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Introduction

This portion of the programmatic biological assessment (BA) addresses the effects of implementing the
revised Land and Resource Management Plan (hereinafter referred to as the 2020 Forest Plan) on the only
listed threatened aquatic species known to occur on the Helena—Lewis and Clark National Forest, the bull
trout (Salvelinus confluentus) and bull trout critical habitat. Throughout this portion of the document, the
Helena—Lewis and Clark National Forest will be referred to as “the HLC NF” when referencing the single
administrative unit, the staff that administers the unit, or the National Forest System (NFS) lands within
the unit.

Threatened, endangered, and proposed species are managed by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
(USFWS) under the authority of the Endangered Species Act (PL 93-205, as amended) and by the U.S.
Forest Service (USFS) under the authority of the National Forest Management Act (PL 94-588). Section
7(a)(1) of the Endangered Species Act (ESA) of 1973 directs all Federal agencies to “utilize their
authorities in furtherance of the purposes of this Act by carrying out programs for the conservation of
endangered species and threatened species listed pursuant to section 4 of this Act.” Section 7(a)(2) of the
ESA requires federal agencies to ensure that any actions authorized, funded, or carried out by the agency
are not likely to jeopardize the continued existence of any threatened, endangered, or proposed species or
adversely modify its critical habitat. Section 7 consultation does not include candidate species.

A biological assessment (BA) must be prepared for federal actions [defined under the National
Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) as a project significantly affecting the quality of the human
environment] to evaluate the potential effects of the proposal on listed or proposed species (50 CFR
402.12(b)). The contents of the BA are at the discretion of the federal agency and will depend on the
nature of the federal action (50 CFR 402.12(f)). The Forest Service (FS) also has direction in Forest
Service Manual 2670 that guides habitat management for threatened, endangered, and proposed species.
This document satisfies those requirements. Additional consultation occurs as site-specific projects are
implemented under the programmatic framework provided by the national forest plans.

Federally Designated Species and Designated Critical
Habitat

In accordance with section 7(c) of the Act, the USFWS has determined that the following federally
designated species may be present on the HLC NF (Table 1) (USFWS data originally reviewed on
10/23/2018).

Table 1. Federally designated species on the HLC NF

Common Scientific 1
Name Name Status Range — Montana
Bull Trout Salvelinus Threatened; Resident in cold water streams, rivers, lakes; west of the
confluentus Critical Habitat continental divide
Grizzlv Bear Ursus arctos Threatened Resident, transient; Alpine/subalpine coniferous forest;
y horribilis western Montana
. Resident — core lynx habitat, western Montana, montane
Lynx Threatened; ) . .
Canada Lynx . o - spruce/fir forests. Transient — secondary/peripheral lynx
canadensis Critical Habitat .
habitat
High elevation alpine and boreal forests that are cold and
Wolverine Gulo luscus Proposed receive enough winter precipitation to reliably maintain
deep persistent snow late into the warm season

Aquatic Biological Assessment for Bull Trout 1
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Sl Sl Status? Range — Montana
Name Name
Whitebark Pine P.II’IUS. Candidate Forestled areas in central and yvestern Mont.ana in high-
albicaulis elevation, upper montane habitat near treeline

1. Endangered - Any species that is in danger of extinction throughout all or a significant portion of its range.
Threatened - Any species that is likely to become an endangered species within the foreseeable future throughout all or a
significant portion of its range.

Candidate - Those taxa for which the Service has sufficient information on biological status and threats to propose to designate
them as threatened or endangered. We encourage their consideration in environmental planning and partnerships, however,
none of the substantive or procedural provisions of the Act apply to candidate species.

Critical Habitat - The specific area (i) within the geographic area occupied by a listed species, at the time it is listed, on which are
found those physical or biological features (I) essential to conserve the species and (ii) that may require special management
considerations or protection: and (iii) specific areas outside the geographic area occupied by the species at the time it is listed
upon determination that such areas are essential to conserve the species.

