understory and soils, even when compared to hand treatments, and is often much safer and much more time efficient.
g) The safety advantage of mechanical treatment is especially important when dealing with high volumes of beetle-killed trees, where there is greater potential for dead limbs and tops to break off when the tree is being cut.
h) Unlike hand treatment, mechanical treatment can haul whole trees in bunches to the pile, with the butts hauled off the ground and the tops dragged like a broom across the forest floor.  In this way, mechanical treatment, when soil conditions are right to minimize damage from the movement of machines, can have less impact on the understory vegetation and soils than hand treatments.
i) Mechanical removal of trees requires that the whole trees be yarded off, there are many methods for yarding timber, each one having advantages and disadvantages depending on the specifics of the site and the timber, but because removal adds more movement of the whole tree, it likely creates more impact to the understory and the soil.  Again, this additional impact may be acceptable in certain conditions and unacceptable in others.
j) If you can sell the timber, you can subsidize the treatments and should be able to treat that many more acres.
k) [bookmark: _GoBack]This site is scheduled to be thinned in the Tenmile Creek South Helena project proposal.  Lodgepole will often regenerate quite thickly, and would probably be thinned out naturally by disease, fire, or both.  Thinning of lodgepole is usually done once they've begun putting on cones, which is around year 5.
5th Stop - Example of temporary road stream crossing and removal of culvert, 22 years post - treatment
a) This site is a good example of the road decommissioning  process with regards to stream crossings.
b) Building roads across streams requires infrastructure that allows the stream to move under the road.  This is usually done with a culvert, but culverts require periodic maintenance to keep them from become plugged.
c) A plugged culvert leads to road blowouts, where water backs up behind the road like an earthen dam, then crests the road and quickly cuts down through the road and washes away the road section that's in the riparian area.
d) To prevent road blowouts if a road is either being fully recontoured or put into cold storage, culverts are often taken out and the stream channel is naturalized to allow for normal hydrologic function.
6th Stop - Example of mechanical fuels removal and pile burning treatment in lodgepole pine, 8 years post treatment
a) This site shows what mechanical fuel treatment with removal and pile burning looks like after eight years.
b) You can see that the understory is intact and doing well, so well that it hides the regenerating lodgepole.  If you look around though, you will see little 12-inch lodgepoles coming up all over the place.  In about four more years, these trees will likely be about waist height and will be producing cones.  At that point, they will be ready to be thinned to keep the regenerating forest healthy and productive.
c) If you think about a progression of treatments, like this one treated eight years ago, the other 28 years ago, you can see that you can end up with more diversity of age classes within the forest.
d) With different age classes come different responses to fire and different contributions to wildlife habitat.  This can increase species diversity and abundance within the landscape, can increase the efficacy of fire suppression efforts, and can make wildfire less catastrophic.  It can also make insect outbreaks less catastrophic.
7th Stop - Lunch at Park Lake, field trip synthesis
a) Each tree species has its own prescription for fuels reduction and forest health.  And each site has its own set of qualities that are best served by a certain prescription for fuels reduction and forest health.  The goal here it to get those prescriptions right.
b) One of the objectives for treatments in this beetle affected landscape is to keep the fuels vertical, which will hopefully reduce the impacts from fire on the soils and as a result, reduce sedimentation of the water supply.
c) Another objective for treatments is to get the forest to a place where wildfire intensity is lower and fire suppression efforts can be effective enough to prevent catastrophic damage to Helena's drinking water watershed.
d) And still yet another objective is to protect elk hiding cover through treatments and to protect all of the other values this landscape produces for the Helena community.
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Figure 1. Ponderosa pine fuels treatment
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Figure 2. Untreated lodgepole, note the abundance of downed fuel
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Figure 3. Recontoured road
[image: ]
Figure 4. Thirty-year-old treatment proposed for thinning
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Figure 5. Recontoured and seeded road with culvert removed
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Figure 6. Treated lodgepole pine with seed trees and coarse woody debris
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