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May 25, 2022

Sarah Browne, Team Leader
Beartooth Ranger District
Custer Gallatin National Forest
6811 US-212 
Red Lodge, MT 59068

Dear Sarah:

It is our understanding under Section 5(a) of the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act of 1968, Congress has the ability to nominate a river for inclusion under that Act by authorizing a study for the river’s inclusion. Such has been stated in the pre scoping letter of April 27, 2022, Congress designated East Rosebud Creek on the Custer Gallatin National Forest as a Wild and Scenic River in 2018. The justification of such action was based upon its unique scenic, recreational, and geologic characteristics. The East Rosebud Creek designation includes two segments of river drainage; the first being a wild segment of 13 miles from the boundary of the Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness upstream and the second being 7 miles of recreational segment below the outlet of East Rosebud Lake. See map below. 

In fulfillment of the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act, the Act requires a Comprehensive River Management Plan, the purpose of that plan is stated below per scoping letter:

“Outlines management direction to protect the special values of these rivers for present and future generations”. 

The “River Values Report, East Rosebud Creek Wild and Scenic River”, released in March of 2022, is part of the Comprehensive River Management Plan. As the introduction states, this report does the following: 

· “documents the existing conditions for the free flow and water quality river values, along with the scenic, recreational, geologic, fish and wildlife, historic, cultural, or other similar values that meet the standard for outstandingly remarkable values.

· Also, this report documents the evaluation of resource conditions and present condition within the interim corridor for the possible outstandingly remarkable values.

· Lastly, this report documents the outstandingly remarkable values for which the East Rosebud Creek will be managed into the future.”

Map below indicates the two segments of designation. The segment included in the Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness is designated on its basis of wildness and the segment of river below the outlet of East Rosebud Lake is designated based upon recreation. Both sections meet criteria of geology and scenery. 
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The Gallatin Wildlife Association would like to participate in the public commenting process based upon the finding in this report. Those comments are located below and represent those of the Gallatin Wildlife Association and its membership. First an explanation as to who we are. As a result of our mission and orientation, our comments will be focused primarily on the aspects of wildlife and fisheries.

Gallatin Wildlife Association (GWA) is a local, all volunteer wildlife conservation organization dedicated to the preservation and restoration of wildlife, fisheries, habitat and migration corridors in Southwest Montana and the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem, using science-based decision making. We are a nonprofit 501(c)(3) organization founded in 1976. GWA recognizes the intense pressures on our wildlife from habitat loss and climate change, and we advocate for science-based management of public lands for diverse public values, including but not limited to hunting and angling.

The East Rosebud River Values Report (ERRVR) lists the summary of values in table 7 on page 41. That summary is shown below.
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As shown, both segments of the river have qualities that meet designation criteria for inclusion under the act. As stated on page 5 of the report, there are three components of the river values that enter into the evaluation process.

1.) determine the region of comparison
2.) refine the evaluation criteria for each outstanding remarkable value
3.) confirm or determine the outstanding remarkable values for each segment

While it is important, perhaps even critical to understand the evaluation process using these criteria, we think it is also safe to say this process opens the door to be highly subjective. The process of regional comparison is subjective just in the sense that you are comparing one landscape against another, that in and of itself is a subjective process. We understand the rationale for the criteria as written, but the fact that one landscape is equal or slightly less important as another in that criterion, should not necessarily mean it deserves less consideration. More on this below in the discussion of wildlife.

Wildlife and its Finding:

The statements below in the Finding paragraph of the ERRVR (page 31) provide a rationale as to why the Custer Gallatin National Forest and their Wild and Scenic Rivers Program Manager did not find wildlife as a justifiable reason for wild and scenic river designation. 

“While the wildlife species occurring in this are unique and do utilize the East Rosebud Creek interim corridor, these species do not rely on the East Rosebud Creek and surrounding corridor more than the surrounding wilderness areas. The river does provide habitat and connectivity to these species, but is not vital to their persistence and success in the ecosystem or these species. Also, these species are not river dependent or river related, and this habitat is not rare, unique or exemplary within the region of comparison.”

We find a few aspects of this paragraph in which we agree, but there is much where we disagree. Two sentences of this paragraph where we agree. 

1.) wildlife species occurring in the area: “are unique and do utilize the East Rosebud Creek interim corridor” 

2.) and the “river does provide habitat and connectivity to these species”. 

