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Tyler’s Kitchen Project Leader
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Dear Project Leader: 
The Board of Commissioners for Mineral and Sanders County, Montana (Commissioners) identified that most natural resource issues faced by both counties are similar, if not identical and that the guidance and actions set forth in the Mineral County Resource Use Plan and Growth Policy also apply to most lands in Sanders County.  To facilitate effective participation in federal planning processes, the counties determined that working together would increase their success in providing meaningful input with local expertise and knowledge in creating, revising, implementing, and monitoring federal plans and projects.  The Commissioners have entered into a Memorandum Of Understanding (MOU) and share the costs of a Natural Resource Advisor to represent both counties with these planning and project development issues.
Combined, our counties participate in planning and project development on five National Forests in western Montana and Northern Idaho.  Both counties have signed MOU’s and have Cooperating Agency Status with the Lolo Plan Revision, the Bitterroot Grizzly Bear EIS, and the National Old Growth Amendment (NOGA).  With approximately 70 percent of Sanders County and 90 percent of Mineral County owned and managed by the U.S. Forest Service, our citizens, businesses, and counties are highly dependent on the active management of our National Forests for our health, safety, and [footnoteRef:1]“community stability”.  Our heritage, customs, and culture are based on the historic use and access to the natural resources provided by our National Forests. [1:  36 C.F.R. Section 221.3(a)(l)
The Forest Service is obligated to consider and provide for “community stability in its decision-making processes. See also S. Rept. No. 105.22; 30 
“Community Stability” is defined as a combination of local customs, culture, and economic preservation.] 

We support active management of our National Forests that improves forest health, reduces the risk of catastrophic wildfire, and improves public safety and wellbeing while supporting community stability and providing opportunities for future economic growth.  We offer the following comments and suggestions we believe improve how the project accomplishes the desired conditions identified in the Purpose and Need and ultimately improves project outcomes.
Need for Proposal: We support the Purpose and Need with the following suggested change. The 33,440 acre Tyler’s Kitchen Fuels Reduction and Forest Health Project (Project) borders approximately 14 miles of the wildland Urban Interface (WUI) along the I-90 corridor from Rock Creek to the forest boundary near Harvey Creek and it borders approximately 8 miles of the Rock Creek WUI.  The Need for Proposal only briefly discusses the presents of private residence along the I-90 corridor and Rock Creek drainage 
Following the catastrophic fire season of 2000, Congress directed the Secretary of Agriculture and the Secretary of the Interior to identify communities within the vicinity of Federal lands that are at high risk from wildfire and publish a list of these communities in the Federal Register.  This action pulled State and Local Governments together to assist these agencies in the process of identifying these communities and establishing WUI boundaries.  Since that time, the President and Congress have recognized the need to prioritize management within the WUI in with the Wildfire Crisis Strategy and the identification of Priority Landscapes.
The WUI should be identified as a separate item in the purpose and need with more detail on residence and structures as well as additional infrastructure such as the railroad and freeway. The Proposed Action should recognize the potential risks to life and property and clearly identify the need to cooperate and coordinate with local governments that includes local knowledge, expertise, and information to establish management and mitigation strategies to address these risks now and into the future.  Both Granite and Missoula Counties have existing Community Wildfire Protection Plans that identify WUI boundaries that should be included on the project map.
BPA Cooperation/Collaboration: While unplanned ignitions originating from the powerlines are certainly a legitimate concern, the Forest and BPA should also consider and discuss preemptive management strategies for fires that start outside the BPA corridor and threaten this critical infrastructure.  For example, shaded fuel breaks along each side of the existing corridor could effectively reduce the risk of crown fires near the power lines. 
Economic Structure and Community Stability: The Forest products industry in western Montana and northern Idaho is struggling with the resent closures of lumber mills and the particle board plant.  While there are a number of issues that are contributing to these closures, the uncertainty of a consistent reliable log supply is a contributing factor.  Without the coexistence of these industries our ability to perform essential forest restoration work will become difficult and much more expensive, and the economic stability of our rural communities will continue to deteriorate.  There is an ongoing effort to return some stability to the industry but we need to continue to demonstrate certainty of a supply of raw materials to facilitate this effort.  The Tyler’s Kitchen Project is a critical part of this program and we appreciate the Forest efforts to develop the project.
Proposed Action: We support the Proposed Action with the following suggestions we believe will improve how the project accomplishes the intent outlined in the Need for Proposal, meets project objectives, and achieves desired future conditions.
Burn units 501 and 510 among others have commercially viable timber volumes that would contribute to the project economics and improve how the project meets the purpose and need.  We urge the Forest to look closely at the burn units for additional opportunities to salvage commercial timber volume prior to burning activities.
Burn units 525, 526, and 527 are high risk units that could easily and quickly turn into stand replacing fires.  We urge the forest to consider a fuel break discussed below or avoid burning these units altogether.  We wonder if these areas might be better analyzed as old growth?
We support the proposed shaded fuel breaks to alter potential fire behavior and improve firefighter safety and access.  We strongly encourage the forest to construct an additional shaded fuel break along the top of the above burn units 525, 526, and 527 between the power line and Tyler point.
We support the proposal to create forest openings greater than 40 acres to meet desired project objectives.
An open road system is essential for the extraction of raw materials from our forests.  Motorized recreation, which also requires open roads is becoming more popular, substantially contributing to our local economies.  We support the road system proposed for this project.  As you analyze the transportation system for this project please pay particular attention for opportunities to create open loop roads to enhance the motorized recreational experience.
We support mechanical treatments in the Silver King IRA and suggest additional commercial treatments in burn units 525, 526, and 527 rather than burning or prior to burning.  Commercial treatments may be possible within these units using tools and strategies similar to those used to manage the Lost Marble project on the Superior District.
We are disappointed to see the opportunity to include the acres in the Eightmile Creek drainage dropped from the project.  This area is part of the Lolo managed by the Beaverhead Deer Lodge Forest.  Unfortunately this area will probably not see any forest health treatments in the near future due access and project feasibility issues.
With all the activity around discussions with old growth, we are surprised that the scoping document did not discuss the topic.  We strongly suggest you include this discussion in the draft decision.
Respectfully submitted,
Willy Peck, Natural Resource Advisor, Mineral and Sanders Counties



