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  SUMMARY AND BACKGROUND 
 
Healthy forests are a critical component of the Powell County landscape, providing multiple public 

and private benefits. Recent changes in weather/climate patterns are creating longer fire seasons and 

drier fuel conditions, causing fires to increase in number, size and intensity. Larger fires are more 

difficult to stop, creating a threat to human property, interests, lives, and livelihoods. This threat is 

expected to continue due to overly dense forests, increases in tree mortality, and the resulting buildup 

of hazardous fuels within Powell County. The Rice Ridge Fire of 2017 is a good example of these 

conditions, burning over 160,000 acres from Seeley Lake to Ovando before weather eventually 

stopped its spread.  (See Map 2).  Nearly 80 percent of the Blackfoot Watershed is comprised of 

forested land, and 20% in private, noncommercial ownership. The North Ovando Fuel Reduction 

(NOFR) TIP is an opportunity to treat the primary resource concern of Wildfire Hazard from 

Biomass Accumulation and to make long‐term conservation investments on private, non-industrial 

forested lands to reduce the risk of catastrophic wildfire events, while enhancing forest health, 

wildlife habitat, and public safety.  The NOFR TIP will directly address resource concerns on 

approximately 1000 acres with a total cost of $1,000,000 obligated to contracts between the years 

2023 and 2026.  It is important to note the TIP area is relatively large compared to the planned 

treatment acres, however cumulative efforts among partners are intended to increase coverage and 

fill strategic gaps.   

 
Figure 1: This photo illustrates current conditions among many properties located within the NOFR 
TIP boundary.  Notice the various ladder fuels and crowded tree spacing. 
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TIP Boundary: 
 
The NOFR TIP area encompasses 57,035 acres – approximately 75% of the area is forested.  The 

boundary begins at the junction of MT-Highway 200 and Woodworth Road (the eastern boundary of 

the Blackfoot-Clearwater Game Range), then east on Highway 200 to the North Fork of the Blackfoot 

River, then following the perimeter of Kleinschmidt Flats to its northeast corner then follow US 

Forest Service (USFS) boundary north to encompass all private lands adjacent to Cooper’s Lake, then 

roughly west following the USFS Lolo National Forest boundary approximately 20 miles to Salmon 

Lake then south and east following the boundary of the Blackfoot Clearwater Game Range back to 

Mt-Highway 200 and Woodworth Road.  (See TIP Boundary Map on the cover page).           

 
 

 

Map 1 
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Ownership: 
 
The TIP boundary was delineated based on known geography and private forest land south of the Lolo 

National Forest in cooperation with both landowners and partners.  Although the TIP boundary is 

relatively large, it is important to note that non-forested agricultural lands and public lands are 

included in the overall TIP Boundary but are not addressed in this TIP proposal.  In an effort to create 

a contiguous area for public outreach and treatment efforts – while not excluding small acreage 

landowners- the TIP boundary includes known ineligible areas of publicly owned land.  Landowner 

participation in Farm Bill Programs and eligibility will influence the location and total applied acres.  

(See Map 2).  Similarly, the TIP Boundary includes a network of Streamside Management Zones 

(SMZs) where forest treatments will not occur – further reducing the eligible acres relative to the 

overall TIP land coverage.  (See Map 4). 
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Map 2 
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  Ownership/Management History: 
 

Most of the private forested land within the TIP boundary was once under the management of the 

Anaconda Company and was heavily harvested at the turn of the 20th century. Other industrial forest 

companies followed, as did large ranch ownership. As time passed, Plum Creek Timber Company 

partnered with the Nature Conservancy and the Blackfoot Challenge (among many others) to transfer 

over 90,000 acres to public and private ownership with conservation easements attached.  Many of 

the parcels include residences within the wildland urban interface (WUI). There are multiple long-

term ranch ownerships within the TIP boundary that have remained in family ownership as cow/calf 

operations. Some of these ranches supplement their livestock operations with income derived from 

commercial logging.  Many private properties are greater than 160 acres due to North Powell County 

Land Planning Restrictions; however, multiple small parcels exist, particularly in the east and 

northwest portions of the Target Area.   

