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EXHIBIT B: 
SOILS ANALYSIS 

 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Project Area and Project Activities 
The gross project area includes 964 acres within the Stillwater State Forest.  Affected soil 
map units include glacial kettles and terraces, and glacial outwash.  The proposed action 
alternative would construct approximately 3.5 miles of trails suitable for hiking and/or 
mountain biking. 
 
Issues and Measurement Criteria 
The following issues encompass the specific issues and concerns raised through public 
comment and scoping of the proposed project. 
 
Soil Erosion 
Soil erosion can increase with construction and use of trails by increasing bare soil on 
trail running surfaces. 
 
Forest Land Removed from Timber Production 
Forest land may be removed from timber production due to construction of hiking 
and/or mountain biking trails.  The physical trails and the associated corridor would no 
longer produce timber. 
 
Analysis Area 
Analysis area for direct, indirect and cumulative effects to soil erosion will be land on 
and adjacent to all proposed trails.  Analysis area for forest land removed from timber 
production will include the gross project area. 
 
Analysis Methods 
Analysis methods to assess direct, indirect and cumulative impacts to soil erosion will 
include soil map unit descriptions and the associated map unit limitations.  Analysis 
area for forest land removed from timber production will include a qualitative 
assessment of the trail corridor and its potential to produce timber. 
 
 
EXISTING ENVIRONMENT 
 
Soil Erosion 
Existing conditions for soil erosion in the project area are mainly tied to soil map units 
found in the gross project area.  Map units found in the proposed project area include 
27-8 and 28-7.  Map unit 27-8 is described as glacial till on kettles or terraces with 20-40% 
slopes.  Map unit 28-7 is described as glacial outwash on terraces with 0-20% slopes.  
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Each of these soil map units are considered well-drained to very well-drained, and are 
considered to have a low surface erodibility and low landslide potential according to the 
Soil Survey of Flathead National Forest Area, Montana (USDA, 1998).  Some isolated 
sloughing of road fill slopes was identified during field reconnaissance along an existing 
road proposed for use in the trail system.  These areas were well vegetated with trees 
and brush at the time of field review, and the cause of the sloughing was not apparent. 
 
Forest Land Removed from Timber Production 
Existing conditions for forest land removed from timber production were assessed by 
looking at how many roads and skid trails exist in the proposed project area since these 
areas are the main loss of timber production.  On classified forest land, DNRC strives to 
maintain soil productivity by limiting soil impacts to 15% or less of an area.  Existing 
roads and skid trails found in the project area were constructed to haul timber during 
past harvest entries.  There are several miles of existing road in the project area that are 
no longer considered productive timber land.  Pace transects of old skid trails revealed 
approximately 60-75 foot spacing, so less than 15% of harvested acres is in an impacted 
condition.  Knife penetration tests showed compaction is beginning to ameliorate due to 
frost and root penetration, and most of these skid trails are vegetating in well. 
 
ENVIRONMENTAL EFFECTS 
 
Direct, Indirect and Cumulative Effects of No-Action Alternative 
No measurable direct, indirect or cumulative impacts to soil erosion are expected, and 
no additional ground would be removed from timber production. 
 
Direct, Indirect and Cumulative Effects of Action Alternative 
 
Soil Erosion 
Risk of measurable direct, indirect or cumulative impacts to soil erosion from proposed 
trail construction is expected to be low.  Risk would be increased over the existing 
condition for approximately 2-3 years until bare soil is re-vegetated.  All proposed trails 
would be constructed on well-drained soils.  Installation of surface drainage features on 
all trail surfaces combined with the well-drained nature of the soils would make the risk 
of soil erosion low.  In addition, all cut- and fill-slopes would be re-vegetated with a site-
specific grass seed mix to further reduce bare soil erosion. 
 
To further reduce potential adverse impacts to soil erosion, the following mitigation 
measures are recommended: 
 

All cut and fill slopes should be constructed at a stable angle 
Side-cast material should be spread at depths that would not inhibit existing 
vegetation 
No side-cast material is to be placed in a draw 
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Bare soils should be seeded within 7 days of activity to stabilize soils and reduce 
the risk of weed infestation 
Erosion control and surface drainage must be maintained at all times 

 
Forest Land Removed from Timber Production 
Direct, indirect and cumulative impacts to forest land removed from timber production 
are expected to be low.  Under the proposed Action Alternative, approximately 4.2 acres 
of forest land within the gross project area would be removed from timber production 
along 3.5 miles of proposed trail.  The 4.2 acres of proposed trail corridor represents 
approximately 0.4% of the gross project area.  The direct and indirect impacts of this 
reduction would likely not be measurable within the gross project area.  Cumulative 
impacts to forest land removed from timber production are also not expected to be 
measurable.  The 4.2 acres of additional land with decreased timber production, when 
added to the existing reductions from past timber harvesting activities would still leave 
the gross project area with less than 15% in an impacted condition. 
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EXHIBIT C: 
WATERSHED AND HYDROLOGY ANALYSIS 

 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Project Area and Project Activities 
 
The gross project area includes 964 acres within the Stillwater State Forest.  Affected 
watershed is the Brush Creek and the Swift Creek drainage.  This watershed includes 
land managed by the Flathead National Forest, Plum Creek Timber Company, private 
ownership and the DNRC.  The proposed action alternative would construct 
approximately 3.5 miles of trails suitable for hiking and/or mountain biking. 
 
Issues and Measurement Criteria 
 
The following issues encompass the specific issues and concerns raised through public 
comment and scoping of the proposed project. 
 
Sediment Delivery 
Construction and use of trails can lead to water-quality impacts by increasing the 
production and delivery of fine sediment to streams.  None of the proposed trail use or 
construction is within 200 feet of a live stream. 
 
Analysis Area 
Direct, indirect and cumulative effects to sediment delivery will be reviewed in the gross 
project area. 
 
Analysis Methods 
Analysis methods included field reconnaissance which reviewed all proposed trail 
locations.  A qualitative assessment of sediment delivery potential was conducted based 
on this reconnaissance. 
 
Risk Assessment Criteria 
Where risk is assessed in the sediment delivery analysis, the following definitions apply 
to the level of risk reported:   

low risk means that impacts are unlikely to result from proposed activities,  
moderate risk means that there is approximately a 50-percent chance of impacts 
resulting from proposed activities, and  
high risk means that impacts are likely to result from proposed activities.   

 
Where levels or degrees of impacts are assessed in this analysis, the following 
definitions apply to the degree of impacts reported:   
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very low impact means that impacts from proposed activities are unlikely to be 
measurable or detectable and are not likely to be detrimental to the water resource;  
low impact means that impacts from proposed activities would likely be measurable 
or detectable, but are not likely to be detrimental to the water resource;  
moderate impact means that impacts from proposed activities would likely be 
measurable or detectable, and may or may not be detrimental to the water resource;  
high impact means that impacts from proposed activities would likely be 
measurable or detectable, and are likely to have detrimental impacts to the water 
resource. 

 
Relevant Agreements, Laws, Plans, Rules, and Regulations 
 
Montana Surface Water-Quality Standards 
None of the streams in the proposed project area are currently listed as water-quality-
limited waterbodies in the 2012 Montana 303(d) list.  Swift Creek is currently listed on the 
2012 Montana 303(d) list, but is listed as fully supporting all beneficial uses.   
 
Montana SMZ Law 
There are no features in the proposed project area that meet the definition in ARM 
36.11.312 of a stream. 
 
Forest Management Rules 
In 2003, DNRC drafted Administrative Rules for Forest Management.  The portion of 
those rules applicable to watershed and hydrology resources include ARM 36.11.422 
through 426.  All applicable rules will be implemented if they are relevant to activities 
proposed with this project. 
 
 
EXISTING ENVIRONMENT 
 
Introduction 
The proposed project lies entirely within the Swift Creek watershed.  Precipitation in the 
gross project area is approximately 25 inches annually. 
 