This paragraph is referring to the species of grizzly bear and Canadian lynx. It appears in reading of the text; these two facts are minimized. While there may be a temptation to do so in a contextual sense, it should not be. Habitat such as this seems to be taken for granted in our society, a society that seems to place less and less value on wildlife and their respective habitat. We must recognize the true value and agree this landscape may not be isolated in comparison to surrounding adjacent landscapes, but in the larger scheme within our society, these types of lands are rare. GWA contends habitat that supports grizzlies and Canadian lynx is all critical. It’s critical and becoming more critical over time.

Statements where we disagree. 

1.) these species do not rely on the East Rosebud Creek and surrounding corridor more than the surrounding wilderness areas. 

2.) but is not vital to their persistence and success in the ecosystem or these species.

3.) Also, these species are not river dependent or river related, and this habitat is not rare, unique or exemplary within the region of comparison.”

We question statements 1 and 2 above. While they may be true, they could also be incorrect assumptions. Riparian habitat is scientifically known to be critical to wildlife and wildland integrity and biodiversity. The statement that these species are not solely dependent upon the East Rosebud River may be true, but then again, species are dependent upon water resources for life. If this water resource didn’t exist, we suspect the biodiversity of the region would look much different. The fact that this type of habitat is not rare may also be true in local comparisons, but that should not mean it is of less value. What makes this habitat unique and outstanding is the fact that these landscapes represent a biological integrity and diversity that is not common place. Outside of the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem, this biological integrity rarely exists. It is the totality of all things that give this drainage viability and makes it have value. 

Statements found on page 31 in the evaluation paragraph provide a true analysis of the landscape. Much of that analysis is found here.

“The Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness provides unroaded and diverse habitat, essential for the continued recovery and persistence of the Yellowstone population of grizzly bears. Canada lynx are not likely within this area due to patchy habitat and snowshoe hare populations, but may occur. 

The East Rosebud Creek interim corridor contributes to the Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness as contiguous habitat, part of the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem. With Yellowstone National Park bordering the southern boundary of the Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness, this area provides crucial habitat for wideranging species (such as wolverine) and connectivity across the ecosystem. This wilderness area provides high quality habitat for many species of concern including bats and birds. 

Charismatic fauna that utilizes this area provides a unique character to the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem and garners national attention to recovering populations of megafauna and elusive species. Many of these species are associated with success stories of North American wildlife conservation, including the grey wolf, grizzly bear, and bald eagle.”

The fact that even the ERRVR defines this landscape as essential, crucial, and charismatic should be reason enough to classify this designation as outstanding value for inclusion under the Wild and Scenic River designation. In fact, the paragraph below found on page 10 of the ERRVR states our reasoning quite well. It states the following:

“The valley’s rugged beauty alone is worthy of designation, but East Rosebud Creek is also known for its recreational opportunities, geologic treasures, outstanding fishery, bountiful wildlife and rich history. The valley is home to nesting eagles, mountain goats, bighorn sheep, black and grizzly bears, moose, Rocky Mountain elk, mountain lions, foxes, whitetail and mule deer, wolves and rare, elusive wolverines. Crystal clear waters support brown, rainbow and brook trout, as well as native mountain whitefish and Yellowstone cutthroat trout.”

To help analyze the value further and keep the landscape in perspective, perhaps we need to look at the distribution patterns of wildlife vs historical ranges. 

Grizzly Bear:
1.) Scientist have estimated that the grizzly's range is about 2 percent of historic habitat in the Lower 48.

Wolverine:
2. According to the Wolverine Foundation, they make the following statement on their website: http://wolverinefoundation.org/conservation

“In contrast, in the contiguous United States, dramatic contractions have occurred within the historical range of the wolverine since the 1800s. Although the species once occurred in California, Utah, Colorado, and the Great Lakes states, the wolverine’s current range is limited to north-central Washington, northern and central Idaho, western Montana, and northwestern Wyoming (see Aubry et al. 2007, Schwartz et al. 2007).”

Wolves: 
3.) It is understood by scientist, wolves occupy just a fraction of their historic range, less than 10 percent, and only a small portion of existing suitable habitat.