 

A significant product of the Plumb Creek land transfer was the Blackfoot Community Conservation 

Area (BCCA) Core totaling 5,600 acres in the heart of the TIP boundary.  The BCCA Core is part of the 

much larger BCCA which totals 41,000 acres of state, federal, and private forest land.  The BCCA Core 

is owned by the Blackfoot Challenge but solely managed by 15 community members/agency 

representatives.  The area is highly valued by the local community and greater public for, among other 

things, the extraordinary biological richness, forming the southern end of the Crown of the Continent 

Ecosystem.  The BCCA Core alone has significant acreage of non-commercial forest in need of 

treatment (>800 acres).  Given that the area is open to public access year-round the NOFR project 

would directly benefit the public through enhanced wildfire safely, aesthetics, and wildlife habitat 

improvements.   Furthermore, the BCCA acts as a line of defense between the WUI and other private 

lands to the south (the fuel break along the Fireline Road that was partially established in 2017 during 

the Rice Ridge Fire (See Map 3). 
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Forest Conditions (Fire, Stocking, Species Composition, Insects/Disease): 
 
The Middle-Blackfoot area experienced a historic fire regime of low intensity fires about every 3-30 

years. Historic stumps suggest stocking rates of predominantly ponderosa pine, Douglas fir, and 

western larch spaced 40 feet apart, which equates to around 27 trees per acre (TPA) and a basal area 

of 84 square feet per acre. Based on historic stumps, photos, documents, and similar forest types, 

trees in the seedling/sapling/pole size classes would likely have been around 108 TPA with 20 feet 

between trees. Stands would have had large openings and dense pockets. Current stocking in the area 

is considerably higher, and the species composition is often skewed toward Douglas fir. It is common 

to find 130 square feet of basal area in trees greater than 10” diameter and 2200 TPA in the pole size 

Map 3 



8 | P a g e   

trees. Pockets of heavily stocked seedling/sapling class regeneration can reach 20,000 TPA in the 

valley. 

 

The two dominant forest habitat types identified in the TIP boundary include Douglas fir/rough 

fescue and Douglas fir/pinegrass. The rough fescue phase generally occurs on the southern aspects 

where ponderosa pine often dominates the overstory, with important bunch grasses and diverse 

forb species in the understory.  The pine grass phase is generally on the north aspects where 

ponderosa pine, western larch, and lodgepole pine are common in the overstory with diverse shade 

tolerant shrubs, forbs, and grasses in the understory.   

 

In general, the forested landscape in the TIP boundary today includes a wide variety of conditions: 

from stands with heavy fuel loads, overstocking, and significant presence of insects/disease, to well-

managed stands with proper spacing and natural levels of insects/disease.  Disease and insects have 

spiked in the past resulting in the accumulation of dead and downed fuels with high risk of high-

intensity wildfire.  Mountain pine beetles infested many lodgepole and ponderosa pine stands about 

15 years ago – subsiding about 5 years ago.  Trees killed by beetles eventually fall, leaving behind 

upwards of 40 tons per acre of fuel in some cases. Current issues include pine engraver beetles (IPS), 

western spruce bud worm, and Douglas fir bark beetles.  Disease and insect pressures will likely 

continue to spread in overstocked stands, leading to increased mortality and associated dead fuels.  

The NOFR project will focus on stands with significant fuel load and/or forest health issues to 

increase resiliency to natural disturbance and address Wildfire Hazard from Biomass Accumulation. 
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Figure 2:  The foreground in the photo above illustrates preferred climax community of a fire 
adapted Douglas fir and Ponderosa pine stand with wide tree spacing and relatively low basal area.  
The background illustrates the dense forest of a fire suppressed stand with hazardous fuel 
accumulation. 

 
 

Threatened and Endangered Species - Implications of High Intensity Wildfires: 
 
The primary Threatened and Endangered species in the TIP area include Bull Trout, Grizzly Bears, and 

Canada Lynx.  Westslope Cutthroat Trout, a state species of concern, are also common in the 

watershed. Although periodic wildfire is clearly a beneficial component of the local ecology, wide 

spread, high-intensity and stand-replacing wildfires, resulting from high fuel loading, are not generally 

desirable from a wildlife habitat or social perspective.  Potential impacts would likely include 

significant silt loads to the North Fork and Monture Creek tributaries, simplification and 

homogenization of habitat structure, and/or threats to public safety and loss of property. 
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Tributaries: 
 
Tributaries that flow through the TIP boundary include Cottonwood Creek, Shanley Creek, Monture 

Creek, McCabe Creek, Dick Creek, Warren Creek, and the North Fork of the Blackfoot River 

supporting a wide variety of wildlife species including native Westslope Cutthroat and Bull Trout.  

(See Map 4).  

