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HELENA WILDFIRE MITIGATION PROJECT 
SUPPLEMENTAL ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
The City of Helena, Montana has applied for funding under the Federal Emergency Management 
Agency’s (FEMA) Pre-Disaster Mitigation (PDM) program and Hazard Mitigation Grant 
Program (HMGP) to mitigate wildfire impacts to improved properties and reduce the need for 
federal disaster assistance in the future. In accordance with the National Environmental Policy 
Act of 1969, the Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) regulations implementing NEPA (40 
Code of Federal Regulations [CFR] Parts 1500 through 1508), FEMA’s regulations (44 CFR Part 
10) for environmental considerations, and DHS Management Directive 5100.1, FEMA must fully 
understand and consider the environmental consequences of actions proposed for federal funding.  
 
In May of 2008, FEMA prepared an Environmental Assessment (EA) and a Finding of No 
Significant Impact (FONSI) was issued May 22, 2008 for the Fuels Reduction Project, Helena 
Open Lands System. This supplemental EA is to document and transmit FEMA’s evaluation of 
similar actions in the same geographic area. The new project will address the purpose and need as 
described in the original EA and approved in the original FONSI, both of which are incorporated 
here by reference.  The only adverse impacts identified in the original EA were minor, short-term 
impacts to aesthetics, air-quality, and traffic associated with smoke from prescribed burning; and 
a temporary increase in noise levels from use of chainsaws and chippers. Other impacts were 
described as beneficial in nature (Appendix C).  The overall project elements and approach have 
been refined to result in fewer impacts than described in the original EA, because no materials 
will be burned as a result of the proposed project. In addition, potential cultural resources will be 
identified and avoided through implementation of a monitoring plan.  
 
The proposed treatment area of potential effect (APE) consists of 350 acres and has two 
components: Helena South Hills (150 acres, HMGP-DR-1767-MT-2009-11) and Open Lands 
(200 acres, PDMC-PJ-08-MT-2010-010).  The Proposed mitigation is to reduce fuel loading from 
city and private lands within or adjacent to the City of Helena (46.3448, -112.218).  According to 
the application there are approximately 3275 structures located within the project area(s) that are 
expected to be afforded some level of protection by the project(s).  Critical facilities to be 
protected include Emergency Operations Centers, medical centers, water and power providers, 
fire protection, schools and other essential government facilities.  
 
The project will be implemented by the City of Helena Parks Department and will follow the Tri-
County Fire Working Group (TCFWG) model for fuel reduction.  A team of trained forestry 
personnel, including a qualified forester, a surveyor and a project manager will conduct a 
comprehensive assessment of sites to be cleared.  Site-specific methodology for reduction will be 
determined after this assessment. In general, beetle-killed pine trees in the project areas will be 
hand-thinned to create a spacing of 10-15 feet between crowns.  Remaining trees will be pruned 
and excessive seedlings and saplings will be cleared.  Cut waste material will be chipped on site 
or hauled to a sorting yard for appropriate disposal.  No material will be burned as a result of this 
project. Existing city-owned roads will be used to the extent possible for staging and moving 
equipment.  No new roads will be built in the project area. Most of the work is planned to be 
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completed during the winter, when it is the least intrusive for ground disturbance.  Routes with 
the least amount of ground disturbance will be chosen for the use of motorized equipment.  
Various types of low-impact equipment will be used, including skid-steer mounted bull-hog 
masticators and newer chippers with rubber tires.  
 
The City of Helena Parks Department has been designing and implementing low-impact forest 
fuel mitigation within city-owned open space properties since 2002.  The methodologies 
employed to fell trees, clear undergrowth, move equipment and otherwise accomplish the 
objectives of Helena's forest hazard reduction projects have a proven track record of completing 
projects with a minimal amount of ground disturbance.  The same methods and types of 
equipment will be used for the proposed FEMA-funded projects. The public has been duly 
notified of the proposed project(s) through public meetings, newspaper articles and outreach to 
individuals within the proposed project area. All original findings, stipulations, mitigation 
measures and project conditions apply, except as noted below. 
 
THREATENED AND ENDANGERED SPECIES AND MIGRATORY BIRDS 
 
A current listing of threatened and endangered (T&E) species in the area of the subject site was 
obtained from the US Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) website.  Using the FWS-supplied 
information in conjunction with original data, it was determined that the project is within the 
range of the Canada Lynx, which is listed as threatened by FWS. An Informal Biological 
Assessment (IBA) was completed and results indicated the habitat necessary to support the listed 
species is not present on or in proximity to the site. FEMA determined the proposed project would 
have ‘No Effect’ on the Canada Lynx or any other T&E species or designated critical habitat. 
Further, based on the data available the proposed project is expected to have no significant impact 
on migratory birds because the project area is no suitable habitat for any listed species. On 
October 30, 2009, FEMA notified FWS of its determination; on December 5, 2009, FWS 
concurred and stated that the project as proposed is unlikely to have any significant effects to fish, 
wildlife or habitat resources under the purview of the US Fish and Wildlife Service. 
 