Proposed - Once a species is proposed, a year-long review period commences at the end of which the Service will make a final
listing determination. ESA regulation 50 C.F.R. 402.10(a) states: “Each Federal Agency shall confer with the Secretary on any
agency action which is likely to jeopardize the continued existence of any species proposed to be listed.” Conferencing is not
required for anything less than a jeopardy call, but conferencing or concurrence may be requested by the action agency.

Consultation history

The combined HLC NF has been managed to date under two separate forest plans, both first approved in
1986. Because the Lewis and Clark National Forest is not within the Columbia Basin, it was not covered
by INFISH that was implemented in 1995 for forests west of the Continental Divide. Later, when bull
trout were listed, no aquatic consultation with the USFWS occurred for the portion of the Helena east of
the Continental Divide, nor for the Lewis and Clark National Forest.

The record of consultation for the 2020 Forest Plan is found in appendix A of this BA. The following is a
summary synopsis of key ESA Section 7 consultations for bull trout completed on the 1986 Helena Forest
Plan amended by INFISH in 1996 for NFS lands west of the Continental Divide. A biological opinion
(BO) was received by the USFWS in 1998 for all forests within the range of bull trout. On October 18,
2010, the USFWS posted the “Endangered and Threatened Wildlife and Plants; Revised Designation of
Critical Habitat for Bull Trout in the Coterminous United States: Final Rule” in the Federal Register
(“Final Rule”). 75 Fed. Reg. 63898 (October 18, 2010). The final rule designated bull trout critical habitat
in certain portions of rivers across Montana, Idaho, Nevada, Oregon, and Washington. The HNF
consulted on and received concurrence for effects of ongoing projects in bull trout critical habitat in 2011.

Recently, Thomas et al. (2018) submitted the BA addressing the Effects of Ongoing Implementation of 26
Land Resource Management Plans on the Bull Trout and Bull Trout Critical Habitat as amended by the
1994 Northwest Forest Plan, the Interim Strategies for Managing Anadromous Fish-Producing
Watersheds in Eastern Oregon, Washington, Idaho, and portions of California and the Inland Native Fish
Strategy, and the Southwest Idaho Ecosystem and the Beaverhead-Deerlodge Revised Forest Plans. On
December 21, 2018, the USFWS issued a BO Effects of Ongoing U.S. Forest Service Implementation of
26 Land Resource Management Plans, as amended by Five Aquatic Conservation Strategies, on the
threatened Bull Trout (Salvelinus confluentus) and Bull Trout Critical Habitat In Oregon, Washington,
Idaho, Montana (U.S. Department of the Interior 2018).

Description of the Proposed Action

The HLC NF proposes to revise its land and resource management plan in compliance with the NFS land
management planning rule (USDA 2012a) (36 CFR 8 219). The area covered under this revision is shown
in Figure 1. Only the effects of the proposed action west of the continental divide would have any bearing
on bull trout and bull trout critical habitat.

Aquatic Biological Assessment for Bull Trout 2
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To develop a proposed action that makes changes to a forest plan, the management direction in the current
plan and its amendments was reviewed. Effective management component and direction in the existing
plan were retained in whole or in part and modified or augmented by incorporating relevant new scientific
information or direction from other regulatory documents. The 2012 Planning Rule requirements also
mandate that new management direction be developed to address sustainability. Consideration of
ecologic, economic, and social sustainability is required by the 2012 Planning Rule.

Purpose and need

In 2015, the formerly separate Helena National Forest and Lewis and Clark National Forest were
combined administratively to form the HLC NF. Each separate forest had its own forest plan that has
continued to direct management on the formerly separate portions of the combined HLC NF. As a result
of combining the two forests to be managed as one unit, there is a need to develop a single forest plan for
the entire administrative area.

The HNF and LCNF forest plans were both completed in 1986, over 30 years ago. Since that time, some
conditions of the land and resources have changed, some social, economic, or ecological needs and
conditions have changed, and new scientific and other information has become available. There is a need
to revise the forest plans to consider or incorporate those changes.

