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The Fire Management Plan 
CHAPTER 1            

 

1.1  INTRODUCTION 

Interagency Standards for Fire and Fire Aviation Operations (January 2016), states that by the 2016 fire season, 
Forest Service Fire Management Plans will be replaced with a combination of enhance Spacial Planning contained 
in the Wildland Fire Decision Support System (WFDSS) and the Fire Management Reference System (FMRS).  
This FMP was prepared during this tranition.  FMPs are strategic plans that define a program to manage planned 
and unplanned ignitions based on the areas approved Land or Resource Management Plan.  The annual Custer 
Gallatin National Forest Fire Management Plan provides information concerning management strategies and 
options for wildland fire (unplanned and planned ignitions).  The 2016 FMP compiles with guidance from the 
1987 Gallatin National Forest Plan, the 2011 Fire Management Amendment to the Gallatin NF Forest Plan, the 1986 
Custer National Forest Plan, national federal fire management policies, and national and regional fire management 
directives.  

The FMP does not make decisions.  It does not propose, authorize or permit site-specific federal actions; therefore 
no site-specific NEPA is prepared.  This document is supplemental to the 1987 Gallatin Forest Plan and 2011 Fire 
Management Amendment to the Gallatin’s Forest Plan, and the 1986 Custer National Forest Plan.  The FMP 
provides fire managers with the understanding of programmatic direction found in the two Forest Plans that 
assist in developing operational parameters to implement on-the-ground decisions and actions.   

The FMP provides a framework for management of unplanned wildland fire and planned (prescribed) fire as tools 
to safely prevent or minimize negative effects to resources of value, and to achieve Forest Plan management 
direction (goals, guidelines and standards).  Its primary goal is to provide the line officer and incident commander 
with information before a planned or unplanned wildland fire occurs, so that they can appropriately address 
resource and social concerns. 

The FMP complies with the direction from the Federal Wildland Fire Management Policy (1995, 2001, 2009), the 
Interagency Prescribed Fire Planning and Implementation Procedures Guide (2014), Managing Impacts of Wildfires 
on Communities and the Environment (2000), Protecting People and Sustaining Resources in Fire Adapted 
Ecosystems – A Cohesive Strategy (2000) and Forest Service Manual directions FSM 5100, 5101, 5103, and 5108.  
These documents provide direction in developing a fire management plan based on direction in the Forest Plan 
and interagency plans and assessments.  

1.2  LAND OWNERSHIP 

The Custer Gallatin National Forest provides fire and fuel management on approximately 3.1 million acres of 
national forest system lands located in south central and eastern Montana and the northwest corner of South 
Dakota.  Private and other government landholdings are intermingled throughout the entire forest.   

Map 1.  Custer Gallatin National Forest Vicinity Map – 
Beartooth, Ashland & Sioux Districts 
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Map 2.  Custer Gallatin National Forest Vicinity Map – 
Bozeman, Hebgen Lake, Gardiner & Yellowstone districts 

 
 

1.3  NORTHERN REGION FIRE DOCTRINE 

In 2007, the Northern Region Fire, Aviation and Air organization adopted the Foundational Doctrine and Guiding 
Principles for the Northern Region: Fire, Aviation and Air Program.  Doctrine is the body of principles (not rules) 
that guide and organizations activities and actions.  Fire, aviation and air management doctrine establishes a 
particular way of thinking about fire, aviation and air management.  It provides a philosophy for leading FAA 
personnel in their operations, a mandate for professionalism, and a common language.  Fire, aviation and air 
management doctrine does not consist of procedures to be applied to specific situations so much as it sets-forth 
general guidance that requires judgment in applications.  

The potential consequences to firefighter and public safety, natural and cultural resources, and other high valued 
resources help determine the management response to a wildland fire. Firefighter and public safety are the first 
consideration and are always the priority during every response to wildfire.  
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Policy, Land Management Planning, and Partnerships 
CHAPTER 2              

 

2.1  NATIONAL AND REGIONAL FIRE MANAGEMENT POLICIES 
The Fire Management Plan (FMP) is the documentation by which the Custer Gallatin National Forest implement 
Federal fire management policies and directions, as well as the Land Management Plan direction described in the 
Gallatin Forest Plan (1987), Fire Management Amendment to the Gallatin Forest Plan, (2011) and the Custer Forest 
Plan (1986). 

Forest Service policy and direction that are relevant to this plan include:  

• Fire Management Amendment to the Gallatin Forest Plan Decision Notice (2011) 
• Gallatin National Forest Plan (1987) 
• Custer National Forest Plan (1986) 
• Forest Service Manual  FSM 5100  
• Forest Service Handbook  FSH 5109  
• Forest Land Assistance, Management, and Enhancement Act (FLAME) 2010 
• Update on the Modifications to the Interagency Strategy for the Implementation of Federal Wildland Fire 

Management Policy:  Memorandum NWCG #001-2009 
• Guidance for Implementation of Federal Wildland Fire Management Policy (February 13, 2009) 
• Interagency Standards for Fire and Fire Aviation Operations (2009) 
• Interagency Prescribed Fire Planning and Implementation Procedures Reference Guide (2008) 
• Foundational Doctrine and Guiding principles for the Northern Region; Fire, Aviation and Air Program 

(2007) 
• Review and Update of the 1995 Federal Wildland Fire Management Policy (2001) 
• Managing Impacts of Wildfires on Communities and the Environment (September 2000) – aka National 

Fire Plan 
• Protecting People and Sustaining Resources in Fire Adapted Ecosystems – A Cohesive Strategy (October 

2000) 
• Dutch Creek Serious Accident Investigation Report Response:  Memorandum NWCG #025-2010 
• The Thirtymile Hazard Abatement Plan (2002) and the Cramer Accident Prevention Plan (2003) 
• A Collaborative Approach for Reducing Wildland Fire Risks to Communities and the Environment: 10-

Year Comprehensive Strategy Implementation Plan (May 2002) 
• Greater Yellowstone Area Interagency Fire Management Planning and Coordination Guide (May 2011) 
• Other applicable Federal, interagency and agency policies (FSM 5101 Fire Management Authority and FSM 

5108) that require fire management plans to recognize fire protection, wildland fire use and prescribed 
fire as inherent components of natural resource management; and include the full range of fire 
management actions consistent with the Forest Plan. 

• Community Wildland Fire Protection Plans:  Sweet Grass County (2006); Park County (2006); Gallatin 
County (2006) and Meagher County (2008). 

• Montana Cooperative Fire Protection Agreement (2011) 
• Other environmental and cultural protection compliances, such as National Environmental Policy Act 

(NEPA), Clean Air Act, Endangered Species Act (ESA) and National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA); 
Northern Rockies Lynx Management Direction (2007) and Conservation Strategy for the Grizzly Bear in 
the Greater Yellowstone Area (2003). 

• Healthy Forest Restoration Act (2003) 

 

2.2  FOREST PLAN GUIDANCE 
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Management direction / guidance for the BEARTOOTH, ASHLAND and SIOUX ranger districts 

CUSTER NATIONAL FOREST PLAN (1986) 

Forest level direction and guidance that is relevant to this Fire Management Plan include: 
• Custer National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan, FEIS and Record of Decision (1986) 
• Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness Fire Management Guidebook (1993) 
• Draft Ashland Ranger District Appropriate Management Response Guidebook (2007). 

The Custer Forest Management Plan FEIS identifies a variety of resources of interest to fire management, which 
include, but are not limited to, a rich and diverse series of archaeological and historic sites, the Absaroka-
Beartooth Wilderness, a variety of wildlife habitat, rangeland resources and infrastructure, suitable timber lands, 
and many different mineral resources and infrastructure. 

Forest-wide Goals  (LRMP, Ch. II, pp. 3-4): 
• Rangeland management to attain healthy and productive soil and vegetation, and clean air and water; 
• Riparian area and woody draw management for water quality, diverse vegetation, and protection of key 

wildlife habitat; 
• Wildlife and fisheries management to improve key habitat, and enhance habitat quality and diversity; 
• Threatened and Endangered plant and animal species management to provide habitat that contributes to 

species recovery; 
• Timber management to help maintain forest health, vigor, productivity, provide vegetative diversity for 

wildlife and eliminate tree encroachment on rangeland; 
• Cultural resource management to maintain and enhance historic and prehistoric cultural resource values; 
• Air resource management to meet or exceed state air quality standards; 

• Wilderness and “Low Development Areas” management to protect from long-term disturbance from the 
activities of man in order to maintain wilderness values and to let natural processes occur in most cases. 

Forest-wide Objectives  (LRMP, Ch. II, pp. 4-5): 

• Fire Management objective is to use a cost efficient fire protection and fuels management program that is 
responsive to the goals of the Forest, including cooperative efforts with other agencies and organizations; 

• Wilderness and “Low Development Areas” will be managed to retain the low development characteristics so 
that human use leaves little permanent or long lasting effects; 

• Wildlife management goal is to emphasize active management of wildlife habitat; 
• Range management objective is to improve overall vegetative conditions where needed; 
• Timber management objective includes control of insect and disease and reduction of natural fuel loading; 
• Air Quality will be maintained at or above levels required by Federal and State laws, regulations, and 

standards; 
• Riparian Areas and Woody Draws management objective is to protect these key wildlife habitats and 

improve water quality.  

Forest-wide Standards  (LRMP, Ch. II, pp. 38-39): 

• Fire Management  
– The appropriate suppression response to control, contain, or confine all wildfires will be compatible 

with the resource values involved. 
– Fires threatening private land, human life, property, or improvements will be controlled as soon as 

possible. 
– Direction for the use of prescribed fire, planned and unplanned ignitions will be developed and 

implemented to meet resource goals and objectives. 
– Consideration of natural fire cycles in fire-dependent and/or fire-related ecosystems will be made when 

assigning appropriate suppression responses or when preparing resource management prescriptions. 
– Cooperation will be provided in interagency fire management efforts. 
– The Forest will consider the use of prescribed fire, using both planned and unplanned ignitions as the 

ignition tool. Unplanned ignitions may be used throughout the Beartooth, Ashland and Sioux districts 
to meet management area goals when proper fire prescriptions have been developed and approved by 
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the Forest Supervisor. 