 
 

Map 4 
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Powell and Missoula County - Long Range Plans: 
 
Wildfire safety and forest health are significant concerns in North Powell County which are well 

documented in the Powell County Long Range Plan (page 32). The Deer Lodge NRCS Field Office 

along with partners including the MT Department of Natural Resources and Conservation (DNRC), 

MT Fish, Wildlife, and Parks (FWP), US Forest Service (USFS), North Powell Local Working Group, 

and the Blackfoot Challenge have identified the Middle-Blackfoot/North Ovando area as a priority for 

this effort.  A small percentage of the TIP area includes land in Missoula County (6,725 acres in the 

northwest corner) – whereby the Long Range Plan identifies fuel reduction and forest health as 

primary resource concerns as well (page 37).  

 
Community Wildfire Plans:  
 
The NOFR TIP will complement the National Cohesive Strategy and supports the county-wide 

Community Wildfire Protection Plan (CWPP). The goal of the Cohesive Strategy is “To safely and 

effectively extinguish fire when needed; use fire where allowable; manage our natural resources; 

and as a nation, to live with wildland fire.”  This TIP will support these goals through restoring 

private property and creating fire adapted communities through education, actual work on the 

ground, and preparing to reintroduce or allow fire where appropriate. The Powell County CWPP 

identified several areas surrounding the community of Ovando as having a high probability of fire 

with a significant number of vulnerable homesites, and limited ingress and egress routes intermixed 

throughout the WUI as well. This TIP will address these areas specifically. 
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Figure 3: This photo is another representation of the current forest conditions found throughout 
much of the NOFR TIP boundary.  The high-density tree stocking rate combined with the ladder fuels 
present are both wildfire hazards. 

 
   Landowner Interest 
 

The project area has been chosen largely because of the proximity to the 2017 Rice Ridge Fire and 

acceptance that significant risk still exists to the south of its boundary.  The wildfire event and 

proceeding partner outreach increased awareness of fuel reduction and forest health among many 

landowners.  Current interest levels in fuel reduction treatments was gauged through conversations 

with multiple landowners about participation in other grant proposals that did not come to fruition. 

More than 8 landowners throughout the TIP area have expressed interest in fuel reduction work 

including large and small parcels.  The Blackfoot Community Conservation Area (BCCA) Council 

clearly support the development of this TIP and have discussed the concept with the NRCS Deer 

Lodge field office at multiple field tours and partner coordination meetings.    

 
 
 
RESOURCE CONCERNS   
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Primary Resource Concern:   Wildfire Hazard from Biomass Accumulation 
Secondary Resource Concerns:  Plant Productivity and Health 
      Plant Structure and Composition 
 
Wildfires and declining health of forestlands are a growing concern of forest landowners in the 

counties.  Forest stands within the TIP boundary have historically experienced frequent, low intensity 

wildfires characterized by low stem densities of shade-intolerant species such as ponderosa pine. 

Decades of fire suppression has allowed stem densities of shade-tolerant species such as Douglas-fir 

to greatly increase – significantly skewing species composition. The high number of trees per acre has 

resulted in significant wildfire hazards and greater susceptibility to insects/disease.  Such conditions 

often lead to greater mortality, fuel accumulation, and ultimately extreme wildfire events.    

 

Past logging practices, aggressive fire suppression efforts, and changing climate over the last century 

have resulted in forests with densely stocked stands that are more susceptible to stand replacing fire 

events. Furthermore, the shift in species composition towards less fire adapted tree species (Douglas 

fir) also increases wildfire risks. As a result, fire suppression efforts are occasionally ineffective and 

Powell County has seen more frequent large fires than it has in the past. The building of homes and 

infrastructure in this fire-prone ecosystem creates a public safety problem. The idea that we can 

eliminate fire is no longer viable; we need to help forests and communities be resilient to the 

inevitable wildfire. 

 
In many cases, the primary and secondary resource concerns will be addressed concurrently, whereby 

wildfire hazards are addressed while selecting for and creating a more balanced species composition 

and structure.  Ultimately, the reduction in stocking levels will limit competition for resources and 

result in a more healthy and productive vegetation community.  
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Figure 4: The high number of trees per acre has resulted in significant wildfire hazards and greater 
susceptibility to insects/disease, as seen here.  Such conditions often lead to greater mortality, fuel 
accumulation, and ultimately extreme wildfire events.    
 