In May 2012, the Department of Agriculture began using new planning regulations, commonly called the
2012 Planning Rule, to guide collaborative and science-based revision of forest plans. The purpose of the
2020 Forest Plan is to provide an integrated set of plan direction (or plan components) in accordance with
the 2012 Planning Rule.

The 2020 Forest Plan would guide natural resource management activities on the Forest and address
changed conditions and direction that have occurred since the 1986 forest plans were prepared and
amended while meeting the objectives of federal laws, regulations, and policies. The 2020 Forest Plan
does not authorize site-specific prohibitions or activities; rather it establishes broad direction, like zoning
in a community. Project or activity decisions would be made following appropriate procedures. Site-
specific analysis in compliance with the NEPA would be conducted in order for activities to be in
compliance with the broader direction of the 2020 Forest Plan.

The 2020 Forest Plan provides guidance for project and activity-level decision making on the Forest for
approximately the next 15 years. This guidance includes:

1. Forest wide components to provide for integrated social, economic, and ecological sustainability, and
ecosystem integrity and diversity, while providing for ecosystem services and multiple uses.
Components must be within FS authority and consistent with the inherent capability of the plan area
(36 Code of Federal Regulations (CFR) 219.7 and CFR 219.8-219.10).

2. Recommendations to Congress (if any) for lands suitable for inclusion in the National Wilderness
Preservation System and/or rivers eligible for inclusion in the National Wild and Scenic Rivers
System (36 CFR 219.7(2)(v) and (vi)).

3. The plan area’s distinctive roles and contributions within the broader landscape.
4. ldentification or recommendation (if any) of other designated areas (36 CFR 219.7 (c)(2)(vii).

5. Identification of suitability of areas for the appropriate integration of resource management and uses,
including lands suited and not suited for timber production (36 CFR 219.7(c)(2)(vii) and 219.11).

Aquatic Biological Assessment for Bull Trout 3
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6. Identification of the maximum quantity of timber that may be removed from the plan area (36 CFR
219.7 and 219.11 (d)(6)).

7. ldentification of geographic area- or management area-specific plan components (36 CFR 219.7

(©@)(d).

8. Identification of watersheds that are a priority for maintenance or restoration (36 CFR 219.7

(©)3)(e)(3)(f).
9. Plan monitoring program (36 CFR 219.7 (¢)(2)(x) and 219.12

Action area

The HLC NF (Figure 1) is at the heart of the northern Rocky Mountain ecosystem and is encircled by the
Flathead, Custer-Gallatin, Beaverhead-Deerlodge, and Lolo National Forests. Large designated
wilderness areas; such as the Scapegoat - Bob Marshall Wilderness Complex in concert with other
undeveloped backcountry areas, lands managed for production of timber, and interspersed private lands,
primarily in the valley floor, provide habitat for diverse plant and animal species, including fluvial bull
trout. For the purposes of this BA, the action area for bull trout includes all HLC NF lands west of the
continental divide. Within the planning area west of the continental divide there are 420,980 acres, of the
total there are 19,233 acres of private lands (Table 2).

Figure 1. Helena-Lewis and Clark National Forest and vicinity
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Table 2. Number of acres by land ownership type within the planning area, west of the continental divide

Ownership Acres
NFS 396,803
Private 19,233
State 4,904
County 6
City of Helena 6
Water 28
Total 420,980

Forest planning framework

The provisions in the 2012 Planning Rule (USDA 2012b) were used to develop the 2020 Forest Plan.
Those expected to be most relevant to this BA include the sections on sustainability and the diversity of
plant and animal communities, in that they will influence the planning process and plan content with
respect to federally listed species, species proposed for listing, and candidate species; the ecosystems
upon which they depend; and furtherance of ESA goals.