Other Forest-wide Standards related to fire management include the following (LRMP, Ch. II, pp. 18-39): 

• Wildlife and Fish. Scheduled management practices to improve wildlife habitat may include rejuvenation of 
plant species by prescribed fire; management activities, including prescribed fire, will be conducted to 
maintain or enhance the unique value associated within woody draws and riparian zones, as well as a 
variety of successional vegetative stages; 

• Range.  
– Prescribed fire may be used for enhancement or maintenance of range forage productivity, palatability, 

and diversity for livestock and/or wildlife; 
– Conifer encroachment control may occur. In rangelands where the invading trees are less than 3-feet 

high, prescribed fire may be the preferred treatment. Mechanical methods may be used in areas where 
trees are over 3-feet high; 
 

• Timber.  
– Timber management activities will be designed and applied to maintain a variety of age classes. 
– Strategies to treat and prevent insect and disease problems include providing for age-class diversity, 

early slash cleanup, and stocking control. 

• Air Quality. Air quality will be protected by cooperating with Montana and South Dakota Air Quality 
Bureaus in the Prevention of Significant Deterioration program and State Implementation Plans. 

• Riparian/Wood Draws. Riparian areas and woody draws are recognized for their unique values and will be 
protected, managed, and improved. 

• Minerals and Geology. A fire plan will be made a part of the permit/approval for activities to be conducted 
during the established fire season.  

 

 

1986 LRMP Management Areas - Beartooth, Ashland and Sioux Districts 

Beartooth, Ashland and Sioux districts are divided into seventeen (17) management areas, each with specific 
management goals, resource potentials and limitations (LRMP, CH. III, pp. 45-74, 77-93, & 98-100).  The Forest-
wide management direction included in the 1986 LRMP applies to all management areas.   

Table 2a describes the various fire management response options for unplanned ignitions in each management 
area as described for the Beartooth, Ashland and Sioux districts. 

 

Table 2a.  1986 Custer LRMP Management Areas – Fire Management Direction Summary 

 Management Area Emphasis 
Management Response Option(s) 

for unplanned ignitions 

B Range Management  (LRMP, Ch. III, pp. 45, 47) All 

C Key Wildlife Areas  (LRMP, Ch. III, pp. 49, 51) All 

D Habitat for Selected Species  (LRMP, Ch. III, pp. 53, 56) All 

E Energy and Mineral Production  (LRMR, Ch. III, pp.58, 60) Contain/Control 

F Developed Recreation Sites  (LRMP, Ch. III, pp. 61-62) Control 

G Timber Management  (LRMP, Ch. III, pp. 64-65) All 

H Recommend for Wilderness  (LRMP, Ch. III, pp. 67-68) All 

I Designated Wilderness  (LRMP, Ch. III, pp. 69, 71) All 

J Low Development Areas  (LRMP, Ch. III, pp. 72, 74) All 

L Research Natural Areas  (LRMP, Ch. III, pp. 77, 79) All 

M Riparian Areas  (LRMP, Ch. III, pp. 80, 82) Contain/Control 

N Woody Draws (specific to South Dakota)  (LRMP, Ch. III, pp. Contain/Control 
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83-84) 

O National Natural Landmark  (LRMP, Ch. III, pp. 86-97) Contain/Control 

P Administrative Sites  (LRMP, Ch. III, p. 88) Control 

Q Wild Horse Territory  (LRMP, Ch. III, pp. 89-90) All 

R Municipal Water Supply  (LRMP, Ch. III, pp. 91-92) All 

T Beartooth Scenic Byway  (LRMP, Ch. III, pp. 98-99) All 

 

In MAs with a response option of “all”, unplanned ignitions may be managed for protection and/or resource 
benefit objectives. The exception is human caused ignitions, in which case, the management response is 
suppression. 

 

 

 

GALLATIN NATIONAL FOREST PLAN (1987) and Fire Management Amendment (2011) 

Management direction / guidance for BOZEMAN, HEBGEN LAKE, GARDINER and YELLOWSTONE ranger 
districts    

  

 

Forest-level direction and guidance that is relevant to this FMP include: 
• Gallatin National Forest Plan, FEIS and ROD (1987) 
• Fire Management Amendment to the Gallatin Forest Plan, Decision Notice (2011) 

Forest-wide Goals 

• Use prescribed fire to accomplish vegetative management objectives.  (FP Goals, Item 16, p. II-2) 
• Provide a fire protection and use program, which is responsive to land and resource management goals and 

objectives.  (FP Goals, Item 17, p. II-2) 

• Coordinate with the land and resource management and planning efforts of other Federal, State, local 
agencies and private landowners.  Strengthen this coordination within the entire Greater Yellowstone Area.  
(FP Goals, Item 21, p. II-2) 

Forest-wide Objectives 

• Prescribed fire will be used as a tool to carry out vegetative management activities.  (FP Objectives, p. II-
6) 

• Fire in Wilderness will be allowed to play a more natural role to maintain wilderness character.  (FP 
Objectives, p. II-6) 

Forest-wide Standards 

As of September 2011, the direction pertaining to fire management for unplanned ignitions has been amended 
for National Forest System lands in all Forest Plan management areas on the Gallatin National Forest. The 
amendment changes the individual fire management direction found within each management area description 
with one, all-encompassing, Forest-wide standard for fire management:   

 
One or more fire management strategies may be considered and implemented for any unplanned 
wildland fire to achieve a variety of management objectives, while minimizing negative effects to 
life, investments and valuable resources.  Fire management strategies for unplanned wildland fire 
will be responsive to the goals and objectives described for each management area as specified in 
the Forest Plan. 

Wildland fire managers may consider any combination of fire management strategies (from full perimeter control 
suppression strategies to point-protection to managing a portion of a wildland fire to achieve resource objectives, 
to name a few), for a natural-caused wildland fire, when and where appropriate.  In compliance with the Federal 
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Wildland Fire Management Policy, all human-caused wildland fires will continue to be suppressed with the fewest 
negative consequences with respect to firefighter and public safety. 

Other Forest-wide Standards related to wildland fire include the following: 

• Forest lands and other vegetative communities such as grassland, aspen willow, sagebrush and whitebark 
pine will be managed by prescribed fire and other methods to produce and maintain the desired vegetative 
condition.   (Vegetation Diversity Item 1, FP p. II-19) 

• In areas where timber harvest is not appropriate or where there is now no access, prescribed fire may be 
used.  (Insect and Disease Item 4, FP, p. II-22) 

• Activity-created dead and down woody debris will be reduced to a level commensurate with risk analysis.  
(Fire Item 3, FP, p. II-28) 

• Treatment of natural fuel accumulations to support hazard reduction and management area goals will be 
continued.  (Fire Item 4, FP, p. II-28) 

• Prescribed fire (planned or unplanned ignitions) may be utilized to support management area goals.  (Fire 
Item 5, FP p. II-28) 

• Prescribed fire objectives for smoke management will be met within the constraints established by the 
Montana State Airshed Group’s Memorandum of Understanding.  (Fire Item 6, FP p. II-28) 

1987 Forest Plan Management Areas - Bozeman, Hebgen Lake, Gardiner and Yellowstone Districts 

Bozeman, Hebgen Lake, Gardiner and Yellowstone districts are divided into twenty-six management areas, each 
with specific management goals, resource potentials and limitations (FP, Chapter III).  As mentioned, the 2011 Fire 
Management Amendment to the Forest Plan updates the individual fire management direction found within each 
management area description with one, all-encompassing, Forest-wide standard for fire management:   One or 
more fire management strategies may be considered and implemented for any unplanned wildland fire to achieve 
a variety of resource management objectives, while minimizing negative effects to life, investments and valuable 
resources. 

Fire management strategies and decisions pertaining to an unplanned wildland fire will be responsive to the 
individual management area goals and standards found in the 1987 Forest Plan.  

Inventoried Roadless Areas 

According to the current Inventoried Roadless Area Management Policy, Interim Directive 1920-2006-1 (January 8, 
2005), there are no restrictions on the use of prescribed fire, nor pretreatment activities (such as the cutting of 
small diameter trees) for fuels reduction projects to achieve management area goals and objectives, as long as the 
natural integrity of the unroaded and roadless area character is maintained, and the implementation of the project 
does not require new road construction (36 CFR Part 294, Subpart B, section 294.13).  Inventoried roadless lands 
considered under the January 2001 Final Rule are those identified in the Custer and Gallatin National Forest Final 
Environmental Impact Statement (1986 & 1987, respectively) and the Forest Service Roadless Area Conservation 
FEIS (2000).   

Designated and Recommended Wilderness Areas 

The Custer Gallatin National Forest include the Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness and the Lee Metcalf Wilderness 
Areas.  The management and oversight of the Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness is shared with the Shoshone 
National Forest and Yellowstone National Park.  Management of the Lee Metcalf Wilderness is shared with the 
Beaverhead-Deerlodge National Forest and Bureau of Land Management (Dillon Field Office). 

The 1987 Gallatin Forest Plan combines both designated and recommended wilderness as management area 4.  
The 2011 Fire Management Amendment to the Gallatin NF Forest Plan replaces the 1987 Forest Plan direction for 
MA 4 with the more detailed guidance for management of unplanned wildland fire and prescribed fire use 
outlined in Forest Service Manual 2324.2: 

• Permit fire to play, as nearly as possible, its natural ecological role on the landscape.  