HISTORIC AND CULTURAL RESOURCES 
 
After a preliminary review of the project, SHPO and the State Archeologist identified the 
potential for impacts to historic mine shafts, lime kilns and prehistoric sites within the area of 
potential effect (APE).   
 
The proposed activities as described above would have low potential to affect any intact 
archaeological resources if they should exist. In addition to the use of the low-impact equipment 
and removal methods described above, FEMA will require a professional meeting The Secretary 
of Interior’s Professional Qualification Standards (36 CFR Part 61) in the discipline of 
archaeology to monitor activities to ensure avoidance of areas where potential resources are 
located.  Prior to initiation of work the FEMA and the Applicant will provide three sets of maps.  
The maps will contain the following information: 
 

1. Map identifying all currently Known Historic Properties in the APE 
2. Map identifying Proposed Staging Areas and Vehicle Routes in the APE 
3. Map identifying areas of High Probability of Intact Archeological Sites in the APE. 
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If additional known historic properties are identified the sites will be mapped and avoided.  A 
mapping and monitoring plan was provided by the City’s archaeological consultant (Integrity 
Resources Archaeology). SHPO agreed with the plan in their email dated March 31, 2011.  
 
Mapping of known historic properties, staging areas and high-probability sites; combined with 
on-site archaeological monitoring represent a reasonable and good faith effort to carry out 
appropriate identification efforts as stated in §800.4(b)(1). In accordance with 36 CFR part 800.5 
FEMA, based on our review of the scope of work as submitted and with the inclusion of the 
mapping and monitoring plan noted above, has determined that there would be no historic 
properties affected by the proposed project because they will be avoided. 
 
 
PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT 
 
The public has been duly notified of the proposed project(s) through public meetings, newspaper 
articles and outreach to individuals within the proposed project area. Public meetings at which the 
South Hills 2009 and Open Lands 2010 projects have been presented by City of Helena Parks 
Department staff include: 
 
1. 01-28-09, Helena Citizens Council Meeting (City County Building) 
 
2.  02-25-09, Helena Citizens Council Fair (Helena Technical College) 
 
3. 03-31-09, Helena Open Lands Open House (Lewis and Clark County Library) 
 
4. 04-06-09, Lewis and Clark County Parks Board Monthly Meeting (City County Building) 
 
5.  05-09-09, Prickly Pear Land Trust Open Space Fair (Pioneer Heritage Park) 
 
6.  07-06-09, Helena City Commission Administrative Meeting (City County Building) 
 
7. 07-23-09, Kiwanis Club Meeting (Montana Club) 
 
8. 07-25-09, Lake Helena Watershed Monthly Meeting (Spring Meadow Lake) 
 
9.  07-16-09, Prickly Pear Land Trust Board of Directors Meeting (DA Davidson) 
 
10. 07-28-09, Carroll College (Carroll Campus) 
 
11. 08-03-09, Helena City Commission Administrative Meeting (City County Building) 
 
12. 10-16-09, Northern Region Wildfire Contractors Association (Missoula, MT) 
 
13.  02-03-10, Helena City Commission Administrative Meeting (City County Building 
14. 02-26-10, Montana Communities Wildfire Presentation (Fairmont Hot Springs) 
 
15.  03-24-10, Helena Citizens Council Fair (Helena Civic Center) 
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16. 05-27-10, Helena Citizens Council Wildfire Preparedness Meeting (Lewis and Clark Library) 
 
17. 06-04-10, Prickly Pear Land Trust Open Space Fair (Pioneer Heritage Park) 
 
18. 08-17-10, Lions Club (Montana Club) 
 
19. 09-15-10, Environmental Class (Helena High School) 
 
20. 09-21-10, Lake Helena Watershed Forestry Workshop (Lewis and Clark Fairgrounds) 
 
21. 12-01-10, Helena City Commission Administrative Meeting (City County Building) 
 
22. 12-07-10, Helena Educators Meeting (Adult Community Education Center) 
 
The following notice was published in the Helena Independent Record, February 14, 2011: 

 
HELENA WILDFIRE MITIGATION PROJECTS 

 
Interested parties are hereby notified that the City of Helena, Montana has applied for funding under the 
Federal Emergency Management Agency’s (FEMA) Pre-Disaster Mitigation (PDM) program and Hazard 
Mitigation Grant Program (HMGP) to mitigate wildfire impacts to improved properties and reduce the 
need for federal disaster assistance in the future. The proposed mitigation is to reduce fuel loading from 
city and private lands within or adjacent to the City of Helena (46.3448, -112.218). The treatment area 
consists of 350 acres and has two components: Helena South Hills (150 acres, HMGP-MT-2009-11) and 
Open Lands (200 acres, PDM-MT-2010-005). 
 
