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August 29, 2018 
 
Ms. Christine Dawe 
Director, Renewable Natural Resources 
Northern Region 
U.S. Forest Service 
Building 28, Fort Missoula 
Missoula, MT 59808 
 
Dear Christine: 
 
The Southwest Crown Collaborative (SWCC) has had the privilege to work with 
three National Forests and their leadership over the last nine years in the 
development and implementation of the Southwest Crown Collaborative Forest 
Landscape Restoration Project (CFLRP).   This letter is directed to you and the 
relevant line officers of these National Forests – the Lolo, Helena-Lewis and Clark, 
and Flathead  - to offer our impressions on the progress of the Blackfoot Swan 
Landscape Restoration Project (BSLRP).   At the outset we wish to emphasize the 
professionalism and cooperative nature of all Forest Service staff with whom we 
have worked on BSLRP.   The line officers and members of the BSLRP team have 
consistently invited our members to engage with them in deliberations on every 
phase of this project.  We are grateful for this openness and willingness to listen to 
our ideas.   We sustain the highest respect for all participants in this important and 
challenging endeavor to realize landscape-level restoration goals on our National 
Forest lands. 
 
The SWCC met on July 30, 2018, to discuss how we would like to see the remainder 
of the BSRLP project unfold, and we agreed on several key areas of interest.   We 
then met with the BSLRP team on August 7, 2018, to present these areas of interest 
verbally and to listen to the team’s immediate feedback on our ideas.  Our meeting 
with the BSLRP team was highly informative to all in attendance, and we wish to 
thank team leader, Sandy Mack, for ensuring that our discourse with the team 
proceeded in such a constructive and collegial manner.   
 
Based on the conclusions of the SWCC and from the additional information gained in 
the August 7 meeting with the BSRLP team, we wish to offer you the following 
recommendations on how we believe BSLRP may best advance the goals of the SW 
Crown CFLR project and the interests of our local communities.   To simplify the 
presentation of these recommendations, we’ve chosen to group them in two major 
categories.  First, we will offer our interpretation of the best pathways to manifest 
restoration actions in the mid-Swan.  This includes available choices on decision-
making and environmental review requirements.  Second, we will discuss the future 
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of landscape-level restoration assessments with a particular focus on the photo-
interpretation (PI assessment) methodology applied in BSLRP.  
 
Manifesting Restoration Action 
 
 A key interest of the SWCC is getting work completed on the ground in an 

expeditious manner.  Sometimes this concept is framed as “efficiency,” although 
the major element of efficiency of concern to the SWCC is timeliness.  Although 
efficiency might be measured via different types of criteria (such as cost, 
required personnel, or number of analyses conducted), timeliness is the metric 
that matters most to SWCC members. With a particularly difficult fire season 
last year fresh in people’s minds and renewed interest in improving the NEPA 
process, we believe now is a good time to try some new approaches based on 
what the BSLRP team has developed. 

 In the view of the SWCC, an attempt to roll all decisions into one large EIS 
document is a mistake.  It will take 6-8 plus years to accomplish anything on the 
ground, as the broad scope of decisions will almost certainly be challenged.  We 
feel that significant, non-controversial actions, such as fuel reductions in the 
WUI, can take place independently far more quickly under current authorities.  
Why hold these important, publically desirable actions hostage to a process that 
will be particularly cumbersome and controversial? 

 We believe that restoration actions taken in a step-wise fashion do not foreclose 
on longer-term, more integrated restoration projects.  With a comprehensive 
analysis already completed via the BSLRP assessment, phased actions utilizing 
much more efficient decision documentation (i.e., EAs and CEs) can move 
conditions in a desirable direction, get necessary work done quickly, build 
confidence across an impatient public, and respond to unforeseen 
perturbations that frequently arise.  Further, monitoring teams who are already 
in place via the CFLRP can identify appropriate adjustments that will make 
subsequent projects more effective. 

 Although a perfect world might allow highly integrated actions to be applied 
simultaneously across a broad landscape, the practical realities of legal, 
regulatory, economic, and capacity constraints lead to inevitable delays of 
proposals that are too complex.   We all have experience of well-intended 
projects that collapse under their own weight. 

 Based on previous data sets and the BSLRP assessment, the SWCC has identified 
four of the BSLRP assessment’s nine “needs” as highly opportune areas for 
immediate action:  (1) fuel reductions in the WUI, with the added benefit of 
improving the protection and recruitment of “legacy trees;” (2) aquatic 
restoration in headwaters streams coupled with road and beaver restoration in 
selected locations; (3) whitebark pine restoration in high-elevation areas; and 
(4) western white pine restoration in those locations identified as appropriate 
for reintroduction.  We believe these could all receive local social support. 

