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March 5, 2018
Virginia Kelly
Custer Gallatin National forest 
10 E Babcock, P.O. Box 130,
Bozeman, MT 59715

Submitted via email to: cgplanrevision@fs.fed.us 
RE: Comments on Custer Gallatin National Forest Proposed Action
Dear Ms. Kelley, 
 Please accept these comments on the Custer Gallatin National Forest’s Proposed Action from Trout Unlimited (TU) and Montana Trout Unlimited (MTU) (collectively referred to in this letter as “TU”). We appreciate the opportunity to participate in this important planning process.
Trout Unlimited represents more than 300,000 members and supporters across the country. MTU represents the organization’s 4,200 members and 13 TU chapters in Montana. TU’s and MTU’s mission is to conserve, protect and restore coldwater fisheries and their watersheds. Our members have a passion for the conservation of coldwater fisheries located on the Custer Gallatin National Forest (CGNF), as well as waters located downstream from the forest. Additionally, TU is an active participant in regional land and fisheries management issues, both on and off the forest.
Proposed Action
Watershed and Aquatics
We recommend that the CGNF revise the Objective statement “Over the life of the plan, complete 200 miles of stream and headwater spring restoration; 50 acres of lake, pond and wetland restoration; and five aquatic organism passage projects across the spectrum of Montane and Pine Savanna habitats. Progress towards conservation of an at-risk plant, aquatic or wildlife species is made by completing at least one project per year with design features that restore habitat or populations of such species.” While TU agrees with this overall, we believe this would be better suited as a Desired Condition due to the lack of specific details. More details could include specific streams, springs, ponds etc. and a reasoning for the 200 miles and 50-acre figures.
Additionally, TU believes the Forest should consider language that addresses reintroduction of native species in the proposed action. During the summer of 2010, Westslope Cutthroat trout were introduced by Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks into Little Tepee Creek, a then-fishless stream in the Madison River drainage near West Yellowstone, Montana. In 2015, the National Park Service hatched nearly 100,000 Arctic Grayling eggs in the upper reaches of Grayling Creek, which starts in northwest Yellowstone Park and flows southwest into Hebgen Lake outside the Park. The Park reintroduced WCT by stocking both fish and eggs and this practice will continue for at least three years at Grayling Creek. The Arctic Grayling and WCT introductions are part of a concerted effort to restore a native fish community to the large, remote Grayling Creek watershed. The Madison River and its tributaries, including Grayling Creek, once held the southernmost population of fluvial Arctic Grayling.[footnoteRef:1] We requests that the new forest plan includes language that addresses opportunities for reintroduction of genetically pure species back into historic home ranges. [1:  https://www.nps.gov/yell/learn/news/15038.htm ] 

Carbon Storage and Sequestration 
The proposed action in this section only contains the desired condition, no further details or specific conditions are described. While TU agrees that a strong and diverse forest ecosystem will make it easier for the forest to adapt to a changing climate, it is important that the Forest address stressors on the ecosystem that are currently being experienced by climate change. This would include addressing stressors on aquatic habitats including grazing impacts and mining impacts.
Invasive Species 
Due to the growing threat and possible introduction of aquatic invasive species (AIS), Montana has formed a response team from the Department of Natural Resources and Conservation and Fish, Wildlife and Parks. This team works with stakeholders and the legislature to make sure Montana is working and preparing for the AIS threat. The Forest Plan must include management for AIS and should be sure to work hand in hand with the state response team to make sure AIS outbreaks and prevention is handled in the most efficient way possible.
Livestock and grazing
Trout Unlimited understands that livestock grazing on FS lands is an important contribution to the social and economic importance of rural communities. However, in the Forest Service’s assessment of conditions on the CGNF, the agency routinely cites grazing as the most wide-spread management activity that influences the health of stream habitats. According to the Priority Watershed appendix of the proposed action, of the 34 stream segments in the Montana 303 (d) list of impaired streams, 16 are from grazing or livestock impacts. These issues occur in the Bridger, Bangtail and Crazy Mountains. We are encouraged that the in the proposed action (FW-STD- GRAZ) 01 there is language that addresses these issues (“New or revised allotment management plans should be designed to maintain stream habitat and water quality by minimizing sediment delivered to watercourses and degradation to streambank stability from livestock grazing in riparian areas.”) 
Trout Unlimited recommends that the CGNF include guidelines to restore already effected watersheds which are negatively being affected by the effects of overgrazing.  The proposed action must amend existing grazing that are degrading streams and restore those streams which have already been impacted by poor grazing practices. We respectfully request that the Forest also include stronger monitoring and enforcement that would curb those grazing permittees who continue poor grazing practices. 
Timber Harvest
Trout Unlimited supports logging and timber harvest which contributes to ecological and economic sustainability. However, logging and other forest treatments must be done responsibly, making sure that adequate buffers exist that protects the watersheds and streams in the treatment areas. Montana’s Stream Management Zone (SMZ) laws and rules are not mentioned in the proposed action and we encourage the CGNF to include them. Stream Management Zones act as a buffer strip that provides necessary water quality protection, critical fish and wildlife habitat, and actively regulates high flood flows. Improper timber harvesting in the SMZ can cause erosion and water quality problems and degrade its integrity.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  http://dnrc.mt.gov/divisions/forestry/docs/assistance/practices/smzfullcopy.pdf ] 