Within the requirements set forth in the 2012 Planning Rule, land management plans provide a
programmatic framework and the sideboards to guide decisions for all natural resource management
activities on their respective NFS units. Plans include plan components (desired conditions, objectives,
standards, guidelines, and suitability of areas) that influence the design and choice of future proposals for
projects and activities in a plan area and include monitoring items. They provide additional definitions of
resource management activities needed to implement and achieve desired conditions and objectives and,
through suitability determinations, standards, and guidelines, they establish constraints upon the decision
space for on-the-ground management decisions.

The forest plan provides the framework and text guiding day-to-day resource management. It is strategic
and programmatic and does not provide project-level decisions or result in irreversible or irretrievable
commitments of resources.

The purpose of the 2020 Forest Plan is to guide management toward the attainment of long-term desired
conditions. Given the multiple resource nature of land management, the many types of projects, and the
various activities that can occur over the life of the 2020 Forest Plan, it is not likely that a project or
activity would maintain or contribute to the attainment of all desired conditions. Additionally, not all
desired conditions are relevant to every activity (e.g., recreation desired conditions may not be relevant to
a fuels treatment project). Most projects and activities are developed specifically to maintain or move
conditions toward one or more of the desired conditions of the 2020 Forest Plan. It should not be expected
that each project or activity would contribute to all desired conditions in a plan; usually it would
contribute to one or a subset.

Changes in aquatic plan components from INFISH

The term Riparian Habitat Conservation Area (RHCA) has been replaced with the term Riparian
Management Zone, or RMZ. While the term is different in this plan revision, the intent of RMZ remains
the same as RHCAs in INFISH. The name was changed because RHCA for some groups became
synonymous with “buffer” or “no activity”. Management in RHCAs was always expected so long as
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activities improved riparian function, or at least maintained it. Standards and guides in INFISH have been
carried forward and continue to limit those activities that could cause long term damage in the RMZ.

For this plan revision, the RMZ retains the original total interim width minimums for fish bearing (300
feet) and perennial (150 feet) streams. The 100 ft width for intermittent streams has remained the same for
those watersheds originally identified as priorities; all intermittent streams for this plan revision are now
100 feet. The RMZ total width has been split into Inner and Outer in this plan revision to meet the
original intent of INFISH. Original INFISH interim widths were conservative and were expected to both
get smaller and larger based on individual site conditions. While some RHCA widths were increased
when site conditions warranted, RHCAs were rarely reduced in size when site conditions allowed.
Therefore, the inner RMZ in this revision is based on best available scientific information on the widths
needed to protect riparian conditions in nearly all instances. The outer width, still a part of the RMZ,
allows some management flexibility so long as activities do not diminish the function of the inner RMZ.

Other changes include adding components called Desired Conditions to help guide project activities.
Some standards and guides have been modified when they have been found to be unobtainable as
originally written. An example change would be RM-1 in INFISH. It required all recreation sites retarding
attainment of Riparian Management Objectives (RMOs) to be repaired. In this plan revision, the
equivalent guideline for recreation sites does not require all sites retarding function to be repaired
immediately as that was and is beyond the fiscal capacity of the agency. Instead, it recommends relocation
where possible and when not, to reduce effects by other means.

Finally, this plan does not utilize RMQ’s as they were originally structured in INFISH. In the 1990°s,
single values were identified for several habitat processes regarding what constituted good habitat and
there was an expectation that those values could be reached for all pathways and all streams
simultaneously. Research since that time has shown this was an unrealistic expectation that never
naturally occurred prior to modern forest management. Therefore, the Desired Condition plan components
in this plan revision guide projects towards restoring processes. Monitoring now houses RMQO’s as ranges
in the managed environment to be compared against ranges in similar reference conditions.

Programmatic decision

The 2020 Forest Plan is programmatic in scope. It provides the framework for future site-specific actions
that are subject to section 7 consultation but does not authorize, fund, or carry out future site-specific
actions. Future project-level activities must be consistent with the direction in the 2020 Forest Plan and
must undergo their own NEPA planning and decision-making procedures, including the appropriate ESA
section 7 consultation. The management direction contained in the 2020 Forest Plan will go into effect
once the final record of decision is signed by the Forest Supervisor. Project-level environmental analysis
will still need to be completed for proposals that would implement the direction in the forest plan.

