June 8, 2023
Tim Lahey
Butte District Ranger
1820 Meadowlark
Butte, MT 59701

Ref. Basin Creek – Butte Watershed Project #63295

Dear Tim,
The Beaverhead-Deerlodge Working Group (BDWG) is an independent group that works collaboratively on issues relevant to the Beaverhead-Deerlodge National Forest, the surrounding lands and communities. The BDWG does not include Forest Service employees and is not utilized or directed by the Forest Service.
This is a comment letter pursuant to the Draft EA for the Basin Creek/Butte Watershed project.  We value the Basin Creek Municipal Watershed as the primary source of drinking water for the Butte area, supporting nearly 35,000 people. The Basin Creek Treatment Plant was completed in 2017 at a cost of over $30 million. The treatment plant ensures that EPA standards are met and has the secondary benefits of saving energy and reducing withdrawals from the Big Hole River. It should be noted that the Big Hole River is already seeing tremendous pressure from recreation, ranching, drought and other factors. A major wildfire in the Basin Creek Watershed could render the treatment plant inoperable and create a situation where Butte needs to exercise its senior water rights on the Big Hole River. This could create an even more desperate situation. Butte's most productive and economical water supply would likely be rendered unusable and full recovery could take a decade or more. If the Basin Creek supply were unavailable for 10 years, the total estimated increase in power costs alone are up to $4.3 million and the total costs associated with recovery could be much higher.
The BDWG finds the Basin Creek-Butte Watershed EA to be thorough and well-conducted. We commend BDNF District Ranger and all other BDNF staff involved in drafting this EA for their thoughtful and thorough assessment of this project and their dedication and hard work in completing the draft EA. 

The BDWG agrees with the proposed actions outlined in the EA and believes these actions will greatly reduce the risk of catastrophic wildfire and improve overall forest health. We support mechanical operation in the Inventoried Roadless Area as outlined. However, we would like to emphasize that vehicle travel in the IRA post treatment is prevented, and the area continues to meet the intent of a roadless designation.
The BDWG also strongly supports an Emergency Situation designation for the project given the high probability of catastrophic wildfire in the drainage and the impacts to human health and safety to surrounding communities that wildfire presents. We believe the proposed actions in the draft EA would adequately address health and safety issues associated with wildfire risk in the project area.

Thank you for considering our input and for your dedication responsible forest management and the residents of Butte-Silver Bow County.

The Beaverhead-Deerlodge Working Group