However, TU thinks the buffer zone requirements in Montana’s SMZ applications appear arbitrary, with a 50-100-foot buffer zone for Class I and II streams and a 15-foot buffer zone for Class III streams and incised draws. Trout Unlimited believes it is important for the Forest to consider, and reference in the proposed action, buffer zone distances on a case by case basis for individual streams and riparian zones. A one size fits all buffer zone application should not be used when it comes to timber harvest. We recommend a more adaptive approach, based on landscape situation. The 50 foot (slopes <35%) and 100 foot (slopes >35%) buffer zones for Class I and II streams should be considered the minimum distance required, and extensions to those minimum buffer zones should be considered when needed. All streams and riparian zones are different and have different requirements. They need to be considered individually to maintain the health and integrity of the area.
Energy and Minerals
Trout Unlimited is very encouraged to see the Forest recognizing the problem with the numerous abandoned mines on the Forest and including management actions in the proposed action to address the problem. Abandoned mines are a serious threat to both water quality and fisheries on the CGNF. Eight of the 34 stream segments on the Montana 303(d) list are due to impacts from residual and historic mining activities. 
We are also encouraged to see the amount of detail in this section on new mining projects that include minimizing adverse effects to aquatic and riparian resources, avoiding riparian management zones and reclamation plans that include provisions to return disturbed areas to stability and utility comparable to adjacent lands and/or pre-operational site conditions to the extent practicable. We recommend the Forest employ the best available science for addressing mining impacts analysis, restoration, and long-term effects on the environment. 
Roads and Trails 
With the increase use of roads and trails in this popular forest, TU supports the best management actions which will address responsible off-road vehicle use, motorized trail use, and non-motorized trail use, as increased use will affect this forest’s watershed. We recommend that the Forest include suitability analyses for those areas that should remain open, closed or partial management situations applied.
Recreation Settings, Opportunities, and Access
A high percentage of the CGNF include “islands” of public land surrounded by private lands. In many cases, this presents public access challenges in which hunters, anglers and other forest users are unable to access their national forests, or access is severely limited. The revised forest plan should identify areas with no or limited access and include strategies for overcoming these challenges. Please note, however, that this recommendation is for access to national forest lands, not access within the forests; the latter is most appropriately addressed through travel management planning.
Oil and gas
Currently there are 18 suspended oil and gas leases covering approximately 40,849 acres on the Forest. While we understand that no activity can take place on the leases until a site specific environmental impact statement is completed, we encourage the Forest to include suitability analyses on these suspended leases, identify the best possible stipulations for the area these leases occur within, and what actions the Forest intends with the future of these leases. In order to protect the high value of this Forest, we strongly recommend that strategies be employed in this Plan that protect watersheds and critical habitat areas from the negative impacts of mining, oil and gas development. Requiring strong buffer stipulations, such as a quarter-mile buffer along native trout habitat, should be a priority with this Forest. Other forests are implementing such stipulations in their plans and we would strongly recommend that the CGNF do the same
Appendix C Priority Watersheds
Priority Watersheds and Conservation Watershed Networks
Trout Unlimited strongly supports the Priority Watershed and Conservation Watershed Networks identified with the Proposed Action and appreciates the amount of detail that went into this section. These two actions will play an important role in protecting and restoring watersheds in the CGNF. Under the introduction, it states “The increased focus on watersheds and water resources in the 2012 planning rule reflects the importance of this natural resource, and the commitment to stewardship of our waters.” We completely agree with this and is encouraged to have it included in the proposed action.
Under the Watershed Condition Framework, the plan states there are 221 Class 1 watersheds (functioning properly), 48 Class 2 (functioning at risk) and no class 3 (impaired). The Plan should provide more details on the 48 Class 2 watersheds, including why they are labeled at risk and how the Forest will address their future in collaboration with Montana DEQ. This is important information for stakeholders and the public to have.
Page 5 under Restoration of Impaired Waterbodies, states that there are 34 stream segments that are not meeting water quality standards due to variety of impacts, the majority being from grazing and mining. We recognize that the TMDL’s monitored by the MT DEQ only identifies the issue and suggests a solution and we respect that if the problem is a result of the Forest actions, the CGNF has tried to remedy it in the past. However, any future actions may be left to stakeholder groups as budgets and staff time become limited. Trout Unlimited hopes the forest will continue to work with state agencies and stakeholder groups to expand the activities for restoring impaired streams, as they have on the Taylors Fork, and increase the collaborative opportunities available.
Conclusion 
Thank you for the consideration of our suggestions and input on the Forests’ Proposed Action. If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me. We hope that the planning team finds our comments helpful and we look forward to working with the Forest Service throughout the remainder of the revision process. 
Sincerely,
Colin Cooney          						David Brooks                                         
Montana Field Coordinator					Executive Director
Trout Unlimited							Montana Trout Unlimited
ccooney@tu.org						david@montanatu.org
406-465-1023							406-543-0054
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