Sediment Delivery 
No sediment delivery was observed in the proposed project area from any existing 
roads, or in proposed locations of trails.  No stream channels were identified along any 
of the proposed trail routes.  There is a pond at the head of Brush Creek in Section 32 of 
the proposed project area.  This pond holds water perennially, is approximately 0.1 acres 
in surface area, and is not fed by any surface water sources.  The proposed trail is 
approximately 200 feet from this pond. 
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ENVIRONMENTAL EFFECTS 
 
Direct, Indirect and Cumulative Effects of the No-Action Alternative 
No measurable direct, indirect or cumulative impacts to water quality from sediment 
delivery are expected. 
 
Direct, Indirect and Cumulative Effects of the Action Alternative  
No measurable direct, indirect or cumulative impacts to water quality from sediment 
delivery are expected.  Field reconnaissance of all proposed trail locations revealed no 
stream channels within 200 feet of proposed trail construction.  In addition, the only 
surface water identified near the trail location is a 0.1 acre pond that is approximately 
200 feet from any proposed construction activity.  This distance from the water, 
combined with a well-vegetated buffer of grass, forbs, shrubs and trees leave a very low 
risk of very low impacts from sediment delivery to the pond. 
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EXHIBIT D: 
WILDLIFE ANALYSIS 

INTRODUCTION 

The wildlife analysis is designed to disclose the existing condition of wildlife resources and the 
anticipated direct, indirect, and cumulative effects that may result from implementing the No-Action and 
Action alternatives.  The following issue statements were developed from concerns raised by DNRC 
specialists and public comments received during scoping and will be addressed in the following analysis: 
 

Human Access. The proposed trail construction, maintenance, and use of the trail by recreationists 
and their pets could increase disturbance to wildlife in the vicinity of the trail, which could displace 
wildlife.   
Human-wildlife Conflicts.  The proposed trail construction, maintenance, and use could increase 
littering, which could attract wildlife species and/or habituate wildlife, creating potential for 
increased conflicts. 
Grizzly Bears.  The proposed trail construction, maintenance, and use could reduce visual screening 
and increase human access, which could adversely affect bears by displacing them from important 
habitats and/or increase the risk of human-caused bear mortality. 
Gray Wolves.  The proposed trail construction, maintenance, and use could increase human access 
and reduce big game winter range habitat quality, which could displace gray wolves from denning 
and rendezvous sites, increase the risk of wolf-dog conflicts, and reduce prey availability. 
Big Game.  The proposed trail construction, maintenance, and use could disturb big game species, 
reducing the quality of winter range habitat. 

ANALYSIS AREAS 

Direct and Indirect Effects 

The direct and indirect effects of the proposed activities on all species/issues were analyzed within the 
project area (FIGURE W-1 –ANALYSIS AREAS), which consists of 964 acres of DNRC-managed lands in 
T32N, R22W Sections 29, 31, and 32.   

Cumulative Effects 

The cumulative effects of the proposed activities on all species/issues were analyzed at a broad 
surrounding landscape scale that varies according to the issue or wildlife species being discussed.  
Cumulative effects analysis areas are named according to the size of the area and are summarized in 
TABLE W-1 –ANALYSIS AREAS and FIGURE W-1 –ANALYSIS AREAS.  Cumulative effects analysis areas 
include the project area as well as lands managed by other agencies and private landowners.  Detailed 
descriptions of each analysis area are located in the Existing Condition section for each issue or species 
evaluated (e.g., grizzly bears, etc.). 
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TABLE W-1.  ANALYSIS AREAS.  Descriptions of the project area and cumulative effects analysis areas.   
 

ANALYSIS AREA 
NAME 

DESCRIPTION 
TOTAL 
ACRES 

ISSUE(S)/SPECIES 
ANALYZED 

Project Area 
DNRC managed lands in Sections 29, 
31, and 32, T32N, R22W. 

964 
Direct & indirect effects for all 
issues/species 

Medium Cumulative 
Effects Analysis 
Area 

Portions of the Lazy Creek, Swift 
Creek-Hemlock Creek, and Whitefish 
Lake Subwatersheds 

10,544 
Human-wildlife conflicts, 
human access, gray wolves, 
big game winter range 

Large Cumulative 
Effects Analysis 
Area 

The Lazy Creek Grizzly Bear Subunit 
of the Northern Continental Divide 
Ecosystem and portions of the Lazy 
Creek, Swift Creek-Hemlock Creek, 
and Whitefish Lake Subwatersheds. 

39,838 Grizzly bears 

ANALYSIS METHODS 

Analysis methods are based on DNRC State Forest Land Management Rules, which are designed to 
promote biodiversity.  The primary basis for this analysis includes information obtained by: field visits, 
review of scientific literature, Montana Natural Heritage Program (MNHP) data queries, DNRC Stand 
Level Inventory (SLI) data analysis, aerial photograph analysis, consultation with professionals, and 
study of the A Trail Runs Through It Master Plan (McMahon et al. 2006), Trail Runs Through It Phase 1A 
(DNRC 2009) and Whitefish Trail – Phase II, Beaver Lake (DNRC 2011) Environmental Assessments.  The 
coarse-filter wildlife analysis section includes analyses of the direct, indirect and cumulative effects of the 
proposed alternatives on old-growth forest, connectivity of mature forest habitats, snags and coarse 
woody debris, human access and potential for wildlife conflicts.  In the fine-filter analysis, individual 
species of concern are evaluated.  These species include wildlife species federally listed under the 
Endangered Species Act, species listed as sensitive by DNRC, and species managed as big game by 
Montana Department of Fish Wildlife and Park (DFWP). 
 
Cumulative effects analyses account for known past and current activities, as well as planned future 
agency actions.  Ongoing non-timber sale activities in the cumulative effects analysis areas include: 
 

DNRC Smith Lake Dam Rehabilitation (ongoing) – Replacement of the concrete spillway to be 
completed in the fall of 2012. 
Stillwater snowmobiling trails (ongoing) – All snowmobiling trails are located on existing roads and 
trails.  A trailhead is located at the Whitefish Lake gravel pit, which is the proposed site of the new 
trailhead. 

 
Recent timber sale projects (≤10 years) that could contribute to cumulative effects include: 
 

DNRC Dog Meadow South Timber Sale (2003) – Approximately 435 harvested acres within the large 
cumulative effects analysis area. 
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DNRC King Bear Timber Sale (2006) – Approximately 44 harvested acres within the medium and 
large cumulative effects analysis areas. 
DNRC Olney Urban Interface Timber Sale (2009) - Approximately 457 harvested acres within the 
large cumulative effects analysis area. 
DNRC Beaver Smith Timber Sale (2009) - Approximately 277 harvested acres within the large 
cumulative effects analysis area. 
DNRC Lupfer #3 Timber Sale (2010) - Approximately 126 harvested acres within the medium 
cumulative effects analysis area and 203 harvested acres within the large cumulative effects analysis 
area. 
DNRC SE Stryker Ridge Timber Sale (2010) – Approximately 52 harvested acres within the large 
cumulative effects analysis area. 
DNRC NE Smith Timber Sale (ongoing) - Approximately 81 harvested acres within the medium and 
large cumulative effects analysis areas. 
DNRC (proposed) Lazy Swift II Timber Sale – The proposed project would harvest 4-8 MMbf of 
sawtimber from 850 acres of state trust lands in portions of Sections 19, 30, 31 T32N, R22W.  Portions 
of these harvest units may occur within the project area, medium cumulative effects analysis area, 
and large cumulative effects analysis area. 
DNRC (proposed) Whitefish Trail Thinning Project – Thinning on 13.4 acres to create spaces between 
the crowns of large diameter overstory trees and remove diseased, damaged, and poor growing 
stock.  Located within the project area. 
 

Changes to forest structure resulting from all DNRC projects, with the exception of proposed projects and 
the ongoing DNRC NE Smith Timber Sale, have been accounted for in SLI data used for this analysis. 

