Sportsmen groups sue over logging roadless areas near Helena
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An overview from MacDonald Pass of the Jericho Mountain Inventoried Roadless Area.
Tom Kuglin, Independent Record

Two hunting conservation groups filed suit Tuesday challenging a logging
and prescribed burning Forest Service project west of Helena.
Helena Hunters and Anglers Association and the Montana Wildlife
Federation brought the federal lawsuit over portions of the Ten Mile-South
Helena Project approved by the Forest Service last year. The project calls for
thinning, logging and burning on more than 17,500 acres within a 60,000acre project area west of Helena that supplies one of two sources of water for

the city. Goals of the project include mitigating wildfire, improving
firefighter safety and protecting city water infrastructure.
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The lawsuit focuses on two inventoried roadless areas within the project area
and the impacts of logging on wildlife. The groups say they do not oppose
proposed work outside of Lazyman Gulch and Jericho Mountain roadless
areas.
But the groups say in their lawsuit that the Forest Service’s decision to log
and burn parts of the roadless areas -- including building temporary roads,
bike trails and using machinery -- violates federal law, and that reductions in
hiding cover for big game were not properly vetted and run counter to the
forest plan.
“The Jericho Mountain and Lazyman Gulch roadless areas provide important
habitat for big game and other wildlife species,” the lawsuit says. “The two
roadless areas are important for wildlife movement in the region and are
considered by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to be located within an
important corridor, or linkage zone, for native wildlife, including wolverine,
gray wolves, Canada lynx, grizzly bears, and big game species.”
While the lawsuit does mention federally protected species such as grizzly
bears and lynx, the groups did not sue over Endangered Species Act
protections. Attorney Matthew Bishop said that there are potential concerns
over protected species, but the groups focused their litigation on impacts to
big game as that was the bulk of their comments during the Forest Service’s
review of the project.

The lawsuit centers heavily on the relationship between big game and cover,
and the documented need for hiding cover for elk and deer, particularly
during hunting seasons. The Forest Service uses hiding cover standards
related to road density, essentially meaning the higher the road density the
more hiding cover that is necessary to meet the standard.
In Ten Mile-South Helena, the Forest Service uses amendments to the forest
plan to shift hiding cover standards to blocks of habitat called “security
areas.” The groups believe the security areas are unproven and
unenforceable, and that the Forest Service failed to properly analyze the
impacts of security areas.
The idea of security areas came about as the Forest Service said it could not
meet hiding cover standards in several areas, in part due to roads outside of
its control as well as millions of dead trees resulting from insect infestations.
The agency had previously proposed security areas during travel planning
along the Continental Divide, but later withdrew them when conservation
groups again filed suit. The agency said at that time it would take up security
areas and standards in a new forest plan, which is currently in the drafting
process.
The groups make several additional claims, including that the Forest Service
included aspects of the project, such as some new bike trails, that were never
part of draft plans and did not analyze the cumulative impacts of other
forestry projects in the area.
The groups also take issue with the Forest Service defining a closed road as
one closed to the public rather than those potentially in use by loggers or
agency personnel.

The groups ask that logging and burning in the roadless areas be halted and
the Forest Service ordered to reconsider its decision. They also request
attorney fees.
Attempts to reach contacts with the association or federation were not
successful.