• Reduce, to an acceptable level, the risks and consequences of wildfire within wilderness or escaping from 
wilderness. 
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• Allow fire to move into and out of wilderness boundaries as necessary based on the historic burning 
patterns, ecological health, impacts to abiotic and biotic components of the wilderness.  

The acceptable fuel management treatments described in the two wilderness fire management guidebooks 
include: 

• Planned ignition and/or mechanical fuel manipulations outside of wilderness boundaries. 

• Planned ignitions outside of wilderness boundaries that burn into wilderness where wilderness 
management objectives and conditions are met. 

• Planned ignitions inside of wilderness boundaries that burn out of the boundary where wilderness 
management objectives and conditions are met. 

• Planned ignitions within the wilderness boundary where wilderness management objectives and 
conditions are met. 

Under the 1986 Custer LRMP, designated wilderness labeled management area I, with the goal of promoting and 
perpetuating the wilderness character and values of the area (LRMP, Ch. III, pp. 69, 71).  The fire management 
direction for MA I is: “The appropriate suppression responses will be contain, control, and confine. Unplanned 
ignitions will be used according to the Prescribed Fire Management Plan for the Absaroka/Beartooth Wilderness, 
approved July 16, 1982.  

“Objectives include:  

• maintenance of vegetative mosaics that are the result of fire,  
• maintenance of plant/animal relationships that have evolved with fire,  
• maintenance of genetic traits that certain species of vegetation have developed in response to fire,  
• the maintenance of dead and living fuels in a natural state of continuity, arrangement, depth and 

loading,  
• a public awareness that fire is a natural and essential component of wilderness ecosystems.”  

Under the 1986 Custer LRMP, recommended wilderness areas are labeled management area H, and states the goal 
of retaining wilderness characteristics of these areas until a Congressional decision is made regarding wilderness 
designation.  The fire management direction for MA H is:  “The appropriate suppression responses will be 
contain, control, and confine. Unplanned ignitions may be used…..to perpetuate the wilderness character of the 
area.” (LRMP, Ch. III, pp. 67-68) 

 

2.3  PARTNERSHIPS 
Interagency coordination and collaboration are integral to the successful implementation of the Forest’s fire 
management program.  The Custer Gallatin National Forest maintain a number of cooperative agreements.  

The Custer Gallatin National Forest are part of the South Central Montana and Eastern Montana Zones of the 
Northern Rockies Coordination Group and supports interagency fire management within this zone.  Collaboration 
in preparedness, fire prevention and fire management actions continue to be strong between the Forest and our 
local, state and other federal agency partners, with emphasis on strengthening existing and developing new 
cooperative relations at all levels.  Updates and/or modifications of all operating plans and agreements occur 
annually. The Custer Gallatin fire staffs collaborate and maintain cooperative agreements with the following 
federal, state and county entities: 

• Montana Department of Natural Resource Conservation – Central, Southern and Eastern Land Offices 

• Montana Department of Environmental Quality 

• State of South Dakota 

• Montana Counties: county commissioners, fire wardens and rural fire districts in Gallatin, Madison, 
Meagher, Park ,Sweet Grass, Stillwater, Carbon, Yellowstone, Bighorn, Rosebud, Powder River and Carter 
counties   

• South Dakota: Harding County  
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• Cities of Bozeman, Livingston, Big Timber, West Yellowstone, Gardiner and Cooke City 

• Neighboring National Forests (R1 - Beaverhead-Deerlodge NF, Lewis and Clark NF, Helena NF and Dakota 
Prairie Grasslands; R2 – Shoshone NF; R4 – Caribou-Targhee and Bridger-Teton NF) 

• Greater Yellowstone Area Fire Management Advisory Group 

• National Park Service - Yellowstone National Park, Grand Teton National Park 

• Bureau of Indian Affairs, Crow and Northern Cheyenne Agencies 

• Montana State offices of Bureau of Land Management – Butte Field Office, Miles City District and 
Billings Field Office 
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2.4  TYPES OF WILDLAND FIRE 
Wildland fire is categorized as unplanned ignitions and planned ignitions (prescribed fire) (Memorandum to the 
Federal Wildland Fire Management Policy, 2009).  As of 2009, fire managers may consider managing a wildland 
fire for multiple objectives when appropriate, thus increasing managers’ flexibility to respond to changing incident 
conditions and firefighting capability. 

An unplanned ignition includes naturally-ignited wildland fires, as well as an unwanted wildland fire, such as 
unauthorized human-caused fires, escaped prescribed fires and other wildland fire where the objective is to put 
the fire out.  The current federal wildland fire management policy limits managing wildland fire for resource 
objectives to unplanned natural ignitions. 

A planned ignition is any fire ignited by management actions to meet specific objectives.  A written, approved 
prescribed fire plan must exist, and where applicable, National Environmental Policy Act requirements must be 
met, prior to ignition.  In the current Forest Plan, prescribed fire is a management tool that can be considered as 
long as the burning treatment meets the intent, objectives and standards of individual management areas.  

The 2011 Fire Management Amendment to the 1987 Gallatin Forest Plan, updated references to fire types to the 
2009 Memorandum guidance.  The 1986 Custer LRMP also describes management options for unplanned 
ignitions within specific management areas.  The term “prescribed fire” in the LRMP when used in context with 
“unplanned ignitions” is equivalent to “wildfire that is a natural unplanned ignition managed for protection and/or 
resource objectives” under current policy terminology.  Refer to the Custer LRMP, Ch. VI Glossary, pp. 137 and 
147. 

 

 

Fire Management Units – Beartooth, Ashland and Sioux Districts 
CHAPTER 3                

 

The primary purpose of developing FMUs in fire management planning is to assist in organizing information in 
complex landscapes. FMUs divide the landscape into smaller geographic areas to easily describe safety 
considerations, physical, biological, social characteristics and to frame associated planning guidance based on these 
characteristics. 

The following information, including the summaries of fuels conditions, weather and burning patterns, and other 
conditions in specific FMUs, helps determine the management response to an unplanned ignition and provides a 
quick reference to the strategic goals in the LRMP.     

 

 FMUs for Beartooth, Ashland and Sioux Ranger Districts    

The FMUs for the Beartooth, Ashland and Sioux ranger districts of the Custer Gallatin NF were developed by 
focusing on management response options described in the 1986 Custer LRMP and have grouped Management 
Areas (MAs) with similar response options as allowed in the Custer LRMP. The wildland-urban interface (WUI) 
exists in all FMUs and should be considered, but should not be the sole determining factor, for selecting the 
management response for unplanned ignitions that occur in or near those areas.  

There are three FMU categories established for the Beartooth, Ashland and Sioux ranger districts: 

Protection This FMU consists of the Energy and Mineral Production, Developed Recreation Sites, National Natural 
Landmark, and Administrative Sites MAs. 

Initial response should be to attempt full perimeter control of all wildfires in these FMUs considering 
firefighter and public safety, values at risk, availability of suppression resources, probability of success, cost 
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effectiveness, and any other appropriate considerations.  Fires that escape initial response will be managed 
with the same considerations as identified above, however this may result in the use of a variety of 
strategies and tactics that will strive to balance risk with protection of values.  Management of unplanned 
natural ignitions for strictly resource objectives is not appropriate in these FMUs. 

Appropriate Response This FMU consists of management areas where the full range of management responses is 
acceptable as described in the 1986 Custer LRMP.   

The appropriate response will consist of specific strategic and tactical actions taken in response to 
unplanned ignitions to implement protection and/or resource benefit objectives.  The goal is to manage 
fires with a response determined through, but not limited to, an evaluation of firefighter and public safety, 
time and severity of season, current and forecasted weather and fire behavior, values at risk, social 
considerations, cost effectiveness, probability of success, potential suppression damage, potential resource 
benefits, and availability of fire management resources. 

Wilderness This FMU consists of that portion of the Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness (A-BW) located on the Beartooth 
District.  

The goal is to manage fires with a response determined through, but not limited to, an evaluation of 
firefighter and public safety, time and severity of season, current and forecasted weather and fire behavior, 
values at risk, social considerations, cost effectiveness, probability of success, potential suppression damage, 
potential resource benefits, and availability of fire management resources.  It differs from the Appropriate 
Response FMU in that natural-ignited fires within the A-B Wilderness are to be managed to meet the intent 
of the Wilderness Act of 1964. The emphasis for this FMU is to allow fire as an integral process in 
restoring and/or maintaining this ecosystem within acceptable environmental parameters. 

Management Areas M and N currently are not mapped. Consequently, they are not identified within the FMUs on 
the Sioux and Ashland Districts. Fire managers have the discretion to determine what constitutes these MAs until 
these areas are mapped. See MA Direction section below for management emphasis for these MAs.   

Maps 3, 4 and 5 illustrate locations of the three FMUs across the Beartooth, Ashland and Sioux districts.  Custer 
LMRP Management Area maps are available upon request from the Forest’s electronic files. 
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Map 3:  Map of Beartooth District Fire Management Units 
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Map 4:  Map of Ashland District Fire Management Units 
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Map 5.  Map of Sioux District Fire Management Units 

 

3.1  Fire Management Considerations Applicable to Fire Management Units on the 
Beartooth, Ashland & Sioux Districts 
 

A.  INTERAGENCY DISPATCH CENTERS 

The Beartooth, Ashland and Sioux districts are served by two dispatch centers, Billings Interagency Dispatch 
Center (BDC) and Miles City Interagency Dispatch Center (MCC). BDC provides communications, resource 
ordering and other dispatch services for the Beartooth RD and MCC provides similar services for the Sioux and 
Ashland RDs. Through a protection exchange under the Montana Cooperative Fire Protection Agreement, the 
BLM has protection responsibility for the Pryor Mountains Unit on the Beartooth RD and all lands on the Sioux 
and Ashland RDs.  However, the Custer Gallatin NF retains jurisdictional authority on all National Forest System 
lands.  
 