GOALS AND OBJECTIVES  
 
Primary 
 

1) Reduce Hazardous Fuels to minimize wildfire impacts and decrease the probability 

of stand replacing fire events (treatment specifications will be developed for specific 

stand types based on the age class, density, species composition, and fuel loads).   

a. Reduce total stems per acre – create space between canopies (666 Forest Stand 

Improvement). 

b. Reduce ladder fuels and dead/down fuels (666 Forest Stand Improvement, 384 Woody 

Residue Treatment, 383 Fuel Break). Partners to focus on structure/access protection to 

maximize TIP resources for stand level treatments. 

c. Create openings and fuel breaks where appropriate (666 Forest Stand Improvement, 

383 Fuel Break).  Partners to focus on structure/access protection to maximize TIP 
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resources for stand level treatments. 

d. Shift species composition away from Douglas fir and towards more fire resilient species 

such as ponderosa pine and western larch in appropriate habitat types.  Develop FMP’s 

that emphasize forest wildfire resilience (666 Forest Stand Improvement). 

e. In some cases, prepare understory conditions for future planned prescribed burns (666 

Forest Stand Improvement, 384 Woody Residue Treatment).  Blackfoot Challenge and 

partners to continue to plan and coordinate prescribed burns as resources and social 

acceptance allow.   

f. Progress will be measured by overall acres treated under approved fuel reduction 

specifications (including but not limited to trees per acre, canopy spacing, tons of fuel per 

acre, and/or percent of ladder fuels).    

g. Employ existing interagency agreement between NRCS and DNRC to utilize DNRC 

expertise to develop Forest Management Plans (FMP) with silvicultural prescriptions for 

eligible TIP applicants.   

 

 
 Secondary Goals 
 

2) Enhance Forest Health by increasing stand resilience to insects/disease, limited resources, 

and extreme fire events (treatment specifications will be developed for specific stand types based 

on the age class, density, species composition, and fuel loads).   

a. Reduce stocking levels to limit competitive stress and increase available resources for 

leave trees.  

b. Employ existing interagency agreement between NRCS and DNRC to utilize DNRC 

expertise to develop Forest Management Plans (FMP) with silvicultural prescriptions for 

eligible TIP applicants  

c. Work with partners, primarily DNRC, USFS, Blackfoot Challenge, and landowners to 

identify insect/disease outbreaks in the project area that may result in greater wildfire 

risk.  Utilize targeted outreach to seek participation from affected landowners.  

 

3) Enhance Wildlife Habitat through forest treatments while mitigating stand replacing fires 

(treatment specifications will be developed for specific stand types based on the age class, 

density, species composition, and fuel loads). 

a. Create diverse stand structure including openings and uneven-aged stands. 

b. Retain embedded large woody debris for denning/hiding structure 
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c. Retain large stable snags that do not act as ladder fuels to other leave trees. 

d. Enhance understory vegetation condition, diversity, and extent.    

4) Increase Wildfire Preparedness through education and outreach activities.   

a. Partner with DNRC and the Blackfoot Challenge to facilitate forester visits, management 

plan development, and fire risk assessments on homes and properties for program 

participants. While outreach is important, the majority of TIP resources will be used for 

direct fuel reduction/forest health treatments to maximize outcomes on the ground. 

b. Promote and participate in the forest stewardship workshop hosted by MSU Extension 

on an annual basis. 

c. The desired outcome is to increase awareness of fire safe practices while also increasing 

the number of community members that implement these practices around their homes 

and structures. (Home Ignition Zones) 

5) Control existing populations of noxious weeds. 

a. Partner with Powell County Weed District to provide noxious weed education and 

outreach including potential cost-share assistance to landowners in the TIP 

boundary.  This particular TIP does not include funding for noxious weed 

treatments.    

 

ALTERNATIVES 
Alternatives will be analyzed in compliance with the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). All 

practices chosen for implementation will meet NEPA requirements. Special consideration will be 

given for practices affecting T/E species, such as Canada Lynx and Bull Trout, to meet all federal 

regulations and NRCS policy requirements. Any cultural resources present will be identified and 

avoided during the planning and implementation of practices involving any federal action. 

 

Alternative 1:  

No action will result in greater susceptibility to catastrophic fire events while forest health will 

continue to deteriorate due to overstocking, insects/disease, declining habitat quality, and 

undesirable species.   

 

Alternative 2: 

Install strategic Fuel Breaks (383) along access routes, adjacent to structures, and other 

locations in an attempt to alter fire behavior.  Conduct limited thinning (666) adjacent to 

structures.  No planning or implementation of prescribed fire.  This alternative requires less 
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capital investment than alternative 3 but does not address the larger landscape issue.  

 

Alternative 3: (Preferred) 

Apply a suite of fuel reduction and forest health practices - at the forest stand level – including 

limited fuel breaks and structure protection.  Work with partners to encourage follow-up 

prescribed burns - where appropriate - to enhance overall wildfire preparedness. This 

alternative is preferred based on evidence that an integrated approach of mechanical treatments 

and prescribed fire follow-up are most effective means to change wildfire behavior.  Use NRCS 

financial and technical assistance along with partner assistance to address resources concerns. 