The fact that these three (3) species exist and overlap on the same landscape should give us pause and realize the value that lies before us. These species are iconic and are not found in the majority of the west or in the lower contiguous United States. Understanding the historic and current ranges of these species and that of others should make us realize our duty is to preserve land and waters with such high biodiversity and integrity.

Fisheries and it Finding:

GWA finds very little fault or disagreement with the analysis of fisheries as an outstanding remarkable value. We believe that several statements made in this analysis describe the existing conditions in an accurate manner. The statement found on page 30 summarizes the finding.

“The fisheries value of the wild and recreational segments is not ecological, but recreational. Both segments support a diversity of wild game fish that support a popular recreational fishery. The fish populations and habitat are not rare, unique, or exemplary as there are numerous backcountry opportunities for catching a diversity of fish species elsewhere on the Beartooth Plateau.”

Other statements also justify the decision to not include fish as an outstanding remarkable value.

· Neither segment provides a regionally important stronghold for native fish assemblages.
 
· Genetically pure Yellowstone cutthroat are present in the headwaters of the wild segment, but they are not aboriginal and are limited in extent. 

· The wild segment primarily has hybridized Yellowstone cutthroat occurring in proximity to hybridizing non-native species. The recreational segment is comprised almost entirely of non-native species.
 
· The wild segment does not present a pristine ecosystem because it was historically fishless, but now supports a mix of native, hybridized, and non-native fish species. The recreational segment is not pristine in that the fish assemblage is comprised primarily of non-native fish species.
 
· Neither segment supports aboriginal (naturally occurring) populations of native fish of high conservation value. Mountain whitefish were historically present but have not been captured during recently electrofishing surveys by Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks. 

With these statements, GWA agrees with the decision that fisheries do not possess the outstanding remarkable value which would justify the river’s inclusion based upon this resource.

In Summary:

We want to be clear, GWA supports the inclusion of East Rosebud Creek for the drainage’s outstanding remarkable values under the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act. The values of geology, scenery and recreation compliment those found in the wild segment of East Rosebud Creek and the values of geology and scenery compliment those found in the recreation segment of the river. We propose, however, that both segments of the river also be included for the outstanding remarkable value for wildlife. 

We realize the criteria as written, but disagree with its application and assertion. We urge the interdisciplinary team and the Custer Gallatin National Forest (CGNF) Supervisor to recognize the critical value of wildlife habitat. It seems as if the CGNF has a tendency to minimize the importance of wildlife and their respective habitat, yet it is this forest where the iconic species of grizzly bear, wolf and wolverines find home.

The fact that these particular species and others may not specifically den within the confines of the Wild and Scenic corridor should not be the defining criteria. In the totality of the landscape, the wildness and scenic ability are just part of the total story. But it is actually the isolation and the wildness of the inhabitants that give this landscape character, for without them, East Rosebud Creek would be like any other river of scenic value. 

We do find the following of interest. On page 31 regarding analysis of the Western glacier stonefly, we find this statement:

“Further, the Western glacier stonefly habitat type most likely occurs outside of wild and scenic corridor, but there could be some locations within corridor. Based on current knowledge, neither the species nor habitat occur within the corridor. If it is later determined that such habitat exists in the wild and scenic river corridor, the wildlife outstandingly remarkable value should be re-evaluated.”

While the justification of this species is consistent with those of others, we suggest that the same contention of re-evaluation should hold for other species as well. The Western glacier stonefly is listed as threatened under the ESA, but so is the grizzly. Not to mention, there is still the unsettled matter of the wolverine and wolf. Both species are being advocated for listing under the ESA. Again, GWA feels that the necessitation that species must den within the corridor is unrealistic and unnatural. This is after all another man-made criterion, one of which can be faulted for not being logical or consistent.

We are glad to see the recognition by Congress and other officials that southwest Montana is worthy to have rivers and riparian areas for inclusion under the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act. It is time to recognize our heritage for all of its beauty and boldness, wonder and wildness. We’re asking that we do not leave our wildlife heritage out of the equation and out of the process. This is why we spoke out and why we are a voice for wildlife.

Thank you for providing the public an opportunity to comment.

Sincerely,
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Clinton Nagel, President
Gallatin Wildlife Association
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The designated East Rosebud Creek Wild and Scenic River is located in the
Beartooth Ranger District starting in the Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness and
continuing until the creek enters private property (excluding East Rosebud Lake)
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