B.  INITIAL RESPONSE (Initial Attack) – Protection Responsibilities 

Unique characteristics of the eastern side of the Forest (Beartooth, Ashland and DIoux districts) are the 
discontinuous nature of and significant distance between Forest Service ownership.  Portions of this plan apply to 
non-federal affidavit lands within the Beartooth Ranger District protection boundary, or on non-federal lands 
where a wildland fire threatens National Forest System lands.  Ashland and Sioux Ranger Districts, along with the 
Pryor Mountains Unit, are under Forest Service jurisdiction and Bureau of Land Management (BLM) protection 
for unplanned ignition response. 

The BLM will coordinate and provide the initial response and wildfire size-up for National Forest lands under 
their protection.  All unplanned natural ignitions, regardless of whose protection responsibility, may be managed 
with protection and/or resource benefit objectives in the applicable FMUs in order to meet Management Area 
direction found in the 1986 Custer LRMP. Initial response for human-caused ignitions will be to attempt full 
perimeter control after considering the associated risks. Type 4 and 5 wildfires with strictly protection objectives 
will generally be managed according to pre-season delegations of authority. 

During initial response, close coordination between Forest’s Fire management duty officers, line officers and the 
BLM is essential to setting priorities and determining the management response for wildfires on lands protected 
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by the BLM.  The EZ Multiagency Coordination Group (MAC) will prioritize fires and the allocation of resources 
during times of heavy fire activity in the EZ. The Forest FMO represents the Custer Gallatin NF on the EZ MAC 
when activated.  Wildfires originating on Custer Gallatin NF lands that are contained by initial attack resources 
will be entered into the Wildland Fire Decision Support System (WFDSS), however a published decision is not 
required. 
 

C.  LONG DURATION / LARGE FIRE DECISION MAKING 

All unplanned ignitions that have duration beyond the initial attack period will have a WFDSS decision published 
in a timely manner. The WFDSS will serve as the decision record for selection of the management response.  The 
jurisdictional and protection agencies will coordinate the development of the WFDSS and delegation of authority 
for incoming Incident Management Teams. For multi-jurisdictional incidents involving the State of Montana, the 
State of South Dakota, and their counties who use the Wildland Fire Situation Analysis (WFSA) as their decision 
document, a NRCG Wildland Fire Decision Document will be prepared in addition to the WFDSS.  The affected 
agency administrators will certify or sign the WFDSS decision, the NRCG Decision Document and the delegation 
of authority. Specific cost share agreements will be developed at this time. 
 

D.  FMU CONSIDERATIONS 
General Risk Category:  The Federal Fire policy requires that sound risk management be a foundation for all fire 
management activities.  The Wildland Fire Relative Risk Assessment provides a quick but comprehensive 
assessment of the relative risk of a fire.  This is a qualitative process that can be completed in less time than a 
quantitative long-term assessment.  

Fire Behavior Indicator:  Energy Release Component (ERC) is a reliable fire danger indicator to estimate potential 
fire behavior in forested areas. Refer to the discussions on fire behavior/fire weather that follow. 

Units:  Beartooth, Ashland and Sioux Districts. 

Duty Officer:  FMO at the District level or designee and FFMO at the Forest level or designee. 

IA Dispatch Offices:

 

  BDC for the Beartooth District and MCC for the Sioux and Ashland Districts. 

3.2  FMU Characteristics Specific to Each District 
 

A.  SAFETY 

Firefighter and public safety is always the priority in any fire management activity.  Safety considerations that are 
unique to the Forest’s fire environment are: 

    All Districts   
Across all Districts and FMUs, major travel corridors are considered a potential safety issue in regards to access 
and egress during wildfire activity.  These areas are defined as being part of the Wildland-Urban Interface.   

  Beartooth District 
Wind Event.  In November 2007 an anomalous wind event created approximately 20,000 acres of blow-down and 
damaged trees.  The result is that the fuel profile has been altered from a Fuel Model (FM) 8/10 to a FM 13.  
These areas of storm damage occur along the Beartooth face across all FMUs and onto adjacent private property, 
primarily from Rock Creek northward.  This condition exacerbates the already limited access and egress along the 
face due to long steep slopes and narrow, steep walled canyons.  Historically the face has experienced strong 
down-canyon winds causing rapid large fire growth.  It can be anticipated that fire established during a high fire 
danger day in areas of continuous storm damage along with a down canyon wind event has the potential to 
exhibit extreme fire behavior. 

Access.  In the Pryor Mountains, steep walled canyons sharply dissect the landscape making access and egress 
difficult.  

Mining Radiation.  The Sandra Mine and Old Glory Mine sites on Red Pryor Mountain are Radioactive Areas of 
Concern.  These areas were recently reclaimed to prevent exposure to radiation and physical hazards such as 
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mine openings.  Dosimeter monitoring for radiation exposure to reclamation workers confirmed that annual 
exposure limits were not exceeded at the site.  Because radiation levels are generally low and firefighting incident 
assignments typically do not exceed 21 days, monitoring of personnel radiation exposure is not necessary or 
recommended. 

The primary remaining concern is inhalation or ingestion of dust and mine openings at either mine site.  Typical 
firefighting activities include ground-disturbing activities that generate dust.  Some dust at these sites could 
contain radioactive materials.  Ground around and above mine openings could be unstable and susceptible to 
collapse or dangerous rock fall.  Maps of these areas are located in the Forest’s electronic files. 

  Sioux and Ashland Districts 
Snow Damage.  Recent successive years of snow damage across FMUs have created areas of heavy fuel loading, 
especially on the Sioux District.  The fuel profile has been altered from a FM 8/10 to a FM 11/12 in some of these 
areas.  Historically, wind has been a significant factor in large fire growth in these FMUs.  Add in the 
uncharacteristic fuel loads due to storm damage and the stage is set for an established fire to exhibit very intense 
to extreme fire behavior on a high fire danger day. 

Mining Radiation.

Some naturally occurring coal-seams in South Dakota, North Dakota and Montana, contain elevated levels of 
radioactive materials as well as other constituents of concern (arsenic, molybdenum, thorium, etc.).  In some 
cases, historic uranium mining within these coal seams has further distributed and exposed these hazards.  These 
areas include, but are not limited to, US Forest Service administered lands in Harding County South Dakota in the 
following areas: North Cave Hills, South Cave Hills and the Slim Buttes.   

  There are areas of elevated radioactivity associated with abandoned uranium or coal mines 
within the Eastern Montana Fire Zone that pose a threat to human health.  Fire-fighting activities in these areas 
could expose firefighters to elevated levels of radiation.  Primary exposure concerns for firefighters are inhaling 
dust generated by firefighting activities, skin contact with coal bearing soils, and ingestion of coal bearing soils 
during hand-to-mouth activity.   

For specific direction for field-going personnel, please refer to the “Radiation Action Plan IA Pack” and associated 
maps. For overview, please refer to “Responding to Wildland Fires in or Near Radioactive Locations” located in 
Chapter 7 of the Red Book.  All materials are posted in the Miles City Dispatch Center and available at the Sioux 
Ranger District in Camp Crook, SD. Miles City Dispatch Safety Management website:    

   http://www.blm.gov/mt/st/en/fo/miles_city_field_office/fire/safety.html 

Erionite.

On the Sioux District, geologic formations which have been analyzed and determined to contain erionite 
mineralogy include the Arikaree and White River (including the Brule and Chadron Members) Formations.  All 
land units within the Sioux District with the exception of the North and South Cave Hills contain these geologic 
formations and their associated erionite. 

   Erionite is a naturally occurring mineral associated with volcanic ash altered by weathering and 
groundwater.  Erionite is often termed an “asbestos-like mineral” due to its fibrous nature and needle-like 
structure.  Erionite fibers are microscopic in scale and not possible to see without magnification. 

Erionite is classified as a Class I Carcinogenic Agent. Erionite fibers, just like asbestos, when inhaled can become 
lodged in the linings of the lungs, heart, and abdomen and cause cancer.  Many researchers have indicated that it 
is more dangerous than the six regulated forms of asbestos.  Cancer development is associated with early 
(childhood and young adult) exposure.  Currently, there is no Federal or State regulatory oversight related to the 
use of erionite. 

The Custer Gallatin National Forest have developed a general information PowerPoint presentation, a “Worker 
Right to Know” letter, a “Photo Guide to Erionite vs. Non-Erionite Bearing Rocks” and a map of the affected 
geologic formations on the Sioux District to assist field-going personnel with identification of areas with erionite 
potential.  These materials are posted in the Miles City Dispatch Center and at the Sioux Ranger District in Camp 
Crook, SD. Miles City Dispatch Safety Management website:      

    http://www.blm.gov/mt/st/en/fo/miles_city_field_office/fire/safety.html   

Coal Seams.  Coal is naturally occurring and located in rock strata in layers or veins called coal beds or coal 
seams.  Exposed coal seams are abundant through southeast and central Montana as well as western North 
Dakota and South Dakota. Coal seam fires pose a serious problem that can be a hazard to firefighter’s health and 
safety.  Coal seam fires can emit toxic gases, including carbon monoxide, sulfur dioxide, and other potentially 
hazardous gases. 

http://www.blm.gov/mt/st/en/fo/miles_city_field_office/fire/safety.html�
http://www.blm.gov/mt/st/en/fo/miles_city_field_office/fire/safety.html�
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Firefighters are typically not equipped or trained for coal seam fires and should not attempt to extinguish such 
fires with hand tools and engines. Putting water on coal seam fires is normally useless. Mitigation crews will need 
to excavate the burning coal seam and mix the hot material with soil and water to cool. The area can be 
reclaimed by backfilling the seam and re-vegetating the disturbed area. 

Signs of a coal seam fire may include a rotten egg smell, smoking white ash, and continuous or non-continuous 
lines of what appears to be smoldering black rock (coal) where the flame may or may not be visible.  Avoid low 
lying terrain in known coal seam fire areas especially early in the morning when air temps are cool.  Gas tends to 
sink when air is cool and will accumulate in low lying areas. 

