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Environmental Quality Council
MonLana Department of Fish, Wildlife & Parks

Resource Assessment
Fisheries Division
Park's Division
Helena Legal Unit
Regional Information Officers

Montana St.ate lribrary
Jim ,fensen
,fanet Ellis
George Ochenski
Mont.ana Wildlife Federation
Glendive Ranger Review
Mil-es City Star
Fallon County Times
FaLl-on County Commission
Little Beaver Conservation District

Ladies and Gentlemen:

An Environmental Assessment (EA) has been prepared for recommended
repairs to South Sandstone Reserwoir and for the transfer of the
reservoir and the associated 1and, recreation facilities and Dam
from the State DeparE.ment of Fish, Wild1ife and Parks to the Littl-e
Beaver Conservation District,. The 1995 Montana legislature
mandated the transfer to an appropriate party able to maintain the
reservoir.

This document is available for review at all Department Regional
Offices, Helena Headguarters, SLate Library, Environmental Quality
Council and Fallon County Courthouse.

A meeting to accept public comment on the EA and transfer proposal
is scheduled for t.he Senior Citizens Center in Baker, MT at 7:30

,tp.m., Monday, November 4. PubLic commenL wil-l be accepted through
November 25.

Sincerely,

Don Hylppa
Regional Supervisor
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MONTANA DEPARTMENT OF FISH′  WttLDLIFE AND
MILES CITY REGION

Environmental Assessment

South Sandstone Reservoir Transfer

BACKGROUND INFORMATION

South Sandstone Dam and reservoir were constructed in 1975 as
a cooperative project. of the Montana Department of Fish,
Wildlife and Parks, the South Sandstone Recreation and
Waterspreading Group, Little Beaver Conservation District,
Fa11on County and the U.S. Soi-I Conservation Service. The
Department holds title to the property and is present.ly
responsible for maintenance of the dam and recreation
facilities. The dam is 47 feet high;2,900 feet long; has a
normal capacity of 880 acre-feet and a surface area of
approximately 90 acres. Angler use has varied from
approximately 500 - 2,000 angler days per year. Approximately
500 acres are irrigated from the dam in years when inflow is
sufficient to fill the reservoir.

The Project is managed cooperatively by the South Sandstone
Water Spreading Group and t,he Department of Fish, Wildlife and
Parks.

The dam and spillway are presently in need of repairs
estimated to cost $264,000. The 1995 Mont.ana State
Legislature appropri-ated the necessary funds but also directed
the Department to divest it.self of ownership and liability
responsibility for the South Sandstone Dam. It authorized the
Department to negotiate transfer of the property to the South
Sandstone Recreat,i-on and Water Spreading Group or other
appropriate entity. The $254,000 could be used by the
Depart.ment to repair the facility if that repair resulted in
some other entity taking responsibility for future maintenance
and liabi-Iity. Or, the money could be given to a group who
would t.hen be responsible for dam repair, maintenance and
liability.

The Department has negotiat.ed with the Lit.tle Beaver
Conservation District a mutually acceptable transfer. The
District is acting on behalf of the South Sandstone Water
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spreading and Recreatj-on Group. under the agreement the
Department will continue to be responsible for maintaining the
fishery and the public recreation areas.

The department, with the consent of the Fish, wildlife and
Park's commission, may dispose of lands and waters in
accordance with the procedure outrined in MCA g7-1 -209. rf
the commission consents to the disposal of the South Sandstone
dam and reservoir site, the department will provide public
notice to solicit bids for the property. The department
expects Little Beaver Conservati-on District to bid for the
property. The department also expects that i,ittle Beaver
Conservation Dist.rict will be the only bidder for the
property, ds no other party has been identified who would be
willing and able to accept responsibility for repairing and
maintaining the dam and reservoir.

II. LOCATION OF THE PROPERTY

South Sandstone Dam and reservoir are located in Fa11on County
(T7N,R588,529) approximately five miles southeast of Plevna,
Montana.

III. PROVISIONS OF THE PROPERTY TRANSFER AND REPAIR PROJECT

Title to all land and improvements, including the dam and
water right, will be transferred at no cost to the Little
Beaver Conservation District if it is the successful
bidder for the property.

$264,000 will be transferred from the Department of Fish,
Wildlife and Parks to Little Beaver Conservation
District. This amount must be kept in a separate account
and be used only for repair and maintenance of the dam
and spi1lway. The Little Beaver Conservation District.
and the waterspreading group, with advice from NRCS, will
determine what repairs will be made and when they will be
made.