RELEVANT AGREEMENTS, LAWS, PLANS, RULES, AND REGULATIONS 

Legal documents dictate management criteria for the management of wildlife and their habitat on state 
lands.  The documents most pertinent to this project include:  DNRC Forest Management Rules, DNRC 
Forested Trust Lands Final Environmental Impact Statement and Habitat Conservation Plan (USFWS and DNRC 
2010), the Endangered Species Act, the Migratory Bird Treaty Act, and the Bald and Golden Eagle Protection 
Act. 

COARSE-FILTER WILDLIFE ANALYSIS 

TABLE W-2 –COARSE-FILTER. Analysis of the anticipated effects for coarse-filter resource topics on the DNRC 
Whitefish Trail Expansion Proposal. 

COARSE-FILTER 
RESOURCE TOPIC COARSE-FILTER ANALYSIS 

Old-Growth Forest Approximately 557 acres of old-growth forest occur in the project area.  Some 
trees would be removed to accommodate the 3.5 mile long trail, which would 
consist of a 39-48 inch wide trail centered on an approximately 10 foot wide trail 
corridor.  In general the trail is designed such that few trees > 15 inches dbh 
would be removed.  Due to the small spatial scale of the tree removal, the 
availability of old-growth forested habitat is not expected to change post-harvest, 
thus negligible direct, indirect or cumulative effects would be anticipated. 
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Connectivity of 
Mature Forest Habitat 

Trail construction would create small openings in mature canopy cover to 
accommodate the new trail.  However, the trail would be designed such that few 
trees > 15 inches diameter would be removed.  Given the small spatial scale of 
the tree removal, the availability of mature forested habitat is not expected to be 
affected by the proposed activities.  Thus, negligible adverse direct, indirect or 
cumulative effects on species sensitive to removal of mature forest cover would 
be anticipated. 

Snags and Coarse 
Woody Debris 

Some individual snags and downed logs could be removed due to trail 
construction.  However, all existing snags would be retained where they do not 
pose a safety hazard and coarse woody debris would be retained in amounts that 
would meet or exceed those recommended by Graham et al. 1994.   Thus, 
negligible adverse direct, indirect and cumulative effects on species that depend 
on these resources would be anticipated. 

Human Access & 
Potential for human-
wildlife conflicts 

Detailed Analysis Provided Below – The proposed construction of 3.5 miles of 
trail would increase human access and the potential for human-wildlife conflicts 
in the project area. 

WILDLIFE HABITAT ALTERED WITH HUMAN ACCESS 

Issue:  The proposed trail construction, maintenance, and use of the trail by recreationists and 
their pets could increase disturbance to wildlife in the vicinity  of the trail, which could 
displace wildlife.   

Issue:   The proposed trail construction , maintenance, and use could increase litter ing, which 
could attract wildlife species and/or habituate wildlife creating potential for increased 
conflicts.  

Introduction 

Recreational activities on public lands have the potential to adversely affect wildlife by causing avoidance 
behavior, or conversely, causing habituation or food-related attraction to humans and associated 
development.  The responses of individual animals may range from increased alertness to flight, which 
adversely affects energy budgets by causing the animal to allocate energy that could be used for feeding 
or breeding activities to increased vigilance or flight.  Over time, disturbance may lead to temporary or 
permanent displacement from preferred habitat, lower population levels, or changes in the composition 
of wildlife communities.  Furthermore, the area affected is not limited to the narrow trail corridor, but 
extends considerably further into the area surrounding the trail.  The area affected by disturbance 
depends upon the wildlife species under consideration and may be further extended if dogs accompany 
recreationists.  Important factors in the response of wildlife to disturbance include the type of activity, the 
predictability of the activity, the frequency and magnitude of the activity, timing, the relative location, 
and the type of animal (Joslin and Youmans 1999).  Management considerations for reducing the impact of 
humans on wildlife in recreational areas include reducing the risk of disturbance and displacement of 
wildlife by locating trails in areas that are not important wildlife habitat and reducing the potential for 
conflicts with wildlife by encouraging control of dogs and by encouraging proper disposal of wildlife 
attractants such as garbage (Joslin and Youmans 1999). 

Analysis Area 
The analysis area for direct and indirect effects is the 964-acre project area (FIGURE W-1 –ANALYSIS 
AREAS).  The analysis area for cumulative effects is the medium, 10,544-acre cumulative effects area 
described in TABLE W-1 –ANALYSIS AREAS and depicted in FIGURE W-1 –ANALYSIS AREAS.  The 



Whitefish Trail Phase III:  Wildlife Analysis 
 

5 
 

medium cumulative effects analysis area is centered on the project area and represents an area large 
enough to support a diversity of species that could be affected by increased human access.   

Analysis Methods 
Analysis methods include Geographical Information System (GIS) analysis of aerial-photographs, DNRC 
stand level inventory data (SLI), and field evaluations.  Factors considered in the analysis include: 1) the 
miles of trail constructed, 2) level of human access, 3) risk of displacement of wildlife, and 4) the 
likelihood of introducing wildlife attractants. Additional information related to the affect of human access 
on specific wildlife species can be found in the FINE-FILTER WILDLIFE ANALYSIS section.   

Existing Conditions 

Disturbance & Risk of Conflicts 

The project area currently experiences moderate levels of disturbance to wildlife in the form of hiking, 
fishing, biking, firewood gathering, snowmobiling, dog sledding, and hunting.  The Whitefish Lake 
gravel pit is the site of the proposed trailhead and currently serves as a winter trailhead for snowmobilers 
and dog sledders.  Additionally, many residences are located on the north shore of Whitefish Lake and 
the surrounding area.  The project area receives elevated levels of traffic due to the proximity of the area 
to the city of Whitefish.  Access to the area is facilitated by the open Upper Whitefish Lake Road as well 
as additional closed roads.  Open road density in the project area is 2.6 miles/square mile and the density 
of open and restricted roads is 4.8 miles/square mile.   
 
The medium cumulative effects analysis area receives moderate levels of disturbance in the form of 
hiking, fishing, biking, firewood gathering, snowmobiling, dog sledding, and hunting.  This area also 
receives elevated levels of human activity due to its proximity to the town of Whitefish.  The majority of 
the large cumulative effects analysis area is owned by the Montana DNRC (4,136 acres), private 
landowners (2,368), and Plum Creek (1,941 acres).  The majority of the 2,368 acres of private lands are 
concentrated in the southern portion of the analysis area just north of Whitefish Lake.  The Delrey Road, 
East Lakeshore Drive, Upper Whitefish Lake Road, and Werner Peak Road are all open roads that 
provide access within the medium cumulative effects analysis area.  Open road density in the medium 
cumulative effects analysis area is 1.2 miles/square mile and the density of open and restricted roads is 4.0 
miles/square mile.   
 

Environmental Effects 

Direct and Indirect Effects of the No-Action Alternative on Disturbance & Risk of Conflicts 

None of the proposed trail construction and associated activities would occur.  Existing levels of 
disturbance and potential for conflicts would not change.  Thus, since: 1) no change in the level of human 
access would occur, 2) the risk of altering wildlife use of the project area would not change, and 3) the 
risk of introducing attractants would not change, no direct or indirect effects associated with the 
anticipated risk of disturbance and wildlife conflicts would be expected as a result of the No-Action 
Alternative. 