Notify all incoming incident command teams and firefighting resources of known locations of exposed coal seams, 
coal mines, or abandoned coal mines adjacent to ongoing incidents and the risks and precautions to take when 
working around coal seam fires. 

 

B.  PHYSICAL 

The geographic extent of the eastern side of the Forest spans from the eastern range of the Absaroka-Beartooth 
Mountains to South Dakota, resulting in limited similarities across the forest.  However, with the exception of the 
high plateaus and peaks in the Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness, the majority of the Forest is a vegetated 
environment consisting of coniferous forests, grasslands, shrubs, sagebrush, hardwoods or some combination of 
these.  Consequently, any portion of the Forest is susceptible to wildland fire at any given time during the normal 
fire season.  The Ashland and Sioux Districts are dominated by rolling terrain of ponderosa pine forest, grasslands 
and sagebrush.  The Beartooth District Pryor Mountain Unit contains deep canyons and steep terrain of mixed 
conifer forest, while the remainder of the district consists of steep, mountainous terrain with poor access that is 
primarily composed of mixed conifer and lodgepole pine forests. 

  Beartooth District 
In the Wilderness FMU, the topography is dominated by plateaus generally above 9,000 feet, with some peaks in 
the 10,000-12,000 foot range.  Notable plateaus include Lake, Stillwater, Fishtail, Froze-to-Death, East Rosebud, Red 
Lodge Cr., Silver Run, Hellroaring and Beartooth.  In the Protection and Appropriate Response FMUs, topography 
is generally below 9,000 feet along the Beartooth face.   Elevation range from valley bottoms to ridge tops is 
approximately 5,000 to 9,000 feet.  The valleys are narrow with steep walled slopes that generally flow in a north-
northeast direction and have limited access.   In the Pryor Mountains, the Forest boundary generally begins at 
5,500 feet and climbs to 8,700 feet in elevation.  The Pryors are sharply dissected by steep walled canyons that 
provide limited access. 

  Sioux and Ashland Districts 
The topography, in general, has an elevation range of 3,000 to 4,400 feet.  Steeper slopes of 40 to 60% are 
usually short with only 500 feet in elevation difference.  Numerous east-west drainages break up the landscape on 
the Ashland District into large homogenous compartments.  On the Sioux District, the landscape is widely 
separated into eight distinct “land units”. 

 

C.  BIOLOGICAL 
  All Districts  
Direction exists for aquatics invasive species and retardant avoidance areas across all FMUs.  Maps exist in the 
Forest’s electronic files and current WFDSS GIS layers, illustrating retardant avoidance areas as part of the 
Nationwide Aerial Application of Retardant EIS. 
  Beartooth District 
In the Wilderness FMU, the predominant vegetation cover is continuous stands of whitebark, subalpine fir and 
lodgepole pine at the higher elevations transitioning to mixed conifer at the lower elevations.  

Biological considerations when developing WFDSS decisions: 

• Yellowstone cutthroat trout, lynx and grizzly bear habitat occurs throughout this FMU. 
• Custer Gallatin NF Occupancy and Use Order #01-14-11-00-02 (aka Food Storage Order), 2014.  
• Minimum impacts to whitebark pine forest areas, especially areas with identified plus-trees. 
• Use of mechanized equipment requires Forest Supervisor approval.  
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In the Protection and Appropriate Response FMUs, the mid-slopes are typically heavily stocked stands of 
lodgepole pine with hardwoods and Engelmann spruce occupying the valley bottoms.  Douglas fir, juniper, sage 
and grass occupy the drier south and west slopes.  In the Pryors, the forest cover type is a mix of Douglas fir, 
spruce and lodgepole pine with grassland on the benches.  

Biological considerations when developing WFDSS decisions: 

• Yellowstone cutthroat, lynx and grizzly bear habitat exists within the Beartooth face. 

• High concentrations of whitebark pine plus trees exist in the Hellroaring Creek drainage of the Beartooth 
face.  Minimum impacts to whitebark pine forest areas, especially areas with identified plus-trees. 

• Pure strains of Yellowstone cutthroat trout exist in the Bad Canyon, Crooked Creek and Dry Head Creek 
drainages in the Pryors. 

• Wild horse management area extends into the southeast Pryors.  

  Sioux and Ashland Districts 
In all FMUs, the drainage bottoms are typically the most productive soils and support agricultural land uses on 
private lands, with hardwood species and shrubs on National Forest lands.  The north and east aspects support a 
ponderosa pine and shrub cover type.  The south and west aspects, as well as, ridge tops typically support open 
stands of ponderosa pine and grass with some sage and shrubs.  Woody draws and riparian areas are also 
important components to the ecosystem of the eastern districts.  

 

D.  RESOURCES 
  All Districts 
Research Natural Areas (RNAs) are found on all districts and the majority follow the MA L direction.  Line Creek 
and Lost Water Canyon RNAs on the Beartooth District were established via forest plan amendment and have 
slightly altered fire management direction.  In these RNAs, “minimum fire suppression techniques” will be used in 
the event that suppression has been determined to be the best response to an unplanned ignition. 

  Beartooth District 
In the Wilderness FMU, recreation is the predominant use.  Infrastructure that supports the wilderness includes 
signs, trail structures and foot and stock bridges.  

In and near the Protection and Appropriate Response FMUs, high value developments and/or improvements 
occur.  The more notable ones are the town of Red Lodge and adjacent sub-divisions, the Red Lodge Mountain 
Ski Area, Stillwater Mine and adjacent ventilation shafts and the Mystic Lake power plant.  The Stillwater Mine is 
particularly interested in smoke, as it can have an effect on the health and safety of their employee inside the 
mine.  

Land ownership adjacent to the Forest boundary is primarily private along the face and is primarily BLM and 
Crow Reservation in the Pryors.  Developed recreation and administrative sites occur in these FMUs as well as 
some homestead and mineral patents.  Numerous clusters of recreation homes occupy both private and NF lands 
adjacent to streams and lakes.  The north face of Mount Maurice and the West Fork of Rock Creek form the 
municipal watersheds for the communities of Bear Creek and Red Lodge respectively. 

  Sioux and Ashland Districts 
In all FMUs, numerous private in-holdings and improvements exist.  Most private in-holdings are located in the 
drainage bottoms along live or ephemeral streams; however, some private or patented lands are located on ridge 
tops.  Land ownership adjacent to the Forest boundary is a mix of BLM, state and private, with a majority of the 
ownership being private.  Developed recreation and administrative sites occur in these FMUs as well as range 
improvement structures such as fences and stock tanks.  

 

E.  FIRE ENVIRONMENT 
Fire Behavior: 

  All Districts 
The higher elevations typically experience a killing and curing frost approximately the last week of August, and 
the cured vegetation begins to interact with the fire behavior and readily support fire spread.  If a wildland fire is 
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established under these conditions, expect moderate fire to large fire growth to the ridge tops, and moderate to 
long-range spotting. 

Usually, the lower elevations experience a killing and curing frost approximately mid-September and the cured 
vegetation begins to interact with the fire behavior and readily support fire spread.  Again, if a wildland fire is 
established under these conditions, expect moderate fire to large fire growth up canyon, up slope to the ridge 
tops, and moderate to long-range spotting. 

  Beartooth District 
Elements that influence fire behavior across all FMUs are principally fuel moisture in the larger diameter fuels and 
topography.  A large part of the District is dominated by long, steep slopes with continuous coniferous canopy 
that contributes to very rapid rates of spread at even moderate fire dangers.  Beginning in mid-June through 
September, fuels start a slow drying trend.  The low fuel moisture conditions can persist until the end of October.  

Under these fuels conditions, prevailing winds often coupled with high wind events and down-canyon alignment 
play a significant role in large fire occurrence.  These large fires have the potential to impact much of the 
Wildland Urban Interface that exists at the mouth of these canyons.  In addition, extensive areas of blow-down 
(approx. 20,000 acres) raise the potential for extreme fire behavior.   

In both the Pryors and along the face, continuous stands of lodgepole pine, Douglas fir and sub-alpine fir occur.  
When high ERCs (Energy Release Component) are reached there is a high potential for stand replacing fire 
events.  Along most of the face the historic fire regime is Group IV (fire frequency of 35-100+ years; stand 
replacing wildfire) with a condition class of two (moderate departure from the natural regime; risk of loss of key 
ecosystem components).  In the Pryors, the historic fire regime is Group III (fire frequency of 35-100+ years; 
mixed severity and/or surface wildfire) with a condition class of two. 

  Sioux and Ashland Districts 
Elements that influence fire behavior across all FMUs on these units are fuel moisture, wind and multi-storied 
pine stands.  Topography can be a factor, but for the most part slopes are short and can allow for rapid initial 
attack with engines and dozers.  

Typically there’s a dry early season during March and April, with a wet spring in May and June followed by a hot 
dry summer with frequent thunderstorms in July and August.  September and October can be warm and dry with 
little lighting activity.  Frequent strong wind events coupled with cured grasses can contribute to large fire 
growth and 1000-5000 acre runs in one burning period are fairly common.  Drought years, sufficient cured grass 
loads and thunderstorms followed by dry cold fronts have resulted in extremely large fire events that burn tens of 
thousands of acres in a burn period. 

In addition, successive years of snow damage have created areas of heavy fuel loads that have potential to create 
high intensity to extreme fire behavior.  Both districts have extensive acres of post stand replacement wildfire that 
currently (or will eventually) have significant amounts of dead and down large diameter trees that will create 
difficult access and very high fire intensity.  The historical fire regime is Group I (fire frequency of 0-35 years; 
surface fire and/or mixed severity wildfire) with a predominant condition class of two. 

