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Bridger/Bangtail:  Forest Health; Hazardous Fuels Reduction  
Targeted Implementation Plan 

 

 
 

NRCS Project contacts 

• Christopher Mahony; District Conservationist (406)-522-4012 
• Shawna Taylor; Soil Conservationist (406)-522-4011 
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Targeted Focus Area; Forested areas in Gallatin County on private land; within the Bridger 
Mountain Range and associated Bangtail hills.  The focus area lies within the Wildland Urban 
Interface (WUI) as defined in the Gallatin County Community Wildfire Protection Plan (GC 
CWPP-2006).   The targeted focus area begins from Flathead Pass Road, extends south along 
Bracket Creek Road, to Skunk Creek Road and east to the county border, down Bridger Canyon 
Drive, across Jackson Creek Rd to I-90 and back down Bridger Canyon Drive terminating at the 
fish hatchery.  A 1.5 mile zone, extending out from roadways within the Bridger/Bangtail project 
area, on private land, will be treated with practices to directly address forest health and 
hazardous fuel loading (See Figure 1; overview map and Figure 3; detailed map).  The majority 
of acres within the proposed targeted implementation plan (TIP) (approximately 80,000 total 
acres within TIP boundary) is forested land (60,000 acres forested, 20,000 acres rangeland).   

Goal statement:  The goal of this Targeted Implementation Plan (TIP) is to reduce the potential 
for large severe wildfires in Gallatin County, on private land, that would negatively impact water 
and air quality, soil, plants, animals and humans by reducing fuel loading and improving forest 
health.  Conservation practices on private lands within a 1.5 mile corridor running parallel to 
major roadways within the Bridger/Bangtail project area are eligible for Environmental Quality 
Incentive Program (EQIP) funding.  NRCS conservation practices, are tools available to address 
the current condition related to the degraded forest health conditions given disease and insects 
outbreaks within the forest, the historical role of fire suppression and the increased populations 
density within the Bridger/Bangtail project area. 

This initial TIP works in conjunction with a proposed United States Forest Service (USFS) 
project to maximize the benefits within this area.  The North Bridgers Forest Health Project is a 
USFS proposal to treat 2,300 acres utilizing intermediate treatments and regeneration harvest.  In 
addition, Montana State University Extension has completed several forestry related projects, 
including fuels reduction, within the Bridger/Bangtail project proposal area over the past 2 years.  

Overview:   

Purpose:  The purpose of this proposal is to reduce the potential for catastrophic wildfire, 
increase the safety of evacuation routes, protect wildlife habitat, while increasing the resilience 
of the forest to withstand environmental stressors.  Fuel loading and fire were identified as 
resource concerns during the Local Working Group (LWG) meeting held in April of 2019 and 
are in the Bozeman field office long range plan. 

Problem Statement 

A substantial amount of the national forest in Gallatin county has been impacted by Mountain 
pine beetle, Douglas-fir beetle, and the western spruce budworm (USFS Forest plan revision; 
Final Timber report 2/16/2017).  Additionally, fire suppression over the last 100 years has 
increased forest stand density, effectively adding fuel that had not been historically present on 
the landscape.  Fire traditionally played an important role in maintaining ecosystem health by 
cycling nutrients, removing diseased and pest infested trees and brush, maintaining diversity, 
encouraging new growth and providing many other functions necessary for forest health.  This 
newer, un-natural state of excessive fuel loading within many forests of the Western United 
States poses a unique challenge in managing forested land.   
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Figure 1:  Overview map 
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The population of Gallatin County has increased 25% since 2010, according to new estimates by 
the U.S. Census Bureau and consequently more of the population is living within these WUI 
areas, that are at risk of wildfire.  Additionally, the success of Bridger Bowl Ski Area and Cross 
Cut Mountain Sports Center, two large recreational operations within the proposed TIP area, has 
increased housing development within the project area.  Bridger Bowl Ski Area and Cross Cut 
Mountain Sports Center are also two potential partners in the project given their dependence on 
healthy, intact forest.   