NRCS cost-share practices will include Forest Stand Improvement (666), Woody Residue 

Treatment (384), and Fuel Break (383) where applicable. Short-term and long-term benefits of 

forestry improvements will reduce the risk of catastrophic fire, improve forest health and 

productivity and improve wildlife habitats. 

 

This alternative requires significantly more capital investment in the short-term compared to 

alternative 1 and 2; however, it would likely provide a long-term solution and cost less compared 

to a damages from an extreme wildfire event.  This alternative is preferred based on 

documentation that fuel breaks and limited thinning alone do not successfully reduce wildfire 

behavior and effects but rather a combination of these with prescribed fire are the most 

effective.   

  
  TIP Boundary versus TIP Treated Acres 

  This TIP project is slated for 1,000 acres of implementation on the approximately 32,000 acres of   

  private land within the boundary. Without further consideration this seems like a small percentage of  

  area impacted and unlikely to have a measurable effect on Wildfire Hazard from Biomass 

  Accumulation.  However, close to 50% of the private land is natural grassland, wetlands, agricultural 

  land, and stream management zones where fuel reduction practices will not take place.  The remaining 

  area of this TIP is uniquely situated for success based on the cumulative efforts of many partner entities, 

  agencies, and private landowners.  NRCS can collaborate with local entities to strategically plan  

  treatments that are complementary and adjacent on the landscape. We expect to work extensively with  

  those private land holdings where prescribed fire is seen as an acceptable tool for forest management.   

  As prescribed fire becomes more common in the neighborhood, social acceptance increases. 

    

  The specific focus of this TIP is to reduce Wildfire Hazard from Biomass Accumulation.  This is the  

  first step necessary in the development of a fire adapted forest landscape.  As noted in the forest  
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  conditions description in this document, much of the area included in this project was historically xeric  

  pine forest with a 5-30 year fire return interval. Logging practices and fire suppression have shifted  

  this forest type to those dominated by climax or seral species less adapted to frequent low intensity  

  fires. Although the long-term goal of management within the TIP boundary of shifting species  

  composition may readily align with NRCS resource concern Plant Structure and Composition, the first 

  step toward this must be a reduction in fuel so that prescribed fire can be introduced and wildfires are 

  reduced in severity. 

 
PARTNERSHIPS AND COLLABORATIVE EFFORTS 

The NOFR project consists of the following partners: 

 

• Montana Department of Natural Resources & Conservation (DNRC) 

• Powell County Weed District (PCWD) 

• US Forest Service (USFS), Lolo National Forest, Seeley Ranger District  

• Blackfoot Challenge 

• North Powell County Local Working Group (NPCLWG) 

 

Montana Department of Natural Resources & Conservation’s Service Forester and NRCS in 

Missoula and Powell Counties have recently built a strong working relationship to meet the forestry 

needs of local residents. The Service Forester is an important component in referring clients to NRCS, 

writing forest management plans, and mutual technical information exchange. 

 

Powell County Weed District has provided coordination, education, outreach, and training to 

address the needs of the public in Powell County. They have for many years provided landowners in 

the valley integrated weed management, vegetation mapping, research, and hands-on training to 

assist with reducing the spread of noxious weeds. The PCWD has agreed to assist with educational 

and outreach efforts and will be coordinating with NRCS to further assist landowners within the TIP 

Area.  The emphasis will be on education/eradication of new invasive plant species, and the creation 

of new biological insectary sites on private lands within the valley. This is vitally important because 

although weeds are not being directly treated in this TIP they remain a concern on the landscape. 

 

The US Forest Service, Seeley Ranger District strongly supports this proposal. According to the 

District Ranger this proposal will benefit homeowners and landowners in the Middle-Blackfoot but 

will also provide for firefighter and public safety in the future. The Seeley Ranger District is also 
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working to address forest health and community protection on the Lolo National Forest through a 

variety of forest management projects while systematically increasing the margin of safety for 

wildland fire responders and the public. The USFS will be instrumental in providing education and 

outreach to the public, as well as directing forested landowners who reside within the TIP boundary to 

NRCS for fuels reduction assistance. 

 

The Blackfoot Challenge has worked with both public agencies and private landowners for many 

years to create fire safe communities and improve fire management and forest health across 

ownerships. The Challenge has a rich history of collaborating with the NRCS and the DNRC to help 

facilitate the delivery of forest management plans and fuels mitigation projects on private lands. 