Direct and Indirect Effects of the Action Alternative on Disturbance & Risk of Conflicts 

Approximately 3.5 miles of trails would be constructed in the area, increasing human access and 
disturbance levels.  The trails would facilitate hiking, running, biking, and equestrian uses, increasing the 
risk of wildlife disturbance, displacement, or altered habitat use.  Elevated disturbance levels may cause 
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some animals to avoid the area or to alter their diurnal patterns of use.  Other animals could become 
habituated to human use or become attracted to the area if attractants such as garbage provide food 
rewards.  Providing bear-resistant trash receptacles and educating trail-users about packing out their 
garbage would reduce this risk of causing wildlife to become attracted to humans.  However, in general, 
the risk of wildlife/human conflicts would increase in the area.  The trail is located in areas that receive 
wildlife use but are not known to be habitats of particularly high importance (see the FINE FILTER 
section for additional details relevant to specific wildlife species).  Conflicts could be reduced by 
encouraging dog owners to control their dogs by using leashes or to control animals vocally, which 
would decrease the area disturbed by trail-users and reduce the potential for dogs to chase or harass 
wildlife.  Educational signs at the trailhead would be put in place and maintained to inform users of the 
inherent risks of recreating in an area with large carnivores and educate trail-users of proper behaviors 
around wildlife including proper disposal of wildlife attractants.  Thus, since: 1) 3.5 miles of trails would 
be constructed, increasing the level of human access; 2) the risk of altering wildlife use of the project area 
would increase, but would be mitigated by educational signs encouraging control of dogs and 
appropriate behaviors around wildlife; and 3) the risk of introducing attractants would increase, but 
would be mitigated by educating trail-users and providing bear resistance trash receptacles; moderate 
direct and indirect effects associated with the anticipated risk of disturbance and wildlife conflicts would 
be expected as a result of the Action Alternative. 

Cumulative Effects of the No-Action Alternative on Disturbance & Risk of Conflicts 

None of the proposed trail construction and associated activities would occur.  Existing levels of 
disturbance and potential for conflicts would not change.  Any proposed or ongoing activities within the 
medium cumulative effects analysis area could affect the risk of disturbance and wildlife conflict.  Thus, 
since: 1) no change in the level of human access would occur, 2) the risk of altering wildlife use of the 
project area would not change, and 3) the risk of introducing attractants would not change, no 
cumulative effects associated with the anticipated risk of disturbance and wildlife conflicts would be 
expected as a result of the No-Action Alternative. 

Cumulative Effects of the Action Alternative on Disturbance & Risk of Conflicts 

Approximately 3.5 miles of trails would be constructed, increasing the risk of disturbance and human-
wildlife conflicts in the medium cumulative effects analysis area.  Increased levels of human access for 
recreation would be additive to the current level of recreation including hiking, biking, fishing, and 
hunting as well as snowmobiling and dog sledding in the winter.  However, educational signs at the 
trailhead would inform users of the inherent risks of recreating in an area with large carnivores and 
educate trail-users of proper behaviors around wildlife including proper disposal of wildlife attractants, 
minimizing potential for disturbance and human-wildlife conflicts.  Additionally, bear-resistant garbage 
cans would be installed at trailheads to minimize the risk of wildlife becoming attracted to trails due to 
food rewards.  Thus, since: 1) 3.5 miles of trails would be constructed, increasing the level of human 
access; 2) the risk of altering wildlife use of the project area would increase, but would be reduced by 
educational sings encouraging control of dogs and appropriate behaviors around wildlife; and 3) the risk 
of introducing attractants would increase, but would be mitigated by educating trail-users and providing 
bear resistance trash receptacles; minor adverse cumulative effects associated with the anticipated risk of 
disturbance and wildlife conflicts would be expected as a result of the Action Alternative. 

FINE-FILTER WILDLIFE ANALYSIS 

The fine-filter wildlife analysis discloses the existing conditions of wildlife resources and the anticipated 
direct, indirect, and cumulative effects that may result from the No-Action and Action alternatives.  
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Wildlife species considered include: 1) species listed as threatened or endangered under the Endangered 
Species Act of 1973, 2) species listed as sensitive by DNRC, and 3) species managed as big game by 
DFWP.  TABLE W-3 –FINE-FILTER provides an analysis of the anticipated effects for each species.   
 
TABLE W-3 –FINE-FILTER.  Status of species considered in the fine-filter wildlife analysis and effects 
assessments for the Whitefish Trail Expansion Project.  For several species, more detailed analysis is provided below 
where indicated. 

SPECIES/HABITAT EFFECTS ASSESSMENT 

THREATENED & ENDANGERED SPECIES 

Canada lynx (Felis lynx) 

Habitat:  Subalpine fir habitat 
types, dense sapling, old forest, 
deep snow zones 

The project area contains 136 acres of suitable lynx habitat, all of which 
is considered winter forage habitat based on stand characteristics.  The 
proposed trail construction would remove some trees and snags 
adjacent to potential lynx habitat along approximately 0.6 miles of 
trail, 0.3 miles of which would be new construction.  The proposed 
trail construction would not change the classification of lynx habitat 
types.  Increased human access to the area and the presence of dogs 
could disturb lynx; however, due to habitat structure, the majority of 
lynx activity in the area is likely to occur in the winter, when trail use 
would be minimal.  If a lynx den is discovered in the vicinity of the 
trail, a temporary trail closure would be instated.  Thus, since only 0.3 
miles of trail would be constructed in lynx habitat, the structure of 
lynx habitat would not change and risk of disturbance is minimal, 
negligible direct, indirect, and cumulative effects to lynx would be 
anticipated. 

Grizzly bear (Ursus arctos) 

Habitat:  Recovery areas, 
security from human activity 

Detailed Analysis Provided Below – The project area is located in 
grizzly bear recovery zone habitat and non-recovery occupied habitat 
associated with the Northern Continental Divide Ecosystem (USFWS 
1993, Wittinger 2002).   
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SENSITIVE SPECIES 

Bald eagles (Haliaeetus 
leucocephalus) 

Habitat:  Late-successional 
forest  less than 1 mile from 
open water   

The proposed activities are located within the home range of a bald 
eagle pair associated with Whitefish Lake.  A few trees and snags 
would be removed to construct the trail.  The project area is not 
located within known bald eagle flight paths, but bald eagles may 
travel along Swift Creek.  However, there are only 2 view points of 
Swift Creek along the trail and the likelihood of disturbing bald eagles 
in this area is minimal due to the presence of visual screening and 
distance between the trail and Swift Creek.  In general, due to the 
distance from Whitefish Lake and the topography of the area, the 
proposed project area is not likely to be used by bald eagles (Paige 
1991).  Thus, negligible direct, indirect, and cumulative effects to bald 
eagles would be anticipated. 

Black-backed woodpeckers 
(Picoides arcticus) 

Habitat:  Mature to old burned 
or beetle-infested forest 

No recently (<5 years) burned areas occur in the project area.  Thus, no 
direct, indirect, or cumulative effects to black-backed woodpeckers 
would be expected to occur as a result of either alternative. 

Coeur d'Alene salamanders 
(Plethodon idahoensis) 

Habitat:  Waterfall spray zones, 
talus near cascading streams 

No moist talus or streamside talus habitat occurs in the project area.  
Thus, no direct, indirect, or cumulative effects to Coeur d'Alene 
salamanders would be expected to occur as a result of either 
alternative. 

Columbian sharp-tailed grouse 
(Tympanuchus Phasianellus 
columbianus) 

Habitat:  Grassland, shrubland, 
riparian, agriculture 

No suitable grassland communities occur in the project area.  Thus, no 
direct, indirect, or cumulative effects to Columbian sharp-tailed grouse 
would be expected to occur as a result of either alternative. 

Common loons (Gavia immer) 

Habitat:  Cold mountain lakes, 
nest in emergent vegetation 

Smith Lake occurs within 500 feet of the proposed trail.  However, 
there are no records of common loons using the lake and the 
likelihood of occupancy is less than 50% (C. Hammond, DFWP, wildlife 
biologist, pers. comm., July 30, 2012).  Additionally, the trail is located 0.7 
miles from Whitefish Lake.  Thus, since the proposed trails are not 
located within 500 feet of lakes likely to be occupied by loons, 
negligible direct, indirect and cumulative effects to common loons 
would be expected to occur as a result of either alternative. 
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Fishers (Martes pennanti) 

Habitat:  Dense mature to old 
forest less than 6,000 feet in 
elevation and riparian 

Approximately 597acres of suitable fisher habitat occur within the 
project area.  The proposed activities would remove a few trees and 
snags located adjacent to approximately 2.4 miles of trail including 1.9 
miles of new trail construction.  Following trail construction, human 
activity would increase in the area; however, due to the small amount 
of new trail construction and current accessibility of the area provided 
by numerous roads, the risk of trapping mortality is not expected to 
increase.  Thus, since the proposed activities would have a minimal 
effect on the structure of fisher habitat and human activity is unlikely 
to increase trapping mortality, negligible direct, indirect and 
cumulative effects to fishers would be expected to occur as a result of 
either alternative.        