Fire Weather: 

  All Districts Fire Weather Considerations 

– During a dry cold frontal passage, which typically is from the northwest, winds will rotate in a clock-wise 
direction beginning east to southeasterly in front of the cold front ending up west to northwesterly after 
passage of the front.   

– Expect sustained winds of 20 to 30 mph with higher gusts for 6 to 8 hours.   
– Active crowning and long-range spotting often occur under these conditions mid to late summer. 
– A precipitation event with 0.25 to 0.50 inches of rain has the potential to dampen fire spread for 6 to 10 

days.  Typically, a fall season ending event will consist of precipitation over 3 to 5 days and provide good 
general precipitation coverage with amounts ranging from 0.75 to 1.50 inches. 

  Beartooth District 
The average summer maximum temperatures will range from the 60’s to low-80’s, relative humidity (RH) will 
generally bottom out in the low 20’s, and the prevailing afternoon and evening winds will be south-southwesterly 
at 10 to 15 miles per hour (MPH).    Spring precipitation averages 6.5 inches while summer precipitation averages 
approximately 1.5 inches per month through October.     
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Fire Weather Considerations: 

– RH below 10% would be considered 97th percentile weather. 
– 1000-hour fuel moisture below 10% would be considered 97th percentile.  
– Energy Release Component (ERC) is a good indicator of large fire potential for the Beartooth 

District. An ERC value of 64 would be at the 90th percentile and an ERC value of 71 would be at 
the 97th percentile. 

  Sioux and Ashland Districts 
The average summer maximum temperatures will range from the low-70’s to mid-90’s, relative humidity (RH) 
will generally bottom out in the low-20’s (Sioux) or high teens (Ashland), and the prevailing afternoon and 
evening winds will be south-southwesterly at 10 to 15 miles per hour (MPH).   Sioux District spring precipitation 
averages 8.5 inches while summer precipitation averages approximately 1.5 inches per month through October.  
Ashland District spring precipitation averages 5 inches while summer precipitation averages slightly more than 
one inch per month through October.  

Fire Weather Considerations: 

– RH below 10% would be considered 97th percentile weather. 
– 1000-hour fuel moisture below 7% would be considered 97th percentile.  
– Tracking both Burning Index (BI) and ERC is important to determine large fire potential for the 

Sioux and Ashland Districts. A BI value of 50 would be at the 97th percentile while an ERC value of 
22 would be at the 97th percentile. 

 

 

Fire Management Units – Bozeman, Hebgen Lake, Gardiner & Yellowstone 
Districts 

CHAPTER 4                

 

The primary purpose of developing FMUs in fire management planning is to assist in organizing information in 
complex landscapes. FMUs divide the landscape into smaller geographic areas to easily describe safety 
considerations, physical, biological, social characteristics and to frame associated planning guidance based on these 
characteristics. 

The following information, including the summaries of fuels conditions, weather and burning patterns, and other 
conditions in specific FMUs, helps determine the management response to an unplanned ignition and provides a 
quick reference to the strategic goals in the LRMP. 

 

 FMUs for Bozeman, Hebgen Lake, Gardiner & Yellowstone Ranger Districts  

FMUs for Bozeman, Hebgen Lake, Gardiner and Yellowstone districts reflect fire management elements described 
in the 1987 Gallatin National Forest Plan and the recent 2011 Fire Management Amendment to the Forest Plan 
(2011).  They take into consideration areas where the Forest Service provides the primary fire management 
response/protection for BLM and State throughout the Gallatin, Park, and portions of Sweet Grass, Meagher and 
Madison counties.  FMUs are defined by common management objectives, constraints, land features, accessibility, 
highly valued resources (e.g., WUI, high-use recreation areas, active mining operations, etc.), political boundaries, 
fuel types, major fire regimes, or special management areas designated by agency authority or congressional 
action (e.g., wilderness areas).  FMUs described in the Fire Management Plan are developed and reviewed annually 
in coordination with Yellowstone National Park and Bureau of Land Management’s Butte Field Office (Table 4a).    
Map 4 displays the FMUs for each of the major mountain ranges on the Bozeman, Hebgen Lake, Gardiner and 
Yellowstone ranger districts. 
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There are three FMU categories established for the Bozeman, Hebgen Lake, Gardiner and Yellowstone ranger 
districts: 

FMU 1 Includes areas where fire management options are predominantly point protection / perimeter 
control strategies as long as firefighter and public safety are provided.  These areas may include 
high density wildland urban interface areas with roaded access, major highways  corridors 
(Hwy 191 & 89, I-90), private land parcels, State of Montana lands, municipal watersheds, large 
developed campgrounds, dispersed recreation sites, FS summer recreation cabin sites, etc.  

North Suppression: WUI areas with roaded access, located in the Bridger, Bangtail and Crazy Mountain 
ranges; all private and State lands with federal wildland fire protection jurisdiction 
north of MT Interstate 90. 

Gallatin Suppression: WUI areas with roaded access (within federal wildland fire protection jurisdiction) 
located in the entire Gallatin Mountain Range and the Gallatin NF portion of the 
Madison Mountain Range south to Carrot Basin;  includes Tom Miner Basin area.    

Absaroka Beartooth 
Suppression: 

WUI areas with roaded access (within federal wildland fire protection jurisdiction) 
located in the Gallatin portion of the Absaroka-Beartooth Mountain Range; includes the 
Silver Gate and Cooke City area to Chief Joseph Pass; includes the North Range of YNP, 
north of Tower Junction/Lamar Valley road and MT Highway 212; includes Gardiner 
area. 

Yellowstone South 
Suppression: 

Includes lands administered by Gallatin NF and Yellowstone NP.  WUI areas with 
roaded access (within federal wildland fire protection jurisdiction).  

BLM: Gallatin National Forest provides fire management responsibility for all BLM lands 
within Gallatin, Park, Meagher, Madison and Sweet Grass counties. 
 

FMU 2 Includes interface/intermix WUI areas; roaded areas (suitable for engine access, 1-HR walk-in 
time); unroaded areas; and special management areas such as RNA/SIAs, Cabin Creek Wildlife 
Management Area and Hyalite-Porcupine-Buffalo Horn Wilderness Study Area. 

North : Roaded and unroaded areas considered interface/intermix WUI (those outside FMU 1 WUI 
areas), situated in the Bridger, Bangtail and Crazy Mountains. 

Gallatin: Roaded and unroaded areas considered interface/intermix WUI (those outside FMU 1 WUI 
areas), situated in the Gallatin Mountain Range and Northern portions of the Madison 
Mountain Range. 

Absaroka Beartooth: Roaded and unroaded areas considered interface/intermix WUI (those outside FMU 1 WUI 
areas), situated in the Absaroka Beartooth Mountain Range.  

Madison: Roaded and unroaded areas considered interface/intermix WUI (those outside FMU 1 WUI 
areas), situated within Yellowstone NP and Gallatin NF. 

Southwest: National Forest System lands south of Highway 20. Also includes portions of the Southwest 
Range, YNP.  

FMU 3 Gallatin National Forest Plan MA 4 - Designated and Recommended Wilderness areas. 

Absaroka Beartooth Wilderness: A-B Wilderness 

Lee Metcalf Wilderness: Includes designated wilderness, recommended wilderness (Earthquake Lake 
Addition & Little Republic Addition); includes attributes for other interface/ 
intermix wui areas.  Includes the Spanish Peaks Unit, Monument Mtn Unit, and 
Taylor-Hilgard Unit of the Lee Metcalf WLDNS.   
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TABLE 4a.   Estimate of Acres in Each FMU Fire Workload Area –  
Bozeman, Hebgen Lake, Gardiner & Yellowstone Districts 

Fire Workload Area (FWA) 
Total Federal Land 

Acres NFS land Acres NPS Acres BLM 

North Suppression 

Other Acres 
(State/Private) 

124,409 64,693 0 0 59,716 

North 189,576 140,286 0 0 49,290 

Gallatin Suppression 216,181 129,708 0 0 86,473 

Gallatin 408,763 355,624 0 0 53,139 

Absaroka-Beartooth Suppression* 313,179 284,993 9,395 3,137 15,654 

Absaroka-Beartooth 136,264 126,725  1,363 8,176 

Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness* 572,101 434,797 137,304 0 > 1% 

Yellowstone South Suppression* 95,988 78,710 16,318 0 960 

Madison* 419,384 92,264 327,120 0 > 1% 

Lee Metcalf Wilderness 134,624 134,624 0 0 0 

Southwest* 457,217 36,577 420,640 0 0 

BLM 14,100 0 0 14,100 0 
*Portions of FMU situated within Yellowstone National Park, which is not shown on the following FPU map. 

 

Map 6:  Map of Bozeman, Hebgen Lake, Gardiner & Yellowstone districts’ Fire Management Units 
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4.1  Fire Management Considerations Applicable to Fire Management Units on the 
Bozeman, Hebgen Lake, Gardiner & Yellowstone Districts 
 

A.  INTERAGENCY DISPATCH CENTER 

The Bozeman, Hebgen Lake, Gardiner and Yellowstone districts are served by one dispatch center, Bozeman 
Interagency Dispatch Center (BZC). BZC also assists in communications, large fire resource ordering and other 
dispatch services for Yellowstone National Park.  
  

B.  INITIAL RESPONSE (Initial Attack) – Protection Responsibilities 

The west and central zones of the Forest have responsibility for fire management on all National Forest and State 
of Montana Department of Natural Resource Conservation lands within the National Forest Boundary.  In addition 
to these lands, the Forest has protection responsibility for Bureau of Land Management lands (approximately 
18,600 acres) in Gallatin and Park counties, which lie outside of the Forest Boundary (Montana Cooperative Fire 
Management and Stafford Act Response Agreement, 2011).  

