Friends of the Wild Swan
PO Box 103
Bigfork, MT 59911

March 5, 2026

Flathead National Forest Hungry Horse Ranger District

Attn: Rob Davies, District Ranger

PO Box 190340

Hungry Horse, MT 59919

Via: https://cara.fs2c.usda.gov/Public/CommentInput?Project=56536

Rob,

Please accept the following comments on the Three Forks of the Flathead Comprehensive River
Management Plan and Environmental Analysis on behalf of Friends of the Wild Swan and Swan
View Coalition. These comments supplement those submitted on February 26, 2026 by Swan
View Coalition.

* The EA does not disclose or analyze the cumulative impacts of the Granite Moccasin project
that logs from West Glacier to Essex to Challenge Creek along the Middle Fork of the Flathead
River. This project proposes logging in riparian management zones and bull trout critical habitat,
logging and roads in grizzly bear secure core, and 2,250 acres of logging and burning in
Inventoried Roadless Areas. There are 20 even aged management units over 40 acres.
Constructing .75 miles of temporary roads and 7.6 miles of new roads added to the road system
does not maintain the 2011 baseline.

Outstandingly remarkable values for the CRMP include botany, fish, hydrology,
history/ethnography, geology, scenery, recreation, and wildlife. These will be degraded by
logging and roads in the Granite Moccasin project and the cumulative effects must be analyzed
in the CRMP.

* The EA and CRMP recognize the outstandingly remarkable value of native fish in the three
forks of the Flathead River.

"The importance of the South Fork of the Flathead River to native westslope cutthroat and bull
trout conservation cannot be overstated.

The 2013 outstandingly remarkable value report determined all segments of the Flathead River
to have outstandingly remarkable values in fisheries."

However, there are threats to this ORV that are articulated in the EA.



"Since 2014, bull trout populations in four wilderness streams (Gordon, Little Salmon, Youngs
Creeks, and White River), tributaries of the South Fork Flathead within the Hungry Horse
Reservoir Core Area, have declined by 63%. Since Federal Endangered Species Act listing in
1998, these populations have declined by 75% and are approaching the conservation threshold of
15 redds. Since bull trout were listed in 1998, angling pressure in the North Fork and Middle
Fork has increased by 370%and 300%, respectively. The South Fork angling pressure has
increased by 13% (MFWP mail-in surveys; available at https://fwp.mt.gov/fish/pressure-
surveys).

While angling (bycatch, poaching, and legal fishing) has long been considered a threat to bull
trout since listing, new research has determined this species is highly sensitive to hooking
mortality. Joubert et al. (2020) determined 15-33% of bull trout caught and released with single
barbless hooks expire within 24 hours. Warming water temperatures likely exacerbate the
susceptibility of bull trout to catch and release mortality." (EA pg 21)

"In 2023, public angling pressure in the Middle Fork and North Fork (Flathead Lake Core Area)
was estimated to be 52,228 angler days (MFWP mail-in surveys). This equates to roughly 435
anglers per day in the summer months, assuming no angling occurs during the off season (Figure
2). Assuming a 0.10 bull trout bycatch rate (Fredenberg 2014) and a mortality rate of 0.15-0.33
(Joubert et al. 2020), annual loss of bull trout could range between 800 and 1,700 fish." (EA pg
28)

While these loss figures are estimates it is a staggering amount of angling mortality for these
river systems and the dwindling bull trout population.

"Trends in air temperature, snowpack, precipitation, flow regimes, and water temperature
(summarized in the draft CRMP) will increase environmental stress on bull trout and will make
them more susceptible to demographic impacts such as angling pressure and non-native species."
(EA pg 32)

It is imperative that a thorough cumulative impacts analysis be conducted before arbitrarily
increasing human users that will stress the fishery even further.

"Climate change is likely the largest threat to water quality... Warmer air temperatures, combined
with downward trends in summer streamflow, will continue to cause water temperatures to rise.
Warmer water temperatures increase algal growth and biological oxygen demand. This results in
lower dissolved oxygen, which impacts aquatic life. Overall, the water quality ORV is expected
to decline as the climate continues to warm... To a minor extent, increased recreation use can
potentially affect water quality through contamination generated by human waste." (CRMP pg
53)

There is absolutely no justification for increasing user days that will degrade water quality and
impact aquatic ecosystems.

