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VIA Email: appeals-northern-regional-office@usda.gov

March 22, 2023 
Objection Reviewing Officer
USDA Forest Service, Northern Region
26 Fort Missoula Road
Missoula, MT 59804
Address 
Dear Reviewing Officer: 
On behalf of the American Forest Resource Council (AFRC) and its members, thank you for the opportunity to comment on the BMU 4 Access 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 Kootenai 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. 
The Cabinet Ranger District is proposing to meet the 2015 Kootenai National Forest Land Management Plan (Forest Plan) standards for grizzly bear habitat in the Cabinet-Yaak grizzly bear recovery zone in the Bull Bear Management Unit (BMU 4) by implementing access management changes to both public and administrative motorized routes on the Cabinet District of the Kootenai National Forest.
The Bull Bear Management Unit (BMU 4) project area is located in Sanders County, Montana, northeast of the Clark Fork River. BMU 4 encompasses approximately 81,755 acres and extends from Rock Creek south of Noxon, Montana to the Kootenai National Forest boundary at the Idaho-Montana state line.  BMU 4 does not currently meet standards for Open Motorized Route Density, or total motorized route density, TMRD, and 63 percent for core habitat.
AFRC is not writing to object to the Project rather we are writing to support improving management in the BMU 4 area.  AFRC understands that BMU 4 is currently 5% over the maximum standard for total motorized route density, 2% over the maximum standard for open motorized route density, and 2% below the minimum core habitat, as established by the 2015 Forest Plan (FW-STD-WL-02).  We and our members are in favor of remedying these problems in the short term, so we can have forest management options long-term.  
This can be done by implementing Alternative 1 which is the Preferred Alternative.  This alternative includes 1) restricting motorized access with a barrier on approximately 25 miles of roads that are currently gated, 2) changing motorized designation on approximately 6 miles of trails currently open to wheeled motorized use, 3) gating approximately 3 miles of road currently open to public access, 4) restricting motorized access with a barrier on approximately 1 mile of open roads, and 5) gating approximately 1 mile of power line access road. A two phased approach is proposed to meet access standards in the short term by gating the top 3 miles of the Berray Mountain Road while the Dry Creek timber sale is completed, then gate the Dry Creek road system, and reopen the Berray Mountain Road.
While we support implementation we would like to pass along some recommendations and thoughts when the action is implemented. 

1. We request that following implementation of this Project that a good road system is left that will provide access to forest management and restoration activities.  We ask that roads not be blocked or closed to the degree it could cause a de-facto Roadless Area for future consideration.  Our members are interested in having access to the Kootenai National Forest now, and into the future for timber to operate their sawmills.  

2. We would like to remind the Forest that an intact road system is critical to the management of Forest Service land, particularly for the provision of timber products in the general forest lands.  Without an adequate road system, the Forest Service will be unable to offer and sell timber products to the local industry in an economical manner.  The land base covered in the BMU4 area are to be managed for a variety of forest management objectives.  Removal of adequate access to these lands compromises the agency’s ability to achieve these objectives and is very concerning to us.   For roads to be decommissioned in the IRAs those road miles being decommissioned should be done by use of barriers or blockage of the road entrances.  

AFRC does not support obliteration or recontouring roads that are to be decommissioned because of the high cost involved.   Furthermore, there are alternative methods to mitigating potential resource damage caused by poorly designed or poorly maintain roads aside from full decommissioning.  Removing or replacing ineffective culverts, installing waterbars, and blocking access are all activities that can mitigate resource damage while maintaining useful roads on the landscape for future use.  Please consider these methods as an alternative to full decommissioning.   

AFRC believes that a significant factor contributing to increased fire activity in the region is the decreasing road access to our federal lands.  Recent fires include the South Yaak fire that burned 12,374 acres in 2021. This factor is often overshadowed by both climate change and fuels accumulation when the topic of wildfire is discussed in public forums.  However, we believe that a deteriorating road infrastructure has also significantly contributed to recent spikes in wildfires.  This deterioration has been a result of both reduced funding for road maintenance and the federal agency’s subsequent direction to reduce their overall road networks to align with this reduced funding.  The outcome is a forested landscape that is increasingly inaccessible to fire suppression agencies due to road decommissioning and/or road abandonment.  This inaccessibility complicates and delays the ability of firefighters to attack nascent fires quickly and directly.  On the other hand, an intact and well-maintained road system would facilitate a scenario where firefighters can rapidly access fires and initiate direct attack in a more safe and effective manner.   

If the Forest Service proposes to decommission, abandon, or obliterate road segments from the BMU 4 planning area we would like to see the analysis consider potential adverse impacts to fire suppression efforts due to the reduced access caused by the reduction in the road network.  We believe that this road network reduction would decrease access to wildland areas and hamper opportunities for firefighters to quickly respond and suppress fires.  On the other hand, additional and improved roads will enable firefighters quicker and safer access to suppress any fires that are ignited.   

3. AFRC is pleased that the selected action may affect but is not likely to adversely affect grizzly bears, Canada lynx, nor is it likely to jeopardize the continued existence to the North American Wolverine.  Some short-term impacts may be expected to all species when equipment is operating to complete the work.  
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the BMU 4 Access Project.  During the implementation of this project, we ask that you consider the need for future management and restoration in the area and maintain an adequate road system to accomplish that work.  
Sincerely,  
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Tom Partin

AFRC Consultant

921 SW Cheltenham Street

Portland, Oregon 97239