The Custer Gallatin Forest is also responsible for wildland fire response on approximately 250,000 acres of private 
lands.  Basically, all private lands within the Forest Boundary are within one of three Forest Fire Protection 
Districts (Gallatin River, Yellowstone and Bridger – map located in the Supervisor’s Office).  The exceptions are 
lands in the vicinity of Cooke City, West Yellowstone, the Boulder River drainages, and the Crazy Mountains, 
which are in the Affidavit system.  The Forest’s wildland fire protection responsibility is established through 
Forest Fire Protection Districts and Affidavit lands based on a State of Montana and Forest Service agreement.    
Within the Forest Boundary, the Forest Service has concurrent wildland fire suppression responsibility with the 
individual County wildland suppression organizations on private lands within established Forest Fire Protection 
Districts or on private lands signed up under the Affidavit system.  As the designated protecting agency, the 
Forest is the primary lead wildland suppression responsibility in these areas.  However, structure fire suppression 
remains the sole responsibility of State of Montana, County and City organizations. 
During initial response, close coordination between Fire management duty officers, line officers and cooperators is 
essential to setting priorities and determining the management response for wildfires on lands protected by the 
Forest Service.  The FMO represents the Custer Gallatin NF on the SC and EZ MAC when activated.  Wildfires 
originating on Custer Gallatin NF lands that are contained by initial attack resources will be entered into the 
Wildland Fire Decision Support System (WFDSS), however a published decision is not required. 
 

C.  LONG DURATION / LARGE FIRE DECISION MAKING   

All unplanned ignitions that have duration beyond the initial attack period will have a WFDSS decision published 
in a timely manner. The WFDSS will serve as the decision record for selection of the management response.  The 
jurisdictional and protection agencies will coordinate the development of the WFDSS and delegation of authority 
for incoming Incident Management Teams. For multi-jurisdictional incidents involving the State of Montana, the 
State of South Dakota, and their counties who use the Wildland Fire Situation Analysis (WFSA) as their decision 
document, a NRCG Wildland Fire Decision Document will be prepared in addition to the WFDSS.  The affected 
agency administrators will certify or sign the WFDSS decision, the NRCG Decision Document and the delegation 
of authority. Specific cost share agreements will be developed at this time. 
 

D.  MOBILIZATION / OPERATIONAL PROCEDURES  

Wildland fire mobilization and operational procedures identify appropriate responses to situations resulting from 
unplanned ignitions (BZC 2014 Mobilization Guide).   The preplanned response will be implemented by the 
Bozeman Interagency Dispatch Center in coordination with Zone Fire Duty Officer. 

All fires will be managed beginning with a strong initial fire “size-up”.  An evaluation will follow to determine 
such considerations as:   

a)  the potential public and firefighter safety concerns/needs;   
b) values at risk (such as wildland urban interface areas, municipal watersheds, power lines, and 

threatened and endangered species habitat);   
c)  short-term and long-term fire weather conditions;   
d)  local, State-wide and regional fire activity;   
e)  air quality/smoke concerns;  
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f)  fire management resource needs and the availability of those resources;   
g)  trigger points and contingency plans;   
h)  vegetation and hazardous fuel management opportunities using fire; 
 i)  and cost effectiveness.   

 
A decision on how best to manage the fire is then determined and reviewed daily or as conditions change. 
 

E.  FORESTED AREAS AFFECTED BY INSECT & DISEASE  

Mountain pine beetle populations have risen steadily since the early 2000s, to epidemic proportions throughout 
the entire Greater Yellowstone Area, affecting lodgepole pine, whitebark pine and limber pine forests (R1 Forest 
Health and Protection Surveys 1999 to present).  In addition, areas of Douglas-fir forests are currently 
experiencing a buildup of Douglas-fir beetle populations and continued spruce budworm impacts.  Wide-spread 
loss of whitebark pine has occurred throughout its range within the GYA, due to extensive mortality from 
mountain pine beetle and white pine blister rust (Logan and others 2010).  Most of these increases in insect 
populations can be contributed to a combination of conditions:  drought, mild winters, fire exclusion, and the 
condition of mature forests (uniform ages and size classes of trees and tree densities).  

Resent USFS research indicates trees attacked or killed by MPB exhibit substantially altered fire behavior 
beginning at an earlier stage of the beetle attack than previously thought.  Reduced foliar moistures and ignition 
times in both green-attacked and red needle trees increase the probability of surface fire transition to crown fire, 
along with increased spotting distances.  Green-attacked trees pose a particular hazard to fire management 
actions as they appear healthy.  We have had little experience with the impact and magnitude of this changed 
condition, especially in terms of providing firefighter and public safety.  Forest fire managers will provide detailed 
briefings for local and incoming fire management resources on potential fire behavior in the bark beetle affected 
environments. 
 

F.  WHITEBARK PINE SENSITIVE SPECIES DESIGNATION 

As of December 2011, whitebark pine has been designated as a sensitive species in the Northern Region of the 
Forest Service, which includes Montana and Northern Idaho (USDA 2011).   Per the guidance found in the 
Whitebark Pine Strategy for the Greater Yellowstone Area (GYA, 2011), the impact of fire to the overall health of 
whitebark pine forests in the GYA will be considered in fire management strategies and decisions when practical.   

• Refer to the CGNF GIS layers for WBP protection and restoration areas (Fire EHD). 
• Fire management actions may be used on some sites to allow and encourage fire, while still protecting 

high value whitebark pine cone-collection plus trees through pre-fire thinning and movement of fuels 
away from individual whitebark pine trees.   

• Fire management strategies may also be designed to minimize any fire moving through these areas. 

 

4.2  Fire Environment of Bozeman, Hebgen Lake, Gardiner & Yellowstone Districts 
 

A.  FMU CHARACTERICS 

Fire Ecology: 

The landscapes throughout the four districts host a variety of vegetation types, starting with grass and sagebrush 
meadows at the lower elevations, (below 5500 feet elevation) that transition to Douglas-fir with grass and shrub 
understory.  At mid-elevations (from 5500 to 6800 feet), mixed conifer forests of Douglas-fir and lodgepole pine 
dominate.  Almost pure, even-aged, lodgepole pine and subalpine fir forests occur around 6500 feet, transitioning 
into the higher elevation, colder habitats of subalpine fir and whitebark pine, beginning around 8000 feet 
elevation.  Engelmann spruce, aspen, black cottonwood, and limber pine are also found throughout the Forest, but 
are not abundant. 

Grassland and shrub land habitats can be found at all elevation ranges throughout the the four districts, either as 
open meadows and shrub lands or with open conifer overstory, and occupy roughly 18 percent, Forest-wide. Most 
grass and shrub species found on the Forest have fire-adapted traits or survival strategies that determine whether 
fire generally increases or decreases species cover in the immediate post-fire period (Fisher and Clayton 1983).  A 
variety of grass and shrub fuel types can be found throughout the Forest and throughout the elevation ranges of 
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each fire management unit (FMU).  Table 4b describes the expected fire behavior in these habitats and the 
distribution across the Forest.  The historical fire regimes (fire frequency) for grass and shrub habitats are shown 
in Table 4c and differ slightly when based on elevation. 

TABLE 4b.  Expected fire behavior for typical grass and shrub fuel types2/. 

Fuel Type Expected Fire Behavior 

Low Fuel Load, Dry Climate Grass and Grass-
Shrub  

Distribution across 4 Distr  
(%) 

(primary carriers are grass and shrubs) 

Surface fire of low intensity; low flame lengths (< 2 ft); low-
moderate spread rates. 

35 

Dry Climate Shrub  (primary carriers are 
woody shrubs and shrub litter) 

Surface fire of moderate intensity; low flame length (< 1 ft); 
low-moderate spread rates. 

< 1 

High-elevation Timber-Tundra/grass 
(primary carriers are grass, shrub and litter) 
 

Surface fire of low to moderate intensity; low flame length 
(< 3 ft); moderate spread rates.  Torching of individual 
trees or groups of trees may occur. 

<5 

2/ Scott and Burgan 2005; LANDFIRE 2008 Rapid Refresh 

TABLE 4c.  Mean fire return interval for grass and shrub3/ lands. 

Elevation 
< 6800 ft 

Mean Fire Return Interval 
Low intensity, surface fires every 5 to 20 years if grass and/or shrubs dominate the site, and 5 
to 42 years, depending on density of conifer overstory 

6800 < 8000 ft. Low to moderate intensity fire averaging every 5 to 25 years if grass and/or shrubs dominate 
the site, and 35 to 150 years, depending on density of conifer overstory 

8000 ft + Low intensity surface fire, occurring in 90 to 300+ years 
3/ Fisher & Clayton 1983; Arno & Gruell 1983 

Douglas-fir, at 27 percent, are the most common forest type on the Bozeman, Hebgen Lake, Gardiner and 
Yellowstone districts (DeBlander 2001).  This species grows in open-dry forest conditions with a grass and shrub 
understory, as well as pure stands and mixed conifer stands with lodgepole pine, limber pine, subalpine fir and 
aspen.  Table 4d describes the expected fire behavior in Douglas-fir habitats and the distribution across the 
Forest.   

TABLE 4d.  Expected fire behavior for typical Douglas-fir habitats4/. 

Fuel Type Expected Fire Behavior 

Dry Climate Timber-Grass-Shrub (primary 
carriers are grass, shrub and litter) 

Distribution across 4 
Districts (%) 

Surface fire of low to moderate intensity; low flame length (< 3 ft); 
moderate spread rates.  Torching of individual trees or groups of trees 
may occur. 

28 

 4/ Scott and Burgan 2005; LANDFIRE 2008 Rapid Refresh 

Douglas-fir become more fire-adapted as they mature, developing thick, corky bark, allowing the tree to survive 
low to moderate intensity surface fires.  Fires that occur in Douglas-fir dominated forests range from low 
intensity surface fires, where minimum if any tree mortality occurs, to high intensity, stand-replacing fires.  Fire-
free return intervals range from 5 to 20 years in the open, dry site Douglas-fir habitats to 35 to 100 years in the 
mixed conifer stands (Fisher and Clayton 1983; Arno and Gruell 1983). Over 100 years of fire suppression and fire 
exclusion have led to a lesser extent of the open, mature Douglas-fir in many areas of the Forest as the fire 
frequency in these habitats has been decreased.  