Population growth, overstocked stands of timber, disease and pests together with historic fire 
suppression and a changing climate have substantially increased the risk of large catastrophic 
wildfires within the proposed project area.    

Finally, improving the health of forests by reducing fuel loading will aid the function of 
evacuation routes in the event of a wildfire. This is critical given the limited accessibility to some 
of these areas within the Bridger/Bangtail project area.  Wildlife will also benefit given that 
additional acres will be more fire resistant, thereby protecting valuable habitat.    

Objectives 

This Bridger/Bangtail TIP will be a three year project (2021-2023).  Three specific goals, first 
improve forest health through thinning overstocked stands of timber, effectively reducing 
competition for limited resources between remaining trees.  Secondly, to reduce fuel loading 
through thinning, brush management and creating fuel breaks, strategically located to protect 
structures or other important features on the landscape.  Finally, wildlife habitat will be protected 
from a large catastrophic fire by reducing the potential of fire growth on private land while also 
reducing the risk of fire from private land impacting public land, through the utilization of fuel 
breaks, thinning, pruning and brush management.  In addition to tree thinning, aspen 
regeneration is a practice that is also available to landowners.  Excluding riparian areas, aspen 
communities are considered the most biologically diverse ecosystems in the Intermountain West 
(Kay 1997).   
 
Additional forestry TIPS may be proposed in the future, given that the City of Bozeman, state 
lands (DNRC) and the U.S. Forest Service have a number of forestry projects planned in Gallatin 
County to protect the city of Bozeman’s water supply and address excessive fuel loading on 
public land.   

In advancing forest health as a priority for Gallatin County, water quality, wildlife habitat, plant 
health and productivity, soil erosion and air quality concerns will be addressed.  Some of these 
resource concerns, such as air quality, water quality and soil erosion would be minimized by 
reducing the potential for a catastrophic wildfire but are secondary concerns.  By addressing the 
degraded plant condition of forests that are either overstocked, diseased or dead, the risk of 
catastrophic wildfire would be dramatically reduced.  Addressing forest health would minimize 
the potential for other natural resource issues (such as noxious weed encroachment) to become a 
concern.   Concurrent to the issue of fuel loading in the surrounding forests is the increase in 
population growth (See Gallatin County Long Range Plan; Population) and the corresponding 
increase of homes in the WUI.     
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NRCS assistance will include, inventories, designs, layout and construction checks for eligible 
practices to address the degraded plant condition within the forests in the Bridger and Bangtail 
areas of the county based on the landowner’s objectives.   

Alternatives 

There are three proposed alternatives: 

(1) No Action; The no action alternative will allow fuels to accumulate while disease and 
pests continue to degrade the health and resilience of the forests to cope with 
environmental impacts in the future.  Additionally, given the population growth, an 
increase of 25% since 2010, the risk for a fire ignition increases and the number of homes 
and people potentially impacted from a fire also increases.   

(2) Forest health with prescribed burning; Due to excessive fuel loading and the explosive 
population growth within the project area, this is not a viable alternative.  Soils could 
become hydrophobic and sterilized given the amount of fuel loading in some areas where 
the fuel accumulation had become excessive.  Another argument against prescribed 
burning lies in the potential liability associated with the risk of a prescribed fire escaping 
containment.  Finally, impacts related to prescribed fire and the associated negative 
consequences to air quality would likely not be embraced by the nearby city of Bozeman. 

(3) Forest health with fuel breaks and forest stand improvement; Forest health through 
thinning overstocked stands and fuels reduction through thinning, pruning and creating 
fuel breaks will reduce the potential for a wildfire from negatively impacting wildlife and 
people.  Utilizing the conservation practices listed below will reduce the amount of fuel 
loading within forested areas while also reducing negative impacts related to overstocked 
stands of timber competing for limited resources. 