The project will be implemented by the City of Helena Parks Department and will follow the Tri-County 
Fire Working Group (TCFWG) model for fuel reduction.  In general, beetle-killed pine trees in the project 
areas will be removed, and live trees will be hand-thinned to create a spacing of 10-15 feet between 
crowns.  Trees selected for retention will be pruned to remove low lying, fire prone branches.  Cut waste 
material will be chipped on site or hauled to a sorting yard for appropriate disposal.  No material will be 
burned as a result of this project. Existing city-owned roads will be used to the extent possible for staging 
and moving equipment.  No new roads will be built in the project area. 
 
The methods employed to fell trees, clear undergrowth, move equipment and otherwise accomplish the 
objectives of Helena's forest hazard reduction projects, which have a proven track record of completing 
projects with a minimal amount of disturbance.  The same methods and types of equipment will be used for 
the proposed FEMA-funded projects. This notice is to ensure that the public has been duly notified of the 
proposed projects and given the opportunity to provide comments. 
 
Interested parties may obtain more detailed information about the Helena South Hills and Open Lands 
projects from the City of Helena by calling Brad Langsather at 406.447.8454 or by email at 
blangsather@ci.helena.mt.us.  Additionally, comments or questions regarding FEMA’s 
Environmental/Historic Preservation review process can be directed to Richard Myers, FEMA Region VIII 
Deputy Regional Environmental Officer by calling 303.235.4926 or by email at richard.myers@dhs.gov. 
 
No comments have been received by the City or FEMA as a result of this public notice.  
 
 
 

mailto:blangsather@ci.helena.mt.us�
mailto:richard.myers@dhs.gov�
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APPENDICES 
 
Appendix A: Site Maps 
 
Appendix B: Correspondence 
 
Appendix C: Summary Comparison of Impacts 
 
PREPARERS 
 
Steven Hardegen, FEMA Region VIII, Regional Environmental Officer 
 
Joan Huston, FEMA Region VIII, Hazard Mitigation Program Specialist 
 
Richard Myers, FEMA Region VII, Deputy Regional Environmental Officer 
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 United States Department of the Interior 
  Fish and Wildlife Service 
 
   Ecological Services 
   Montana Field Office 
   585 Shepard Way 
       Helena, Montana 59601‐6287 
         Phone: (406) 449‐5225  Fax: (406) 449‐5339 
 

December 5, 2009 
 

Mr. Steve Hardegen 
Regional Environmental Officer 
FEMA Region 8 
U.S. Dept. of Homeland Security 
Denver Federal Center, Bldg. 710 
P.O. Box 25267 
Denver, CO   80225‐0267 
 
Re:  Yellowstone County and Helena South Hills Fuels Reduction Project 2009 
 
Dear Mr. Hardegen: 
 
We have reviewed the Yellowstone County and Helena South Hills Fuels Reduction Project  
description in your letter dated October 30, 2009, along with the attached maps, and site 
photographs.  We concur with your determination that the project would have no effect on 
Canada lynx, and that the project as proposed is unlikely to cause significant adverse effects to 
fish, wildlife, or habitat resources under the purview of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.   
 
Please telephone me at 406/449‐5225, ext. 205, if you have any questions regarding this 
matter. 
 
                                                                                                    Sincerely, 

                                                                                                                                                           
                                                                                                    R. Mark Wilson 
                                                                                                    Field Supervisor 
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Appendix C: Summary Comparison of Impacts: Reference Table 4-1 of the original EA. 

 
Affected Environment/ 
Resource Area Original Impacts  Supplemental 

Impacts 
Geology and Soils Minor short-term impacts due to 

equipment use. 
No Change 

Land Use and Planning No impact No Change 
Traffic & Circulation Minor short-term impacts due to 

smoke from prescribed burning. 
No impacts – no burning will 
occur during treatment.  

Public Health & Safety Beneficial impacts due to lowered 
risk of fire. 

No Change 

Socioeconomic Beneficial impacts due to reduced 
fire-fighting and recovery costs. 

No Change 

Aesthetics/ Visual Resources Minor short-term impacts due to 
smoke from prescribed burning. 

No impacts – no burning will 
occur during treatment. 

Air Quality Minor short-term impacts due to 
smoke from prescribed burning. 

No impacts – no burning will 
occur during treatment. 

Public Services Beneficial due to increased 
protection of utilities.  

No Change 

Noise Minor, temporary adverse impacts 
due to use of chainsaws and 
chippers 

No Change 

Hydrology/Water Quality Beneficial impacts due to 
avoidance of increased run-off after 
uncontrolled fires. 

No Change 

Floodplains No impact No Change 
Wetlands No impact No Change 
Vegetation Beneficial impacts due to thinning 

of canopy. 
No Change 

Invasive Species Minor impacts around burn piles 
managed by use of herbicide. 

No impacts – no burning will 
occur during treatment. 

Wildlife Beneficial impacts due to thinning 
of canopy. 

No Change 

T & E Species No impact. No Change – per updated 
consultation with USFWS 

Cultural Resources No impact. No Change – per updated 
consultation with SHPO 

Recognized Environmental 
Conditions 

Minor short-term impacts due to 
equipment use. 

No Change 
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