Mixed conifer forests (Douglas-fir, lodgepole pine, subalpine fir, spruce) tend to have multiple canopy strata, 
resulting in greater vertical continuity of fuel conditions from the ground surface to the upper tree canopy strata.   
This vertical continuity is largely due to the shade-tolerance of Douglas-fir and subalpine fir, and leads to stands 
being more susceptible to crown fire (Scott and Reinhardt 2001).  Van Wagtendonk and Fites-Kaufman (2006) 
suggest that stands in which fir species dominate the mid-canopy and understory tree component could have 
higher horizontal fuel continuity.   

Lodgepole pine is another dominant cover type across the Forest, occupying roughly 25 percent, and found in 
large patches of dense, homogenous, even-aged stands or in mixed conifer with Douglas-fir and subalpine fir 
across the Forest.  It is generally a seral species on the Forest, found rarely in the climax lodgepole pine 
successional stage.   
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Two types of fire can occur in lodgepole pine dominated forests:  surface fire and crown fires.  Low intensity 
surface fires do occur in this forest type, scarring lodgepole pine trees, yet killing most subalpine fir and spruce.  
However, in areas where fire suppression has occurred over many years, fire managers are experiencing severe 
surface fires when lodgepole pine forests have converted to subalpine fir and spruce.  Fires occurring in lodgepole 
pine habitats found throughout the Forests are typically wind-driven, large acreage, stand-replacing events.   

Fire return intervals for lodgepole pine habitats range from 42 years at the lower elevations where mixed with 
Douglas-fir, and 50 to 300 years where occurring in pure stands or mixed with subalpine fir and whitebark pine.  
Fire occurrence in these habitats has been slightly influenced by fire exclusion.  However, fire-free intervals have 
allowed for shade-tolerant species, such as subalpine fir and Douglas-fir, to establish and prosper in the 
understory of lodgepole pine stands across the Forest.  This condition, along with dry fuel moisture and extreme 
weather events, has attributed to the increased occurrence of large-scale, stand-replacing fire events over the past 
11 years (fire records 2001-2012).   

Subalpine fir is the dominant tree species when it succeeds lodgepole pine at mid to upper elevations of the 
Forest, and whitebark pine at the higher elevations.  Subalpine fir represents roughly 25 percent and Engelmann 
spruce, 8 percent, of the cover types across the Forest (FIA 2001).   Subalpine fir and Engelmann spruce are 
highly susceptible to fire due to their thin, resinous bark and dense tree crowns that extend the entire length of 
the tree.  The exclusion of fire in many ecosystems has converted some forests from lodgepole pine to uneven-age 
subalpine fir and Engelmann spruce dominated forests.  Mid to high intensity, stand-replacing fires are common 
in these habitats, with fire return intervals ranging from 90 to 130 years (Arno and Gruell 1983).  Table 4e 
describes the expected fire behavior in habitats dominated by lodgepole pine, mixed conifer and subalpine fir. 

TABLE 4e.  Expected fire behavior for lodgepole pine, mixed conifer and subalpine fir habitats5/. 

Fuel Type Expected Fire Behavior 

Very High Fuel Load; Cool, Dry 
Climate Timber-Shrub 

Distribution across 4 
Districts (%) 

(primary carrier is heavy forest 
litter with shrub or small tree 
understory) 
 

Mixed to stand replacing; moderate flame lengths (5-12 ft); moderate spread 
rate.  Crowning out, spotting and torching of individual tress more frequent, 
leading to potential fire management/control challenges.  Depending on 
percentage of canopy cover and the spatial distribution of individual or groups 
of trees - surface fire of low to moderate intensity; low flame length (< 3 ft); 
moderate spread rates.  Torching of individual trees or groups of trees may 
occur. 
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5/ Scott and Burgan 2005; LANDFIRE 2008 Rapid Refresh 

Whitebark pine is considered a keystone species of the upper subalpine ecosystems (Tomback and others 2001), 
and occupies 26 percent of the Custer Gallatin National Forest (GYA Whitebark Pine Strategy 2011).    It is often 
the initial colonizer on sites with difficult growing conditions due to high snow loads, poor soil development and 
short growing seasons.  Stand structure is typically open with multiple stems originating from a common location.  
However, whitebark pine can be found in mixed conifer stands along with subalpine fir, Engelmann spruce, 
lodgepole pine and Douglas-fir.  

Whitebark pine are very long-lived species that are eventually replaced with subalpine fir in the absence of fire. In 
regions where whitebark pine communities are successional, the fire regime ranges from 50 to 400 years (Arno 
1986; Romme 1982; Barrett and Arno 1993) as either mixed severity fires or stand-replacing events. Table 4f 
describes the expected fire behavior in higher elevation whitebark pine habitats. 

TABLE 4f.  Expected fire behavior for whitebark pine fuel types6/ . 

Fuel Type Expected Fire Behavior 

High-elevation Timber-Tundra/grass 

Distribution across 4 
Districts (%) 

(primary carriers are grass, shrub and litter) 
 

Surface fire of low to moderate intensity; low flame length (< 3 
ft); moderate spread rates.  Torching of individual trees or 
groups of trees may occur. 

15 

6/ Scott and Burgan 2005; LANDFIRE 2008 Rapid Refresh 

 

Aspen is a short-lived, broadleaf tree species (100 to 125 years) that is seral to conifers throughout the Western 
United States (Keane and others 2002a).  It is maintained by periodic mixed to high severity fire that kill most 
trees and stimulate aspen to regenerate from root sprouting or suckers.  Throughout the four districts, aspen 
represents less than 1 percent of forest types, and occurs as scattered individual trees, in small clumps of trees, or 
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as large clones covering several acres.   Because of the absence of fire, most aspen clones are dominated by 
conifers.  

 

B.  BIOLOGICAL 
  All Districts 

Throughout the four districts, biological considerations when developing WFDSS strategic and tactical decisions 
include: 

• Westslope or Yellowstone cutthroat trout, critical lynx habitat and grizzly bear habitat. 
• Custer Gallatin NF Occupancy and Use Order #01-14-11-00-02 (aka Food Storage Order), 2014 
• Maps exist in the Forest’s electronic files and current WFDSS GIS layers, illustrating retardant avoidance 

areas as part of the Nationwide Aerial Application of Retardant EIS. 
• Direction exists for aquatics invasive species and retardant avoidance areas across all FMUs.  

In the designated wilderness areas (MA 4), biological considerations when developing WFDSS decisions include: 

• Adherence to the detailed guidance for management of unplanned wildland fire and prescribed fire use 
outlined in Forest Service Manual 2324.2, as described in FMP Chapter 1. 

• Use of mechanized equipment requires Forest Supervisor approval.  

 

C.  FIRE ENVIRONMENT 

Fire Behavior: 

Extreme fire weather (low humidity and strong winds), the physical setting and overall fuel moisture and 
configuration across a landscape are significant factors influencing large fire growth throughout the south central 
area of Montana.  When conditions are ripe, fires tend to be stand-replacing, crown fire events of high speed and 
high intensity, challenging direct suppression response actions.    The majority of ignitions and the largest fires 
occur in mid-July through late September, and are generally wind-driven events.  Again, all depends on the 
weather, physical environment and fuel conditions. 

Fire Size / Trends: 

The typical fire season for the SCZ begins mid-June through late September, with the months of July and August 
being the most active.  Fire activity in the BZC dispatching arena is highly variable.  Fire records from 1992 to 
2012 indicate the BZC manages on average 36 fires per year, affecting roughly 18,380 acres per year.  Between 
2002-2012, the average was 35 fires per year burning and average of 29,772 acres.  The increase in affected 
burned acres over this shortened time period is largely due to the 2006 fire year, which included the 207,115 acre 
Derby Fire, by far the largest fire in the 20 year period.    Lightning accounts for roughly 57 percent of all 
unplanned wildland fire ignitions, while 43 percent are human-caused ignitions – the majority of those are 
campfires (25% of total fires).  Ninety two percent of all fires are contained at 10 acres or less.  Approximately 5 
percent grow to over 1,000 acres and are generally plume-dominated, wind driven events, accounting for most of 
the areas burned typical for large fire years like 2006 or 1988.   

Figure 4a shows the fire summary for the National Forest System lands within the BZC Dispatching Area from 
1992 to 2012. 
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Figure 4a.  Fire Summary for NFS lands within BZC dispatching area (1992-2014, from FireFamilyPlus)  

    

 
 

Generally across the CGNF land base, less than five percent of unplanned ignitions grow into the larger fire 
events (fire sizes F and G), primarily due to extreme weather and wind conditions driving fire growth.  

Fire Weather: 

Fire weather considerations across the environments of Bozeman, Hebgen Lake, Gardiner and Yellowstone districts 
include: 

– Prevailing wind direction normally from southwest.  However EAST winds have resulted in high fire 
activity and erratic fire behavior – large fire growth can be anticipated.  

– Not unusual to experience sustained winds of 20 to 30 mph with higher gusts for 6 to 8 hours in the 
Yellowstone District landscapes. 

– Active crowning and long-range spotting often occur under these conditions mid to late summer. 
– Typically, a season ending event in late September, with greater than ¾ inch of precipitation over 3 days 

or more. 

Fire Weather Considerations: 

– ERCs of 65+ indicate potential for high rates of fire spread and spotting with independent crown 
fires possible;  

– 20-foot windspeed over 15 mph; 
– RH less than 25%; 
– Dry bulb temeparture over 80 degrees; 
– 1000-hour fuel moisture less than 12. 
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