Traditionally the Challenge has offered technical assistance for forested landowners who reside within 

the Blackfoot Watershed. In addition, cost-share assistance for fuels reduction along access roads and 

around structures has been provided to private landowners by the Challenge and partners. Over the 

past eight years the Challenge has worked on fuels mitigation projects with over 75 landowners in the 

area, treating over 1,000 total acres of forested ground. Such work is planned to continue, whereby 

structure protection will largely be addressed through non-TIP funds to maximize TIP resources for 

stand level treatments.  

 

The Blackfoot Challenge has a current cooperative working agreement with NRCS that includes 

assisting the Agency with the delivery of EQIP contracts for eligible producers for forest health 

projects and fire management on overstocked forested lands. The Blackfoot Challenge supports the 

NOFR TIP proposal and will be instrumental in bringing private landowners together with NRCS and 

other agencies to cooperate on a landscape level within the Blackfoot Watershed. The Blackfoot 

Challenge will compliment NRCS efforts by continuing to provide forested landowners both technical 

assistance and cost-share assistance within the TIP Boundary.   

 

    In addition, the Blackfoot Challenge owns the Blackfoot Community Conservation Area (BCCA)     

   “Core” north of Ovando, MT which follows a community-based conservation model and forms part of  

   the Wildland Urban Interface within the TIP boundary.  The BCCA Core totals 5600 acres and is  

   primarily forested.  Fuel reduction and forest health treatments are needed on over 10% of the  

   property.  The Rice Ridge Fire of 2017 resulted in a multi-mile shaded fuel breaks spanning from 

   Seeley Lake east through the BCCA.  The fire did not ultimately reach the BCCA however the risk still 

   remains. The BCCA Council would like to be proactive rather than reactive in forest management.     
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Leveraged Resources (Agencies, Partners, and Complimentary Efforts): 
 

The NOFR TIP is part of a much larger cooperative effort in the Blackfoot.  Although the proposed 

treatment of 1000 acres is relatively small compared to the overall TIP area, it represents a 

contribution to a community of partner organizations and individuals committed to fostering a fire 

adapted landscape. State, federal, and private landowners have been relatively active in planning and 

implementing forest management projects throughout the TIP area. This TIP proposal builds upon 

these efforts and targets strategic gaps in coverage. In addition to these efforts, the MT DNRC and the 

Blackfoot Challenge continue to work with multiple private landowners to reduce hazardous fuels on 

properties throughout the county, including property within the TIP boundary.  Where applicable, the 

Blackfoot Challenge and partners will assist private landowners with financial assistance adjacent to 

structures in order to maximize TIP resources for stand level treatments.  Prescribed fire planning 

and implementation have also gained more attention in recent years including coordination by the 

Blackfoot Challenge Forestry Program.  Despite such progress, a significant amount of fuel reduction 

is needed on untreated private forest lands to increase resiliency and overall condition.         

Recently DNRC and the Blackfoot Challenge submitted a Landscape Scale Restoration (LSR) Grant 

including fuel reduction, forest health treatments, and prescribed fire within the same overall 

boundary as the proposed TIP.  The primary goals of the LSR are to restore and maintain wildfire 

resilient landscapes, reduce hazardous fuel loads, and increase the margin of safety for wildland fire 

responders and the public.  The proposal is currently pending.  If successful, the LSR and TIP would 

complement one another in several ways:  1) Greater cumulative acres treated, 2) generally, LSR can 

focus on fuel reduction in more mature stands and implementation of prescribed fires, (whereas the 

TIP can focus more on fuel reduction in pre-commercial stands and preparation for prescribed 

fire), and 3) both provide landowners with incentives to reduce fuel loads and stocking.       

 

State and Federal lands in the TIP Boundary also plan significant forest treatments over the next 5-

10 years.  MT Fish, Wildlife, and Parks recently initiated planning on over 1000 acres of forest land 

within the Blackfoot Community Conservation Area (BCCA) - layout will begin in 2022 and 

implementation in 2023.  The US Forest Service – Lolo National Forest plans to conduct forest 

treatments in several locations adjacent to the TIP boundary including the Coopers Lake, 

Monture/McCabe, and Cozy/Shanley areas totaling 10-15,000 acres of treatments that are focused 

on the WUI through 2025.  Based on conversations with the District Ranger, implementation may 

be influenced by personnel capacity and potential litigation.     
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IMPLEMENTATION  
 
Timeframe: 

2022 – Outreach and planning  

2023-2026 – The TIP will be implemented over a 4-year period starting in 2023.   

 

Landowner and Partner Outreach: 

Primary partners such as DNRC, USFS, and Blackfoot Challenge have been consulted about the TIP 

proposal and offer their full support. Multiple private landowners have also shown interest in fuel 

reduction and forest health treatments in the wake of the Rice Ridge Fire.  NRCS and partners will 

conduct outreach with landowners individually and through community forums to increase awareness 

and participation. Over 800 acres of strategic private forest land in need of fuel reduction and forest 

health treatments has been identified among several large ownerships in the heart of the TIP boundary.  

