









[image: ]
January 9, 2023

Tim Lahey, District Ranger
Butte Ranger District
1820 Meadowlark
Butte, MT  59701

Re:  Montana Department of Resources and Conservation, Comments on the Basin Creek-Butte Watershed Project Proposed Action

Dear Mr. Lahey:

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Proposed Action for the Basin Creek-Butte Watershed Project.  The project area is located approximately 12 miles south of Butte in Silver Bow County.  Montana Department of Natural Resources and Conservation (DNRC) manages state trust lands and has fire protection interests in the area.  Our agencies share the common goals of reducing fire risk and improving forest health in Montana’s forest landscapes.  This project is a statewide priority for DNRC.  The Montana Forest Action Plan calls for prioritizing projects that protect municipal watersheds.  DNRC has been supporting Butte-Silver Bow County with grant funds for treating their lands along the reservoirs.  DNRC has also been providing technical assistance for planning of this project.

The Basin Creek Watershed supplies about 60% of the municipal water for the City of Butte and supplies 34,200 residents with high quality drinking water.  Butte-Silver Bow County invested $ 30 million in a water treatment plant which opened in 2017.  Due to the high loading of hazardous fuels, erodible soils, and unsafe conditions for fire suppression, an ignition in the watershed would likely result in a severe wildfire event and render the water treatment plant useless for a decade or more.  This would cause Butte to draw upon its only alternative water source: the Big Hole River.  Water from the Big Hole River is highly valued for irrigation and quality recreation.  There would be high potential for impacts if this contingency for Butte’s water supply was pursued.

DNRC supports the purpose and need of the project which is to protect the Basin Creek Municipal Watershed by restoring forest composition and structure to reduce the risk of uncharacteristic wildfire and associated impacts to Butte’s waters supply.  This will be accomplished by cutting and removing, and piling and burning dense forest fuels in this watershed.  Completing this work will create a mosaic of vegetation structure more resilient to disturbance and provide for safer, more effective fire suppression actions.

The hazardous fuels loading in the Basin Creek Watershed is extreme.  Mountain Pine Beetle infestations have resulted in high concentrations of dead, down, and jack-strawed trees intermixed with green tree ladder fuels.  Butte-Silver Bow County has declared the fuels situation here an emergency.  There is an extremely urgent need for action to reduce fuels and create vegetation structure and composition to build resilient forests in this critical watershed.  The treatments must be of landscape-scale and include national forest lands.  Treating only the county lands adjacent to the reservoir will not adequately reduce wildfire risk and improve forest health.

DNRC supports the proposed action which includes 2,424 acres of silvicultural treatments to reduce the risk of severe wildfire impacts and improve forest composition and structure to protect the watershed into the future.  The proposed treatments will work together with the 34 acres of treatments completed and 100 acres planned on Butte-Silver Bow County lands along the reservoir.  DNRC is assisting the county to prepare and administer these projects through the use of state and federal grant programs. 

DNRC supports the proposed treatments in the Inventoried Roadless Area, including the proposed 400-foot wide shaded fuel break.  The Roadless Rule provides exceptions that allow for cutting and removal of small diameter trees to reduce the risk of uncharacteristic wildfire effects, within the range of variability expected under natural disturbance regimes.  This situation clearly fits this exception. 

The Basin Creek-Butte Watershed project has an exceptional urgency due to the potential to lose 60% of Butte’s waters supply with a wildfire event.  The substantial hazardous fuels build-up could lead to a high severity fire at any time.  Such an event could result in significant soil erosion and run-off, delivering large sediment loads to the reservoirs that would result in having to take the $ 30 million water treatment plant offline.

As you analyze this project, please include the effects of the no action alternative, including the continued risk and impacts of uncharacteristic stand-replacing wildfires and insect and disease outbreaks in this critical domestic watershed.  The analysis should also include the effects of alternatives with regard to carbon storage and sequestration.  Climate modeling indicates the future will bring a higher frequency of severe fire seasons with extensive forested area burned across the western U.S.  There is high potential for substantial carbon emissions and loss of water supply, forest cover and habitat, recreation, community values, and carbon sequestration and storage due to uncharacteristic large scale, stand-replacing fires in this area. 

A key strategy found both in the Montana Forest Action Plan and Montana Climate Solutions Plan (2020) is to implement forest management activities across ownership boundaries to reduce wildfire severity and sustain healthy forests and watershed function.  Studies in the western U.S. are showing that treatments to reduce wildfire risk and improve forest health can reduce carbon initially but increase carbon in the long term.  Healthy, vigorous forests capture carbon rapidly, in great capacity and for long periods of time storing it in tree stems, leaves, branches, roots, and soil.  Wood harvested and developed into durable products are reservoirs of long-term carbon storage. 

For implementation of this project, we encourage you to consider the use of Good Neighbor Authority (GNA) which retains revenue from timber removed to help fund additional restoration.  

DNRC is committed to continuing a positive working relationship with the Beaverhead-Deerlodge National Forest, specifically relating to addressing wildfire risk, community and watershed protection, landscape resiliency,  and sustainable forest management.  By working together, we can more effectively work towards an “all lands” approach  to  forest management and restoration, benefiting both agencies’ missions. 


Sincerely,
[image: ]

Mike O’Herron
Area Manager, Southwestern Land Office
Montana Department of Natural Resources and Conservation


Cc:   Brian Robbins. Anaconda Unit Manager; Matt Arno, Forestry Assistance Bureau Chief, Greg Archie, Good Neighbor Bureau Chief; Stephen Kimball, Local Government Forest Advisor.
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