Jason Brey, District Ranger
Hebgen Lake Ranger District
PO Box 520
West Yellowstone, MT 59758

September 12, 2020

Your comment has been received by our system on 9/12/2020.
Your letter ID is 57353-3573-6

South Plateau Area Landscape Treatment Project #57353
Dear Mr. Brey,
I appreciate this opportunity to comment on the South Plateau Area Landscape Treatment
Project. My main concerns include protecting Continental Divide National Scenic Trail (CDNST)
qualities and values, protecting the Semi-Primitive ROS settings, the lack of site-specific effects
analyses, and the scope of the 15-year proposed action just prior to the approval of the revised
Land Management Plan.
Comments include the following discussions and information found in a CDNST Planning
Handbook (Attachment A), CDNST Comprehensive Plan (Attachment B), the 1986 ROS Book
(Attachment C).

CDNST Qualities and Values
The CDNST Leadership Council 2004 vision for the future of the CDNST states, “Complete the
Trail to connect people and communities to the Continental Divide by providing scenic, highquality, primitive hiking and horseback riding experiences, while preserving the significant
natural, historic, and cultural resources along the Trail.” The Leadership Council in 2006
reviewed concerns related to the 1985 CDNST Comprehensive Plan and decided to amend the
Comprehensive Plan direction following official public involvement processes. The final
amended CDNST Comprehensive Plan programmatic direction was published in a Federal
Register Notice and took effect on November 4, 2009. 1 The CDNST Comprehensive Plan should
eventually be revised to further address the conservation, 2 protection, 3 and preservation 4
purposes of this National Scenic Trail.
The amended Comprehensive Plan was approved by Chief Thomas Tidwell. An outcome of the
amended Comprehensive Plan was the description of the nature and purposes of this National
Scenic Trail: “Administer the CDNST consistent with the nature and purposes for which this
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2009/10/05/E9-23873/continental-divide-national-scenic-trailcomprehensive-plan-fsm-2350
2
16 U.S.C. §§ 1242(a)(2), 1246(k)
3
16 U.S.C. §§ 1244(f)(3), 1246(i)
4
16 U.S.C. §§ 1241(a), 1244(f)(1)
1
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National Scenic Trail was established. The CDNST was established by an Act of Congress on
November 10, 1978 (16 USC 1244(a)). The nature and purposes of the CDNST are to provide for
high-quality scenic, primitive hiking and horseback riding opportunities and to conserve natural,
historic, and cultural resources along the CDNST corridor.”
The amended Comprehensive Plan establishes other important direction for the management
of the CDNST including:
•

•

•
•

The right-of-way for the CDNST is to be of sufficient width to protect natural, scenic,
cultural, and historic features along the CDNST travel route and to provide needed
public use facilities.
Land and resource management plans are to provide for the protection, development,
and management of the CDNST as an integrated part of the overall land and resource
management direction for the land area through which the trail passes.
The CDNST is a concern level 1 travel route with a scenic integrity objective of high or
very high.
Manage the CDNST to provide high-quality scenic, primitive hiking and pack and stock
opportunities. Use the Recreation Opportunity Spectrum (ROS) in delineating and
integrating recreation opportunities in managing the CDNST. 5 The use of motorized
vehicles by the general public along any national scenic trail shall be prohibited with
limited exceptions.6

The CDNST Federal Register Notice provided additional direction to the Forest Service as
described in FSM 2353. The final directives added a reference to the CDNST Comprehensive
Plan as an authority in FSM 2353.01d; … added the nature and purposes of the CDNST in FSM
2353.42; and added detailed direction in FSM 2353.44b for governing implementation of the
CDNST on National Forest System lands.
The final amendments to the CDNST Comprehensive Plan and corresponding directives … will
be applied through land management planning and project decisions following requisite
environmental analysis (74 FR 51124). CDNST management direction enacted through
correspondence may supplement this direction, but such direction would not supersede the
guidance found in the National Trails System Act (NTSA), Executive Orders, CDNST
Comprehensive Plan, regulations, and directives.
The EA on page 3 states, “The Custer Gallatin National Forest has preliminarily identified areas
for treatment (Figure 2). Treatments are limited to areas outside of Wilderness and Inventoried
Roadless Areas. Treatments would not occur outside of areas depicted in Figure 2. The exact
extent and location of treatments to be applied would be determined through an adaptive
5
6