The dam and spillway will be maintained in a safe
condition, suitable for public fishing and related use
for a period of 20 years. After that period of time, the
participating parties will mutually det.ermine if, and
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5.

under what conditions, the agreement will be extended.

4. The Department will manage at it.s own expense the
developed recreation areas, including the maintenance of
roads within the area.

The remaining property wi-1l be under the control of the
conservation District, with the stipulation that it be
used only for recreation, wildlife habitat, grazj-rtg and
haying.

The Department will continue to provide a public fishery
in the reservoir at its own expense.

The conservation district will have the liability
responsibility for the dam, spillways and acts or
omiss j-ons of its employees or agents (waterspreading
group) relating to dam and spillway management'

The Department will bear the liabitity responsibility for
the public recreation areas and recreationists who use

the property, except as provided in #7 above'

To satisfy the conditions of the Federal Land and water
conservation Act, which helped. fund the project, public
use will not be prohibited. Public use can be subject to
reasonable restrictions. The project will not be

converted to other uses, except compatible agricultural
uses.

Department will give uP, from the reservoir, an

additional 1.0 vertical feet of water for waterspreading
irrigation. To minimize shore erosion irrigation water
will be used by ,June 15. If runof f af ter June l-5 is
sufficient to aI1ow further irrigation this water will be

used within two weeks of the time it enters the
reservoir.

The Department will be represented on a management

coordinating committee t.o be established by the other
cooperators.

To increase the amount of water that can safely be passed
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by the spillway system to an amount equal to the
estimated 1OO year f1ood, t.he following repairs are
needed:

A.
B.

Level the crest of the dam.
Enlarge t.he emergiency spillway by lowering the
spillway crest two feet and widening the spillway
channel.
Rip-rap the face of the dam.
Baffle the principal spillway to limit flow'
Repair joints in the principal spi1Iway.
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V。

These repairs have been suggested by t.he Montana
Department of Natural Resources and Conservation. Actual
repairs done will be at the discretion of t,he Little
Beaver Conservation District, bot.h in scope and timing'
The District will use the expertise of the federal
Natural- Resources and Conservation Service (formerly SCS)

as well as the DNRC report to make their decisions about
repairs.

IV. ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT CHECKLIST

See at,tached checklist.

The southern part of the propert.y was used for seasonal
grazinginthelg70'sand]-g8Ols.Therehasbeenno
grazing in recent years. The new agreement woul-d alIow
grazingorhayingint,hesouthernpartoft.heproperty
not occupied by the reservoir nor used by recreationists'

The new agreement would result in a lower elevation of
the water surface in most years because of the increased
amount of water allotted to downstream waLerspreading'
Inyearswithoutsufficient,runofftoraisethewater
surface elevation, there would be no opportunity for
waterspreading.AnnualevaporationatsouthSandstone
Reservoir is probably between 2 and 3 vertical feet in
most years, so the water surface elevation normally drops
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: ⌒ each summer, even in years without irrigation- It is
unlikely that the lower average water leve1 will cause
winterkil-I of fish. The lake has more depth than is
reguired to prevent winter oxygen depletion. Even in the
winter of 1988-89, the winter of lowest water level, Do

winterkill was noLed at South Sandstone Reservoir.

The increased waterspreading from the reservoir will
probably decrease the severity of shoreline erosion.
This erosion is most severe when the reservoir is fuIl or
nearly fu1I. Increased water use will decrease the
amount of time the water surface is at t,his elevation.

2.

4.

See #r above for changes
distribution. Water qualitY

Enlargement of the emergency
vegetation. These areas
appropriate grass seed.

in water guant.itY and
is not expecEed to change.

spillway would remove some

would be' reseeded with

VI.

4.

6.

The new agreement, would al}ow increased water spreading
irrigation downstream of the reservoir. This should have

a smal1, but possibly significant increase in amount of
hay produced in years with average t'o above average

inflow Eo the reservoir.

Income

To the extent that hay product.j-on is increased (see #4)

there will 1ikely be some smal1, but possibly significant
increase in income to the irrigators downstream of the
reservoir.

Activit.ies
7.

6



The reservoir will be no less accessible to anglers,
boaters or other recreators for the 20 year term of the
agreement. The lower average waLer levels should not
interfere with any recreational use, or even be
not.iceable to recreators.