Flammulated owls (Otus 
flammeolus) 

Habitat:  Late-successional 
ponderosa pine and Douglas-fir 
forest 

Approximately 27 acres of flammulated owl preferred habitat types 
occur within the project area.  However, the proposed trail would not 
pass through these acres.  Additionally, flammulated owls are 
relatively tolerant of human disturbance and nest abandonment is rare 
(McCallum 1994).  Given the lack of suitable habitat in the vicinity of 
the proposed trail and tolerance of flammulated owls to disturbance, 
negligible direct, indirect, and cumulative effects to flammulated owls 
would be expected to occur as a result of either alternative. 

Gray wolves (Canis lupus) 

Habitat:  Ample big game 
populations, security from 
human activities 

Detailed Analysis Provided Below – The 2011 home range of the Lazy 
Creek Pack is located within 5 miles of the project area (MFWP wolf 
pack data, 2011). 

Harlequin ducks (Histrionicus 
histrionicus) 

Habitat:  White-water streams, 
boulder and cobble substrates 

Potentially suitable high-gradient stream habitat associated with Swift 
Creek occurs adjacent to portions of the proposed trail.  Harlequin 
duck pairs have been observed on Swift Creek, but breeding has not 
been documented (MNHP data 2012).  Two overlooks would provide 
views of Swift Creek; however, the overlooks are located along a cliff 
that would discourage the majority of trail-users from accessing the 
streambed and disturbing harlequin ducks, if they are present in the 
area.  Additionally, visual screening exists between Swift Creek and 
the remainder of the trail and the proposed activities would not affect 
riparian habitat or reduce sight distances into potential harlequin 
habitat.  Thus, negligible direct, indirect and cumulative effects to 
harlequin ducks would be anticipated. 

Northern bog lemmings 
(Synaptomys borealis) 

Habitat:  Sphagnum meadows, 
bogs, fens with thick moss mats 

No suitable sphagnum bogs or fens occur in the project area.  Thus, no 
direct, indirect, or cumulative effects to northern bog lemmings would 
be expected to occur as a result of either alternative. 
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Peregrine falcons (Falco 
peregrinus) 

Habitat:  Cliff features near 
open foraging areas and/or 
wetlands 

No suitable cliffs/rock outcrops for nest sites occur in the project area 
or within 0.5 miles of the project area.  Thus, no direct, indirect, or 
cumulative effects to peregrine falcons would be anticipated as a result 
of either alternative. 

Pileated woodpeckers 
(Dryocopus pileatus) 

Habitat:  Late-successional 
ponderosa pine and larch-fir 
forest 

Approximately 627 acres of pileated woodpecker habitat occur in the 
project area.   The proposed activities would remove a few trees and 
snags from suitable pileated woodpecker habitat located adjacent to 
approximately 2.8 miles of trail, which are proposed for construction.  
All snags that do not pose a safety hazard would be retained.  Human 
activity would increase in the area following trail construction; 
however, pileated woodpeckers are fairly tolerant of human 
disturbance (Bull and Jackson 1995).  Thus, since the proposed activities 
would have a minimal effect on the structure of pileated woodpecker 
habitat and human activity is unlikely to adversely affect productivity, 
negligible adverse direct, indirect, and cumulative effects to pileated 
woodpeckers would be anticipated. 

Townsend's big-eared bats 
(Plecotus townsendii) 

Habitat:  Caves, caverns, old 
mines 

No suitable caves or mine tunnels are known to occur in the project 
area.  Thus, no direct, indirect or cumulative effects to Townsend's big-
eared bats would be expected to occur as a result of either alternative. 

BIG GAME 

Elk (Cervus canadensis) Detailed Analysis Provided Below – The project area contains 964 
acres of potential elk, mule deer, and white-tailed deer winter range 
habitat as identified by DFWP (DFWP 2008).   Mule Deer (Odocoileus 

hemionus) 

White-tailed Deer (Odocoileus 
virginianus) 

THREATENED AND ENDANGERED SPECIES 

GRIZZLY BEAR 

Issue :   The proposed trail construction, maintenance, and use  could reduce visual screening 
and increase human access, which could adversely affect bears by displacing them from 
important habitats and/or increase the risk of human-caused bear mortality.  

Introduction 
Grizzly bears are opportunistic omnivores that inhabit a variety of habitats in Montana.  Preferred grizzly 
bear habitats include avalanche chutes, fire-mediated shrub fields, and riparian areas, all of which 
provide seasonal food sources (Servheen 1983, McLellan and Hovey 2001).  Grizzly bears are currently listed 
as “Threatened” under the Endangered Species Act of 1973 and primary threats are related to human-bear 
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conflicts and long-term habitat loss associated with human development.  Man-caused deaths were the 
leading cause of grizzly bear mortality in the Northern Continental Divide Ecosystem in 2011; hence, 
reducing the potential for human-grizzly conflicts is especially important (Mace and Roberts 2012), 
particularly regarding bear acquisition of unnatural foods.   A number of studies have documented 
disturbance and displacement of grizzly bears associated with human use of trails and roads (Jope 1985, 
McLellan and Shackleton 1989, Mace and Waller 1996, Waller and Servheen 2005).  Graves (2002) found that 
grizzly bears selected against areas within 450 to 600 m from single-track trails similar to the system 
proposed under the action alternative for this project.   Management considerations for constructing 
recreational trails in grizzly bear habitat include retaining visual screening, considering the location of 
seasonally important habitat, encouraging proper disposal of attractants, and educating recreationists on 
proper behaviors in bear country. 

Analysis Area 
The analysis area for direct and indirect effects is the 964-acre project area (FIGURE W-1 –ANALYSIS 
AREAS).  The analysis area for cumulative effects is the 39,838-acre large cumulative effects analysis area 
described in TABLE W-1 –ANALYSIS AREAS and depicted in FIGURE W-1 –ANALYSIS AREAS.  The 
large cumulative effects analysis area is centered on the project area and is defined according to 
geographic features (i.e., ridgelines, watershed boundaries), which bound a reasonable analysis area for 
grizzly bears.  This area includes the Lazy Creek Grizzly Bear Subunit, which approximates the size of a 
female grizzly bear home range as well as additional lands located adjacent to Whitefish Lake.  

Analysis Methods 
Analysis methods included field evaluations, Geographical Information System (GIS) analysis of SLI 
data, consultation with wildlife professionals, and aerial photograph interpretation.  To estimate the size 
of the area where bears could be displaced, the proposed trail was buffered by 500 meters.  This distance 
as selected based upon research in similar trail systems indicating that grizzly bears select against habitat 
located within 450 to 600 meters from single-track trails (Graves 2002).  Factors considered in the analysis 
included: 1) the level of human access, 2) the availability of visual screening cover, 3) the location of 
important seasonal habitat, 4) and risk of displacement or conflict.   