Angling pressure is a big threat to native fish in these rivers. The EA is dismissive about this,



"Although certain studies directly link angling pressure to bull trout mortality, existing data for
the Flathead WSR does not demonstrate that limiting use to current levels will slow, or stop,
ongoing bull trout mortality trends." (EA pg 14) So what does the CRMP do? It increases user
levels!

"In the North Fork, proposed user capacities (Table 3) are between 32 and 159% greater than
current use levels across the three management units (North Fork Scenic Management Units 1
and 2, and North Fork Recreation).

In the Middle Fork, proposed user capacities (Table 3) are between 11 and 299% greater than
current use levels across the three management units (Middle Fork Wild, Management Unit 1,
Management Unit 2, and Management Unit 3). Therefore, angling pressure (and associated bull
trout bycatch mortality) is expected to increase in the Middle Fork, particularly in Management
Unit 3.

In the South Fork, proposed user capacities (Table 3) are between 20 and 100% greater than
existing use levels. However, the existing use levels are much smaller than the Middle and North
Forks. While the South Fork proposed user capacities are generally less than the Middle or North
Forks, bull trout angling is legal, resulting in a higher degree of potential impact." (EA pg 31)

The EA refers to the Monitoring Plan, Indicators, Triggers and Thresholds as a means to deal
with the impacts. But that plan lacks actions to be taken when triggers and thresholds are
reached, they are inadequate, and allow native fish to decline.

The first indicator is a sustained 5 year decline in westslope cutthroat and bull trout abundance
and the monitoring action is to conduct further/more in-depth study of trend decline, develop
new or revised fish regulations, education and outreach or alter outfitter and guide user days
and/or operations.

A five year sustained decline in bull and westslope cutthroat trout is the wrong threshold when
both species have already declined. Federal agencies are charged with recovering threatened
species not facilitating their decline. Can they sustain any more decline and recover?

Bull trout redds are not monitored annually in the South Fork wilderness tributaries but they saw
a steep decline between the 2019 redd counts and the 2024 redd counts and even further decline
in 2024. [See attached redd count data] FWP adjusted the fishing season downward due to this
trend. The Forest Service should lower the user days as well.

This metric allows for even further, unsustainable declines in redd counts before any vague,
unspecified action is taken.

North Fork redd counts are also in decline. [See attached redd count data] Measures should be
taken now, not 5 years into the future, to halt the decline and methods developed to bring the
conditions back to the baseline at time of designation.



Similarly, a sustained 10 year decline in stream habitat metrics is too long to allow habitat
degradation go unchecked. This must be shortened so that immediate actions can be taken to
remedy any damage.

The Vital Signs Monitoring for changes in the macroinvertebrate community and algae
terrestrial, riparian, aquatic and invasive vegetation, temperature, discharge, stream/bank
morphology, sediment, substrate, water chemistry, human disturbance, and aquatic invasive
species needs to be posted on the Flathead's website so the public can track changed conditions.
What methods will be used to correlate "major changes" in the measured metrics with human
use? Who will be conducting the monitoring? How often will it be done? Is funding available
now and into the future? Neither the EA nor CRMP tell us this information.

The cumulative effects of climate change, human use and a large logging/road building project
should not result in an increase in user days!

* Neither the EA nor the CRMP disclose the ongoing funding needed for monitoring the changes
to the ecosystem. How much is there? Is it adequate? How often will monitoring take place?
What agencies are doing it? Where will the information be stored? Will it be available to the
public in an easily accessible format?

The CRMP states, "the rapid change and uncertainty facing resource managers will require
constant assessment and adaptive management approaches and tools." However without
continuous monitoring data, the funding to collect it, coordination between agencies, and
appropriate triggers to respond to changes then adaptive management is just more pretty words
with no effect as the ecosystems decline.

