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August 7, 2021 
Matt Anderson

Forest Supervisor

Bitterroot National Forest 

1801 N First St 

Hamilton, MT 59840
Dear Matt:
On behalf of the American Forest Resource Council (AFRC) and its members, thank you for the opportunity to provide comments on the Draft Supplemental Environmental Impact Statement for the Gold Butterfly Project.
AFRC is a regional trade association whose purpose is to advocate for sustained yield timber harvests on public timberlands throughout the West to enhance forest health and resistance to fire, insects, and disease.  We do this by promoting active management to attain productive public forests, protect adjoining private forests, and assure community stability.  We work to improve federal and state laws, regulations, policies, and decisions regarding access to and management of public forest lands and protection of all forest lands.  Many of our members have their operations in communities within and adjacent to the Lolo National Forest and management on these lands ultimately dictates not only the viability of their businesses, but also the economic health of the communities themselves. 
For Background:

AFRC provided scoping comments for this Project on July 13, 2017, Draft EA comments on July 14, 2018, and an objection support letter on July 29, 2019.  The Gold Butterfly Project Final Record of Decision was signed by Bitterroot National Forest Supervisor Matt Anderson on November 15, 2019, and with it an updated Final Environmental Impact Statement was released to the public. After the Final Record of Decision was signed, it was determined a project-specific amendment to the Bitterroot Forest Plan was needed to align management of old growth stands in the project area to the best available science. On August 28, 2020, the Forest Supervisor withdrew the Final Record of Decision for the project with a letter directing forest personnel to conduct additional review and analysis regarding the needed amendment.

The draft supplemental environmental impact statement assessed the effects of amending the Bitterroot Forest Plan project-specifically regarding old growth management and supplements the Gold Butterfly Final Environmental Impact Statement by providing an analysis of environmental effects to affected resources in light of the proposed amendment. It is important to note that the Gold Butterfly Project analyzes various treatments, including commercial harvest, within stands that qualify as old growth.

The withdrawn Record of Decision specified that all treatment units containing old growth would retain their old growth status under the selected alternative. This is the intended management in old growth stands in moving forward with this project.
AFRC supports the Purpose and Need for this Action which is to specifically amend the Bitterroot Forest Plan to update the criteria that define and measure old growth vegetation.  To accomplish this the Forest analyzed three possible approaches:

1. Replace existing old growth definitions in the 1987 Forest Plan with the newer Northern Region old growth definitions (Green. et al 1992). 

2. Identify processes that create and describe old growth patterns across the landscape. Include potential ecosystem management treatments in existing old growth habitat designed to perpetuate old growth characteristics in the short term by reducing risk of loss to fire or insects and disease, rather than salvage treatments. Use GIS to Identify and track existing and future old growth stands over time to ensure progress towards historic ranges.

3. Replace old growth standards with more ecologically sound direction (Goals, Objectives, or Standards) which will provide for old growth habitats

From these three approaches AFRC supports the Proposed Action (Alternative 2) which is to amend the Bitterroot Forest Plan to modify the criteria that defines old growth to be consistent with Green et al. (1992 errata 2011). This work contains measurable criteria to consistently define old growth. The old growth definitions are specific to forest type and habitat type group. Key attributes include age, numbers, and diameter of the old tree component within the stand and stand density. 

Specifically stand size (40 acres used in the old Plan) would not be pertinent since stand size is not identified in Green et al. as a driving factor in whether a stand should be classified as old growth.

AFRC Supports the Modified Standards which include:

Forest-Wide 

e. Wildlife and Fish 

(2) Stand conditions that qualify as old growth will be determined by the criteria as outlined in “Old-Growth Forest Types of the Northern Region” (Green et al. 1992, 2011). In particular, the old-growth forest type descriptions for the Western Montana Zone will apply. 

Management Area 1 
c. Wildlife and Fish
About 3 percent of Management Area 1 suitable timberland, in each third order damage will be maintained in old growth. 

Management Area 2 

c. Wildlife and Fish
About 8 percent of the Management Area 2 suitable timberland, in each third order drainage, will be maintained in old growth. 
Management Area 3a 
c. Wildlife and Fish 
(2) About 8 percent of the Management Area 3a suitable timberland in each third order drainage will be maintained in old growth.
There are definite advantages of using the Green et.al definition of old growth.  For example:  

· The 1987 Forest Plan defined standards and guides for measuring old growth are not statistically quantifiable or measurable and there is no literature supporting these guides. Green et al. uses measurable and statistically quantifiable key characteristics that define old growth forest (basal area, trees per acre, diameter at breast height, and age) to provide the means to monitor existing amounts and trends of old growth forest over time at the broad scale and to know the reliability of the estimates.  
· The 1987 Forest plan does not define old growth forest as a community of forest vegetation that is distinguished by sufficient numbers of large, old trees and by stand densities and related structural attributes occurring at levels that meet the definitions established for the Northern Region of the Forest Service in Green et al.

· There is no distinction in the Forest Plan old growth criteria related to different habitat type groups.

· The Plan criteria do not specify any minimum age for the large trees used to determine whether a stand qualifies as old growth. Large trees used to determine the presence of old growth are defined only by size as quantified by diameter at breast height (dbh). This is problematic because several common local tree species (e.g. ponderosa pine, Douglas-fir, Engelmann spruce) growing on productive sites can exceed the Forest Plan criteria of 20” dbh size minimum when they are younger than ages typically associated with old growth.

· The 6” dbh minimum size criteria for lodgepole pine is not based on the best available science and would likely greatly over-estimate the amount of old growth on the forest.

· There is no scientific basis is for the 1987 Forest Plan to incorporate the criteria of 75% of site potential for canopy closure, and therefore cannot determine whether potential old growth stands meet this criterion.

· There is no distinction in the 1987 Forest Plan old growth criteria related to different habitat type groups in terms of the amount of down material greater than 6 inches diameter.

Using Green et.al. the Forest was able to calculate that there are approximately 6,714 acres of old growth habitat on Bitterroot National Forest lands in the third order drainages that are wholly or partially within the Gold Butterfly project area, including all Management Areas.

The Forest also did a good job of outlining the threats to old growth habitat within the Gold Butterfly Project which include:

1. The trend away from the desired future condition is continuing in the warmer, drier habitat types at lower elevations.

2. The risk of losing existing ponderosa pine-dominated old growth stands in the warm and dry broad potential vegetation types to mortality caused by the ongoing mountain pine beetle outbreak.

3. The risk of losing existing Douglas-fir and spruce-dominated old growth stands in the cool and moist broad potential types to mortality caused by Douglas-fir dwarf mistletoe and/or bark beetles.

4. The risk of losing existing white bark pine-dominated old growth stands in the cold broad potential vegetation type to mortality caused by the ongoing mountain pine beetle outbreak.

5. The risk of a severe fire event is high due to large numbers of recently dead and dying trees across the area, and high fuel loadings in some areas. Fuel loadings include fuel amassed over decades of fire suppression.

6. The threat of losing old growth to stand replacing fires and to insects and disease is supported by recent history on the Bitterroot National Forest and other National Forests in Montana.

In closing, AFRC supports the Forest’s work on the Draft Supplemental Environmental Impact Statement for the Gold Butterfly Project because Green et al. is a better measure to evaluate whether the project maintains and promotes old growth compared to the 1987 criteria in the Forest Plan.

Thank you for the opportunity to provide Draft Supplemental Environmental Impact Statement comments for the Gold Butterfly Project.  I look forward to this Project being implemented. 
Sincerely,  
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Tom Partin

AFRC Consultant

921 SW Cheltenham Street
Portland, Oregon 97239

