Comments from Lolo Restoration Committee on the Lolo National Forest, Lolo Prescribed Fire Project				February 10. 2025

The Lolo Restoration Committee (LRC) would like to offer a series of comments on the Lolo Prescribed Fire Project, #67482.  We appreciate this opportunity to comment and offer our ideas to improve the project and support its implementation. 

The LRC is a long-standing forest collaborative group comprised of a diverse group of individuals supporting sustainable forest management and restoration of the Lolo National Forest.  We have submitted comments to Lolo National Forest on other projects in the past.

In general terms, the LRC supports the goals of the Lolo Prescribed Fire Project. We recognize, as do many others throughout the forest science and management community, that returning fire to forest settings in and around the Lolo National Forest will be essential to sustaining vital forest ecosystems and preventing uncharacteristic high severity fires.   However, we are concerned that the scoping letter for the EA as currently formulated does not represent the potential best practices that can lead to effective, timely, or widespread implementation of the necessary forest treatments, or at least is unclear.  The LRC has learned over the years that project documents must simultaneously consider economic, social, and ecological imperatives to become implemented within a time frame that shows progress and builds public confidence in the efficacy of the Forest Service as an institution.  Especially in the current political environment where federal agencies face serious threats to their survival, it is important to get things done to demonstrate the capabilities of the agency to address public needs.   In short, the stakes are unusually high to get this right.

To improve the Lolo Prescribed Fire Project, we suggest the following:

· The areas to be treated by prescribed fire, identified within the Project as between 20,000 – 45,000 acres per year, need to be described or delineated much more clearly regarding inherent conditions – such as fire regimes, risk indices, stocking levels, stand densities, canopy layers, and size classes - to distinguish relevant opportunities and constraints of common treatments.  In many cases and over much of the project area, we expect that fuels loads within forest stands are dominated by small trees in the understory and larger trees in the overstory, where the combination of non-commercial mechanical treatments and prescribed fire, as identified in the current EA, can result in desired outcomes.  Yet there are many other acres where forest stand conditions contain significant proportions of pole-sized trees, 6” – 12” DBH, under larger trees.   The EA’s prescriptions that recommend either masticating, cutting, piling, and burning these larger, pole-sized trees make little sense both economically, environmentally and socially (more on this below).  We recommend clarifying that areas in these conditions are not the target of this EA..  We believe a broad scale EA for prescribed burning will only be credible if these larger trees that will create heavy fuel load or are commercially viable, like pole-sized trees, are recognized for their other values and treated mechanically.
· The LRC has observed in the past attempts of the Forest Service to produce large-scale, “condition-based” environmental impact documentation in the hopes of generating efficiencies in the number of analyses conducted often use a lot of staff time and money, stall in analysis, then produce very little results on the ground.   The agency has also coupled this approach with projects that preclude commercial operations based on the hope that people will not object to treatments applying only non-commercial operations.  This assumption may contain some truth, but it also may require the agency to settle for sub-optimal management decisions. What the public deserves is an honest portrayal of what needs to be done and where, tempered by the realities of other constraints.  It is simply not sound management to pile and burn larger-sized trees that could be utilized as commercial products.  It is counterproductive on at least two fronts: (1) The capability to get work done is dramatically reduced without the potential income (and cost offset) from the commercial sale of the trees; and (2) the carbon budget advantages of utilizing wood products and storing the carbon are lost when commercially viable timber is burned, generating additional undesirable smoke and carbon dioxide release.  It might be possible to get a large-scale EA that does not contain commercial operations through to completion, but it is highly unlikely that an EA that acknowledges and accepts wasteful use of public assets and undesirable externalities will succeed in meeting desired future conditions. If the goal is to use this EA to target areas that would not require the expensive and wasteful cutting and piling of 6”-12” DBH, as we recommend, then that should be clarified. 
· The LRC recommends further clarifying that the methods to address uncharacteristic wildfire risks to the Lolo National Forest should differ by treating different types of forest conditions with different tools.  Those areas where predominantly small-sized vegetation would have to be removed to allow for a successful prescribed burn would be evaluated and treated in one manner, as laid out in this EA. And the areas where larger-sized trees would need to be removed would be treated differently, with a separate EA, or better yet, CEs. A broad-scale EA, like the current Lolo Prescribed Fire Project, can be easily modified to focus more directly on acres where pre-burn treatments only deal with cutting smaller-sized tress in a straightforward fashion with precommercial cutting followed by prescribed fire.  Those areas where trees containing commercial value would need to be removed should be developed using CE’s or other EA’s. While this is noted in the scoping document it should be made clearer.  This would allow for more defensible, more targeted objectives that consider the specific, on-the-ground conditions of these forest stands.  The LRC believes this dual approach will bring greater efficiency and success.  The Forest Service already has multiple authorities to address treatment needs in forests where fire risk is high.  We recommend that you use them.  These CE projects need not be large, they just need to allow that treatments happen promptly.   Several small projects that are implemented efficiently are far more valuable – to both the forest and the agency as an institution - than ambitious plans that never bear fruit.   A modified Lolo Prescribed Fire EA can begin to show that prescribed fire is a viable tool that supports a resilient forest but does not ignore economic or carbon sequestration opportunities.

The LRC looks forward to continuing our conversations on how to sustain and restore the Lolo National Forest.

Jim Burchfield and Mike Schaedel
Co-Chairs of the Lolo Restoration Committee
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