* Neither the EA nor the CRMP analyze the effects of increasing recreation and angling when
water flows are declining. Figure 26 in the CRMP illustrates the average monthly discharge at
four gaging stations. May through October are all negative, yet the CRMP will put more
boats/rafts/people in a smaller amount of water adding stress to fish, nesting birds,
macroinvertebrates and wildlife as well as degrading water quality -- all of which are
outstandingly remarkable values. The CRMP does not have a monitoring/trigger for reducing
human use when flows are too low.

The CRMP needs a lot more work before it will fulfill the premise of the Wild and Scenic Rivers
Act: "that certain selected rivers of the Nation which, with their immediate environments,
possess outstandingly remarkable scenic recreational, geologic fish and wildlife, historic, cultural
or other similar values, shall be preserved in free-flowing condition, and that they and their
immediate environments shall be protected for the benefit and enjoyment of present and future
generations."

/s/Arlene Montgomery

Program Director for Friends of the Wild Swan
For

Keith Hammer

Chair, Swan View Coalition



Table 2. South Fork Drainage bull trout spawning site inventories from 1993 — 2023 in
reservoir annual index stream sections and wilderness tributaries monitored regularly.

Reservoir Tributaries

1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004

Wounded Buck 22 29 34 41 14 5 3 3 9 5 10 3

Wheeler 12 10 1 3 1 4 12 23 25 12 17 15
Sullivan 25 8 = 52 50 54 55 45 51 18 45 62
Quintonkin 5 3 7 4 oY 11 15 15 17 21 4¢ 18
Totals 64 50 42 100 65% 74 85 86 102 56 76 98

Wilderness Tributaries

Youngs 40 24 34 74 43 - 85 - 61 - - 100
Gordon 35 44 46 58 30 = 99 = 120 = = 140
Little Salmon 56 47 43 134 100 - 138 - 111 - - 71

White River 39 60 45 86 31 = 76 = 76 = = 70
Total 170 175 168 353 204 - 398 - 368 - - 381

Combined Total | 234 225 2107 453 269Y 747 483 867 470 562 762 4797

Reservoir Tributaries

2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

Wounded Buck 5 47 40 31 14 26 28 19 3 13 29 6
Wheeler 14 23 27 4 12 8 11 13 52 9 2 7
Sullivan 24 56 74 27 26  28Y 54 20 46 = 6 =
Quintonkin 21 48 20 12 14 33 31 35 12 13 15 -
Totals 64 174 161 74 66 95% 124 87 662 357 52 IC

Wilderness Tributaries

Youngs -- 132 -- -- -- -- 111 -- -- 71 -- --
Gordon - 142 - - — — 118 — — 60 — —
Little Salmon - 507 - - - - 99 ¢/ - - 72 - -
White River - 90 - - - - 777 - - 62 - -
Total - 414 - - - - 405 - - 265 - -
Combined Total | 64 5887 1617 747 66=2 95 529 87¥ 662 300Y 527 IC

a/ Counts may be low due to incomplete survey.

b/ High flows may have obliterated some redds.

¢/ Minimum count due to poor conditions during survey.
IC — Incomplete Count




Reservoir Tributaries

2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025 2026 2027 2028
Wounded Buck 18 21 19 17 14 13 14 14 7
Wheeler 18 13 16 8 8 12 7 8 6
Sullivan 25 9 7 16 30 57 33 26 12
Quintonkin 4 8 14 13 32 21 45 23 39
Totals 65 51 56 54 84 103 99 71 64
Wilderness Tributaries

Youngs -- -- 74 -- -- -- 68 38 --
Gordon -- -- 78 -- - - 26 27 --
Little Salmon -- -- 64 -- -- -- 16 7 --
White River - - 38 - - - 31 28 -
Total -- -- 254 -- - -- 141 100 --
Combined Total 65 51 310 54 84 103 240 171

2025 Redd numbers taken from FWP's 2025 FWP_BullData




Flathead bull trout spawning site inventories from 1980 — 2019 in index stream sections monitored annually.
Identical sections of these eight index streams are counted each year and represent a portion of the total bull
trout spawning in the drainage.