Proposed Solutions 

The preferred alternative, number three, will reduce fuel loading utilizing mechanical treatments 
given the amount of fuel loading currently in the project area, proximity to population centers 
and lower risk.  Additionally, forest health will be improved by reducing competition for limited 
resources by thinning overstocked stands of timber.  Environmental concerns will be addressed 
as required by the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), including cultural resources and 
threatened and endangered species.  Due to the complexity of land ownership within the project 
area, varied economic, social and environmental interest the goal of this project is to directly 
reduce fuel loading and improve forest health, while maintaining important wildlife habitats, on 
580 acres.   Maintaining secure evacuation routes along roadways, by reducing fuel loading, will 
decrease the risk of loss of life and property in the case of a wildfire.  A secondary goal is to 
demonstrate the benefits of working together to address a resource concern that could impact a 
large percentage of the population of Gallatin County. 

• Forest Stand Improvement (666) 
• Woody Residue Treatment (384) 
• Tree-Shrub Pruning (660) 
• Brush management (314) 
• Fuel Break (383) 
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Partner Contributions 

Several active partners with the NRCS have current or recently concluded forestry projects 
within the proposed TIP boundary.  The United States Forest Service (USFS) has conducted 
several public meetings describing their forest health proposal for treating over 2300 acres that 
lies adjacent to the proposed TIP plan. The U.S. Forest Service fuels reduction project in the 
northern Bridger Mountains is currently in litigation.  Montana State University has completed 
several small fuel reduction projects on private land.  The Gallatin County Conservation District 
is eligible to apply for grants through the Montana Department of Natural Resources and is 
critical in providing local support for educational and outreach events, in addition to having its 
own cost share program.  The Gallatin County Weed District offers cost share to eligible 
landowners and could be a valuable partner in addressing existing weeds and preventing new 
noxious weeds from becoming established within the project area.  The Greater Gallatin 
Watershed Council (GGWC) may be able to help as well with outreach and education given that 
most of the project area lies within the Bridger Creek Drainage, a major tributary to the Gallatin 
River.  Bridger Creek is designated as an impaired stream by the Montana Department of 
Environmental Quality (DEQ), and projects that improve water quality in this area qualify to 
apply for 319 grant funds through the DEQ.   

Initially, landowner participation may be modest, between 10-20 landowners over the 3 year 
project. However, any projects completed may serve as a demonstration of what can be 
accomplished, incentivizing other landowners to begin addressing fuels and forest health on their 
properties.  In order to solve the problem, degraded forest health and fuels accumulation in the 
Bridger/Bangtail project area, a collaborative effort including private landowners and the USFS 
on roughly 80,000 acres is critical.  Higher elevation public land is managed by the USFS while 
most of the lower elevation ground is privately owned.  Strategically positioned projects would 
reduce the risk of catastrophic fire, reduce the potential spread of a wildfire, and increase the 
safety of evacuation routes while benefiting the health of the remaining forest by increasing 
forest resiliency.  Another very important aspect to this proposal is the educational component in 
demonstrating some of the tools available and outcomes of actively managing a stand of trees for 
forest health and fuels reduction.     

Bridger Bowl Ski Area and Cross Cut Mountain Sports Center (adjacent to one another at the 
center of the TIP area) are both actively engaged in conservation and forestry projects in 
particular.  Cross Cut Mountain Sports Center is currently developing a forest stewardship plan 
and Bridger Bowl Ski Area has completed numerous thinning projects around trails, lifts, and the 
newly expanded parking area.   A wildfire in the mid-nineties briefly threatened Bridger Bowl 
Ski Area to the extent that office equipment had to be evacuated.  Below is a summary list of 
partners and potential contributors.   

• Gallatin County Conservation District – outreach, education, funding 
• Gallatin County Extension – outreach, education 
• Custer National Forest – outreach, data layer for maps, and fuel mitigation on adjacent 

public land 
• City of Bozeman – Outreach, education 
• Farmers and ranchers – outreach, education 
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• Greater Gallatin Watershed Council - outreach, education, funding 
• National Wild Turkey Federation – Forester, technical assistance 
• Department of Environmental Quality – Funding 
• Gallatin County Weed district – Funding, Technical assistance 
• Greater Gallatin Watershed Council – Funding, labor, outreach, education 

 

Finally, the potential costs to fully address forest health and fuel loading within the 
Bridger/Bangtail project area would certainly cost millions.  To do nothing will cost millions 
with the potential of lives lost.  Completing several smaller projects utilizing a coordinated 
strategy will significantly reduce the risk to human life while protecting wildlife habitat and 
infrastructure.  There are funding sources available outside of the Environmental Quality 
Incentives Program (EQIP), to help address fuel loading and forest health (mentioned above) that 
could contribute substantially to addressing the resource concern.  Partners may contribute to 
offset the private cost.  

