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Responses to ISRP

“Habitat Units to be gained are not identified”: 
Habitat units to be gained for prescribed burning have not previously been calculated.  If the project is funded we would work closely with BPA to determine Habitat Units.  The Priscilla Peak project is a large area (>4,800 acres proposed for treatment), and many wildlife species are likely to benefit, it is likely that habitat units would be high.  Additionally, the species that would benefit are highly valued (bighorn sheep) or rare (grizzly bear).  However, an application of prescribed fire is a time sensitive process and benefits are variable dependent upon the time that has passed since fire. Thus the habitat units would need to be reduced slightly because benefits would not last forever.  Within the Willamette Valley of Oregon, one habitat unit was defined as one acre of prime elk habitat (1987, contract #DE-AI79-86BP62381).  In the case of this project, because bighorn sheep and grizzly bears are more “important” species because of the high value of sheep horns and the Threatened status of grizzly bears habitat value is likely to be higher than 1:1.  The decrease of the habitat value through time would likely be at a slow rate because reforestation of high-intensity burned sheep habitat would occur very slowly, likely returning to pre-burn levels in 100 or more years.  However, benefits of increased forage in lower-elevation, underburned stands would likely return to pre-burn levels after about 20-30 years.  Considering these factors one habitat unit may be equivalent to about 0.6 to 0.7 acres.
Thus at this point exact habitat units have not been calculated or agreed upon, but a foundation exists where units could be assessed with relative ease.  A guess for the final number may be between 7,680 and 8,160 HUs.
Describe “the entire project, including pre-burn surveys, environmental clearances, etc.”:  
Because this project is a federal action a variety of laws apply to its planning and implementation.  The forest service uses the requirements of the National Environmental Policy Act as a framework to evaluate the effects of the project.  Individual resource specialists (Wildlife biologists, hydrologists, etc.) insure that the needed work in done to meet other laws such as the Endangered Species Act, Clean Water Act, and National Historic Preservation Act.  The Priscilla Peak project was assessed by fisheries and wildlife biologists, botanists, a hydrologist, fire managers, and archeological resource, noxious weed, and forestry/silviculture specialists.  Each specialist approved of the project and certified that it followed the appropriate laws and regulations including the National Environmental Policy Act.  In some cases the methods were modified to meet those laws and regulations.  For example, due to potential effects on fisheries, ignition of prescribed fire will not occur within 300 feet of perennial water bodies or streams.  Pre-burn surveys have included botany and noxious weed surveys.  Annual aerial surveys of the area are conducted by Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife, and Parks as discussed in the project narrative.  Because the type of prescribed fire proposed fits well within the historical range of fire frequency, intensity and size, non-target wildlife species will be able to maintain populations through fire, thus these species were not surveyed.  Although the project is large in scale for a prescribed fire, we are simply attempting to restore a natural process to the ecosystem in a manner that is more cost effective than dealing with an uncontrolled wildfire.  Because the approach is very simple and the Forest Service resource specialists concluded that the ecological risks were very low, very few surveys have been conducted.
Describe “How this site fits into the year-long requirements of the sheep and if proposed work is part of a larger, integrated plan”:  