 These could still be implemented across the entire mid-Swan landscape, 
perhaps in very focused and streamlined EAs as was discussed during the 



EADM workshops. Information gained through the BSLRP assessment would 
help direct where in the landscape would be most opportune.  

 Other restoration needs identified in the BSLRP assessment can be addressed in 
phased implementation from the initial work, attempting to fulfill other 
landscape-level opportunities in a manner that aligns public concerns with 
agency capabilities to address more complex projects.  

 
To summarize, the SWCC believes a better strategy for realizing restoration goals is 
a step-by-step, small-successes-building-to-larger-successes approach.  For 
example, using CE’s or other streamlined authorities great restoration progress can 
be made right away in the WUI, where many large trees grew in the first place.  Why 
take more time to attempt to restore large trees everywhere when there are easy 
opportunities, utilizing far-more straightforward documentation, to restore large 
trees where they are most visible and valuable?  In our view immediate action in the 
WUI and improvements on highly desirable landscape elements such as clean, cold 
water build public support and momentum for future, ongoing work.    
 
Developing Future Landscape Restoration Strategies 
 
 The SWCC has long supported a comprehensive view of restoration 

opportunities at a scale appropriate to landscape-level management.  It has 
been an advocate for attempting to understand how a difficult goal, such as 
biodiversity conservation, can be applied over a significant area like the 
250,000 acres of the mid-Swan. 

 Although a large scale EIS might hold the promise of completing a series of 
important restoration activities over a number of years, we believe the 
appropriate vehicle for laying out restoration goals is the Forest Plan.  We see 
this as a more legitimate mechanism to establish the necessary parameters 
(standards, guidelines, desired future conditions) for future action.   

 The SWCC believes information derived from the BSLRP assessment can offer 
insight to decision-makers, since it helps frame the scope and scale of resource 
conditions and trends.  However, as a tool to direct on-the-ground decisions, it 
is misplaced in both its authority and responsiveness to other social, economic, 
and operational constraints.  For example, during the SWCC field trip in June 
2018, results from the BSLRP assessment did not offer clear objectives to direct 
silvicultural prescriptions tailored to the highly variable conditions on the 
ground.  The results of a BSLRP assessment plus other forms of information can 
be most relevant, in our view, when synthesized into a decision document like a 
Forest Plan. 

 Like any assessment tool, the BSLRP use of the photo interpretation (PI) 
methodology for historical range of variability (HRV) and future range of 
variability (FRV) has its pluses and minuses.  We have identified significant 
concerns with this methodology that we think require a more serious 
examination of its utility, limitations, and outputs.  The scientists and staff who 
have worked on the PI assessment in the mid-Swan are enormously capable, 



dedicated employees, who have put forth great effort to make the tool as 
relevant and useful as possible, but they are straddled with the tool’s inherent 
problems as currently applied.    

 We understand that there is an intention to take the learning gained from the 
mid-Swan PI assessment and publish these findings, perhaps in a General 
Technical Report.  This could provide a useful outlet for the work of the BSLRP 
project, but it must also contain a critical assessment of the PI methodology as 
applied to the HRV and FRV components of the assessment.    

 The SWCC also recommends taking information gained from the BSLRP 
assessment and converting it into common language:  the landscape is 
fragmented; there are too-large patches on the old Plum Creek lands that will 
need to be reshaped over the long term; and there are too small patches in the 
valleys that can be reshaped quickly to meet other desirable objectives.   
Keeping it simple can build public understanding, which leads to public support.  

 
Thank you for this opportunity to comment on BSLRP.   We look forward to any 
additional conversations you may wish to have with the SWCC on this topic. 
 
Respectfully,  
 
 
James Burchfield      Jon Haufler 
Co-chair, SWCC     Co-chair, SWCC 
 
 
Cc Chip Weber, Forest Supervisor, Flathead NF 
 Tim Garcia, Forest Supervisor, Lolo NF 
 Bill Avey, Forest Supervisor, Helena/Lewis and Clark NF 
 Michael Stansberry, District Ranger, Lincoln RD 
 Rachel Feigley, District Ranger, Seeley Lake RD 
 Chris Dowling, District Ranger, Swan Lake RD 
 Sandy Mack, Team Leader, BSLRP 
 