This number is anticipated to rise significantly as additional outreach efforts are initiated and 

enrollment is open, thus ranking will play an important role to identify the highest priority acres that 

meet TIP goals and objectives.   

 

Planning: 

NRCS and partners will develop individual conservation plans for each eligible property including 

resource inventories, planned practices, implementation schedule, and associated payments rates.   

The existing interagency agreement between NRCS and DNRC will be employed whereby DNRC will 

write Forest Management Plans (FMP) for eligible applicants that do not presently have FMP.  

 

Contracting and Administration: 

NRCS will accept applications, conduct ranking, and develop/administer the TIP contracts including 

practice certification and payments. 

 

Forest Treatments: 

Landowners are responsible for selecting their own contractors or doing the work themselves.  Practice 

specifications must be followed to receive reimbursement.  NRCS and partners will coordinate efforts 

on practice layout and inspections.   

 

Public Outreach: 

Partners will provide updates and stories about the TIP to the public through various means of 
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communication including newsletters, website, annual reports, and/or field tours to share the 

highlights of the project.   

 

Cumulative Affects: 

The proposed treatment of forested acres through the implementation of this TIP in conjunction with 

on-going and pending forest management activities that will likely occur within the TIP boundary by 

both private landowners and partner agencies have the potential to collectively and positively impact 

fuel loads and forest health on a broadscale.  In addition, utilizing an integrated approach to forest 

management activities on a landscape level within the focus area has the potential to spur additional 

partner participation, contributions, and landowner interest both with and without Farm Bill 

program assistance. Ultimately, this collaborate approach to conservation within the area could lead 

to implemented results that far exceed the projected outcomes outlined in this document. 

 

  Completed and Potential Forest Treatments in TIP Boundary 

  The table below outlines the minimum acres (on state, federal, and private land) that have been treated,  

  are planned to be treated, and potential treatments under the proposed TIP.   The amount of potential                                                                                                

  TIP acres are based on estimates from over 20 different private properties within the TIP Boundary.   

 

Land 
Ownership 

*Completed Treatments 
(last 10 years) 

Planned Non-TIP        
(next 5 year) 

**Potential TIP Treatments 
(2023-2026) 

USFS - - - 
MT DNRC 600 300 - 
MT FWP 0 1200 - 
Private Land  2840 340 1420 
Total 3440 1840 1420 

    * Many completed forest treatments are likely not captured in the above table.   
    ** The potential TIP treatments are likely a minimum amount based on informal discussions with landowners 
         and professional knowledge of fuel loads. Outreach efforts will likely identify more applicants/acres than  
         captured above.    
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 Budget Estimates: 

Anticipated NRCS Deliverables 
Practice 2023 2024 2025 2026 TOTAL 

  Forest Stand Improvement (CPS-666) 180 ac 270 ac 270 ac 180 ac 900 ac 
  Fuel Break (CPS-383) 20 ac 30 ac 30 ac 20 ac 100 ac 
  Woody Residue Treatment (CPS-384) 200 ac 300 ac 300 ac 200 ac 1,000 ac 

   
 

Practice Payment Schedule Estimates Used for Projections 
                        Practice Estimated Payment Rate/Acre 
Forest Stand Improvement (CPS-666) $592.00 
Fuel Break (CPS-383) $835.00 
Woody Residue Treatment (CPS-384) $387.00 

 
Budget projections are based on an average of $1,000/ac extrapolated from the NRCS-Montana 

2022 payment schedule. Actual costs may vary based on different practice scenarios and method 

used.  Costs may also vary from year to year due changes in the NRCS payment schedule.  

NRCS Budget Projections 
     Budget Estimates  2023 2024 2025 2026 TOTAL 

  NRCS EQIP FA $200,000 $300,000 $300,000 $200,000 $1,000,000 
 

 

RANKING 
A screening tool and ranking questions will be used to prioritize projects based upon conservation 

benefit and timely completion to ensure the project objectives are met.   

 

Ranking Questions  

1. Do at least 50% of the application acres exhibit excessive fuel loads and wildfire risk due to 

past tree mortality? 

2. Do at least 50% of the application acres exhibit evidence of overstocking, competitive stress or 

skewed species composition? 