Management, geographic, and designated areas

Every plan must have management areas or geographic areas or both. The plan may identify designated or
recommended designated areas as management areas or geographic areas (36 CFR 219.7(d)). These areas
are assigned sets of plan components such as desired conditions, suitable uses, and in some areas either
standards or guidelines or both. Geographic area (GA) desired conditions describe what we want to
achieve in specific GAs that are not necessarily covered by forest wide desired conditions. Although all
resources have been considered, the only desired conditions specified for a GA are those that are not
adequately addressed by forest wide desired conditions. The 2020 Forest Plan only has GAs.
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Designated areas are features that are identified and managed to maintain their unique special character or
purpose. Some categories of designated areas may be designated only by statute and some categories may
be established administratively in the land management planning process or by other administrative
processes of the Federal executive branch. Examples of statutorily designated areas are national heritage
areas, national recreational areas, national scenic trails, inventoried roadless areas, wild and scenic rivers,
wilderness areas, and wilderness study areas. Examples of administratively designated areas are
experimental forests, research natural areas, scenic byways, botanical areas, and significant caves (36
CFR 219.19).

Plan components

Plan components guide future projects and activities and the plan monitoring program. Plan components
are not commitments or final decisions approving projects or activities. Some plan components have also
been designed to address drivers and stressors of ecosystems. Plan components most relevant to bull trout
can be found in appendix B of this document.

Desired conditions, objectives, goals, standards, guidelines, suitability, and monitoring questions and
monitoring indicators have been given alpha-numeric identifiers for ease in referencing within the 2020
Forest Plan. The identifiers include:

o the level of direction (e.g., forest wide = FW or geographic area = GA, for bull trout, the only
geographic areas applicable to the bull trout section of this BA is the Divide (DI) and Upper
Blackfoot (UB);

o theresource, e.g., WTR = Watershed, RMZ = Riparian Management Zones, and FAH = Fisheries
and Aquatic Habitat;

o the type of direction (where DC = desired condition, OBJ = objective, GO = goals, STD = standard,
GDL = guideline, SUIT = suitability);

e aunique number (i.e., numerical order starting with “01”).

Thus, forest wide direction for desired conditions associated with watersheds would be identified starting
with FW-WTR-DC-01 and desired conditions for the Divide GA would be identified starting with DI-
FAH-DC-01.

The following are definitions and description of the context of the required plan components (36 CFR
219.7(e)). These can also be found in the introductory paragraphs of Appendix B: Key plan components.

Desired conditions

A DC is a description of specific social, economic, and/or ecological characteristics of the plan area, or a
portion of the plan area, toward which management of the land and resources should be directed. Desired
conditions must be described in terms that are specific enough to allow progress toward their achievement
to be determined but must not include completion dates (36 CFR 219.7(e)(2)(i)).

Desired conditions are not commitments or final decisions approving projects and activities. The DC for
some resources may currently exist, but for other resources they may only be achievable over a long time
period.

This plan presents two types of DCs, as follows:

o Forest wide DCs apply across the landscape but may be applicable to specific areas as designated
on a map.
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e Geographic area DCs are specific to an area or place, such as a river basin or valley, and reflect
community values and local conditions within the area. They do not substitute for or repeat forest
wide DCs. These DCs allow a focus on specific circumstances in specific geographic locations. The
Divide GA west of the continental divide, which is the Little Blackfoot drainage, and the Upper
Blackfoot GA, which is the headwaters and tributaries of the Blackfoot River, are the two GAs
endemic to bull trout.

