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SCOPING NOTICE

Proposed Sage Grouse Habitat Stewardship Project – Hansen Ranch Conifer Encroachment Treatment 

June 30, 2016

The Montana Sage Grouse Oversight Team (MSGOT) is soliciting comments and concerns on requested use of the Montana Sage Grouse Habitat Stewardship Fund to support the Hansen Ranch Conifer Encroachment Treatment Project.  

The Nature Conservancy(TNC), an IRC 501 (c) (3) non-profit organization, sponsored and presented an application for the Hansen Ranch Conifer Encroachment Treatment Project to the Montana Sage Grouse Habitat Stewardship Fund (MCA) at the May 24, 2016 regular meeting of the MSGOT.  The MSGOT approved the Hansen Conifer Removal project to move to the next stages of administrative procedure, MEPA scoping and review.    

TNC is proposing removal of low, medium, and high density encroaching conifers on a portion of the Hansen Ranch located in Beaverhead County in the southwest corner of T10S R12W and northwest corner of T11S R12W (see attached map – Figure 3 Proposed Conservation Easement and Restoration Project Area).  For this scoping, MSGOT is only considering funding the Hansen Ranch Conifer Encroachment Treatment Project, not the Conservation Easement identified in the referenced map.  The project is based on the expansion of Douglas Fir and Rocky Mountain Juniper into historical sagebrush habitats.  The encroaching conifers are within a 4-mile buffer distance of three identified Sage Grouse leks (FWP).  Conifer encroachment is considered a significant factor in lek extirpation due to conifers providing subsidy to common terrestrial and avian predators of Sage Grouse.     

In developing the project proposal, TNC mapped conifer encroachment in the project area using a combination of aerial photography and site inspections. Three separate encroachment classes (Phases 1, 2, & 3) were assigned using a system commonly used by NRCS/SGI and Great Basin GNLCC.  Phase 1 encroachment class is dominated by sagebrush with scattered conifers typically less than 2 meters tall. Phase 2 encroachment class is still dominated by sagebrush with larger (up to 4 meters) conifers at higher stems per acre.  Phase 3 encroachment class consists of cover typically dominated by conifers with remnant sagebrush.  In in the proposed treatment area, TNC identified approximately 1,400 acres of encroachment. Roughly 850 acres fell within Phase 1, 320 acres within Phase 2, and 230 acres within of Phase 3 (See attached map – Hansen Ranch Conifer Encroachment Treatments 2016 - 2017).  

TNC developed treatment proposals in conjunction with BLM wildlife biologists and fire managers working on similar treatments in the Medicine Lodge watershed. TNC proposes to mechanically fell and lop (as necessary) conifers by hand using contract sawyer crews. Within encroachment Phases 1 and 2, crews would cut all visible conifers within the treatment boundaries. Within encroachment Phase 3 chain saw crews would fell and leave ~50% of existing trees.  Phase 3 and some portions of Phase 1 and 2 encroachment areas, those that fall within logical burn boundaries, would be burned by TNC, USFS, and BLM fire crews during April of 2017. The saw crews would also prep the perimeter of the burns by brushing burn lines. TNC fire manager on loan from North Carolina is developing a burn plan with assistance from BLM and USFS for approval by all burn partners. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]This notice has been sent to individuals or organizations who may have interest in the proposal area. In accordance with the Montana Environmental Policy Act, public concerns about the project and potential environmental impacts must be considered and analyzed prior to making the decision of whether to grant the funding to TNC.

Interested parties have until July 11, 2016 to submit concerns or comments relating to this project by mailing written comments to Carolyn Sime, Sage Grouse Habitat Conservation Program, 1625 11th Ave, Helena, MT 59620 or by submitting comments through the public comment web application located at the MSGOT webpage https://sagegrouse.mt.gov/msgot.html

To be added to the interested parties list for this project or future notices, please call Carolyn Sime 406-444-0554 or submit that request to the public comment web application https://sagegrouse.mt.gov/msgot.html during this same period. 
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