3. Are the planned acres of treatment located adjacent to forest treatment units (state or federal) 

or private properties on which fuel reduction or forest health activities have taken place within 

the last 5-years? 
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EVALUATION AND MONITORING  
 
NRCS will analyze the TIP interest level and monitor implementation of active contracts annually, to 

plan and direct workloads of staff. A stand level forest inventory will be completed before contract 

obligation to document stand conditions and to develop a silvicultural prescription. The silvicultural 

prescription will be used to determine practices to include in the contract and for practice certification 

when conditions in the prescription have been attained. Inventory will include documentation of the 

existing species composition within stand, stand density and tree spacing as well as disease and 

forest-health attributes. Pre and post-treatment photos will be used to visually show stand 

improvements. Each treatment area will have at least one georeferenced pre and post-treatment 

photo-point. Each active contract will be overseen by NRCS field office staff. All contract items will be 

certified with an on-site field visit, with photos and maps to document the conditions at practice 

certification.  

 
 
DESIRED OUTCOMES 

The desired outcome of the NOFR TIP is wildfire resiliency whereby the ecosystem and community 

are tolerant to prescribed fire and beneficial wildfire events without the damaging effects of 

catastrophic wildfire.  Such efforts will be accomplished through physical alteration of hazardous 

fuels and community outreach/education under a cooperative partnership approach with 

cumulative benefits.   

After implementation of the planned suite of practices including Forest Stand Improvement 

(Thinning) (666), Woody Residue Treatment (384), and Fuel Breaks (383), the Fire Risk 

Assessment Tool (Appendix A) will be utilized to show the reduction in wildfire risk for each treated 

stand.  The collection of planned conservation practices will decrease ladder fuels and canopy cover, 

attaining adequate tree spacing, and break-up fuel continuity within the TIP boundary in general, 

will all lead to a lower wildfire risk.  
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Figure 5: Adequate tree spacing, and the removal of hazardous ladder fuels has transformed the 
forest in the background into a fire adapted site.  The foreground is a log deck that will serve as a 
wildlife opening. 
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Wildfire Risk Assessment Tool 
 
Directions: Circle the description that best describes the forest stand you are assessing. 
 
Property Owner:__________________________ Tract:_____________ Field:_____________ 
Assessment Date:_________________________ Conservationist:________________________ 
 
Vegetative Factors 
 
Crown Spacing 
 Crowns are touching on the majority of the stand      
 Crown spacing averages 6 feet or greater      

Crown spacing averages 10 feet or greater      
 

Ladder Fuels 
 Ladder fuels are present on greater than 25% of the stand    

Ladder fuels are present on less than 25% of the stand    
Ladder fuels are present on less than 10 % of the stand    
 

Fine Fuel Continuity 
 Fine fuels abundant on site         

Fine fuels are common but scattered       
Few fine fuels present on the site       
 

Understory Characteristics (continuity of understory vegetation) 
Shrubs or seedlings are continuous on greater than 25% of the stand   
Shrubs or seedlings are continuous on less than 25% of the stand    
Shrubs or seedlings are continuous on less than 10 % of the stand   
 

Tons of Downed Woody Material (See MT Forestry Technote 34) 
 Greater than 5 tons/acre         
 Less than or equal to 5 tons        

Less than or equal to 2 tons        
 

Vegetative Factor Total ______________ __ 
 
Anthropogenic and Slope Factors 
 
Distance to a public road (paved) 
 Less than 1 mile         
 Less than 2 miles         
 Greater than 2 miles         
 
Distance to a residence (primary or recreational) 
 1000 feet or less         
 1 mile or less          
 Greater than 1 mile         
 
Distance to other structures (barns, sheds, historical) 
 1000 feet or less         
 1 mile or less          
 Greater than 1 mile         
 
Ingress/Egress 

Appendix A 
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 Stand is adjacent to a primary ingress/egress route to residence   
 Stand is within 1000 feet of primary ingress/egress route to residence  
 Stand is greater than 1000 feet from primary ingress/egress route   
 
Slope Considerations 
 Majority of the site exceeds 20% slope      
 Some slopes exceed 10%        

Flat topography or gently rolling       
 
Anthropogenic and Slope Factor Total ______________ __ 

 
Total for Assessment ____________________ 
Stand is a HIGH Risk for Wildfire 
Stand is MODERATE Risk for Wildfire 
Stand is a LOW Risk for Wildfire 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination against its customers, employees and applicants 
for employment on the bases of race, color, national origin, age, disability, sex, gender identity, religion, reprisal, and 
where applicable, political beliefs, marital status, familial or parental status, sexual orientation, or all or part of an 
individual’s income is derived from any public assistance program, or protected genetic information in employment or 
in any program or activity conducted or funded by the Department. (Not all prohibited bases apply to all programs 
and/or employment activities.) 