Existing Conditions 

Grizzly Bears 

The project area is located within grizzly bear recovery zone habitat and non-recovery occupied habitat 
(NROH) associated with the Northern Continental Divide Ecosystem (hereafter NCDE, Wittinger 2002).   
NROH consists of occupied areas near grizzly bear recovery zones in Montana that were mapped by 
grizzly bear researchers and managers to account for increased sightings of grizzly bears outside of 
recovery zones.  The project area is located southwest of the Whitefish Range in low elevation habitat that 
receives considerable grizzly bear use, particularly in the spring.  Riparian habitat associated with Brush 
Creek, King Creek, Swift Creek, Smith Creek as well as Smith Lake and small wetlands located 
throughout the project area likely provide suitable foraging habitat for bears.  Other important grizzly 
bear habitats, including fire-mediated shrub fields and avalanche chutes, were not observed within the 
project area.  Open and seasonally open road density in the project area is 2.6 miles/square mile and total 
road density is 4.8 miles/square mile.  The Whitefish Lake gravel pit and site of the proposed trailhead 
also serve as a trailhead for winter recreationists.  Private property and residences are located adjacent to 
the project area, resulting in elevated levels of disturbance and risk of habituation or attraction to human 
activity.  
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The large cumulative effects analysis area is also located within grizzly bear recovery zone habitat and 
non-recovery occupied habitat (NROH) associated with the NCDE (Wittinger 2002).  This majority of the 
area consists of forested habitats relatively uninfluenced by human developments and contains a variety 
of preferred grizzly bear habitats (berry fields, riparian areas, etc.).  The area is owned primarily by 
Montana DNRC (16,598 acres), Plum Creek (15,289 acres), and the USFS (4,958 acres), and is managed for 
timber harvest.  Open road density in the large cumulative effects analysis area is 1.1 miles/square mile 
and total road density is 4.0 miles/square mile.   

Environmental Effects 

Direct and Indirect Effects of the No-Action Alternative on Grizzly Bears 

None of the proposed activities would occur.  No trail construction or changes to grizzly bear habitat 
would occur.  Thus, since: 1) the level of human access to the area would not change, 2) the availability of 
visual screening would not change, 3) preferred seasonal habitat would not be affected, and 4) the risk of 
displacement or conflict would not change, no direct or indirect effects associated with grizzly bear 
displacement or human-caused bear mortality risk would be anticipated as a result of the No-Action 
Alternative. 

Direct and Indirect Effects of the Action Alternative on Grizzly Bears 

Approximately 3.5 miles of trail would be constructed including 1.2 miles of trail construction on existing 
roadbed and 2.3 miles of new trail construction.  Approximately 0.7 (0.4 miles new construction, 0.3 miles 
trail construction on existing road bed) of these miles would be constructed within NCDE recovery zone 
habitat.   Some trees, snags, and brush would be removed during trail construction, but minimal effects to 
visual screening availability are anticipated.  Trail construction would increase recreational use of the 
area substantially, particularly hiking and mountain biking.  Recreationist activity on the trail could cause 
displacement from approximately 722 acres associated with the trail (74.9% of the project area; 500 meter 
buffer around trail).  Displacement and risk of conflict is of most concern during the spring because the 
project area contains low elevation riparian and wetland habitat that likely receives considerable grizzly 
bear use in the spring.  To minimize potential for adverse effects to bears in spring, DNRC would instate 
a seasonal spring closure on the trail system if conflicts with trail-users and grizzlies occur.  Temporary 
closures would also be considered if grizzly bears are observed in the area.  To further reduce the risk of 
human-bear conflicts and food conditioning, bear-resistant garbage cans would be present at the 
trailhead along with signs encouraging trail-users to properly dispose their garbage, to leash dogs or 
keep them under vocal control, and to carry pepper spray.  Thus, since: 1)  approximately 3.5 miles of 
trail would be constructed within NCDE NROH and recovery zone habitat, increasing human access to 
the area; 2) the availability of visual screening would not change; 3) preferred seasonal habitat may be 
affected, but seasonal trail closures would be instated if human-bear conflicts occur during this time 
period; and  4) the risk of displacement would increase on approximately 722 acres (74.9% analysis area) 
adjacent to the proposed trail; moderate adverse direct and indirect effects associated with grizzly bear 
displacement or human-caused bear mortality risk would be anticipated as a result of the Action 
Alternative.  

Cumulative Effects of the No-Action Alternative on Grizzly Bears 

None of the proposed activities would occur.  No trail construction or changes to grizzly bear habitat 
would occur although ongoing and proposed forest management projects within the cumulative effects 
analysis area could affect human access, visual screening, and the risk of displacement or conflict.  Thus, 
since: 1) the level of human access to the area would not change, 2) the availability of visual screening 
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would not change, 3) preferred seasonal habitat would not be affected, and 4) the risk of displacement or 
conflict would not change, no cumulative effects associated with grizzly bear displacement or human-
caused bear mortality risk would be anticipated as a result of the No-Action Alternative. 

Cumulative Effects of the Action Alternative on Grizzly Bears 

The proposed activities would include 3.5 miles of trail construction including 1.2 miles of trail 
construction on existing roadbed and 2.3 miles of new trail construction, approximately 0.7 of which 
would be constructed in the grizzly bear NCDE recovery zone.  The increase in recreational activity 
would be additive to recreational activity already occurring in the large cumulative effects analysis area 
including hiking, biking, fishing, hunting, snowmobiling, and camping.  No additional plans for 
recreational trails in the area have been proposed.  Some trees and shrubs would be removed during the 
construction of the trail, but impacts to visual screening are expected to be minimal.  Displacement may 
occur on 838 acres within 500 meters of the trail (2.1% of the large cumulative effects analysis area).  
Other activities that could be additive to potential displacement of bears from habitats preferred by 
grizzly bears include the DNRC NE Smith Timber Sale (ongoing), the Lazy Swift Timber Sale (proposed), 
and a small DNRC thinning project (proposed) (see ANALYSIS METHODS section of the Introduction 
for a detailed description of projects).  The proposed trail is located in suitable grizzly bear spring habitat, 
which receives considerable use by grizzly bears (T. Thier, DFWP, wildlife biologist, pers. comm., August 3, 
2012).  However, potentially suitable spring habitat is available north of the project area on lands that are 
managed for timber production and are relatively free of residential development.  DNRC would instate 
a seasonal spring closure on the trail system if conflicts with grizzlies occur.  Temporary closures would 
also be considered if grizzly bears are observed in the area at any time.  To further reduce the risk of 
human-bear conflicts and food conditioning, bear-resistant garbage cans would be present at the 
trailhead along with signs encouraging trail-users to properly dispose their garbage, to leash dogs or 
keep them under vocal control, and to carry pepper spray.  Thus, since: 1) approximately 3.5 miles of trail 
would be constructed within NCDE NROH and recovery zone habitat, increasing human access to the 
area; 2) the availability of visual screening would not change; 3) preferred seasonal habitat may be 
affected, but seasonal trail closures would be instated if human-bear conflicts occur during this time 
period; and  4) the risk of displacement would increase on approximately 838 acres (2.1% of analysis area) 
adjacent to the proposed trail; moderate adverse cumulative effects associated with grizzly bear 
displacement or human-caused bear mortality risk would be anticipated as a result of the Action 
Alternative. 

SENSITIVE SPECIES 

GRAY WOLVES 

Issue:   The proposed trail construction, maintenance, and use could increase human access 
and reduce big game winter range habitat quality, which could displace gray wolves from 
denning and rendezvous sites, increase the risk of wolf -dog conflicts, and reduce prey 
availability.  

Introduction 
Wolves are wide-ranging opportunistic carnivores that prey on ungulates.  In general, wolf densities are 
positively correlated to prey densities (Fuller et al. 1992).  Wolves prey primarily on white-tailed deer, 
and, to a lesser extent, elk and moose, in northwest Montana (Kunkel et al. 1999).  However, some studies 
have shown that wolves may prey upon elk more frequently during certain portions of the year 
(particularly winter) or in areas where elk numbers are higher (Arjo et al. 2002, Kunkel et al. 2004, Garrott et 
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al. 2006).  Thus, reductions in big game numbers and/or winter range productivity could be indirectly 
detrimental to wolf populations.  Management considerations for constructing recreational trails in wolf 
habitat are primarily related to reducing the potential for conflicts with dogs and reducing the potential 
for negative impacts on the big game. 

Analysis Area 
The analysis area for direct and indirect effects is the 964-acre project area (FIGURE W-1 –ANALYSIS 
AREAS).  The analysis area for cumulative effects is the 10,544-acre medium cumulative effects analysis 
area described in TABLE W-1 –ANALYSIS AREAS and depicted in FIGURE W-1 –ANALYSIS AREAS.  The 
cumulative effects analysis area is centered on the project area, defined according to geographic features 
(i.e., ridgelines), and provides a reasonable analysis area for wolves that could be influenced by project-
related activities. 