Primary Resource Concern Addressed:  Wildfire hazard from biomass accumulation 

Eligible land uses 

• Range 
• Forest 

Implementation 

Beginning in the spring of 2020 a coordinated effort to advertise, educate, outreach and promote 
the 3 year Bridger/Bangtail Forest Health; Fuels Reduction Project TIP will begin.  The NRCS 
proposes to spend $270,000 over a 3 year period to implement on the ground forest health and 
fuels reduction projects.  The initial time necessary to advertise, promote and fully market the 
proposed project is estimated at 2 months.  It is estimated that once applications are submitted 
that it would take approximately 4 months to have projects contract ready.  Contract 
administration, implementation and monitoring is estimated at another 4 months, for a project 
total of 10 months.  It is anticipated that staffing at the field office will be adequate, however, in 
the event that additional resources are necessary, area office staff would be available for 
assistance, specifically the National Wild Turkey Federation partner forester. 

 

2021 (3-5 projects) 

 Forest stand improvement: 75 ac @ $499.50 per acre $40,000 

 Woody residue treatment 50 ac @ $376.99 per acre $20,000 

 Fuel Break   5 ac @ $724.84 per acre $4,000 

 Brush management  10 ac @ 387.03 per acre $4,000 

 Tree and Shrub pruning 20 ac @ 279.81 per acre $6,000 

 Total:    150 ac    $79,000 
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2022 (3-5 projects) 

Forest stand improvement: 125 ac @ $499.50 per acre $63,000 

 Woody residue treatment 50 ac @ $376.99 per acre $20,000 

 Fuel Break   10 ac @ $724.84 per acre $8,000 

 Brush management  10 ac @ 387.03 per acre $4,000 

 Tree and Shrub pruning 20 ac @ 279.81 per acre $6,000 

Total:    215 ac    $100,000 

  

2023 (3-5 projects) 

Forest stand improvement: 125 ac @ $499.50 per acre $63,000 

 Woody residue treatment 50 ac @ $376.99 per acre $20,000 

 Fuel Break   10 ac @ $724.84 per acre $8,000 

 Brush management  10 ac @ 387.03 per acre $4,000 

 Tree and Shrub pruning 20 ac @ 279.81 per acre $6,000 

 Total    215 ac    $100,000 

 

The target areas are adjacent to an ongoing USFS North Bridgers Forest Health Project and will 
build on the outreach already conducted by the Forest Service and Montana State University 
Extension with additional meetings and public notice from the NRCS Bozeman Field Office and 
Gallatin Conservation District.  A postcard mailing will be sent to landowners within the TIP 
boundary advertising the proposal with follow up meetings, with the help of the Gallatin County 
CD and other local organization, to be held in at least three different locations within the 
proposal area, including the Sedan area (north), Jackson Creek area (southeast) and Bridger 
Canyon (south).  Additionally, area fire departments will be contacted with the goal of 
participating in local outreach events.  The Bridger Canyon Homeowners Association will be 
contacted, with further coordination planned with Bridger Bowl Ski area and Cross Cut 
Mountain Sports Center in the pursuit of reaching as many stakeholders as possible.   

Eligible applications for cost share assistance through the Environmental Quality Incentives 
Program (EQIP) will be accepted year round with a cut off date of July 30 for funding that 
following fiscal year.  Applications will be ranked utilizing proximity to high, medium and low 
risk areas (see figure 2; fire risk map), with the applications adjacent to higher risk areas 
receiving more ranking points.  Coordination between various stakeholders including the USFS, 
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land trusts, GGWC, MSU Extension and others will continue on a monthly basis in order to most 
efficiently address landowner concerns, program eligibilities, areas of responsibilities and areas 
of expertise.   