Primitive and Semi-Primitive Non-Motorized ROS settings provide for the nature and purposes of the CDNST.
16 U.S.C. § 1246(c)
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condition based approach. During the implementation period of this project, the
Interdisciplinary Team would survey areas proposed for treatment to determine existing
conditions and the appropriate treatment following South Plateau Area Landscape Treatment
Project Draft Environmental Assessment the Treatment Matrix (Appendix A). Treatment types
and location would adhere to the Design Features and Sideboards (Appendix B) which include
acreage caps, temporary road limitations, and other resource protection measures.”
The described treatments design features and sideboards do not protect CDNST nature and
purposes qualities and values. Implementation of the proposed action would substantially
interfere with the nature and purposes of the CDNST which is not allowed by the National Trails
System Act. The CDNST corridor should be excluded from the project area.
The attached CDNST Planning Handbook in Chapter II, Chapter III parts D and J, Chapter IV, and
Chapter V reviews the Continental Divide National Scenic Trail and how to provide for purposes
for which this National Scenic Trail was designated.

Recreation Opportunity Spectrum
The Recreation Opportunity Spectrum (ROS) provides a framework for stratifying and defining
classes of outdoor recreation environments, activities, and experience opportunities. The
Forest Service uses the recreation opportunity spectrum to define recreation settings. The 1982
ROS User Guide, 1986 ROS Book, and FSM 2310 (WO Amendment 2300-90-1) were the
recreation resource technical basis for the planning rule and planning directives. To be
consistent with the planning rule and recreation policy and research the Forest Service must
define and apply ROS principles that are consistent with the ROS planning framework which is
the best available scientific recreation planning information. Most important is including ROS
physical setting indicators when describing Primitive, Semi-Primitive Non-Motorized, and SemiPrimitive Motorized ROS setting desired conditions.
The ROS Book states, “The physical setting is defined by the absence or presence of human
sights and sounds, size, and the amount of environmental modification caused by human
activity… The physical setting is best defined by an area's degree of remoteness from the sights
and sounds of humans, by its size, and by the amount of environmental change caused by
human activity… The explicit nature of the ROS assists managers in identifying and mitigating
conflict. Because the ROS identifies appropriate uses within different recreation opportunities, it
is possible to separate potentially incompatible uses… The ROS helps identify potential conflicts
between recreation and non-recreation resource uses. It does this in several ways. First, it can
specify the overall compatibility between a given recreation opportunity and other resource
management activities. Second, it can suggest how the activities, setting quality, or likely
experiences might be impacted by other non-recreation activities. Third, it can indicate how
future land use changes might impact the present pattern of a recreation opportunity provision.
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The apparent naturalness of an area is highly influenced by the evidence of human
developments. If the landscape is obviously altered by roads, railroads, reservoirs, power lines,
pipe lines, or even by highly visual vegetative manipulations, such as clearcuttings, the area will
not be perceived as being predominately natural. Even if the total acres of modified land are
relatively small, "out of scale" modifications can have a negative impact...
Any vegetative management must be quite subtle and for the purposes of creating and
maintaining an attractive recreation setting that will offer these types of experience
opportunities. Details such as the attributes of an old growth Forest (rotting logs with conks,
large trees with distinctive bark, etc.,) become even more important in Primitive and SemiPrimitive than in Roaded Natural and Rural. Providing human scale or created openings
generally means they must be quite small with natural appearing forest floor, edge, shape, and
disbursement.”
Semi-Primitive Motorized ROS settings are described in the 1986 ROS Book as a, “Moderate
probability of experiencing isolation from the sights and sounds of humans, independence,
closeness to nature, tranquility, and self-reliance through the application of woodsman and
outdoor skills in an environment that offers challenge and risk. Opportunity to have a high
degree of interaction with the natural environment. Opportunity to use motorized equipment
while in the area… Natural setting may have moderately dominant alterations, but would not
draw the attention of motorized observers on trails and primitive roads within the area.” The
Landscape Aesthetics Handbooks describes that a Low Scenic Integrity objective is inconsistent
with a Semi-Primitive Motorized ROS setting.
Primitive and Semi-Primitive ROS classes must constrain some management actions such as
mechanical treatments of vegetation that utilize heavy equipment and permanent or
temporary roads if these desired ROS class opportunities as described in the 1986 ROS Book
and used in the Planning Rule PEIS are to be protected.
The recreation opportunity spectrum provides a framework for integrating recreational
opportunities and nonrecreational activities. The central notion of the spectrum is to offer
recreationists alternative settings in which they can derive a variety of experiences. Because the
management factors that give recreational value to a site are interdependent, management
must strive to maintain consistency among these factors so that unplanned or undesired
changes in the opportunities do not occur.
The described treatments design features and sideboards do not protect Semi-Primitive ROS
settings as described in the 1986 ROS Book. Implementation of the proposed action would be
inconsistent with established Semi-Primitive Motorized ROS setting characteristics. SPM ROS
settings should be excluded from the project area.
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The attached CDNST Planning Handbook in Chapters III parts E and K, and Chapter V part E,
reviews the Recreation Opportunity Spectrum planning framework.