Drainage: Stream Redd Numbers
1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990
North Fork:
Big 20 18 41 22 9 9 12 22 19 24 25
Coal 34 23 60 61 53 40 13 48 52 50 29
Whale 45 98 211 141 133 94 90 143 136 119 109
Trail 31¢ 78 94 56 32 25 69 64 62 51 65
Total 130 217 406 280 227 168Y 184 277 269 244 228
Middle Fork:
Morrison 75 327 86 67 38 99 52 49 50 63 24
Granite 34 14¥ 34 31 47 24 37 34 32 31 21
Lodgepole 14 18 23 23 23 20 42 21 19 43 12
Ole 19 19 51 35 26 30 36 45 59 21 20
Total 142 83 194 156 134 173 167 149 160 158 77
Flathead Drainage
Monitoring Count | 2722 300 600 436 361 341 351 426 429 402 305
Drainage: Stream Redd Numbers
1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001
North Fork:
Big 24 16 2 1 14 6 13 30 34 32 22
Coal 34 7 10 6 13 3 5 14 7 3 0
Whale 61 12 46 32 28 35 17 40 49 68 77
Trail 27 26 13 15 28 8 9 17 21 42 27
Total 146 61 71 64 83 52 44 101 111 145 126
Middle Fork:
Morrison 45 17 14 21 28 9 39 35 30 44 40
Granite 20 16 9 18 25 4 12 22 37 26 18
Lodgepole 9 13 9 6 9 8 5 7 11 3 17
Ole 23 16 19 6 16 10 14 22 26 33 29
Total 97 62 51 51 78 31 70 86 104 106 104
Flathead Drainage
Monitoring Count 243 123 122 115 161 83 114 187 215 251 230

Drainage: Stream Redd Numbers
2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012
North Fork:
Big 12 12 11 15 37 40 21 23 8 9Y 6
Coal 0 1 3 4 17 4 2 0 4 6 11
Whale 71 34 41 39 56 27 34 43 31 42 29
Trail 26 14 34 30 34 51 49 19 11 8 12
Total 109 61 89¥ 88° 144 122 106 85 54 65 58
Middle Fork:
Morrison 30 21 10 16 11 21 46 34 43 39 58
Granite 18 17 17 8 16 14 27 24 41 33 45
Lodgepole 12 10 6 16 19 17 4 10 20 12 15
Ole 21 21 14 16 31 29 42 34 32 40 53
Total 81 69 477 56Y 77 81 119 102 1362 124 171
Flathead Drainage
Monitoring Count | 190 130  136Y 144° 221 203 225 187 190 189 229




Drainage: Stream

Redd Numbers

2025 redd numbers are taken from FWP's 2025 FWP_BullData

@ Counts may be low due to incomplete survey
of High flows may have obliterated some redds
¢ Minimum count due to poor conditions during survey

4 Count is low due to impaired access to the index reach

c Incomplete Count

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023
North Fork:
Big 8 7 19 499 9 13 18 4 14 28 30
Coal 23 4 9 NS 4 5 8 12 5 28 22
Whale 34 35 31 27 29 35 30 56 32 43 35
Trail 23 5 9 11 17 18 7 19 34 23 23
Total 88 51 50 IC 59 71 63 91 85 122 110
Middle Fork:
Morrison 54 52 54 63 32 34 40 39 21 26 33
Granite 27 37 29 38 24 31 28 28 14 30 9
Lodgepole 12 1 14 9 8 9 -- 7 15 9 19
Ole 44 32 35 31 18 20 3> 26 11 21 21
Total 137 132 132 141 82 94 71 100 61 86 82
Flathead Drainage
Monitoring Count 225 183 182¢ IC 141 165 134° 191 146 208 192
Drainage: Stream Redd Numbers
2024 2025 2026 2027 2028 2029 2030 2031 2032 2033 2034
North Fork:
Big 12 0
Coal 2 2
Whale 17 24
Trail 55 44
Total 86 70
Middle Fork:
Morrison 38 22
Granite 17 8
Lodgepole 7 10
Ole 19 --
Total 81 40
Flathead Drainage
Monitoring Count 167
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