Objectives

An OBJ is a concise, measurable, and time-specific statement of a desired rate of progress toward a DC or
conditions. Objectives should be based on reasonably foreseeable budgets (36 CFR 219.7(e)(1)(ii)).
Obijectives describe the focus of management in the plan area within the plan period. Objectives occur
over the life of a forest plan, considered to be over the first 15 years of plan implementation, unless
otherwise specified. Objectives can be forest wide or specific to GAs.

It is important to recognize that OBJs were developed considering historic and expected budget
allocations as well as professional experience with implementing various resource programs and
activities. It is possible that OBJs could either exceed or not meet a target based upon several factors,
including budget and staffing increases/decreases, increased/decreased planning efficiencies, and
unanticipated resource constraints.

Goals

A plan may include goals (GOs) as plan components. Goals are broad statements of intent, other than
DCs, usually related to process or interaction with the public. Goals are expressed in broad, general terms,
but do not include completion dates. (36 Code of Federal Regulations 219.7(e)(2)). Goals may be
appropriate to describe a state between current conditions and DCs but without specific amounts of
indicators. Goals may also be appropriate to describe overall desired conditions of the plan area that are
also dependent on conditions beyond the plan area or FS authority.

Standards

A standard (STD) is a mandatory constraint on project and activity decision-making, established to help
achieve or maintain the DC or conditions, to avoid or mitigate undesirable effects, or to meet applicable
legal requirements (36 CFR 219.7(e)(1)(iii)). Standards can be developed for forest wide application or be
specific to a management area or GA.

Guidelines

A guideline (GDL) is a constraint on project and activity decision-making that allows for departure from
its terms, so long as the purpose of the GDL is met. Guidelines are established to help achieve or maintain
a DC or conditions, to avoid or mitigate undesirable effects, or to meet applicable legal requirements (36
CFR 219.7(e)(1)(iv)). A GDL can be forest wide or specific to a management area or a GA.

Suitability of lands

Specific lands within the Forest are identified as suitable (SUIT) for various multiple uses or activities
based on the DCs applicable to those lands. The plan identifies lands within the Forest as not suitable for
uses that are not compatible with DCs for those lands. The suitability of lands are not identified for every
use or activity following guidance provided at 36 CFR 219.7 (e)(1)(v)). Suitability identifications may be
made after consideration of historic uses and of issues that have arisen in the planning process.
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Identifying suitability of lands for a use in the forest plan indicates that the use may be appropriate but
does not make a specific commitment to authorize that use. Final suitability determinations for specific
authorizations occur at the project or activity level decision making process. Generally, the lands on the
Forest are suitable for all uses and management activities appropriate for national forests, such as outdoor
recreation, range, or timber, unless identified as not suitable. Every plan must identify those lands that are
not suitable for timber production (8§ 219.11). (36 Code of Federal Regulations 219.7(e)(1)(v)). For forest
wide suitability determinations, please see Chapter 2 in the 2020 Forest Plan and for GA specific
suitability determinations, see chapter 3.

Monitoring program

The monitoring program is designed to test assumptions used in developing plan components and to
evaluate relevant changes and management effectiveness of the plan components. Typically, monitoring
guestions seek additional information to increase knowledge and understanding of changing conditions,
uncertainties, and risks identified in the best available scientific information (BASI) as part of an adaptive
management framework. BASI can identify indicators that address associated monitoring questions. The
BASI is also important in the further development of the monitoring program as it may help identify
protocols and specific methods for the collection and evaluation of monitoring information (from FS
Handbook 1909.12 07.11). Appendix B of the 2020 Forest Plan contains the monitoring program and
additional information about adaptive management.

Other required plan content

The 2020 Forest Plan is designed to communicate the concepts of strategic guidance and adaptive
management for the HLC NF. In addition to requiring that a plan have components, the 2012 Planning
Rule requires that a plan have “other required content” (36 CFR 219.7(f)(1)). So, in addition to plan
components, the 2020 Forest Plan includes information on priority watersheds, distinctive roles and
contributions of the plan area, monitoring, proposed and possible actions, and conservation watersheds.
Technically, conservation watersheds are not