NEPA
If the proposed action is not modified as presented in the proposed solution that is described
below, then the proposal should be analyzed following EIS processes (40 CFR § 1501.4) due to
probable impacts to CDNST qualities and values and SPM settings.
The decision for this project should not occur prior to the revised Forest Plan Record of Decision
(40 CFR § 1506.1). This would help ensure resource plan consistency with the revised Forest
Plan after objection concerns are addressed by the Reviewing Officer. 7
A draft NEPA document (e.g., DEIS) must review the CDNST qualities and values in the Affected
Environment and Environmental Consequences. The affected environment section must
describe the degree to which CDNST qualities and values are being protected, including the
protection of desired cultural landscapes, recreation settings, scenic integrity, and providing for
conservation purposes along the existing CDNST travel route and high-potential route segments
(16 U.S.C. § 1244(f)(3)). In addition, the status of the rights-of-way is to be described (16 U.S.C.
§ 1246(a)(2)). Furthermore, the quality or condition of the ecological characteristics of the
National Scenic Trail management corridor should be described.
The effects analysis should include cross-tabular tables that explore and disclose the
relationship between (1) the CDNST travel route location and management corridor/rights-ofway extent, and (2) the intersection and overlap with the proposed ROS Classes and Scenic
Integrity Objectives allocations. In addition, the analyses need to describe the effects the
establishment of a CDNST management corridor and associated plan components on outdoor
recreation, range, timber, watershed, and wildlife and fish resources.
Each action alternative must provide for the nature and purposes of this National Scenic Trail,
including protecting the National Trail resources, qualities, values, and associated settings.
Providing for the nature and purposes of the CDNST normally includes providing for Primitive or
Semi-Primitive Non-Motorized ROS settings (as described in the 1986 ROS Book) and Scenic
Character that is Naturally Evolving or Natural-Appearing with a Scenic Integrity Objective of
Very High or High.
A draft NEPA document (e.g., DEIS) must review the recreation resource in the Affected
Environment and Environmental Consequences utilizing ROS planning framework protocols as
described in the 1986 ROS Book.

7

http://nstrail.org/planning/gallatin_nf/Plan_FEIS_DROD/custer_gallatin_drod_plan_feis_objection_submittal_09052020.pdf
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The recreation opportunity spectrum provides a framework for integrating recreational
opportunities and nonrecreational activities. The central notion of the spectrum is to offer
recreationists alternative settings in which they can derive a variety of experiences. Because the
management factors that give recreational value to a site are interdependent, management
must strive to maintain consistency among these factors so that unplanned or undesired
changes in the opportunities do not occur.
A NEPA document must contain sufficient information to foster informed decision-making and
informed public participation, including indirect and cumulative effects information. Otherwise,
the decision would not be in conformance with 42 U.S.C. § 4332(2)(C) and would therefore not
be in accordance with law under 5 U.S.C. § 706(2)(A) and not in be in observance of procedure
required by law under 5 U.S.C. § 706(2)(D). The project EA does not meet this standard.
The Forest Service should abandon the proposed programmatic approach to project-level
decisionmaking, since the proposed mitigation measures do not address all the unknown site
concerns and issues that can only be identified and assessed through site-specific analyses.
The attached CDNST Planning Handbook in Chapter IV further discusses NEPA considerations.

Modify the Proposed Action or Develop a New Alternative
The decision authority to approve actions that affect the CDNST corridor rests with a Forest
Supervisor and cannot be delegated to a District Ranger (FSM 2353.04i).
The Forest Service should modify the proposed action or evaluate a new alternative that avoids
any vegetation management actions that require temporary or permanent roads in the:
•
•
•

Semi-Primitive Motorized ROS settings that are displayed for Alternatives A (Current
Plan) and F (Revised Plan) in the 2020 Forest Plan FEIS Appendix A, pages 106 and 111;
CDNST management corridor; and
High potential route segment corridor between Reas Pass and Yellowstone National
Park/Targhee National Forest.

These areas to be avoided for vegetation management actions that require temporary or
permanent roads are shown on the map in Appendix A.
Thank you for accepting and considering these comments.

Greg Warren
Attachment A – CDNST Planning Handbook (version 09102020)
Attachment B – CDNST Comprehensive Plan
Attachment C – 1986 ROS Book
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Appendix A – Semi-Primitive Motorized ROS settings, CDNST Management Corridor, and CDNST
High Potential Route Segment Corridor.
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