Analysis Methods 
Analysis methods include field evaluation, aerial photograph interpretation, and GIS analysis of available 
habitats.  Factors considered in the analysis include: 1) the level of human access, 2) the location of any 
known den or rendezvous sites, and 3) effects of recreation on big game winter range.   

Existing Conditions 

Gray Wolves 

The project area contains 43 acres (0.4% of home range) of the Lazy Creek Pack estimated 2011 annual 
home range.  No wolf rendezvous sites, den sites, or wolf use of the project area have been documented 
(K. Laudon, DFWP, wolf management specialist, pers. comm., July 26, 2012); however, wolf use of the area 
could occur at any time.  The entire project area is considered elk, moose, mule deer, and white-tailed 
deer winter range as described by DFWP (TABLE W-4 BIG GAME, DFWP 2008).  Evidence of summer big 
game use of the project area was also observed during visits to the area.  The project area likely provides 
habitat for elk, moose and deer throughout the year. 
 
The medium cumulative effects analysis area contains 4,337 acres of the estimated 2011 home range of the 
Lazy Creek Pack (38.7% of home range).  Portions of the cumulative effects analysis area are identified as 
elk, mule deer, moose, and white-tailed deer winter range by DFWP (TABLE W-4 BIG GAME, DFWP 
2008).   

Environmental Effects 

Direct and Indirect Effects of the No-Action Alternative on Gray Wolves 

None of the proposed activities would occur.  No trail construction or changes to big game winter range 
would occur.  Thus, since: 1) the level of human access would not change, 2) wolf rendezvous or den sites 
would not be disturbed by trail-users, and 3) no change in big game winter range quality would occur, no 
direct or indirect effects to wolves associated with displacement, conflicts, or changes in prey availability 
would be anticipated as a result of the No-Action Alternative. 

Direct and Indirect Effects of the Action Alternative on Gray Wolves 

Approximately 3.5 miles of trail construction would occur within elk, mule deer, moose, and white-tailed 
deer winter range including 1.2 miles of trail construction on existing roadbed and 2.3 miles of new trail 
construction.  Wintering big game could be disturbed by recreationists and their pets on approximately 
722 acres (74.9% of big game winter range in the project area) located within 500 meters of the proposed 
trail.  However, the trail would not be maintained for winter recreationists (i.e., no trail grooming) and 
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minor adverse effects to big game are anticipated.  Currently, there are no known wolf rendezvous or den 
sites in the vicinity of the project area.  However, if the area is used by wolves for rendezvous or den sites 
in the upcoming seasons the area may be temporarily closed to provide increased security for wolves and 
for the safety of trail-users pending consultation with Montana Fish Wildlife and Parks biologists.  The 
proposed trail construction could cause conflicts between dogs and wolves, which could result in injury 
or death to the dog.  To reduce the likelihood of conflicts occurring, signs posted at trailheads would 
warn trail-users of the risks associated with using the trail and would require recreationists to maintain 
vocal control of their pets or keep them on a leash.  Thus, since: 1) the level of human access would 
increase due to the construction of 3.5 miles of trail; 2) wolf rendezvous or den sites could be disturbed by 
trail-users, but DNRC would retain the right to close the trail if deemed necessary; and 3) minor adverse 
effects to big game winter range quality would occur; minor direct and indirect effects to wolves 
associated with displacement, conflicts, or changes in prey availability would be anticipated as a result of 
the Action Alternative. 

Cumulative Effects of the No-Action Alternative on Gray Wolves 

None of the proposed activities would occur.  Wolves would not be disturbed by recreational activities on 
DNRC lands.   Disturbance of wintering big game would not change within the project area, but may 
change on other ownerships outside the project area due to other potential proposed and ongoing 
projects.  Thus, since: 1) no disturbance to wolf den or rendezvous sites would occur and 2) no change in 
big game winter range quality would occur, no direct and indirect effects to wolves associated with 
displacement, conflicts, or changes in prey availability would be anticipated as a result of the No-Action 
Alternative. 

Cumulative Effects of the Action Alternative on Gray Wolves 

Approximately 3.5 miles of trail construction would occur within elk, mule deer, moose, and white-tailed 
deer winter range including 1.2 miles of trail construction on existing roadbed and 2.3 miles of new trail 
construction.  Wintering big game could be disturbed by recreationists and their pets on approximately 
838 acres (13.9% of elk, 7.9% of moose, 13.9% mule-deer, and 10.4% white-tailed deer winter range within 
the medium cumulative effects analysis area) located within 500 meters of the proposed trail.  However, 
since the trail would not be maintained for winter recreationists, the adverse effects of the trail on 
wintering big game are expected to be minor.  DNRC is unaware of any wolf dens or rendezvous sites in 
the vicinity of the project area, but wolves may have rendezvous or den sites in other portions of the 
medium cumulative effects analysis area.  If documented in the vicinity of the project area in upcoming 
seasons, DNRC may instate seasonal closures for public safety and wolf security pending consultation 
with DFWP biologists.  To reduce the likelihood of conflicts occurring between wolves and dogs, signs 
posted at trailheads would warn trail-users of the risks associated with using the trail and would require 
recreationists to maintain vocal control of their pets or keep them on a leash.  Any adverse effects related 
to big game winter range quality, disturbance at wolf den or rendezvous sites, or increased potential for 
wolf-dog conflicts would be additive to effects from ongoing logging projects and recreational activities 
currently occurring in the medium cumulative effects analysis area including; hiking, fishing, hunting, 
biking, and snowmobiling in the winter.  Thus, since: 1) the level of human access would increase due to 
the construction of 3.5 miles of trail; 2) wolf rendezvous or den sites could be disturbed by trail-users, but 
DNRC would retain the right to close the trail if deemed necessary; and 3) minor adverse effects to big 
game winter range quality would occur; minor cumulative effects to wolves associated with 
displacement, conflicts, or changes in prey availability would be anticipated as a result of the Action 
Alternative. 
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BIG GAME WINTER RANGE 

Issue:   The proposed trail construction, maintenance, and use  could disturb big game species, 
reducing the quality of winter range habitat.  

Introduction 
During winter big game, including elk, moose, mule deer, and white-tailed deer are seasonally restricted 
to areas with adequate amounts of cover and forage at lower elevations.  In Western Montana, effective 
big game winter range contains ample mid-story and overstory coniferous cover, which minimizes severe 
winter conditions by reducing wind velocity and providing snow intercept, enabling big game to move 
across the landscape and access forage with less energy expenditure.  Recreational activities may 
adversely affect big game by causing responses ranging from increased vigilance to flight, all of which 
have consequences for energy budgets.  Additionally, research demonstrates that ungulates often 
respond to recreational activities by avoiding areas near roads and trails.  Management considerations for 
constructing recreation trails in big game winter range include reducing risk of disturbance by informing 
recreationists of proper behavior around big game and encouraging control of dogs (Joslin and Youmans 
1999).   

Analysis Area 
The analysis area for direct and indirect effects is the 964-acre project area (FIGURE W-1 –ANALYSIS 
AREAS).  The analysis area for cumulative effects is the 10,544-acre medium cumulative effects analysis 
area described in TABLE W-1 –ANALYSIS AREAS and depicted in FIGURE W-1 –ANALYSIS AREAS.  The 
medium cumulative effects analysis area is centered on the project area and defined according to 
geographic features including watershed boundaries (i.e. ridgelines), which would somewhat confine 
movements of local wintering big game animals in the vicinity of the project area, and it provides a 
reasonable biological analysis unit for local big game animals that could be influenced by project-related 
activities.   

Analysis Methods 
Analysis methods include field evaluations, aerial photograph interpretation, and GIS analysis of 
available big game winter range (unpublished interagency map, 2008).  The proposed trail was buffered by 
500 meters to estimate the area in which big game could be disturbed by recreationists and their pets.  
This distance falls within the range of displacement distances reported for ungulates from roads and 
trails as reviewed by Gaines et al. (2003) and provides a reasonable area for analyzing the effects of non-
motorized recreation.  Factors considered in the analysis include: 1) the level of human access, and 2) risk 
of disturbance of wintering big game.   

