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The Southwest Crown Collaborative (SWCC) consists of a diverse group of individuals and 
organizations working on a designated Collaborative Forest Landscape Restoration Project 
(CFLRP) within the landscape comprised of the Lincoln and Seeley Lake Ranger Districts and 
parts of the Swan Lake Ranger District. The Rice Ridge Fire occurred within the area of our 
collaboration. The SWCC commented on the Rice Ridge Salvage Project Scoping in January 
2018, being supportive of the purpose of the project to generate economic returns, but also 
pointing out several concerns we had with the proposed project. Some of these concerns were 
addressed in the EA for the project released on June 11, 2018, however one primary concern of 
ours was not adequately addressed. 
 
The SWCC continues to have concerns about the harvest of very large snags as part of the 
salvage project. Very large snags (currently defined as >20” DBH, but could be redefined with a 
larger diameter) are from a practical sense, an unrenewable resource in the landscape. It takes 
several hundred years to grow trees of this size. These trees, whether living, standing as snags, 
or fallen as down woody debris, play significant ecological roles in the overall health and 
diversity of a forest. As noted in the Jocko Lakes Salvage Project EA “The number, species, size, 
and distribution of snags also affect snag-dependent wildlife. Large-diameter snags are 
particularly important because they occur in fewer numbers and many species require large 
diameter snags for nesting. Large diameter snags also remain standing longer and are much 
more likely to develop suitable decay conditions for cavity-using species (McClelland 1979, Bull 
et al. 1997, Daenzer 2007 In USDA-FS 2008).” This EA also stated: “Longer and larger-diameter 
downed trees are generally most important because they can be used by a far greater range of 
species. In addition, they provide stable and persistent structures as well as better protection 
from weather extremes. A variety of sizes and decay classes are needed in downed wood in 
order to conserve functional processes that foster sustainable forest ecosystems (Torgersen 
and Bull 1995 In USDA-FS 2008).” The Jocko Salvage Project recognized the ecological value of 
large snags and included in its prescription the following: “Due to the importance of large 
diameter snags for wildlife, with the exception of trees near roads, trails or high use recreation 
sites, where public safety and facility protection is necessary, all trees greater than or equal to 
21 inches dbh would be retained.” We are concerned that these same considerations weren’t 
included in the Rice Ridge Salvage Project EA.   
 
We recommend that very large snags be left in place as they are an irreplaceable resource by 
any reasonable definition. This salvage project fails to identify the important value that these 
very large snags have in the landscape. This is not sound stewardship, and goes against many of 
the stated objectives of CFLRP that the SWCC seeks to implement. While VEG-4 discusses 
leaving “large coarse woody debris, snags, and structural heterogeneity to ensure these 
exceedingly rare habitat components remain within the landscape to the degree that their 
retention meet project objectives”, meeting project objectives is never clearly defined. 
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Application of VEG-4 is targeted to units that were designated old growth (MA 21) prior to the 
fire, of which 1374 acres occurred in the fire boundary with 335 ac included in salvage. 
However, even in these areas, very large snags would still be harvested, as large trees 
recognized as legacies would only be retained to meet project objectives. 
 
 The EA tries to build the case that harvest of large snags is not a significant concern, stating 
that only a limited number of acres of MA 21 units (the 335 ac mentioned above) will be 
harvested, and that remaining large live trees will be left. This analysis implies that the only 
units containing very large snags are these 335 acres. However, the project classifies stands 
according to the average tree sizes in the stand before the fire. A pre-fire stand with a number 
of very large trees but a larger number of large or medium diameter trees would be considered 
a large or medium diameter stand. The very large snags contained in these stands would be 
harvested along with the smaller sized snags. A significant number of large snags will be 
harvested if this procedure is followed. The EA identifies that 11% of the project area is 
classified as having pre-fire stand diameters averaging >15” (large tree stands), 75% of the 
project area is 10-14.9” diameter (medium tree stands), and 10% is in 5-9.9” average stand 
diameter (small tree stands). FIA data provide useful information about the actual size 
distribution of trees in pre-fire stands classified according to average tree sizes. For example, 
FIA data show that stands classified as medium tree stands could contain as many as 87 very 
large trees/ac (trees>20” DBH) and still be classified as a medium tree stand. Stands classified 
as large tree stands could contain up to 156 very large trees/ac and still be classified as a large 
tree stand. These FIA plot data collected within the SWCC area clearly demonstrate that many 
very large snags are likely to be harvested without further stand prescriptions to protect this 
irreplaceable resource. 
 
It can also be argued that very large snags, and eventually large downed woody debris, provide 
structural diversity within many forest stands that is a component of forest resiliency and long-
term health and functioning of the forest. Numerous references support this, as noted 
previously from the Jocko Lakes Salvage EA. While the Rice Ridge Salvage EA tries to make the 
case that a small number of acres containing very large snags will be harvested, as the above 
FIA information reveals, the resilience and long-term health of many stands not classified as MA 
21 will be impacted by the removal of remaining very large snags. This problem is easily 
corrected by incorporating unit level prescription guidance that leaves very large snags in place 
unless they present significant human hazards. While we recognize concerns about leaving very 
large snags as a safety concern during harvesting, stands with such trees can be safely 
harvested if the proper precautions and use of appropriate equipment in such situations are 
followed. 
 
We strongly recommend that the Rice Ridge Salvage Project adjust its unit prescriptions to 
provide retention of very large snags within harvest units. Failure to do so will reduce forest 
resiliency within harvest units and reduce the availability of a rare habitat component across 
many acres of the forest. 
 
Jon Haufler and James Burchfield, Co-chairs, SWCC 