The Priscilla Peak area is used by bighorn sheep for the entire year.  For about 11 ½ months the area supports a large number of the rams in population.  For the other 2 weeks, the rams move up to 10-15 miles to breed with ewes throughout the population.  The Priscilla area contains nearly 2,000 acres of winter and spring use areas and about 850 acres of non-forested areas used primarily in the summer and fall.  Prescribed burning will improve forage availability in the winter ranges and increase the size of the open patches used in summer and fall.
This projects is not specifically a part of a larger integrated plan, but it follows goals and objectives outlined in the adjacent subbasin plans, in the Lolo Forest Management Plan, and into the Forest Service’s National Fire Plan.  Within the wildlife program at the Plains/Thompson Falls Ranger District, there has been an ongoing effort (reaching back at least to the 1980s) to maintain and improve bighorn sheep habitat.  Many projects have been used to meet that goal including similar (but smaller) prescribed fires in Munson Creek (1998) and along the Koo Koo Sint Ridge (early 1990s) both of which are within the range of same sheep population.  
“…Consider conducting follow-up monitoring on direct vegetative response to the burns.” And “…how vegetation in the burn areas will be monitored…to allow comparison of vegetation change and animal use over time.”:  
Monitoring vegetative response to the burns is described in the project narrative (Section F).  Results of burning will be measured with aerial photos because overall response of the forest type will have the largest effect on sheep habitat and a much larger area can be sampled far more effectively.  By assessing the proportion of the area burned at high, moderate, and low intensity, effects on sheep habitat can be estimated.  High intensity burn converts poor habitat (dense forest) into relatively good habitat by removing the cover used by predators and causing the sheep to “feel safer” and forage more.  Low intensity burn areas usually remove small tree and shrub cover from older, open forests.  This causes an increase in grass forage and an increase in sight distance to help avoid predators.  Aerial photographs can also be easily compared through time – even back to our earliest photographs from the 1940s.  Annual monitoring of bighorn sheep by the Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife, and Parks provides sheep population data with which to compare changes in vegetation.
“A discussion of erosion and sedimentation”:  

See attached memo from Traci Sylte, Hydrologist with the Lolo National Forest.
“…noxious weed invasion”:  

The proposed treatment area currently has limited infestations of about 3 noxious weed species.  These species, cheatgrass (Bromus tectorum), spotted knapweed (Centaurea maculosa) and St. Johnswort (Hypericum perforatum) are already common and abundant throughout the Plains/Thompson Falls Ranger District.  Infestations of the project area currently exist mainly on the southeastern side of the area in the vicinity of the Priscilla Peak Trail – the main vector for weed transport into the area.  These weed species have spread somewhat from the trail into open habitats near the trail, and weeds have spread from the Thompson River Road into some of the stands adjacent to the road.  Infestations are currently not heavy enough where other plant species are excluded.  However, because the project area has no road access and no ground-disturbing machinery will be used during prescribed burning or in the foreseeable future there is a low risk of the weed problem being exacerbated to a level where other resources are at risk. 
The project area is within the scope of current efforts to manage noxious weeds throughout the Lolo Forest.  Planning is occurring in 2006 that would enable biological and herbicide weed control methods in the areas along the Priscilla Peak Trail as long as sensitive resources such as streams, springs, or sensitive plant species would not be adversely affected.  Currently, because; 1) the weed abundance is much higher in other areas of the Lolo Forest, 2) these 3 weed species are not new invaders and are common, and 3) low weed abundance in the project area is allowing native species to maintain reasonable abundance, weed treatments will likely not occur in the area for several years.  Essentially, the area is part of our Forestwide assessment of weed treatment needs, but the risk of weeds is lower than other areas with or without the proposed fire treatment.
Describe information transfer “what information, to whom, and why”:
Monitoring information on vegetation changes resulting from this project will be transferred to the Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife, and Parks to quantify habitat management within that sheep hunting unit.  This information will be considered when hunting seasons and quotas are set each year.  Upon completion of the project, the Forest Service will present the project and results to the Montana Chapter of The Wildlife Society.  It is also possible that data about movements and habitat use of existing radio-collared bighorn sheep in the Priscilla Peak area will be used by the University of Montana to associate habitat use patterns to burn patterns.  Within the Forest Service, the monitoring data will be shared with wildlife biologists across the Lolo National Forest and the Northern Region (Montana, Northern Idaho, and North Dakota) to provide background information for other projects proposed to improve bighorn sheep habitat.  The area treated will be reported during the treatment year to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service as habitat improvement for grizzly bears within the Cabinet-Yaak Recovery Zone.  As with all information collected by the Forest Service, data are available to the public upon request. 