Existing Conditions 

Big Game Winter Range 

The entire project is considered elk, moose, mule deer, and white-tailed deer winter range as described by 
DFWP (TABLE W-4 BIG GAME, DFWP 2008).  Evidence of winter big game use of the project area in the 
form of browsed twigs and droppings was also observed during visits to the area.  The project area is 
situated at the base of the southwest facing slopes of the Whitefish Range in low elevation habitat below 
3,800 feet that consists primarily of moderate-to-well stocked stands of trees ≥ 9 inches dbh (70% of the 
project area).  Due to the availability of canopy cover and low elevation, the area likely provides suitable 
habitat for wintering big game.  The Whitefish Lake gravel pit and site of the proposed trailhead are 
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currently used as a trailhead for winter recreationists that snowmobile on existing roads and trails located 
to the north of the project area, which may disturb wintering big game in the area.     
 
Portions of the medium cumulative effects analysis area are identified as elk, mule deer, moose, and 
white-tailed deer winter range by DFWP (TABLE W-4 BIG GAME, DFWP 2008).  The winter range is 
located primarily in the southern portion of the project area where snowpack is lighter due to the low 
elevation of the area.  Due to timber harvesting history in the medium cumulative effects analysis area, 
the availability of mature forested habitat with suitable canopy cover for wintering big game varies 
across the area.  Winter recreationists snowmobiling on existing trails and roads in the area, including the 
Werner Peak Road and Upper Whitefish Road, may disturb wintering big game.  
 
TABLE W-4 –BIG GAME.  Acreages (and percentages) of big game winter range for 4 species in the DNRC 
Whitefish Trail Expansion Project occurring in the medium cumulative effects analysis area.  Estimates derived 
from DFWP winter range distribution maps (DFWP 2008). 
 

 

Environmental Effects 

Direct and Indirect Effects of the No-Action Alternative on Big Game Winter Range   

None of the proposed trail construction would occur.  Thus, since: 1) the level of human access to the area 
would not change, and 2) the risk of disturbance to wintering big game would not change, no direct and 
indirect effects to big game winter range quality would be anticipated as a result of the No-Action 
Alternative. 

Direct and Indirect Effects of the Action Alternative on Big Game Winter Range  

Approximately 3.5 miles of trail construction would occur within elk, mule deer, moose, and white-tailed 
deer winter range including 1.2 miles of trail construction on existing roadbed and 2.3 miles of new trail 
construction.  Wintering big game could be disturbed by recreationists and their pets on approximately 
722 acres (74.9% of big game winter range in the project area) located within 500 meters of the proposed 
trail.  However, the trail would not be maintained for winter recreationists (i.e., no trail grooming).  The 
trailhead would continue to be used by snowmobilers accessing roads and trails located to the north of 
the project area.  Since the proposed trails would not be maintained for recreationists in winter, the 
number of users accessing these trails during time periods when snowpack is high and big game are 

BIG GAME SPECIES 

ANALYSIS AREA 

Project Area 
Acreages within Medium 

Cumulative Effects Analysis Area 

Elk (% of area) 964 (100%) 6,029 (57.2%) 

Mule Deer (% of area) 964 (100%) 6,029 (57.2%) 

Moose (% of area) 964 (100%) 10,544 (100%) 

White-tailed Deer (% of area) 964 (100%) 8,020 (76.1%) 
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more vulnerable to disturbance is expected to be low.  However, to reduce the potential impact of 
recreationists on big game, trail-users would be required to keep their pets within vocal control or on a 
leash.  Additionally, signs at the trailhead would ask recreationists not to approach wildlife.  Thus, since: 
1) human access to the area would increase following the construction of 3.5 miles of trail; 2) wintering 
big game could be disturbed by recreationists on 722 acres (74.9% of big game winter range in the project 
area), but trail use during winter is expected to be minimal when snowpack is high; and 3) recreationists 
would be required to control their pets and be discouraged from approaching wildlife; minor adverse 
direct and indirect effects to big game animals and winter range quality would be anticipated as a result 
of the Action Alternative. 

Cumulative Effects of the No-Action Alternative on Big Game Winter Range 

None of the proposed trail construction would occur.  The level of access and risk of disturbance would 
not change within the project area, but may change on other portions of the medium cumulative effects 
analysis area.  Thus, since: 1) the level of human access to the area would not change within the project 
area, and 2) the risk of disturbance to wintering big game would not change, no cumulative effects to big 
game animals or winter range quality would be anticipated as a result of the No-Action Alternative. 

Cumulative Effects of the Action Alternative on Big Game Winter Range   

Approximately 3.5 miles of trail construction would occur within elk, mule deer, moose, and white-tailed 
deer winter range including 1.2 miles of trail construction on existing roadbed and 2.3 miles of new trail 
construction.  Wintering big game could be disturbed by recreationists and their pets on approximately 
838 acres (13.9% of elk, 7.9% of moose, 13.9% mule-deer, and 10.4% white-tailed deer winter range within 
the medium cumulative effects analysis area) located within 500 meters of the proposed trail.  Trail use is 
expected to be minimal on the proposed trail in the winter because the trails would not be maintained for 
winter recreationists; however, some winter use would likely occur.  The increased disturbance to 
wintering big game would be additive to snowmobiling already occurring on existing roads and trails in 
the analysis area including the Upper Whitefish Road and the Werner Peak Road.  To reduce the effect of 
recreational activities on big game, trail-users would be required to maintain vocal control of their dogs 
or keep them on a leash.  Additionally, signs at the trailhead would discourage recreationists from 
approaching wildlife.  Thus, since: 1) human access to the area would increase following the construction 
of 3.5 miles of trail; 2) wintering big game could be disturbed by recreationists on 838 acres (13.9% of elk, 
7.9% of moose, 13.9% mule-deer, and 10.4% white-tailed deer winter range within the medium 
cumulative effects analysis area), but trail use during winter is expected to be minimal when snowpack is 
high; and 3) recreationists would be required to control their pets and discouraged from approaching 
wildlife; minor adverse cumulative effects to big game winter range quality would be anticipated as a 
result of the Action Alternative. 

LIST OF MITIGATIONS 

If a threatened or endangered species is encountered, consult a DNRC biologist and develop 
additional mitigations that are consistent with the Forest Management Rules for managing 
threatened and endangered species (ARM 36.11.428 through 36.11.435). 
Prohibit contractors and purchasers conducting contract operations from carrying firearms while on 
duty as per ARM 36.11.444(2) and GB-PR2 (USFWS and DNRC 2010 -- HCP Vol. II p. 2-5). 
Contractors will adhere to food storage and sanitation requirements as per GB-PR3 (DNRC HCP FEIS 
Vol. II p. 2-6). 



Whitefish Trail Phase III:  Wildlife Analysis 
 

19 
 

Post and maintain signs at the trailheads to inform users of the inherent risks of recreating in an area 
with large carnivores and to educate recreationists of proper behavior around wildlife.  Signs should 
focus on the following: 

o Inform trail-users of risks associated with recreating in grizzly and wolf country. 
o Encourage trail-users to carry pepper spray. 
o Require trail-users to maintain vocal control over their dogs or keep them on a leash to 

minimize disturbance to wildlife, particularly big game, wolves, and grizzlies. 
o Require trail-users to properly dispose of garbage to reduce the risk of food-conditioning. 
o Discourage trail-users from approaching wildlife.   

Provide and maintain bear-resistant garbage containers at trailhead to reduce the risk of attraction or 
habituation to human activity. 
DNRC may instate seasonal trail closures if deemed necessary and may instate temporary closures if 
conflicts with wildlife occur. 
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FIGURE W-1 –ANALYSIS AREAS.  Wildlife analysis areas for the proposed Whitefish Trail Expansion Project.  

 
 
 