Applications will be competitive and ranked using an evaluation tool approved by NRCS. 

Progress Evaluation and Monitoring 

Utilizing several NRCS Conservation Practices, including Forest Stand Improvement (666), 
Woody Residue Treatment (384), Tree and Shrub Pruning (660), Brush Management (314) and 
Fuel Break (383) the potential for a wildfire to spread and intensify will be reduced by removing 
excessive fuels and improving the resiliency of the remaining vegetation against pests, disease 
and climatic variations.  Below are the goals for acres treated for each proposed practice with the 
Bridger/Bangtail Forest Health/Fuels Reduction Project TIP. 

1. Forest Health:  (385 acres); Forest health will be improved by removing diseased and 
insect damaged trees, pruning and thinning overstocked stands 

2. Fuels Reduction:  (55 acres), creating fuel breaks and brush management 
3. Wildlife habitat:  (Bridger/Bangtail mountains) enhancement of important wildlife habitat 

on private land while simultaneously protecting the variety of habitats on public land 

Progress will be reported annually in Customer Service Toolkit and/or Conservation Desktop as 
practices are completed and certified to NRCS standards and specifications. Progress will also be 
presented yearly to the Gallatin County CD during a public board meeting around the first of 
each calendar year.  A final report will be presented to the Gallatin County CD with public 
participation encouraged.  Progress will be reported in acres treated and will be documented 
utilizing NRCS approved job sheets with additional photo documentation that may be shared, 
dependent on landowner permission, with the Montana State University data hub, Montana State 
University Extension Water Quality (MSUEWQ).  MSUEWQ is a web-database that provides 
storage and visualization of surface water data and photos collected by citizen scientists and 
groups across Montana.  The USFS will also be consulted, within the limits of protecting 
personal identifiable information, in order to more effectively build partnerships that work in 
conjunction to address a common resource concern. 

Project effectiveness as measured in applications, collaborating entities, contracts and acres 
treated will be evaluated in the spring and fall to determine if additional resources are needed, 
realignment of existing resources, additional collaborations or will try to identify any other 
unforeseen component necessary for a successful outcome.  Ultimate success will be evaluated 
by the reduction of acres burned, homes destroyed or lives lost within the project area.   
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Figure 2:  Fire Risk map 
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Ranking/Screening  

Prioritization:   

1.  Has the applicant had an NRCS program contract terminated since January 1, 2017; OR does 
the applicant have an existing contact that has been determined to be in noncompliance and 
currently under an active NRCS-CPA-153 (only answer as Yes is the non-compliance was for 
something within the participants’ control)?  If yes, identify the following:  Date of Termination 
or date participant signed the NRCS-CPA-153 with an existing deadline to bring the contract 
back in compliance.   

Yes – Application is a LOW priority   

No – Continue to question 2.   

 

2.  Is the proposed conservation treatment within the geographic boundaries of this Targeted 
Implementation Plan (TIP)? 

               Yes – Continue to # 3 

No – Application is a LOW priority  

 

3.  Does the application meet the intent of the TIP, and is for practices currently offered in the 
TIP that will treat the identified priority resource concern? 

Yes – Application is a HIGH priority  
No – Application is a LOW priority  
 

Ranking 

1. Is the project located adjacent to a high wildfire hazard zone (see Figure 2: Fire risk 
map)?  (150 pts) 
 

2. Is the project located adjacent to a medium wildfire hazard zone (see Figure 2: Fire risk 
map)?  (120 pts) 
 

3. Is the project located adjacent to a low wildfire hazard zone (see Figure 2: Fire risk map)?  
(75 pts)    
 

4. Is the project adjacent to an existing fuel reduction project that meets NRCS standards 
and specifications for fuel break or forest stand improvement? (25 pts) 
 

5. Is all or part of the proposed project area located directly adjacent to a public road?  (25 
pts) 

 



12 
 

 
Figure 3:  Detail map  