VII. DTSCUSSION AND EVALUATION OF REASONABLE ALTERNATIVES

The "No-action Alternative"

This is not a realisti-c al-ternative. The 1995
legislature directed the Department to take action that
would result in repair of the facility and transfer of
the property to prevent the Department from incurring
large fuEure financial out.lay to maintain the facility in
useable, saf e condj-tion.

Department use the appropriated $254,000 to repair the
facility prior to transfer to an appropriate entity.

The only appropriate entities are Fal1on County, the
Little Beaver Conservation District or the South
Sandstone Recreation Wat.er Spreading Group. They helped
finance it, are present partners in the project and have
a continued vest.ed interest which must be considered.

The option for the Department to first repair the dam was
discussed with the Conservation District and Water
Spreading Group. They preferred to take the dam in "as
is condition" and repair it themselves as needed. It was
felt that. essential repairs could be done more
efficiently and at less cost with the savings going into
an account for future repairs and maintenance.

The Proposed Alternative

This appeared to be the only alternative that. would
accomplish the directive the Department received from the
1995 1egis1at.ure. The I-,itt1e Beaver Conservation
District. believes that the immediately needed repairs can
be made for considerably less Lhan i254,000. If so,
there will remain a balance that will earn interest. and
help pay for any mainLenance needed later in the 20 year
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agreement period.

VIII ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT CONCI,USION SECTION

1. Is an EIS required?

No. This review clearly demonstrates that negative
effects from the proposed action are not significant.
Though under management by a new party, the operation and
use of the site will remain essentially unchanged.

2. Describe the 1eve1 of public involvement.

Notice of the proposed action is being advert.ised in the
Miles City Star, Glendive Ranger Review, and Fa11on
County Times. A public meeting is being held at the
Senior Citizen's Center, Baker, MT, dL 7:30 p.m. on
Monday, November 4.

3. Duration of the comment period.

Public comment, will be accepted through November 25,
1996.

4. Name, titl-e, address and phone number of the person
responsible for preparing the EA:

Phil Stewart
Region 7 Fisheries Manager
Montana Department of Fish, Wildlife and Parks
P.O. Box 1530
Miles Cit.y, MT 59301
(405) 232-4365
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MONTANA DEPARTMEIiT OF FISH, WILDLIFE & PARKS
L420 East. Sixth Avenue Helena, MT 59620

(405) 444-2449

ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT

Division/Bureau: FfSHERIES

Project or Application: South Sandstone Reservoir Transfer

Description of Project: south sandstone Reservoir (T?N.R58E.s29 of
Fa1lon county). a recreation reservoir suppfying limited water-

spreading irrigation, will be transferred along with associated

land and recreation facilities from the Montana Department of Fish.
Wildlife and Parks to the Little Beaver Conservation District. a

div.ision of Fallon County government. ReFairs may also he maCe to

the dam and spillway to al1ow the system to pass a l-00 year flood.

POTENTIAL IMPACT ON PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT

Moderate Unknown Attached P

1. Terrestrial & aquatic
life and habitaG

2. Water quality, quantity
and distribution

3. Geology & soil quality,
stability and moisture

4. Vegetation cover, quantity
and quality

5. Aesthetics

6. Air quality

7. Unique, endangered, fragile
or limited environmental
resource

Comments on



8. Demands on environmental
resources of land, water, air

and energy

9. Historicaland
archaeological sites

X

X
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1. Social structures
and mores

2. Cultural uniqueness
and diversity

3. Local and state tax base
and tax revenue

4. Agricultural or industrial
production

5. Human health

6. Quantity and distribution
of community

7. Access to and quality of
recreational and wilderness
activities

8. Quantity and distribution
of employment

9. Distribution & density of
population & housing

10. Demands for government
services

1 1. lndustrial and commercial
activity

12. Demands for energy

13. Locally adopted environ-
mental plans and goals

1 4. Transportation networks
and traffic flows

POTENT:ALIMPACTS ON HUMAN ENViRONMENT

Comments on
MaiOr  MOderate  MInor   None   Unknown    Attached

X

X

X

X X

X

X X

X X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
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Ot,her groups or agencies contacted or which may have overlapping
jurisdiction: None

Recommendation concerning preparation of Ers: Not required

PER prepared by: phillip A. Stewart

Dat.e: January 29. 1995
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